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			INTRODUCTION

			On October 10, 2017, the United States Men’s National Team (USMNT) played the combined national team of Trinidad and Tobago in Couva, Trinidad. It was the final game of World Cup qualifying, and the U.S. needed only a tie to earn a spot in the 2018 World Cup in Russia.

			It had been a rocky campaign for the U.S. men, marked by the dismissal of bombastic coach Jürgen Klinsmann as the team struggled to qualify, and the return of veteran Major League Soccer (MLS) and USMNT coach Bruce Arena to replace him. The U.S. was clearly a team in transition, relying on a generation of successful but older players (among them Tim Howard, Clint Dempsey, Michael Bradley, and Matt Besler). But it had won, 4–0, against Panama four days earlier—a resounding performance against a team more talented than Trinidad and Tobago—which had already been eliminated from World Cup contention.

			Going into the game, Federation Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) ranked the USMNT 28th in the world, one spot above the powerhouse team of the Netherlands. Trinidad and Tobago was ranked 99th. The U.S. boasted a population of over 330 million people from which to draw players, and its ascending pro league, Major League Soccer, was among the top dozen leagues in the world at the time. The T&T squad, in contrast, was pulled from a pool of 1.3 million people—about the size of Dallas—and one list ranked its Pro League behind more than 130 others.

			The U.S. had also qualified for every World Cup since 1990. Its region—CONCACAF, the Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football—is far less competitive than Europe or South America, where in every cycle a few good teams miss out on the World Cup. Three teams from CONCACAF would qualify for the 2018 event in Russia, and a fourth could as well, via an inter-confederation playoff. The U.S. didn’t have to finish ahead of Mexico, its rival and the region’s most consistent performer; it just had to finish in the top four.

			For people who follow soccer, what occurred on a soggy field at Ato Boldon Stadium in Couva was incomprehensible. An own goal by U.S. defender Omar González in the 17th minute. A shot in the 37th minute from about thirty-five yards out that a goalkeeper with Tim Howard’s experience and ability should have saved. Howard blundering a shot from even farther in the 44th minute that nearly gifted T&T a third goal. Christian Pulisic, who had turned nineteen only a month earlier, scored in the 47th minute to draw the U.S. to within one, 2–1, but his goal would be the only one of the day for the Americans. Other than Pulisic, the team had played with a striking lack of energy and urgency. After the final whistle, several U.S. players just stood in shock. Pulisic crouched down, pulled his jersey over his face, and began to cry, the indelible image from the worst loss in USMNT history.

			For the first time in thirty years, the U.S. would miss the World Cup.

			In the aftermath, discussions of the defeat tended to follow one of two tracks. One focused on what had happened on the field in Couva, and what might have been done differently. Arena had gone with the same attack-minded team that had defeated Panama days earlier. Should he have put fresher legs on the field and perhaps played more defensively? Why start González over Geoff Cameron, a starter in England’s Premier League at the time? Most sports media and fans circled around those traditional what-ifs.

			The second track took a wider view. At the time of the Couva disaster, there were about seven million kids between the ages of six and seventeen playing soccer in the United States. Yet much, much smaller countries, with millions fewer kids playing the game, were considerably better at cultivating talent. How is it that, say, Uruguay (with a total population of 3.4 million) could produce world-class players—from Luis Suárez and Edinson Cavani to Ronald Araújo and Federico Valverde—but U.S. fans were reduced to debating whether Omar González or Geoff Cameron was a better national team starter? To focus on lineup choices or tactics in one game was to miss that the system was failing, rendering a country that should be a shark into a minnow.

			And the USMNT has long been a minnow, even if the sport’s power brokers in America and its most devoted fans have resisted acknowledging that fact.

			After the loss at Couva, I dug up a study commissioned by the leaders of the United States Soccer Federation nearly twenty years earlier. Project 2010, as it was called, was meant to outline what it would take for the U.S. men to join the ranks of Brazil, Germany, Italy, and other global soccer powers by 2010. The cover page of the study included a photo of Neil Armstrong from the 1969 lunar landing, but with a World Cup trophy in his right hand, under the words we can fly. “Throughout history, Americans have many times demonstrated a remarkable ability to accomplish extraordinary goals,” read the introduction. “While Americans do not own a monopoly on inventiveness or problem solving, one fact sets them apart from the rest of the world. America’s collective resources and creativity are the greatest on earth.”

			The 113-page report was written by Carlos Queiroz, who coached Portugal’s national team and the professional club Sporting CP in his native country and Real Madrid in Spain. He had experience at the sport’s highest level, and he had also coached the New York/New Jersey MetroStars in Major League Soccer, so he was familiar with the United States and spoke English and Spanish. Queiroz and his longtime assistant coach, Dan Gaspar, traveled the country talking with the sport’s stakeholders: federation officials, national team coaches, MLS coaches, youth and college coaches. The goal of the study was “to review all levels of soccer in the United States, compare it to other successful soccer countries in the world and chart a course for the future of soccer in the United States,” Queiroz wrote.

			Once you get past the sanguine cover image of the moon landing, it is hard to view Project 2010 as anything other than a total takedown of America’s development system for male players. One page of the completed study features words in massive white type against a black background reading: Project 2010 is not about the business of soccer. Project 2010 is about the business of winning. It was a clear nod to the fact that so many of the sport’s leaders in the U.S. have long acted out of self-interest, protecting their income streams at the expense of what is good for young players and the broader development system.

			Queiroz delivered Project 2010 to U.S. Soccer’s leaders just after the 1998 World Cup in France, and the timing was apt. The U.S. had gone winless in its group, losing to Germany, Iran, and Yugoslavia. The Iran game was particularly embarrassing, since that country was playing in only its second World Cup and first since 1978. Iranian fans celebrated late into the night in the bars of Lyon. (I drowned my sorrows alongside them, wearing a U.S. jersey; a red, white, and blue jester hat; and blue face paint.) Queiroz’s report cast the Americans’ flop in France in the proper light: “No one should be surprised about the performance of the U.S. team in France. It was a natural occurrence—nothing more nor less than the reality of soccer in the United States,” he wrote.

			The report was a bucket of ice water in the face of anyone who thought the U.S. was close to being a world soccer power. It laid out the many reasons the current developmental setup in America wasn’t working. But even more powerful than Queiroz’s summarized findings were the raw comments he included at the end of the study, extracts from the interviews he and Gaspar conducted with coaches and others around the country. The remarks (more than 170 of them) are unvarnished critiques of a U.S. system that in 1998, nearly twenty years before Couva, was deemed by many respondents to be an institutional mess. Among the comments:

			
					
					Soccer is politically driven by self-interest.

				

					
					The biggest issue is player development. The talent is here, but the environment is not.

				

					
					Overseas there is a clear picture. In the U.S., we are searching for a clear structure.

				

					
					We must have them in a residency program that simulates a professional experience.

				

					
					We must get MLS involved in the development process.

				

					
					It is a white, middle-class sport. In the rest of the world it is the people’s sport.

				

					
					We need to mobilize and accelerate development of the entire U.S. player pool by integrating unaffiliated, principally Hispanic, youth players into the mainstream.

				

					
					In basketball, everyone wants to be [Michael] Jordan, in football everyone wants to be [Joe] Montana. In soccer, who do the kids want to be?

				

					
					The fault of the system is at the entry level. Players are being observed by inexperienced coaches.

				

			

			To fix all these problems, Queiroz offered recommendations for how to restructure men’s soccer in the U.S., including an overhaul of coaching and scouting networks, more connectivity between the federation and state associations, development of an academy system, and more. Taken together, the recommendations amounted to a complete reimagining of how male players are scouted and developed. He also warned that the U.S. wouldn’t find any shortcuts in the process and urged leaders to look past the successes of individual games and single events; to not find optimism where none existed. “Regardless of the national team’s current results, it does not change the reality of soccer. We cannot be so naive to think that we will win on miracles,” he wrote. “If I suffer from an illness, I can take medicine to reduce the pain, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that I will be free of disease. Likewise, the U.S. could have a good result in the World Cup, but it might not be the best indicator of whether or not we are progressing in the right direction at all levels at home. Only when we improve all competition at the state and local levels will we raise the level of play throughout the United States. As the cream rises to the top, then and only then will we experience, in a systematic way, meaningful improvement in the results and ability of the U.S. team.”

			Project 2010 did not prompt a massive restructuring of soccer in America. The United States Soccer Federation did not throw massive money and resources into the sweeping overhaul that Queiroz advised. Some of the report’s recommendations were gradually implemented, but they were minor. To steal Queiroz’s illness metaphor: The U.S. took a couple aspirin and went about its business.

			That inaction was, in no small part, because of what happened at the 2002 World Cup, where the USMNT made an improbable run to the quarterfinals. Queiroz had warned against reading too much into one set of World Cup results, and yet in 2002 the U.S. Soccer Federation did exactly that. But then the USMNT went winless at the 2006 World Cup. And at the 2010 event the U.S. was not even close to being a championship contender. It took a miracle goal against Algeria just to get out of the group stage, and then Ghana outclassed the Americans in the Round of 16. In 2014, they made the knockout stage of the World Cup but lost there to a clearly superior Belgian team. The U.S. men also failed to qualify for the Olympics in 2012 and 2016.

			Reading the Project 2010 report soon after the disaster in Couva, it was hard not to view it as a missed opportunity. A respected coach had given the sport’s stakeholders a blueprint for how to fix its system and begin to catch up to the rest of the world, and it had been mostly ignored. Not only was there no moon landing moment for soccer in America, the rocket never even got built.

			It would have been easy, in the emotional weeks after Couva, to despair about a seemingly irreparable system and the inaction of U.S. soccer leaders, to see America’s soccer future as bleak. That’s where I likely would have ended up had I not, in the same month as the Couva disaster, tuned in to watch the Under-17 World Cup.

			The U.S. team in that event, a group of sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boys, opened by trouncing host India, then soundly beat Ghana. The young Americans then played Colombia to a standstill before losing, but they still advanced out of the group and into the Round of 16. The U.S. had failed to qualify for the previous two U-17 World Cups, a harbinger of the U.S. senior team’s future struggles, so getting past the group stage was a major accomplishment. The young U.S. team then dominated Paraguay to make the quarterfinals, where it fell to England, a team that included a host of future Premier League standouts.

			As I watched the U-17s play in India, I was struck by how different this team was than the youth teams that had represented America in the past. The majority of the twenty-one players on the roster were already playing or training with professional clubs. Sergiño Dest was with Ajax in the Netherlands; Carlos Joaquim Dos Santos was with Portuguese powerhouse Benfica; Timothy Weah played for Paris Saint-Germain in France; Josh Sargent with German Bundesliga club Werder Bremen. Four of the players were in the academy at Atlanta United, an MLS team that didn’t even exist until 2014. Not that long ago, the U.S. was pulling kids off high school teams to play in international youth events. Now the core of this U-17 team was made up of players already signed to a professional contract or on their way to doing so.

			Another aspect of that U-17 team also caught my attention. Against India and Ghana, more than half of the starting players for the U.S. were Black or Latino. No longer was the U.S. trotting out a team of predominantly big, suburban white kids. The roster represented America’s populace in a way not seen before. The quality of the play was also notable. This group of U-17s was far more skilled, far more technical with the ball, than any U.S. youth team I’d seen in the more than twenty-five years I’d closely followed the sport. Watching the players move, their understanding of the game, their ability to create space and goal-scoring opportunities, was mesmerizing. Many of the U.S. players could have been wearing the jersey of Spain or Argentina, and you wouldn’t have thought them out of place.

			At the exact moment that followers of U.S. men’s soccer were apoplectic over the senior team’s failure to qualify for the World Cup in Russia, here was a group of boys showing themselves to be the most promising collection of talent to ever emerge from the United States. As fans called for the firing of Arena, the U.S. senior team coach (he resigned), and demanded the ouster of federation president Sunil Gulati (he didn’t run for reelection), and as they spoke about Couva as the bottoming-out of men’s soccer in America, they likely missed the gift offered by that group of teenagers in India.

			Hope.

			What I saw from the U-17s cast what happened in Couva in a different light. The loss to T&T was not some sort of tipping point; it was the last gasp of the old guard, the old way, the old system. Those U-17 players and other young talents that followed in the coming years would find their way onto some of the top professional teams in the world—Chelsea, Manchester City, Bayern Munich, Borussia Dortmund, RB Leipzig, Barcelona, Juventus, Roma, and more. Soon, the U.S. development system that Queiroz found to be fragmented and inefficient would begin identifying and developing talent at such a high rate that scouts for European clubs would flock to the fields of America to look for players; some of those clubs even set up their own youth academies in the States to mine for greatness.

			A number of the substantial changes Queiroz suggested in Project 2010 came around anyway—albeit not by 2010. It took years and years; it happened (somewhat) organically, individuals forcing change rather than leaders leading. But it did happen. Those U-17s gliding around the field in India were proof.

			To understand how that occurred, I embarked upon an exercise not unlike the one Queiroz and Gaspar did when they compiled Project 2010, talking to coaches, club directors, and others around the country. The goal was to somehow map the shifting landscape of the sport, to understand what was changing and how those changes came about. That exploration took me to a suburb of Des Moines, Iowa, to meet an army veteran who spent years fighting the state soccer association just so marginalized kids could play the game. It took me to San Diego, where lines have long been drawn around who does and does not get access to the game. In Houston, I watched a New Jersey native who’d become a soccer icon in Japan attempt to reshape how the youngest kids get introduced to the game. In San Antonio, Texas, and Omaha, Nebraska, I encountered coaches and team officials trying to catch talented players who might otherwise slip through the cracks. In San Francisco, I visited a sports marketing company that reinvented itself to help Latino players. In Los Angeles and Washington, D.C., I learned what happens when kids from underserved communities get the best coaching. In Arizona and Utah, I saw the present and future of elite player development.

			This book is primarily about the men’s development system in America—its past, present, and future—but change is also happening in the women’s game. The United States Women’s National Team (USWNT) has been the sport’s gold standard, winners of four World Cups and four Olympic gold medals. Yet the way female players are being developed here and abroad is also evolving, a shift that the most accomplished women’s coach in history believes threatens America’s dominance.

			To be sure, the system that develops male players in the United States is not fixed. Many problems remain. As I interviewed coaches and club directors and others, I heard many of the same criticisms listed at the end of Queiroz’s report. There is much work to be done. No matter the progress, it would be unwise to point to a men’s World Cup in the very near future and declare it as the moment that the U.S. has finally reached the level of the world’s soccer superpowers.

			But that day is coming, and it is not as far off as you may think.
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			THE AMERICAN WAY

			Tailoring soccer for success in the States

			The meeting took place on August 15, 1964. That much is certain.

			There have been reports that it was staged in the Torrance, California, garage of one of the participants, which conjures images of men in plaid pants sitting in lawn chairs, drinking Coors from yellow pull-top cans.

			Later, at least one of the participants insisted they met at a restaurant, not someone’s home. Given the date, small talk may have centered on the Angels pitcher who’d just been suspended for fighting a sportswriter, or race riots in New Jersey and Illinois.

			One retelling placed the meeting at a hotel near Beverly Hills, which is about as far from a Torrance garage as one can get.

			The archives of the American Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO), from which most of this chapter is drawn, are fuzzy on the details, but there is no dispute over who organized the meeting: Duncan Duff, president of the Greater Los Angeles Soccer League (GLASL). Duff was a Scotsman who had played and then coached adult teams in the area. He had led the GLASL since 1953, and he set up the meeting because he believed the Los Angeles area was ready to expand beyond adult teams. It was time to try to bring youth soccer to the Southland again.

			The again was why Bill Hughes was Duff’s first call. About eight years earlier, in 1956, Hughes, who was British, had created a youth league within the GLASL. It consisted of fourteen teams, with kids ranging in age from nine to fourteen. Teams were divided along ethnic lines—a German team, a Scottish team, a Mexican team, and so on—just like in the GLASL adult league. The number of kids on each squad was determined simply by how many signed up, meaning some teams had dozens of kids and others had just enough to field a team. No consideration was given to where the children lived; some players on the Yugoslavian team had to drive twenty miles to practice.

			Halfway through that 1956 season, Hughes asked for a “special meeting” to discuss the youth league’s future. Youth soccer in the GLASL was doomed, he told league leaders. Coaches and referees were dropping out, refusing to make the long commutes. Players who were riding the bench all game were quitting. He hadn’t gotten the numbers he wanted because some kids refused to be part of “ethnic” teams. Scores were too lopsided.

			He suggested that the GLASL radically rethink their approach to youth soccer, and offered four proposals:

			
					
					Only fifteen players maximum per team. This would eliminate situations like the time a team showed up with thirty-three players and its opponent had only seven.

				

					
					Every player must play at least twenty minutes of each half. The league had seen too many kids quit because they didn’t get to play.

				

					
					Eliminate ethnic names for teams. Some kids (or their parents) were refusing to join teams called Scots or Magyars or Croats.

				

					
					Keep teams within ten miles of a central point. This would eliminate the lengthy travel that caused coaches and referees to quit.

				

			

			The leadership of the GLASL didn’t have the appetite to remake youth soccer. Six weeks later, at the end of the season, Hughes’s youth league folded.

			Eight years later, Duff wanted to give it another try, and he asked Hughes to spearhead the effort. Hughes said he would get involved only if he had allies open to rethinking how to sell the game to American families. Hughes’s GLASL experience taught him that just throwing the sport in front of Americans and hoping they saw its appeal wasn’t going to cut it. You had to present soccer to them, craft the experience, in a way that made it seem less foreign. Hughes and others would refer to this as having to “Americanize” the sport. It was a core belief, a guiding principle. They talked openly and often about doing soccer “The American Way,” which meant adopting the changes Hughes suggested.

			Duff also contacted Hans Stierle, who had gotten a small soccer program off the ground in South San Gabriel but had recently moved to Torrance. Steve Erdos, Ralph Acosta, and Ted McLean were also brought in, all of them involved in local adult soccer in some way, all of them eager to grow the game in the area.

			For the meeting at the Torrance restaurant (or the garage, or the hotel) Hughes brought with him a document outlining the changes he had tried to make to the GLASL’s youth league years earlier. He asked the men to commit to bringing those changes to the new league.

			They all agreed that the league should not be affiliated with the GLASL. Best to start fresh, without that association. Names for this new endeavor were bandied about; at one point they settled on Southern California Junior Soccer League. But then Hughes argued that they should think bigger, try to form something that could go national. It would need a name that reflected that ambition.

			Hughes was a logical choice for this new organization’s first president, but when Erdos nominated him, Hughes declared that it would be “our first and last mistake.” He said he was “too typically British to be the head of an American organization.”

			That ruled out Erdos (a Romanian) and Acosta (Mexican) and McLean (Scottish)—leaving Stierle. He had spent a large portion of his life in Germany, his parents’ native country, and his given name was, well, Hans. But he was born in the United States, and that mattered above all else. The front-facing leader, the man families would look to as they pondered letting a child try soccer, had to be seen as a “real” American.

			With Stierle as president and the others filling out the remaining board positions, the men left the gathering at around 10:00 p.m. AYSO, which would become perhaps the most influential youth soccer organization in U.S. history, was conceived in about ninety minutes.

			

			—

			The South Bay of Los Angeles in the 1960s was as ideal a place as any in the U.S. to start a soccer league. In 1962, the Los Angeles Air Force Base opened in El Segundo on the site of what had once been an aircraft factory. There, the U.S. would create the satellites and missiles it stockpiled in its effort to keep ahead of Soviet efforts to do the same. Around the base, aerospace companies flush with lucrative defense contracts drew skilled workers to the area. The population of El Segundo and the nearby beach cities more than doubled, to around 125,000 by 1965, and many of the people buying the bungalows and cottages in the area were families from Europe who arrived with a love of soccer.

			The coaches and referees of the first AYSO league, created in Torrance by Stierle, were mostly foreign-born, and many of the players that made up the initial teams were their children (including Stierle’s own kids). But Stierle also recruited locals with no soccer exposure. He once interrupted a softball game at a local field and asked the kids to try kicking a ball around with him. Some liked it enough to join his new league.

			The first AYSO game was held February 13, 1965, at Jefferson Elementary in Torrance—across the street from Stierle’s house. Bill Hughes’s guidelines meant to “Americanize” the sport had clearly been followed. The two teams were called the Bulldogs and the Hornets, a far cry from Scots and Croats. Stierle broke the game into four quarters, making it easier to track playing time so that every kid played at least a quarter. And much attention was paid to the parents; they were encouraged to volunteer and be right on the sideline, cheering away.

			The second game, a week later—the Firefighters vs. the Panthers—was equally well-executed and well-received. (One player on the Firefighters was a twelve-year-old from Torrance, Siegfried “Sigi” Schmid, the son of German immigrants. He would go on to play at UCLA, coach UCLA to three NCAA men’s soccer titles, win the MLS Cup as coach of the Columbus Crew, and retire in 2018 as the winningest coach in MLS history.) Two weeks later, Erdos staged a game in Culver City, the first contest in the AYSO league he formed there.

			This is how soccer grew in Southern California, with the original AYSO board members seeding the game in certain areas and it spreading from there. AYSO soon expanded to Northern California and then to other states. In its first year, the organization registered 125 players. By its fifth, it had 1,830. In the 1973–74 season, AYSO’s tenth year, its players numbered 26,340. It helped that AYSO soccer was a relatively inexpensive endeavor. As an early AYSO treasurer told a local newspaper: “A soccer team can be field[ed] for the cost of outfitting one [American] football player.” In the first few years, the cost to register a player was $5. It eventually rose to
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