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Few people thought the U.S. National Soccer Team Cup in France this month. And few think it 
will beat Germany in its first game of the tournament. But the team's brash leading scorer, Eric 
Wynalda, just stays focused on shaking things up. 

On a drizzly Sunday afternoon in February at Oakland Coliseum, the U.S. National Soccer team 
played Cuba in a match for the Gold Cup, the biennial championship of soccer's North and 
Central American and Caribbean regions. A small but devoted crowd of 11,000 fans watched 
from under tent-like tarps as players sloshed about on the field. 

It hadn't stopped raining since the team's arrival in Oakland. Muddied fields and high winds 
curtailed practices and turned games into mud baths. However, the weather didn't seem to 
dampen the spirit of the team's leading scorer, forward Eric Wynalda. 

Intent on inching closer to competing in the 1998 World Cup competition in France, the twenty 
eight year old Wynalda played in his usual explosive style, free-kicking a first goal that was 
nullified by an offside penalty. Had a similar call gone against him earlier in his career, 

Wynalda might have been nose-to-nose with the referee and earned himself a seat on the bench. 
Instead, he was as calm as Buddha and went on to earn an assist on the next goal and score 
another one himself. 

The U.S. team defeated Cuba 3-0, then beat Brazil 1-0. And though Mexico ultimately beat the 
United States 1-0 to take the Gold Cup, the U.S. team qualified for World Cup competition this 
month in France. It will mark Wynalda's third attempt to capture soccer's ultimate prize, a 
quadrennial quest by the world's best soccer players. 

Stadiums throughout France will fill with around 2.5 million emotionally charged fans from 
around the world cheering for their teams, and, regardless of politics or social strife, a goal 
scored at the right moment can transform an unknown player or an entire nation into soccer 
royalty. 

The competition is scheduled to begin June 10 with a match between four-time Cup winner 
Brazil against Scotland in the $4 billion Stade de France, a stadium constructed specifically for 
Cup matches. Thirty billion TV viewers, more people than watched the 1998 Olympic games, are 



expected to tune in. And in keeping with soccer tradition, the stadium is plastered with bold 
posters advertising everything from rum to running shoes.

Wynalda's twenty-sixth-ranked team faces off June 15 against number one Germany in a game 
that should be a tough challenge for the United States, which long has been considered a soccer 
doormat. "No matter who Germany competes against," Wynalda says, "they play the same way. 
There's a German way of doing things. For us, that means we can't take anything for granted; we 
cannot give the Germans an edge, or they'll take advantage of it." 

Soccer conforms to certain cultural stereotypes. On the field, South Americans are known for 
being creative and flamboyant, Europeans cerebral and efficient, Germans - the winners of three 
World Cup titles - disciplined. 

Culturally, the United States has not established its soccer persona. 

"Most Americans don't have an affinity for soccer," Wynalda explains. "It's an unnatural sport for 
us because we rely on our hands; soccer requires an intimate relationship with the feet. Then 
there's the mind: It has to retrain the rest of the body, teach it how to respond to the 
uncoordinated head and feet and perfect the moves." 

Although the United States was one of thirteen countries to participate in the first World Cup in 
Uruguay in 1930, the sport has been overshadowed here by football, baseball, basketball, you 
name it. But Mike Woitalla, a sports editor at Soccer America, a twenty-year-old soccer weekly 
in Oakland, California, says that holding the 1994 World Cup in the United States gave a needed 
boost to the sport in this country. 

U.S. team members this year include defender Thomas Dooley, who grew up in Germany, and 
midfielder Preki Radosavljevic, who lived in Yugoslavia until he was seventeen. Both are 
familiar with the Germans' style of play, and though Wynalda began playing in the United States, 
he understands the intricacies of the German game, having played for that country's prestigious 
FC Saarbrucken. 

Wynalda, at twenty-one, also played on the U.S. World Cup team in 1990 (albeit briefly, drawing 
a red card for shoving a player and being ousted in the first minutes of the first game, against the 
Italians) and again in 1994. "We've grown a lot during that time," he says, "especially in the last 
four years, and the level of confidence we have is much higher. We've learned to back up one 
another on defense, which creates a space for a teammate to get the ball." 

For the U.S. team, the qualifying process has been an exhausting, two year psychological and 
physical ordeal that brings together the best players from American Major League Soccer (MLS). 



Although forty players are listed on the U.S. National Team's roster, only twenty-two of them are 
chosen for World Cup competition. To compete requires an ability to shift gears between teams 
and foreign countries.

"Waldo," as his teammates call him, was named the 1992 Futbol de Primera Player of the Year, 
the 1996 U.S. Soccer Player of the Year, and the 1996-97 Honda Player of the Year, as well as 
being honored in 1996 for MLS Goal of the Year. Having apparently gained control over his 
greatest career obstacle - his temper - Wynalda has become a standout player in a sport that 
depends on precise teamwork. 

He also has become a sought-after spokesman for U.S. soccer. After each game he showers, 
shaves, and presents himself to the media in a black jacket and trousers. A thumbnail over six-
footone, Wynalda exudes the confidence that champion athletes possess - an unwavering belief 
in his own abilities. 

On the field, he has an eye for detail and plays with the flair of a South American and the 
discipline of a European. His feet and mind communicate smoothly, and he needs only seconds 
to spirit the ball from his opponent, toehold it, and find an unprotected spot from which to 
"strike" or score (hence the forward's nickname of "striker"). 

"Wynalda possesses a certain cockiness, a killer instinct which is the mark of a great forward," 
says forward Joe-Max Moore, of the New England Revolution. "He's the best striker in the 
league." 

Wynalda's nose for goals also makes him a flamboyant symbol of the sport for the American 
psyche. Scoring attracts potential fans in a nation nurtured on touchdowns and home runs. 

"Forwards are weird people," the U.S. National team's renowned defender Alexi Lalas has said 
of Wynalda. "They're part of a team, but they're always thinking about scoring." 

Reminded of the remark, Wynalda's blue eyes reflect a hint of humor. "Of course forwards are 
weird," he responds, "but defenders are a little weird, too." 

Wynalda can jest about his own quirkiness because he has learned to think of it as an asset. That 
wasn't always the case. As a child, growing up in Westlake Village, California, in the early 
Seventies, "weird" was painful. 

When young Eric discovered soccer in 1974, the sport was an enigma in his community. In 
kindergarten, Eric buzzed around the classroom while everyone else sat in circle. He couldn't 
decipher simple words on the page or sit still for required periods of time. When he began having 



tantrums, his mother, Sue, took him to see his pediatrician, who advised her to find something 
that Eric was good at and support him

While other neighborhood kids tossed around baseballs and footballs, Eric wasn't interested. But 
when his older brother, Brandt, started playing soccer, Eric went along with the family to watch. 
He recalls sitting motionless at his first game, his heart racing, intrigued by the white ball with 
the hexagram design. By age six, Eric was playing on his first team, and by his eighth birthday 
he had led his team to the state championship, scoring fiftysix goals that season. 

Yet he still had trouble in school. Nothing looked right on the page, and kids called him stupid. 
''I'd sit in the back of my English class with a knot in my gut," he says, "terrified the teacher 
would call on me to read." 

His parents had him tested, and they had him moved into a gifted program after he qualified for 
it. Eventually, the pediatrician prescribed Ritalin, a drug that has been used to calm hyperactive 
children. The medication worked, but it didn't improve his reading skills. In middle school, 
doctors diagnosed dyslexia. 

His happiest moments off the field, he says, were spent in front of the Spanish soccer matches on 
PBS, after which he raced to his makeshift soccer field in the backyard to perfect each play. 
Between the barbecue pit and the patio, he forged a lifetime pattern - dreaming about being a 
great forward and visualizing himself playing in the World Cup. 

Wynalda scored eighty-eight goals in three varsity seasons in high school. College offers poured 
in, but his family encouraged him to attend San Diego State University. The school was close to 
home, they reasoned, and not so academically challenging that it would hamper his athletic 
pursuits. But the athletic environment at SDSU wasn't as tolerant as high school had been. 

Brash and argumentative, Wynalda shoved players, bellowed at referees, and balked at coaches' 
instructions, earning a reputation as a volatile and uncontrollable player. He quit during his junior 
year, relinquishing his NCAA scholarship to play for the all-stars in Brazil for $500 a game. "I 
thought I was so cool," he recalls. "The idea that a foreign soccer club had heard of me went 
straight to my brain." 

After leaving college, he also played briefly in England, then received a call to try out for the 
U.S. National Soccer team, becoming, at twenty-one, the youngest American player seated in the 
1990 World Cup in Italy. It was to be a euphoric, but short-lived, accomplishment.

Wynalda returned to California and signed with the San Francisco Bay Blackhawks, where his 
temper continued to plague his career. Unable to get along with the Blackhawks' coach, Wynalda 



was released. Despite his sometimes petulant behavior and self-absorption, his talent did not go 
unnoticed.

In 1992, Wynalda caught the eye of Germany's premier Bundesliga, FC Saarbrucken club, one of 
the top leagues in German soccer, which bought his contract for $450,000. 1\vo years later, he 
was sold to another German club, Bachum, for $850,000. In four years, he became a star, earning 
more than $2 million a year. 

German soccer also humbled and disciplined Wynalda. "The Germans have different standards 
than Americans on the field," he says. "I was no longer the best, but part of a team. My talents 
were good, but not unusual. When I played well, the press and the country loved me. When I 
didn't play well, they let me have it." 

After the 1994 World Cup, Wynalda broke his left fibula during a game in Germany, tearing all 
the ligaments in his ankle. Doctors gave him a thirty percent chance of healing. That wasn't good 
enough. Wynalda shopped for doctors until he found an orthopedist in Santa Monica, California, 
who gave him the prognosis he wanted: With a lot of work and physical therapy, he would play 
again. In 1995, he left Bundesliga with a steel plate in his left ankle to return to the United States 
to help launch MLS. 

"Soccer is my life," he says. "It's the language of my heart." 

Last year, though, was not a peak one for Wynalda. He pulled a groin muscle in a U.S. National 
match against Israel and sat out the Clash's season. The team placed last in the league. During the 
World Cup qualifying matches, rumors circulated that he would leave the Clash for the 
Kaiserslautern club of the German Bundesliga, but he stayed. And in April, he was temporarily 
sidelined after surgery to repair torn cartilage in his left knee. 

"The Kaiserslautern was a dream offer for Wynalda professionally," says Clash coach Brian 
Quinn. "He's the best forward in American soccer. For selfish motives, I'm elated he's staying put 
because if the MLS succeeds in this country, it will be because of players like Eric Wynalda who 
have the talent and drive to attract crowds. I know that and so does Wynalda." 

Sampson hadn't yet selected a starting lineup for the World Cup games as this story went to 
press. Wynalda appeared to be a sure thing, despite the uncertain knee, along with Joe Max-
Moore. Roy Wegerle of Washington D.C. United also is a possibility. 

Defenders at Sampson's disposal will include Marcelo Balboa of the Colorado Rapids, Mike 
Burns of the Revolution, Frankie Hejduk of the Tampa Bay Mutiny, Eddie Pope of the United, 



and Lalas. The pool of midfielders include Dooley, Cobi Jones of the Los Angeles Galaxy, Ernie 
Stewart, of NAC Breda, or Claudio Reyna of the Vfl Wolfsburg (Germany).

Dooley, the most seasoned player at age thirty-seven, has been sidelined with a calf injury but is 
expected to start. Soccer observers say Reyna's ability to control the ball and distribute it to 
players in scoring position, particularly Wynalda, make him a likely starter as well. Lalas, at six-
feet-three, contributes both charisma and a physical style of play. He has scored six of his nine 
goals this season by headers. 

Kasey Keller and Brad Friedel of English teams in Leicester and Liverpool, respectively, are the 
rotating goalies. 

"Our obvious weakness is that the U.S. has no soccer tradition," Sampson says. "Our league is 
three years old, not eighty years old. What we lack in tradition, we make up for with 
cohesiveness. The team has played together for nearly a decade. They know each other well, 
respect each other, and that's a tremendous asset under this kind of pressure. More importantly, 
psychologically, the team is not intimidated by Germany because a number of our players have 
played on German clubs before. They know the giant's reputation, and they are not intimidated 
by how the Germans play." 

Still, a U.S. team never has advanced to the second round of World Cup, and within this year's 
scheduled grouping (Germany, Yugoslavia, and Iran), it must tally enough points to place first or 
second. A team accumulates three points for a win, one point for a tie, and no points for a loss. 

"Our goal is to show the world that the U.S. team has progressed since the last World Cup," 
Sampson says. "That is not an all-or-nothing proposition, like [American] football or baseball. 
For us, it's an evolution. If we make it to the second round, it will be a huge, admirable feat, a 
victory." 

And the U.S. team's strategy against Germany? 

"If Germany plays great," Sampson says simply, "they'll win. We will do our best against [those 
odds]. But if we catch them on a bad day, anything is possible." 

Twenty years ago in his backyard, Wynalda created a vision of himself as a great forward, 
playing for the World Cup. It's an image he says he hopes to maintain for as long as he can. It's 
an image he'll relish when he steps on the field in a few weeks to play Germany. 



"The assumption was we wouldn't qualify," Wynalda says. "We did. Now, no one is betting on a 
team rated twenty-sixth in world standings to shake up things at the World Cup. But we have an 
incredible team, and we can do anything."


