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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Fifty years have passed since the 1970 World Cup and fewer and fewer players are alive and well enough to talk about their memories of the tournament. Fewer still grant interviews for free.


This book nevertheless contains first-hand interviews with players from fourteen of the sixteen nations who took part in the competition. The coronavirus pandemic made getting some final interviews impossible and there were many that I couldn’t do personally because of the language barrier. When I was unable to communicate directly, I turned to a superb network of journalists and researchers across the globe. Without them this book would have been impossible and I owe them a huge debt of thanks.


Salvatore Riggio in Italy was superb with his contacts and speed and Omar Fares Parra in Mexico was also very helpful. Walter Arana in Peru, Alexey Yaroshevsky in Russia, Claudio Martinez in El Salvador, Metodi Shumanov in Bulgaria, Pablo Gama and Felipe Fernandez in Uruguay, Sujay Dutt in Sweden, Carim Soliman in Germany, Emanuel Rosu in Romania and Samindra Kunti in Belgium all found old players and got them to talk about what they remembered.


Thanks to my amigão Rocco Cotroneo for help with translating Italian TV and radio broadcasts, and to Mike Collett, Pete Hall, Ori Lewis and Anis Vijay Modi for help with contacts.


First-hand interviews alone would have barely filled a couple of chapters so much archival research was required to complete the story. Many of the quotes in the book came from old interviews found in magazines and newspapers, as well as from television and film archives. No quotes have been changed but some have been edited together from different sources for ease of reading.


The autobiographies of several players, most notably from Brazil, England and Germany, including some from those who have passed away in recent years, were also key sources of stories and anecdotes.


A special thanks goes to São Paulo’s Football Museum, which granted me permission to use the testimony from its own oral history project.


Memories are fragile and on occasion friends and teammates get details wrong or contradict each other on timing or dates or names. I have left the memories as they were told to me and tried to explain any discrepancies in my text.


A big thanks goes to my editor Peter Burns, who brought the project to me in 2019 in the belief that I was the best man for the job. His cool head when I freaked out was very welcome. Likewise, thanks to my agents, David, Rebecca and Nick.


Last, but certainly not least, there is my wife Mariane, who is not just a translator, adviser, counsellor and marketing guru. She is my everything. Te adoro. (Falei isso hoje?)





FOREWORD


Winning the World Cup is one of the greatest privileges in my life. Most players don’t get the opportunity to play in the finals; even fewer take home a winner’s medal. The 1970 World Cup was the highlight of my professional life. I not only had the honour of playing in a team that is considered the greatest of all time, but I played alongside some of the greatest players in history.


We worked hard to win that tournament. We were all friends and there was a fantastic team spirit and that certainly helped us as we worked to achieve our goal. We knew it wasn’t going to be easy. The altitude and the heat were big challenges but we went to Mexico almost four weeks before the tournament began and our preparations were exemplary. We spent a lot of time in Guanajuato, which is more than 2,000 metres above sea level, so we could get used to playing at altitude. Thanks to the rigorous training schedule put together by our team, led by coach Mario Zagallo, we were in perfect shape by the time the games kicked off. Proof of our fitness came in the fact that most of our goals were scored in the second half.


The Mexico World Cup was my first and I got off to a perfect start when I scored a lovely free kick in our first game against Czechoslovakia. I also scored our first goal in the quarter-final against Peru and the last in our 3–1 win over Uruguay in the semi-final. They were important goals and they came at key moments.


What I remember most is the final against Italy. I can still see it all so clearly. It was a wonderful day and we played brilliantly. We won 4–1 with goals from Pelé, Gerson, Jairzinho and Carlos Alberto. But if you analyse the game, it was actually one of the easiest ones we had. It could have easily finished 5–1 or 6–1. Brazil were far superior. And it was one of the most unforgettable games in World Cup history. When the final whistle went the fans invaded the pitch. It was madness. They stripped the shirt I was wearing right off my back. I fainted and had to be helped up.


I have a picture on my wall here at home that was taken just seconds after the game ended. I am lying on the ground and Pelé is giving me an embrace. I can’t remember who gave it to me, but I love that photo. It says it all. The joy. The happiness. The euphoria. Truly, there’s nothing quite like it. Winning the World Cup is absolutely unforgettable.


Roberto Rivellino





PROLOGUE


The 1970 World Cup was a World Cup of superlatives.


First and foremost, it was a World Cup of modernity, as football took its first tentative steps into a new era. It was the first World Cup to be held outside of Europe or South America. The first to feature substitutes. The first to threaten players with yellow and red cards. The first to have its own ball, the Adidas Telstar, with its ultra-stylish black and white panels. Most thrillingly of all for football fans across the globe, it was the first to be broadcast live and in colour.


Thankfully, the football did not disappoint. Compared to today, it looks slow and ponderous, especially when measured against the pace and power of 21st century giants like Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo. But was there ever a more memorable tournament? At least three of the games feature on any serious list of all-time greats. England v Brazil saw the reigning champions beaten by their heirs apparent and Brazil made good on that promise by overcoming Italy 4–1 in a thrilling final. A few days previously, Italy beat West Germany after 4–3 extra–time in a semi-final so epic it was forever known as ‘The Game of the Century.’


The 1970 World Cup took place at a time when foreign football was still thrillingly exotic. European fans rarely saw the Latin American sides and vice versa. National teams took short tours across the Atlantic every few years but with television still in its infancy only a few lucky supporters were able to see the entire games. Communications and travel were rudimentary and the Cold War barriers made scouting even more difficult; often coaches and players didn’t know much about their opponents. The Bulgarians put together research dossiers from stories in German newspapers and via information passed on by their foreign embassies. Politics meant Israel struggled to find opponents and debutants Morocco played only one match between qualifying in November 1969 and their opening game in June 1970. Even the form of the always feared Brazil side was shrouded in mystery. Just three months before the tournament kicked off, World Soccer magazine doubted their chances and said Gerson and Rivelino were “grossly overrated.”


And yet Mexico 1970 is now inextricably linked with that Brazil team, one of the greatest of all time. Names like Carlos Alberto, Rivellino, Jairzinho and Tostão were little known outside South America before the tournament began but they would soon become synonymous with power, intelligence and flair. They also had Pelé, the greatest player of all time, playing at his absolute pomp. The victorious Brazil side scored 19 goals in six games, a total that has never been bettered, even in tournaments where the finalists play seven times. Overall, there was an average of 3.96 goals per game at Mexico 70. In no tournament since has the average even surpassed three.


Impressive as all that is, it’s far from the only reason the tournament is so beloved. All sporting occasions are a snapshot of the time but Mexico 1970 was a glorious sun-washed polaroid that captured football on the cusp of massive change. The world’s passion for football was long established but it was not yet the true global game and the organisation reflected that reality. Only 75 teams took part in the qualifiers, far less than the 210 who sought a place in Russia in 2018. There were just five stadiums in five host cities, a far cry from the 12 used in Brazil in 2014. And in perhaps the truest illustration of how football was still run largely by enthusiastic amateurs, the draw was carried out by Monica Cañedo, the 10-year-old daughter of the head of the Mexican Football Federation.


Nevertheless, change was afoot. The 16 teams who travelled to the Americas arrived just as football was waking up to its potential as a massive money-making venture. Mexico 1970 was a World Cup of lasts as well as firsts.


There was an odd jumble of billboards around the pitches but full-on marketing rights had not been invented. FIFA still had no major commercial partnerships. Blanket press coverage was not yet a thing – there were no Matchday minus 1 press conferences or media days – and most players didn’t have sponsorship deals or personalised boots. Shirts were yet to feature three lines on the sleeves or swooshes on the chest. There was not much in the way of official merchandise, no sponsor’s man of the match, no statistics or heat maps to pore over after each game, and certainly no elaborately emblazoned buses to take the players to and from stadiums and hotels. Even the trophy, the Jules Rimet, was destined to make a final appearance as it was carried off by Brazil for winning it a third time.


Off the field, too, football’s long-standing balance of power was starting to shift. The Latin American nations, who had won four of the eight World Cups so far and would add another to their tally in Mexico, were chaffing at FIFA’s Eurocentricity and wanted more say in how things were done. In Brazilian João Havelange they had a convincing figurehead who was preparing a campaign to unseat Englishman Stanley Rouse and end 70 years of European hegemony at football’s governing body. Africa, given an automatic qualifying place for the first time after their nations boycotted England four years before, were also gearing up to exert the influence their numbers deserved and they would be followed by Asia and Oceania.


Football was changing and it has changed in myriad ways since. But the 1970 World Cup remains a benchmark, etched in the memories of all who saw it – and of many others who didn’t, at least not until YouTube came along. It was, quite simply, the most iconic World Cup of them all. The stories in this book will hopefully keep those memories alive for a little longer.





ONE


PRE-TOURNAMENT PREPARATIONS


Hosts Mexico took the World Cup more seriously than anyone, with their players called together in January for what would be a five-month training camp. The home nation played thirteen full internationals between February and May and rounded off their warm-ups with a couple of wins against Dundee United, who were in Mexico on a short tour. But the time went slowly and some players paid a heavy price when they broke the confinement. Ernesto Cisneros and Gabriel Núñez were cut after sneaking out of the team base in search of R&R and then disaster struck when striker Alberto Onofre broke his leg in a training session just days before the opening match.


Alberto Onofre (Mexico): It was the last training session before the tournament started and it was raining. We were playing a bounce game; it was a Thursday and the opening game was on the Sunday. I slipped and collided with Alejándrez, I relaxed my body and he was coming in very hard so the fracture occurred. At first, I was resentful against him, yes, but as time went on that disappeared. He was also from Guadalajara and we knew each other, so there were no more grudges.


Ignacio Calderón (Mexico): We were very unfortunate that three days before the opening match one of our key players, Alberto Onofre, got injured and that was a real blow to the team. It was an accident. I remember very well seeing what happened. We were playing a training match, it was raining and midfielder [Manuel] Alejándrez went in to intercept a pass to Onofre and he slipped in the mud and broke his tibia. I was in goal and I could hear this dry crack; it was like hearing a toothbrush snap in two. We could see how he was in pain. It was just an unlucky incident, there was no malice, and it was all down to the rain that caused [Alejándrez] to slip.


Alberto Onofre (Mexico): After the operation I went to watch the opening game, and then I returned to Guadalajara and watched all the games on television. The coach had to make changes because I was a starter in all the warm-up matches. And so we didn’t have a chance to play without me in a friendly beforehand.


Ignacio Calderón (Mexico): It was really sad but just because Onofre wasn’t going to play didn’t mean we couldn’t do something. We had other quality players. Sadly that’s how things go sometimes, and you have to get on with it. We knew Onofre was a key figure for us because he was at the top of his game and he was the one that inspired the whole squad. So, yes, it affected us but we kept going and we tried to put it behind us and give our all from the very start.


Javier Valdivia (Mexico): He was a very important part of the system that we were playing and it affected us because we could have done more with him in the team.


The Mexicans were desperate to put on a good show, both on and off the field. Mexico had never reached the second round before and their FA had built a brand-new headquarters and training centre to ensure the players wanted for nothing. Their fans, meanwhile, had rolled out the red carpet for most of the visitors and were warming up for what would always be remembered as one of the most passionately supported World Cups of all time. The average attendance of 52,312 would not be surpassed until 1994, when it was held in the USA.


Ignacio Calderón (Mexico): It was the first time that the national team had its own place. We had two football pitches, rooms just like a hotel, a dining room, etc. We were very happy. It was very close to the Estadio Jalisco and people were very enthusiastic about it being the first World Cup to be held in Mexico and we were also happy to be part of it. People turned out at the new training centre, the street was filled with fans, and we were delighted because we were signing footballs as part of a publicity campaign and that was the first time that had happened. I remember we signed 500 or so balls to give away. The fans were euphoric, they really believed in us. It was a really nice time to be in Mexico, the streets, with their flags, and the fans supporting us, it was a hugely happy atmosphere.


Alberto Onofre (Mexico): The atmosphere in the squad was very good, we put up with concentracion [the team’s base, also called concentração in Portuguese] as was only right, we were going to the World Cup. And we were aware that we were the hosts and that we had to do well.


Javier Valdivia (Mexico): It was so satisfying to play at home and it was also great for the fans. It was a big advantage playing in Mexico in front of your home fans and it was very motivating for us.


Group 1 rivals Belgium were considered dark horses after knocking out Spain and Yugoslavia in the qualifiers. They weren’t together as long as the Mexicans but they were away from home with nothing outside football to occupy their time and the strain took a toll.


Wilfried Van Moer (Belgium): We went to Mexico for about five weeks. What is the best way to explain this? There wasn’t much organisation at the time. For the past fifteen to twenty years, everything is all spick and span – the staff, the hotel and everything you need and whatever you could wish for. Back in those days, it was the first time Belgium undertook such an arduous trip. Mexico isn’t right next door! The heat, the altitude . . . it’s a beautiful country, but it was really tough for the Belgian team. The preparation wasn’t properly planned. There had been a plan to go to Switzerland for altitude training at 2,400 metres. You get thinner air, but that plan didn’t come off and so we left earlier for Mexico to acclimatise, but that didn’t really work out either. Yes, we struggled. The altitude was okay. We trained for three weeks, so that was manageable, but the adaptation to the climate was one of the factors . . . and the second big factor was we were away from home for such a long time that after a few weeks half the squad suffered from homesickness. They wanted to return home. You knew from the start that you would go to Mexico for at least five weeks. If you progressed, you would even be away longer from home. But, okay, nothing had been arranged in the hotel to give us any kind of distraction. You were not allowed into the swimming pool. The national team doctor prohibited this. The sun was bad, he said. Everything was bad. So you were obliged to – like we are in lockdown now – to sit in a bungalow, almost sit in a huddle, you know, and play cards and talk. You shared a bungalow with two players. What could you do? Play cards, play cards. Yes, those that wanted to play cards . . . apart from that, there was nothing. So, in Mexico, it wasn’t ideal to play World Cup games. The facilities were all fine. That was not the problem. The biggest problem was that six, seven players had given up – staying such a long time. You had to wait at least three to four weeks before you played your first game. That is a very long time, especially as a group. You are there with twenty-two young players – no distraction or nothing. It was a disaster.


No team had as tumultuous a run-up as Group 1 rivals El Salvador. The tiny Central American nation qualified for the World Cup for the first time but only after a play-off against neighbours Honduras that helped provoke what became known as the Soccer War. After both teams won home and away a decider took place in Mexico City that the Salvadorans won 3–2, a result that took them into a final decider against Haiti, which they won after another three-game play-off. Honduras and El Salvador were at loggerheads over Honduras’ decision to banish Salvadoran immigrants from their country and the three derbies ratcheted up the tensions. Within days of El Salvador’s historic win in July 1969, Salvadoran planes were bombing their neighbours.


Mauricio Rodriguez (El Salvador): The problems we were immersed in were sociopolitical because there was a confrontation between Honduras and El Salvador that at that point was still diplomatic and verbal. Coincidentally, we had to play them in the qualifier. There are a lot of myths about it. The war over qualification was about two very independent things. Good and bad luck came together on that date. I remember that after we finished the game against Honduras, when we were still there in Mexico, someone at the hotel told me that we had just broken off diplomatic relations with Honduras. The war happened something like ten or fifteen days later, it lasted like 100 hours, and it was a more serious warlike thing. The problem is that they were expelling Salvadorans from Honduras. And we heard about that through the media, but it never had anything to do with us or with them, because they also behaved very properly on the field. They were strong, as usual, but gentlemen.


Salvador Mariona (El Salvador): It was a coincidence that this was happening while we were trying to qualify to the next round. War was already brewing.


Mario Monge (El Salvador): The war didn’t start because of our games. There was a political motive. It just happened to be during the time of the qualifiers.


Mauricio Rodriguez (El Salvador): The media charged us with patriotic responsibility, in addition to sports. We were practically soldiers of the country that were heading off to war. We felt that we had to win, that there was no room for error. The return really was perfect. I think returning from beating Honduras was as important – or more important – than when we qualified for the World Cup. People let off steam, they thought that because we had won, we had won everything . . . The truth is that for us the pressure was huge. I do not want to think about how they must have arrived in their country, because they must have gone through the same thing as we did and when they lost it must have been very ugly for them.


The hostilities were short-lived, lasting less than a week, but hundreds, and perhaps thousands, died in a conflict that scarred relations between the two countries for decades. As if that were not enough to disrupt El Salvador’s preparations, they changed their coach on the eve of the tournament, did not win any of their five warm-up games, and then contrived to lose their first new strips in years before they even got to Mexico.


Mauricio Rodriguez (El Salvador): They promised us $1,000 if we qualified, because they thought we weren’t going to qualify. They didn’t give it to us, and before we left there was almost a strike because they didn’t pay us the money. In the end they paid, but in instalments. Some players, like the goalkeeper Magaña, almost didn’t go because of the strike. Don Hernán, the coach, had problems because a few days before we left they wanted to cut them and not let them go to the World Cup even though they were important players. We had to use the uniforms worn by the teams in the preceding years. So we had four of one style, five of another, and those were the strips we wore when we played. [For Mexico] Adidas sponsored us, but the strips got lost. Or they never arrived. We had to buy new strips in Mexico. The shirt that I have as a souvenir, which I wore in the World Cup, was made in Mexico and is not Adidas. We had some little badges to swap and we took the ES off them and put them on those new shirts. Adidas didn’t say anything but when they got there they gave us boots and $70 for the three games. They gave the money directly to the players. But the truth is that at that time we didn’t feel weird, we had been playing this same way for ten years.


Nowadays, the World Cup is a showcase to be sold, but back then, above all, it was the prestige of being in a World Cup. We were fortunate to train against some teams and teams that were better than us, that is, they helped us improve, but the problem is that we were going to compete with people who were better prepared, who had more resources. So what we did for two or three months, they did all year. We got better at a lot of things, but we weren’t on a par with our rivals. Almost all our pre-tournament friendlies were at home and against clubs [rather than national teams]. It was for economic reasons, to be able to pay . . . Because in order to have the players of the national team, the federation had to pay the same wages they earned on the teams. Playing here [in El Salvador] there were no problems, because the stadium was filled with people who came to see us. The problem was if we went to play abroad, because they paid very little. I remember that once we were going to the United States and they gave us $2,000 for the whole team. And almost the airline tickets cost that . . .


Another of the teams making their World Cup debut was Israel, who qualified through the Asian Confederation. The Israelis were drawn to play qualifiers against North Korea and New Zealand but the Koreans, finalists in England four years previously, refused to play Israel and withdrew. So Israel played both their games against New Zealand in Tel Aviv. They won easily, 4–0 and 2–0, and qualified to face Australia in a play-off. They navigated that with aplomb, winning 1–0 at home and then drawing 1–1 in Sydney.


Yochanan Vollach (Israel): We left Israel at 4.00 p.m.; it was a wintry December day. We slept a night in Tehran, where it was snowing, then went to Bombay, where it was thirty-five degrees. We got back on the plane, then landed in Cambodia where it was equally hot. Then we flew to Hong Kong, spent a four-or five-hour layover there, and at night we arrived in Darwin, Australia, where it was already around forty degrees. We were all tired, but [coach Emmanuel] Scheffer decided that we would have a practice that same afternoon. At the end of the practice, most of the team were lying on the ground and only one or two of us were able to go on.


Yehoshua Feigenbaum (Israel): We went to Australia knowing we were a step away from the World Cup dream. We had goosebumps when we got there. We heard that the schools were closed back in Israel, and that everybody was hooked to their radio sets.


Zvi Rosen (Israel): It was a tough game, and the Australians felt that they were much better. How do I know that? They said they had already reserved the stadium in Australia for a third [tiebreaker] leg. They were sure they would beat us and advance.


Yehoshua Feigenbaum (Israel): The game was like a world war. We weren’t worried when we conceded, we knew the game was already over. Bottom line? We let them score. At least 40,000 people were waiting for us outside. If we had won, they would’ve killed us. So we let them score an equaliser and left like heroes.


Israel had defeated Egypt in the Six-Day War of 1967, and three years later were still battling a coalition of Arab states in what was known as the War of Attrition. The conflicts meant football was relegated to the back pages of Israeli newspapers, even though they were making history. Their high-altitude training started in Ethiopia and continued in Colorado. They were greeted in Mexico City by a large contingent of fans from the Jewish community but because coach Scheffer did not want their rivals to see them playing before the big kick-off, he eschewed better-known opponents in favour of games against local Jewish sides and a factory team from the nearby city of Toluca. The draw, which pitted them against Italy, Sweden and Uruguay, did them no favours.


Yehoshua Feigenbaum (Israel): It wasn’t a group of death, it was a group of hell. The newspapers predicted that we were going to lose big time. Some even said that with this type of draw we might as well not show up at all.


Mordechai Spiegler (Israel): Scheffer’s ability was to turn us from a group of talented guys to a professional team, even though we weren’t really pros yet. One of us was an Egged [bus company] member, one was a firefighter, another one had odd jobs. We just got together and practised.


Shmuel Rosenthal (Israel): The qualification to Mexico didn’t start in Australia, it started in the youth national team. He [Scheffer] introduced professionalism. Before he arrived, we used to practise twice a week. He came and said we’re going to practise three times a day. That was a big surprise for us.


Mordechai Spiegler (Israel): He knew how to take the best out of us for the good of the national team; whoever didn’t know how to connect to his perception, his demands, just wasn’t there.


Like many teams, group rivals Sweden had visited Mexico earlier in the year to get acquainted with the conditions but their return for the main event was less pleasing. The Swedes had been late in choosing their base near Toluca, just west of Mexico City, and they paid a price.


Ronnie Hellström (Sweden): We played two friendlies in Mexico City and Puebla in February. It gave us a chance to get a feel of the pitches and what it was like playing at altitudes like those. We stayed at a damn nice hotel in Mexico City, with swimming pools and the works. So we thought we’d be staying there during the World Cup, but it turned out the Italians had beaten us to it. So instead we were put up in Toluca, in what was actually an old people’s home. I don’t think our FA had done much research when it came to the matter of accommodation. Had we known, we would have objected. All we could do there was sleep, and we had to be driven elsewhere in a bus for all our meals and for training. We died a hotel death there. It was awful. Mexico was hot even in February, and we trained at low and high altitudes. We really had to learn to drink properly. I lost some kilos in training. It was different from what we were used to. We’d mostly played in Europe. With Hammarby we’d been once to Tunisia in 1969 or 1970. We played 0–0 at the Azteca and won 1–0 in Puebla. All in all, it was great there, particularly in Mexico City. Personally, I went on that Mexico trip in great shape. I’d spent a month in December to January at Chelsea, training with Peter Bonetti. It was fabulous to get to train with pros like him and Peter Osgood and David Webb. I’d gone with my [goalkeeping] coach at Hammarby, Sven Lindberg. Another goalkeeper friend from Sweden, Rolf Marinus, who played for Sirius, spent the same month training with Arsenal. We’d train once a day and then meet up at the pub. [Chelsea manager] Dave Sexton also brought us along to watch lots of matches in the London area.


Tommy Svensson (Sweden): Of course, we were very happy to have got the better of France, who were the clear group favourites in qualifying. Only one team from the group made it to the World Cup, so it was a lot more difficult back then. I remember feeling thrilled when we sealed qualification at old Råsunda. It was to be the first World Cup for Sweden since 1958. The world of football had made great strides since then, and we knew we’d been drawn in a tough group. Italy were huge favourites. We thought beforehand that we’d fight it out with Uruguay for second place. Israel was a team we thought we’d beat. But I don’t think any of us saw us advancing beyond a quarter-final.


Ronnie Hellström (Sweden): At the World Cup we saw the opening match, Mexico–Russia, at the Azteca. It was massive of course, with 110,000 people there. Then we went back to our digs in Toluca. There wasn’t much there. What we did have, in a room we used as our common area, was a dentist’s chair. I guess it was used for checking the old people’s teeth before our squad checked into the compound. It felt bizarre and added to the irritation of having to stay at such a place. Only once during the entire Toluca stay did we go into Mexico City for dinner. Otherwise we’d spend twenty minutes every day going to a restaurant. We spent a lot of time in the bus, with long trips to training. It was one of those old things you see in films, that would normally be carrying baskets full of live chickens and stuff on the roof. We had a narrow escape once when driving over a railway crossing. The driver only just made it over before the train rattled past, with its horn blaring. Man! That was close! We talked about nothing else the rest of that day. I don’t think the press were with us then, because it didn’t make the news.


We got to see more of the country in February than during the World Cup, when we just ate and trained. One thing I can say is that the Mexican people were thrilled to be hosting the World Cup. It wasn’t like Argentina 1978, when people were terrified to speak their minds.


West Germany lost Günter Netzer to injury but convinced the thirty-three-year-old Uwe Seeler, who had played just four international matches in 1967 and 1968, to play in one last competition, his fourth. Seeler would end the tournament having appeared in twenty-one matches in World Cup finals, a mark bettered by only three players since. The German FA, as was so often the case, had prepared for every eventuality and unlike the Swedes the players had no complaints about their headquarters, even if they were remote.


Uwe Seeler (West Germany): The phone rang amazingly often. Sometimes it was Helmut Schön, sometimes Sepp Herberger. They enquired about my well-being, the dog, Ilka and the children. I was also amazed that I was invited to every international match as a guest of honour. However, I didn’t give in when Willi Schulz, Franz Beckenbauer, Netzer or Overath smiled at me, as if they wanted to say: ‘Well, fatty, isn’t it boring without international matches?’ ‘Very well,’ I explained, ‘I’m back for the World Cup and the preparation. But after that it’s definitely done.’


Sepp Maier (West Germany): The team had a dream base in the middle of the Mexican desert, almost 2,000 metres above sea level and very close to León, where we played our games. You might think that there’s not a lot of fun to be had in the desert. Wrong. It was a little paradise, an oasis of calm, exactly what we needed to prepare for the finals without any distractions.


Berti Vogts (West Germany): Germany, as always, was the leader as far as injuries were concerned. We had good doctors with us, good masseurs, we had at that time already two doctors and two masseurs, so Germany was very well prepared.


On the field, however, the Germans had failed to impress. Helmut Schön’s team qualified thanks only to a 3–2 win in their last game against Scotland and their warm-up games against Spain, Romania, the Republic of Ireland and Yugoslavia brought two slender wins, a draw and a 2–0 loss to Spain, who hadn’t come close to qualifying for the finals.


Uwe Seeler (West Germany): We attacked together in the last game qualifier against Scotland, winning 3–2. Four test games followed. Against Spain, 0–2, Romania, 1–1, Ireland, 2–1 and Yugoslavia, 1–0.


Berti Vogts (West Germany): One thing we had in mind was that we had to qualify for the World Cup in 1970 in Mexico. And we managed that successfully. What was unclear was how things would go in Mexico after that.


Wolfgang Overath (West Germany): Before we flew to Mexico, we still had three games on our schedule. But none of the three games went as national coach Schön had wished. A Bundesliga season that had been squeezed over the past few weeks had cost us a lot of strength. The football calendar had collapsed due to an extremely harsh winter, and the Bundesliga clubs – and therefore the players heading to Mexico – had to do a lot of hard work. We feared that this could come back to haunt us in Mexico. On the outside, we seemed to be optimists, but inside we expected a let-down. ‘Just don’t get knocked out in the preliminary round,’ we told ourselves. We couldn’t – and didn’t – want to think any further than that.


Another one of the favourites were Italy, who were unbeaten in fourteen games stretching back to April 1968. But they too lost a key player in Pietro Anastasi, the man whose goal helped them win the final of the 1968 European Championship. The selection process was handled poorly and there was more uncertainty in the squad than there should have been for a team at the height of its powers.


Sandro Mazzola (Italy): We hadn’t done well in a friendly before our opening match. We didn’t know what it meant to play above 2,000 metres. After one move, you quickly got tired. You had to rest, but when you did that your opponent took advantage. We were used to playing the Italian way: defence and then counter-attack. But there, at that altitude, we couldn’t play our way. We were very aware of this, how difficult it made things. In that friendly the starting team were losing 2–0 at half-time. Then, the coach, Valcareggi, changed the team to include some of those who weren’t going to start in the World Cup opener. And among those who weren’t going to play were many Inter players who had played in Mexico before on tour and so knew how to play at that altitude. Short runs, quick passes. So, in short, we came back to win the friendly 3–2 and Valcareggi had to alter his line-up for the first game.


Angelo Domenghini (Italy): Pietro Anastasi had had appendicitis. We found out on the morning of our departure for Mexico. Giovanni Lodetti was also on the plane with us; he was one of the twenty-two. When we arrived in Mexico, Roberto Boninsegna and Pierino Prati joined us instead of Anastasi, who was not very well. So, we became twenty-three. Then they decided to tell Giovanni Lodetti that he was no longer part of the squad. He had been very ill and we were all sorry for him. In my opinion this was a wrong thing, it shouldn’t have happened. It was something that should have been decided in Italy before leaving. And then Pierino Prati never played a game. He was injured and they called him up anyway.


In addition to Brazil, only two other South American teams qualified, with Argentina missing out to Peru and failing to make the finals for the first time since 1954. Uruguay qualified unbeaten from a group that contained Chile and Ecuador and they did so without conceding a goal. But the Uruguayans looked vulnerable. They had faced European opposition only once in the previous four years and they had injury problems. Star striker Pedro Rocha, who picked up an injury on the eve of the competition, would last only the first thirteen minutes of the opening game. Moreover, coach Juan Hohberg had the task of ensuring the long-standing rivalry between the Peñarol and Nacional players was channelled towards a common goal.


Roberto Matosas (Uruguay): Uruguay’s centre forwards in the 1970 World Cup were Sergio Silva, Zubía and the boy Bareño, a left winger. There was no great Uruguayan striker playing for Peñarol or Nacional. Nacional had the Argentine Luis Artime and Peñarol had Alberto Spencer [of Ecuador]. The entire [Uruguayan] team were players from Peñarol and Nacional, but neither Nacional nor Peñarol had a Uruguayan centre forward that year. Fortunately, coach Hohberg improvised Espárrago as a slightly withdrawn centre forward, giving us a fourth midfielder and that way we were able to pose an attacking threat. But the hope that we might have had for winning the championship was not the same after Rocha withdrew. Not only because of the way we played but because he was a goalscorer. Uruguay were very safe in defence, but we lacked strikers. Luis Alberto Cubilla was great, Espárrago played extraordinarily well as a deep-lying striker, and Cascarilla Morales did as well but it wasn’t the same.


Ildo Maneiro (Uruguay): In the qualifying rounds, Hohberg had Héctor ‘Lito’ Silva, Sergio Silva and ‘Pirincho’ Pérez as forwards, but didn’t consider them for the World Cup. If we had, for example, Luis Suárez, we would have been in with a real chance of winning the title.


Roberto Matosas (Uruguay): The coexistence was fantastic because in that previous month and during the World Cup itself the Peñarol players and the Nacional players were put together to share a room. That way we made friends and there was never animosity or cliques. I had to share a room with Juan Mujica, and we made a great friendship that lasted through time; the coaching staff chose the companions for each of the rooms. I remember in the morning I would drink mate with Luis Ubiña and sometimes [Ladislao] Mazurkiewicz would join. That is to say, between us there was nothing wrong, the only thing that interested us was the performance of the team. The expectations of both the Uruguayan fans and the Uruguayan press were positive, although not excessive. But yes, everyone was aware that we had managed to put together a good squad with quality footballers.


None of the preparations were as bizarre as Bulgaria’s. For some inexplicable reason, they did their altitude training in the snow-capped mountains around Rila, just south of the capital Sofia.


Dimitar Penev (Bulgaria): With Mexico as host country and its altitude in mind, a decision was taken that our team would prepare for the tournament in the mountain sports base Belmeken, which is located around 2,000 metres above sea level in the mountain of Rila, Bulgaria. We have to give some context to the situation we were finding ourselves in – back then the Communist Party used to rule the country and it was the party that decided to be in charge of our team’s World Cup preparations. But these guys committed one grave mistake – they didn’t take into account the fact that although the altitude of Belmeken and that of the Mexican city of León where we later played our World Cup group stage games might have been similar, one couldn’t say the same about the temperature levels. In the Bulgarian mountain it was freezing cold, while in Mexico we had to play in the scorching sun and deal with the humidity factor. That crucial difference was about to play a huge role in our performance at that World Cup. In Belmeken there was snow, and as part of our World Cup preparations we had to do some mountain hiking using ski equipment. Half of our team, though, didn’t ski and that’s why we just walked in the snow. The rest of the guys, meanwhile, were good at skiing and were using it as a faster way to complete the sessions. One of our teammates, Aleksandar Shalamanov, was not only a very skilful football player but he had actually participated in the 1960 Winter Olympics in the US. So I guess he had some proper fun in Belmeken.


As if that were not mad enough, the Communist Party apparatchiks leading the squad in the Mexican heat decided it would be a good idea to limit the players’ water supply.


Dimitar Penev (Bulgaria): Once in Mexico, we ended up suffering from total dehydration. For some strange and absolutely inexplicable reason, we were denied free access to water. We were given a 0.2-litre cup of water each for breakfast, then another one of that same size for lunch and then a third one while having our dinner. Meanwhile, we were training in the burning sun and we were so thirsty! We needed to drink water so badly . . . At one point we started hiding from the officials and secretly going to the local shops to buy some water. There were times when we were hiding the bottles in the bushes in the courtyard of our training camp to drink from them secretly. Or because the water from the hotel sinks was too hot to drink directly, we used to pour it into some bottles and then leave these outside as the temperatures at night dropped significantly and the water cooled. Even the doctor, who was in charge of the medical team, used to buy us some water. You see, the orders to restrict our water supply were coming from above and the poor guy couldn’t do anything about that. Deep down we knew that these training methods would fail our team but we were helpless. Soon we ran out of all the energy we had. It’s an absolutely ridiculous situation – you’re trying to make your body do something but it just ignores the commands from your brain. We were knackered.


The African nations boycotted the 1966 tournament in England in protest at not being given even one automatic berth at the finals. FIFA listened and Morocco won through to the finals in Mexico via a qualifying tournament that featured ten African rivals. They successfully navigated three stages of the process to become not just the first automatic qualifier from the region but the first African side to participate in the World Cup since Egypt in 1934.


Allal Ben Kassou (Morocco): It was a great feeling because it was the first time Morocco had qualified for the World Cup. And in order to represent Africa and the Arab nations, we had played all the other African teams to do it. It was an amazing feeling, the fans were happy and full of enthusiasm and so were the players. To qualify for your first World Cup was a strange feeling but it was wonderful as well.


Many of the delegations were worried about crime and security. Each group was given their own security detail and Brazil were one of the most heavily guarded. Pelé was reportedly a target of Venezuelan guerrillas and when the German ambassador was seized by leftists in Rio just days after the World Cup started, security was beefed up even further. The conflict in the Middle East was ongoing, parts of Latin America were simmering, and Israel’s presence was an additional factor. Mexican authorities, moreover, were not known for their light touch. Soldiers opened fire on unarmed student demonstrators just days before the Olympic Games opened there in 1968, killing possibly hundreds of people. There was tension in the air.


Martin Peters (England): I was often reminded that a potentially explosive situation could be just around the corner. Like every other national team, we were given a twenty-four-hour guard by armed agents of the Mexican government, or the Secret Service, not that they were particularly secret. Some stuck out like a hippie at the skinhead convention and it was a laugh, really, to see some of them lounging around our hotel trying to look inconspicuous and merge into the affluent background. They were present because the government took seriously that attempts might be made to kidnap star players. Two police cars stood by with every team when they went training and when it was our turn we didn’t mind. It was a bit of a lark and we were in such a buoyant mood that nobody seriously thought that any of us would be held to ransom. It didn’t seem quite as funny when Alf [Ramsey] called us together and said that we were not to go out alone. It was then the seriousness of the situation reached us. I cannot remember Alf’s exact words, but they went something like this: ‘You are all valuable property. Go out in groups and lock your doors at night.’ I also read a statement by a British embassy official in one of the newspapers flown out to us. He was quoted as saying: ‘Since the killing of the German ambassador in Guatemala and of an Israeli secretary in Paraguay, the Mexican Security Police have been alert to the danger of kidnapping. It is a possibility, and we must not take chances. It may not be a serious threat, but we have to take notice of it.’ Our security guard was trebled. I must say I became more tolerant when things were explained more fully to me. Most important was the Mexican government’s policy of giving asylum to political refugees from the rest of Latin America. Obviously, this meant exile groups with a chip on their shoulder could regard Mexico as a base where they waited for an opportunity to strike back. I don’t want to make too much of this, but it happened. The tension was there and I sensed it strongly.


Another issue that worried many of the teams was the food. Mexico, of course, was famous for its ‘Montezuma’s revenge’, the sickness and diarrhoea that sometimes beset visitors unaccustomed to the local cuisine. Some teams, including England, tried to get round it by bringing their own food and water. That annoyed the locals and it was not always a successful strategy as they would find out to their cost. Others took a more basic approach, which was every bit as questionable, as one Swedish official discovered.


Ronnie Hellström (Sweden): One funny incident took place when we were there in February. We’d been warned that we might easily pick up stomach bugs in Mexico. In those days, it wasn’t considered safe to put ice cubes in your drinks because of the contaminated water. So one of our team doctors, Hans Lewerentz, he offered to try out the salad at the buffet, while telling the rest of us to stay off it until he gave us clearance. And boy, did he get sick! He definitely took one for the team!


The big concern for most of the competing teams was the altitude. All the stadiums were at least a mile above sea level. Those in Mexico City, Puebla and Toluca were higher than 2,000 metres, and the Estadio Nemesio Díez in Toluca was a breathtaking 2,660 metres high. The altitude made it difficult to recover after sprints and the players’ energy levels sapped much faster than they did at sea level. Almost all the visitors worried about whether they would be able to perform to the best of their abilities.


Dimitar Penev (Bulgaria): We, the players, had no say in the way we were preparing for the 1970 World Cup in Mexico. The ruling party as well as some ‘specialists’ wouldn’t let anyone express their opinion. We’ve already mentioned the high altitude that was expecting us in Mexico – in order to prepare for what was about to come, we were inhaling some oxygen from a giant balloon – its size was around ten metres by six metres – through a mouthpiece. That didn’t help us too much either. By the time the 1970 World Cup in Mexico kicked off, we had already been in awful shape because of the mistaken preparations. I remember it was so hot, we were totally dehydrated, we didn’t have any energy left. Some players on our team had already lost 4–5kg, while there were some extreme cases, with a few guys having lost even up to 10kg! Imagine that! CSKA Sofia striker Dimitar Marashliev was one of the guys who suffered the most. I remember some media outlets called him a ‘scraggy cow’ or something similar.
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