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Preface

This volume is analogous to my 1996 book Creating the National Pastime, 
a study of the history of major- league baseball, in three respects. First, it is 
a venture in sports history, containing comparatively little coverage of legal 
issues, and in that respect is a departure from my usual scholarly concerns. 
Second, it focuses on a sport in which I have spent a fair amount of my life as 
a player and coach. And third, it represents something of a break, or perhaps 
a treat, after a long interval of scholarship on legal and constitutional history. 
I began work on Creating the National Pastime after one such interval, which 
took place from around 1983 to 1993; and turned to this book after another, 
from around 2009 to 2019. I am of the view that one of the ways to stimulate 
the consistent production of scholarship over time is to change topics, time 
frames, and methodological approaches as one sequences scholarly projects. 
As my colleagues have often noted, I like to learn through researching and 
writing, and one way I do that is by identifying topics and approaches with 
which I am generally unfamiliar and seeking to say something distinctive 
about them. I have learned a lot in writing this book, and I hope I have been 
able to make a contribution to the understanding of its subjects. 

Because the history of American soccer has been a generally underresearched 
topic, especially by scholars, and because many of the secondary works in the 
area lack scholarly documentation, this book has been something of a research 
challenge, and I have had to rely even more heavily than usual on the help of 
the reference librarians at the University of Virginia School of Law. Thanks to 
Amy Wharton, Kent Olson, Leslie Ashbrook, Randi Flaherty, Ben Doherty, 
and Kristin Glover for tracking down sources, a task made more complicated 
by the pandemic and its effect on interlibrary loans. Thanks as well to Loren 
Moulds for his assistance in identifying illustrations and facilitating permis-
sions for images. And a special thanks to the LawIT department for their 
multiple Team Viewer sessions, in which I received various sorts of technical 
help. I am one of their least competent clients, and I appreciate their patience. 
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xiv

Kenneth S. Abraham and Neil Duxbury each read an early draft of the 
book manuscript and gave me helpful comments. Persons familiar with their 
scholarship might initially wonder what qualified them to opine on the sub-
jects covered in the book, but they each bear a connection to the history of 
soccer in England and America. Ken grew up in one of the communities 
where soccer was first played in the United States, and Neil is a resident of 
a UK city hosting two of the world’s best- known soccer clubs (and a far less 
celebrated club of which he is unfortunately enamored). I leave it to readers 
to attempt to guess the respective locations, if they feel the need for a break 
from the book’s text.

The book has been immeasurably improved by the efforts of Adam Criblez, 
the editor of the University of Missouri Press series Sports and American 
Culture in which it appears, and Andrew Davidson, editor in chief of the 
press. Both Adam and Andrew read successive drafts of the book manuscript 
and gave me line- by- line comments, as well as made suggestions about the 
overall scope and content of the work. I also profited from the comments of 
Steven Reiss on an earlier draft and two anonymous readers of the penul-
timate draft. I want to emphasize the contributions of Adam and Andrew, 
however, because it has been a very long time in my publishing history since 
someone associated with a university press has engaged in the close reading 
and editing of one of my manuscript drafts. When I first submitted book 
manuscripts to university presses, in the late 1960s, such reading and editing 
was the norm, but with the dramatic changes in book publishing that have 
taken place since that decade, it is now quite rare. I lament its loss— there is 
nothing more helpful to an author than to have engaged, critical readings of 
manuscript drafts— and have welcomed Adam’s and Andrew’s interventions. 

This book is dedicated to my younger daughter Elisabeth, once a soccer 
player who had to endure her father as her high school coach for three years. 
Perhaps Elisabeth’s daughters will become attracted to the sport and Elisabeth 
will end up coaching them. And my love to Susan Davis White, Alexandra 
White, and the other members of the Whites’ extended family, who hopefully 
will be safe, healthy, and able to see one another in person by the time this 
book appears.

G.E.W.
Charlottesville, Virginia,
March 2021
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3

Introduction

Soccer is the world’s most popular sport, both in terms of participation 
and spectator appeal.1 The men’s and women’s World Cup tournaments 
have, since the 1990s, attracted huge numbers of fans and television viewers 
across the globe and made large amounts of money for their host countries 
and FIFA (the Federation Internationale de Football Association), the or-
ganization that stages the tournaments. The Union of European Football 
Association (UEFA)’s annual Challenge Cup, a round- robin competition of 
teams from the top- division soccer leagues in European nations, has recent-
ly garnered the world’s largest television audiences for its final matches.2 
And more people around the world play soccer, as a recreational activity, 
than any other team sport— except in the United States.

It is conventional wisdom among those who have written on the history 
of international sports that during the period of soccer’s late nineteenth-  and 
early twentieth- century growth,3 and for most of the remaining years of the 
twentieth century, men’s soccer never became established as a major sport in 
the United States, either in professional leagues or in colleges and universi-
ties.4 Soccer was played only sparingly in American colleges during the first 
five decades of the twentieth century, and rarely in American public high 
schools. Women’s soccer, although seldom played elsewhere in the world, 
was virtually not played at all in the United States until the late 1960s. For 
most of the twentieth century the United States was the only large national 
sports market in which soccer did not take root in any substantial fashion.

Several explanations have been advanced for the seemingly anomalous 
twentieth- century history of soccer in the United States. One is that there 
was a critical period in world history in which a sport might have grown 
sufficiently popular, in any given nation, to achieve major status. That 
period, roughly from 1880 to 1930, was the one in which the growth of 
international sport mirrored the growth of a global industrial economy. 
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And since soccer failed to achieve major status in the United States during 
that period, the argument runs, nothing short of massive cultural change 
could reverse the situation.5

Another, partly complementary, explanation is that there is a finite space 
in which sports can successfully operate in any given nation, so that already 
established sports tend to crowd out others. In the United States, then, 
soccer was crowded out by the indigenous “American” sports: baseball; grid-
iron football (a version of rugby that came to be played in certain American 
colleges in the late nineteenth century); and basketball. As those three 
sports flourished during the critical period, there was no space for soccer to 
gain a foothold.6

A third explanation is based on the economics of professional sports gen-
erally. To thrive, a professional sport requires competitive balance among 
its teams: if that balance is lost, the stronger teams tend to overwhelm the 
weaker ones, making a great many matches less attractive to spectators and 
eventually having adverse effects on players’ interest in competing. Most 
professional soccer leagues around the globe seek to achieve competitive 
balance by imposing constraints on the ability of clubs to bid with one 
another for players, and by creating tiers or divisions of leagues. At the con-
clusion of a league’s season, some clubs, typically the top three or bottom 
three in the standings, are promoted to higher- tier leagues or relegated to 
lower- tier ones. Constraints on bidding for players serve to prevent wealth-
ier clubs from acquiring talented players at the expense of less wealthy 
clubs, and promotion and relegation serve to create incentives for clubs to 
compete fully throughout a season regardless of their place in the standings. 
Promotion and relegation also tend to ensure that a given club, whatever 
its performance in a particular season, will remain extant during the next 
season, even if it finds itself in a lower- tier league, and that some clubs 
will be able to move up to higher- tiered leagues. Over time, promotion 
and relegation promote the stability of club franchises by creating constant 
incentives for clubs to improve their league affiliations in the hopes of 
garnering the financial rewards associated with play in higher leagues. As 
such they reinforce loyalty among the fans and supporters of the individual 
clubs, which are typically identified with cities or certain districts therein.

One might call this organizational structure quasi- socialistic, in that it 
requires the owners and operators of individual soccer clubs to think first 
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about the collective success of the league to which a club belongs and less 
about their individual fortunes. I will hereafter refer to this organizational 
structure as “command- and- control,” borrowing the term from the regu-
lation of certain industries by governmental agencies in the United States. 
Even so, the analogy is not a perfect one. In American regulated industries, 
command- and- control regulation has a particular meaning,7 specifically 
that an agency given oversight over an industry specifies the behavior that 
it will and will not permit on the part of individual corporations within 
the industry, such as when the Environmental Protection Agency specifies 
the number of particulate emissions a chemical plant may release into the 
atmosphere in the course of its daily operations, and imposes sanctions on 
plants that violate the agency’s prescribed guidelines.

Command- and- control regulation, understood in that technical sense, 
does not quite capture the model of organization adopted by the English 
Football Association, the English Football League, and their affiliated clubs 
as soccer spread throughout the UK and eventually across the rest of Europe 
and much of the rest of the world in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. Although UK and European soccer associations and leagues 
established rules of conduct for their affiliated clubs and occasionally pe-
nalized violators, their regulatory activity was primarily organizational. In 
each nation a central body, operating through some executive council or 
committee, required clubs seeking to play soccer and participate in matches 
intended to attract admission- paying spectators to join it (typically for a 
nominal fee) and abide by a set of uniform rules regarding play. The central 
body also controlled the recruitment of players, the staffing of clubs, and 
the playing of matches against other clubs. Over time, those rules extended 
to the oversight of players’ wages and salaries, retaining and transferring 
players at season’s end, and the division of the profits of tournament match-
es. Instead of the operators of clubs having the autonomy to make their 
own decisions about how to run their respective franchises, the central body 
made most of the decisions for all its member clubs. That organizational 
structure amounted to the UK, European, Latin American, Asian, African, 
and Oceanian football associations’ version of command- and- control.

In the United States, no sort of command- and- control organizational 
structure came to oversee professional soccer leagues when those leagues 
began to form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
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leagues that did form were simply entities composed of individual clubs 
whose owners and operators controlled their expenses and sought to run 
them for profit. As we will see in subsequent chapters, many of the clubs in 
American leagues that performed poorly were either moved to other cities 
or simply disbanded by their owners. Promotion and relegation among tiers 
of leagues never materialized, making competitive imbalance among clubs 
harder to forestall. Finally, club owners were not constrained in bidding 
for players. The first American professional soccer league with major ambi-
tions, the North American Soccer League, which commenced play in 1968 
with strong expectations of success, including television contracts, even-
tually collapsed in 1984 due to the lack of restraints on owners’ bidding 
for players’ salaries, which produced competitive imbalance and uneven 
attendance at league matches, and the absence of promotion and relegation, 
which created incentives for disappointed owners to relocate or disband 
their clubs rather than continue to operate them in a lower- tiered league.

But the absence of command- and- control regulation of professional 
soccer leagues in the United States cannot fully explain the sport’s fail-
ure to acquire major sport status. Commentators have pointed out that 
American professional leagues in sports such as hockey, gridiron football, 
basketball, and ice hockey have succeeded without ever having adopted a 
quasi- socialistic organizational structure.8 

A final explanation emphasizes when and where, and by whom, soccer 
was first played in the United States. In the late nineteenth century, soccer 
in America was mostly played in a handful of communities distinctive for 
their large immigrant populations, people who had migrated from countries 
in which soccer was well established as a recreational activity and spectator 
sport. Those communities included a cluster of towns in northwestern New 
Jersey, another cluster in southeastern Massachusetts and Rhode Island, and 
ethnic enclaves in the inner cities of St. Louis, Detroit, and Chicago, each 
of which was home to large and concentrated immigrant populations. The 
European nations from which the residents of these ethnic enclaves (or their 
parents) had come to America included England, Scotland, and Ireland, as 
well as in some cases Portugal and Italy. Unsurprisingly, the first semipro-
fessional and professional soccer leagues in the United States sprang up in 
those communities, their teams composed overwhelmingly of immigrants, 
occasionally former residents of European nations who were recruited 
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to play soccer in the United States, and the first- generation offspring of 
immigrant families. The leagues were formed to allow “company teams”— 
those composed of workers in textile factories and other businesses heavily 
dependent on inexpensive immigrant labor— to play matches against one 
another. Those matches were attended almost exclusively by male members 
of the immigrant communities in which the companies, or their factories, 
operated. 

The ethnic emphasis of early twentieth- century soccer, according to 
this explanation, served to diminish the sport’s appeal across the broader 
spectrum of the US population, which included some nativist groups who 
were generally apprehensive about the growing numbers of residents of 
foreign nations emigrating to America.9 The perception that soccer was a 
game primarily played by immigrants became particularly damaging to the 
sport’s growth after the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 
began to organize college sports in 1906, and “comprehensive” public high 
schools took over the administration of athletics programs in the first two 
decades of the twentieth century. At that time few members of immigrant 
communities attended college, so the number of male college students in-
terested in playing soccer never grew large. Indeed, the NCAA did not even 
assume regulatory control over the sport until 1959. Prior to that date it 
had allowed an independent association of a few northeastern colleges to 
control the administration of college soccer, including designating a “na-
tional” champion by the vote of a committee rather than as the outcome of 
any sort of tournament. And in high schools soccer was played even less fre-
quently: when high schools did begin to fold athletics into their in- school 
activities and offer varsity sports, they offered only the indigenous sports of 
baseball, gridiron football, and basketball. This was, in part, the explanation 
suggests, because of the perception of soccer in the eyes of most Americans 
as an ethnic sport played largely by members of immigrant communities.

Each of those explanations contains a kernel of truth, but each also 
has its limitations. The “critical period” explanation for the emergence of 
a sport to major status fails to account for the emergence of professional 
basketball in that capacity only after the 1940s, and that of professional 
football only after the 1950s. The “sports space” explanation does not ac-
count for the fact that although baseball, gridiron football, and basketball 
have continued to thrive in the United States in the first two decades of 
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the twenty- first century, in that same time soccer has not only become the 
fourth- most- popular participatory sport in the nation10 but continues to 
grow in popularity as a high school, college, and professional spectator 
sport. The “competitive balance” explanation fails to explain why the other 
major American professional sports leagues— Major League Baseball, the 
National Football League, the National Basketball Association, and the 
National Hockey League— achieved growth and financial stability in the 
late twentieth and early twenty- first centuries despite imposing few con-
straints on the ability of owners to compete (sometimes in a blatantly unfair 
manner) to sign the best players or move franchises, and despite the absence 
of promotion and relegation. Finally, the “immigrant sport” explanation 
fails to account for the fact that even though baseball, basketball, and ice 
hockey are played in numerous countries other than the United States, and 
the number of foreign- born players in professional leagues in those sports 
has dramatically increased in the late twentieth and twenty- first centuries, 
all of those sports have retained major status in the United States.

So, in a sense, one needs to start afresh in seeking an explanation for 
the distinctly marginal status of soccer in the United States for most of the 
twentieth century. At the same time, one also needs to start over in trying 
to solve the second puzzle with which this book is concerned: What has 
caused the dynamic renaissance of soccer in America in the twenty- first 
century? To get a sense of the magnitude of that development, one need 
only look at the international and domestic state of American soccer as the 
1990s dawned. Although the US national soccer team had participated in 
the World Cup as early as the 1930s, the United States had never hosted a 
World Cup tournament before 1994. No American men’s professional soc-
cer league, including the ambitious North American Soccer League (NASL) 
launched in 1968, had ever become a success, either in terms of financial 
solvency or in its capacity to attract gifted players. Only a handful of male 
soccer players from American colleges and universities were given opportu-
nities to play professionally, either in the NASL or in overseas leagues. 

Although the participation of both men and women in soccer had grown 
exponentially in both colleges and high schools in the 1970s and 1980s, 
no US national women’s team existed until 1988, by which time FIFA 
(the Federation Internationale de Football), which organizes World Cup 
competitions, had not definitively committed itself to staging a women’s 
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World Cup. Most significantly, perhaps, soccer in the United States, un-
like the “major” sports, had not profited from the ubiquity of television 
and the advent of the televising of live sporting events across the nation. 
Whereas by the 1960s the televising of soccer matches in the first- division 
European leagues and the English Premier League was to dramatically in-
crease the wealth of franchises in those leagues, no American first- division 
soccer league even existed to potentially capitalize on that development. 
American television networks found it difficult to adapt soccer broadcasts 
to their commercial advertising, and the NASL failed to secure a renewal 
of its initial television contract. Moreover, the US sports media generally 
devoted very little coverage to high school, college, or professional soccer, 
especially after it became clear, after 1978, that the NASL was very far from 
becoming profitable. 

Finally, despite the sharp increase in soccer as a participatory youth 
sport for girls as well as boys, still relatively few Americans understood 
the sport well enough to become strong supporters of soccer teams. Few 
adult Americans had seriously played or followed the sport in their youth. 
Few had any familiarity with the professional soccer then being played 
in Europe, the UK, or Latin America. A stereotyped impression, held by 
members of the sports media as well as general audiences, was that soccer 
was boring: there were too many intervals of seemingly purposeless activity, 
during which players passed the ball back and forth but took few shots on 
goal; not enough goals were scored; and players’ movements to spaces on 
the field seemed inexplicable. 

And yet within four years of the start of the 1990s, the United States 
hosted a financially and athletically successful men’s World Cup; the wom-
en’s soccer final at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, featuring the US national 
team, drew the largest crowd in American soccer history; the United States 
was tapped to host the 1999 women’s World Cup, in which attendance re-
cords were further shattered; and US women’s team players gained national 
fame and became cultural icons. In 1996, in the midst of those events, Major 
League Soccer, the latest US men’s professional soccer league, was launched; 
twenty- five years later MLS is not only extant but expanding— and well 
on its way to profitability. Meanwhile, an American women’s professional 
league, the National Women’s Soccer League, has been in existence since 
2013 and has secured a contract with CBS Sports to televise some of its 
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games; two major cable networks are televising MLS games; and two others 
are broadcasting matches from the English Premier League and Germany’s 
Bundesliga. Even before the start, then, of the twenty- first century, a gen-
eration of Americans has grown up playing and watching soccer— and can 
appreciate the game. Meanwhile, as noted, soccer has become the fourth- 
most- popular sport in the United States in terms of participation.

How, then, can one explain these two seemingly contradictory aspects of 
the history of soccer in America? In other words, how does one account for 
the singular marginality of the sport in the United States for most of the 
twentieth century, even as it was thriving across the rest of the globe, and at 
the same time make sense of the equally singular emergence of soccer as a 
recreational and spectator sport in the United States since 1990? This book 
seeks to explore and ultimately to answer those questions. !
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Chapter One

English Origins

A Schoolboy’s Game
This chapter, which considers the birth of soccer and its early evolution, 
centers on England, the sport’s nation of origin. It emphasizes four themes 
that would define what would be called association football as it grew and 
spread within the UK and subsequently around the world, including the 
United States, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The first 
of those themes is the standardizing of the rules of play, which served to 
distinguish soccer from rugby, a sport also being played in mid- nineteenth- 
century England. The second is the struggle within soccer, throughout 
the latter decades of the nineteenth century, over whether to include 
professional players— that is, ones paid for their services1— or to maintain 
an amateur ethos under which players participated solely for the “joy of 
competition.”2 The third theme, related to the second, is the struggle, as 
soccer clubs multiplied and began organized competitions in nationwide 
tournaments and leagues, to determine whether they should operate as the 
equivalent of profit- making businesses or as civic enterprises, focusing on 
the development of their facilities and their integration with the commu-
nities they represented. The fourth and final theme is the spread of English 
soccer abroad in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as it be-
came established in other nations with resident British populations whose 
presence was connected to the growing political and commercial reach of 
the British Empire. 

Each of these four themes stems from the public- school origins of 
soccer in England. Versions of the game were first played as early as the 
1830s, with the rules of play varying considerably from school to school, 
constraints imposed by the physical spaces in which matches took place. 
Notwithstanding these variations, the game before the 1860s invariably 
featured running with the ball as well as kicking it, catching it in the air, 
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tackling other players, and “hacking”— that is, kicking other players in an 
attempt to take possession of the ball as those in possession ran with it or 
tried to kick it forward. At this point the game more resembled the current 
sport of rugby than that of soccer. Rugby was to receive its name, and be 
distinguished from association football, after the 1863 rules of the Football 
Association openly rejected some of the features of the mid- century public- 
school game, and some of the men involved in the creation of those rules 
signified their wish to retain the running with the ball, tackling, and hack-
ing in the game as played at Rugby School. 

Over time soccer began to have less and less in common with rugby.3 
The impetus for rule standardization came from those who had played in 
public schools and wished to continue playing at English universities or 
in clubs. Increased pressure for standardization came about when gradu-
ates of public schools who congregated to play the game later in their lives 
discovered that their understanding of the sport’s rules varied considerably 
from that of others because, as mentioned, its rules varied from school to 
school. At the same time, some persons interested in continuing to play 
soccer resolved to eliminate some features that they thought dangerous or 
otherwise unattractive, notably catching the ball in one’s arms, running 
with it, and hacking other players. Those persons were determined to make 
soccer a game played primarily “below the waist,” that is, with feet and 
legs rather than arms, and to minimize the scrimmages and collisions on 
the field that resulted from running with the ball and hacking. Thus the 
identity of soccer as a sport would become connected to its adoption of 
particular standardized rules. 

The second theme, also connected to soccer’s public- school origins, in-
volved professionalism. Initially the persons who formed clubs to play the 
sport in mid- nineteenth- century England were overwhelmingly graduates 
of public schools, many of them wealthy individuals from upper- class back-
grounds who conceived of participation in sports as recreational and social 
activities pursued by gentlemen with ample leisure time. As soccer grew 
and spread from London to other regions in the UK, notably Yorkshire, 
Lancashire, Warwickshire, and Scotland, many more individuals who had 
not attended public schools began participating in the sport, and some 
soccer clubs were formed in connection with local businesses. The Football 
Association, initially founded in 1863 as an organization concerned with 
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standardizing rules, became involved with the administration of soccer 
throughout the UK. It created a tournament known as the FA Cup, in 
which clubs competed with one another on a yearly basis for possession 
of a chalice cup. With the growth of soccer as not only a participatory but 
also a spectator sport later in the century, club owners began to charge 
admission for matches between certain highly popular clubs, as well as the 
latter- stage matches of the FA Cup competition, which began to attract a 
good number of spectators. Indeed, clubs that reached late- stage rounds 
could often amass revenue from gate receipts.

As participation and spectator interest in the FA Cup grew, some clubs 
in cup competition, particularly those with direct ties to businesses, desired 
to field more highly competitive teams in order to make money. The com-
petitions were organized on a “one and done” basis, with the winner of each 
match proceeding to the next round and the loser eliminated for the year. 
Naturally, the longer a club survived in the tournament, the more revenue 
it stood to garner, money that could offset team travel expenses. In this 
context some clubs, initially from Yorkshire and Lancashire, bucked tradi-
tion by beginning to recruit players who were not already residents of the 
club’s locality, furnishing them with jobs in the area or paying them directly. 
Paying players to perform for soccer clubs presupposed a coterie of profes-
sional soccer players, men engaged in the sport as a livelihood rather than 
as an amateur pursuit. Professionalism was initially regarded as antithetical 
to the ethos of the Football Association, and the resultant controversy and 
debates, which stretched over two decades in the late nineteenth century, 
would have distinct class overtones, as well as have significant implications 
for the growth of soccer around the world as well as in the United Sates.4

The realization that the FA Cup tournament could serve as not only an 
enjoyable competition but a source of revenue for clubs who fared well in it 
highlighted another fundamental issue as soccer grew and expanded in the 
UK: What did soccer clubs represent? Initially such clubs had only been or-
ganizations of persons desirous of playing the sport recreationally, and they 
served to provide a base for forming teams who wanted to play matches 
against other teams. The early clubs tended to be organized geographically, 
typically in city neighborhoods, with some field or building serving as the 
source of their team’s name. The initial organization of soccer clubs again 
reflected the sport’s public- school origins, as clubs tended to form among 
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groups of friends and associates who came from the same neighborhood or 
who at least had similar backgrounds, which, of course, included exposure 
to soccer in a public school.5

Association football was initially a distinctly minority sport, there being 
only twenty clubs in the Football Association in 1868. But as the sport 
spread from London to other regions of the UK, the number of clubs ex-
panded, and clubs began to play regularly scheduled matches, culminating 
in the creation of the English Football League in 1888. Club teams began 
to garner fan support, thereby identifying themselves with particular com-
munities. In that capacity the clubs came to represent more than collections 
of individuals who wanted to play soccer together. Sometimes they were 
associated with particular businesses, sometimes with educational institu-
tions, and sometimes with city neighborhoods. In this way clubs with close 
affiliations began a transition into teams, garnering even stronger fan sup-
port and becoming increasingly attractive to prospective players. Indeed, 
a team’s prospective success came to be regarded as important to a variety 
of persons, not only players but persons ranging from shareholders of the 
clubs to residents of the communities in which the teams were based.6 

As the operations of some clubs became more lucrative with the expan-
sion of cup competitions and Football League matches, their function came 
to a significant crossroads. Were they to continue to reflect the amateur 
ethos of their origins, as entities organized simply to facilitate the playing 
of soccer for “the joy of competition,” or were they to take on the character 
of business operations, even to the point of emphasizing profits and losses? 
On this issue the Football Association remained quite firm throughout 
the nineteenth century: clubs were not for- profit enterprises designed to 
make money for their organizers and shareholders but should serve as the 
equivalent of civic organizations, plowing any profits into developing their 
facilities and strengthening their ties to the communities they represented.7 
Moreover, business aspects such as player salaries, competition to recruit 
players, and the garnering of revenues from matches were to be expressly 
controlled by the Football Association or the affiliated Football League. 
After 1904 the FA relinquished control over financial dealings between the 
league and its clubs to the league’s management committee, although it 
continued to attempt to oversee the league with its policies on the retain- 
and- transfer system— a practice designed to avoid clubs from entering into 
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bidding wars for players— and the general remuneration of players. After 
1910 the FA essentially delegated all of those matters to the league,8 and 
by 1930 the league had eight members on the FA’s Management Council, 
the official name for its management committee.9 Administrative issues had 
evolved from ones centering on the relationship between the FA and the 
league to ones affecting the relationship between the league and its clubs. 

Nonetheless the administration of English soccer continued to employ a 
command- and- control model. A central body restricted clubs’ salary struc-
ture, the use of their profits, and, over time, the scheduling of their games 
and the size of their club rosters. This command- and- control business mod-
el was to characterize English association football as it spread throughout 
the UK and subsequently around the world. 

The fourth and final theme has less to do with the origins of soccer as 
a game played by boys in public schools, but nonetheless bears an indirect 
connection to those origins. In the same years during which soccer began 
to evolve and to enjoy greater and greater popularity, the British Empire 
continued to expand across the globe, resulting in, among other things, 
clusters of British residents in overseas nations. These expatriates— military 
personnel and others in the service of commercial enterprises or religious 
organizations— tended to form communities comprised of familiar British- 
style institutions, social clubs, and schools, and often emphasizing sporting 
pursuits including, in many cases, soccer.10 As national soccer associations 
were founded in European nations in the late nineteenth century, in part 
because of the influence of British residents, those associations sought con-
tact with the English Football Association, and even invited English soccer 
clubs to engage in overseas tours. 

The first English clubs to embark on such tours were amateur ones that 
after the 1880s, as English football became more professionalized, had 
disengaged themselves from Football Association–sponsored competitions 
to underscore their commitment to an amateur ethos. Those clubs were 
overwhelmingly made up of graduates of public schools and universities, 
many of whom were independently wealthy and engaged in sports because 
they had the leisure time and inclination to do so. The English amateur 
soccer clubs in the late nineteenth century were strongly dedicated to the 
pursuit of what one writer referred to in 1906 as the “British idea of true 
sportsmanship,” with an emphasis on fair play, which included avoiding 
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violent encounters on the soccer field, respect for one’s opponents, and 
losing with grace.11 Spreading “true sportsmanship” around the globe was 
a distinct mission of the early English traveling clubs, the concept having 
originated in English public schools. But when association football began 
to spread internationally in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, efforts to resist professionalism in the sport had largely been overcome 
in England, and the global version of soccer would at its highest levels be 
played primarily by professional players, most of them with working- class 
backgrounds. 

The remainder of this chapter pursues those themes in more detail.

Regulation: The Rules of the Game
In the fall of 1863, representatives of eleven “metropolitan and suburban 
football clubs” in the London area held a series of six meetings, beginning 
on October 26 and culminating on December 8, in which they formed an 
organization named the Football Association, intended to standardize the 
rules for “regulation of the game of football” and to encourage the game’s 
growth in England.12 Despite abundant evidence that the initial meeting 
took place on October 26 and that six meetings were required to secure 
agreement on the rules,13 some histories of soccer have concluded that only 
one meeting took place, and that it did so on a different date in October.14 
They also intimate that after that meeting, the rules were universally adopt-
ed throughout England, whereas they were actually adopted only by clubs 
that had gathered for the meeting, and not by all of those. 

The fact that eleven clubs playing what came to be called soccer in 
the London area resolved to meet in an effort to standardize the game’s 
rules illustrates its state in mid- 1860s England. Several groups of persons 
had formed soccer clubs: there were at least eleven in the greater London 
area and others throughout England. In addition, most of the English 
public schools— including Charterhouse, Cheltenham, Eton, Harrow, 
Marlborough, Rugby, Westminster, and Winchester— played the game. 
After the first meeting, the Football Association wrote letters to those pub-
lic schools to solicit their participation in the league, but Charterhouse, 
Harrow, and Westminster declined, and the others did not respond.15 

The surfacing of an issue about public- school participation in the league 
when that body first convened also provided a clue about the genesis of the 
league itself. Not only was there a critical mass of persons playing soccer 
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in England in the 1860s, but many of them had learned to play the game 
under different rules. This was because soccer, although an ancient activity 
in the sense of players chasing an animal bladder around a field and often 
colliding with one another in the process, had come of age as an organized 
sport in the English public schools.

In the 1830s Thomas Arnold, the headmaster of Rugby School, initiated 
a reformist program of education that stressed discipline, religious training, 
organized athletic activities, and the suppression of bullying and gambling. 
Arnold’s emphasis on what others called “muscular Christianity”16 became 
a blueprint for other public schools, and several of those introduced into 
their curricula mandatory organized sports, which were thought to “build 
character” and provide ways of releasing energy.17 Soccer, requiring only a 
ball and a field with some boundaries to play, was an obvious choice for an 
organized athletic activity at Rugby and its peers.

As mentioned, the rules for playing the predecessor of soccer in public 
schools varied according to where the game was played. At some schools, 
such as Charterhouse and Westminster, whose designs were medieval, play 
took place in courtyards surrounded by cloisters, making it difficult to 
transmit a ball long distances, so an emphasis on dribbling and passing skills 
emerged. At others, such as Eton and Harrow, the fields of play were larger 
and more regular, facilitating more kicking as well as some “free catching,” a 
tactic that permitted a player to catch the ball with his hands and then kick 
it, although not advance it by running. At Rugby, for example, free catching 
was an integral part of the game.18 

In 1848 a group of undergraduates at Trinity College, Cambridge, re-
solved to “get up some football in preference to the hockey then in vogue.” 
But the result, one member of that group recalled, 

was dire confusion, as every man played the rules he had been accus-
tomed to at his public school. I remember how the Eton men howled 
at the Rugby men for handling the ball. So it was agreed that two men 
should be chosen to represent each of the public schools, and two, who 
were not public school men, [were added as] being unprejudiced [to 
arbitrate rule disputes]. . . . Well, sir, years afterwards someone took 
those rules, still in force in Cambridge, and with very few alternations 
they became the league rules. A fair catch, free kick . . . was struck out. 
The offside rule was made less stringent. “Hands” was made more so.19
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The “Cambridge rules” entirely prevented handling or running with the 
ball, even when it had been caught in the air. They also prevented players 
from “loiter[ing] between the ball and the adversaries’ goal” (the offside 
rule). And they prevented “holding a player, pushing with the hands, or 
tripping up” a player, or allowing any other means of “prevent[ing] another 
from getting to the ball.”20 In short, they represented a determined effort to 
eliminate the use of hands, or the ability to move the ball by carrying it on 
one’s person, from the game that had been played in multiple versions in 
public schools. That development, which transformed soccer from a sport 
played both above and below the waist to one primarily emphasizing the 
players’ legs and feet and thereby detached the sport from what became 
rugby, would be crucial to the identity of association football.

By their fourth meeting, on November 24, the group of persons who 
had formed the Football Association turned directly to the content of rules, 
and a central issue: whether to eliminate from the game running with the 
ball and the holding, tripping, or hacking of other players (the so- called 
Rugby rules).21

Figure 1. Representation of “football” at Rugby School in England, published in The 
Graphic magazine, January 8, 1870. Courtesy Zentralbibliothek Zürich.
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The draft rules introduced at the November 24 meeting differed from the 
Cambridge rules in two important respects. Rule IX of the league draft stat-
ed that “A player shall be entitled to run with the ball toward his adversaries’ 
goal if he makes a fair catch, or catches the ball on the first bound; but in 
the case of a fair catch, if he makes his mark, he shall not run.”22 A fair- catch 
rule had not been included in the Cambridge rules.23 And Rule X provided 
that “if any player shall run with the ball toward his adversaries’ goal, any 
player on the opposite side shall be at liberty to charge, hold, trip or hack 
him, or wrest the ball from him; but no player shall be held and hacked at 
the same time.”24 Not only did this rule retain running with the ball and 
laying hands on opposing players in the game, it ran directly counter to the 
Cambridge rules, which provided that “the ball . . . may NOT be held or 
hit with the hands, arms or shoulders,” and that “holding, pushing with the 
hands, tripping up and shinning is forbidden.”25 The meeting adjourned 
without any action being taken on Rules IX and X.

The introduction of the proposed Rules IX and X was a clear signal that at 
least some members of the league did not favor adoption of the Cambridge 
rules. At the fifth meeting of the league, on December 1, 1863, F. W. 
Campbell, the representative from Blackheath, expressed strong opposition 
to the Cambridge rules’ elimination of running with the ball and hacking. 
After Campbell unsuccessfully made a motion to, in effect, substitute Rules 
IX and X for the Cambridge rules, three other representatives spoke in favor 
of those rules.26 

At that point Arthur Pember asked for consideration of the motion 
to expunge Rules IX and X, and Campbell moved an amendment, that 
the meeting adjourn “until the vacations so that the representatives of the 
schools who are members of the Association may be enabled to attend.” 
That amendment was voted down, 13 to 4, and the original motion then 
carried.27 The meeting adjourned, with the Cambridge rules apparently 
having been adopted. 

One last meeting took place on December 8. It was about to adjourn 
when Campbell rose to say that although he and his club, Blackheath, 
“entirely approved of the objects of the Association,” the laws just adopted 
“entirely destroyed the game and took away all interest in it.” Consequently, 
Blackheath wished “to be withdrawn from the list of the Association’s mem-
bers.”28 Efforts were made to persuade Campbell to encourage Blackheath 
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to try the new rules for one season, but they failed, and eight years later, in 
1871, a group of clubs formed the Rugby Union to play a game that includ-
ed running with the ball, tripping, pushing with the hands, and hacking. 

With the formation of the Rugby Union, the league version of football— 
which for the next ninety- odd years would be called soccer— was defini-
tively separated from the Rugby version. In the 1863 version of the league 
rules, the free- kick rule was retained, but eventually it would be modified 
so that no player save the goalkeeper could touch the ball with his hands. 
Running with the ball and all forms of hacking were permanently abolished 
from the game of association football. The 1863 association rules made that 
emphasis abundantly clear, providing that “no player shall carry the ball,” 
“no player shall take the ball from the ground with his hands while it is 
in play under any pretence whatever,” and “neither tripping nor hacking 
shall be allowed and no player shall use his hands to push an adversary.”29 
Association football was to be a sport emphasizing dribbling, passing, and 
shooting the ball with one’s feet.

Soccer’s Expansion in England
In the two decades after association football was established as a discrete 
sport and its rules standardized, the Football Association’s membership 
grew and expanded. Initially the progress was slow. One of the centers of 
soccer outside the London area, Sheffield in Yorkshire, had originally sent a 
representative to the 1863 London meetings but had resolved to establish its 
own association and play by slightly different rules.30 In 1866 the Sheffield 
Association proposed a match between London and Sheffield, to take place 
in March of that year at Battersea Park in London, with eleven players on 
each side. The Football Association accepted the proposal, and a match was 
held on March 31, played under London rules, with the team made up of 
London clubs winning, two goals and “four touchdowns” to nothing.31 

By 1869 the number of clubs in the league had grown to twenty- nine, 
and Sheffield had agreed to join, on the condition that its clubs be permit-
ted to play by their own rules. And as further expansion of both the league’s 
membership and the number of intracounty matches seemed imminent, 
two additional issues surfaced. 

The first issue, which the members of the league would continue to de-
bate into the 1920s, stemmed from the class dimensions of English soccer 
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at the time of the league’s founding. The question at hand was whether 
clubs affiliated with the Football Association should be permitted to hire 
professional players. The other, which was less divisive but arguably more 
fundamental, was whether the league should consider itself a business enti-
ty, with regular expenses and a profit- and- loss ledger, as opposed to a group 
of gentlemen amateurs promoting the sport of soccer for the sheer joy of 
engaging in physical activity and recreation.

The issue first arose when the Football Association, largely at the direction 
of its secretary, Charles W. Alcock, began organizing international matches, 
first making overtures to a Scottish club, Queen’s Park, for an informal 
match involving English and Scottish players in London.32 As international 
matches involving those players materialized, culminating in a November 
1872 match between England and Scotland in Glasgow, Alcock conceived 
another initiative, this one designed to further intracounty and intraclub 
competition within the Football Association. 

That initiative was the creation of a “Challenge Cup Competition,” a 
tournament to which all clubs belonging to the league were invited, with 
the winner to receive an eighteen- inch- tall silver cup with two handles. 
Competition for the Football Association’s FA Cup was first launched in 
1871–72, with fifteen teams in contention;33 by 1876 that number had 
grown to thirty- seven.34 

One of the prominent features of the FA Cup at its creation was the 
apparent absence of any interest on the league’s part in charging spectators 
admission to cup matches. The historian of the league described the pre-
vailing attitude toward finances at the time of cup competition’s creation:

Football at this period, and indeed for some years yet to follow, in the 
main was a happy- go- lucky affair. It was a game for pure enjoyment, 
played in that spirit, with no especial point to it beyond being an 
enjoyable method of exercise. Matches were arranged in a haphazard 
fashion, and teams turned up to honour their engagements, or they 
did not turn up. . . . It was largely a matter of mood, inclination or 
convenience. . . . It was just an afternoon’s good fun.35

Charles Alcock’s idea of a cup competition, in this context, was not con-
nected to finances; he simply wanted to create “something really to play 
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for.” It was “an adaptation on a larger scale of what [Alcock] had known 
at Harrow in his youth,” the “Cock House” competitions engaged in by 
schoolboys who were assigned to different “houses” on first matriculating 
at the school.36 Competitions among houses included not only athletics but 
academics and deportment, and at the end of a school year one house was 
declared the winner of that year’s competition. Victory in an athletic con-
test “led to an extension of life in the competition; defeat meant death.” The 
idea of FA Cup competition was thus a romantic conception, anticipating 
“a thousand heroic battles.” It was apparently designed only to encourage 
clubs to take their matches seriously.37 

But as the number of clubs the association comprised continued to rise 
throughout the 1870s and 1880s,38 and more and more teams vied for the 
FA Cup, the possibility that cup competitions could become a mechanism 
in which clubs could garner revenues for themselves emerged. In particular, 
clubs, FA Cup officials, and the association itself became aware that clubs 
which survived deep into the FA Cup competition could make some mon-
ey from their participation. 

A look at the association’s statement of accounts for that period reveals 
that it had begun to charge admission for some of its international and cup 
matches.39 In some cases the difference between expenses and receipts for 
a match showed that the association had made a profit; in others, such as 
the London- Birmingham match, expenses exceeded gate receipts by a fairly 
substantial margin.40 By 1883 the association had instituted a rule that in 
FA Challenge Cup matches, proceeds from gate receipts would be equally 
divided among the participating clubs until the semifinal and final tiers, 
“when the whole of the proceeds shall be taken by the Association.”.”41 That 
practice allowed the association to build up “a substantial reserve fund” 
from holding cup and international matches.42 

After 1883 the association’s annual account came under official audit.43 
The 1885 statement revealed a substantial growth in receipts and a somewhat 
less substantial growth in expenditures. It also demonstrated that for the 
first time, FA Cup semifinal and final matches were beginning to outdraw 
even the annual England- Scotland international match. Four international 
matches were held in the fiscal year beginning in August 1884 and ending 
in August 1885: North versus South, held at Derby; England versus Ireland, 
held at Manchester; England versus Wales, held at Blackburn near London; 
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and England versus Scotland, held at London. Of those, only the England- 
Ireland and England- Scotland matches generated more receipts than the 
least- well- attended FA Cup match, a semifinal between the Blackburn 
Rovers, from Lancashire, and the Old Corinthians, a London- based club. 
All the other cup matches had larger gates than the international ones. 
Further, the association lost money on only two matches, the North- South 
match (on which it virtually broke even) and the Blackburn Rovers–Old 
Corinthians semifinal. As the official history of the association put it, its 
“assets . . . had increased appreciably.”44 Association football had become a 
potentially profitable business.

The Rise of Professionalism
The proliferation of the FA Challenge Cup, the steady diet of international 
matches, and the expansion of association football to include many clubs 
affiliated with district and county associations, and eventually with asso-
ciations that had come into being in Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, was 
by the 1880s to have an additional effect on soccer in England. The pe-
riod between the 1870s and mid- 1880s, Geoffrey Green’s History of the 
Football Association recalls, was a golden age of amateurism, dominated by 
“the amateurs of the south,” in which clubs “composed of men from the 
great public schools of England had held sway in friendly and competitive 
play,” winning the FA Cup consecutively from 1872 through 1880. Those, 
Green concludes, were the “years of glory” for clubs such as “the Wanderers, 
Old Etonians, Royal Engineers, Clapham Rovers, Old Carthusians [and] 
Oxford University.” But by 1882, according to Green, “a new force was 
beginning to grow in the north and midlands,” and the rapid spread of the 
game to the masses combined with fierce rivalry among the provincial clubs 
to produce “practices that shocked the sensibilities of the purest amateur 
and caused the gravest concern to the rulers of the game.”45

Those practices involved “importation, deceit and veiled professional-
ism.” By the early 1880s they had allegedly “begun to advance like a silent 
tide, creeping in by a hundred creeks and inlets.”46 As the provinces outside 
London entered “the first stages of Cup fever,” a “moral decline” set in.47 
As Green put it, “The northern clubs, in a state of high competition, em-
barked on a policy of importing players from Scotland, poaching from one 
another, of underhand payments, all with the single object of building up 

White-SoccerAmerica-text-111021.indd   23White-SoccerAmerica-text-111021.indd   23 11/10/21   11:27 AM11/10/21   11:27 AM



Chapter One

24

their several strengths.  .  .  . The age of deep problems in the government 
of affairs had begun.”48 All of those practices were inconsistent with the 
amateur ethos that had marked English soccer’s early development. As was 
mentioned, at first clubs were typically fielded of players who were residents 
of a particular community or its environs, the local composition of clubs 
remained relatively constant, and, above all, players participated for the 
fun of the sport, which could include keen competition and a desire to 
win but certainly not remuneration. Indeed, no soccer players, even those 
whose independent wealth meant that they did not need to work for a 
living, devoted most of their time to the game. It was a recreational pursuit, 
a way of getting exercise through playing a sport. The vast percentage of 
soccer matches were “friendlies,” games arranged spontaneously between 
club teams that might or might not come off, depending on the number 
of players who showed up at a field on a given date and time, were not 
typically attended by spectators, and certainly did not charge admission.

Importation, the poaching of players from other clubs, and concealed 
payments to players were antithetical to the idea of soccer as a sport played 
by amateurs for the joy of competition. Importation, the practice in which 
clubs located in the north of England enticed Scottish players to join them, 
was technically not illegal— the only rule regarding participation imposed 
by the league was that association clubs play only against other association 
clubs— but it was clearly inconsistent with the expectation that clubs would 
be formed from local players.49 Poaching was also inconsistent with that 
expectation, presupposing as it did that a player could move from a club 
near his residence to some other club with which he had no geographic 
affiliation. And paying players, and concealing that fact, was the worst of 
all: the ethos of amateurism conceived of soccer as a sport, not a profession. 
When in the early 1880s the association realized that it was making a profit 
through staging the FA Cup and international matches, it began giving 
some of the proceeds that its committee members regarded as “excessive,” 
after particular matches, to charities in the areas where the matches had 
been played.50

As soccer, fueled by the expansion of association clubs and the FA Cup, 
“asserted itself firmly in the public imagination,”51 the class dimensions 
of the English game began to recede. When Blackburn Olympic, “a team 
composed of simple tradesmen and fashioned in the mould of approaching 
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professionalism,”52 defeated the Old Etonians in the cup final in 1883, 
they did so with “new ideas” of how to play soccer, featuring “more general 
and expert . . . passing” and less emphasis on individual dribbling.53 And 
over time new ideas became associated with new men, those who played 
soccer for a living, the “professional footballers” who became “respected 
member[s] of the community” and ambassadors for the game, living lives 
of “disciplined skill and fitness” and promoting “international goodwill.”54

The Structure of Association Football in the UK
By 1883 the English, Scottish, Welsh, and Irish associations had agreed 
upon a standardized set of rules,55 and the structure of association football 
was firmly in place. It had three dimensions. At its core was the playing of 
matches between clubs affiliated with county or district associations, cul-
minating in the annual Challenge Cup, with a sprinkling of international 
matches. The Football Association had become a financially solvent entity, 
and all of its affiliated member associations had agreed that games would 
be played with a uniform set of rules. In 1881 the Football Association 
had moved from its informal headquarters at the Freemason’s Tavern to 
Paternoster Row in London, and hired a permanent clerk.56 It continued 
to be controlled by a committee of sixteen members, most of whom, by 
1885, still represented the public- school- oriented clubs that had figured 
prominently in the association’s initial formation.57 But it also included rep-
resentatives of a large number of affiliated associations, numbering twenty- 
six in that year.58 The committee was the controlling force of English soccer, 
not only setting the game’s rules and mandating their uniform application 
but literally determining who could play soccer in England. Any group of 
friends or associates that wanted to start a club and compete in association 
matches had to not only join the Football Association but also agree to limit 
its play to matches against other association clubs.

The second identifying dimension of association football’s structure, 
by the 1880s, was its command- and- control model of administration. In 
addition to needing to join the Football Association and to play matches 
only against other association clubs, new clubs had to agree to play by the 
rules of the game as dictated by a committee of largely London- based mem-
bers. The individual clubs were not financial enterprises in the usual sense, 
although they could retain half of the receipts they amassed for FA Cup 
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matches. The Football Association itself was not a registered corporation, 
had no shareholders, and was not required to disperse any of its profits to 
its affiliated clubs. When a club sought to join the Football Association, 
then, it did not do so to participate in a financial venture. In sum, clubs 
affiliated with the association joined to gain the benefit of an organized 
structure of matches and a common set of rules. This mode of organization 
would be followed by the Football League after its inception in 1888. The 
command- and- control organization of English football would become, as 
the sport expanded and spread in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the model for soccer across most of the globe— but not, as we will 
see, in the United States. 

Finally, the structure of English soccer at the period of its origins was, 
as mentioned, overwhelming local in its emphasis. The initial clubs that 
joined the association  did not so much represent cities as neighborhoods 
within cities. The first set of member clubs largely hailed from London, 
and new member clubs represented districts, counties, or even educational 
institutions such as Eton (“Old Etonians”), Carthouse (“Old Carthusians”), 
or Oxford University.59 

As English soccer expanded outward from London, and the number of 
clubs that belonged to the Football Association grew, new clubs tended to 
spring from three bases: churches and chapels; public houses or taverns; 
and places of employment. Early examples of the first group were Aston 
Villa in Birmingham, initially affiliated with the Aston Villa Wesleyan 
Chapel, and the Bolton Wanderers from Lancashire, initially affiliated with 
Christ Church Schools in Bolton. Over time such clubs, which included 
Birmingham City, Everton, and Fulham, tended to shed their religious af-
filiations. A study of physical recreation in the city of Birmingham between 
1871 and 1892 concluded that 25 percent of association football clubs in 
that city were connected to religious organizations.60 

Taverns, typically called public houses, or pubs, were another base for 
soccer clubs. The connection between football clubs and pubs was an out-
growth of the functions the latter enterprises served in the nineteenth centu-
ry. A study of public houses in the Victorian era has demonstrated that they 
served three principal functions: as transport centers, particularly before the 
advent of widespread rail travel, where carriages would stop on their routes; 
as social centers, where persons would meet after work; and as recreational 
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centers, featuring games such as darts and snooker and sometimes serving 
as venues for prize fights.61 When public houses owned adjoining paddocks 
or pieces of grassland, they could host recreational activities such as cricket 
or football, with the pubs providing facilities for changing before matches 
and dining afterward. When clubs associated with a public house began to 
include “imported” players on their rosters, those out- of- towners would of-
ten be offered employment at the pub. A comparatively large number of the 
shareholders and directors of clubs affiliated with the Football Association 
had connections to the liquor trade.

The third, and what would come to be the largest, base for the formation 
of football clubs in late nineteenth- century England was the workplace. 
Some of those clubs came into being simply because of the presence of a 
critical mass of employees who wanted to play football in their leisure time, 
which was significantly limited for most of the century, Saturday being 
regarded by most industries as a full working day, and the clergy discourag-
ing recreational activities on Sunday. Most clubs affiliated with workplaces, 
however, received active support from the enterprise because a particular 
owner or executive was either eager to play football or a keen supporter of 
the game. Some clubs affiliated with workplaces emerged because enterpris-
es regarded the success of their soccer club as good publicity and a source 
of goodwill for their business. Prominent examples of clubs formed from 
workplaces were Arsenal and West Ham United in the London area, the 
former created by a group of workers at the Woolwich Arsenal in 1886 and 
the latter established by the Thames Ironworks shipyard in 1895.62 That 
emphasis would continue in the future: clubs that joined the association or, 
after 1888, the Football League, tended to represent workplaces. As English 
soccer came to be played professionally, with clubs organizing themselves in 
a league in order to have a regular schedule of interclub matches to which 
they could charge admission, clubs tended to attract increasing numbers 
of local followers. When the Football League came into being in 1888, it 
took pains to foster club loyalties, which manifested themselves in regular 
attendance at matches and visceral attachments and loyalties.63 

In 1892 officials of the Football League, whose clubs had profited in its 
first four years, resolved to expand and created a second division. The theory 
of multiple divisions in the league— there would be four by the 1920s— 
was to encourage new clubs, which might not have achieved the quality of 
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play of existing members, to join and participate in competition with clubs 
that might approximate their level of competence. To create incentives for 
lower- division clubs to improve, the league instituted a system known as 
promotion and relegation, under which, at the end of a division league’s 
season, the bottom three clubs in the league standings would be relegated 
to a lower division, and the top three clubs in that lower division would 
be promoted to replace them. Prior to 1892 the league had introduced a 
system designed to encourage clubs with poor records to maintain their 
interest and competitive level throughout a season: the bottom three clubs 
in the league were excluded for the next season. Once a second division 
was created, league officials considered promotion and relegation to be a 
superior alternative to elimination, since it allowed less competitive clubs 
to continue to play and gave them an incentive to attempt to get back into 
a higher division.64

Promotion and relegation had another effect, one perhaps unanticipated 
when it was introduced: it ensured the stability of club franchises. Even if 
for some reason a club was unsuccessful in a division, and relegated, it still 
had the opportunity to play. Hence there was rarely a question of a club 
being disbanded, or moved from one locality to another, if it fared poorly in 
a given league season. The Football League’s command- and- control mode 
of organization thus served to cement relationships between clubs and the 
communities they represented. Nonetheless , both the FA and the Football 
League would have to devise other methods of oversight to deal with the is-
sue of uneven performance among competitive clubs, an issue that surfaced 
as association football expanded.

Soccer Crosses the Pond
One of the obvious venues for the international spread of association foot-
ball in the early twentieth century was the United States. As mentioned, 
soccer first began to develop in America in the late nineteenth century, 
with clubs becoming established in New Jersey and southern New England, 
Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, Omaha, and Salt Lake City.65 The sport mainly 
surfaced in communities that had a critical mass of recently arrived immi-
grants from the UK or Europe, and, as in England, centered on voluntary 
clubs and associations whose members played the sport recreationally. By 
the opening of the twentieth century, some businesses had begun to form 
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company teams, and amateur and semiprofessional leagues had sprung up in 
New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Denver.66 
A US soccer league, the American Football Association (AFA), came into 
being in 1884 and lasted until 1899.67 It was a distinctly regional and am-
ateur organization, centered in New Jersey, where association football had 
emerged in towns with textile factories and large immigrant populations 
from the United Kingdom. Following the model of the English Football 
Association, the AFA organized an American Cup tournament, which was 
played from 1885 to 1898, principally featuring clubs from Pennsylvania, 
New Jersey, and Massachusetts.68 The AFA established some connections 
with the Football Association, and when English clubs began international 
touring in the last years of the nineteenth century, America seemed to be a 
promising location.

The first English club to make a tour of the United States was the 
Pilgrims, a London- based amateur team that, as early as the 1870s, had 
a representative on the league’s committee.69 In September and October 
1905, the Pilgrims embarked on a tour of North America, beginning 
in Canada, traveling south to Detroit and St. Louis, then going east to 
Chicago, Philadelphia, Fall River, Massachusetts, Boston, and New York 
City, with one final match in Philadelphia before departing for England.70 
Newspaper reports of the Pilgrims tour are sketchy, but Fred Milnes, who 
played for several English amateur clubs, wrote an account of the trip, A 
Football Tour with the Pilgrims in America, that appeared late in 1905.71 
Attendance at the Pilgrims’ matches against local North American clubs 
seems to have been significant, with many such contests allegedly drawing 
as many as 5,000 spectators, and those in St. Louis and Philadelphia more 
than 10,000.72 During their tour across the pond, the Pilgrims won all but 
a few of their matches. American observers of the games regularly ascribed 
to the English players, with their controlled passing, a superior style of play 
to that of their hosts.73 

In August 1906 the Corinthians made their first tour of Canada and 
the United States, playing five matches in Canada before moving on to 
Chicago, Cincinnati, Philadelphia, New York, and Fall River, and conclud-
ing in Boston.74 They occasionally lost matches, one to the experienced 
Boston club, but those matches were played on small, narrow fields that 
limited the Corinthians’ ability to control the game with their passing.75 
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Attendance for the Corinthians tour was lower than for that of the Pilgrims, 
and the trip was not a financial success. Nonetheless, both clubs subse-
quently returned to North America, the Pilgrims accepting a $10,000 offer 
from a consortium in St. Louis to play twenty- two matches in forty- five 
days, beginning in August 1909, and the Corinthians making additional 
tours in 1911 and 1924.76 Even though both clubs were given guarantees 
before their tours and, despite their amateur status, permitted to take 25 
percent of the gate receipts of their matches,77 there is no evidence that 
either made a profit from the North American tours. 

The symbolic significance of the tours was more difficult to gauge. Each 
time an English club launched a tour, it raised expectations that its visit 
would go far toward enhancing interest in the game of soccer in the United 
States. Particularly in the first decade of the twentieth century, some persons 
who had witnessed the spread of the American version of football at colleges 
expressed hope that soccer would supplant football as a fall sport at those 
institutions, principally because soccer struck them as a vastly safer game.78 

American football, which had developed at colleges in the 1890s, was 
an even rougher version of rugby. It featured headlong assaults by players 
on their opponents, and the absence of protective helmets or pads.79 In 
1905, around the time the Pilgrims were about to play a match in New 
York on their first North American tour, an article in the Harvard Bulletin 
likened the play of football to “a hospital clinic which injures men so that 
they are crippled for weeks and in some cases permanently unfit for athletic 
exercise.” The article noted that “association football” was among the sports 
that were “strenuous enough, and have a moderate risk of injury,” but were 
not “so dangerous that several players are sure to be hurt in every con-
test.”80 Eventually, late in the 1905 football season, a Yale player punched a 
Harvard opponent in the face when the latter sought to fair- catch a punt, 
drawing blood, but was not penalized, and a player from Union College, 
attempting a tackle, struck his head and shortly thereafter died from a brain 
hemorrhage. Between 1906 and 1910 Columbia, Arizona, Baylor, Nevada, 
Northwestern, South Carolina, and Temple dropped intercollegiate foot-
ball, with the University of California and Stanford replacing it with rug-
by.81 Harvard’s president, Charles Eliot, was said to be campaigning for the 
abolishment of football at his university. And in 1909 two more players, 
one at Army and the other at the University of Virginia, died of football 
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injuries.82 One journalist speculated that “so- called ‘intercollegiate football’ 
has been killed beyond the possibility of recognition by its own most ardent 
votaries,” and that soccer would “undoubtedly be the football sport of the 
future all over the country.”83

But that did not happen. The failure of soccer to displace football as 
the predominant fall sport at colleges and universities in early twentieth- 
century America was not simply a function of some adjustments made 
in football rules, such as introducing the forward pass and banning plays 
during which mass numbers of one team attacked those of the other. It 
was for more numerous and complex reasons that soccer failed to gain a 
foothold in American colleges and universities and the nation writ large as 
a major sport, reasons that are the subject of the next several chapters. !
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