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Introduction


Hello and welcome to Unbelievable Football – World of Football! Let me tell you, you’re in for a real adventure. Why? Because over the next 200-plus pages, I’ll be your expert tour guide, taking you on an amazing trip around the whole of the football world. Yes, we’ll be making stops in all SEVEN continents:




	EUROPE


	SOUTH AMERICA


	AFRICA


	ANTARCTICA


	NORTH & CENTRAL AMERICA


	OCEANIA


	ASIA





And what will we do when we get to each of these amazing places? Well, we’ll be exploring their most exciting football highlights and landmarks, discovering:




	
Origin Stories of how the beautiful game began


	
Incredible True Tales of tournament success


	
Weird and Wonderful moments that will make you laugh and/or gasp


	
Local Heroes who have achieved historic football achievements


	
Classic Clubs with loads of fans, football trophies and fame


	
Pitch Perfect places to play the sport we love





But that’s enough of an introduction – we’ve got so much football sightseeing to do, and our first international flight is about to take off. So, get your kit bags and cameras packed, and off we go!
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FACTS & STATS





Europe is home to 50 different countries – from Iceland in the west to Russia in the east, and from Norway in the north to Greece in the south.







The world’s smallest country is found in Europe! Vatican City, which sits within the Italian city of Rome and is ruled by the Pope, the head of the Catholic Church, has a population of fewer than 1,000 people. But yes, before you ask, they do still have their own national football team, although they’re not a member of FIFA or UEFA yet!







Football – as we know it – was first invented in Europe in the 1850s, and it is estimated that there are now more than 510 million football fans there.





So, how, when and where did it all begin?









Origin Story


Long before the days of organised 11-a-side, football started out in Great Britain as a game that was played by huge groups of people on one particular day of the year: Shrove Tuesday. This day marks the beginning of a period called ‘Lent’, and is now better known as … Pancake Day!




FUN FACT


In 1526, King Henry VIII ordered a pair of handmade leather football boots to wear at a Shrove Tuesday match.


[image: King Henry VIII, dressed in a royal outfit with a large collar, ornate sleeves, a cape and a feathered hat, kicks a football.]





By the early 1800s, football had become a popular sport in English public schools, where instead of a gigantic free-for-all, players were put into smaller teams and given a proper set of rules to follow. Much better! Those rules, however, were different depending on the school and region, and when they started playing matches against each other during the 1840s and 50s, it became clear that the game of football was going to need a single set of laws.


So, in October 1863, eleven football clubs and schools came together to form the world’s first-ever football association, the FA, in the Freemasons’ Tavern on Great Queen Street, London. Over a series of six meetings, the members set out the first official version of the rules for the modern game, changing football history forever. Then, once all that was agreed, the FA moved on to other things, including:




	creating a national football competition, the FA Cup, which kicked off in 1871, with Wanderers F.C., from East London, lifting the first trophy


	
forming an England national football team, which played its first official international match against Scotland in 1872 (unfortunately it ended in a dull 0–0 draw though)








FUN FACT


After an amazing 4–2 win over Denmark, which featured an overhead kick AND a goal from the halfway line, Scotland joined England in qualifying for the 2026 World Cup. They hadn’t appeared together at a World Cup tournament since 1998.





By the time that first official international match took place in 1872, the British had already taken the beautiful game all over the world, but for a long time, the England national team stayed close to home. In fact, for the first 35 years, they only played matches against Scotland, Wales and Ireland!


But at last, in 1908, the England national team (nicknamed the ‘Three Lions’) set off on their first proper international football adventure to play against Austria, Hungary and Bohemia*. England won all four of their matches on that tour, and later, the Great Britain combined team won Olympic gold medals in 1908 and 1912. However, the rest of Europe was soon catching up. At the 1920 Olympics in Belgium, Norway beat Great Britain 3–1 in the first round, and after that embarrassment, they refused to play at the next two football tournaments!


And what about the first-ever FIFA World Cup in 1930? Well, England rejected that invitation, too. Why? Well, their decision was partly due to fights with FIFA over money, but mostly due to fears of England looking weak. Because what if their national team failed to win and lost their reputation as the leaders of world football? That wouldn’t be a good look for the country at all.


Lots of other European nations also decided not to enter, but in the end, four did make the long journey to South America: France, Belgium, Romania and Yugoslavia*.


At that first World Cup, only Yugoslavia made it past the group stage, but four years later, Italy hosted the tournament and won it, beating Czechoslovakia** in the final. Then in 1938, the World Cup took place in France, with Italy lifting the trophy again after beating Hungary in the final.


With two winners out of three, Europe were off to a strong start at the World Cup, but what about England, the country that had invented the modern game of football? Well, they finally decided to enter the World Cup when it returned in 1950, after the end of the Second World War. They were the ‘Kings of Football’ and it was time for them to prove it.


‘ENGLAND NOW WORLD CUP FAVOURITES,’ read the newspaper headlines up and down the country.


The Three Lions travelled to Brazil with great expectations, but their confidence didn’t last long. After beating Chile, England then suffered a surprise defeat against the USA, and when they also lost to Spain, that was it – first World Cup, over.


That tournament was a huge wake-up call for England. For years, they had naively believed that they were still the best team around, but now it was clear that other nations had overtaken them.


And with Uruguay beating Brazil in an all-South American final, that tournament was also a wake-up call for the rest of Europe. In 1954, 25 countries came together to form UEFA, the Union of European Football Associations, which launched its first European Champion Clubs’ Cup (now the Champions League) in 1955, followed by the European Nations’ Cup (now called the European Football Championship or Euros) in 1960.


So, have more continental competitions helped to make the European nations stronger on the world stage? I’ll give you the stats and let you judge for yourself. Since the first FIFA Club World Cup in 2000, 17 out of the 21 tournaments have been won by teams from UEFA/ Europe:


STATS
















	Real Madrid, SPAIN


	5 (2014, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2022)







	Barcelona, SPAIN


	3 (2009, 2011, 2015)







	Chelsea, ENGLAND


	2 (2021, 2025)







	Bayern Munich, GERMANY


	2 (2013, 2020)







	Liverpool, ENGLAND


	1 (2019)







	AC Milan, ITALY


	1 (2007)







	Manchester United, ENGLAND


	1 (2008)







	Inter Milan, ITALY


	1 (2010)







	Manchester City, ENGLAND


	1 (2023)










And of the 22 FIFA men’s World Cup tournaments up to 2026, exactly half of them have been won by countries from Europe:


STATS
















	West Germany/Germany


	4 (1954, 1970, 1990, 2014)







	Italy


	4 (1934, 1938, 1982, 2006)







	France


	2 (1998, 2018)







	England


	1 (1966)







	Spain


	1 (2010)










Winning the World Cup isn’t everything, though; if you don’t believe me, just ask the hero of our next story, Cristiano Ronaldo …









Winks, Losses, and Lots and Lots of Tears – Cristiano Ronaldo’s Road to Euro Glory


In terms of land area, Portugal is only the nineteeth largest country in Europe, and in terms of population it’s the seventeenth. When it comes to football talent, however, the country has always ranked a lot higher. Back in the 1960s, Eusébio and Mário Coluna fired Benfica through back-to-back European Cups, and Portugal to the semi-finals of the 1966 World Cup. Even during the less successful days of the 1970s and 80s, Portugal still produced exciting players such as Fernando Chalana and Paulo Futre.


Then, in the early 1990s, along came a new golden generation, including goalkeeper Vítor Baía, defender Fernando Couto, and dazzling attackers such as João Pinto, Rui Costa and Luís Figo. Together, surely they would lead Portugal to their first major international trophy at last?


Nope! Somehow they failed to qualify for the World Cup in 1994 or 1998, and failed to get past the group stage in 2002. At the Euros, Portugal were knocked out in the quarter-finals in 1996 and then the semi-finals in 2000. Oh well, was that it? Was their golden chance wasted?


No, at Euro 2004 Portugal were the tournament hosts and along with all their other amazing attackers, they now had a new 19-year-old wing-wizard. His name? Cristiano Ronaldo. During his first season at Manchester United, he had got better and better with every game he played, and now he was ready to take the Euros by storm.




	He scored a great header in Portugal’s opening game against Greece


	He set up Portugal’s second goal against Russia


	He helped get Wayne Rooney sent off in the quarter-finals against England before cheekily winking at his teammates


	Then he scored another header in the semis against the Netherlands to send Portugal through to their first-ever Euro final!





‘This tournament has brought him on as a player,’ said the Arsenal manager Arsène Wenger in praise of Ronaldo. ‘He has grown up and shown that on a big stage he is not scared. This boy is 19 years old and to come out and play in front of his whole country and to take responsibility and go on one-v-ones as he has done, well, you need something special to do that.’


Portugal were now only one win away from glory, and their final opponents would be … Greece! When the two teams had met in the opening game of the tournament, Portugal had lost 2–1, but surely the scoreline would be different this time, with more than 50,000 home fans cheering them on in Lisbon, and Ronaldo in the starting line-up?


But no, as hard as they tried, Portugal’s attackers just couldn’t find a way past the strong Greek defence, and instead it was Angelos Charisteas who scored the only goal of the game. Wow, what a shock result – Greece were the new Champions of Europe!


Ronaldo couldn’t believe it, and as he trudged off the pitch, he cried and cried. But once the disappointment began to fade, he was able to move on and move forward.


‘We have to think about the future: that the future of the national team will be positive and Portugal will win big things, like a European Championship or a World Cup,’ Ronaldo declared with confidence.


There were lots more tears to come, however, as Portugal lost to France in the semi-finals of the 2006 World Cup, to Germany in the quarter-finals of Euro 2008, to Spain in the Round of 16 at the 2010 World Cup, and then again in the semi-finals of Euro 2012.


At the 2014 World Cup, Portugal failed to even get out of their group, but by the time Euro 2016 kicked off in France, they had a new manager, Fernando Santos, and lots of new young stars, including left back Raphaël Guerreiro and midfielders João Mário and Renato Sanches. Their captain and number-one superstar, however, was still the same: CR7!


So, how well would the new Portugal perform? They started the tournament slowly, with draws against Iceland, Austria and Hungary, but after scraping through the group stage on goal difference, they kept finding ways to win:




	in extra-time against Croatia in the Round of 16


	on penalties against Poland in the quarter-finals …





Portugal were through to the Euro semi-finals yet again, and this time they beat Wales 2–0, thanks to a goal and an assist from Ronaldo.


‘We are now so close,’ he said afterwards. ‘I’ve always dreamed of winning something for Portugal and now it’s just one step away.’


12 years on from the hurt of 2004, could Ronaldo lead his country to Euro glory? It wasn’t going to be easy because their opponents in the final would be France – the tournament hosts – who had Paul Pogba in midfield and Antoine Griezmann in attack.


Portugal’s task got even trickier in the seventh minute when their captain collapsed to the ground in agony after a tackle from Dimitri Payet. Nooooo, was it something serious? Twice, Ronaldo tried to play on through the pain, but in the end, he had to hobble off the pitch in tears.


Uh-oh, what were Portugal going to do without their leader? The answer was … defend like absolute heroes! Pepe made block after block and goalkeeper Rui Patrício made save after save until at last the final whistle blew: it was 0–0 and on to extra-time …


With Ronaldo urging his teammates on from the touchline, Portugal pushed forward in search of a winning goal. Substitute striker, Eder, headed his first chance straight at the France keeper, but when his second arrived in the 109th minute, he took it brilliantly, slamming a powerful shot into the bottom corner. Wow, Portugal were now only moments away from victory!


Soon, it was all over – they were the champions of Europe at last, and their injured captain was crying again, although this time it was tears of joy.


‘From the bottom of my heart I am truly happy,’ Ronaldo told his teammates after the game. ‘We deserved this. We are now in the history of Portugal. We are the first team to achieve this.’


In the years since, Portugal have struggled at major tournaments, losing in the Round of 16 at the 2018 World Cup and Euro 2020, and then in the quarter-finals of the 2022 World Cup and Euro 2024. In 2019, however, they did win Europe’s latest continental competition, the UEFA Nations League, beating the Netherlands in the final.


You might be surprised to hear that there were no tears that night, but don’t worry, Ronaldo was still a very proud captain of his country.


‘Portugal winning the Euros is equivalent to winning a World Cup,’ Ronaldo said in 2024. ‘I’ve already won two trophies for Portugal that I really wanted.’


A year later, he completed the hat-trick as they won the UEFA Nations League again, but would Ronaldo swap them all for a taste of World Cup glory?


I think we all know the real answer to that, don’t we …









The Red Dragons Who Roared Their Way to History


From Cristiano Ronaldo, Europe’s most famous footballer ever, we’re moving on to the lesser-known tale of a group of football underdogs who exceeded all expectations to make their country proud.


With a population of just over three million people, Wales is a small but mighty European nation most famous for its beautiful old castles, stunning scenery and passion for another sport: rugby!


Football is very popular there too, though, and the Wales national football team, nicknamed ‘The Dragons’, is officially the third oldest in the world, behind only England and Scotland. In their first international match in 1876, however, Wales were thrashed 4–0 by Scotland, and for most of the next 140 years they remained in the shadows of their two bigger British neighbours.


The exciting exception was 1958, when the Dragons managed to qualify for their first-ever World Cup in Sweden. There, Wales successfully made it through the group stage (unlike England and Scotland!), and they might even have beaten Brazil in the quarter-finals if it wasn’t for a 17-year-old wonderkid called Pelé!


Instead of the start of a golden Welsh era, however, 1958 turned out to be a total one-off. The Dragons failed to qualify for the next World Cup, or the next, or the next …


In qualification for the 1982 World Cup, Wales finished behind Czechoslovakia on goal difference, and in 1986 it happened again, with Scotland taking their place instead.


Aargh – so close!


It was the same sad story in the Euros, too. Even with top Premier League players like Mark Hughes and Ryan Giggs in their squad, Wales couldn’t quite make their major-tournament dream come true.


In qualification for Euro 1992, they finished just one point behind Germany.


Then after reaching the play-offs for Euro 2004, they lost 1–0 to Russia.


Nooooo, would Wales ever make it to a major international tournament again? Yes, they just needed to keep believing and keep building. Under managers Gary Speed and then Chris Coleman, the Dragons got better and better. Although they didn’t qualify for Euro 2012, Wales finished strongly with wins over Switzerland and Bulgaria, and their goalscorers in both games were two stars for the future: Arsenal attacking midfielder Aaron Ramsey and Tottenham winger Gareth Bale.


How exciting! Wales didn’t qualify for the 2014 World Cup either, but again, there were encouraging signs: a win over Scotland and a draw with Belgium.


By the time they kicked off their qualification for Euro 2016, a strong new line-up was taking shape: Wayne Hennessey in goal, Ben Davies and Ashley Williams in defence, Joe Allen in midfield, and in attack, Ramsey and Bale! But most importantly of all, Wales at last had a proper, united team that loved playing together, rather than just a group of talented individuals.


The Dragons began by beating Andorra and Cyprus as everyone expected, and this time, when they came up against the biggest teams in their group, they didn’t crumble. Wales fought hard for a 0–0 draw away in Belgium, and then back home in Cardiff, Bale scored the goal to give them a famous victory. Point by point, they moved closer and closer until in September 2015, the news was official: after 58 long years of trying, Wales were on their way to Euro 2016!


‘It was a dream from when I was a small child to play in a major tournament,’ said a smiling Bale, who by then had signed for Spanish giants Real Madrid. ‘We are like brothers on the pitch. If we lose the ball we fight for it back. We can now test ourselves against the best.’


Of the twenty European nations at the tournament in France, Wales were one of the lowest-ranked teams, but that didn’t bother them at all.


First, they beat Slovakia, thanks to goals from Bale and super-sub, Hal Robson-Kanu. Then, after a last-minute loss against their local rivals England, the Dragons came roaring back to beat Russia 3–0. Wow, not only had they qualified for the knockout stage, but they’d also finished top of their group ahead of England!


‘Don’t take me home, please don’t take me home,’ sang ‘The Red Wall’ of ecstatic Wales supporters, who didn’t want their Euro dream to ever end.


In the Round of 16, it took an own goal to beat Northern Ireland, but who cared about that? Certainly not the Wales players or supporters – they were heading through to the Euro quarter-finals!


There, they faced Belgium, ranked fifth in the world, with a team full of Premier League superstars: Thibaut Courtois, Kevin De Bruyne, Eden Hazard, Romelu Lukaku … The list went on and on, but the Dragons of Wales weren’t scared. So what if some of them played in the league below, for Championship clubs like Burnley and Reading? This was international football, and together they were a band of brothers who were seriously hard to beat.


Even when they went 1–0 down within 15 minutes, the Welsh Dragons didn’t lose their belief. They had beaten Belgium before in qualifying, and they could do it again now. First, their captain Williams equalised with a towering header from a Ramsey corner, and then early in the second half, Wales scored perhaps the most famous goal in the country’s history.


From the halfway line, Bale played a brilliant long pass to Ramsey, who crossed the ball to Robson-Kanu near the penalty spot. The forward, who didn’t even have a club after leaving Reading, was surrounded by three Belgium defenders, but with one incredible Cruyff turn he escaped from all of them, and then calmly placed his shot past Courtois. Woah, Wales were now winning!


And after 30 more minutes of heroic defending, on came super-sub Sam Vokes to secure the victory with a brilliant flick header. 3–1, and for the first time ever, Wales would be playing in the semi-finals of a major international tournament!


When the final whistle blew, Bale threw his arms up in celebration, Davies fell to his knees, centre-backs James Chester and James Collins hugged each other, and left-back Neil Taylor lifted Allen high into the air. What a wonderful achievement!


‘We’re very proud of what the ’58 team did,’ Bale said afterwards. ‘But we’ve always [said] that this is our time to shine, and we’ve definitely done that. It’s going to be an amazing day, we’ve already made history and hopefully we can make more.’


[image: Cristiano Ronaldo wears a long-sleeved jersey with the number 7 on the front and on his shorts. He stands with his legs apart and his arms extended, wearing shorts and football boots.]


Sadly, in the Euro 2016 semi-finals, Cristiano Ronaldo’s Portugal proved too strong for Wales, but at the end, the disappointed Dragons walked around the pitch with their heads held high.


Because together, they had created football history for their country and given their fans a Euro adventure that they would never forget.


And this time, it really was the start of a golden Welsh era. With Bale and Ramsey leading the way, the Dragons roared on to reach the Round of 16 at Euro 2020 and then qualify for the 2022 World Cup, their first since 1958.
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