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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kelly Smith, MBE
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