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No Doubt
Linda Liedel ’21 always knew  

how good she could be.

At four years old,  Linda Lie-
del ’21 decided she wanted to play 
soccer, following in the footsteps 
of her older brother. Her parents 

said sure, go for it.
The trash talk started immediately, not 

just from opposing players, but also from 
their parents, who made it clear that a girl 
didn’t belong on a field of boys. “They were 
like, ‘You should not be playing this sport, 
what are you doing here, this is the wrong 
gym,’” Liedel recalled. She remembers her 
mother’s shock at the taunts—were they 
really saying that to her daughter?

Most players fight for playing time. Lie-
del, born and raised in Mainz, Germany, had 
to prove she even deserved consideration. “If 
a guy plays, it’s like, ‘Okay, he has probably 
worked out, has the talent,’” she said in a 
spring interview. “For me, the assumption 

was always, ‘What is this girl doing here?’” 
(Soccer is Germany’s number one sport, Lie-
del clarified, but mostly for boys. Most cit-
ies, like Mainz, didn’t have girls’ teams; to 
play that way would have required selection 
by a competitive regional team.) With no 
reasonable expectation of local crowd sup-
port, she focused on what she could control: 
her on-field performance. Usually, after a 
few minutes, she earned their silence. 

At around 10 years old, Liedel started get-

ting noticed by scouts and was selected for 
the “Southwest” state team, one of 21 region-
al German squads with teams in each age 
division. Once a year, the states gathered 
for a massive tournament, with prominent 
German coaches in conspicuous attendance, 
searching for the best athletes. When she 
was 13, she received a call-up for the U-15 

up the cap, hoping that the lettering—“Make 
my degree, fossil fuel and prison free”—would 
make it into one of the official streams of grad-
uation coverage. “What is this for?” I asked. 
“The Gazette,” she replied, naming the Universi-
ty’s in-house publication, and snapped a sec-
ond picture. “Of course they can’t publish any 
of it now, but you know. It’s like in the ’80s, 
or in ’69. Good for the records.”

I did know. This year marks the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Harvard strike fueled 
by antiwar efforts and the historic strug-
gle for an academic department devoted 
to African-American studies [see “Echoes 
of 1969,” March-April, page 53], a moment 
that caused students to protest by the thou-
sands. It had been impossible to ignore the 
photographs of that moment, which seemed 
to be everywhere this past spring: a Yard 
filled with striking students, fists raised.

So when protestors, students, and friends 
gathered at the steps of Memorial Church 
at the culmination of this year’s Heat Week, 
in April, it was impossible not to notice the 

police officers who flocked to the edges of 
our celebration like late guests to the party. 
Three of them stood in the doorway of Sev-
er Hall, an uncertain barricade. Who were 
they intending to stop? The organizer from 
the labor union who spoke about learning 
Spanish only two years before, in order to 
advocate for her family? The Youth Cli-
mate Strikers who had begun cutting their 
high-school classes every Friday because 
for them the reality of a wrecked planet is 
not a fat paycheck, but rather a drowned 
classroom?

Some members of the class of ’69 had joined 
us at the rally. It began to rain, and the crowd, 
initially attracted by the music and speeches, 
began to dwindle. I wondered whether our 
event seemed pitiful by comparison.

In my tutor’s office,  I related this an-
ecdote as proof of my failed capacity as an 
organizer. He cut me off. “Why don’t you try 
it in the real world?” I looked at him. “Not 
law school—a campaign, another campaign. 

How can you say you’ve failed when you’ve 
only just begun?”

Until that point I had thought of college as 
just one more bucket, meant to hold all these 
thoughts and encounters and keep them away 
from the rest of the real world. I had consid-
ered progress in the same way, as a number of 
containers that might hold only so much wa-
ter and no more. I saw myself jealously guard-
ing these buckets of experience as if I had only 
played a  role in filling them to the top.

Now I asked myself: What if I’d gotten 
it wrong? What if the role of these buckets 
was not to continue taking on water? What 
if it was time to pour some out?

I thanked the tutor. I walked downstairs, 
into the kitchen, where the bell above the fire-
place was ringing to announce dinner, where 
we would sit down to eat, discussing this day, 
and tomorrow, and then the next. 

Isa Flores-Jones ’19 now works for the Sunrise Move-
ment, a youth-led climate campaign to win good jobs 
and a livable future, and is trying to enjoy the present.

Liedel (at left), representing Germany in 
Spain’s 2019 La Manga Tournament, 
competes for the ball with a Danish rival. 
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German girls’ national team. In two inter-
national games against Sweden, she took the 
field as one of the team’s youngest members. 

It was an exceptional achievement—a re-
pudiation of those who thought she didn’t 
belong on any field. But that’s not how she 
saw it. “I’ve never been someone who put a 
lot of value in external judgment,” she said. 
“Either way,…selected or not, I would have 
kept believing in myself.” 

This belief would be put to the test. As 
she grew, Liedel began feeling pain and 
swelling in her knees. Playing soccer was 
impossible; even walking up the stairs 
proved challenging. For some, inflammation 
related to a growth spurt can go away with-
in a few weeks or months with rest. For Lie-
del, the inflammation kept her out for nearly 
two years. She switched among local teams, 
hoping an affiliated doctor could guide her 
through her chronic inflammation, but one 
physician after another suggested that, given 
the lack of progress on her recovery and her 
tall, thin stature, she should think about do-
ing something other than soccer.

Unable to practice or compete and lacking 
support, she missed out on national team se-
lection and fell out of organized soccer entire-
ly. She began going to the gym alone, to ride 
the stationary bike—one of the few exercises 
that didn’t agitate her knees. She hoped that if 
she kept in shape, she could hop back on the 
field as soon as the pain stopped. 

At 15, Liedel was back in action. But even 
though the pain had faded, her time on the 
field didn’t last. She was nagged by aches and 
pains, her body getting re-acclimated to in-
game competition. “It was just so tough not 
being able to express yourself on the pitch 
as you like to,” she recalled. Before her knee 
problems, she’d most often played defen-
sive or central midfielder, two of the posi-
tions most constantly involved in the action. 
The best midfielders are the most intuitive, 
picking off opponents’ passes, controlling the 
tempo, and getting the ball by ground or by 
air to the players best positioned to strike. 
Elite midfielders seem to have a sixth sense 
for what’s happening around them within and 
beyond their fields of vision—a skill honed 
by constant practice. After a long layoff, she 

felt some of her instincts had faded. Still, she 
knew her potential exceeded what others ex-
pected of her. “Even though I might not be 
able to show it and other people might not 
see it, I’ll get there,” she thought.

Liedel earned another chance to repre-
sent Germany, this time on the U-16 national 
team. In her first tournament back, months 
after battling chronic pain, she broke her left 
foot. That disappointed but didn’t crush her. 
After sitting out for years with an ambigu-
ous injury, she was thankful she had a clear 
diagnosis and a timeline to return. Quitting 
wasn’t an option. 

 
Liedel acknowledges now  that when 
she arrived at Harvard in 2017, the coaches 
didn’t really know what to expect. Her re-
cord was riddled with injuries, and she had 
never stuck to a specific position. Whether 
her potential would manifest itself was any-
one’s guess. During her freshman fall season, 
she bounced among offense, midfield, and 
defense, never quite settling. 

Adjusting to the game was a struggle. 
While her American teammates had com-
peted all their lives with girls in their age 
group, she had played mostly against boys 
and semi-professional women twice her 
age. And though the European game plac-
es a strong emphasis on skills, American 
players tend to be stronger, because they 
incorporate weightlifting into training ear-
lier. At the start, Liedel struggled to com-
pete with her teammates’ endurance, speed, 
and strength. Off the field, she spent most of 
her time in the library. “Probably too much,” 
she joked. She had always excelled academ-
ically—a huge reason for deciding to come 
to the United States in the first place—but 
she had attended a German-French bilin-
gual school where English was spoken about 
three hours a week, and not at a high aca-
demic level. Freshman fall is a time of flux 
for most, but Liedel had faced instability be-
fore. Her goals, though, remained constant. 

At the end of the fall semester, her coaches 
began placing her at central defender—the 
final line of defense. The position clicked. 

Highly skilled, with great field 
vision, she pushed herself 

during the spring to be-
come fit enough to keep 
up with the league’s most 
explosive attackers and 

strong enough to wrestle 
the ball away from them on 

the ground or in the air. Her 

midfield experience made her more confident 
than most defenders in taking on opponents 
with the ball at her feet, even when an er-
ror could cost the team a goal. Given Liedel’s 
unconventional style, defense could become 
offense in a split second. Potential scoring 
drives often began with an arching long ball 
from her, a skill she’s honed with both feet.

Liedel takes a highly focused approach in 
all facets of her life. When she’s not on the 
field or training, she’s either eating (often 
on the run), sleeping (eight to nine hours a 
night), or studying (as a psychology concen-
trator). “If I didn’t put everything I had into 
my studies, I feel like I wouldn’t be able to 
play as well,” she said. “I just like knowing 
that I give the two sides everything I can.” 
During her freshman summer—a time when 
her friends were studying abroad or taking 
internships—she decided to give training 
her full attention. Back home in Mainz, she 
worked out two to three times a day, lifting 
weights, running, and jumping in with lo-
cal boys’ teams.

When she returned for sophomore year, 
the vision she’d always had of herself start-
ed lining up with her performance. She an-
chored Harvard’s defense on the way to six 
shutout performances and in the process, 
earned a place on Germany’s U-19 national 
team. Her goal is to play professionally after 
college and, she hopes, someday, to make the 
full German national team. On the side, she 
plans to continue studying and possibly to 
start a nonprofit or enter politics. It’s a lot to 
hope for, but as those long-ago parents who 
taunted her learned, there’s no use doubting 
Linda Liedel. vjacob sweet
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