

[image: Illustration]




Kieran Theivam started following women’s football in 2009 and began covering the game in 2011, first by blogging, before launching the UK’s first podcast dedicated to the women’s game in 2013. Since then, he has written for various national outlets both in the United Kingdom and United States, while acting as an expert voice for radio stations including BBC 5Live and BBC World Service. He has covered a World Cup, European Championships and Champions League Finals, while cultivating relationships with players and organisations from various parts of the globe.


Jeff Kassouf has been covering soccer – with an emphasis on advancing the women’s game – since 2008. In 2009, he launched The Equalizer, still the leading website dedicated exclusively to comprehensive women’s soccer coverage in North America. In four years at NBC Sports, he covered two Olympics – overseeing record-breaking livestreaming and Sports Emmy-winning digital storytelling – and spearheaded digital coverage of the Premier League in the company’s first three seasons with the rights. He became the first US editor of FourFourTwo in 2016, managing the launch of the iconic brand in the US market. He played soccer competitively from early childhood through college.





The Making of the Women’s World Cup


[image: illustration]


Defining stories
from a sport’s coming of age


KIERAN THEIVAM AND JEFF KASSOUF


[image: illustration]




ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Robinson


Copyright © Kieran Theivam and Jeff Kassouf 2019


The moral rights of the authors have been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47214-331-0


Robinson


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




This book is dedicated to all those players who have taken to the field at a World Cup and created moments and memories we still talk about today, as well as those whose stories are yet to be told. It is also for those who fought so hard for higher standards when so few were in their corner.





Foreword
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Every time I put an England shirt on, I was so proud.


To put it on in the dressing room and walk out onto the field, I’d pinch myself – I felt so privileged to represent England, especially when it came to a World Cup.


Friendly games were always different. I always gave 110 per cent, and qualification games were fun because you’re trying to reach a major tournament. But that feeling when you qualify and you know you’re going to a World Cup, you can’t beat that excitement.


Your mentality changes, because your sole focus becomes making the squad for that tournament; everything else almost feels insignificant because you’ve given blood, sweat and tears to be there.


Of course, there are club matches, too. Even though I was living out my dream of playing for my team, Arsenal, in the back of my mind I knew there was a World Cup around the corner, and that is the tournament every footballer wants to play in.


It’s the highest level, playing against the best players and teams in the world. You face different styles of football, different challenges, and it’s an opportunity to test yourself both physically and mentally.


For me, it’s the be all and end all. It was the biggest tournament and it doesn’t get any higher. It’s the ultimate – always has been and always will be. I felt honoured to play in two World Cups, but there will always be a tinge of sadness that I wasn’t able to play in more.


I had many highlights from the two tournaments I was able to play in, and I talk about some of them in my chapter on my first World Cup in 2007. That’s the tournament that truly made me as a footballer because that was where I scored my first goals at a global competition. Players who appear at World Cups live, dream and visualise those moments. They are the pinnacle of sport, the defining moments of success.


Helping your team win, that elation and feeling you get playing on the biggest stage – I get goosebumps thinking about those experiences right now, years later. I loved playing at the 2012 London Olympics, but it’s different because there are so many other sports competing for attention. The World Cup is one month of football and football only – the ultimate.


I have so many of my own memorable moments of playing at a World Cup, and I know this book goes in depth to look at some of the moments that, even today, fans of the women’s game can still remember. I played against many of the countries that feature, with very mixed results and recollections.


My England team actually beat the 2011 Japan side that so memorably went on to win the World Cup months after the tragedy of the earthquake and tsunami that hit the country, killing over fifteen thousand people. We took pride in beating the team that went on to become champions. They had Homare Sawa, who was their key player, great on the ball and great vision. ‘Frustrating’ defined our matches against Japan, because they were so good technically with the ball at their feet. It was difficult to win possession, so you had to stay mentally ready; and we knew we had to be physical. If you got in their faces, there was always a chance you could win back the ball. But Japan are the most technical side I have ever played against in terms of ball retention. They toyed with opponents. They were a real tough game when you were involved, and a joy to watch when you were not.


Every time I played against the USA, it was about mental toughness, and I always felt they had a mental edge. I learnt and observed during my years out there in college, at Seton Hall University – and then on the two occasions I played in their professional leagues – that they have that winning desire, whether it was in training or on matchday.


They have always been at the forefront of fitness and strength, dominating games with their power and speed. They had the benefit of being in regular camps, pushing each other every day, and through that you get a strong feeling of togetherness. They haven’t always been the most technical side, but when you have the speed, the strength and the mentality, that’s a hard thing to come up against – and a big reason for their three World Cup titles, which are explored in this book. We didn’t have that winning mentality with England, so we always found it hard against them.


Germany are the only team to date to win back-to-back World Cups in the women’s game, and they, too, are just so physically dominant.


They had technical players like legendary captain Birgit Prinz. She was strong, she was powerful, she was fast and she was smart. She could dominate defences and when you have someone like that, you have a very good chance of winning games. They had technical players like Renate Lingor, Maren Meinert and Steffi Jones – big players who could dominate you. I played with and against Doris Fitschen just before Germany won their back-to-back titles and she was a picture of strength, so good at using her body. When I was playing the game, I don’t think many knew how to use their body like the Germans. They were physically strong and they had a style and system that was so difficult to play against.


I wasn’t the only player to have a break out tournament in 2007, there was also a Brazilian who some may know quite well, Marta.


She was a game-winner. She could make defenders look silly with her technical ability and her speed, and the way she used her hips to move past players. She is, as of this writing, the six-time World Player of the Year and a player unlike any the sport has ever seen – or may ever see again.


She has been the number one talent for a number of years. She has that Brazilian flair where she is so good technically, the ball is stuck to her like glue. She can create those moments that get you out of your seat.


I was often compared to Marta, especially back in 2007 when we both had a stand out tournament. To be compared to and play against her, even though we never really came up against each other because we’re both so high up on the pitch, was a real compliment. She has been the best player for a long time, and after Mia Hamm and Prinz, she is the player everyone knows about.


In 2011, Marta’s Brazil opened against Australia, who had won only one match at the World Cup before, against Ghana in 2007. They really kicked on after that and in Germany four years later, they had what I guess you could describe as a golden generation of players coming through. Sam Kerr, Caitlin Foord, Emily Van Egmond: teenagers who were given a chance by their coach Tom Sermanni, who clearly saw something special in them. That’s almost unheard of in this day and age. I made my debut for England at seventeen, but that’s because there was no youth structure in the build-up to the senior side. So to be given that opportunity, and for them to have grasped it and taken it on, does not come easy.


For them, and for every other player featured in this book, they’ve lived their dream. Not everyone has the opportunity to represent their country, sing the national anthem with pride, and go and create memories.


Playing in a World Cup was the highlight of my career. Yes there was heartache, but to say you have played in two World Cups, and to say you have represented your country and have been on that journey, is a dream come true.


I hope you enjoy the stories that Kieran and Jeff have been able to tell. I’m sure they will bring back some fond memories and provide perspective you may not have previously had.


Kelly Smith, MBE





The Early Years
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It was 1986 when Norwegian delegate Ellen Wille took the microphone at the 45th FIFA Congress in Mexico City. Wille – whose country was among the few with relatively established women’s soccer teams – was demanding change. The first men’s World Cup was held in 1930 and now, over fifty years later, the women still didn’t have a sanctioned event. FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association), world soccer’s governing body, wasn’t doing enough for the women’s game. Now, Wille needed to convince a group of a hundred-plus men of that.


‘I’d had to fight to get women’s football recognised in Norway, and I wanted to continue that internationally,’ Wille would tell FIFA Media decades later. ‘So, I took to the stage at the FIFA Congress, and pointed out that women’s football was mentioned nowhere in any of the documents. I also said it was high time the women had their own World Cup and took part in the Olympic Football Tournament.’


FIFA president João Havelange agreed, and the wheels were put into motion to change this. A test event dubbed the FIFA Women’s Invitational Tournament was held in China in 1988. Twelve teams from six continents were invited to take part in the tournament which Norway won, defeating Sweden, 1-0 in the final behind a goal from Linda Medalen. The most important result, however, was the overall success of the tournament.1


Play on the field was up to par and the support in the stands strong enough that FIFA decided to hold its first official women’s version of the World Cup in 1991, which China would again host. Even that first official tournament was something of a trial run, however.


Confectionary company Mars Inc. was the official sponsor of the event, so while 1991 is now commonly referenced as the World Cup, at the time it was officially dubbed the ‘First FIFA World Championship for Women’s Football for the M&Ms Cup’. Talk about a mouthful. The lack of the much more straightforward term, ‘World Cup’, was seen by players as a slight, an indication that FIFA wasn’t so sure about holding the event – and didn’t want it to take away from the prestige of the men’s World Cup.


‘We had to first convince them that they should do this,’ said midfielder Julie Foudy, who played for the United States at that first World Cup and in the three which followed. ‘They didn’t want to call it the World Cup, because they felt it would infringe on the men. Literally,’ she laughs, ‘they sold it.’


Alternative rules reinforced players’ suspicions of sexism. The event would be condensed into just two weeks; the 1990 men’s World Cup, with twice the number of teams, took place over thirty-one days. Matches would last only eighty minutes rather than the standard ninety minutes. FIFA appeared to be worried that women players couldn’t handle the extra ten minutes. Or, as US captain April Heinrichs would tell Sports Illustrated years later: ‘They were afraid our ovaries were going to fall out if we played ninety.’2


So, a women’s version of the World Cup had arrived. Expectations, however, were non-existent. It was nearly impossible to scout opponents – games were often unofficial, and the internet as we know it didn’t yet exist. European teams knew a little more about each other due to proximity, but countries like the United States, Brazil, Nigeria and New Zealand were the lone representatives from their respective continents. They were left largely to develop their own styles.


There were, however, unofficial world events which predated FIFA’s awakening to the women’s game. Italy hosted the ‘Coppa del Mondo’ in 1970 – considered by some as the first unofficial women’s world championship – which was a European tournament plus Mexico. Denmark would defeat the hosts in the final in front of an estimated forty thousand fans in Torino.3


One year later, Mexico hosted another unsanctioned women’s world championship. Six teams split into two groups – Argentina, Denmark, England, France, Italy and Mexico – converged upon Mexico City and Guadalajara one year after Mexico hosted the men’s World Cup. Cheap tickets and a rich soccer culture in Mexico generated unprecedented interest. An estimated 110,000 fans were in attendance at Estadio Azteca to see Denmark defeat the hosts in the final. Sponsorship – not FIFA – could largely be thanked for footing the bill and making the event possible.4


From there, the ‘Mundialito’ (‘Little World Cup’) invitational tournament was held in Italy each year from 1984 to 1988. It was at that tournament, on 18 August 1985, that the United States women’s national team played its first official match – a 1-0 loss to Italy in Jesolo. The Americans would tie Denmark, lose to England and lose to Denmark in a rematch before heading home. This was the most exposure the Americans would get to outside competition before returning home and training individually. They wouldn’t even play another official match for nearly a full year. Thoughts of any sort of formal World Cup were nonexistent.


‘You just played for your national team,’ Heinrichs said. ‘I don’t know that we thought of a World Cup or a destination yet, because there were barely even friendlies. There was one tournament that we were aware of, and that was the Mundialito in Italy. We played in that for two years and then just started waiting for the next invitation and the next opportunity at a tournament. Who we were going to play didn’t matter.’


A lack of expectations combined with relative youth made for a very informal start for the United States women’s programme. Mia Hamm, Kristine Lilly and Julie Foudy – players who would go on to create enduring legacies in 1999 and who would play into the new millennium – were only teenagers when they joined the team in the late 1980s. From the teens right up to more veteran players like Carin Jennings and Michelle Akers, the idea that they were doing anything more than playing one-off soccer games was lost on them.


‘It was just fun for us,’ said Jennings – now Carin Gabarra. ‘I’m a total product of Title XI. I grew up having no female sports – none of that, no opportunity. And all of a sudden, this stuff started coming around, right at the end of my college days. Everyone just loved it because we just loved playing. We weren’t over-playing then. There weren’t even major amounts of high school teams or college programmes or any of that yet. It was all new for us.’


Anson Dorrance, however, was aware of the unique situation the Americans found themselves in as unknown challengers from outside the European elite.


‘What we had an opportunity to do, which was unique, was we got to develop our game within the sort of cultural and athletic mores of the United States,’ says Dorrance, who guided the US to the 1991 World Cup crown. ‘And if you look at those qualities, the Americans do have a unique kind of style or bias – whatever you want to call it. So, for me, I was coaching entirely within the parameters of our own culture. Because we had no culture, we couldn’t pride ourselves on our sophistication or our creativity. But we had this relentless, irrepressible American spirit with a confidence that belied our capability. We had this extraordinary optimism. If you look at our history, it’s a history of this extraordinary confidence without any reason for why you would have it. We sort of built upon that, and we built upon things that we could control.’


From there, the culture of the United States women’s national team was born.


Many confuse Dorrance with being the first coach in the history of the US women’s programme. That honour goes to Mike Ryan, who coached the team for its winless four-game trip to Italy in 1985. Dorrance, who was at the time already the coach of the University of North Carolina men’s and women’s programmes, was brought on as coach of the US women – a part-time role.


His task was not enviable: build a team with limited budgets, no regular training camps and few international matches. Individual practice would make up the bulk of training time for players, which meant that their strengths were going to be one-v-one and fitness.


‘We developed a culture of young women that were wonderfully self-disciplined,’ Dorrance says. ‘They had to get fit on their own, they had to develop their own training environments – just because we didn’t have camps; we couldn’t invest in them – and we had to develop a team without playing a lot. So, it wasn’t like we came into that ’91 and all these players had numerous caps like the Norwegians and the Swedes. But we came in with something else: we came in with just an overriding confidence that we were going to win a particular way.’


Born was a culture which endures today: an American game which, while it has evolved and become more tactically and technically disciplined, is rooted in hard work and athleticism.


That Dorrance was also in charge of North Carolina’s women’s team would prove beneficial. North Carolina set the standard in women’s soccer, winning the first three National Collegiate Athletic Association women’s soccer championships from 1982 to 1984 and then winning an astounding nine consecutive national titles from 1986 to 1994.


Nine of the players who filled out the eighteen-player roster for the United States at that inaugural World Cup had played for Dorrance in some capacity at North Carolina. In lieu of formal training camps under US Soccer, Dorrance was able to instil an aggressive, attacking style of play in his North Carolina teams that he would test and refine before bringing to the international stage. He’d see something the US needed to work on while on international duty, make note of it, search for answers when he had more training time with North Carolina, and then bring solutions back to the international stage. It was a cycle.


‘When I would finish an event with the US women, I would come back to UNC and say, “Alright, we had trouble with this, we had trouble with that,”’ he said. ‘And this would be an incubation training camp for how we were going to try to solve problems in the international arena.’


What he was developing was a style of play that women’s soccer wasn’t accustomed to – one which would serve as the framework for future generations of American players.


European teams played with similar, pragmatic styles: four defenders, four midfielders and two forwards. It was a slow, methodical game based on possession. Teams would swing the ball around the back, look for an opening, and if none presented itself, they would reset and try again. Few questioned at the time that this was the way to play soccer. Norway and Sweden were considered the world’s elite, and this is how they played.


None of that suited the Americans, however. They didn’t have a rich soccer culture guiding them on a certain way to play the game. They had few outside influences and little time to train foreign concepts, so they took a more radical approach. They were going to play three defenders in the back – two marking and one sweeping – with four midfielders and three forwards. Three forwards? What would become a norm in the modern game felt like a preposterous idea at the time, except the Americans had little criticism to face. They didn’t garner any media attention and there existed no expectations. The team was still relatively new and the sport generally off the radar of mainstream press.


So, the US began developing its game, emphasising holistic defensive pressure from everyone on the team – starting with the three forwards – and the unique individual skills of their attacking players. The Americans’ plan, developed almost in secret in the late 1980s and deployed for the world to see in 1991, was to reach out and choke the other teams with relentless energy.


‘We had three players up there who were freaking carnivores, and if you’re passing the ball around them, you’re going to get a piece of your thigh ripped off,’ Dorrance said.


So they pressed. And when they’d win the ball, they would ‘start carving’, as Dorrance put it. Akers, Heinrichs and Jennings on the front line; Hamm, Lilly and Foudy joined by Shannon Higgins in the middle. The United States’ front seven players at that 1991 World Cup were a collection of one-v-one geniuses who were ready and willing to face any defender. The team’s style of play suited them and they suited the system.


Internally, the group was confident. Externally, they were nobodies. They earned $10 per diem and most players couldn’t hold regular jobs, because they were away too often and too sporadically with the national team. Foudy recalls telling her parents about the forthcoming inaugural World Cup, and they didn’t know what she was talking about. She returned home that December to Stanford University professors wondering where she had been.


Outside US borders, the traditional soccer countries with deep-rooted histories in the men’s game didn’t take the Americans seriously. And why should they? The US had no significant history in the sport. The US men’s team’s qualification for the 1990 World Cup ended a forty-year absence from the tournament.


All the circumstances added up to give the US the type of surprise factor that they were hoping would jar teams. The question remained: would it work?


The date 16 November 1991 marked the first match in official, FIFA-sanctioned history of the Women’s World Cup. Hosts China defeated Norway 4-0 in front of a crowd of sixty-five thousand fans. The Americans arrived that November familiar with their surroundings – perhaps too familiar. They had been there in 1987 and then again for the test invitational event in 1988, when they lost to eventual champions Norway in the quarter-finals. And they played three games in six days there against the hosts in August 1991 to further assimilate. Those trips were invaluable in teaching the players how to deal with the culture shock of life off the field while on the road.


American players found it tough to adapt to the Chinese diet, particularly on a budget. Players resorted to Snickers-and-Pepsi diets during the 1988 test event – hardly the breakfast of champions. But US players found that they couldn’t stomach the local food. This predated the modern, hyper-controlled team environments in which professional clubs and international teams build entire support teams around nutrition and sports science. In the late 1980s and early ’90s, you ate what you found.


‘In the World Cup, there were pretty much staples of food that you didn’t explore,’ Heinrichs said. ‘I looked up and there were worms all over my broccoli. I had already eaten most of the plate, so I was freaking out. I didn’t eat broccoli for like five years.’


Having learned their lessons, the Americans brought their own chefs over to the 1991 Women’s World Cup. On a budget, that meant volunteer family members: Dorrance’s brother and defender Carla Werden’s soon-to-be husband. The pair brought with them packets of pasta which the team ate religiously, topped with whatever sauce they could find. Such a basic meal became a delicacy to the Americans – and they weren’t alone.


Sweden would serve as the Americans’ first-ever World Cup opponent on 17 November 1991. The teams appeared to have little in common. Staying in the same hotel in Panyu, however, revealed one common bond: the food. The Swedes seemingly weren’t as prepared as the Americans for the culture shock. When they found out that the US camp had the delicacy that was plain pasta, they inquired about obtaining some … right before the teams were to play one another.


‘So here it is, they are our rivals in this World Cup – and one of the best teams in the world, by the way – and we open [the tournament] with them,’ Dorrance recalls. ‘We only beat them 3-2. So it wasn’t like, “Should we share this with them? They might beat us.” We knew they could beat us! But back then, again, we were part of a culture trying to promote the game internationally, so we fed them.’


Multiple trips to China in the years leading up to the 1991 tournament hardened many of the Americans towards the country. Bottled water served many purposes: drunk straight, it was standard hydration. Adding a pack of Kool-Aide mix was a treat for players. They used bottled water to brush their teeth.


There was also the matter of travelling on a budget. Heinrichs recalls how the team arrived in China for the August tournament before the World Cup. The team got in late – near midnight, as she recalls – and were already staying three players to a room when one side of their hotel began flooding. So players migrated into the rooms of teammates across the hall – putting up to six to a room – and slept on their duffel bags, which they hadn’t yet unpacked.


And then there was the time Heinrichs went to use the bathroom on a train in China: it was just a hole in the floor of the train. ‘You could look down and see the tracks.’ China wasn’t the only place from which the Americans had stories, it was just a frequent stop in their early travels. There was also the Bulgaria-based airplane that had a smoking and non-smoking section – with no divider.


Heinrichs likened herself to the popular 1970s children’s toys, the egg-shaped dolls called Weebles. ‘Weebles wobble, but they don’t fall down,’ the toy’s catchy jingle went. She developed it as a personal mantra.


‘It was a real “deal with it” mentality,’ she said. ‘It didn’t faze our players – that’s when I say old school. We didn’t complain about it. We were not the generation that was fighting for equal pay or equal opportunity. We were nowhere close. We were the generation that was – deal with it, adapt, keep moving forward, fight for and earn everything you are going to get. Consequently, we didn’t get bothered by a hotel that didn’t have good food or that wasn’t right.’


Such struggles weren’t unique to the United States. Women’s soccer was still a fledgling sport globally. Funding and support were nowhere near that of the men’s game – or even anything close to offering a living wage.


What the Americans did feel was that they had prepared themselves for the harsh realities better than some of the other national teams. Their formation as a programme just five years earlier came over a decade after some of the best European teams played their first official international matches. The Americans – a mix of green teenagers and relatively inexperienced ‘veterans’ – to that point had next to nothing for support, so, as a result, they expected nothing. That allowed them to adapt to humbling conditions easily – and Jennings believes that it was a key ingredient to their World Cup triumph.


‘We got $10 per day. Food, it was what we were given on the road – whatever was culturally acceptable to give us,’ she said. ‘That was part of the mystique and part of our growth. If we weren’t prepared for some of the cultural differences, I don’t know that we could have walked into a World Cup in 1991 and spent three whole weeks in China and done so well, because it’s difficult. It’s quite different and there were a lot of changes and a lot of things accepted. In that case, we were a lot more acclimatised than anyone else.’


That appeared to be the case early. The US opened up a 3-0 lead on Sweden in the opening match before conceding twice late to make things interesting. A 5-0 victory over Brazil followed, and the Americans rounded out group play with a 3-0 victory over Japan. Then came a 7-0 victory over Chinese Taipei in the quarter-finals which saw Michelle Akers score five goals: still a tournament record for a single match.


Now, the Americans had the world’s attention. And they had their platform: powerhouse Germany awaited in the semi-finals.


Akers’ five-goal performance in the quarter-final provided a window into the dominance of the Americans’ progressive style of play. The three-forward front line that Dorrance had implemented was doing exactly what he had hoped. Akers had eight goals through the first four matches of the tournament, with Jennings adding three and Heinrichs scoring twice.


Teams were rattled by the Americans’ high-pressure approach. These were the final days when goalkeepers could still pick the ball up with their hands if their own defender passed it back to them, a rule which was changed in 1992 in reaction to the negative tactics used at the 1990 men’s World Cup. The old rule encouraged teams to keep the ball in the back and build methodically. If they ever got into trouble, they could pass it back to their goalkeeper to grab the ball and start afresh.5


Akers, Heinrichs and Jennings, in particular, challenged that comfort and created goals directly off interceptions in opposing teams’ defensive areas of the field. The unique culture that the Americans had cultivated on their own metaphoric island, away from the influences of European teams, was working. And it wasn’t just working; it was entertaining.


‘We served FIFA in a way,’ Dorrance said. ‘Because then all of a sudden, it wasn’t like a public relations project to sell the fact that this was a great World Cup – it was reality. They saw that we were a very attractive product. Goal-scoring, attacking, just smothering opponents. We served FIFA, we served the international game. Because then these countries went back with our style, and we were the beginning of gaining a respect for the women’s game in the world.’


Crowds were relatively impressive – ten thousand-plus for group-stage matches and sixty-three thousand for the final – though it was widely assumed that factory workers in their thousands were ordered to attend matches and root for teams, including the US – American flags in hand and all. China, it would soon be revealed, was angling to bring the 2000 Summer Olympic Games to Beijing – a vote it would narrowly lose to Sydney, Australia, in 1993 – and the government was motivated to put on a grand event at the 1991 Women’s World Cup.


Despite that, there was still genuine attention on the Americans thanks to their style of play. Chinese media took notice of how effective the US front three was, dubbing the combination of Akers, Heinrichs and Jennings ‘The Triple-Edged Sword’ for how they carved apart defences.


Akers was a powerful forward – a pure finisher in the air. Heinrichs was fit and widely lauded by teammates as ultra-competitive: losing wasn’t an option. Jennings – nicknamed ‘Crazy Legs’ – was the dribbler. She could score or create. Each player complemented the other, creating a dynamic attack with no obvious area of focus for opposing defences.


‘The three of us, we had a really mutual respect about the way we knew we complemented each other and the way that it would be difficult for a team to manage us,’ Heinrichs said. ‘We have a little bit of a benefit of looking back now, but we had no idea going into the World Cup if we were going to be successful.’


A pre-tournament injury to Megan McCarthy shuffled the United States’ lineup in China, but that front seven – along with Joy Biefeld (Fawcett), Carla Werden (Overbeck) and Linda Hamilton in defence, plus Mary Harvey in goal – really hit their stride in the knockout stage. Germany was a new kind of test, however.


Gero Bisanz was the head coach of Germany’s women’s national team and was also the director of the German Football Association’s coaches training facilities. He was the coach who trained coaches in Germany; he wrote the book on coaching in that country for four decades. And here, on the first official world stage for the women, he was out to show that the Germans’ style of keeping possession was definitively the best approach to the sport.


‘I read his books,’ Dorrance says proudly. ‘I knew exactly what he was going to do. We reached out and crushed them.’


Jennings scored a hat-trick in the opening thirty-three minutes of that semi-final as the Americans throttled an overwhelmed Germany. Her first goal came ten minutes into the match when she pounced on a poor German back pass and showed composure one-v-one with German goalkeeper Marion Isbert, tucking the ball into the net with the outside of her foot.


Jennings’ second goal was a stunner. Mia Hamm collected the ball on the sideline after a German turnover near midfield. Hamm played a quick ball to Jennings, who took three touches and fired a right-footed shot from 25 yards into the far upper corner, freezing Isbert, who could only watch it go into the net.


Completing the hat-trick was once again a matter of the United States’ high pressure exposing the methodical Germans. Akers applied pressure on the right side and forced Germany to play the ball centrally. Under pressure, the pass was again off the mark; Jennings collected the ball, dribbled toward goal and calmly tucked it into the lower corner. The Germans were shell-shocked. Heidi Mohr would get a goal back for Germany one minute later, but Heinrichs scored twice in the second half as the US stormed into the first Women’s World Cup final with a 5-2 victory over Germany.


Proof of concept. The Americans now had it. ‘That was the game where the culmination of our ideas blossomed,’ Dorrance says. Bisanz was humiliated. Hammered by the unknown Americans, Bisanz, as Dorrance remembers, was incredulous after the loss. Dorrance was flattered by how much his team rattled the incumbent powers.


Jennings’ performance went a long way in earning her the Golden Ball as the tournament’s best player. ‘First of all, none of us even knew there were awards,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t something we played for or asked for.’ She said she’ll always remember that hat-trick. She had just become engaged to Jim Gabarra, captain of the US national futsal team and pro indoor soccer star, and he had made the trip to China to see the team play the semi-final in person. Jennings had to get special permission from Dorrance to break the team rule: no family visits on game day. The Triple-Edged Sword carved up its most prominent victim yet. Now, Norway stood between the United States and the first Women’s World Cup trophy.


Akers’ time to shine was the final. Her header in the twentieth minute was an emphatic display of power and put the Americans ahead early. Nine minutes later, however, Norway answered on a free kick and header of their own. Norwegian star Linda Medalen rose above a pack of players to head the ball off the post and into the net for the equaliser.


Akers knew that she needed to take the game by its throat. Goalkeeper coach Tony DiCicco, who would succeed Dorrance as head coach, had a message for Akers coming out of half-time: ‘You’re going to have to win the game.’ He was serious, and she knew it.6


Flash-forward to the seventy-eighth minute, just two minutes until the full-time whistle in this abbreviated, eighty-minute match setup that FIFA implemented for the first Women’s World Cup. Midfielder Shannon Higgins receives the ball inside her own half of the centre circle and facing her own goal. In one smooth motion, she settles the ball with her right foot and turns toward Norway’s goal, looking up to see her options. She launches a hopeful ball forward toward Akers which is intercepted by Norwegian defender Tina Svensson, who is now facing her own goal. Feeling pressure on her back from Akers, Svensson plays the ball back to her goalkeeper – and Akers pounces.


Realising the pass back lacks enough weight to reach its intended target, Akers jumps in, beating Norwegian goalkeeper Reidun Seth to the ball. Akers takes a touch around Seth and has an open net, but her momentum is taking her away from goal. She takes an extra touch with her left foot to compose herself and passes the ball into the net with her right foot. The goal is Akers’ tournament-leading tenth, and it’s the final tally at this inaugural Women’s World Cup. Fittingly, it was another product of the team’s high-pressure approach that clinched the title for the Americans.
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