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Going long: It's slow progress, but NFL is expanding
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Seahawks running back Kerry Carter is from Canada, where hockey is king.

The German citizen sat high above the Iowa cornfields and watched 54,101 people swell inside a stadium to watch a sport he had never seen before.

This wasn't the football he knew. This was Iowa State-Iowa, season opener, 1987. And for a foreign-exchange student named Tilman Engel, life would never be the same.

"That feeling, I can't describe it," Engel said from Germany the other day. "Almost euphoria."
Flash forward four years later, to Frankfurt and the same kind of football, the kind where you're supposed to use your hands. Engel watched 21,000 move anxiously toward the gates, pockets of curiosity pocking a half-full stadium that would be filled at least once by season's end.

This wasn't the football they knew. This was the Frankfurt Galaxy, World League of American Football, season opener, 1991. Engel, now the general manager of the Galaxy, felt the familiar goose bumps as the game he had grown obsessed with made its professional debut in Frankfurt.

"Euphoria," he said. "Absolute."

This is what the NFL wants to happen when it prods its product internationally. It wants Frankfurt to feel more like Foxboro, Amsterdam more like America on Sunday afternoons.

If only it were Engel easy. If only the NFL could steer into international waters the way Major League Baseball and the NBA have. There are global stars to be found and money to be made and reach to be expanded.

But you won't find a Yao Ming or Ichiro or any foreign player starring at that level in the NFL. You won't find the same number of international players.

What you will find is the most popular sport in America trying to expand internationally, using its billion-dollar bank account to reach globally and see what happens.

"In the rest of the world, football is soccer," said Gordon Smeaton, vice president of NFL International. "It really is a North American cultural experience."

But for how long? Those involved know they're playing catch-up. Here are their stories, their problems, their hopes and their reality.

The man in charge
Smeaton and his frequent-flier miles can testify to growth. The NFL has new television agreements in Mexico, Japan and China. Games are broadcast in 233 countries, spoken in 26 languages, spread across 24 time zones.

Attendance at the NFL's annual American Bowl — played in places like Tokyo, London, Ireland, Mexico, Vancouver and Sydney — averages 58,345. After 12 seasons, NFL Europe — the former World League of American Football — is still around, and 237 players who played in that league were on NFL rosters last season.

Smeaton watched the NFL introduce flag football across Europe. He saw the way younger Chinese players took to the game. After 18 months, they were playing in the flag football national championships.

"We're years away," Smeaton said. "If we do this properly and invest strategically, I don't think we'll be at the same percentage (as baseball or basketball). But you'll certainly see more players in the next 10 or 20 years."

That's because Smeaton knows the problems. Football isn't an Olympic sport, which doesn't bode well for growth in countries that steer their best athletes toward swimming, baseball, basketball and track and field. Football doesn't have enough American coaches overseas.

And football lacks a global icon, a Yao or Ichiro or Dirk Nowitzki who can seize the interest that television and NFL Europe can't.

The imports
Football does have players like New Orleans wide receiver Jerome Pathon, a former Washington Husky from South Africa and Canada, Dallas linebacker Dat Nguyen (Vietnam) and Minnesota punter Darren Bennett (Australia). The Seahawks have faced or will face those international players this season, along with a handful of others across the league. The list isn't very long.

The Seahawks will counter with one of the more international rosters in the NFL, with guys such as long snapper J.P. Darche and running back Kerry Carter, both Canadians, and German practice-squad player Christian Mohr. Mohr is part of an NFL development program that gave teams in the NFC West an extra practice-squad player from another country for this season. Here's how far behind they are: Mohr stopped playing football for five years. And he's still regarded as a top prospect.

He had been hooked like Engel, as an exchange student playing high-school ball in one of America's football hotbeds — Ohio. When he returned to Germany, he couldn't recognize the game, couldn't fathom that his club team practiced only twice a week.

He knew where football stood in Germany: behind soccer and tennis and basketball, behind even handball and ice hockey. Of the comparison between that football and this one, he says, "There is none."

Canada works a little differently, mostly because of its proximity to the United States. Carter and Darche both grew up playing hockey but fell in love with football just before or during high school.

"People reacted weird at first," Carter said. "But most of them were just ignorant. They were like, 'There are black people from Canada? And they play football?' They figured it out pretty quick."

The most poignant sign of growth came at the grocery store. While hockey still rules Canada and always will, fans recognized Darche — a long snapper! — as an American football player.

"It's still a little hard to imagine," he said.

The curious
The Seahawks' director of pro personnel, Will Lewis attended a management seminar at Stanford last summer. Among the topics: football going international.

They talked about the costs that come with playing — one ball, one hoop won't cut it — the need for stronger youth programs, which lead to stronger high-school programs, which lead to stronger college programs, which lead to the growth the NFL envisions.

Lewis points to basketball and this year's Olympics as a "prime example of how quickly things can turn around."

"Same thing we did," he said. "I grew up watching Gale Sayers and Tony Dorsett play. That sparked my interest. All of a sudden, it just goes and goes and goes. And then you get that guy. And that guy sparks the next group, sparks the next generation. Then we're global, which is the ultimate goal, I guess."

But that doesn't mean the Seahawks will heavily scout Europe anytime soon. Lewis said the game isn't advanced enough there for it to be cost effective. But he envisions a scenario where it's possible.

"Football was slow to get involved," he said. "But you would be shortsighted to say it could never become that way. Because it can."
The convert
What Lewis envisions in Seattle, Engel sees unfolding in Frankfurt. They are divided by oceans and continents, yet hope to be connected by oceans of converts.

Attendance has gone up and down during the 12 years of NFL Europe. But the fans in Frankfurt have remained steady. They come as much for the entertainment — tailgating, marching bands, even a Super Bowl party to watch former Galaxy member Jake Delhomme play for Carolina — as they do for football.

Teams have closed in Barcelona, London and Darche's home, Montreal. But the man in charge clings to the vision, the imports return to teach this other kind of football and the curious keep their eyes on the potential prize.

"For our fans, this is America," Engel said. "This is what they come out for. They want it to be as American as possible."

Engel saw that when Frankfurt played the American national anthem for the first time a few years ago. He was worried, but cheers enveloped the packed stadium that day and have every time since. There were those goose bumps again.

"You know what," Engel thought to himself, "this just might work."
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