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M
agic Touch

In spite of all the critics, 
United States forward 

Landon Donovan hopes to 
use his experience and 

talent to create the 
magic moments

 that have eluded 
the Americans 

for ages
BY JOE POSNANSKI
Photography by Chipper Wright

Landon Donovan 
cannot move. Well, 
this is Kansas City. 
Nobody can move. The 
Wizards’ field is the bane 
of American soccer. Carved 
into a minor league baseball 
stadium, CommmunityAmerica 
Ballpark, it’s way too short and 
way too narrow. Playing here, as 
Los Angeles Galaxy coach Bruce 
Arena will say, is like playing big league 
baseball with the bases 75 feet apart. The 
field smothers creativity. There is no open 
space. There are no clear angles. It is soccer in a 
Chevy Equinox.

Landon Donovan cannot breathe. No, really. He has 
bronchitis. His cough makes his sides hurt. A cold 
Midwestern rain falls, and the pitch is mud, and the 
lights shine at an odd angle, and an April wind blows right 
through him. The announced crowd is 10,045. Reality de-
mands that number be cut in half.

The Wizards and the Galaxy will play a dreadful scoreless draw that 
could spark three days’ worth of “soccer is dull and un-American” 
talk radio. Fortunately there is no talk radio show host within miles of 
the place.

And yet ... something happens here, something that no one in the crowd 
notices but that may define Landon Donovan—Galaxy star, U.S. national team 
veteran—at this point in his life. Anyway, he thinks so. 
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Landon Donovan (Right) and England’s  
Steven Gerrard battle for a loose ball
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onovan was once 
called the best 
young player in the 
world. He was once 
called the man who 

would change American soccer. 
Not so long ago he sparked people 
in England to cheer for him: “U-S-
A! U-S-A!” He is the creative force 
behind a U.S. World Cup team 
with hopes of advancing deeper 
into the world’s biggest tourna-
ment than it ever has, beginning 
with a match on June 12 against 
England in Rustenburg, South Af-
rica, that may be the most antici-
pated in the history of American 
soccer.
 And still, at 28 years old, in 
the prime of his life, at the hap-
piest point of his career, after 
accomplishing more than any 
American soccer player ever has, 
Donovan finds something worthy 
on a cold rainy evening in Kansas 
City, something he never expect-
ed.
 One thing Americans agree 
about soccer—the fans and cynics 
both—is that goals are rare things. 
The critics will say this critically, 
of course; how could anyone love 
a game in which neither team 
might score at all? Who can sit 
through 90-plus minutes of that 
sort of drudgery? We are a nation 
of the tangible. We are a country 
of Avatar (in 3-D!), slam-dunk 
contests, NFL’s Greatest Hits mu-
sic videos and Lady Gaga. Subtlety 
isn’t our thing.
 Fans, though, will say the 
scarcity of goals in soccer is the 
whole point. A goal at the high-
est level of the game is a miracle. 
Consider the odds. You have to 
move a ball across a large field, 

eluding 10 obstinate foes, without 
using your hands. You cannot 
legally pass the ball to a team-
mate who has raced past the last 
defender. Once you approach the 
goal, you must put the ball into a 
net eight yards wide and eight feet 
high, guarded by the one man on 
the field allowed to use his hands. 
It is, when you think about it, an 
impossible task.
 But it is not impossible. It 
happens. And this, the lovers of 
the sport will tell you, is why soc-
cer soars. What it takes to score a 
goal goes beyond hitting a home 
run, beyond scoring a touchdown, 
beyond slipping the puck past 
the hockey goalie. It is something 
beyond athletic skill, something 
that transcends ball handling and 
deft touch and a powerful shot. 
It takes, for lack of a better word, 
magic.
 And magic is what has eluded 
American soccer stars for a long 
time. Oh, there have been com-
petent U.S. players through the 
years, even good ones. Goalkeep-
ers, for example: Kasey Keller and 
Brad Friedel and Tony Meola—as 
a nation, we are good with our 
hands. For a time the inescapable 
American player was Alexi Lalas, 
a big, strong defender who was 
not overly skilled but was a mas-
ter of positioning, self-promotion 
and beard-growing. Occasionally, 
but not often, there were creative 
players, like Tab Ramos (who 
was born in Uruguay) and Clau-
dio Reyna (whose father played 
professionally in Argentina before 
moving to the States). On the right 
day, under the right circumstanc-
es, they could do special things.

STORY CONTINUED ON PAGE 57

D GOOD LOOKS
Looking for a birthday gift for 

that huge soccer fan? 

Try one of the world’s most 
popular jerseys

1. Cristiano Ronaldo (Real Madrid)

2. Lionel Messi (Barcelona)

3. Ronaldinho (AC Milan)

4. Kaka (Real Madrid)

5. David Beckham (LA Galaxy)

6. Fernando Torres (Liverpool)

7. Ronaldo (Corinthians)

8. Wayne Roony (Manchester United)

9. Cesc Fabergas (Arsenal)

10. Lucas Podolski (Koln)

11. Cuauhtemoc Blanco (Chicago 
Fire)

12. Thierry Henry (Barcelona)

13. Landon Donovan (LA Galaxy)

14. Michael Ballack (Chelsea)

15. Frank Lampard (Chelsea)

16. Ruud van Nistelrooy (Real 
Madrid)

17. Rafael Marquez (Barcelona)

18. Steven Gerrard (Liverpool)

19. Gianluigi Buffon (Juventus)

20. Jozy Altidore (Hull)

 *LIST COURTESY OF SOCCER.COM



Landon Donovan fields questions about 
the United States’ World Cup chances


