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Chapter One 

Colombia ’86

MARCO TARDELLI’S unbridled joy at scoring Italy’s 
second goal in the 1982 World Cup Final was for a long 
time the indisputable benchmark of all daydreaming football 
fans . Somewhere along the way, however, it became an 
overplayed image . There’s much beauty in Tardelli’s goal, 
much to please the eye in the build-up to that iconic goal, 
but that wonderful outpouring of a celebration became so 
familiar a sight that it lost some of its power to thrill in the 
way it once did . 

Anything to do with future World Cups would tag on 
the visuals of Tardelli, running free and unfettered at the 
Santiago Bernabéu on 11 July 1982 . Behold, this is what it 
means to win the World Cup . It was like switching on the 
radio and feeling a pang of frustration because when they 
play the Stone Roses they’ve opted for ‘Ten Storey Love 
Song’, rather than ‘Daybreak’ . ‘Ten Storey Love Song’ is a 
great song though, which should never be taken for granted .

Way up in the stands of the Bernabéu there was a 
prominent advertising hoarding . Emblazoned upon this 
hoarding was the slogan of Colombia ’86 . There was no 
Mexico ’86 to speak of at that point in time, but there were 
some sizeable question marks over whether Colombia could 
host the next World Cup or not . 
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Despite a deployment of Colombian dignitaries, happily 
handing out Colombia ’86 embossed freebies at the 1982 
World Cup Final, when FIFA’s movers and shakers pressed 
them on just how feasible the next tournament was, they 
were blithely met with the intonation that it would certainly 
be under the condition that the World Cup reverted to a 
16-team tournament, regressing from the newly extended 
24-nation event it had become for España ’82 .

While Colombia can be afforded a degree of sympathy 
that they launched a bid for a future World Cup at a time 
when it was a smaller tournament than the version that they 
would be expected to deliver, it was always entirely unlikely 
that they could have f loated a 16-nation tournament, let 
alone one with places for 24 .

As peculiar a choice as Colombia seemed, there simply 
was no rival bid . In June 1974, within the looming shadow 
of the finals in West Germany, and amid the upheaval of 
Sir Stanley Rous being overthrown as FIFA president, to 
be replaced by João Havelange, Colombia being awarded 
the hosting rights of the 1986 finals slipped under the radar 
somewhat . 

It shouldn’t have been that way . This was the first time 
since 1966 that a future World Cup host had been decided . 
Colombia was afforded the luxury of not just a clear run to 
collect the prize, but also 12 years in which to deliver on 
their promises . 

The overthrow of Rous ensured that Colombia’s 
prospects of hosting the 1986 World Cup were strangled 
at birth . 

Havelange swept to power preaching the need to 
increase the number of participants of football’s biggest 
event, opening the door wider to those not living under the 
umbrella of UEFA and CONMEBOL . Upon his coronation 
as the new president of FIFA, immediate and serious efforts 
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were made to increase the number of competitors at the 1978 
World Cup finals to 20 nations . 

Eventually accepted to be a logistical accomplishment too 
soon, the 1978 finals proceeded without expansion, but 1982 
and beyond would bear Havelange’s hallmark for change . 
None of this would have come as a surprise to Colombia in 
June 1974, let alone at the Bernabéu in July 1982 .

Within the closed-off era, when the location of the 
World Cup finals was still alternated between Europe and 
the Americas, by virtue of the swinging FIFA pendulum the 
1986 tournament was roundly expected to be a Latin one . 
With Argentina set to host the 1978 finals, Spain having 
been allotted the 1982 tournament for Europe, and Uruguay, 
Brazil and Chile all having previously carried a World Cup, 
there was a paucity of obvious Latin American nations who 
could claim the 1986 prize of host nation . 

Previous calendar aesthetics meant there was no big-
hitting CONMEBOL nations either able or willing to step 
into the 1986 breach . Peru would have been a sensory fit, 
having contested the 1970 finals so admirably, but in June 
1974 theirs was a country that was just four years beyond 
a devastating earthquake in the Ancash region, just off the 
coast of Chimbote . The largest natural disaster to hit Peru, 
bringing with it a human cost of up to 70,000 souls, the 
tremors were felt as far away as the central areas of Brazil, 
while damage and casualties were reported in Ecuador . 

These terrible events were inclusive of what was the 
deadliest avalanche ever known, when the north face of 
Mount Huascarán was affected to such an extent that 80 
million cubic metres of water, rock and mud travelled at 
speeds in excess of 200mph for 11 miles, consuming the 
towns of Yungay and Ranrahirca within its destructive path . 

The Ancash earthquake took place on the opening day 
of the 1970 World Cup finals, at a time when an expectant 
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nation was eagerly looking forward to their footballing 
heroes playing their first match of the tournament just two 
days later . It was Peru’s first World Cup since the inaugural 
tournament in 1930 . The monetary cost of the disaster was 
estimated at around $1bn, which would equate to over $7bn 
in the late summer of 2021 . 

With Peru out of the picture, Argentina’s World Cup 
just four years away, and Uruguay, Brazil and Chile having 
had their turn already, CONMEBOL was running low 
on realistic options . Weighing up the logistics and then 
taking Bolivia, Ecuador, Paraguay and Venezuela out of the 
equation, with only Bolivia and Paraguay from that quartet 
having competed at a World Cup, it left only one possibility . 
Colombia .

Whereas common sense prevailed in Asunción, 
Caracas, Sucre and Quito, when it came to the potential 
for grandiose notions of over extension of their means 
in bidding for a World Cup, in Bogotá there was a very 
different sentiment . Inspired by the fervour of his country 
during the 1970 National Games of Colombia, the first 
time the multi-sport event had been contested for a decade, 
the sporting visionary, Alfredo Senior Quevedo, began to 
formulate his plan to bring the World Cup to Colombia . 
Winning the approval of Colombia’s President, Carlos 
Lleras Restrepo, as part of what the Liberal Party leader 
billed as an era of national transformation, Quevedo, by 
now a newly installed member of the FIFA Executive 
Committee, immediately put the wheels in motion for his 
ambitious project . 

Despite a change in president in August 1970, seeing 
the Conservative leader and cautious progressive Misael 
Pastrana Borrero sweep to power, Quevedo’s plans continued 
largely unchallenged to his date with FIFA destiny in June 
1974 . With a clear field and a complicit government, FIFA 
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awarded the 1986 finals to the only bidder . Colombia ’86 
was conceived . 

Within two months of being awarded the 1986 World 
Cup, the sands hadn’t only shifted unfavourably at FIFA, as 
far as Quevedo was concerned, but also at home . In August 
1974 the Liberal Party once again reclaimed power, but the 
former president, and the man who gave Quevedo the initial 
encouragement to pursue the World Cup, Restrepo, had 
been beaten in his party primaries in his bid to once again 
stand for the presidency . It was another hammer blow to 
Quevedo’s plans, when Alfonso López Michelsen instead 
took power for the Liberals . It was here that Colombia’s 
silent efforts of gradually unpicking themselves from hosting 
the 1986 World Cup began . 

Over the course of the next four years little progress 
was made on the construction of stadiums and the required 
improvements to general national infrastructure . FIFA 
had implored the need for a new international airport 
with regional links, hotels for visiting spectators, improved 
communications, and a motorway system that would 
ensure f luid movement between host cities . None of FIFA’s 
demands were in danger of being met between 1974 and 
1978 . The distant nature of 1986 enabled the concept that 
the World Cup would be another president’s problem . 

When widespread riots broke out on the streets of 
Bogotá in September 1977 over food shortages and high 
unemployment, unrest that led to 80 people losing their 
lives and the injury of more than 2,000 others, Quevedo’s 
dreams of Colombia being the centre of the sporting world 
were massively at odds with the brutal reality of his nation’s 
volatile backdrop . 

Michelsen’s successor, Julio César Turbay Ayala, who 
came to power in 1978 and was Colombia’s head of state 
during España ’82, found his presidency consumed by a 
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constant battle to contain the growing influence of left-
wing guerrilla groups, inclusive of the potent 19th of April 
Movement . Growing dissent over the lack of improvements 
in the levels of social decay, which had prompted the 
September 1977 riots, and Turbay’s increasing use of 
corporal control through military force in trying to subdue 
‘undesirables’ all meant that Quevedo’s attempts to advance 
the preparations for the World Cup were either met with 
empty platitudes or a wall of silence . The closer the 1986 
World Cup loomed, the louder the silence became . Turbay 
was safe in the knowledge that he would soon be out of office . 

Eventually it was left to the new incoming president, 
Belisario Betancur, to deliver the last rites on Colombia ’86, 
stating in a radio and television address, towards the tail 
end of October 1982, that his nation lacked the economic 
capacity to meet FIFA’s criteria for hosting the 1986 
World Cup . He went on to class much of FIFA’s criteria as 
extravagance, declaring that Colombia had more important 
priorities than a football tournament . 

FIFA had in fact been forced to call Colombia’s bluff . 
Having set a deadline for action of early November, there 
was no longer any time to lose . The next World Cup was 
little more than three and a half years away and FIFA knew 
that Colombia couldn’t deliver on their promises . A new host 
would need to be identified as soon as possible . Commercial 
partners were beginning to get nervous .

Viewed in black-and-white terms, Quevedo’s legacy is 
one of failure . He led a successful bid to procure a World 
Cup from FIFA, and for the only time in history it was a 
hosting right that was handed back . Colombia ’86 remains 
a mirage, a trick of the mind’s eye . Quevedo, however, was 
a visionary . His dream of a World Cup was born before a 
pronounced fault line opened in the global development of 
the sport . Mexico would haunt him in many ways . Mexico 
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’86 could have been his World Cup, the fruition of his dream 
for his nation, but in many ways Mexico ’70 went a long way 
to destroying his dream . 

Mexico ’70 marked a meeting of the new world and 
the old world . While a Colombian World Cup might have 
been more feasible in the old Rous-led world order, it was 
totally infeasible in the new royal court of Havelange . The 
globalised nature of Mexico ’86 sat 16 years beyond its 
iconic sibling, and with its shimmering if somewhat fragile 
satellite-fed colour images being beamed around the world 
it makes it hard to mentally visualise a Colombian version 
of the event .

Conversely, 16 years prior to Mexico ’70, when the 
World Cup was that little bit quainter, Colombia wouldn’t 
have seemed out of place sat amid the likes of Switzerland, 
Sweden and Chile in hosting the tournament . Quevedo’s 
dream of a Colombian World Cup was born prior to the 
tectonic plates of football shifting between 1970 and 1974 . 
The look, the feel, the very aura of not just football but the 
world at large altered dramatically beyond that clashing of 
eras at Mexico ’70 . Asking Colombia to host the World Cup 
in 1986 was akin to asking Alain Prost to win the Formula 
1 title in a Citroën 2CV .

Quevedo was far from the failed PT Barnum character 
he was painted as . He was ambitious, he was creative, and no 
other man could have brought Colombia so close to hosting 
a World Cup as he did . He was the driving force behind 
the inexorable rise of the Bogotá outfit Millonarios Fútbol 
Club . The original Galácticos . Elected as president of the 
club in June 1946, he set out to create what became known 
as ‘The Ballet Azul’ . Taking advantage of a major players’ 
strike in Argentina, Quevedo swooped for the services of 
stars such as Alfredo Di Stéfano, Adolfo Pedernera, Néstor 
Rossi and Julio Cozzi, much to the ire of the giants of 
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the Argentinian game . Quevedo even dipped into British 
football for Everton’s Billy Higgins, and Bobby Flavell of 
Heart of Midlothian .

Questions were raised over the legitimacy of these 
signings, and FIFA stepped in, ultimately banning Colombia 
from the organisation, and giving birth to the El Dorado era, 
when Colombia’s league operated outside the jurisdiction of 
FIFA . The ban also affected the national team, causing their 
non-participation in the qualifiers for the 1954 World Cup . 

Quevedo’s Millonarios swept all before them, dominating 
as they collected four league titles in five years . The heady 
days of the renegade league finally ended in 1954, and it 
was from there, ever the opportunist, that perhaps the 
World Cup began to play on Quevedo’s mind . Big ideas for 
a relatively small country, Quevedo’s vision was essentially 
doomed from the outset . As Belisario Bentancur finally 
pronounced the worst-kept secret in world football, the 
vultures began to circle . 

Brazil, Canada, the USA and Mexico all declared an 
immediate interest in stepping into the breach . Yet, with the 
Havelange factor, Brazil soon dropped out of the running, 
fearing potential accusations of sleight of hand . However, a 
persistent aura of sleight of hand hung in the air regardless 
of Brazil’s withdrawal . Stories surfaced that Havelange had 
f lown out to Mexico within days of Colombia handing 
their hosting rights back to FIFA . Havelange was among 
friends in Mexico, powerful friends who had stood with 
him in 1974 when he’d dethroned Rous for the presidency 
of FIFA . A facilitation to guide the 1986 World Cup to 
Mexico had begun . 

The media mogul Emilio Azcarraga, and his Televisa 
empire, was set to benefit from the World Cup returning to 
Mexico, while Guillermo Canedo, Havelange’s most vocal 
advocate within the FIFA executive committee, was another 
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powerful influence on the direction of the reallocation of the 
1986 World Cup .

With the continued interest of both the USA and 
Canada, a barely subtle charade was played out . A FIFA 
commission was formed to assess the viability of the 
potential host nations . Mexico received a visit, yet the USA 
and Canada didn’t . This broke FIFA’s own rule book, which 
states that every potential host nation must be inspected . 
Canedo was the man who guided the FIFA commission on 
a tour of Mexican stadiums and facilities . Everything was 
ultimately kept in-house . 

The combined visitation snub towards North America 
was handily excused through omissions on the applications 
of both the USA and Canada, omissions that would likely 
have been forgiven had Mexico made similar ones . The 
FIFA commission returned to Europe instead, where they 
unanimously recommended the choice of Mexico as host of 
the 13th World Cup finals . 

Despite this, there was no immediate disqualification of 
the USA and Canada . The public projection of a competitive 
bidding process was all too valuable to FIFA . In Stockholm 
on 20 May 1983, all candidates convened to present their 
cases to Havelange and his collection of executives, inclusive 
of the newly promoted general secretary, Sepp Blatter . 

Canada, the rank outsiders, and in with very little chance 
of prevailing, put forward a still-impressive 30-minute 
presentation . The fact that Canada would still have a role to 
play at the 1986 World Cup finals is one of those wonderful 
yet inexplicable turn of events . Until 1986, never had Canada 
contested a World Cup finals tournament, and nor have they 
done so since . 

The USA were meticulous in their planning and 
presentation . The hierarchy of the United States Soccer 
Federation (USSF) were primed with every possible answer 
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to every imaginable scenario . Led by no less a megalith 
than Henry Kissinger, the former secretary of state under 
the presidencies of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, and 
more recently the conduit for the potential dream of peace 
between Israel and Palestine, the USSF had pulled out every 
stop to try to convince FIFA to go against the expected 
Mexican grain . 

There was more, however . Kissinger was joined in his 
mission by his successor as secretary of state, Cyrus Vance, 
who served under the administration of Jimmy Carter . Then 
they also had the far from insignificant figures of Pelé and 
Franz Beckenbauer to assist . It was a powerful US delegation 
that swept into Stockholm with the hope that even if they 
couldn’t win the vote, they could at least be granted a one-
month deferral to allow a visit by the same FIFA commission 
that had been to inspect Mexico’s facilities . 

What followed was a compelling 60-minute presentation 
of a vastly superior bid to the one that Mexico would win the 
process with . Stadiums, transport, general infrastructure, 
communications, accommodation – the Mexican bid wasn’t 
even second best in some categories when compared to 
the USA and Canada . Almost four decades later it seems 
incredulous that these three nations will pull together in 
hosting the 2026 World Cup finals .

Delivered by Rafael del Castillo, the president of the 
Mexican Football Federation, Mexico’s presentation lasted 
just eight minutes, with the fine detail reputedly printed 
upon six pages of foolscap paper, in comparison to the glossy 
90-page brochures that the USA and Canada produced . 
Later, when Del Castillo was asked about the swift nature of 
his presentation, he was heard to boast that he’d only needed 
60 seconds to win the bid . 

In the lobby bar of the Sheraton Hotel in Stockholm, 
tequila cocktails were being prepared for a public show of 
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Mexican jubilation before FIFA had even made an official 
announcement . Although the USSF would eventually win 
the right to host the 1994 World Cup, there remains a sense 
of a powerful enemy having been created by FIFA in the 
shape of the USA in Stockholm . 

It’s impossible to speculate just where the game of 
football would be now in the USA had they won their 
bid for the 1986 World Cup . Was it an opportunity lost 
perhaps, to make a labouring North American Soccer 
League (NASL) the centre of the footballing universe? 
Conversely, Clive Toye, the former general manager of the 
New York Cosmos and later the interim president of the 
NASL itself, offered me the opinion that not even being 
awarded the 1986 World Cup could have helped save his 
rapidly deteriorating league . 

Either way, there almost feels like there was something 
preordained that the USA would be so instrumental in 
bringing down the old empire at FIFA three decades later . 

Before the end of the 1980s, Del Castillo and the 
Mexican Football Federation would fall from FIFA grace 
when caught out fielding overage players during the qualifiers 
for the 1989 Under-20 World Championship . Known as 
the Cachirules scandal, the repercussions would eventually 
lead to a two-year suspension of all senior- and junior-age 
Mexican national teams from international competitions . 
Not only did this mean that the under-20 variant found 
themselves denied entry to the 1989 World Championship 
in Saudi Arabia, but also the increasingly talented senior 
team were banned from taking part in the 1990 World Cup 
qualifiers . 

For the USA, the loss of the 1986 World Cup was a 
massive setback . There were understandable reservations 
harboured by the powers that be at FIFA towards the USSF 
and the potential Americanisation of the World Cup . The 
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NASL had been a thorn in FIFA’s side, and Havelange was 
never going to water that dying plant . 

In Ian Plenderleith’s wonderful book, Rock ’n’ Roll Soccer: 
The Short Life and Fast Times of the North American Soccer 
League, Phil Woosnam, the commissionaire of the NASL in 
its heyday, was moved to comment, in respect to the USSF’s 
bid and the influence the NASL was trying to levy upon 
it, stating that you can’t kick at FIFA’s door for well over a 
decade and then expect them to invite you in . 

Swimming upstream from the word go, there was even 
rumour of some self-sabotage from within the USSF, with 
stories of a phone call being made to FIFA insisting that 
the USA wasn’t yet ready for a World Cup . If there’s any 
truth to the rumour, at best it could perhaps be classed as 
an underhand way in which to make a valid point, while 
at worst it could be seen as a deliberate act to assist in the 
demise of the NASL, of which the USSF was no more than 
an uncomfortable bedfellow within the bidding process . 
In 1983 the USA was technically and logistically ready 
for the 1986 World Cup, yet maybe not culturally ready 
as a nation . 

The NASL would grind to a halt in 1984, and the 
hypothetical awarding of the 1986 World Cup to the USA 
in 1983 either would likely have kept the league in operation 
for longer or given life to a replacement league . Instead, it 
would be over a decade later until the first ball in anger was 
kicked in the MLS (Major League Soccer) . 

In Stockholm, not everyone at FIFA was happy with 
the way the 1986 World Cup was guided into Mexico’s 
possession . Harry Cavin, the FIFA vice-president at the 
time, had plenty of sympathy for the USA bid team, stating 
that much of the blame for the situation lay with FIFA . It 
was his contention that the commission should have visited 
the USA, just as it had Mexico . Cavin even indicated that 
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he would favour a postponement of the vote . But, of course, 
that never came, and Cavin voted for Mexico regardless . 

Ironically, within a year of the USA having been denied 
the chance to host the 1986 World Cup, FIFA’s head had 
been turned by the packed-out stadiums for the football 
tournament at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics . The seeds 
that would bloom at the 1994 World Cup had been sown .

Clearly, none of this was known by me at the time . All 
I saw ahead was a month of football and a Panini sticker 
album that I was never going to complete . The filter system 
of a 12-year-old boy kicking in as required once again . 


