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This book is dedicated to my daughter Nicola.

Every day you bring me more joy than Northern Ireland’s win over Spain at the 1982 World Cup.



PREFACE: BIRTH OF A FAN

I USED TO CALL IT “football.” Now I call it “soccer.” Sometimes I call it “football” in the States which confuses Americans. Sometimes I call it “soccer” in the UK and I get accused of turning into a Yank.

I was born in Belfast, Northern Ireland, in 1969, the same year that what we euphemistically call “The Troubles” started. The two events are not related. My dad was still thirty-eight days short of his twenties when I arrived, and I’m sure an unplanned baby boy fitted into his packed soccer-playing and watching schedule just dandy. My love of the sport comes from him, though my mum said I wasn’t interested in kicking a ball at first and he was crestfallen. He used to ask her what was wrong with me.

We lived in a tiny two-up, two-down house off the hardscrabble Newtownards Road. I grew up with paramilitary roadblocks, civilian murders, and soldiers patrolling the streets. Our tiny terraced home was burgled and my parents wanted the biggest dog they could find as a deterrent, and the bundle of fur we brought home exploded into a gigantic, but docile St. Bernard we needed to walk in the park. My dad fell into the habit of bringing along a ball, I kicked it with him, and according to my mum that’s when I found soccer: my passion spawned from the matrimony of an intimidating, but useless guard dog and the fear of sectarian criminality.

It says a lot that in my family, getting into soccer when I was a four-year-old toddler is considered coming to the sport late.

But late convert that I was, soon I too was in love with the beautiful game.

One Christmas in the mid-seventies, my parents gave me a Chelsea kit. To this day I don’t know why my dad bought it for me as he was a Manchester United fan who worshiped George Best (the only jersey I’d ever get for my child would be Chelsea and I’d rather drown them in the bath than see them wear red. That’s why my daughter grew up hating Santa Claus—I’m like a particularly violent and hardcore reincarnation of Senator Joseph McCarthy). I keep meaning to ask my dad why he bought a Chelsea outfit but I know he won’t remember anyway. My guess is it was cheap. That’s how they became my team and I was condemned to decades of misery.

Today the Blues are one of the most popular and successful clubs in the world, but for the majority of the seventies and eighties we were rubbish, yo-yoing between the top two divisions in England. It was so unusual to support them back then that some friends nicknamed me “Chelsea.” My mate Brian White was the only other Chelsea fan I even knew, and we remain close today. We share an unbreakable bond of hardship, just like Vietnam vets.

I was nine when I first got to see Chelsea in person. My mum took me to London in March 1979 for a match against Liverpool, then the reigning European champions. We were relegated that year from the top flight (see, told you we were rubbish) but we played really well and held them to a scoreless draw. I felt like a real fan. We went twenty-six years without winning a trophy but I wouldn’t swap it for the world.

The good news was I passed an exam that won me free tuition at a private all-boys school. The bad news was they played rugby, not soccer. Soccer was seen as a working-class folly watched by hooligans, while rugby was the refined British endeavor for gentlemen, so I played in streets and parks and leisure centers. However, that education led to a journalism job on a national newspaper in England, and I frequently followed Chelsea both home and away in the days when you could just show up and pay at the turnstile.

Then in a barely believable left-field career lurch I returned to Northern Ireland in the nineties and bought the travel agency next door to my dad’s small commercial printing business. Dangerously armed with a direct link into airline and hotel reservation systems, I was like an unstable megalomaniac, able to book trips anywhere in the world with Chelsea and the Northern Ireland national team, even jetting off to places like Belarus and Lithuania on a whim to watch their Under-16 squads.

In a split second that changed my life, in December 1995 in a London bar the night before Ozzy Osbourne’s birthday party (seriously), I met a girl from North Carolina who handed me her number. How different things would be if she had not done that, or I had drunkenly lost the slip of paper. Five years later we married, four years after that we moved to the States, within a decade we owned a house in New Orleans and were battered by Hurricane Katrina.

I have now lived in Louisiana for fourteen years and experienced firsthand the USA’s embrace of soccer. Not fully, not totally, not yet offered the imported brandy or a few pieces of the fancy Belgian chocolate at Christmas. But it is no longer the redheaded stepchild of sports, banished to eat in the kids’ playroom when it visits for Thanksgiving and left out of the family reunion at the beach. The game is inexorably, inevitably, incontrovertibly wheedling its way into the nation’s affection.

I helped form a team based at an Irish bar and wrote a book about that, and what it was like to go through Katrina, titled, Finn McCool’s Football Club: The Birth, Death, and Resurrection of a Pub Soccer Team in the City of the Dead. A media guy at Chelsea read it and asked me to write a weekly column for their website entitled, A Blogger from America. From a nine-year-old Irish nipper at his first Blues game to a middle-aged American citizen working for the club. All because of my behemoth childhood dog, Susie.

And so to this book, written to tie in with the USA’s appearance at Russia 2018. That will teach me.

“Of course the States will be at the World Cup, they haven’t missed out in more than thirty years!” I confidently predicted to everyone, right up until the last qualifier. The luck of the Irish, my arse.

But don’t let the United States’ absence put you off the tournament. I guarantee it will still offer tragedy and triumph and every conceivable emotion in between. It’s still the beautiful game. And it’s still the greatest sporting event in the world.



INTRODUCTION

I’VE ALWAYS LOVED THE WORLD Cup. The affair is four decades old.

The first soccer match I ever saw was a World Cup qualifier on October 12, 1977, between Northern Ireland and Holland. I was seven. Two true legends, Irishman George Best and the Netherland’s Johann Cruyff, played that day. A pair to grace any all-time dream team, a couple of attackers both crowned European Player of the Year—and they were on the same field for my first professional contest. It was all downhill from there, right?

Cruyff captained Holland at the 1974 World Cup, the team many consider the greatest to have never won the tournament, but he pulled out of playing for the 1978 squad. Best died in 2005, having never made the finals. Both went on to star in the North American Soccer League (NASL).

But let’s focus on that wee Irish lad, sniveling and shivering on the crumbling terraces of Windsor Park, Belfast, in the seventies in Ulster, a dark time in my country’s history defined by explosions, car bombs, and sectarian murder. Games were played in the afternoon then rather than at night because of the pervading threat of civil unrest, with kids sprung from school and adults sneaking out of work to watch their national team. I would love to write that it was the day that changed my life, the moment I decided to become a football writer, that forty years later I still remember the riot of color of the flags and the din of the crowd’s songs and the cloying smell of frying onions and the roughness of the rusted crash barrier against my unblemished childish hand.

But I can’t. I don’t remember what I felt.

I recall one solitary detail: my dad telling a friend he was only there to see Best. Why such a throwaway remark remains lodged in my brain I can’t say. But that’s it. The sum total of my memory from the ninety minutes two soccer superstars strutted their stuff just feet away.

The finals the following year were in Argentina, an exotic dangerous destination with a ruling military junta, and the late-night kickoffs put most games beyond the reach of this eight-year-old. But I have vivid recollections from that June. I watched the flickering wavy pictures as Scotland, Britain’s sole representative, was destroyed by a Teófilo Cubillas-inspired Peru, an indelible image seared into my brain as he skipped through the Jocks’ defense wearing that iconic white uniform with the red slash.

The Scots then embarrassingly tied 1–1 with Iran, winger John Robertson was sent home for failing a drug test, and coach Ally MacLeod told reporters at their training ground as he bent to pet a dog, “This is the only friend I have left.” The dog bit him.

Scotland needed to beat the Dutch by three clear goals to make the second round, and after a brilliant individual goal from pint-size midfield dynamo Archie Gemmill (since immortalized in the movie Trainspotting) they were 3–1 ahead, but Holland pulled a goal back and sent the Tartan Army packing to drown their sorrows in their whiskey.

Though it was a school night, I had been allowed to stay up late to watch the contest, and afterwards I laid in bed in our small suburban bungalow and dictated notes to my mum for my dad so he had a recap of the match when he came home from drumming in a cover band.

It was a captivating tournament and pivotal for me. The sky blue and white strips of the host nation’s shirts and the ticker tape and the kaleidoscopic fans combining for a Technicolor sporting experience which permanently etched the World Cup into my head, into my body, into my psyche.

But if I thought the 1978 World Cup was special, the next edition was something else. I was there.

Northern Irish soccer had enjoyed a resurgence under coach Billy Bingham, but after being lumped into a strong qualifying group with Scotland, Sweden, Portugal, and Israel (a section thus stretching from the Middle East to the last spit of land before you reached America), no one but the craziest Ulsterman—and to be fair we had plenty as we continued to rip our country apart during The Troubles—expected us to make the finals.

But all five nations were more evenly matched than anyone expected, and the defining moment of the campaign came on October 15, 1981, as my dad and I listened to the 8 a.m. local news on the radio in our kitchen in Dundonald.

When the bulletin reached the sports section, I distinctly recall the female presenter’s words: “Northern Ireland’s hopes of qualifying for the World Cup were given a boost last night when Sweden beat Portugal, 2–1.” My dad and I roared with delight then went back to our tea and toast. If we had been American we would probably have high-fived and wolfed down our waffles.

We defeated Israel, 1–0, the following month and our tiny country of 1.5 million made the big time for only our second appearance ever and our first since 1958. We headed for Spain.

I don’t think there was a discussion about taking me out of school for two weeks and missing important exams to watch soccer. I do remember taking a list of homework from each teacher, textbooks and tests for me to work on at our stultifying, sun-­battered vacation apartment on the Costa del Sol (my English teacher was a soccer fan and thirty-six years later I still remember his succinct instructions: “Keep reading!”). I don’t know if I did much studying about Charlemagne and the Holy Roman Empire, but I definitely played and watched tons of soccer, and swam a lot (If my daughter is reading this, then I was always a straight-A student and studied a lot).
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My cousin David, me, and my dad Billy at the 1982 World Cup before Northern Ireland played Yugoslavia to a 0–0 tie in Zaragoza, Spain. From the author’s collection.

The three greatest words in the English language: “I was there.” I was there for the greatest night in the history of the Irish Football Association.

After tying both Yugoslavia and Honduras, we had to defeat host nation Spain in the cauldron of Valencia to make the next round. No one gave us a chance. The squad packed up and checked out of the hotel before the game. We were outside the stadium when their team bus crawled up at a snail’s pace, negotiating through the cacophonous crowd chanting and blowing whistles. A spine-tingling, charged, electric atmosphere, as the part-time Irish League players on the bus snapped photos and my dad told me, “If you are gonna go out of the World Cup then you wanna go out like this.”
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A view from the terrace in the Luis Casanova Stadium in Valencia, June 25, 1982. Little Northern Ireland, down to ten men, were about to beat the hosts Spain 1-0. From the author’s collection.

But we didn’t go out. We won. Against all the odds, and despite having a player sent off after an hour, we beat Spain, 1–0. We defeated the hosts to win the group and advanced to the second stage. Writing about it today still gives me chills and goose bumps even in Louisiana’s steamy sultry summer.

I don’t remember much from the match, though I recall the aftermath: climbing onto the fence surrounding the field and shaking hands with defender John McCelland, walking through the streets of Valencia as locals clapped us, the sing-song on the journey back to our base.

We then tied with Austria, 2–2, and in what was effectively a playoff for a semi-final spot we lost to a ferociously talented French team, 4–1. I was in the crowd that thronged the streets when the squad paraded through Belfast on an open-top bus that November, and the following day we beat European Champions and World Cup finalists West Germany, 1–0. We had a helluva team back then.

Italy won the final, 3–1, but ask any soccer fan my age about that game and what they will remember is Marco Tardelli’s celebration after scoring the second goal. His face, an expression of intense ecstasy as he yells a primeval, primordial scream while running, arms flailing, fists pumping. When I think about the passion and pleasure soccer can bring, it’s his expression I conjure up.

Four years later, the tournament sashayed to Mexico and guess what? Northern Ireland made it again! No appearances for twenty-four years and then two in succession, like a particularly obstreperous and contrary hardcore bus company.

Our qualifying group contained England, Romania, Turkey, and Finland. I went to Finland to watch us start with a disastrous defeat in Pori, a sleepy seaside village better suited to hosting a summer church fete than an important sporting event. Results waxed and waned and our final two matches were our hardest challenges on the road in Romania and England.

We booked a week’s vacation package with the Northern Ireland fans to Bulgaria with a day-trip to Bucharest for the match. Eastern Europe in October during the 1980s was worse than you can imagine. Absolutely nothing—I mean really, truly, literally nothing—to see or do. We tried to find a flight home three days early. The presents we brought home for my cousins were chestnuts we found on the ground for them to play conkers with, which illustrates the variety of shopping available.

However, soccer-wise, it was exciting and beautiful and wonderful because we beat Romania, 1–0. We scored after 29 minutes, then spent the next hour defending for our lives without ever crossing the halfway line, and the following month we secured a scoreless tie with England and a spot at the 1986 tournament.

But I couldn’t go. At sixteen, and in the middle of important national exams, I wasn’t getting away this time. My dad went while I watched on TV through a heavy haze of sweat and acne cream. It was more late-night kickoffs but my exam schedule meant I didn’t have to be at school every day. We had a static fitness bike and I set it in front of the TV, peddling furiously for a hormone-ravaged month as I fought to get lean and supple and thus attractive to girls.

In our opener we tied with Algeria, 1–1, (thirty-one years later in a downtown hotel in Houston, our goalscorer, Norman Whiteside, showed me the watch he received from FIFA for that sixth-minute goal as one of the ten fastest in the competition), then we were unlucky to lose, 2–1, to Spain. We bowed out with a 3–0 defeat to Brazil, and more than three decades later, I still hear stories from Irish fans about this tournament.

By 1990, I was an adult and let loose in the real world. I had won a job on the biggest-selling English-language daily newspaper on the planet and they whisked me to the British mainland. I sped through an accelerated journalism program and was lodging with a family on the outskirts of Manchester.

The Republic of Ireland had qualified and my English landlord (in a move that may resonate with some Americans) adopted them as his team. Apparently three generations back he had Irish heritage, or he had once drank a pint of Guinness . . . anyway, something tenuous. My Northern Irish girlfriend was at college seventy miles away in Birmingham and I usually spent three nights a week with her. I can admit now this was not motivated solely by young love but was also to escape my increasingly bizarre housing situation.

The family of four who owned the house was strapped for cash after the father lost his job. He found solace—surprise, surprise—in heavy drinking. So they took in more and more lodgers, including many overseas students who spoke little or no English, and as his drinking worsened, and the tenants multiplied, the downward spiral caused the couple to split.

But they couldn’t afford to physically separate, so the wife set up a makeshift camp-bed under the stairs like a doughy female middle-aged Harry Potter, only in an alcove, not a cupboard. Her “room” didn’t have a door. The tension swirling through the home meant mealtimes were a laugh-fest, the father often passing out drunk, face-down in his rice or trying to eat soup with a fork.

In 1994 the USA hosted the World Cup. Every European soccer expert agreed it was madness to award the tournament to the Yanks and many thought it was the first sign of the apocalypse. But it was a great success, and not just because of the USA’s patriotic shirts and Alexi Lalas’s beard.

It was the second tournament I went to. I had left journalism and was now a travel agent in Belfast, and after dating a Northern Irish girl while I lived in England I was now dating an English girl while I lived in Northern Ireland.

We road-tripped for five weeks from LA through the southern states to DC and caught the semifinal between Brazil and Sweden at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena. We went in a stretch limo with Ozzy Osbourne’s personal assistant Tony, his office manager Michael, and his son Jack. But that’s a story for another book.

It was a tedious game, the most memorable thing the unbearable lack of shade in the stands, and a few days later I returned as organizers gave away free tickets to the third-place playoff (the local paper ran an article about how America only likes winners so no one wanted to watch the losing semifinalists Sweden and Bulgaria play).

On the day of the final between Italy and Brazil I got up early to trawl the paper’s classifieds and called dozens of scalpers looking for a ticket (that’s what you did before online resale sites). All were hundreds of dollars, and although I knew it could be my only chance to watch a World Cup final, I couldn’t justify pulling the trigger on such a large amount. So I watched the lifeless championship match alongside Michael, with whom I was staying. Importantly, it was the first time I ever had chips and salsa.

By France in 1998 I had bought a cozy seafront apartment that—totally coincidentally but joyfully—happened to be joined to a pleasant pub. That summer, my friends flocked over to watch matches at my place and then we would migrate next door. Sometimes we would meet in the bar then head back to mine after. Sometimes we would bounce back and forth. It was every bit as magical as it sounds.

Then things changed, both in my life and with the World Cup. It’s hard to say which was the more seismic.

I had married an American. I was determined to make my love life as complicated and as geographically challenged as possible. Her deep-seated hatred of soccer led me to send her home to North Carolina for a month in 2002. Never one to miss a trick, I got publicity for my travel agency and sold the story to the papers (It ran in one with the headline, “I packed my wife off so I could watch the Cup in peace”).

With Japan and Korea co-hosting the tournament it caused bleary-eyed early kickoffs for us in Europe, so if you wanted to watch every match—and trust me, I did—it required creative planning. I brought a portable TV into my office and hid it behind the door so it was invisible from the store, and I spent a month pretending to attend to important travel business while my harried, pressurized employees dealt with customers. I had them schedule their lunch breaks and doctor appointments around vital events like China vs. Costa Rica. I took them all out to dinner to thank them for putting up with me—after the tournament ended, obviously.

Next I moved continents—just in time to be hit by the most destructive natural disaster to ever hit the United States.

My wife missed her family, missed the sun, missed shop assistants telling her to have a nice day rather than hide in the back watching soccer. In July 2004 we moved to New Orleans, Louisiana, and the following February we bought a house in the area called Uptown. Six months later, Hurricane Katrina slammed into us, broke the levees, and flooded 80 percent of the city.

The Big Easy’s soccer bar Finn McCool’s Irish Pub was devastated, the Mid-City neighborhood drowned under eight feet of water. It reopened on St Patrick’s Day 2006 so it had only been back in business ten weeks when the World Cup in Germany rolled around.

No traffic lights, the vast majority of homes uninhabited, dumpsters full of rotting wood and mushed drywall scattered on the streets, abandoned and encrusted vehicles flecking the roads. Finn’s was gutted and rebuilt but there was still a high-water line marked halfway up the windows. The aftershocks and day-to-day challenges of living in a city slowly and painfully coming back to life were with us all everywhere, every day. At a time when simple errands like mailing a letter could take hours (few post offices were operating and they had such long lines they were managed by the police), a visit to Finn’s to watch soccer was a welcome and much-needed distraction.

It was frequently jammed, a gumbo mix of nationalities and a myriad of supporters from around the globe who created a vibrant, diverse, pulsing mass of humanity. When you’ve been forced to abandon your home, when you have returned to find everything you have ever owned swept away, when you have been washed out of your job, when you’ve had to reconstruct your life and start again . . . a month watching the World Cup is extremely cathartic, trust me.

Four years later, the World Cup went to South Africa and although New Orleans was almost back to its old dysfunctional self, life had changed for me. I was now a father. My daughter, Nicola, was born in July 2007 and I was a stay-at-home dad. It cramped my soccer-watching-at-the-pub lifestyle.

Instead I was forced to follow matches at home between hosting teddy bear tea parties, playing with dolls, and settling arguments between Panda and Ladybug. Nicola was coming out of the terrible twos and entering the even-bloody-worse-that-nobody-tells-you-about threes, an only child used to constant stimulation and attention. Trying to watch Australia play Ghana while simultaneously having my nails painted and adjusting my tiara was a challenge, but one I successfully managed.

I became an expert on Disney princesses, glitter, and what cleans milk stains from your couch when your attention wanders from your toddler while engrossed in Slovakia and New Zealand. It was a tournament of learning, parenting, and planning trips to the children’s museum or library story times around the vagaries of kickoffs in Cape Town and Johannesburg. And event planners who put on the Democratic and Republican conventions think they have it tough.

Occasionally—and by that I mean all day Saturday and Sunday—I went to Finn’s. The Americans took on England in the first round, and the local USA supporters club The Bayou Militia had been on a recruiting spree like a Russian billionaire buying a Premier League club. The English fans, most of whom were regulars before Hurricane Katrina, hired a luxury minibus and parked it outside so they could watch the match (in a van, in the street) in comfort. It ended 1–1 so everyone went home happy (apart from the English, who thought that a tie with the USA was a national catastrophe).

The final between Holland and Spain was also a memorable day. Louisiana summers are oppressively overpowering, the energy-sapping soaring temperatures only counter-weighted by sky-cracking thunderstorms bringing torrential downpours and deafening thunder, submerging the sidewalks beneath a blanket of black.

The pub was struck by lightning in the second half and it knocked out the satellite system. The power died as well and sweat steamed off smelly soccer shirts like a fat man who had run a marathon inside a Turkish bath.

My friend Paul streamed the game on his phone and we huddled like marooned Arctic explorers as we tried to follow the contest on a two-inch screen. Then inspiration struck (just as the lightning had), and I called my friend Mary on the next block to discover she still had electricity. I shouted, “C’mon everybody!” (probably in an Eddie Cochran voice, my memory is hazy) and we splashed and waded through the puddles, invading her front room to watch the rest of the final. We soaked her carpets and drenched her furniture and drank all her beer, then we thanked her and left, lamenting it would be another four years before we could do it all again.

And that brings me to Brazil, 2014. Nicola had just finished first grade, and in a disappointing non-break from tradition, this World Cup was held at exactly the same time as every other World Cup and took place while she was on summer vacation. So it was my job to look after her.

Once again it was watching matches between board games and negotiating with her to let me see Honduras play Switzerland for an hour of Scooby Doo, dragging her out of bed to go to the park so we would be back in time for games, turning down ­playdates and invites to go with her friends to the zoo she never even knew about so I could concentrate on Iran’s match with Nigeria.

By now, the World Cup was mainstream and The Bayou Militia had mutated into a full-fledged army with banners and flags and scarves and tanks . . . not really, but it seemed like it. At Finn’s for the first USA match against Ghana they needed crash barriers to corral the legion of Stars and Stripes-waving patriots in love with the beautiful game. Welcome to prime time.

So that’s my World Cup love story.

I look back on growing up and growing old and define stages of my life by the host country, memorable images, and unforgettable moments from the greatest sporting event on Earth. An eight-year-old curled up on the carpet in front of late-night TV in ­Belfast watching the cascading ticker tape float down and flutter onto the field in Buenos Aires. The prepubescent boy who knew Marco Tardelli’s screaming, fist-waving celebration in Spain would be stamped into his mind forever. Paul Gascoigne’s tears at Italia ’90 as I started my work career in his England. David Beckham’s redemption against Argentina in faraway Asia as I juggled following the game with taking care of my travel agency clients. Gasping as the Germans destroyed the Samba Boys in their own backyard while I completed a jigsaw puzzle with my daughter.
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Me with legendary Northern Irish goalkeeper Pat Jennings at the team’s hotel the night before they defeated hosts Spain at the 1982 World Cup. From the author’s collection.

From a little boy marveling at exotic faraway images to a father living on another continent, the World Cup has always been, and continues to be, the constant background to my life. Maybe one day you will feel the same way. Enjoy.
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