
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            THE STORY OF BÉLA GUTTMANN

            THE 

GREATEST COMEBACK

            FROM GENOCIDE TO FOOTBALL GLORY

            DAVID BOLCHOVER

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            To the memory of my parents and grandparents

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            INTRODUCTION

         

         At the Prater stadium in Vienna on 23 May 1990, the illustrious Portuguese football team Benfica was due to take on Italian giants AC Milan in the European Cup Final. Shortly before the game, Benfica’s greatest ever former player, Eusébio, took a trip to the Jewish section of the city’s Central Cemetery. There he prayed before the grave of the man who, three decades earlier, had plucked him from obscurity and propelled him to international stardom. Kneeling beside the tombstone, he beseeched his dead mentor to lift a famous curse.

         In May 1962, Béla Guttmann’s Benfica had beaten the great Real Madrid 5–3 in the Olympic stadium in Amsterdam to claim their second successive European Cup. Their final two goals were scored by Eusébio, the twenty-year-old phenomenon known as the ‘Black Pearl’.

         But after the match, the club’s very realistic prospects of long-term European domination were thrown into disarray. The board of directors rejected Guttmann’s continued demands for a pay rise, pointing to the absence of any such provision in his contract. As was his wont throughout his turbulent career, the deeply charismatic and innovative coach departed in fury. He is said to have told his erstwhile employers that they would not win another European trophy for one hundred years.

         Eusébio’s supplication of 1990 came to nothing. Milan beat Benfica 1–0. Indeed, as of 2020, Benfica have appeared in eight European finals since 1962, and lost every single one – an eventuality, based on an even chance of winning each, with a probability of 1 in 256, or 0.4 per cent.

         Such is the curse of Béla Guttmann. His powerful presence looms as large in death as it did in life. His statue greets Benfica fans as they walk through gate 18 of the club’s magnificent Estádio da Luz in Lisbon. More than 500 years after the Easter weekend in which 3,000 Jews were massacred in that city in a prelude to the Portuguese Inquisition, one of their number stands tall once more. He proudly clutches the two European Cups that have eluded his thirty-two successors, a constant, mocking reminder to the Benfica faithful of what might have been if their stubborn and short-sighted directors had properly valued his managerial genius.

         It would be hard to imagine a modern-day football club refusing to meet the seemingly reasonable demands of a coach who had presided over such glorious success. But Guttmann and Benfica both paid the price for his novelty, the ability he demonstrated throughout his career to smash tradition and then remould it.

         While few now question the huge influence of the coach on team performance in football or other sports, the prevailing opinions of 1962 would have been very different. Despite the achievements of the likes of Herbert Chapman, who led Huddersfield Town and Arsenal to repeated success in England in the 1920s and 1930s, the now widespread cult of the coach was then still some way from being firmly established.

         Béla Guttmann was the first of a kind, an international superstar football coach who eked every last drop of effort and tactical advantage from his teams, before José Mourinho or Pep Guardiola were even born. ‘He was ahead of his time,’ says António Simões, another of his Benfica stars, thrown on to the world stage by his mentor at the tender age of seventeen. ‘Mourinho says the same things today that Guttmann did more than fifty years ago.’

         So when he gambled, Benfica sent him packing, labouring under the naive impression that there were plenty more where he came from.

         
            • • •

         

         To fathom the legend that is Béla Guttmann, we must first pay close attention to the time and place which this remarkable man came from: the immensely vibrant and creative society of Jewish central and eastern Europe as it entered its very final phase before almost total annihilation. In the football sphere, just as in so many others, the impact of this Jewish population was extraordinarily disproportionate to its size.

         Guttmann was born in the last year of the nineteenth century, in the Hungarian capital Budapest, to Abráhám and Eszter Guttmann. His first notable footballing success was at MTK Budapest, a club founded by Jewish businessmen and subsequently associated strongly with its predominantly Jewish players and supporters. In a starting eleven that included six Jews, he then scored on his debut for the Hungarian national team against Germany in 1921.

         Everything appeared rosy for Guttmann, but his success on the pitch was to be clouded by political events off it. Unsettled by the murder of thousands of Jews in the Hungarian White Terror, he decamped to the all-Jewish and Zionist football club Hakoah Vienna. It was to be one of twenty-one moves across international borders in the playing and coaching career of football’s Wandering Jew, the founding father of a now globalised game.

         It was at Hakoah that Guttmann reached the pinnacle of his playing career, winning the Austrian championship of 1925, the first fully professional league title race in mainland Europe. But Guttmann’s experience during his five years at the club was in no way confined to on-field glory.

         Hakoah (the Hebrew word for ‘the strength’ or ‘the power’) was much more than just a successful team; it was a potent symbol of Jewish national pride, both in Vienna and throughout the entire Jewish world. Founded by a group of Austrian Zionists, the club’s espousal of Jewish assertiveness and feisty self-reliance, and its rejection of timid assimilation into Gentile society, chimed with a large section of Jewish youth who sought a vestige of dignity amid a constant torrent of abuse, intimidation and violence. ‘A people who get used to being insulted are lost,’ said Robert Stricker, one of Hakoah’s founders.

         Despite the intense loathing they attracted on and off the pitch, Hakoah sought no accommodation, standing toe to toe with hostile opponents in an often febrile and physically intimidating atmosphere. Embodying the spirit of ‘muscular Judaism’, a phrase conceived by the Zionist activist Max Nordau, the players sported a large Star of David on their shirts in collective defiance of a world riddled with hatred of Jews since time immemorial.

         Guttmann and his teammates travelled the world, enjoying sustained success on the pitch, and fêted by mass crowds of adoring Jewish fans wherever they went. In Poland, they provoked civil unrest after defeating the country’s finest. In the United States, they attracted one quarter of a million spectators to their tour games in 1926, at one game breaking a soccer attendance record that had stood for half a century. West Ham United became the first English team to be defeated on home soil, dismantled 5–0 in their own stadium a few months after reaching the FA Cup Final. The then mighty Slavia Prague were beaten at home for the first time in more than a decade.

         Viewed in retrospect, these glory years at Hakoah were to be the last hurrah, one of the very final sources of joy for a people that was soon to be ravaged in the inferno that accounted for two of every three European Jews. At least thirty-seven members of the wider Hakoah sports club were murdered, including seven of its footballers. With Guttmann himself serving as its last coach before the Nazis marched into Vienna, the club was disbanded, the records of its achievements expunged from the history books.

         Up to 600,000 of Guttmann’s fellow Hungarian Jews, including his sister and elderly father, were also murdered. In a 54-day period in the spring and early summer of 1944 that plumbed the depths of hell, fully 435,000 of them were transported to extermination camps, the overwhelming majority to Auschwitz, at a rate of more than 8,000 a day – with one Jew put to death every eleven seconds.

         The voracious Nazi machine eliminated at least eighteen Béla Guttmanns and nineteen Béla Gutmans, not to mention four Béla Guttmans, ten Bella Gutmans and three Bella Guttmanns. Legend has it that our hero, Béla Guttmann the football man, managed to avoid the Holocaust by decamping to neutral Switzerland. But as with many details about Guttmann’s life, the truth is rather more noteworthy than we have been led to believe.

         He was in fact in Hungary throughout 1944, somehow surviving the devastation all around him. For months, he lived like a rat in a dingy attic near Budapest, while thousands of his fellow Jews in the immediate vicinity were being dragged off to be murdered. He subsequently escaped from the gruelling humiliation of forced labour on the eve of a planned deportation and almost certain death, thereafter rebuilding his life to quite astonishing effect.

         We don’t have to be brilliant psychologists to believe that Hakoah’s brash contrariness, or Guttmann’s double fleeing from persecution and the obliteration of his world, were all important determinants of his future character. Bullish, argumentative, outspoken, distrustful, itinerant, iconoclastic, impulsive – Guttmann was the archetypal outsider who knew the establishment would never accept him, but who scorned their judgement and ploughed his own furrow regardless.

         
            • • •

         

         Béla Guttmann’s life story is the epitome of human triumph in the wake of adversity, the prime sporting example from a generation of inspirational Holocaust survivors who cast off the horrors of the past to achieve great personal success. A little more than a decade and a half after the extermination camps were closed down, denoting the end of an era in which much of Europe wanted him and his people dead, Guttmann ended up lifting the most prestigious sporting prize in that very continent. From the death pits of Europe to champion of Europe in little more than sixteen years.

         This book is therefore not just an examination of a man whose influence on the football world resonates to this day, but of one of life’s great survivors. It was Iain Dowie, the former British professional footballer turned pundit, who coined the term ‘bouncebackability’, referring to the ability of certain sporting personalities or teams to recover from negative circumstances and forge success. In this respect, is there anyone who can match Guttmann?

         ‘In life, I was down more than I was up,’ he said during his final years; some statement for a man who won twelve major titles throughout his distinguished playing and coaching career. But he was right, nonetheless.

         Aside from this human story of resilience set against a dramatic footballing backdrop, Guttmann’s life also symbolises something far broader, in two ways reflecting the hugely colourful but tragic span of Jewish history.

         He lived in fourteen different countries, with several stints in some, mirroring the peripatetic nature of Jewish populations throughout the ages. Hungary, Yugoslavia, Austria, the United States, the Netherlands, Romania, Italy, Argentina, Cyprus, Brazil, Portugal, Uruguay, Switzerland and Greece – all of these countries benefited from Guttmann’s presence at some stage, and just as with virtually every country in the world, each has a captivating, often harrowing, Jewish story to tell.

         Guttmann’s life story of near-death and renewal also echoes the Jewish experience of the twentieth century in particular, of surely the most astonishing national comeback in human history.

         The Jewish nation was on the floor in 1945. Abandoned to their fate by the world’s hatred or indifference, six million of its people lay dead, including more than a million of the children who embodied its future. Tens of thousands of survivors languished in internment camps, with many more roaming around Europe seeking lost loved ones, only to be met on many occasions with yet more hatred and violence at the hands of their former neighbours.

         But just three short years later, in 1948, the state of Israel was founded, the first Jewish sovereign state for almost two millennia. In May 1961, as Guttmann’s Benfica took to the field against Barcelona in Bern to claim their first European Cup, the Jewish state that had already successfully defended itself in wars against its own neighbours was at that very time prosecuting Adolf Eichmann, one of the principal Nazi masterminds of the Holocaust, in a Jewish court with Jewish judges in its ancient capital of Jerusalem. For the Jewish nation, as for Guttmann, the world had turned on its head, only this time for the better.

         You shouldn’t therefore expect a conventional biography of a great sports coach with a compelling personality who led a fascinating life and heavily influenced the direction of modern-day football, although this is certainly a story well worth telling in its own right. Throughout the book, most notably at the start of each chapter, the symbolism and background of Guttmann’s life will feature strongly, with the biographical story placed within the context of the Jewish history of either the time or the place in which he finds himself. This background also underlines Guttmann’s phenomenal achievement, emerging as a winner against all the odds.

         One final point before the story begins. This is also very much a book about Europe. Guttmann’s life straddled two contrasting visions of Europe that correspond with its conflicting history – one of barbarism and genocide, and one of beauty, wonder and romance, of balmy May evenings in magnificent cities, where great players would stretch every sinew before joyous crowds in a bid to win football’s holy grail, the European Cup. At a time of renewed and escalating tension in that continent, as the last remnants of once-great Jewish communities pray in their synagogues and study in their schools behind high wire fences and armed guards, the story of Guttmann’s life asks the question: which of these visions will triumph in our times?

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 1

            THE FIRST ESCAPES

         

         ‘Here comes the Jew!’ shouted the concierge of the Budapest apartment block as József Baumgarten approached. A crowd appeared from nowhere, chasing the First World War veteran to his home on the third floor.

         Finding the apartment locked, he quickly ran into a neighbour’s house. The mob broke down his door anyway, set about beating up his younger brother, Zsigmond, and threatened to hang his grandmother. In his subsequent statement to the Jewish Legal Aid Office, Baumgarten recounts the story about what subsequently happened on that August day in 1919:

         
            My brother fled to the apartment of the neighbour Béla Rotling and closed the door. The crowd ran after him – a day labourer named János Putnik … who was the gang’s leader and who beat my brother most severely, broke the window above the door. In this way, the crowd entered the apartment. Here they began to beat my brother again. A few minutes later I heard a loud noise. My brother was lying dead on the ground floor (of the building’s inner courtyard). Whether he jumped or was thrown out of the window, I do not know.

         

         Jószef Baumgarten himself was eventually beaten so badly that he was   hospitalised for six weeks. Putnik was arrested, only to be released after three days.

         This episode offers a snapshot of the White Terror, which bullied, beat and murdered Jews throughout Hungary between 1919 and 1921, the years immediately following the end of a war in which around 10,000 Hungarian Jews had died fighting for the Austro-Hungarian army.

         The White Terror was a savage reaction to the brief but brutal rule of the Hungarian Soviet Republic, led by Béla Kun from March to August 1919. Even beforehand, the search for a scapegoat to blame for the country’s humiliating defeat in the First World War, not to mention the continuing success of Jews in economic and cultural life, had served to nourish anti-Semitism. The prominence of Jews (most of whom had previously converted to Christianity) in the overthrown Communist government, including the half-Jewish Kun himself, was the additional catalyst which ensured that anti-Jewish violence would be the bloody centrepiece of the White Terror.

         Orchestrated by Admiral Miklós Horthy, the commander of the counter-revolutionary National Army, and by his sadistic henchman Pál Prónay, White Terror units rampaged through the countryside, moving from village to town in the hunt for Jews. In Marcali, six Jews were hanged in August 1919; in nearby Csurgó, where the sixty-five Jewish families had lost thirteen men in the war, seven of their number were massacred in September; that same month, a unit armed with hand grenades and machine guns sought out and murdered all the Jews in Diszel; in November, eight Jews – two teachers, two lawyers, a banker, a merchant, a student and a printer’s apprentice – were hacked to death in Kecskemét. The litany of murder was to continue unabated, with Budapest becoming the focus of the attacks in 1920 after the National Army had taken control of the capital. In total, some 3,000 Hungarian Jews are believed to have been murdered in the onslaught.

         The new government’s legal framework followed a similar pattern. In   1920, the Hungarian Parliament passed the so-called numerus clausus law, the first anti-Semitic law in post-First World War Europe. No new students, the law stipulated, should be accepted to universities unless they were ‘loyal from the national and moral standpoint’, and ‘the proportion of members of the various ethnic and national groups in the total number of students should amount to the proportion of such ethnic and national groups in the total population’. The law was clearly targeted at Jews, and had its desired effect. The proportion of Jews at the Budapest Institute of Sciences collapsed, for example, from 34 per cent in 1913 to 8 per cent in 1925.

         The frightened and disoriented Jewish community responded in time-honoured fashion, professing their loyalty and patriotism, and using rational forms of argument in an attempt to persuade an irr ational enemy that they shouldn’t hate Jews. The Israelite Congregation of Pest made a declaration:

         
            The Congregation wishes to state that for every single Communist there are at least a thousand Hungarian citizens of the Jewish faith who in both peace and war faithfully served the Hungarian fatherland and nation, and in the mournful period of proletarian dictatorship suffered beyond endurance, and stand just as far from the erroneous doctrines of Communist morality as anybody else.

         

         Twenty-five years later, in the face of yet another incarnation of the longest hatred, the credibility of this policy of reasoned persuasion against bigotry was to perish in the gas chambers and ovens of Auschwitz, along with many of its former proponents. Horthy, meanwhile, who died an old man in Portugal in the 1950s, was reinterred in Hungary in 1993 amid much pomp and ceremony, and labelled a ‘patriot’ by the sitting Prime Minister.

         
            • • •

         

         If we are serious about understanding Béla Guttmann,* we cannot ignore the seismic change in his immediate environment during his most formative years. The Budapest into which he was born on 27 January 1899, teeming with happy and flourishing Jewish life, was an altogether more tranquil place than the one he fled from twice as a young adult, both during and after the White Terror.

         At close to 170,000, the number of Jews then represented a quarter of the total Budapest population. What’s more, these Jews were enjoying a golden period, in the main accepted by the majority population and living free from state discrimination. The Budapest-born Jewish historian Raphael Patai wrote that:

         
            in no period in their long history did Hungarian Jews feel as much at home in the haza (fatherland), as much at one with their Christian Magyar compatriots, as much part of the great national endeavour … as in the half-century between their emancipation and the end of World War 1.

         

         In December 1867, a few months after Hungary had been granted full internal independence within the framework of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, its Parliament had abolished all laws that denied Jews civil and political rights. Primarily due to the removal of legal obstacles to their settlement in cities, Jews immediately flooded into Budapest, mostly from the nearby countryside. In just three decades, the size of the Jewish population of the city had quadrupled. By Guttmann’s birth, of all the cities in Europe, only Warsaw had more Jews.

         The burgeoning community enthusiastically embraced the process of Magyarisation (or Hungarianisation) introduced by the Hungarian government in a bid to unify an ethnically disparate nation that now included many Slovaks, Croats, Germans and Romanians, as well as Jews. 

         Linguistic preferences highlight this trend. In the mid-nineteenth century, the overwhelming majority of Budapest Jews had spoken German as their first language. But by the turn of the century, a similar majority listed Hungarian as their mother tongue. (Two-thirds of Budapest Jews, however, remained completely fluent in the two languages, a capability that enabled Guttmann, although instantly recognisable as an outsider by his trademark heavy Hungarian accent, to integrate easily into Viennese life in later years.)

         Jews eagerly professed their loyalty to the Hungarian nation, a move welcomed by the local Magyars, who sought to tip the balance in their own favour against the non-Magyar minorities. In this way, Hungarian Jews were no different in the perception of their environment, and in their resulting calculations, from many of their counterparts in the western half of Europe. They sensed that an unwritten social contract between them and the host nation was on offer: Jews would be free from persecution if they professed Jewishness to be a religion only, and dropped the associated national, cultural and linguistic baggage.

         After the first Zionist Congress was held in Basel in 1897, prominent Hungarian Jewish leaders from across the religious spectrum queued up to voice their disapproval of the nascent nationalist movement.

         Lipót Lipschitz, president of the Orthodox Intermediary Office, proclaimed that ‘in judging Zionism, the Orthodox are unanimous with the Jews who belong to the progressives’. He continued: ‘They, too, condemn this rash movement, which sins against both patriotism and religion. The Magyars of the Jewish faith want to thrive here at home; they have not the slightest intention of founding a Jewish state in Palestine.’ It was a stance that angered and disappointed Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, who had been born and brought up in Budapest, leading him to refer to Hungary as ‘the withered branch on the tree of world Jewry’.

         Ambitious Jews mimicked the dress and customs of upper-class Hungarians, with a disproportionately high number even taking to the gentlemanly pursuit of duelling when slighted. Between 1881 and 1919, an estimated 45,000 Hungarian Jews changed their name to something less conspicuously Jewish. Every year, several hundred even took the opportunity to convert to Christianity.

         The community as a whole drifted slowly and contentedly towards full assimilation into Hungarian society. In 1900, fewer than one in ten Jewish bridegrooms in Budapest married outside the faith, but this percentage trebled in just fifteen years as the children of migrants to the city threw off what many viewed as the shackles of tradition.

         Professional, commercial and artistic success abounded. Jewish Budapest squeezed all available potential from its newly acquired freedom, and bubbled with energy. Nearly 60 per cent of lawyers and doctors in the city were Jews, and around half of all journalists, with an even higher proportion at the most influential newspapers and journals. Jewish entrepreneurs powered the city economy – two-thirds of self-employed business people were Jews. The fields of literature, academia and the arts were all packed with Jews, who thus played a key role as the cultural gatekeepers of the Hungarian nation.

         In short, the Budapest into which Guttmann was born was, to a very large extent, a Jewish city, one that unsurprisingly earned the sobriquet ‘Judapest’ among Europe’s perennial army of anti-Semitic detractors. It was also a Jewish city that felt itself utterly at ease in Hungarian society, considered itself insulated from the pogroms taking place in what seemed a distant world farther east, and was blissfully unaware of what was soon to befall it. If you had convened an audience of Budapest Jews in the early years of the twentieth century, Guttmann’s family included, and told them what they would soon experience, they would have thought you were mad.

         Trusting the outside world, they were soon to learn, was a very naive thing to do.

         
            • • •

         

         Béla Guttmann’s early life was in some ways typical of the wider Jewish experience in Budapest at the time, but was nevertheless not entirely conventional.

         His parents, Abráhám and Eszter (née Szántó), were part of the huge influx of other Hungarian Jews to Budapest in the late nineteenth century, in their case from the north-eastern part of the country, from two small villages (Tiszaújhely and Kisbégány) that now form part of Ukraine. At least one of Béla’s two elder siblings was born in Tiszaszalka, another small village in eastern Hungary. It seems therefore that Abráhám and Eszter were comparatively late migrants to Budapest, arriving shortly before Béla’s birth in 1899.

         From the sketchy details of his early life, we can also surmise that the young Béla’s upbringing will have been substantially less religious than that of his parents. This reflected a growing Magyarisation, and the relative secularism of Budapest Jews compared to the outlying Hungarian provinces of Eastern Hungary which clung on, more stubbornly, to the rituals of traditional Judaism and the Yiddish language.

         His name, Béla, for example, was typical of those given to Jewish children of his generation, popular among the general non-Jewish population, but standing in contrast to his own parents’ biblical Hebrew names. The same could be said for his elder sister Szerén, his elder brother Ármin and his younger brother Ernő.

         The first seeds of Guttmann’s sense of outsiderness, later to be heavily reinforced by bitter experience, may well have been sown in his very first years. Budapest was at the time divided into ten districts, with Jews in the main choosing to live in voluntary ghettos in a small area of the city, where they could be surrounded by friends and family and communal facilities. The Guttmann family, however, lived in the working-class district of Kőbánya, where only 1 per cent of Budapest Jews lived. It neighboured the areas of Erzsébetváros and Terézváros, which, by contrast, thronged with more than 100,000 Jews. The children were brought up as Jews amid Gentiles, separated from the many other Jews who lived in the same city.

         Moreover, the family’s social status and relative poverty were at variance with the norm of middle-class affluence. At the time of Béla’s birth, Abráhám worked as a clerk in a lamp factory. Later on, he veered in an unusual direction, setting up a dance school with his wife Eszter. It was a career choice far removed from the traders and intellectuals who dominated Budapest Jewish life.

         In his last years, Béla recalled that he often went around as a youngster ‘with empty pockets and a hungry stomach’, a long-held memory that helps to explain his constant striving for better contracts and more financial security in later years.

         
            • • •

         

         A Jew born in 1899 in central or eastern Europe didn’t, when viewed in retrospect, have the greatest life prospects. But Guttmann was certainly more fortunate than those born a few years before him. The official conscription age for the Austro-Hungarian army in the First World War was twenty-one years, rendering Guttmann too young for a war that ravaged the Hungarian nation. The country’s total number of casualties (killed or wounded) was more than 350,000, constituting an almost incredible 93 per cent of its entire armed forces. Jewish Budapest was no exception to this suffering, with 4,000 of its men killed. Few families within the community would have remained unscathed.

         Free from such military constraints and uninterested in conventional study, Guttmann initially followed his parents’ chosen career, qualifying as a dance instructor at the age of sixteen. As we shall see, the qualification allowed him to supplement his sometimes modest earnings as a football player. Certainly, his dancing ability was a pointer to the poise and balance that was to characterise his later life as an elegant, ball-playing centre-half.

         Guttmann’s attraction to football was very much in keeping with the time and place of his upbringing, with the Jewish community playing as dominant and influential a role in the sport as it did in so many other spheres of life. A British import, football had started to take off throughout continental Europe since the turn of the century, and Hungary embraced it with particular enthusiasm. Several of the great Hungarian clubs of the future, such as MTK, Ferencváros and Újpest, were formed as early as the late nineteenth century, even before the establishment of various giants of the modern era, such as Real Madrid, Inter Milan or Bayern Munich.

         The Hungarian league (known as Nemzeti Bajnokság) was formed in 1901, and the sport immediately became highly fashionable within the capital. The Hungarian-born historian John Lukacs writes that:

         
            by 1910, soccer was popular enough that famous actors and actresses were game to appear on the field, in order to start off an important match by punting the ball; there exists a photograph of the elegant Lord Mayor of Budapest, István Bárczy, in a top hat and Prince Albert coat, kicking off the ball with great verve and an agreeable smile.

         

         Guttmann’s first club was Törekvés, a small outfit in his local Kőbánya district of Budapest, and a breeding ground for many who would later become top players, often abroad. He joined Törekvés at the age of eighteen in 1917, featuring in the same squad as his elder brother, Ármin, who was not only a fellow footballer but had also followed the family tradition in training as a dance teacher.

         Béla helped the team to a creditable third place in the twelve-team premier league in 1918. Indeed, by the spring of 1920, his performances had become sufficiently impressive to attract interested scouts from other clubs. The Guttmann brothers, however, had other ideas. They put football aside and travelled 300 kilometres south to Újvidék, now Novi Sad in Serbia, to set up a dance school.

         We can attribute two reasons for a move that has been wholly absent from previous commentary on Guttmann’s life. First, the murderous assault on Jews was fully evident in Budapest by 1920. Although Újvidék had been part of Hungary for several decades, the post-First World War settlement had placed it within the new republic of Yugoslavia, rendering it immune from the White Terror. Yet, at the same time, there were still many Hungarian-speakers in the city to make up a sizeable potential market for the Guttmann brothers. They could make some money there without worrying too much about who was walking up behind them in the street.

         Second, financial reward from football was negligible. Although clubs did make small, illicit payments to players, football was an amateur sport in continental Europe until Austria, where Guttmann was by then playing, introduced the first professional league in 1924. At any rate, it is interesting to note that Guttmann was by no means committed to a career in football in young adulthood.

         In early 1921, the Guttmann brothers did eventually decide to return to Budapest, where the incidence of beatings and murders of Jews in the streets and cafés of the capital had subsided somewhat since the previous year. Although the dancing school business had been going well, Béla’s head was turned by an offer from the all-powerful MTK Budapest, who had identified him as a replacement for their centre-half, Ferenc Nyúl, a recent signing for Hagibor Cluj in Romania, one of the many Jewish clubs that were springing up in Europe at that time.

         Guttmann would have found it difficult to turn his nose up at an opportunity to join a team that had just won four successive championships. It was a major career break, and it was here that he was first to experience the sweet taste of footballing success that he was to enjoy over a span of forty years.

         But before this success materialised, his first big opening in football had almost fallen flat on its face. When the Guttmann brothers returned to Budapest, they were twice hauled in front of the disciplinary committee of the football association to explain their time in Újvidék. With earnings from football prohibited, they first had to prove that they were deriving income from another source, their dancing school. They admitted that they had played for the local club Újvidéki, but satisfied the committee that they had participated only in friendly matches.

         Back in Budapest, however, a scandal erupted when some players from Pécs recognised Béla as a former teammate. Although Pécs (in the south of the country) was then under Serbian military occupation, it was considered part of Hungarian territory, and was still under the jurisdiction of the Hungarian Football Association. The players claimed that in September 1920, while he was living in Újvidék, Guttmann had played for Pécsi MFC in a lower league game. This was a clear contravention of the regulations, as players were not allowed to play for two teams in the country in one season (Béla was now playing for MTK).

         MTK were threatened with a points deduction, and Guttmann with a ban of up to two years for lying to the disciplinary committee. When challenged about the indiscretion, Guttmann’s defence rested on the good will of the committee. He told them that he simply ‘forgot to disclose’ his solitary appearance.

         This incident was to mark the first of a very long list of brushes with authority in a football career that spanned almost sixty years. On this occasion, the committee took a tolerant view, with both MTK and Guttmann remaining unpunished.

         
            • • •

         

         MTK stands for Magyar Testgyakorlók Köre, the Circle of Hungarian Fitness Activists. Founded in 1888, the club’s name belies the club’s Jewish origins, which accounts for the extreme racist abuse its few remaining supporters still suffer to this day, and offers a clear example of how the Budapest Jewish community of the era sought to assert its Hungarian credentials.†

         Indeed, the culture of MTK was a far cry from the forceful Jewish nationalism of Guttmann’s next club, Hakoah Vienna. The Jewish businessmen who founded and financed MTK were motivated by practical, rather than ideological, concerns. At a time when aristocratic sports clubs excluded Jews and pursued genteel sports such as fencing and horse-riding, the founders envisaged that MTK, by contrast, would be a place where ‘everyone, without discrimination, had a chance to pursue the “latest” sports at a high level’.

         But whatever image the club sought to project, the public (non-Jewish) perception was very different. In the popular imagination, the two clubs that vied for supremacy in Hungarian football during the first three decades of the twentieth century represented two distinct ethnic groups: German (Ferencváros) and Jewish (MTK). Any game between the clubs is even now still known as the Örökrangadó, the eternal rivalry. 

         Ferencváros was founded in 1899 in the Budapest district of the same name, then inhabited by people from the city’s working class and lower middle class, often of German descent. The club is still known locally by its nickname, Fradi, which recalls the German name Franzstadt that was commonly used for the district at the time of the club’s founding, rather than by its official Hungarian name, Ferencváros.

         As the two clubs battled it out on the pitch, they engaged in a parallel confrontation off it, vying with each other to prove how Hungarian they were. The founders of Ferencváros decreed that the team’s colours should be green and white, two of the colours of the Hungarian flag, believing this to be a clear signal that their club was more authentically nationalist than its rival with the ‘M’ for Magyar in its name.

         For its part, MTK erected a new 20,000-capacity stadium in 1912 on a Budapest boulevard conveniently named Hungária. Fourteen years later, after Guttmann’s departure, the club even took advantage of this (possible) coincidence by temporarily changing its name to Hungária.

         Despite MTK’s best efforts, one club’s bid for Magyarisation, for acceptance within the wider society, was clearly more successful than the other’s. Ferencváros were frequently described as a team with a fighting spirit, representing the Hungarian soul, whereas MTK’s game was thought to be based on intelligence, on footballing brain. As the Hungarian sociologist Miklós Hadas puts it, ‘At the beginning of the century, the concept and connotations of the “Fradi-heart” implied a sensitive, good-hearted, compassionate, enthusiastic petty-bourgeoisie who felt Hungarian, as against the coldly calculating, business-like, alienated big bourgeoisie of foreign origin – MTK.’

         These generalisations stuck, despite the fact that the players of both teams came from a similar working-class and lower-middle-class background, and that Ferencváros also had a substantial number of Jewish players. (Around a quarter of their players in the first three decades of the century were Jews, compared to more than half of MTK players: one indicator of the extent of Jewish participation and influence in Hungarian football.) As anti-Semitism became a more powerful phenomenon, erupting in full force around the time Guttmann signed for MTK, so the confrontation between the two teams became increasingly viewed as a battle between the cunning Jew and the honest Gentile.

         
            • • •

         

         MTK’s image as a clever and sophisticated footballing team was not without foundation, but in reality this owed just as much to British influence as to Jews.

         Just before the First World War, central European football had begun to differentiate its style, focusing on short passing, rather than the dribbling, the physicality and the long, hopeful punt upfield, which all marked the game played in England, the country where football originated. The central European passing style was itself influenced by the methods practised in Scottish football, which for some decades had believed itself to be a cut above the Auld Enemy of England, stressing a more technical and aesthetic approach to the game.

         MTK’s highly charismatic Jewish president, the businessman Alfréd Brüll, who led the club throughout its glory days and until its forced dissolution in 1940 and his own eventual murder in Auschwitz, made a calculated decision to import this style, appointing several British exponents of the passing game as his head coach. The first was a Scot, John Tait ‘Jacky’ Robertson, who took the reins in 1911. His two-year stay clearly made a profound impression, with a later obituary commenting that ‘it was often said by leaders of the game in Austria and Hungary that it was Jacky Robertson who laid the foundations of the cultured style of football played there’.

         But the man who made by far the most significant impression on MTK was a Lancastrian by the name of Jimmy Hogan.

         Hogan, a former inside forward for Burnley and Bolton Wanderers, was a firm believer in the Scottish school of football. Just before the First World War, he had worked as coach of the Austrian national team together with Hugo Meisl, a Czech Jew brought up in Vienna, of whom we shall see more later.

         The unlikely pair spotted a major strategic gap in a sport that had largely spurned cerebral input and overlooked the potential impact of on-field tactics and organisation. They ‘believed that movement was necessary, that too many teams were too rigid and so predictable,’ writes Jonathan Wilson in his history of football tactics, Inverting the Pyramid. ‘Both believed that it was necessary to make the ball do the work, that swift combinations of passes were preferable to dribbling.’

         Their dreams of Olympic Games glory with Austria, however, came to an abrupt end at the onset of war. Initially arrested as an enemy alien, Hogan was eventually rescued from the footballing wilderness by MTK, who pulled the necessary diplomatic strings with the Austrian authorities to appoint him as coach in 1916. He stayed for just two seasons, leaving eighteen months before Guttmann’s arrival, but his enduring impact on the culture and style of MTK and Hungarian football was incalculable.

         Hogan was a revolutionary, a coach decades ahead of his time. Once ensconced in Budapest, he sought a blank canvas of enthusiastic and talented young players whom he could inculcate with his preferred style of play through a relentless and meticulous training schedule. It was a strategy, later followed by other great managers‡ such as Matt Busby and Alex Ferguson at Manchester United, designed to perpetuate success by institutionalising a system that could withstand the exit or ageing of individual players. ‘The basis of modern football in this age must be built around the holy trinity of handling the ball, fitness and constructive tactics,’ he said.

         Hogan’s approach was also characterised by an unprecedented attention to players’ diet, and by an obsessive focus on the minutest detail – the state of the pitch or the position of the sun – which might somehow present his team with a narrow advantage.

         Brüll’s original foresight and Hogan’s vision paid handsome dividends. MTK won the league in both seasons Hogan was coach, and for the next seven seasons after he left.

         Jews dominated the MTK team during these golden years. Aside from Guttmann, there were men such as József Braun, the half-back discovered by Hogan, who represented Hungary twenty-seven times before perishing in a forced labour camp in 1943, aged forty-two; Gyula Feldmann, the full-back who went on to coach several major European clubs, including MTK itself; and two sets of brothers, all four Hungarian internationals – Vilmos and Adolf Kertész, and Kálmán and Jenő Konrád.

         Under the coach Béla Sebestyén, a Jew who had played for MTK and the Hungary national team for several years, Guttmann helped the club to stroll to the championship in 1920/21, with just one defeat and nine goals conceded in twenty-four games, and with eighty-two goals scored (mostly by the fearsome striking trio of György Orth, György Molnár and the great goalscorer Imre Schlosser). The season also boasted a double conquest of fierce rivals Ferencváros, with Guttmann playing in the 3–1 home victory in front of 30,000 overjoyed fans. 

         Despite what was to be only a year-long stay at the club, the Hogan-inspired MTK experience looks like it had a major effect on Guttmann’s later approach to management.

         As he was to show at Benfica several decades later, Guttmann went out of his way to identify young talent and make it thrive. An emphasis on short passing and ball skills was, for him, a basic imperative. ‘If the original founders of football had wanted players to focus on headwork,’ Guttmann once said, ‘they would have named the game headball, not football.’ He was perpetually searching for the extra detail, the 1 per cent, which could turn a game his way. And, like Hogan, he insisted on maximum fitness through rigorous training sessions, and that his team adhere to a strict code of discipline in their lifestyles.

         In being swayed by the ideas of the English pioneer, he was far from alone. Under the direct or indirect influence of Hogan, a whole generation of Hungarian coaches, many of them Jews, were later to shape the direction of European and world football.

         In fact, we can trace a direct link from Hogan to MTK players to the dominance of one of the greatest international teams the world has ever known, the Hungarian national team of the 1950s, known locally as the ‘Aranycsapat’ (Golden Team). The head coach of the team that trounced England twice and shook up the entire world of football throughout this era was Gusztáv Sebes, who played for MTK in the late 1920s, several years after Hogan and Guttmann had left the club.

         ‘We played football as Jimmy Hogan taught us,’ Sebes once said. ‘When our football history is told, his name should be written in gold letters.’ Sebes’s assistant coach was Gyula Mándi, a Jew who played at MTK with Guttmann and earned thirty-two international caps for Hungary as a half-back.

         The extraordinary impact of ex-MTK players was felt far beyond Hungarian borders. The flourishing of what now is commonly regarded as the greatest footballing nation in history, Brazil, owes much to two MTK Jews: Izidor (Dori) Kürschner and Béla Guttmann. Kürschner played for MTK before Hogan arrived and then managed the team for a year when the latter returned to England in 1918, introducing new European training methods and the fashionable W-M tactical formation to a still naive footballing culture when he coached Flamengo, the Rio de Janeiro club, just before the Second World War.§

         Guttmann himself used the later 4-2-4 formation (four defenders, two midfielders and four attackers, a later adaptation of W-M), at São Paulo in the late 1950s. According to Jonathan Wilson, his combination of this system with a direct, attacking style was pivotal, forming ‘the tactical basis for the gloriously fluid teams of Pelé, Jairzinho and Garrincha’, which were to win the World Cup three times in four attempts from 1958 to 1970.

         It is not difficult to see why Guttmann and the other MTK Jews, marginalised or even despised by so many in Hungary and Europe in general, identified with Hogan’s ideas so strongly, and were such eager learners.

         The Lancastrian was very much an outsider. He was an innovator whose ideas were rejected by the old-school establishment of the Football Association in his home country, but who was nevertheless labelled a traitor in England for devoting so many years to coaching foreigners. Hogan’s open challenge to the prevailing orthodoxy will have sat comfortably with the ‘disputatious people’, as the British novelist Howard Jacobson, among others, likes to describe his fellow Jews.

         It was a perfect match: the analytical teacher and the Jewish students from a culture that prized shrewd brain over mindless brawn.

         As well as the specific footballing wisdom, Guttmann and the others will also have learned important life lessons from Hogan’s lasting imprint on MTK – the value of continuous progress and self-improvement, the dangers of complacency, and the outsider’s obligation to work far harder than the clubbable insider to achieve success. The perfectionist and industrious Hogan once said that ‘the coach who does not study commits the same mistake as the winemaker who, attracted by the beauty of the fruit, leaves it to die on the plant’.

         Guttmann’s restlessness throughout his later coaching career may well have derived in part from Hogan’s obsessive belief in perpetual education. When the dynamic process of mutual learning between player and coach dissipates, when there is little new to absorb from one another, it is time to move on.

         
            • • •

         

         Guttmann’s successful season at MTK was rewarded with a first international cap, in June 1921. He even scored in a 3–0 victory over Germany in Budapest. As befitting the era, eight of the starting XI were MTK players, and six were Jews, including the Ferencvarós half-back Zoltán Blum.

         Interestingly, the selection of Guttmann and his Jewish teammates came in the immediate aftermath of the White Terror. It is perhaps testament to the Jewish dominance of the sport that even the surrounding extreme anti-Semitism could not stop them being picked. The Hungarian national team needed its Jews. It was only after a humiliating defeat at the Paris Olympics of 1924, as we shall see later, that the surrounding prejudice seeped more obviously into football.

         But the atmosphere was certainly still nasty enough for Guttmann, and for thousands of Budapest Jews of his generation, to seek pastures new. Given their bilingual capability, and what Tibor Frank, in his book The Double Exile, refers to as the ‘deep German embeddedness of Hungarian culture’, the vast majority opted for German-speaking environments. Berlin, with an intellectual atmosphere considered by many émigrés to rival that of pre-war Budapest, was by far the most popular initial destination, before many eventually sought sanctuary in the United States as the climate worsened.

         For Jewish footballers, however, Vienna held more appeal. It was there that Meisl and Hogan had first put their new thinking into practice, and where the revolutionary phenomenon of football tactics was now a central topic of conversation among the predominantly Jewish intellectuals who frequented the city’s many coffee houses. And there was a football club by the name of Hakoah Vienna that was starting to make waves, with its combination of footballing excellence and vigorous Jewish self-confidence. Hakoah can have appealed only to a curious and ambitious individual who had just witnessed the degrading horrors of the White Terror unfold around him.

         The intimidating climate of Jew hatred was not, however, the only reason for Guttmann’s departure. A new coach had arrived at MTK, Herbert Burgess, formerly a player at both Manchester City and Manchester United, and Guttmann found himself out of favour. Ferenc Nyúl had returned after a year in Cluj and had started to dislodge him from the centre half-berth in the team, with Guttmann making just four league appearances in the first few months of the 1921/22 season.

         It seems strange that a player who was to prove such an asset and attract such rave reviews in Vienna should be discarded in this way. We can certainly speculate that the club’s narrow escape from punishment over his undisclosed appearance for Pécsi MFC would have hardly endeared him to his employer.

         Furthermore, a serious scandal over illegal payments to supposedly amateur footballers erupted in Hungarian football during this winter. Although Guttmann was not himself implicated, several of his MTK teammates were indeed punished. Rather than wait to be brought to heel by an investigation that may well, given the prevailing environment, have developed anti-Semitic overtones, Guttmann simply packed his bags and left.

         The day after Béla Guttmann’s twenty-third birthday, 28 January 1922, the Hungarian-language Viennese newspaper, Bécsi Magyar Újság, itself founded by recent émigrés, announced his transfer to Hakoah. ‘We don’t have to stress the fact that Hakoah has won a first-class player with Guttmann,’ said the report.

         In a footballing sense, he was moving from one centre of excellence to another, less than 250 kilometres away. But if he was expecting a more sedate setting in which to ply his trade, he was very much mistaken. In a Jewish sense, Guttmann was moving from the Budapest frying pan into the Viennese fire.

         
            * The surname is spelt Guttman on his original birth certificate. It seems that the family started using the more Germanic double ‘n’ during his youth.

            † MTK crowds are now sparse (an average of fewer than 1,500 people), but the fans are still mostly Jews.

            ‡ I have used the terms ‘coach’ and ‘manager’ interchangeably throughout this book. ‘Manager’ is still the term most commonly used in the UK.

            § The W-M formation consisted of three full-backs, two half-backs, two inside forwards, two wingers and a centre-forward.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 2

            YEARS OF DEFIANCE

         

         Attempted assimilation, reawakening of identity, personal success, false sense of security, exclusion, capture, defiance, murder. With these words, we can summarise the life of Fritz Löhner-Beda, co-founder of the all-Jewish, Zionist sports club, Hakoah Vienna. With these words, we can summarise the lives of so many of his Jewish contemporaries, and of so many Jews of so many eras.

         Born as Bedřich Löwy in 1883 in eastern Bohemia, in the modern-day Czech Republic, he moved to Vienna with his family as a young boy, where his surname was changed to the less Jewish-sounding Löhner. His parents may have wanted to pass unnoticed into Gentile society, but Löhner-Beda (Beda being his later pen name) was clearly in no mood to be similarly bashful. While still at school, he wrote satirical verses ridiculing Jews who were attempting to assimilate into Austrian society. At university, he joined the Zionist student association Kadima (the Hebrew word for ‘forwards’).

         In 1909, at the age of twenty-six, he combined his love of football and pride in his Jewish identity to establish Hakoah. Löhner-Beda was not one to look backwards to a past of Jewish weakness and impotence.

         He was as prominent in his chosen career as he was within the Jewish   community of Vienna. Originally a lawyer, and then a writer of satires and sketches for newspapers, he became one of the best-known librettists in the Viennese cultural powerhouse of the 1920s, writing and producing several popular operettas.

         Like 300,000 other Jewish men, he served in the Austro-Hungarian army in the First World War, emerging as an officer. With this very considerable cultural and military contribution, Löhner-Beda lived his dual existence, an assertive Jew living in an increasingly hostile society.

         By 1938, that fragile balance, which countless Jews have struggled to maintain throughout the ages, had become an insurmountable contradiction. Almost immediately after the Anschluss (the Nazi German annexation of Austria), he was shut out of the Austrian music scene, and many of his non-Jewish friends and colleagues distanced themselves from him. He was sent to concentration camps in Dachau, and then Buchenwald, where for three years he tried as best he could to organise cultural activities. His defiance and stubborn optimism were encapsulated in the Buchenwald anthem he composed while an inmate:

         ‘O Buchenwald, we don’t complain and wail,

         and whatever our future may be,

         we still will say Yes to life,

         for some day the day will come when we are free.’

         For Löhner-Beda, that day never arrived. On 4 December 1942, and already gravely ill, the 59-year-old found himself in the workcamp Monowitz, part of the Auschwitz complex. Raul Hilberg, in his comprehensive history of the Holocaust, The Destruction of the European Jews, takes up the story:

         
            A party of I. G. Farben*  dignitaries passed by. One of the directors pointed to Dr. Löhner-Beda and said to his SS companion, ‘this Jewish swine  could work a little faster’. Another director then chanced the remark, ‘If they can’t work, let them perish in the gas chamber.’ After the inspection was over, Dr. Löhner-Beda was pulled out of the work party and was beaten and kicked until, a dying man, he was left in the arms of his inmate friend, to end his life in I. G. Auschwitz. 

         

         It was in this way that this highly cultured man, who did so much to bring Hakoah Vienna to adoring Jews throughout the world, met his end in the freezing wastes of Poland at the hands of smirking murderers. The only consolation was that he probably died without knowing what had happened to his family. Three months earlier, on 31 August 1942, his wife, Helene, and daughters, Liselotte and Evamaria, then thirteen and fourteen years old, were deported from Vienna to Minsk, where their party was herded into specially altered gas vans, and murdered.

         
            • • •

         

         Béla Guttmann, fleeing the racism of his native Hungary, signed for Hakoah Vienna thirteen years after the club’s founding.

         He joined a team in the ascendant, but one that had not yet reached its pinnacle. The next four and a half years until he departed the club in 1926 marked not just the height of Guttmann’s playing career, but also the outstanding and most prestigious demonstration of Jewish team success in the history of sport. This was not a team, it must be emphasised, made up of players who just so happened to be Jews or, as was the case with MTK and several other European clubs until the Holocaust, happened to have many Jewish followers or administrators. Everything about this team – its origins, its name, its kit, its ethos, its supporters – exuded Jewish national spirit. Jewishness was hewn into the Hakoah soul.

         Prominent among Löhner’s co-founders were Ignaz Hermann Körner, a dentist and activist, who managed to escape murder by fleeing to what was then Palestine in 1938, but who died in poverty in Tel Aviv six years later; and Robert Stricker, a firebrand public speaker who was to be elected to the Austrian Parliament as the only representative of the Zionist Jewish National Party in the 1919 general election, and was later to be murdered in Auschwitz at the age of sixty-five.

         These men had been inspired by the ideas of Max Nordau, who had founded the World Zionist Organisation in the late nineteenth century together with the acknowledged father of modern-day political Zionism, Theodor Herzl, who, like Guttmann, had been raised in Budapest and made the journey to Vienna, where he wrote his most influential tracts.

         Nordau was a once-assimilated Jew who, as with so many of his generation, embraced Zionism in the aftermath of the Dreyfus affair, in which a young Jewish officer was wrongly convicted of treason by a French court. According to this new perspective, there was no point in Jews obsequiously currying favour with the Gentile establishment in any given society; there might be respite from persecution, even golden periods, but the end result was destined to be repeated again and again, in a continuous and miserable loop. Only a Jewish homeland, with Jewish self-governance and control, could arrest this cycle.

         Nordau coined the term ‘muscular Judaism’, advocating that Jews should abandon the past of anxiety and introspection and instead become bolder, stronger, sprightlier, physically and intellectually fit. ‘In the narrow Jewish streets,’ he wrote, ‘our poor limbs forgot how to move joyfully; in the gloom of sunless houses our eyes became accustomed to nervous blinking; out of fear of constant persecution the timbre of our voices was extinguished to an anxious whisper.’

         Another influence on the Hakoah founders would have been the fallout from the 1903 pogrom in Kishinev, then the capital of Czarist Bessarabia and now of independent Moldova. In an orgy of killing, pillage and rape, forty-nine Jews were murdered, 500 wounded and 1,300 homes and businesses destroyed.

         It was not the pogrom itself that made the effect of Kishinev so powerful; Jews were already depressingly accustomed to many similar stories, and would become yet more so in the ensuing years. What was so electrifying was the conjunction of the event and a particular Hebrew poem entitled Ba’ir Hahariga (In the city of slaughter) by the young Zionist Chaim Bialik, which was unsparing in its condemnation of what he believed to be Jewish submissiveness in the face of the braying mob. The poem’s message reverberated throughout a Europe in which the Zionist idea had started to catch fire within households, shtetlekh† and cities, not least in the great Jewish centre of Vienna.

         ‘Of Hasmoneans lay, with trembling knees,

         Concealed and cowering – the sons of the Maccabees!’

         And so it was at this highly charged moment in Jewish history that the Hakoah football team, wearing the blue and white colours of the Jewish national movement and a large Star of David on their shirts, first marched with head held high into the Vienna of 1909. A city, let us not forget, which then boasted a virulently anti-Semitic mayor, Karl Lueger, a man who desired liberation from ‘the shameful shackles of servitude to the Jews’, a man who was himself a major influence on one of Vienna’s then citizens, a young twenty-year-old by the name of Adolf Hitler.

         We cannot say for sure how this turbulent environment, and Hakoah’s robust response to it, affected Guttmann during his young adult years. But it seems safe to say that only a Jew with eyes and ears switched off, and a heart and soul of stone, would remain the same person afterwards. Those rebellious and argumentative traits that we were to see so often later in Guttmann’s life are likely to have been heavily influenced by this extraordinary period. 

         
            • • •

         

         Hakoah Vienna was a sports organisation, not simply a football club. The swimming club was also very well known, as was its wrestling division, which won 127 international titles between 1929 and 1934. Mickey Hirschl, a son of kosher butchers, won the gold medal in the heavyweight category of the 1932 European Wrestling Championships, and two bronze medals at the Los Angeles Olympics of the same year.

         The march of history was to ensure that this was to be Hirschl’s last Olympics. Together with three Hakoah swimmers – fifteen-year-old Ruth Langer, seventeen-year-old Judith Deutsch and eighteen-year-old Lucie Goldner – Hirschl refused to join the team representing the still independent Austria at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, latterly known as the Nazi Olympics.

         In a letter to the Austrian Olympic Committee, the teenage Deutsch offered up a stirring example of the Hakoah spirit, writing:

         
            I protest … as a Jew I cannot participate in the Berlin Olympic Games. My conscience does not allow me. This is a personal decision and is not to be contested. I completely understand that I am giving up my rights to participate as the Austrian contestant in the Olympic Games. I sincerely hope you will understand this decision and not pressure me to change my mind.

         

         For their principled moral stand against Nazism, the Austrian sports authorities rewarded the young swimmers with a two-year ban from participating in all sporting events. (The Austrian authorities waited until Deutsch was seventy-six before they recanted. ‘Perhaps we are apologising too late, but better now than never,’ wrote the President of the Austrian Parliament in 1995.)

         Other Hakoah sports included handball, table tennis and fencing. The club also provided a forum for social interaction among young Jews, with regular dances and music evenings. But it was in the realm of football that Hakoah was really to make its name, not just in Austria, but throughout the entire world.
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