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INTRODUCTION

This is football, but not as you know it.

The Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), the sport’s worldwide governing body, lists a total of 211 national football associations among its members, hailing from every continent in the world. When you consider that there are only 195 recognised countries in the world, that 211 represents a pretty impressive statistic. And yet the media coverage of the beautiful game – never bigger, nor more widely followed than it is today – is hugely skewed towards a select few countries and leagues. What about the rest? Who is out there charting the latest from Liberia or the controversies in Cambodia? If a ball hits a crossbar in Antarctica, does it make a sound? That’s where this book comes in.

I have always been obsessed with football. Football and underdogs. When my friends kicked a ball around the playground, they were imitating Alan Shearer. In my back garden, I was a part of the Nepal national team, grinding out a tough draw away in Oman. I would fill up notebooks with huge fictional football tournaments including hundreds, if not thousands, of teams from around the world. As an adult, that passion led me to coach a football team in Micronesia, to accidentally co-own a Mongolian Premier League team (it turns out that that isn’t the shrewd investment you think it is) and to organise an alternative World Cup for unrecognised states and peoples in London. I am also the co-host of The Sweeper, a football podcast that pledges to be a true world football podcast, covering places others don’t reach. I have found myself inhabiting a whole other world of football far detached from the multi-millionaires on our TV screens. This is a world where players travel 11,000 miles to lose on penalties, where Buddhist monks heckle their rivals from the stands and where a team picks one of the world’s most wanted drug dealers in their starting XI for an entire season and gets away with it. There will be no Manchester City, no Paris Saint-Germain, no Boca Juniors here. If you’re looking for the inside story of a dominant super-club, then the closest that you’ll get is probably Arkadag, a team founded in 2023 by the former president of Turkmenistan who can proudly boast that they have won every league game in their history.

Finally, and I’ll hold my hands up here, there probably aren’t exactly eighty clubs. I make it that there are a few more than that, but I’ve also thrown in some national sides for good measure (we may have to send this one to VAR to decide exactly how many ‘clubs’ that leaves). However, rest assured we are taking in the whole world from the Arctic to Tahiti. I hope you enjoy the journey. It promises to be some away day.
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A TOUGH PLACE TO GO

[image: Map of World with locations featured in Chapter 1 ‘A Tough Place to Go’]

Expand / collapse Extended Description
A flat map of the world with the locations of places featured in this chapter labelled on the map. From top and centre of the map going clockwise: Svalbard, Norway; Hiiumaa, Estonia; Saaremaa, Estonia; Kaliningrad, Russia; Almaty, Kazakhstan; Khabarovsk, Russia; Okinawa, Japan; Rothera Research Station, Antarctica; Juan Fernandez Islands, Chile; Cerro do Pasco, Peru; Rapa Nui, Chile; Tahiti, French Polynesia; Nunavut, Canada; Nuuk, Greenland; Ceuta, Spain; Usk, Wales.


We are often told that a Premier League ground is ‘a tough place to go’, meaning that there’s a heated atmosphere in the stands or that the hosts rarely lose on home soil. But this chapter will focus on some cases where the term might be used more literally. Sometimes football’s geographical and political quirks can leave teams with fixtures where the hardest test is reaching the match at all, let alone trying to secure a positive result.

GREENLAND

Greenland’s one-week season

In 2010, a boat captained by a man named Paul Watson drew up alongside a Japanese whaling ship in the waters off the coast of Antarctica. A frank exchange of views followed, before a crew member was allegedly ordered by Watson to throw a stink bomb at the ship. In 2024, Watson docked in Nuuk, the capital of Greenland, where he was promptly arrested on a Japanese warrant issued in the aftermath of the Antarctic incident more than a decade earlier.

That particular Paul Watson wasn’t me – I was navigating a particularly troublesome influx of frogs that had overcome the playing pitch in Pohnpei, Micronesia at the time of the whaling ship incident – but rather the famed Canadian activist and founder of the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society with whom I share a name. As it turns out, simply being called Paul Watson when visiting Greenland can get you into some sticky situations. When I visited in 2016, the other Paul’s arrest warrant was still active and, upon showing my passport, I was promptly ushered into a windowless room, before being grilled about my activities half a decade prior. I eventually managed to convince the officious customs official trying her hardest to deport me – in a mix of Danish, Greenlandic and limited English – that I was in fact there to witness Greenland’s week-long football season, the shortest in world football.

Football in Greenland always feels like a battle against the odds. Around 80 per cent of the island is covered in ice all year round and there is snowfall for seven and a half months each year. It would be hard to think of more forbidding conditions in which to try to host a national football championship – and yet, every year, Greenland does. The Angutit inersimasut GM takes place annually in the first half of August, the tiny window during which conditions outdoors are merely unpleasant rather than outright impossible. It has been played since 1954, with the host settlement changing each year. Fortunately, there are a surprisingly large number of high-quality 3G pitches across the island that can cope with such an extreme environment.

The real problem lies in getting the teams to the stadium. As there are no roads between settlements, the only options are flying or taking a boat. Flights are expensive and often involve several connections. Boat travel is cheaper, but can be dangerous. In August 2004, three footballers travelling back from Qeqertarsuaq after a football match set off in a boat across Disko Bay to their home in Aasiaat, but sadly never arrived; their bodies were discovered a year later on uninhabited Qeqertarsuatsiaq Island. And, ahead of any tournament, several teams who have won their regional qualifiers will inevitably pull out. This is usually for financial reasons, but players have also been known to withdraw so that they can prioritise hunting caribou and muskox, the season for which inconveniently also starts in early August.

I visited Greenland in 2016 when the tournament was being held in the relative bright lights of Nuuk. Greenland’s capital, and home to around a third of the island’s 57,000 people, Nuuk is very much seen as the big smoke to Greenlandic people, who raise wry eyebrows at the urban bustle of the town. Its stadium – unimaginatively named the Nuuk Stadium – has limited wooden bleachers for supporters. The rest of the fans assemble on a hill overlooking the pitch and sit precariously on rocky outcrops from which you can see the sea and the icebergs floating past. That year, the majority of fans wore the blue and white of B-67 (Boldklubben af 1967, to give their full name, which nobody does), the capital’s main club and the superpower of Greenlandic football with a record sixteen titles to their name.

Given the difficulties in getting to Nuuk from other parts of Greenland, the support for the tournament’s other teams was more limited. FC Malamuk, from the western town of Uummannaq, had a solitary fan, one who barked ‘Malamuk!’ at the top of his voice at seemingly random intervals. One of the star players, who is also the coach, for G-44 – a team from Qeqertarsuaq, a town of around 850 people located 575 miles north of Nuuk – Nukannguaq Zeeb is also a singer and songwriter in one of Greenland’s most popular bands, Tulleriit. In 2011, Nukannguaq scored the crucial penalty kick to clinch the title for G-44, enjoying adoration as both a musical and football idol.

However, in the 2016 tournament I witnessed, B-67 would run out winners once again, under the guidance of their coach Tekle Ghebrelul. As an Eritrean child soldier who was rescued by a charity and relocated to Greenland via Denmark, his must have been one of the most unique pathways to this island territory. A keen footballer, Tekle established himself as the go-to man for all things football in Greenland and would eventually go on to coach the national side.

Greenland’s national side remain frozen out of the FIFA family, largely due to some serious bad luck. While the Faroe Islands, who have the same status as a self-governing part of the Kingdom of Denmark, applied to UEFA and were accepted in 1990, Greenland never submitted the paperwork in time and UEFA subsequently closed the door on non-independent nations. In 2024, Greenland’s Football Association (KAK) tried a new avenue and applied to become a member of CONCACAF (the Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football), for whom the admission criteria are more flexible than those of UEFA. However, Greenland were again met with a brick wall; in June 2025, CONCACAF’s member associations unanimously rejected the application. It would seem that, for now, teams like the USA, Mexico, or Jamaica won’t have to find out if they can do it on a cold, snowy night in Nuuk.

JUAN FERNÁNDEZ ISLANDS AND RAPA NUI, CHILE

Santiago side narrowly avoid wreck on Robinson Crusoe Island

Robinson Crusoe Island is a somewhat ominous-sounding away day. After all, the Daniel Defoe novel Robinson Crusoe tells the tale of a shipwrecked English merchant who ends up stranded on a remote island for twenty-eight years. So, when Santiago Wanderers – one of Chile’s oldest clubs, who are somewhat confusingly from Valparaíso rather than the nation’s capital, Santiago – drew the Juan Fernández Islands away in the Chilean Cup in 2024, there were probably a few concerns about the logistics of playing against a team whose home ground is on Robinson Crusoe Island – the largest of the Juan Fernández Islands, which lie 400 miles off the country’s coast.

Sure enough, the Juan Fernández Islands’ hosting of a match in the competition for the first time posed some logistical challenges. Air routes to the islands are scarce, expensive and potentially dangerous. In 2011, a Chilean Air Force plane crashed after twice failing to land at the islands’ airport due to high winds. The crash claimed the lives of twenty-one people, including the popular TV personality Felipe Camiroaga. At that time, the island was still in the process of rebuilding after the extensive damage caused by an 8.8 magnitude earthquake and tsunami in 2010.

When Santiago Wanderers started to plot the route to their cup tie, they quickly found there simply weren’t any commercial routes that could get the squad to the island, so they had to call in help from the Chilean Navy. The players were shipped over on a navy ship, the Aquiles, and, like Defoe’s protagonist, found themselves taking a step into the unknown. The Juan Fernández team had been assembled from the handful of recreational teams on the island with a famous face at the helm: Jorge Garcés.

In 2001, Garcés led Santiago Wanderers to the league title and managed the Caturros again between 2021 and 2022, but this time he was charged with plotting the team’s downfall. Not one to shy from a challenge, as evidenced by his appearance on the Chilean reality TV show Trepadores where contestants attempt to scale Mount Aconcagua (although he had a clause in his contract that stated he would immediately be evacuated should a major Chilean club come in for him), Garcés spent two months on Robinson Crusoe Island preparing a team that consisted largely of fishermen for the arrival of a professional side. While the challenge had captured the hearts of the islanders, he also had to play second fiddle to lobster harvesting, which often took players away from training.

In the end, the Juan Fernández players gave a good account of themselves, losing narrowly 2–1. The visitors opened the scoring in somewhat controversial circumstances, converting a header from a cross after the ball had clearly gone out of play. Juan Fernández struck back from the penalty spot. Osvaldo Salas coolly stroked the kick into the corner, sending the home fans wild, many waving the island’s distinctive green and blue flag. It wasn’t until the 86th minute that Santiago Wanderers cruelly extinguished the home side’s hopes after a valiant effort.

This was the second time a team from Chile’s remote islands had entered the Chilean Cup. In 2009, a team from Rapa Nui – more commonly known as Easter Island – were invited to enter the competition by Chile’s National Amateur Football Association and ended up hosting Colo-Colo, who are widely viewed as the country’s most successful club side. Again, a famous coach was persuaded to prepare the minnows for their first official competitive match in the reassuring form of former Chilean international Miguel Ángel Gamboa. Gamboa had a matter of weeks to ready the side and, somewhat worryingly, started off teaching ‘basic skills’ to his players ahead of their date with Chile’s footballing giants.

On the big day, a crowd the size of almost the entire population of Rapa Nui packed the Hanga Roa Stadium, where two of the island’s famous Moai volcanic ash statues create an imposing backdrop. Unsurprisingly, Colo-Colo ran out 4–0 winners in what was described as Rapa Nui’s ‘game of the century’, although the hosts did manage to score a disallowed goal. However, the enduring image of the afternoon remains Rapa Nui’s starting XI performing a traditional Polynesian war dance before kick-off in front of Colo-Colo’s players.

Rapa Nui haven’t been back to the Chilean Cup, but the island has its own league, which is the most remote in the world. It follows the model adopted by many South American countries of an Apertura and Clausura tournament, splitting the season in two with a finale between the two winners. The big derby is between Hanga Roa FC and FC Moeroa, whose colours and kits, for reasons that are impossible to discern, are based around the German flag. It’s probably for the best that there’s regular domestic competition given that Rapa Nui’s nearest international match would mean a trip to the Pitcairn Islands, a British Overseas Territory some 1,300 miles away, where the population numbers around fifty and is possibly one of the few places on Earth never to have heard the thud of a football being kicked.

SAAREMAA AND HIIUMAA, ESTONIA

Estonian rivals’ ferry friendly

There has always been a rivalry between Estonia’s two largest islands – Saaremaa and Hiiumaa – so in 2013, when they came to play against each other, they took finding a neutral ground to the extreme. The two sides agreed to play on board the M/S Muhumaa passenger ferry, the route of which connects the two islands. The man behind this scheme was Georg Linkov, who handily had the dual role of being mayor of Hiiumaa’s capital, Kärdla, and manager of the Hiiumaa football team. When confronted with the issue that both sides wanted home advantage, he set in motion plans for the most unlikely of games at sea on 28 March 2013.

This isn’t the only time that Saaremaa and Hiiumaa’s historic rivalry has manifested itself in a bizarre sporting contest. In 2016, there was a tug-of-war between residents of the two islands, using a 10km-long rope that stretched all the way across the Baltic Sea. More than 500 people lined up for each side, but the battle ended in controversy when the rope snapped, leaving both sides declaring victory.

It would at least be easier to see who had won the football match on board the ferry, but there were still a number of logistical challenges. The organisers laid down a grass lawn on the deck of the boat and set up goals, but it was clear that there was only space for a five-a-side match, lest an overzealous challenge send an opponent toppling overboard. It was agreed that two halves of fifteen minutes would be sufficient in such a testing setting. The structure of the ferry also posed problems. There were four long posts running through the pitch, adding an element of jeopardy.

The Hiiumaa side joked that their rivals from Saaremaa would benefit from the obstacles because of the unique nature of Saaremaa’s Orissaare Stadium. Orissaare is famous for having an oak tree on the pitch, within the playing surface, which, over the years, players have learnt to factor in. The tree won European Tree of the Year in 2015, winning a popular vote by a landslide. It initially seemed that Hiiumaa’s players were correct. As the ferry departed from Hiiumaa’s Heltermaa port, Saaremaa found their sea-legs faster, finding the net within three minutes. However, Hiiumaa settled in and gradually took control of the game. A dominant second-half performance ensured that they returned to dry land as 4–1 victors.

Aside from claiming those all-important bragging rights, it was an impressive scalp for Hiiumaa, given that Saaremaa has some significant footballing pedigree. FC Kuressaare are based on Saaremaa and are currently in the Meistriliiga, the top tier of Estonian football. The club are also unique in European football because they train in Estonia’s capital, Tallinn, but take ferries back to play their home games – sadly, at the oak tree-free Kuressaare linnastaadion rather than the Orissaare Stadium. This means that FC Kuressaare’s home games usually dictate much longer journeys for the players than their away games.

Saaremaa has also been involved in international football thanks to the Island Games, a biennial multi-sport event for island communities, while Hiiumaa’s main club, FC Hiiumaa, have had to settle for more humble footballing exploits in the regional leagues of Estonia’s third, fourth and fifth tiers, where they have taken on the likes of TransferWise, Hell Hunt and Eston Villa. However, on that one day in 2013, Hiiumaa – which is home to the Kõpu lighthouse, one of the oldest operational lighthouses in the world – were kings.

‘Victory on a ferry and one of the oldest operational lighthouses, Saaremaa will never sing that.’

AS DRAGON

Mammoth away days in the Coupe de France

When it comes to huge away journeys in domestic football, the Coupe de France cannot be beaten. Since 1961, teams from French territories around the world have been allowed to enter France’s main cup competition, where they can be drawn against provincial lower-league clubs from the French mainland. Every year, this scenario results in teams traversing the entire globe, often for the right to be unceremoniously dumped out of the tournament after ninety minutes of scrappy football. It also sets up some of the most glamorous away days in football with games against clubs from locations as remote as New Caledonia in the South Pacific and French Guiana on the north-east coast of South America. Clubs in France’s regional leagues are allowed to choose whether they are willing to either host or travel to overseas teams. While the eye-watering costs are paid for by the French Football Federation, it can be tough for amateur players to secure the necessary time off work. ‘Off to Tahiti for two weeks to play in the Coupe de France’ is not a standard box on HR’s annual leave request form.

This beautiful mayhem started during the 1961–62 season with just one club – CS Moulien from the southern Caribbean island of Guadeloupe – and their narrow 3–2 loss to FC Dieppe. Gradually, the number of overseas teams increased and the first overseas team to upset their French opponents were Golden Star de Fort-de-France from Martinique in 1974–75. Their compatriots, the excellently named Good Luck, beat UES Montmorillon four years later. The furthest an overseas team has ever made it in the tournament is the last thirty-two. In 1989, Le Geldar from French Guiana and, more recently, JS Saint-Pierroise from Réunion in 2020 made it that far, while Martinique’s Club Franciscain have twice reached that stage, in 2015–16 and 2021–22.

During the 2024–25 competition, fourth-tier Normandy side US Avranches – understandably not referred to by their full name L’Union Sportive Avranches Mont Saint Michel – landed a tie against AS Dragon from Papeete in Tahiti. They flew the 9,600 miles from grey and rainy northern France to a tropical island paradise, but their experience on the pitch was far from utopian. Avranches went 2–0 down before half-time at the Stade Pater Te Hono Nui, but battled back in the second half to level the scores at 2–2. The game went to penalties where AS Dragon triumphed 4–2. Noa Mupemba, who missed the final spot-kick, certainly had a long time to think about what he could have done differently.

That 9,600-mile trip is
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