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‘There is nothing like a dream to create the future.’


Victor Hugo, Les Misérables
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Bondy, Where It All Started …


‘Kyyyliiiian!’ Night is falling on the dilapidated Léo-Lagrange stadium in Bondy, a little town just a few kilometres north of Paris. The two pitches where the AS Bondy teams of all ages, from the Under-6s to the first team, train and play are now empty. The place is pretty quiet. All of the parents have left either the old and decrepit stand on one side of the main grass field or from behind the handrail on the other side, from where they have watched their children have fun.


The small dressing rooms, which smell of sweat and grass after a day of players coming in to get changed, go out to train, get back in to shower and get dressed again, are being cleaned. Outside, all the cones and bibs are being picked up. The goals have been moved aside. The floodlights are still on but won’t be for much longer. It is a Wednesday night like many others at football clubs in inner Paris and its suburbs, the banlieues. Little by little, everyone is leaving the place and going home. Yet, this loud scream resonates around the ground, again and again.


‘Kyyyliiian! Kyyyliiian!’


Wilfrid Mbappé is one of the many coaches at Bondy. Everyone knows his voice around here. He has been one of the club’s main figures for years. First, as a player, then as a coach and a technical director overseeing each team. Everyone also knows his son, Kylian. On this Wednesday evening, like most evenings, Wilfrid is waiting for him to go home.


AS Bondy is one of the best and most respected grassroots clubs in and around the French capital. In pretty much every age group, their teams excel in their respective leagues. They have a number of top coaches and, even if their infrastructure is not as good as some of their competitors, they are renowned for producing quality players year after year. Scouts from the biggest European clubs regularly attend their matches to find the next prodigy from the French capital. In the corridor leading to the dressing rooms, the club has dozens of framed photos of their famous alumni. It is proof of the great work they have done and continue to do, but is also a symbol of the huge pride that these former players bring to the community.


Wednesday is the busiest day of the week at the club. Every single team practises, staggered from midday to around 10.30 p.m. in the evening. The Under-6s are the first ones to get going at midday, on the grass pitch with their parents or carers watching from the stands. Then the Under-7s and Under-8s are on from 1 p.m. on the same pitch while the Under-9s and Under-10s, both the normal team as well as the elite squad where the most promising talents were nurtured, are on the other pitch. And so on. You arrive, you work hard and then you go home. Some of the older age groups train twice a week. For most children, once your session is over, you go home, you don’t hang out at the stadium. Not Kylian Mbappé. Wilfrid’s son stays the entire day. He arrives with his dad in the morning and stays until dusk. At four years old, he is the club’s little mascot. The older players all know who he is. He can always be found around the pitches with a ball at his feet or in the dressing rooms ready to listen to the coaches’ instructions. He plays against the wall, on his own or with other kids, often older, or he joins a small group for a Wembley or a Brazilian. He shoots at an empty goal, works on his technique, dribbles past anyone who fancies playing against him. He is tiny and yet he loves a one vs one. He believes he can take on anyone, regardless of their age. He has a big mouth too and you won’t hear the end of it if he beats you. It is the same on weekends. He is always there, watching every game. He probably spends more time at the Léo-Lagrange than at home.


At four, he is still too young to officially feature for AS Bondy or even to train with the Under-6 team, but he still plays more football at that age than any normal member of the club. There is always something for him to do at the stadium – as long as it involves a football. The entire Mbappé family feels at home there. As well as his dad, Kylian’s older brother, Jirès, is one of the best players in the Under-14 side. His mum, Fayza, is also an ever-present influence within the AS Bondy community, having played handball for the club for many years, including in the French top flight. Bondy is a multi-sports club. It has a football section, of course, but also has teams that compete in athletics, volleyball, handball, boxing, tennis, the list goes on. Overall, they have around three thousand members across various different sports and across all ages.


On this particular Wednesday evening in September, as the new season was starting after the summer holidays, Wilfrid is waiting for Kylian. Again. Like every other day. ‘Kyyyliiiian!’ Finally, after the umpteenth yell, the little boy appears from afar, running with the ball glued to his feet. Wilfrid Mbappé can be a strict father but nevertheless, he would never get angry with his son about football. He knows the passion and love he has for the game. He sees it every day. He can also see that, even at only four years old, he has a very special talent with his feet.


From as early as he could remember, Kylian Mbappé had had football around him. It was never going to be any different with his football-mad family. In October 1970, Wilfrid was born in Djébalé, an island in the Wouri estuary near Douala, the economic capital of and second biggest city in Cameroon, but he moved to France and Bondy at the age of three with his father Pierre, his mother Christine and his brothers and sisters. His story is similar to the millions of immigrant families who arrived in France, very often settling in Paris, Marseille or Lyon, in the 1960s and 1970s to build a better life for themselves. Cameroon is a former French colony and the ties between the two countries were strong, even after the independence of the African country in 1960. It was easy to travel to France full of hopes and dreams, with the desire to start a new life, like the Mbappés did. The change between the two worlds was quite stark, but Wilfrid and his family adapted quickly.


Bondy, like many areas around Paris, was built to welcome the flow of immigrants who moved to France in the years where the country opened its borders. The waves of immigration from their former colonies was encouraged to help rebuild the country after the Second World War and for the workforce they provided. Areas like Bondy were called ‘cités dortoirs’, literally ‘sleeping cities’, with the idea being that outside of the many council estates filled with blocks of flats to fit all of the newcomers, there was not much else there to do. Their only function at the time was to house people.


Bondy is situated just 11 kilometres from the centre of Paris, in the north-east suburbs, or banlieues nord-est. You take either the A86 or the A3 motorway from the capital, come off it onto the Avenue Galliéni, before turning right onto Avenue Pasteur which leads you into the north of the town where Kylian used to live and where the Léo-Lagrange stadium is located. Bondy is home to just under 55,000 inhabitants and has an unemployment rate well over France’s average. The commune is located in the Seine-Saint-Denis département. Seine-Saint-Denis (number 93 in the alphabetical order France ranks their departments) is the poorest county in mainland France. Bondy is bisected by the Nationale 3 road: the north side of Bondy is where the council estates are. The south is generally more wealthy with larger houses and quieter streets.


Wilfrid grew up in one of Bondy’s council estates with the family’s Cameroonian culture fiercely protected at home, but growing up in France also led him to absorb the French culture he was exposed to every day. Like many second- or third-generation immigrants, he wholly embraced the dual cultures. Football was his main passion. A good player himself, he played up to a regional level as a defensive midfielder, but he always knew he would be a coach one day. He had it in him. He started on the bench at a young age and helped AS Bondy to become one of the best clubs in the Paris region, spending hours coaching on the pitch, structuring the club off of it, giving his time, energy and advice through his extraordinary knowledge of the game. Talking football with Wilfrid is always a pleasure.


Fayza has a similar story. She was born in September 1974 in Bondy after her parents Mohand Saïd and Saliha left Amizour, a little town near Béjaïa in Algeria to emigrate to Bondy at the end of the 1960s. With her siblings, they formed a very tight family. She loved all sports and made a name for herself playing handball for Bondy in the top division in France. She was a fierce, ambitious forward with a strong temper. Like Wilfrid, she also grew up with the mix of two cultures, Algerian at home and French through school, life and friendships. Wilfrid and Fayza met in Bondy at the Daniel-Balavoine MJC, a youth club in the north of the town. At the time, every council estate in Paris and its banlieues had a place where they could all gather to socialise, similar to the one where Kylian’s parents first laid eyes on each other. It was where teenagers and young adults would meet to avoid hanging out in the streets and risk falling into drug dealing or gang rivalries. At the youth club, you met people your own age and there were plenty of activities. It was a good, safe place to frequent growing up. Both Fayza and Wilfrid were similar in many respects. They had the same drive, similar backgrounds and each had a good education. Their upbringing in the council estates led to a shared mentality, moral code and set of values.


Kylian was born on 20 December 1998 in the XIXth arrondissement of Paris, just a few kilometres from Bondy, at the Robert Debré hospital. Why did his parents pick this name for him? Wilfrid has the answer. ‘We were watching the news on television one day with Fayza and there was something happening in Brittany and in the report they said: “Little Kylian and Tim …” I had to convince his mum, but it was not hard.’


Fayza also explains the making of Kylian’s personality and mindset through his upbringing and their family. ‘He was brought up by his Cameroonian grandparents who speak French expertly. Wilfrid says that his dad could have taken part in elocution competitions! Then Kylian grew up in an adult environment with eleven aunties and uncles. It was a cultivated environment with my sister, a teacher, and parents all involved in sports. When you have this mix and his brain, which is not the same as everyone else’s, it gives you what you see on the screen today. At five, he knew all the songs from Charles Aznavour by heart! That’s not common among children. Now he knows more Tiakola [the Parisian hip hop star who is Kylian’s favourite singer]!’


In the midst of all of that, there was obviously football. It was the family’s sport. ‘I was immersed in it. My dad, my uncles, my aunties, everyone is addicted,’ Kylian explains. ‘Nothing was forced. I just followed, naturally, a shared passion.’


Fayza and Wilfrid wanted to make good things happen for Bondy. They were always the proactive ones, instigating positive projects. For a few years, Wilfrid ran the Petit Bar, a little coffee shop in the town, located next to the Jean Giono cinema. The community loved it. It had multiple purposes: activities for everyone, help for children doing their homework, social events, representations. It was a vibrant place. One day, through his connections, he managed to convince Manu Chao, at the time one of France’s most popular singers, to perform there. It was a huge success. The Mbappés had the desire to show their children and the teenagers of Bondy that anything was possible with willingness, courage and initiative Wilfrid reflects, ‘The Petit Bar, it was to show the kids: we will help you do your homework, meet other people, show you that if you work and get the tools, everything is possible.’ Fayza worked in schools across Bondy, looking after children of all ages, helping them to get better at school and accompanying families through the children’s education.


Before the birth of Kylian, the family welcomed another new member. Jirès Kembo Ekoko was born in Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), in 1988. His father was Kembo Uba Kembo, born in Zaire (now the DRC), a striker who played at the 1974 World Cup in Germany with the Leopards. At the age of six, Jirès moved to Bondy with his older sister to live with their uncle. At the time, it was quite common for parents to send their children to France to live with a relative if they could not move with them. This was a massive change for Jirès, and things were not very good at his uncle’s or at school. However, on the football pitch, he was an outstanding talent. The PE teacher at his primary school was a good friend of Wilfrid’s and told him about Jirès’s potential. Once he started playing for Bondy, he bonded with Wilfrid to the point that when his relationship with his uncle deteriorated even further, the Mbappés decided, with the agreement of Jirès’s parents and uncle, to adopt him. He moved in with them and suddenly there were now three of them in the Mbappé household. Less than a year later, Kylian joined them. Now they were a four.


Kylian later described his relationship with his brother. ‘I was not born when Jirès joined the family so for me, he has always been here. He was like an older brother that you like to annoy and who you want to look like. I wanted to do everything like him. I wanted to always be with him.’


In 2001, the family moved to a flat in a small council estate, just off Avenue Pasteur, right next to the Léo-Lagrange stadium. This was the perfect location for Wilfrid’s job at AS Bondy with all of the time he was spending at the club. Little did the family realise it would also become the perfect location for Kylian and for his love and passion for football to grow. They lived on a council estate called Cité des Fleurs, where all three blocks of the estate were named after flowers. Their address was 4 Allée des lilas (lilacs in English). The blocks were five storeys high, with two flats on each floor. Theirs was the second block from the start of the little cul-de-sac which led onto Allée des renoncules (buttercups) and Allée des primevères (primroses). It was one of the better council estates in Bondy, with a strong community spirit. Everyone knew each other and everyone helped each other out. It felt like one big family.


On the second floor, the Mbappés had a three-bedroom flat with a small kitchen and a living room. It was not the biggest flat, just 59 square metres (635 square feet), but it had everything they needed. Fayza and Wilfrid had their room, Jirès and Kylian had theirs too. ‘We moved in when Kylian was three and he stayed there until he left for Clairefontaine,’ says Wilfrid. ‘We lived on the second floor and I was checking on them from the window when he and Jirès were going down to play. They were doing one vs one and I was just watching. One day, I even filmed them.’ From some of the windows in the kitchen and the living room, you could indeed see directly onto Bondy’s pitch. It took Wilfrid, Kylian and Jirès less than a minute to get down from the flat, cross the road and reach the stadium. It was that close. When Kylian was too young to go on his own, he used to sit by the window for hours and watch the Bondy teams play or train. Later, the family moved south to a house in the more residential area of Bondy.


Jirès was the perfect older brother. He was like a teacher to Kylian, telling him everything he knew about the game from explaining tactics to details about professional players, and demonstrating different skills. They played football throughout the flat, in the living room, in the boys’ bedroom, all the time and wherever possible, every day. So much so that Mrs Riclès, an old lady with glasses and a long bob who lived on the first floor, directly below the Mbappés, would feel her ceiling shaking whenever the two boys were playing against each other. One day, the noise was so bad that she was forced to ask Wilfrid and Fayza to intervene. But she loved Kylian and the family, so noise never really bothered her.


Kylian Mbappé was a difficult baby. In the first year, he hardly slept at all, continually active during the day and restless at night. As he got older, he was always running about with a ball at his feet. Fayza and Wilfrid tried everything to keep him occupied: they went to parks where he would play for hours; they visited museums where Kylian would learn the names of sculptures he would remember for years; they travelled to gardens where he would chase after butterflies. He had quite a remarkable memory from an early age. Fayza soon realised there was something special about her son.


Football would quickly take over Kylian’s life, but growing up on a council estate in a Paris banlieue is what shaped him. It gave him the perfect street education, making him the man he is today: strong-minded, quick-witted, feisty, ambitious and filled with character, but also reflective and compassionate, with a great sense of community. ‘Your education is stamped by the culture in the banlieues. You are rich, part of the social diversity that you grew up with. But these values of tolerance, mutual aid and innovation do not just come from the banlieues,’ explains Fayza. Growing up in the banlieues is not easy. Not all of the Paris suburbs are rough or ghetto-like, but you are very much labelled when you come from those areas. You have to prove yourself constantly because people don’t usually give you much of a chance. There is a common feeling of abandonment in the people who want to get out of the banlieues, do well for themselves and progress socially. There is not enough support from authorities to achieve this, and they don’t get the same chances or opportunities as others. That’s how it was for Wilfrid, Fayza and their peers and certainly for many of Kylian’s generation too. The mentality of the banlieues is that you can achieve anything but you will have to fight for it because nothing is given to kids from there. The best way, and for many the only way, of getting out of Bondy was to make it as a professional footballer.


In June 2006, Fayza announced that she was pregnant again, to Wilfrid’s shock. Not that they didn’t want another child, of course, but more that life was already hectic and manic enough with young Kylian. On 29 December 2006, just over eight years after Kylian’s birth, the Mbappé family welcomed another baby boy. Ethan was born premature. His heartbeat was low and he had to stay in the maternity ward for a long time, in order to be monitored by the medical staff. After many months, he was finally allowed home. Just as Jirès had been with him, Kylian became a super big brother for Ethan. He repeated what he had experienced with his adopted brother a few years earlier. However, the dynamic was now different in the house. The education of both Mbappé boys was dissimilar. ‘My mum was twenty-three when she had me,’ Kylian recalled in a recent interview with L’Equipe. ‘She was eight years older when she had Ethan. My parents were different people when they had me compared to when they had him. This construction and life history mean that we are different. We have had the same parents without having the same parents. You can see two different educations. My father was not someone who would get up in the morning and say to me, “I love you, son.” But with my brother, he would say it many times. My dad was in a different stage of his life by then. My education was great, Ethan’s too, but they were different.’


His relationship with Wilfrid, which will be detailed throughout this book, is a fascinating one. A father, a coach, a mentor, an agent: Wilfrid has had many different roles with his son throughout his life. He was a strict dad, with boundless ambitions for his son, who had himself gone through a strict upbringing where you were not expected to show your emotions. When did Wilfrid tell Kylian he loved him for the first time? ‘I was big, but when you become an adult, you realise that you don’t need to hear I love you from your dad to love him,’ Kylian explained. ‘When he sacrifices himself so you can succeed, it is worth more than “I love you” at breakfast. We have a relationship where we understand each other without telling each other “I love you” every day. I know that he loves me with all his heart and I love him with all my heart. It is just another way of seeing love. And fame. The fact that I was in the media from a very young age created this shell. I didn’t want people to touch what was mine.’


Family is the most important component in Kylian Mbappé’s life. The Mbappés, and their extended family, have always been very tight-knit. There are numerous aunties, uncles, cousins, and now nieces and nephews. There are also the Mbomas, very close friends of the Mbappés who are like family to them. Alain, the father, is the brother of former professional player Patrick Mboma, who played for several clubs including Paris Saint-Germain, Parma and Sunderland, represented Cameroon at international level, and used to work with Wilfrid. Fati, the mother, is close friends with Fayza. Kylian grew up with their son Mattias, who is a couple of years younger than himself, and Ethan with their younger son Ismaël. The two families went skiing together in the Alps a few times. Kylian has always loved skiing, which he excels at, despite not being allowed to go any more because of his career. ‘The first thing I will do when I retire is to go skiing,’ he often jokes.


‘We are lucky with Wilfrid to have two families where everyone is close to the children,’ Fayza says. ‘Nobody bothers them or asks anything while being very happy for them. I always tell Kylian that it is not him changing, but the perception of him from others.’


Kylian finds refuge in his family and in his own space too. ‘The family, the friends, the close circle but really my house, I have always considered it a sanctuary,’ he explained recently. ‘My house is my house. When outside it’s fire or chaos, people being mad, I always tell myself that it will be over because I will come home soon.’ Now that he has become a superstar, things are a little bit different. He can’t do what he wants like he used to before he was the best footballer in the world.


‘I don’t see him much,’ says Fayza. ‘When he has three days off, I am going to tell him: come and see your mum! Even if we are separated, we all try to spend four days together at Christmas. And in the summer, we try to have four or five days together too. They are the only moments of family time you can have in a season, it’s three or four hours here or there … But you are never really alone. I told him: “Pass your driving test so at least you can be alone in your car. You can listen to the music you want to listen to, with no driver or security guard …” He couldn’t [take his driving test] in Paris for security and organisation reasons though.’


The head of the family is without a doubt Mamie Christine, Kylian’s grandmother and Wilfrid’s mum. She lived in Bondy with her husband Pierre, Wilfrid’s dad and Kylian’s grandfather and would often look after Kylian when his parents were working, making him his favourite treat of pancakes with sugar – she never allowed him to have Nutella. She gave him the nickname ‘Kyky’, which everyone in the family has now adopted. As for Ethan, he’s ‘Tatou’. Growing up, his grandparents’ house was like a second home to Kylian. Mamie Christine only moved out from Bondy into Paris a few years ago when Kylian bought her a house there. Now every time he is back in Paris, he visits her. She is his biggest fan, she never misses a game. Grandmother and grandson still call each other before and after every game.


‘When I win, she parties, drinks champagne, puts some music on and gets dancing,’ laughs Kylian. ‘But when I lose, I know I have to call her straight away because she is in a bad state. I have to play it down because for her it is the end of the world!’ Kylian continues about his nan.


In her eyes, though, he can do no wrong. ‘He is the best in the world and look how handsome he is. I am lucky.’ she says, beaming.
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With a Ball at His Feet


Wilfrid Mbappé dates it to 2001. ‘At three years old, he said he wanted to play football,’ remembers Kylian’s father. Fayza thinks it was a little later, while for Jirès, the first memories of Kylian on a football pitch are from 2004, when he was six and already impressing everyone. Regardless of when exactly the young Kylian Mbappé first realised he wanted to play football, everyone who knew him when he was a child is adamant that he was completely obsessed with the game. It was all he cared about, it seemed. ‘I didn’t want him to play just for me,’ insists Wilfrid. ‘When I was sure he really liked it, then I was OK. But I did wonder if he was happy because he loved football or because he was with his dad. We were football mad but at the end of the day, he could do whatever he wanted.’


His parents did try to capture his attention and imagination with other things, of course. They took him to museums in Paris. They introduced him to different styles of music, and he even played an instrument: the flute. They took some drama sessions, played other sports, and he was encouraged to read – which he did a lot of until he went to the Monaco academy – but, inevitably, he would always come back to football. Playing it, watching it, learning about it.


From a very young age, Kylian could always be found with a ball at his feet, running about the family’s flat, and when his dad was leaving to coach Bondy, he would always go with him, like a little mascot, drinking it all in. When he was not playing on the pitch, he had his nose stuck in his Panini sticker albums. He knew every top-flight player’s profile by heart, and could recount every detail and stat from memory. He constantly watched Les Yeux dans les Bleus, the ground-breaking documentary on the French national team during the 1998 World Cup winning campaign where filmmakers had inside access to the camp and followed the team everywhere. That’s where his fascination with and devotion for the blue shirt started. That’s how he learnt La Marseillaise, the French national anthem, imitating the French players singing it with their hand on their heart before matches. ‘This is part of my childhood. I dreamt of being in the position of the players I was watching on television,’ he admitted. ‘My parents mocked me a little bit, saying that I was mad. But the more my career advanced, the less they said it.’ For Kylian, being born in the year that France won their first World Cup was a sign of destiny.


In whatever form it came in, football was his life. Yet, unfortunately, at three years old Kylian was still too young to play for a club at the time in France. The minimum age was five. So he had to suffer in silence and wait for his time to come. He kept incessantly asking his parents to play for a team. Wilfrid could see that every time Kylian had a ball at his feet, he was happy – and he also noticed that he was good with it. An eye like Wilfrid’s, which spent hours watching football and footballers of all ages and all levels, only needed five or ten minutes to see whether a player was good or not. His own son was no exception. The first verdict was pretty encouraging.


In September 2001, Jirès, now thirteen, left for Clairefontaine. He had managed to pass all of the tests to enter the famed INF Academy, ten years before Kylian did the same. There was huge pride within the family about his achievements. Kylian, still only young, was sad that his role model was leaving, but he soon knew that his brother would be coming back every Friday for the weekend. ‘One day, I will also go to Clairefontaine, like Jirès,’ he told his dad. In the meantime, though, he made a fuss of Jirès every time he was home. They would play football with each other for hours in the flat, tiring themselves out. The older boy could see quite quickly that Kylian was special. ‘I remember a tournament in Bondy, he must have been six or seven years old, he took the ball at the back and dribbled through everyone to go and score. I thought, “wow!”’ he remembered recently. ‘I took a video on my phone. I was showing his videos to all the guys who were playing with me at Rennes, like Jimmy Briand, Rod Fanni, Sylvain Marveaux. Everyone was in shock.’


Kylian Mbappé’s football life would properly start in December 2002. AS Bondy had organised a series of mini charity matches to raise money for the Téléthon, an annual fundraising event organised by the French Association Against Muscular Dystrophy to raise money for research into genetic diseases. It is held on the first weekend of December and people all across France compete to break all sorts of records or produce amazing achievements. Millions of Euros are pledged every year for the charity. It is a similar event to Red Nose Day or Children in Need in the UK.


Inevitably, Wilfrid and Fayza were involved in organising the day, through their heavy involvement within the club, and, equally inevitably, their son wanted to get involved too. He pestered them for weeks, asking to play. Eventually, the chairman of the club gave them the green light and in the second half, with a shirt and a pair of shorts far too big for him, Kylian Mbappé took part in his first ever football match. He loved every second of it. He didn’t touch the ball much, but he did get hit in the face by it before going on to score a penalty, kindly helped by the opposition goalkeeper who let the ball go in. After the game, Wilfrid registered him with AS Bondy. He was still too young but the club made an exception. Football took over even more of the Mbappés’ lives.


For the Christmas of 2003, just after he turned five, Kylian’s list for Santa Claus was full of only one thing: football shirts. He asked for the shirts of AC Milan, FC Porto, Bayern Munich, Paris Saint-Germain, Real Madrid. They all arrived on Christmas Day, neatly wrapped, and Kylian was over the moon. Except there was a slight problem with the Real Madrid shirt. It was a fake. Incredibly, he spotted the difference right away, as the club badge was not quite right. Fayza admitted that she had struggled to find the real one, so had settled for a counterfeit. Kylian didn’t want to wear it. He told her on that Christmas morning that ‘I am not going to wear this one, mummy, but I will wear the real one when I sign for them when I am bigger.’ She would never forget it. Kylian’s shirt collection was already extensive – he had nearly as many as the posters on his bedroom walls. Back then, Zinedine Zidane, his idol at the time, featured the most, as well as his own brother, Jirès, who he looked up to, and Ronaldinho and Robinho, two stars of that era. It would evolve into Cristiano Ronaldo, his role model and hero during his teenage years, and Neymar.


At school, Kylian was unsure if he was left- or right-handed (it would turn out that he was in fact left-handed), but at football, he was naturally right-footed. Dribbling, shooting, passing, it came to him effortlessly. It all felt easy to him. In the debutant category (Under-6s and Under-7s), he was the smallest and youngest of the boys he played with. They used to train every Wednesday, early in the afternoon, before playing a match on Saturday afternoon. They were Kylian’s favourite days. The rest of his week was simple. He attended the Louis Pasteur primary school, opposite their block of flats and the Léo-Lagrange stadium. Even during school, he would always carry a ball with him to play football during breaktime, and, after the school day was over, he would run straight to the stadium or out into the streets near his home to play.


Kylian’s first coach with the Under-6s was Tonio Riccardi, a young coach who was very involved in the club where he was playing at the time. He had known Wilfrid and Fayza all his life, and was a family friend who acted as a babysitter when the Mbappés were going out. He was another older-brother role model for Kylian. Of Italian descent, Tonio was a diehard AC Milan fan, transmitting his passion for the Rossoneri to his little protégé. He would recount tales from their history to the young boy, telling him stories of their successes, their greatest players, about the famous San Siro stadium. They would watch games together, as Paolo Maldini and co. competed for Serie A and Champions League titles under Carlo Ancelotti. Tonio’s influence was such that Kylian has always said that if one day he were to play in Italy, it would only be for AC Milan.


‘He loved sport so much. Every sport,’ Tonio recalls. ‘We used to watch everything together, even Formula 1 cheering for Ferrari! But football was his absolute passion. He was obsessed … You could ask questions about any sports and he had the answer. His brain retained so much information.’ Together, they also played FIFA, the video game, on the PlayStation for hours. It was AC Milan for Tonio, Paris Saint-Germain or Real Madrid for Kylian. The young prodigy very quickly became an expert. They had fierce football matches in the flat too. One vs one with the soft ball and small goals, just as Kylian used to play with Jirès. The only conditions were not to break anything and not to tell his parents about it. The secret was never divulged.


Kylian played for Bondy from the age of four until he was fourteen and left for Monaco. Wilfrid was his coach for 80 per cent of that time, and they made the perfect duo. But he never received any preferential treatment from his dad. ‘People didn’t even know he was my son until he called me “papa” one day out of the blue!’ said Wilfrid. ‘Football came from him. I never told him: “Come with me to the ground.” I wanted it to come from him. Even before he officially joined the club when he was four, he was playing there every day. Then he wanted me to be his coach and I wanted it too so I could accompany his development. At first, I was not sure about it. I wondered if it was the right thing to do, if I would be able to make the distinction between the father and the coach. It worked great though,’ he added. Wilfrid is a terrific coach but he is tough on the boys. ‘He was strict with everyone, Kylian included,’ says a former teammate of Kylian’s from Bondy. ‘He was so good at motivating the players, and setting them up tactically. He knew he had Kylian who could win any game on his own.’


Tonio remembers a tournament in Auxerre, an hour’s drive south of Paris, where Mbappé made a mark and a name for himself. He was still only six, playing with boys at least a year older than him in a seven-a-side game. Bondy won easily and, after the match, the other teams asked to see the small boy’s passport and registration. They could not believe he was only six years old. It was obvious from that moment on that Kylian was going to become a very good player. How good? Wilfrid had a feeling that the sky was the limit.


On top of his ability, it was maybe the sheer self-belief in his own talent and destiny that was so impressive. He had one ambition: to become the best player in the world. He knew he was going to make it happen, he was a natural born winner. Every match, every training session, every small drill. His close friends can all tell stories of hearing him state that he would reach the top. Even at the age of six he had his whole career planned out in his head. When he was being looked after by his auntie Louise, Wilfrid’s sister, or his auntie Soraya, Fayza’s sister, or his grandmother Christine, he would repeat the same aspirations: Clairefontaine, Paris Saint-Germain, Real Madrid, France, the Olympic Games, the Ballon d’Or, the World Cup. He would picture himself winning every possible trophy, beating every record there was.


In June 2004, just before the French national team travelled to Portugal to take part in the UEFA European Championships, his mum took him to Clairefontaine to watch the players at an open training session. He had chosen to wear his France kit with Zidane number 10 on the back. Fayza and Kylian knew the place well as they had travelled to the elite academy several times to see Jirès. But this time felt special. From the sidelines he could see Zidane, his idol, in real life for the first time. It was magical. Kylian knew everything about Les Bleus and their football, reading and digesting everything he could get his hands on. But seeing them in person with his own eyes, that was different. One of the security guys was so impressed with his knowledge of the team that he took Kylian and Fayza as close as possible to the players. Zidane gave him a smile and that made his day.


He had always loved Zidane more than any other player. In 2008, when he was ten, he was taken by his dad to the barbers in Bondy. When Kylian was asked what haircut he wanted, he answered: ‘The Zidane haircut.’ The barber was a bit confused. ‘What’s the Zidane haircut?’ He asked, knowing full well that there was no Zidane haircut as the French legend had started losing his hair a few years before. ‘You know, hair on the sides and nothing in the middle.’ Kylian answered. He really believed that Zidane’s haircut was not natural but a fashion choice. Everybody in the shop laughed out loud.


Mbappé just wanted to be like Zidane, to play like him, to do the Zidane turn, a 360-degree turn with the right foot and then the left on the ball, like him. To play for France and win the World Cup like he had done. To feature for Real Madrid and lift the Champions League like him. Zidane was the first player he adored – ‘as early as four years old,’ Fayza remembers. He had other influences and examples throughout his childhood, of course, like Neymar or Cristiano Ronaldo. But Zidane was his first love.


Much later, Kylian had a Facebook account. His username on it? ‘Kylian Robinho Gaucho’, in tribute to Robinho, the former Brazil star, and Ronaldinho Gaucho, the Brazil legend who won the World Cup in 2002 with the Seleção and played for Paris Saint-Germain, Barcelona, where he won the Champions League, and AC Milan. ‘He started by loving Zinedine Zidane. Then there was Cristiano Ronaldo when he arrived at Manchester United and Real Madrid. … Because of Cristiano, Kylian was Portuguese in his head! … He was going to his mate’s dad’s to watch Portugal matches and support Ronaldo. He was in love with him. He was saying, “I’m Portuguese.” That lasted for a long time!’ Fayza laughs. But it was Zidane who would always have a special place in his heart. ‘He met him once when he was fourteen and then he said to me, “He touched my coat, I am not washing it ever.”’


For his eighth birthday in December 2006, he received more football shirts but more excitingly, he was also given a 3D puzzle of the Santiago Bernabéu Stadium to build. He would have the Real Madrid stadium, albeit in miniature, in the corner of his bedroom, dreaming more than ever to play there one day. After completing it, he told his mum: ‘One day, I will take you to watch a game in Madrid but it will be in one of the stadium’s boxes!’


When Kylian joined Bondy’s Under-13s, where the team moved from seven-a-side to eleven-a-side games, things became even easier for the young talent. The bigger pitch meant there were more spaces to run into and use his pace, and therefore more time and opportunities to dribble past other players. Kylian was eleven years old, playing with boys who were two years older. Yet, despite still being the smallest and skinniest player on the pitch, he was scoring a ton of goals. In Wilfrid’s mind, Clairefontaine was looming. ‘When we moved to eleven-a-side and he was still playing up and smashing it, we realised how talented he was,’ his dad said.


‘We knew he was going to go far. He was the jewel of the club,’ remembers Jean-François Suner, the club’s sporting director at the time.


Mbappé’s small frame for his age meant that his Bondy shirt was still far too big for him. He practically floated in it. The games that Kylian played at this age would always have quite a similar structure to them. If the opponents didn’t know Kylian and had never played against him, then after facing him for ten minutes, watching as he dribbled and accelerated through their team, they would start to kick him to stop him. If the opponents knew him already, then they would get physical from the moment the whistle blew for kick-off. Wilfrid would watch on, worrying about whether Kylian could handle it or not. He knew that it was a good way of developing his son’s abilities, ensuring he was used to dealing with tough opponents, but sometimes it seemed a bit too much. ‘When you play in Paris against boys who are six feet tall, you dribble past one player, two players and the third one, if you are not quick enough, he cuts you off! But Kylian had that pace and the dribbling skills to take on anyone and shine. He was impressing everyone, including the scouts. They were boosting him. And after, he would say to us, “Go and speak to the scouts now!”’ laughs Wilfrid.


In the toughest games, Wilfrid would always remind Kylian: ‘You need to find a way to compensate for your lack of physicality and size with something else. Use your brains, be smarter than your opponents, find the solutions …’ So, instead of just dribbling through opposition like he typically did in the younger age groups, Mbappé started using different tools: one-twos, playing dummies, changing his pace … His football intelligence was developing rapidly.


Playing up an age group was a challenge he relished. Kylian would tell his dad that facing older and bigger boys was never a problem for him because he was so used to playing against Jirès. His brother was always bigger and stronger than he was, so Kylian had to adapt his game to even stand a chance against his older sibling. Yet the age gap sometimes made it hard even for Kylian. The kicking could be excessive, and he was frequently intimidated. The division Bondy played in – and the opponents they faced – were tough. Bondy is located in Seine-Saint-Denis, department 93, one of the most competitive regions in French grassroots football. It is close to the Val d’Oise, department 95, whose teams they often played against as well. There were no easy games, especially when they played away. It was always hostile, rowdy, menacing, no matter whether they played against Sarcelles, Saint-Denis, Bobigny, Aubervilliers, Le Blanc Mesnil, Les Lilas … It was hard everywhere. The rivalries between the different council estates of these cities were fierce and bitter, and that transmitted onto the football pitch. The crowds in the stands shouted at you and insulted you. The level of ability on the pitch was technically very high, and players were physical and aggressive.


No wonder therefore that some of the best players in the history of French football originate from the hotbed of the Paris banlieues. It is like the jungle; making it out of there is incredibly difficult. As a result, the Parisian talent pool is deep. It is why the Clairefontaine academy is the best football academy in the world, as only twenty-two eleven-year-olds from the Paris area are selected each year. It is the blueprint for player development.


When Kylian was not playing football, he would spend hours watching videos of the best players in the world on YouTube, then try to reproduce the skills and techniques they performed on the pitch. Even today, he still watches a lot of football when he is not playing. It doesn’t matter what teams are on, what level they are, there is always some form of football on the TV in his house in Madrid. He is inquisitive, fascinated by how other teams play. ‘Kylian loves football passionately, which is not always the case for a lot of children,’ his mum says today. ‘Getting up every day, training every day, not having a life outside of it, is a form of sacrifice. Today, you see him in a private jet, he has a nice life. He earns a lot of money but compared to most guys his age, he has no social life. You better love what you do if you are not to have mental health issues. That’s what Kylian’s main strength is. He profoundly loves football. It is his addiction.’


Football probably saved Mbappé. Growing up on a council estate in Paris can be tough. Gangs and crime are often rife. But because of football he was never out, never causing trouble or getting involved in bad things like other kids his age. It is hard not to get dragged into those practices when you grow up in a poor neighbourhood. For Kylian, it was school, football, sleep, repeat – nothing else. There are many boys who he grew up with who were sent to prison because of their involvement in illegal activities. Kylian’s determination, as well as the support of his parents, meant that nothing could have derailed him from his goal.


Even though he left Bondy a long time ago, it will for ever remain a special place for him. He regularly goes back to the city and to the club. For the latter he provides kits via Nike, his sponsor, for every age group, and regularly donates money to buy new training equipment, as well as memorabilia that is raffled by the club to raise much-needed funds. Fayza still remains in touch with the club president and sporting director. When they need anything, they ask her. The Mbappé family is and will always be there for the club – they remember who first believed in Kylian.


In June 2004, when Jirès finished his tenure at Clairefontaine (at the time, it was a three-year cycle, changing to just two years in 2008), he had to choose his next club with Wilfrid and Fayza’s help. After receiving offers from several top clubs across France, including Paris Saint-Germain, he decided to accept an offer from Rennes. Located in the east of Brittany, Rennes was just a couple of hours away from Paris by train, which meant it was easy for the family to travel to visit him and attend matches. Their academy was one of the best in the country and their team was competitive in Ligue 1, finishing fourth at the end of season 2004–05. It was a wise choice.


Through Jirès’s experience at professional level, Wilfrid could clearly see what was working and not working, what to do and not do in certain situations, what it took to get to the top. Jirès was a talented player and did well at youth level in Rennes but he struggled to make the step up with the first team. At first, his manager Guy Lacombe didn’t select him often, which led to some tense moments for Kylian’s older brother. Kylian quickly understood, even from the outside, the dynamic between a coach and his players at the top level. Fayza realised something else, which turned out to be very important for Kylian’s career. ‘Jirès had spent three years at Rennes without playing much before it changed drastically after he extended his contract there,’ she explained recently. ‘We met with the club’s hierarchy at the time to understand and we got told that he was now playing because he wasn’t the lowest paid player in the team any more. I understood that day that football is not a story of human beings but a story of “How much did you cost or how much are you are going to bring in?” So, very quickly, we realised that the only way for a club to be relevant for our son was for it to pay him a lot.’


If everything was going well for Kylian’s football career, school-wise it was a very different story. He was clearly a bright and intelligent boy, but the lessons at Louis Pasteur primary school bored him and he felt misunderstood. He could not sit still or stay focused. There was an acceptance that Kylian was different – his mum often says that he is not like others. At school, he didn’t have many friends. He was uninterested at times, lost in his own thoughts and in his own world. He would always be doing something, never stopping until he was asleep. ‘He used to get up at six in the morning every day without exception and couldn’t stop moving until half-seven at night when he would fall asleep. It was impossible to contain his energy in our small flat,’ his mum recalls. His favourite line growing up was: ‘Brûler la rétine [Burn the retina]’. There was always something he wanted to do, and he never tired.


Fayza was worried though. Once a week, every Wednesday morning at 9 a.m. he had an appointment with a psychomotor therapist to help him better deal with school, his attention span and concentration. It had very little effect on Kylian. One of his teachers at school was not a fan: ‘He is a lovely boy but he is inept, a distraction, incapable, insufferable,’ she wrote on his report card to the horror of his parents. There was, again, this feeling that people didn’t understand their son.


‘We wanted to do some IQ tests but he didn’t finish them. School instigated it because he couldn’t stand still. It is still the case. But when he did the tests, the other children were playing football in the playground at breaktime and he wanted to join them, so he rushed the tests and botched them! They still decided to make him jump a class,’ Fayza said.


Yannick Saint-Aubert, the school headmaster at the time, had a trusting relationship with the Mbappés. ‘He was an unusual child. He kept going from being interested to being nonchalant. He was never violent or ill-intentioned, but you just had to accept that at some point, he would lose interest,’ explained Yannick, who is still in touch with the Mbappés to this day, to Le Parisien in 2017.


Despite not finishing the IQ tests, his answers in the first part confirmed his parents’ confidence. Kylian had a high intellectual potential (HIP), meaning he had higher cognitive abilities than the average person. He retained the information that he wanted to retain very easily, with a large capacity for learning and a photographic memory. As a result, Yannick decided to move Kylian to another class in the year above, with a stricter teacher. But there were not many improvements. He was clearly a gifted child, precocious and smart, excelling in subjects like maths, but he just could not find his place within school. ‘When he was in Year 6 (CM2), we changed his school so he could have an individualised curriculum. Otherwise he was bored and kept misbehaving,’ Fayza says. For his last year at primary school, Kylian transferred to Olympe-de-Gouges.


Kylian’s mum has a multitude of stories about him being naughty at school, enough to make everyone laugh. It was his way of getting through it. ‘In Year 7 (6e), after being rude, the teacher told him to “take the door”, meaning to leave the class and go to the headmaster’s office. Instead, he literally did it and tried to take the door off the hinges! I thought I was going to kill him when the school called me to tell me about it. The only place where he never had any problems was football. There, he was self-sufficient,’ she explained.


In September 2007, before he turned nine, Kylian joined a special class at school, a mix of Year 5 (CM1) and Year 6 (CM2) as he found his normal year too easy. There was another boy with him called Martin. He had glasses and was a very serious, intelligent and studious boy. His ambition was to become a politician. To keep Kylian focused, Fayza and Wilfrid made a simple deal with him: ‘Do well at school, get good grades and we will buy you the new Nike football boots that you like.’ They were a pair of pink Mercurials, the same ones that Cristiano Ronaldo wore. Inevitably, he did very well in his school exams, getting a lot of As. In some subjects, he did even better than Martin to everyone’s surprise, including Martin’s. The problem with Kylian and these kinds of bets was that once he got the boots, he stopped caring about school again. In the next set of exams, he got mainly Cs. Fayza was not happy at all. School was important for her and she was trying to find a way of getting the best education possible for her son. She had a lightbulb moment. Using football was an easy way of making him focus in class. ‘If you don’t do well, you won’t go to training and you won’t play football,’ she told him. Obviously, the trick worked.


However, things got more challenging when Kylian was in secondary school. He was older and football was getting more and more serious. His parents wanted the best environment for him to stay focused on his education. So they enrolled him into a private Catholic school called Assomption-Bondy. But Kylian was difficult in the year he spent there. He was ill-disciplined, not focused. Every teacher sat him in the front row of the classroom to prevent him from misbehaving. Fayza was ever present. She had a system arranged with the school that meant she always knew how her son’s attitude had been during lessons. At the end of each lesson, he had to hand the teacher a piece of paper to write if his behaviour during the class was: ‘very good’, ‘good’ or ‘not good’.


The Mbappés were also advised by the school to broaden his mind by making him do other activities outside of the classroom, not just football. So, they took him to swimming and tennis lessons for three years, as well as drama classes, for which he had a natural affinity. He developed his personality, his presence and way of talking in front of people, which would end up being very beneficial for his footballing career, especially when in front of the media. The drama lessons in particular helped him to open up more to friends.


There was also one other extra-curricular activity that Kylian enjoyed as a child. From the age of six until he was ten, he also attended music and singing classes for an hour each week. Straight away, he was engaged. Unlike at school, music enabled him to focus on something else, letting his creativity express itself. He chose to play the flute as an instrument and learnt to a good level. But his favourite was singing in the choir. ‘You could feel that he had a different personality. He was sunny, full of life,’ explains Céline Bognini, his teacher at the Conservatoire, the music school he attended in Bondy. With the choir, he performed a lovely rendition of Serge Gainsbourg’s song ‘Couleur café’.


Despite the importance placed on education by Fayza and Wilfrid, football still took over Kylian’s childhood. He was developing rapidly and other clubs were beginning to notice, with many getting in touch with Wilfrid to ask about his son’s availability. The plan was getting clearer now to Kylian’s parents. Their son would try to get into INF Clairefontaine, the first step towards a professional career, before choosing a top club academy in France, not abroad, that would progress him to making his debut for their first team. Neither Wilfrid nor Fayza were in any doubt that their son would make it and they wanted there to be a clear trajectory for him to follow. You could absolutely call it the ‘Mbappé Project’, as it is now widely known. They hate this term as they never saw it that way, still everything was planned, programmed and structured for Kylian. His parents were ever present, letting him enjoy his football but always there to support him in determining the perfect path for him to take. Wilfrid was the father-coach who worked on making him the best player he could possibly be for his age, while Fayza looked after his education to develop him into a respectable human being.


Fayza denies now that there was ever a ‘Mbappé Project’ in place. ‘It makes me sad. I am happy to explain what the “Mbappé Project” really was. Love, play and pleasure. The only demand we had was that they [Kylian and Ethan] did everything they could to fulfil their ambitions,’ she recently explained. Both can be true at once. While the Mbappés let their son enjoy his football and made sure he was loved, there was clearly a goal in mind for Kylian to target.


Once, at school, they were learning about poetry and each child had to pick a text to recite in front of the class. Kylian chose ‘The Frog Who Wished to Be as Big as the Ox’ from La Fontaine’s Fables. The fable tells the story of a small, envious frog that wants to be as strong as an ox, and tries to inflate itself to the ox’s size, only to burst from the strain. The morale of the story is quite simple. It is a tale that warns against vanity, envy and not recognising your own limitations, which informs you to be content with who you are and what you have. It was not surprising that Kylian chose it as it was one of his favourite reads. Yet it is the total opposite of who he is. From his earliest years, he has always had the burning ambition to be the best. He is not envious of others, but even when he was small and skinny, like the frog, he knew he would eventually become bigger and stronger than anyone.
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‘Have You Heard of This Little Boy from Bondy?’


Kylian Mbappé was playing brilliantly for AS Bondy, but Wilfrid knew he should aim for more, as he recently recalled in a 2025 interview with L’Equipe. ‘I wanted Kylian to be an all-round player. We worked on him being able to play in all three forward positions. When he was young and playing with the age group above him, he often had to play on the left. He was skinny and small, whereas the other kids at fifteen were much taller at about 1.8 metres. He had the qualities to play on the wing: very good technically, the ability to dribble past players, top pace. A quality mandatory in Paris: you dribble once or twice, but if you are not quick, the third time, you get destroyed. He was blowing everyone away, especially the scouts. It boosted him knowing they were there. When he was playing well, he would come to see us after: “come on, we have to go and talk [to the scouts] now.”’


In Kylian’s Under-13 side, coached by Wilfrid, there was another very good player called Jonathan Ikoné. The boys were both playing a year up and performing well, despite being the youngest and smallest in the side. Ikoné would typically play as a left winger, Kylian as a right winger and Cyril Zabou was the centre forward. ‘They were so much better than anyone else, Wilfrid said. ‘Everybody knew they would become professional players very early on. It felt like it was a given. Their level technically and physically was so high. They were ready and just wanted to win all the time. We used to score so many goals! And there was such a buzz around Kylian from the under-9 team.’


‘Jorko’, as Ikoné was nicknamed, was not committed at school, he didn’t want to do his homework or go to bed at a decent time. His mum regularly called Wilfrid to ask him to talk sense into her son. Yet he was excellent on the pitch alongside Kylian for AS Bondy, so good in fact that many clubs in France wanted him to join their academy. He was even offered a trial by Paris Saint-Gemain, the Holy Grail for any Parisian kid. Wilfrid used it as a carrot and a stick. ‘If you don’t listen to your mum and do your homework, I will cancel the trial with PSG,’ Wilfrid warned him.
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