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IMPORTANT EVENTS IN WORLD CUP HISTORY

 1930 1940 1950 1960 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

1930
The fi rst World Cup 
tournament is held in 
Uruguay. Thirteen teams 
take part by invitation, 
with no qualifi cation 
rounds. Uruguay 
defeats Argentina by 
4−2 in the fi nal. 

1934 
The tournament expands 
to 16 teams for the second 
championship, held in Italy.

1942
The World Cup is suspend-
ed because of World War 
II. The tournament will not 
be played again until 1950. 

1946 
The winner’s trophy 
is renamed the Rimet 
Cup in honor of the 
tournament’s founder, 
James Rimet. 

1950
The fi nal between Uruguay 
and Brazil in Brazil’s Maracanã 
Stadium boasts an attendance 
of 173,850, the largest for any 
soccer match in history. 

1958
Just Fontaine of France scores 
a record 13 goals over six 
matches, the most by any player 
in a World Cup tournament. 

1966
The World Cup tourna-
ment adds a mascot (a 
lion named World Cup 
Willie) and an offi cial 
logo for the fi rst time. 
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Highest-Scoring 
Matches

Fans know there’s much more to soccer than scoring. A close-
fought match that ends in a 0−0 tie can be just as thrilling as 
a match with multiple goals. Of course, well-played scoring 
drives can be things of excitement and beauty. But so are 
stout defense and skilled goalkeeping. 

The World Cup has seen its share of low-scoring games. 
Players in a big international match may play cautiously. 
Coaches may emphasize defense and remind players not to 
be too aggressive. They don’t want to give up easy goals in 
case a pass goes wrong or to allow unlucky bounces to give 
the opponent shots at the open net. 

There have been some exceptions. When both teams are 
on the attack, running and fi ring, a high score on both sides 
can result. There are other reasons for high-scoring matches. 
Offensive players on both teams might just be having really 
good games. Or players on both teams might be tiring in hot 
conditions, allowing goals to mount up. Or goalkeepers on 
both teams might have trouble when the ground is sloppy and 
wet. When any of this happens, and the fi nal whistle blows, 
fans in the stands are likely to have enjoyed 90 minutes of a 
high-scoring soccer spectacle. 

1938: Brazil vs. Poland 
In the early 20th century, Brazil became a soccer-mad na-
tion. Club teams played in Rio de Janeiro, a big coastal city. 
Street games took place in every neighborhood, and Bra-
zilian players were developing their own style. In his book 

CHAPTER SIX
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Futebol: The Brazilian Way of Life, author Alex Bellos explains, 
“Dribbles and fl icks are preferred over physical challenges or 
long-distance passes. Perhaps because of the dribble, which 
moves one’s whole body, Brazilian football is often described in 
musical terms, in particular as a samba, which is a type of song 
and a dance.”23

In 1938 Brazil and Poland were both mak-
ing waves for the fi rst time in the World Cup. Al-
though Brazil had qualifi ed for the tournament 
in 1930 and 1934 (and would qualify for every 
tournament in the years to come), those teams 
went down in early rounds. Brazil improved its 

standing in 1938. In the fi rst round of that year’s World Cup, Brazil 
met Poland, which was making its tournament debut.  

The contest took place at Strasbourg, a city in eastern France. 
The sky was cloudy and threatening rain. The crowd of 15,000 

“Brazilian football is 
often described in 
musical terms.”23

— Alex Bellos, author of Futebol: 
The Brazilian Way of Life

Fans know there’s much more to soccer 
than scoring. But when both teams are 
on the attack, running and � ring, a high 
score on both sides can result.



were evenly divided, with a large group of Polish immigrants and 
visitors rooting for their side. Both coaches prepared their teams 
for aggressive play. They lined up four players on the front line and 
just two on defense. 

Goals Galore
It didn’t take long after the opening whistle for the scoring to be-
gin. The fi rst goal was made by Leonidas (full name Leonidas da 
Silva) of Brazil in minute 18. A few minutes later, a foul was called 
against Brazil in the penalty box in front of Poland’s goal. By the 
rules, this awarded a penalty kick to Poland. Polish forward Fried-
rich Scherfke then put the ball into the right side of the net. Scher-
fke’s goal was the fi rst ever for Poland in the World Cup. Two 
more goals by the Brazilians put them up 3−1 at the half. 

The clouds turned to rain in the second half, giving the Brazil-
ian squad trouble on the slippery turf. Poland evened the score 
with a pair of goals from forward Ernst Wilimowski. Brazil came 
back in minute 71 with a goal by José Perácio. The Poles con-
tinued to battle down to the last minute of regular time, when 
Wilimowski scored his third goal for the hat trick. 

With the score tied, the game went into extra time. Brazil’s 
star Leonidas rose to the occasion, losing one of his boots just 
before winding up to score in the 93rd minute. By the rules, play 

Brazil: Mononym Nation
Anyone who follows soccer knows that a lot of Brazilian players go by mon-
onyms, or single names. The custom goes back a long time, with famous exam-
ples including Pelé, Ronaldinho, Socrates, and Neymar. It’s a tradition not just 
for star players. In every level of Brazilian pro soccer, mononyms are common. 

The reason might be an informal culture. Brazilians generally don’t like strict 
rules and offi cious behavior. They favor nicknames over full names, and they 
relate to soccer players as friends, even if they never meet them. “We don’t use 
the last names,” explains Lyris Wiedemann, a native Brazilian and professor of 
Portuguese at Stanford University. “It refl ects a trait in the culture that’s more 
personalized. We care about the person, and the person is not the family name. 
It’s who they are.”

Quoted in Marcus Chan, “The Reason Why Brazilian Footballers Go by Only One Name Has Been 
Revealed,” SPORTbible,October 6, 2023. www.sportbible.com.
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must stop if a player loses his footwear. But the black socks of 
the Brazilians, and the muddy turf from the rain, disguised the 
problem from the referee. 

Leonidas scored again in the 104th minute, but the Poles did 
not surrender. Wilimowski again went on the attack, scoring his 
fourth goal of the match. Down by one as the clock ticked down, 
Poland mounted a furious assault against the Brazilians, missing 
a free kick by inches. Then a hard shot by Poland’s Erwin Nyc hit 
the crossbar and bounced back on the fi eld. The Polish attack, 
and the match, were fi nished.  

After 120 minutes of play in the rain and mud, the Brazilians 
had emerged the winner by a score of 6−5. They had scored the 
most goals in a single game in Brazil’s World Cup history. As the 
only South American team to take part in this World Cup, the Bra-
zilian players may have felt they had something to prove. They de-
feated Czechoslovakia as well in the early rounds and made it all 
the way to the semifi nals before dropping 1−2 to Italy. Brazil ended 
the tournament in third place. It was the best performance yet 
from the country that would dominate many World Cups to come. 

1954: Hungary vs. West Germany 
At the time of the 1954 World Cup, Hungary had one of the best 
national teams in the world. Known in their home country as the 
Golden Team, the Hungarians had defeated most of the world’s 
soccer powers, including Uruguay, England, and Germany. They 
had won the Summer Olympics soccer gold in 1952 and the 
Central European Cup in 1953. They were the clear favorites to 
win the 1954 World Cup.

Matching the Mighty Magyars
Hungary hadn’t lost a single match in fi ve years of competition. 
The Mighty Magyars relied on tough conditioning and the concept 
of total football, in which each player on the team is prepared to 
play at any position. The team’s creative coach, Gusztáv Sebes, 
also allowed his goalie, Gyula Grosics, to play sweeper keeper. 
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That meant coming out of the goal to break up attacks or kick 
or throw balls away from the home end of the fi eld. Traditionally, 
goalies kept close to the net at all times.  

The West German side was playing in its fi rst World Cup after 
the end of World War II in 1945. The Germans had much less 
experience than the Hungarians but found themselves scheduled 
to play Hungary in the group stage. For this match, the German 
coach, Sepp Herberger, sent in his reserve players, saving his top 
players for the elimination rounds. 

The group stage match against West Germany went a little 
further than expected. Hungary’s star forward, Sándor Kocsis, 
scored 4 goals in an 8−3 beatdown. His teammate Ferenc Puskás, 
believed by many to be the world’s best player, had to leave the 
fi eld after an injury early in the second half. “Frighteningly, West 
Germany knew their 8−3 thrashing by Hun-
gary in the group stage fl attered them,” re-
ports the FIFA offi cial website. “‘Only’ losing 
by fi ve goals had been [the result of] Puskas 
limping off at the start of the second half in 
an era in which substitutions didn’t exist.”24

The game set up an epic grudge re-
match in the fi nal. Herberger’s strategy of 

Why So Many Goals?
The World Cup of 1954 was the highest-scoring Cup in history. Over the years, 
soccer experts have come up with several theories to explain why. 

Many believe it all had to do with the Mighty Magyars of Hungary. This in-
credible squad ran up the score on several opponents, winning 9−0 against Ko-
rea and 8−3 against Germany in the group stages. But Brazil, Germany, Uruguay, 
Austria, and Turkey also had 5-goal games, so there may have been more to it. 

Soccer historian Jonathan Wilson believes it was about conditioning. “I think 
players were pretty unfi t then,” he told a reporter from the Irish News, “(lacking) 
knowledge of nutrition and sports science.” Wilson believes that food rationing 
in the postwar years also had an effect. Late in games, many players simply wore 
out, and no substitutions were allowed. This weakened defenses and raised goal 
scoring to a fever on the pitch. 

Quoted in Irish News, “5.38 Goals per Game: Why the 1954 World Cup Was the Highest Scoring in 
History,” June 22, 2018. www.irishnews.com.

“‘Only’ losing by � ve goals 
had been [the result of] 
Puskas limping off at 
the start of the second 
half in an era in which 
substitutions didn’t exist.”24

—FIFA of� cial website
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Livaković, Dominik, 48
Lloris, Hugo, 38, 39

MacAllister, Alexis, 39
Maradona, Diego, 7

in 1986 games, 36, 37, 44, 45, 45–46, 47
in 1990 games, 14

Martínez, Emiliano, 40
Mbappé, Kylian, 38, 39, 40, 48
McSkimming, Dent, 27
Messi, Lionel

in 2022 games, 15, 15, 16, 38, 39, 40, 
47, 47, 48

INDEX


	RPP_Specsheets_single_F25 10
	9781678210793
	Contents
	Important Events in World Cup History
	Introduction: The World's Favorite Athletic Competition
	Chapter One: Best Comeback Victories
	Chapter Two: Most Lopsided Victories
	Chapter Three: Best Underdog Wins
	Chapter Four: Greatest Championship Matches
	Chapter Five: Greatest Individual Performances
	Chapter Six: Highest-Scoring Matches
	Source Notes
	For Further Research
	Index
	Picture Credits
	About the Author


