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For my parents, without whom I wouldn’t be


the person I am today. Without whom I


wouldn’t be where I am today. Without whom


I’d look at the world through different eyes.


 


For my parents, who always encouraged me


to go my own way. I love you.










I’m a big fan of Mesut Özil and have great respect for him in every way. He’s an absolute pillar of our national side and he’s played in most of the games under me as manager. He’s someone I can always rely on. With his style of play, Mesut’s always creating special moments on the pitch. And in football these are often the key to winning games. Mesut is also very adaptable and has a high level of footballing intelligence. This is what makes him so valuable for me as a coach, because I can use him flexibly in different positions. He is an outstanding team player and we’re all delighted to have such an exceptional sportsman in our ranks.


 


Joachim Löw










Foreword


I’m always on the lookout for young players. And I found a wonderful one in Mesut at Bremen. An ambitious boy with a feeling for magic passes, a flair for dribbling, a player who could assist goals and score them himself.


But was he ready for a top team? Physically, not yet. Mentally, perhaps. Technically, certainly! In my head I put him on my golden list.


When I moved to Madrid I realised that I was missing someone capable of making the magic pass. Someone who could launch our attacks with brilliance. Then Mesut came to mind again.


When he proved at the 2010 World Cup that he was able to cope with high levels of pressure I decided to sign him. The transfer went through and a wonderful relationship was born. Özil behind Ronaldo and Di María, with Benzema or Higuaín.


I have many things to be pleased about, including those titles and records we achieved with Mesut. But what has particularly lingered in my memory are all those moments of exceptional footballing quality. The beauty of his passes and traps, as well as his goals.


The crowds in the special arena of the Bernabéu adored Mesut Özil. Large numbers of teammates have enjoyed playing alongside him. Even his opponents, I believe, have occasionally been astounded by the beauty of his dribbling.


Have I been able to give him anything as a coach? I do hope so. Although players like Mesut are not made by managers. They are born.


What else should I say about this boy? I miss him a lot. He’s my friend. He’s a star who never forgets where he came from, and never forgets the fun you get from the game.


Not only is he a world champion, he’s a champion in life too, with all the challenges that brings – challenges he overcomes. I’m proud to have been part of his story.


 


José Mourinho










Prologue


The most important bollocking of my life


If he says another word I’m going to explode. Just one more word. What does the guy want from me, anyway? Why’s he picking on me? That’s not normal. It’s madness. Huh, what do I know what it is? Whatever, it’s really unfair.


It’s half-time and I’m sitting in the dressing room at Real Madrid. My club. The seat next to me is free. It’s where Karim Benzema sits, but he’s warming up as he’s going on for the second half. Sami Khedira is absent-mindedly fiddling with his boots. Cristiano Ronaldo is staring into space. And José Mourinho, our manager, is ranting. And ranting. And ranting. Especially at me. In fact, his entire harangue up till now has been just about me.


But I ran my socks off. I played really well. Honestly. I’d admit it if I hadn’t. We were leading 3–1 against Deportivo La Coruña. Our opponents took the lead after 16 minutes, but we turned the game around. Within 21 minutes Cristiano Ronaldo had scored twice and then Ángel Di María added a third.


The two of them are playing on the wing, with Gonzalo Higuaín up front. Behind me Khedira and Luka Modrić are in defensive midfield, keeping my back free. Everything’s fine. But instead of praising us, me included, I’m getting another roasting. Mourinho’s had it in for me over the past few weeks too. Against Rayo Vallecano he let me stew on the bench. In our defeat against Sevilla he took me off at half-time. Admittedly, I could understand his tactics that day. We were already behind after a Piotr Trochowski goal in the first few minutes and didn’t exactly cover ourselves with glory.


But now? All of us had shown character. I was in control of my game. The passes were getting through.


OK, I admit, in the last few minutes before the half-time whistle I slacked off a little. A tiny bit. That’s true. There I can’t take issue with the coach who’s criticising my commitment. Instead of going at full pelt, once or twice I just trotted as I ran backwards. I was only on it about 80 or 90 per cent. But I wasn’t playing badly. Is it really a good reason to snap at me like that in front of the whole team?


I exchange a furtive glance with Sergio Ramos. My friend. I really like the guy. Then I lose myself in my thoughts again while Mourinho’s dressing-room thunder continues.


I don’t much like dressing rooms. No matter where they are. Whether they’re old and revered or ultra-modern. Whether they’re in the stadium or at the training ground. I know the allure of team dressing rooms for football fans around the world; they act like a magnet. Everyone wants a glimpse inside their club’s shrine. Many are even prepared to spend good money to see Cristiano Ronaldo’s or Lionel Messi’s locker on a tour of the stadium.


But there’s nothing mythical about changing rooms for me. They don’t radiate any magic. They’re not special. Dressing rooms are control centres. They’re like the towers at airports, with managers acting like air traffic controllers directing the flow of flights. But they’re not sacred places. I find the changing room before the match or at half-time more like a cage. I want to get out of there. As fast as possible. Like a tiger longing for its freedom. But time passes more slowly in the dressing room. The quarter of an hour until the start of the second half always seems much longer to me. Because I’m desperate to get back out onto the pitch to continue the game.


The changing room is just for preparation. The pitch, the turf is my stage. It electrifies me. It’s where I belong. For me it’s liberating to step out onto the pitch. In your private life you can sometimes have problems, arguments, discussions, disagreements. But there aren’t any problems for me on the football field. Those 90 minutes – sometimes more if there’s extra time –signify peace for me. Pure pleasure. The grass doesn’t even have to be perfectly cut. I don’t need accurately marked-out chalk lines. I don’t even have to be wearing the perfect boots to feel content. I just need a ball to kick around. It’s the football field that makes me happy, not the dressing room, that cramped space, sometimes 60 square metres, occasionally 80. I want to get out of that cage. Especially now during this humiliation.


Mourinho is standing in the middle of the dressing room. He’s talking and talking and talking. In fact, he’s more like shouting: Mesut here, Mesut there, Mesut this. Mesut that.


I try to switch off. Allow the criticism to bounce off me. Because I can feel the anger beginning to bubble up inside.


‘You think two passes are enough,’ Mourinho screams. ‘You’re too refined to go in for the tackle. You think you’re so good that fifty per cent is enough.’


He pauses. Stares at me with his dark brown eyes. I stare back. We are like two boxers eyeballing each other before the first round.


He’s not showing any emotion, just waiting for my reaction. How I loathe him at this moment! Although in truth I love José Mourinho.


He alone is the reason why I went to Real Madrid from Werder Bremen in 2010. I didn’t choose the club, I chose him. I chose the man, José Mourinho. I wanted to play for him and no one else.


I’d harboured this strong desire since 2008. Back then, at the beginning of October, I’d played for Werder Bremen against Inter Milan in the Giuseppe Meazza stadium. In goal for the Italians was Júlio César. The attack was Adriano, Zlatan Ibrahimović and Mario Balotelli. What names. What a team. Put together with the tactical brilliance of none other than José Mourinho. In the very first minute Adriano found himself in mid-air in our box and tried a sideways scissor-kick, which he fired just a few centimetres above Tim Wiese’s goal. Soon afterwards Ibrahimović just missed too when he hit the side netting. After 14 minutes we were one down from a goal by Maicon.


Inter were strong. Doing everything right in this phase. During stoppages I’d occasionally look over at Mourinho, watching how he directed his team. The passion with which he motivated his side from the touchline. And how positive he always remained towards his players. It fascinated me.


In the sixty-second minute I broke through on the left wing, made a pretty perfect cross to Claudio Pizarro in the centre, who equalised. 1–1. Once more I hazarded a glance over at Mourinho, who seemed fairly impressed, or at least that’s what I imagined. After the game he shook my hand and congratulated me with a firm slap on the shoulder. Now he had me. That night I told my then agent, Reza Fazeli, ‘At some point I’m going to play for José Mourinho.’


What did I like about Mourinho so much? The way he spoke, the way he moved, his elegant dress sense. He always looked controlled and supremely confident. Back then it was a charisma I’d encountered in only a few managers.


Two years later, after the 2010 World Cup in South Africa, he actually wanted me in his team. Mourinho had just won the Champions League with Inter Milan, after which his move to Real Madrid was made public.


At the time there were five potential clubs in the mix. Arsenal had already shown their interest, as had Manchester United, Bayern Munich, Barcelona and Real Madrid.


My agent, Reza, met Bayern Munich. The bosses told him what their plans were for me, how they wanted to use me. He then had the same conversation with the other clubs. But in 2010 Bayern was quite a way behind Real Madrid and Barcelona. Under Louis van Gaal they’d just lost the Champions League final in Madrid against Mourinho’s Inter. Viewed objectively, as well as from a global perspective, the two Spanish clubs were bigger, brighter, better. So for me these were the only two possibilities.


Not long after that I was enjoying a few days’ holiday in a villa on Mallorca with my cousin Serdar, my brother Mutlu and some good friends, including Baris and Ramazan, when Reza came and said that José Mourinho was going to call us.


I still recall my head spinning when he told me about the impending telephone call. This wasn’t any old conversation; it was the conversation.


I’m not someone who likes talking much, who enjoys being the centre of attention and having people hang on his every word, spellbound. And, more importantly, I couldn’t speak Portuguese, Italian or fluent English. So I had no chance of speaking to Mourinho directly. Yet there were so many questions I wanted to ask him. The idea of him phoning today made me quite dizzy. I was as nervous as before my first call to a girl I’d fallen for as a boy.


My agent and I retired to a room at the back of the villa. Then the phone rang. Mourinho was calling Reza’s mobile on a withheld number. When he said ‘Hello’ and then his name, I was unable to utter a sound at first. My heart was beating faster than after 20 interval runs in pre-season training.


Having put his mobile on the table in front of us and switched to speaker so I was able to hear every word, Reza began his discussion with Mourinho. I listened to the sound of Mourinho’s voice. and tried to understand what he was saying, picking up words here and there without knowing what they really meant. From time to time Reza would interrupt the conversation to summarise and translate what they’d been discussing.


This telephone conversation drove me mad. Sometimes the two of them would say ten sentences at a time without any translation or I would hear both of them laugh. I kept nudging Reza, insisting he tell me what it was all about, but he just asked me to be patient.


After three-quarters of an hour the conversation was over. I prowled around the room in excitement. ‘He really wants me. Did you hear? Mourhino wants me in his team!’


A few days later we were climbing aboard a private jet that Real Madrid had laid on for us. I felt like a Hollywood star. Until then I didn’t know it was possible to travel in such luxury – I hadn’t even seen a private jet from a distance. And now I was checking in at a separate terminal in Mallorca. Without any queues. Without having to wait to hand over my luggage. Until this August day in 2010 that world had been closed to me.


In Madrid there was a chauffeur waiting for us, who drove us in a limousine to the house of Jorge Valdano, who was then Real’s director of football. A perfect gentleman, who’d already been involved in the signings of Zinédine Zidane, my absolute idol, Cristiano Ronaldo and David Beckham for Los Blancos. His shirt was the whitest I’d ever seen. His tie sat accurately in the middle. I barely remember anything more as my mind was focused on José Mourinho, who I was about to meet in person for the first time. And then he was there: the man who’d taken Porto to the championship and the Champions League. The man under whom Chelsea had won the Premier League and FA Cup. The man who, with Inter Milan, had cleaned up every national and international honour going.


As soon as he entered the room I immediately caught sight of the Real Madrid logo on the tracksuit that Mourinho seemed to be wearing with great pride. That golden crown. Those strong colours. Images started flashing in my mind. I dreamed of entering the Bernabéu, Real’s stadium. These pictures were so overwhelming that I didn’t take in what Mourinho was saying in the first minute or so.


But then reality caught up with me. I wrenched myself from my dreams, from that unreal world. Perhaps this legendary team was still too big for me? From Werder Bremen to Real Madrid? From a good Bundesliga side to the greatest club in the world? Who was I, anyway? In comparison to the Real stars, a nobody. A nobody on the great international footballing stage.


I’m neither naïve nor deluded. And, of course, I confront the issue of failure too. It would be reckless not to. But when you’re a young player it’s not enough to show you can play a good game. Because as soon as the whistle goes, what you’ve done in the past means nothing any more. These days ten good games are very quickly forgotten. As a footballer you don’t have any credit – one or two bad games and you’re out. Then you start back at square one. Would I actually get a real opportunity at Real Madrid? This question refused to stop plaguing me.


‘Yes, that’s what I’ll give you,’ Mourinho said. ‘A very real opportunity! Train hard. Then play. Show me you want it and I’ll have you in my team. If you want to get better, I’ll make you better. Real Madrid isn’t too big a move for you. Real Madrid is the only right move. Trust me. I’ll turn you into a regular player. And then all the doors will be open to you. You’ll be able to show the world what you’re capable of. And, believe me, that’s a huge amount.’


Mourinho swept all my doubts away. He gave me a good feeling, exactly what I needed to summon the courage for such a change.


After our discussion we all went to the Estadio Santiago Bernabéu, and Valdano took me through the sacred halls of Los Blancos. Past all the trophies that Real had won during its long history. Shining cups polished to a mirror finish; I could see my reflection in them. A magical sight. So alluring. With a clear message: welcome to a victorious club! A club of champions. Guaranteed trophy-winners.


From the corner of my eye I could see the Real bosses watching me. I’d have liked to have played cooler, looked more laid-back as I walked past the plates, cups and glass sculptures, but I couldn’t disguise my enthusiasm. The trophies were glittering and I was beaming.


When I visited Barcelona shortly afterwards, all that was missing. No tour through the Camp Nou, the Catalans’ stadium. No display of their victories, which had given me goose bumps in Madrid. Unlike Real Madrid, Barcelona had no emotional impact on me. They didn’t show me their stadium. I wasn’t taken to the training ground. The entire visit was less cordial, although I was inspired by their style of play.


But most disappointing of all was the fact that the manager of Real’s great Spanish rival didn’t take the time to meet me personally.


Even before I actually went to Barcelona I was convinced that was where I’d be transferring to. Or at least that was my preference. At the time no team in the world played better football. It was a real pleasure to watch the magic of their combination play. They’d pass the ball amongst themselves 20 or 30 times, with the lightness and precision of a well-rehearsed piece of choreography.


But I was puzzled by the absence of Pep Guardiola. When Reza and I flew back from Barcelona I kept asking the question, ‘Why wasn’t the manager there?’ His answer was always the same: ‘He’s on holiday.’ Guardiola didn’t ring me over the next few days either. Not even a text message. He gave no signal that he wanted me. And so my enthusiasm for Barcelona steadily declined.


After I’d been to see both major clubs I sat back down with my agent. ‘Mesut,’ he said, ‘these are your options. These are the five doors you can go through.’ Then we wrote a list of pros and cons. Classic, just like at school.


For example, on the pro-Barça side, it said ‘great football’. Or: ‘teammates: Xavi, Iniesta, Messi.’ All in all I must have written down ten points in favour of the Catalans. But the single point that I jotted down on the con side was enough to eliminate Barça as a potential future club for me. ‘Pep Guardiola – does he even want me? Am I his man?’ My scepticism prevailed.


Ultimately I didn’t want to go to Barcelona because of Guardiola’s behaviour. But also because Mourinho was fighting so hard to get me. Was so convincing. So warm. So keen. He was the complete opposite of the Barcelona coach. So I plumped for José Mourinho and Real Madrid.


For the man who at this very moment is tearing strips off me. Ten minutes of the half-time break are over. And Mourinho still isn’t finished with his bollocking. I’ve had enough now.


‘What do you actually want from me?’ I snap back at him. Then, more softly, I say to Ramos, ‘He’s making me mad. He ought to shut his trap. He’s never content.’


‘I want you to play as well as you can,’ Mourinho yells. ‘I want you to go into tackles like a man. Do you know what it looks like when you tackle? No? Let me show you.’


Mourinho stands on tiptoes, thrusts his arms down by his sides, purses his lips and minces around the dressing room. ‘That’s how you tackle. Ooh, I mustn’t get hurt. And absolutely mustn’t get dirty,’ he shouts while repeating his Özil tackle parody.


He gets more and more fixated. His heart rate is probably 180. Mine’s 200 for sure. Then I’ve really had enough. I can’t hold back any longer. My southern temperament is overwhelming me. ‘If you’re so great, why don’t you get out there and play yourself?’ I scream now, ripping off my jersey and hurling it at his feet. ‘Here. Put it on. Off you go.’


Mourinho just laughs spitefully. ‘Oh, are you giving up now?’ he asks. ‘What a coward,’ he says harshly, moving to within just a few centimetres of me. ‘What do you want? To crawl under a nice, warm shower? Shampoo your hair? Be on your own? Or do you want to show your teammates, the fans out there and me what you’re capable of?’


Now Mourinho’s talking very calmly. He’s no longer hot-tempered and loud, but controlled, which makes me even madder. How can he compose himself while I’m on the verge of losing it? I’m so pissed off. I’d love to chuck my boots at his head. I want him to stop. To leave me in peace finally.


‘Do you know what, Mesut?’ Mourinho says, louder now so that everyone can hear. ‘Cry if you like! Sob away! You’re such a baby. Go and take a shower. We don’t need you.’


Slowly I get up, slip out of my boots, grab my towel and walk silently past the manager to the showers, without dignifying him with so much as a glance. Instead he lobs one final provocation in my direction. ‘You’re not Zinédine Zidane, you know. No! Never! You’re not even in the same league!’


I feel my throat constricting. Those last words of his are like a stab to the heart. Mourinho knows exactly what he’s saying. He knows how much I admire that player. He knows the Frenchman is the only footballer I truly look up to.


‘You’re not Zidane!’ Mourinho’s words resound in my head for long afterwards. I’m now on my own in the dressing room. The team is back on the pitch. Kaká has been brought on for me. I don’t find this out till later, but Sergio Ramos has nabbed my jersey and put it on underneath his. The black digits of my number 10 shimmer beneath his own shirt.


Pepe and Ronaldo both score in the second half to make it 5–1 against Deportivo, while I stand in the shower, lost in thought. I’ve never been bollocked like that by a coach before. I’ve never been so shaken in my conviction about what’s right and wrong. What has happened here? Why did Mourinho, this great manager, make me look such a fool? What was he trying to tell me?


That evening, on 30 September 2012, just before 9 p.m., I started posing myself major questions like I’d never done before. The argument was on my mind for weeks. Who was I? And where did I want to go? To answer these questions I began to look back on my life.










1


My Embarrassing Home


What family ties can achieve


I’m standing on the top step of the staircase that leads down into the cellar, staring into the darkness. Ever since I can remember, the light switch above the banister has been broken. Like so much in this building on Bornstrasse in the Bulmke-Hüllen district of Gelsenkirchen – my home.


For example, the front door is so warped that we children, at least, have to launch our whole bodyweight against the thing to open it. Each time the metal strip at the bottom scrapes the floor, which is now full of scratches. The grey metal letterboxes are battered.


We don’t even have a proper house number outside. Someone probably nicked the numbers at some point. Or, after decades of being exposed to the wind and rain, they just fell off and nobody bothered to put them up again. At any rate someone has sprayed 30 – our house number – in green on the white façade.


I want to go down into the cellar to get my bike. But I don’t dare do it on my own. None of us children dares enter this spooky place alone. The stench is so bad you need to hold your breath, then go down and back up as quickly as you can. Most of all it smells of urine, although I don’t know if some of our neighbours just pee down there or if the pong comes from the rats that live in their dozens in the cellar.


Yes, large, revolting rats have taken over the cellar and they’re increasing in number by the year. The older children have told us of neighbours who’ve been badly injured by the rats. They’ve drummed it into us that the rodents will attack you and can give you nasty bites if you invade their territory.


But we can’t leave our bicycles outside the house. They’d be stolen straight away. And my bike is like gold to me. I don’t have many valuable things. My parents had to work very hard and save up for ages to buy the bike. So there’s nothing for it but to charge into the scary cellar with the scary rats each time. Even when there’s two of us we don’t have the nerve to go down the steep, worn concrete steps. Only when my elder brother, Mutlu, accompanies us do we dare enter that cellar. But mostly it’s five children going down there together, shouting at the tops of our voices and stamping our feet to frighten the rodents.


I live with my family on the fourth floor of the house, right at the top. It’s a small flat. My sisters Nese and Dugyu share a bedroom. I sleep with my brother Mutlu in another. He’s got a bed, but I just have a mattress that we move in the mornings so we’ve got a bit more room to play. There’s no privacy here.


But in fact I like our flat. In spite of the scary cellar. My parents have tried to make it look as nice as possible.


When I later play for Rot-Weiss Essen, however, and there’s a shuttle service that picks us kids up from the surrounding area, I feel ashamed of my home. Some of the other children live in unbelievably nice places; they have smart detached houses with their own garden. I’m so embarrassed by where I live that I give the club’s shuttle service a different house number. Instead of being picked up from Bornstrasse 30, I walk a few metres down the road and stand on the opposite side of the street, in front of a building that at least doesn’t have any broken windows.


But there’s no way we could ever get a larger flat, where each child would have their own room and in a house that’s not so run-down.


My mum’s already working like mad. She’s a cleaner in a school and does double shifts. The first is from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m., the second from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. She’s breaking her back for us children. Although I never hear her complain, I can see how exhausted she is. Sometimes, when she thinks no one is looking, she holds her overworked back, arches it and has a good stretch.


She’s sacrificing herself for us. She cleans and cleans and cleans. Her life revolves around providing for her family and she doesn’t seem to care that she’s neglecting her own life in the process. Mum has no time for hobbies. And because she always has to work she’s got no time for us either. When I get home from school there’s no cooked lunch waiting on the table for me. I don’t have a mum who opens the door with a smile, strokes my hair and asks me how my day was. She isn’t there when I’ve got questions about my homework either.


My grandparents took my mother out of school after the ninth year. After that she had to work to earn money for the family. Neither my grandparents nor parents could afford the luxury of a good education, and we children suffered from the shortage of money too. That’s why I didn’t go to kindergarten. My parents simply couldn’t afford a place for me. Just as, later on, they couldn’t hire a private tutor for me or my siblings.


When I came home from school I was responsible for looking after myself. Nobody made sure I was doing my homework and there weren’t any bedtime stories either. My father had to struggle for every cent too. To begin with he worked in a leather factory. Then he ran a tea-room for a while, and later a kiosk. After that he opened a billiard hall before going to work at the Opel factory. Time and again he reinvented himself to give his family a good life. He was unemployed several times between jobs, but he always fought to get back into working life.


A total of ten families lived in our house. Nine of them came from abroad. In the whole of Bornstrasse there were practically no Germans. We foreigners – that’s how I saw myself as a child – lived pretty much amongst ourselves. It wasn’t so much a case of us foreigners living together with the Germans as living separate lives.


Until I was four I spoke nothing but Turkish. At home we always spoke it anyway. But even outside our flat I didn’t have any contact with the German language. Because I didn’t go to kindergarten I was never in a position where I had to learn it.


So for me the cellar was called ‘bodrum’. It wasn’t dark, but ‘karanlık’. And it filled me with ‘korku’ rather than fear. Especially because of the ‘sıçan’, the rats. Instead of ‘Good morning’ I’d say ‘Günaydın’ when I came into the kitchen in the mornings. The Lebanese kids we played football with on the rec integrated with us Turks – we were in the majority – and learned our language too.


Before going to school I spent a year in pre-school, which is supposed to facilitate the transition from kindergarten to primary school. But first and foremost it helps those children who are not ready for school proper.


Ninety-nine per cent of the pupils there were foreigners. And although we were taught in German in the classroom, nobody of course spoke it at break time in the playground or on the way home. Which means I almost never had to speak German. Except when the teacher asked me to. I learned the language of my country of birth at a snail’s pace. The four hours of German I had during a school day were counterbalanced by three times as many in Turkish.


Besides, this German sounded so funny, so coarse, so harsh. The inflection and intonation were very different from Turkish. I was also confused by the fact that certain letters were pronounced differently. For example, in Turkish the ‘Z’ is pronounced like an ‘S’.


My grammar was appalling; in fact I’d go as far as to say that it was a disaster. For a long time I wrote my compositions without any punctuation. When my work came back corrected I always felt frustrated – red circles everywhere, so many words underlined and endless marks in the margin referring to my mistakes. The same with dictation. It took me ages to work out what articles were. Only much later did I come to know whether the German word for dog was masculine, feminine or neuter.


Having to pick up a book and read out loud to the class was pure torture. I found books really hard going. These days I think that’s such a shame. For now I know how essential education is. I’ve always impressed on my little sister Dugyu how important it is that she sits her school-leaving exams – the first member of our family to do so. And not only that. I’ve told her repeatedly, ‘These days just doing your school exams isn’t enough. You’ve got to be one of the best in your class. You have to study. You have to throw yourself into it.’


I sincerely hope that Dugyu will go on to college one day and of course I’ll pay for her studies. That’s why I’ve asked my current agent, Dr Erkut Sögüt, who represents me alongside my brother Mutlu, to talk to her seriously too and tell her how important it is to study. Explain how much fun student life can be. I can’t rave about it to her myself. How can I appear as a credible advocate of university when I’ve never even seen the inside of a lecture theatre? But Erkut can. He worked his way up from a very modest background, studied law and is now a renowned lawyer. If he tries to persuade Dugyu it will have far more weight than if I just blather on.


I also regret now that my parents didn’t speak German to us when we were little. I’m not criticising them for their decision to speak Turkish at home, because there was nothing malicious behind it. They weren’t trying to disadvantage us. After all, Turkish has always been the language they’ve felt comfortable in. The one they use to chat to friends and neighbours. The one they can best express themselves in. But most of all Turkish was the language of their parents. They themselves grew up with Turkish.


Both of my grandfathers came to Germany in the mid-1960s. They were miners in Zonguldak, a town on the Turkish Black Sea coast. They worked for little money, and only when they were needed. Back then employment was hard to come by, especially in the more rural areas. When Germany sent out an appeal for guest workers and concluded an agreement with Turkey, by which several hundred thousand Turks were authorised to come over, my grandfathers too were enticed by the promise of a better life. Almanya. Land of work. Land of riches. Land of improvement. The Germans wanted my grandfathers and so they embarked on the journey into the unknown, leaving their wives and children behind, which was terribly hard for them. Work, save money, come back rich – that was the plan. They were even given a sort of instruction manual so that they wouldn’t make mistakes in this country that was so alien to them. Işçi olarak Almanya’ ya nasıl gidilir? (How to be a worker in Germany) was the title of the brochure published by the Turkish authorities. It said, ‘Work hard and learn quickly anything you don’t know. Strictly observe the regulations of your workplace. Arrive punctually. Never take days off sick unless it is absolutely unavoidable.’


My grandfathers took these guidelines to heart. They worked conscientiously. Industriously. Hard. Without complaining. They did contract work, often with colds and backaches. Every pfennig earned (the euro didn’t exist back then) was saved. For the family and the dream of a better life. Although Germany was advertising for guest workers it didn’t pay for them to have language tuition, at least not my grandfathers. To understand instructions within the business there were interpreters who explained the tasks to them. My grandfathers never saw the need to invest in a language course themselves. After all, it wasn’t their plan to stay in Germany in the long term. For them what was most important was to earn money for a better life in Turkey and not spend any of it.


Later both grandfathers sent for their wives. And the wives brought their children: my mother and my father, who was two at the time.


My grandparents missed the sound of the sea outside their front door, the beaches of Kapuz and Uzunkum, their walks to the stalactite caves of Gökgöl Mağararsi. They missed the tooting of the ships’ horns as they sailed into port. The screeching of the gulls. Fresh fish that my grandfather caught himself from the harbour wall. They missed their old friends. Their familiar life. But the security that their hard-earned marks offered was more important than giving in to their yearning.


So my grandparents remained in Germany with their children. And when my father and mother were old enough they married each other, as my grandfathers had once arranged. My parents weren’t lucky enough to just meet each other in the normal way. They didn’t have any first dates. My father didn’t have to charm Mum to win her. They were designated for each other as was the tradition back then. Having said that, it seemed to me that my parents were always very loving and intimate with each other.


My mother and father had each other and their parents. They had Turkish friends and Turkish neighbours. Whenever they went out, they were with Turks. And so they needed almost no German to get by. For this reason they probably imagined that we – my brother Mutlu, my sisters Nese and Dugyu, and I – didn’t need German either.


I think it was down to a lack of knowledge back then that lots of families made the mistake of not teaching their children the language of the host country properly from the start.


For a long time I found every German lesson at school a hurdle race – a race that I wasn’t able to negotiate with confidence. Instead, at every hurdle I got stuck or lost my step. Often it wasn’t just that I stumbled at the hurdles, but I felt as if I would never make it to the finish line.


And so to anyone who moves to another country, from no matter where, I’d like to offer the following words of encouragement. Make use of the opportunity to learn the language. Try to make friends with people from that country. Pay attention to your surroundings. Don’t live separate lives in isolation. And most of all: read!


Nazan Eckes, the television presenter, wrote a book about her experiences as a woman born in Germany with Turkish roots. She interviewed me for the book, which is entitled Good Morning Occident and contains the wonderful sentence: ‘My heart beats German and my heart also beats Turkish.’ A great message that I can very much identify with, as I think like a German, but I feel Turkish.


How often in my young life have I been asked what I am. Turk? Or German? Do I feel more Turkish? Or do I have more German characteristics?


I don’t like this exclusivity. I’m not just the one or the other. I’ve got fantastic Turkish friends, but equally I’ve got German friends who mean a lot to me. I met Fabian, my first German friend, when I was about seven and playing for Westfalia. He  played mainly in goal and was captain of the team.


I grew up with boys from Lebanon, and over the course of my career I’ve lived in London and Madrid, and made friends from all over the world: Karim Benzema from France, Sergio Ramos from Spain, Cristiano Ronaldo from Portugal.


I consider myself fortunate to be able to adopt the best from both German and Turkish cultures. I’ve participated in Turkish customs and also tried out German ones.


Here’s an example. When I was a child we had neither St Nicholas’ Day nor Christmas – they aren’t official religious festivals in Turkey. It wasn’t until I got to school that I found out that in Germany you put your boots outside the door on 5 December and they’re filled with sweets overnight. I’d never tried it.


We didn’t celebrate 24 December either. Later on, however, in my mid-twenties, I did enjoy a classic Christmas with all the trimmings for the sake of my then girlfriend, Mandy. With a Christmas tree that we chose and decorated together, with presents and a large family meal. It was a lovely experience.


The family dinner as well as the conviviality and reflection on Christmas Eve are a little like the Turkish Sugar Feast – one of those religious customs we used to celebrate as children with our family. The Sugar Feast always takes place after the 30-day fast, and is a time when families spend several days together, celebrating the end of Ramadan.


These days I’m not able to fast. Personally, I find it’s not compatible with my job as a sportsman. Especially in summer, it’s difficult to cope with the exertions of top-flight sport if you’re not supposed to eat between sunrise and sunset. We’re not allowed to drink water or anything else either. This doesn’t work for me. However, I admire and respect all other sportsmen and women who fast during Ramadan.


As Ramadan, which in Turkish is called Ramazan, always moves forwards by ten days, it occurs at a different time each year. So when I was 14 or 15 the fasting period was in winter. The sun didn’t rise until around seven in the morning and had already set again by five in the afternoon. Obviously it’s much easier to last these ten hours than the 16 in summer. Last year, for example, when the month of Ramadan was during the European Championship in France, sunrise at my parents’ house in Gelsenkirchen was at half-past five. Sunset was after nine o’clock.


As a teenager I did fast occasionally. We children tried it out because we were curious. We wanted to know what it was like to eat nothing all day long. Of course, it also made us feel a bit more grown up. It was a mixture of several things. You wanted to be cool, because you were one of the adults if you fasted – children are excluded from fasting – and of course there was peer pressure too. In the afternoons we used to spend a lot of time with friends or relatives. You’d have looked silly if you were the only one in the group with a full tummy while everyone else was being good.


My parents never made us fast. They gave us the choice of observing Ramadan or not. I tried it two or three times. Once I lasted five days, and another year I even managed to hold out for ten days.


I remember the first time, dragging myself out of bed to the kitchen in a state of total exhaustion. The breakfast table was piled high with stuff. My parents had cooked like world champions so that we could really fill our tummies at ‘sahur’, which is the name of the meal before sunrise.


Fasting doesn’t just mean that you can’t eat; swearing and immoral behaviour are forbidden too. The time when the fast is broken is called ‘iftar’. It’s always the same procedure, beginning with a short prayer, then you eat a date and drink water.


I’ve never really had to justify myself for not fasting regularly. At any rate I can’t ever recall having been criticised by Turks. And nor have I come across Germans who turn their noses up at fasting Muslims.


Looking back I can say that, with all the experiences I had between cultures, my childhood was decisive for my entire career. The awareness of being at home in different traditions has helped me to cope with all the unfamiliarity that’s inevitable when you switch football clubs.


My mother has been particularly important for the path my life has taken. I was always impressed by how hard she worked. How she sacrificed everything to make a better life for us children in this country that was foreign to her, and how loving she was to us despite her arduous day-to-day existence. Most of all, however, my mum’s devoted love for us children and the family inspired me to give something back to her. I wanted to achieve great things so she could be proud of me, and feel that her grafting hadn’t been in vain.
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Matthias rather than Mesut


People who recognise what’s inside you


My career as a footballer didn’t take a straight path. This was partly down to my background. Although I’ve never been called explicitly racist names, Klaus Beier, spokesman of the far-right political party, Nationaldemokratische Partei (NPD), once referred to me as being German only ‘on paper’. He was reported for his racist comments. I had another experience of xenophobia when I was a youth player, however, which had a more lasting influence. Between the ages of 10 and 12 I went to several trials to try to get into a Schalke 04 youth team. They have a much more substantial development programme than smaller clubs, which lack the money for advancing young talent to the same extent.


I first tried during my time with Teutonia Schalke, then when I was playing with DJK Falke Gelsenkirchen. I attended the trials four times, on each occasion driven with ambition.


I dribbled nimble-footed through the slalom poles. I shot the ball around the goalie’s ears. And, as far as I could tell, did pretty much everything right in the games at the end. But I was never selected for any of Schalke’s youth teams for those age groups. It seemed as if a Matthias or a Markus or Michael was always preferred to me, even if they weren’t any better. Was it because of my first name that they hadn’t taken me? Because they didn’t want a Mesut? Because I was a foreigner? That’s what it felt like, at least.


My father felt the same way. One day, when we were gloomily going back home after yet another rejection, I asked him what I could have done better. ‘Dad, tell me what I did wrong.’ All he said was, ‘Nothing, my son. You can’t do anything about the name you got from your mother and me.’


But it wasn’t just my name that was an obstacle. Our financial situation didn’t help either. Such as the time when I was playing for Rot-Weiss Essen, my youth club after Falke Gelsenkirchen. Before I changed clubs the boys always lost against local rivals Schwarz-Weiss Essen. It was usually a foregone conclusion: Rot-Weiss would go and get a pasting. But this changed when I moved there in 2000. In my first derby I scored seven goals against our rivals! Against all expectation Rot-Weiss beat Schwarz-Weiss 8–1. My first derby victory.


But for the next game I was on the bench. Rather than being rewarded for my achievement I was punished. All thanks to the parents of one of my teammates. Their boy was playing in my place because, as we later found out, his father was helping Rot-Weiss Essen financially. And this was clearly more important than goals that produced victories. The conflict did not last for too long, however. After a few weeks the coach became convinced that goals were more crucial than a set of jerseys for the team.


I was also given great support by the club legend, Werner Kik. Between 1960 and 1970 he played 293 games for Rot-Weiss Essen and was even selected in the club’s team of the century. Kik bought me my first proper pair of football boots. Until then I’d always had to play in cheap ones. In worn-out trainers with holes in them, which gave me no grip. But now, at the age of 12, I had real Nike boots. They meant the world to me, supplanting my most valuable sporting possession up till then, a leather football that I’d been given on my eighth birthday. Every evening I used to rub it with leather protection cream and polish it for hours on end. Every single scratch on my ball pained me. And it got a lot of them because the ‘Monkey Cage’ – the name of the football pitch in Gelsenkirchen where we played – was a cinder pitch that badly damaged the old-fashioned coarse leather. When my ball became too scratched I carefully removed the individual leather panels and we just played with the inner bladder.


My experiences with Schalke and the supposed prejudice against foreign players affected me for a long time. But then, in my third year at Rot-Weiss Essen, I met Norbert Elgert. Rot-Weiss Essen had offered to make me a professional. At the age of just 15 I would get a contract and play for the second-division Essen side. For around 4,000 euros per month, if I remember rightly. That was a huge amount of money for me and my family; it would have changed our life overnight. Until then I was getting ‘only’ 150 euros a month, which still seemed quite a lot to me. In addition Werner Kik had managed to arrange for me to be picked up from home and driven the 20 kilometres to training when I was just 13. Normally this service was provided only to the age groups 16 and older. One of the drivers couldn’t understand the exception the club had made for me and to begin with he would grumble, ‘Do I now have to chauffeur kindergarten kids around?’


We declined this professional contract, however. Because of Norbert Elgert. At the time I was at Berger Feld school, which was right next to Schalke’s stadium –you just had to cross the road to get to training. And this was the key thing. The school nurtured sporting talent. Three times a week those pupils gifted at football had extra training in the morning instead of maths, English or art. Thanks to a flexible timetable with substitute lessons we could catch up, usually with tutors in the afternoons.


Most of the good footballers at Berger Feld school were already playing for one of the Schalke youth sides. There were very few exceptions at the school, that is to say external players like me at Rot-Weiss Essen. The football training was run by Norbert Elgert. In one of the first sessions after the 2004 summer holidays he got us to play a three-a-side game against some Schalke boys on a small pitch.


I was playing with two other boys from my school whose names I’m afraid I can’t recall. But I do remember exactly that the three of us beat the Schalke boys big time. When I was about to head back to school after training Elgert took me aside.


‘Where are you playing?’ he asked tersely.


‘With Rot-Weiss Essen,’ I replied.


‘Where do you live?’


‘In Gelsenkirchen.’


‘Next year you’re playing here!’


To begin with I didn’t give much thought to what Elgert had said. It never occurred to me that I’d move to Schalke. They had rejected me four times already. Four times they’d preferred to go with a Matthias or a Martin or a Markus. Why should I now forgive them for this humiliation, seeing as things were going so well at Rot-Weiss Essen?


But Elgert spoke to me again after the next training session. ‘I’ve got to talk to your father. You have to come to Schalke.’ I mentioned Elgert’s request to my father and we decided we’d give him a chance and hear him out. After all, this football coach seemed to be an honest and fair man. For our discussion Elgert invited us to Kronski, a pub in Buer Market in Gelsenkirchen. On our way there my father and I didn’t say much. We didn’t work out any kind of negotiation strategy, but decided just to listen to what Elgert had to say. In any case we couldn’t imagine exactly what would crop up in the conversation. Besides, our past experiences with Schalke had left us disillusioned, so we didn’t dare indulge in any dreams or fantasies.
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