



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2018 by Laurent Dubois


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Basic Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.basicbooks.com


First Edition: March 2018


Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:


Names: Dubois, Laurent, 1971 author.


Title: The language of the game : how to understand soccer / Laurent Dubois.


Description: First Edition. | New York : Basic Books, [2018] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2017044787 (print) | LCCN 2017050879 (ebook) | ISBN 9780465094493 (ebook) | ISBN 9780465094486 (hardcover)


Subjects: LCSH: Soccer. | Soccer—Handbooks, manuals, etc.


Classification: LCC GV943 (ebook) | LCC GV943 .D87 2018 (print) | DDC 796.334—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017044787


ISBNs: 978-0-465-09448-6 (hardcover), 978-0-465-09449-3 (ebook)


E3-20180210-JV-NF














To all those who love soccer and to those who don’t but love someone who does















[image: Book Title Page]

THE PITCH

















INTRODUCTION



What is soccer?


It is a game you play on a rectangle of ground bracketed by two goals, one at either end. That shape is everywhere. Fly into almost any city in the world and look down, and you will see it—probably with people running back and forth, whether it is morning, midday, or night.


Many other soccer games are played in improvised spaces: a bit of grass in a park in Brooklyn or Rome, a courtyard in a housing project, a stretch of rocky dirt in a shantytown in Buenos Aires or Kinshasa, a rooftop in Tokyo, a black sand beach at the end of the road in Grand’Rivière, Martinique.


Soccer is possibility. In Chile there is an expression, rayando la cancha, which means “marking the field.” It is what you do to transform a place into a soccer pitch, an action so common in Chile that the expression can be used to describe any kind of beginning.1


All you need is a ball. If you don’t have one, you can make one. And even if you don’t have one, you can play. That is what a group of boys do in the film Timbuktu, by Mauritanian director Abderrahmane Sissako, when the Islamist group that has taken over their town bans the sport and takes away their ball. In one of the most beautiful sequences I have seen in any film, the boys play the game anyway. They dribble and tackle. Take a penalty kick. Score a goal. Celebrate.


The ball is unnecessary, in the end, because soccer, more than anything, is an idea.


Soccer is life. In her account of traveling the world looking for pickup soccer games to join, former US collegiate soccer star and filmmaker Gwendolyn Oxenham writes of visiting a park in Rio de Janeiro. There, waiters gather after their restaurants close. They start playing at midnight and often keep going until dawn, delighting in the movement and creativity that defines Brazilian futebol. “I wash the dishes, I sweep the floors, I put the chairs up on the table,” one player tells her, “and then I come here to play, to live.” Oxenham understands. “For as long as I can remember,” she writes, “futebol has been how I come all the way alive.”2


Soccer comes from a specific place and time: the schools and universities of nineteenth-century Great Britain. The Laws of the Game, which still govern how soccer is played, were first set down in 1863. Because of the country’s dominant global presence—not only through the British Empire but also through the British merchants and companies based outside the colonies—the game was soon on the move. It spread quickly. By the end of the nineteenth century, it was being played in Europe, Latin America, Southeast Asia, and throughout much of Africa, even in areas outside the British Empire’s sphere of influence. The game has shown a remarkable capacity to flourish nearly everywhere it has taken root. Played in Senegal, it seems as completely Senegalese as any other form of local culture. Soccer is absolutely German. It is absolutely Argentinean. It is absolutely Haitian. And, of course, it is perhaps above all absolutely Brazilian. In fact, the English often have to remind the rest of us that they were the ones who invented it. As perpetually beleaguered English fans know, at least when it comes to global competition, having invented the game hasn’t given them much of an advantage.


There are good reasons for soccer’s universal appeal. It is a simple game, easy to learn and grasp. A few instructions, a finger pointed at the goal, and off you go. It is democratic in this sense, and also in the way that it accommodates all kinds of body shapes and sizes. In fact many great soccer players are of slight or short physique. “I love the way that small men can destroy big men,” writes the novelist Nick Hornby, an ardent fan of the English club Arsenal. “Strength and intelligence have to combine” to make a great player.3


There are a surprising number of small goalies, for instance. Their ability to see and move, and the size of their personalities, is more important than their physical size. If you put Lionel Messi, often considered the best forward in the world, in a suit, he’d look at home in a cubicle in some office park working as an accountant. One of the greatest strikers of all time, the Brazilian Manuel Francisco dos Santos, known as Garrincha, had bowed legs—an inheritance from disease and hunger suffered in his youth. As a result, he moved, and dribbled, in an unusual way. That was part of his brilliance, enabling him to constantly outsmart defenders. In his autobiography, the great Argentinean player Diego Maradona recalls how the president of the Italian soccer club Juventus once declared that with his physique he’d never go anywhere in the sport. “Football is so beautiful,” Maradona writes, “so unlike anything else, that it finds a way to fit everyone in. Even dwarves like me.”4


There is one major check on this openness to diverse body types. Soccer’s global institutions, along with the soccer industry and media, are dominated by men. Sexism shapes the practice and representation of soccer everywhere, and in turn soccer’s gender divisions often play into and confirm stereotypes. Women’s soccer struggles to gain equal recognition and financial support. The policies and practices that have excluded women depend on the idea that soccer is fundamentally male and that women are interlopers, or at least newcomers, in the sport.


This is an illusion. In fact, women have played soccer as long as men. In the early twentieth century, women’s soccer was hugely successful in England, drawing massive crowds to stadiums. Then, in 1921, the English Football Association banned women from using its fields and stadiums, essentially driving women’s soccer underground. There were similar decisions made in other countries. But, in the face of concerted opposition, women never stopped playing. In 1970, the first Women’s World Cup was organized independently in Italy. The next year, the Women’s World Cup was played in Mexico City, in the Azteca stadium, where Brazil had famously won the men’s World Cup the year before. Footage and photographs from the women’s games show a packed stadium. The 1971 Women’s World Cup has been almost totally forgotten, even though the crowd appears to have been larger than that at the 1999 Women’s World Cup final at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California—usually cited as the women’s soccer game that drew the largest live crowd in history. These are reminders, however, that soccer is—and has always been—a women’s sport.


Soccer is a language, probably the most universal language on the planet. It is spoken more widely than English, Arabic, or Chinese and practiced more widely than any religion. In 1954, the French soccer journalist Jean Eskenazi wrote an essay on the “universality” of the game. It is, he declared, “the only denominator common to all people, the only universal Esperanto… a world language, whose grammar is unchanging from the North Pole to the Equator.” Although mutually intelligible everywhere it is played, it is still delightfully varied, “spoken in each corner of the globe with a particular accent.” The Swedish writer Fredrik Ekelund similarly calls the game the “Esperanto of the feet.” The novelist Karl Ove Knausgaard, who wrote a book of letters about the 2014 men’s World Cup with Ekelund, offers a vivid example of how this language works. Picked up once by a German truck driver while he was hitchhiking, Knausgaard found he had no common language with which to pass the time during the long ride. Then, he began saying the names of soccer players. He started with a Norwegian footballer, Rune Bratseth, and the German recognized him, “brightening up and repeating it several times.” Knausgaard continues, “Then he said a name, so I said Ja! Ja!” These names, keys to a broader set of shared memories and experiences and feelings, were a thread of connection.5


Every soccer game is a story. But it is not easy to capture it in words. Why, wonders the Mexican novelist and journalist Juan Villoro, has there never been “a great football novel”? The answer, he suggests, may be that every game is already “its own epic, its own tragedy, its own comedy,” all at once. The works of literature that do try to narrate soccer, including many remarkable short stories, often do so by piecing together fragments of story, attempting to capture the way moments on the pitch somehow condense the drama of life. Knausgaard imagines a piece of writing about just one game, one that would concentrate “on only these ninety minutes, chart all the incidents, all the moves, also all the names and not just follow them on the pitch but in life, their stories before the game, parents, grandparents, brothers and sisters, friends, what happened after the game, the following years, the career that finished, life in a satellite town outside some Colombian or Iranian city.” In any given game, he suggests, is a whole world. The ninety minutes are “inexhaustible.” Perhaps David Kilpatrick had the right idea when he decided he would write a short poem in response to every game in the 2014 men’s World Cup, considering “each game itself a text to be read.” He sat in front of his television, pen in hand, producing sixty-four poems, at turns humorous, tragic, elegiac.6


Soccer never stops. The clock never stops ticking, for any reason—there are no time-outs, no pauses. There is just halftime, and then a break before and between overtime periods, if they occur. The only concession to the fact that time may have been lost because of injury or intentional time wasting on the part of a team is the referee’s right to add time to the end of the game, but it is almost never more than five minutes. Soccer time is very different from what we experience in basketball or American football—where the clock starts and stops constantly, making the actual time it takes to watch any game unpredictable—as well as from baseball, which has no clock at all. This is one of the defining features of the game. Although you never know what will happen in a soccer match, you can be sure about how long it will take: ninety minutes, usually a little more, or 120 if things go into overtime, and a little longer if there is a penalty kick shoot-out.


Soccer’s rules have changed little since they were set down in the nineteenth century. It’s true that a few people have offered intriguing alternatives to the way it is structured. In the 1960s Asger Jorn, a Danish Situationist artist inspired by Marxist ideas, decided there was no reason to limit soccer games to only two teams in perpetual opposition. Why not open things up a bit? He created “three-sided football,” sometimes more pointedly called “Anarchist Football.” It is played on a hexagon with three teams and three goals. There is no referee—no state to legislate what happens—and the game turns into a complex swirl of temporary alliances and understandings. Two teams can go against one, collaborating at least for a time, but also change tactics and friends as the situation warrants. And the winner of the game is not the team that scores the most goals, but the one that, through collaboration and alliance with other teams, manages to suffer the fewest goals against them. The game has a regular following in Europe, with matches organized in England and France, and a nascent set of leagues in the United States too.


For now, though, soccer remains a dialectic, never-ending struggle between two teams. “In a football match,” the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre writes—with delicious understatement—“everything is complicated by the presence of the opposite team.” Imagine how wonderful it would be if there weren’t any defense: so much easier to dribble a ball gracefully across the pitch, pass to your teammates, and score a beautiful goal. There also, of course, would be no drama—and therefore no point. It is the back-and-forth between offense and defense, which generations of players and coaches have tried to figure out how to control, that makes soccer beautifully unpredictable and therefore endlessly fascinating.7


Soccer is, as we often hear, the “beautiful game.” What makes it so? A “beautiful play,” writes literary theorist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, “is an epiphany of form” that happens through the “sudden, surprising convergence of several athletes’ bodies” in a particular place, at a particular moment. Such moments are delightful precisely because they are unpredicted and unknown even for the “players who perform them, because they must be achieved against the unpredictable resistance of the other team’s defense.” The fact that such a play has to overcome intense and carefully deployed opposition, whose goal is to “destroy the emerging form and precipitate chaos,” is what makes it feel like a kind of miracle. “There are few experiences,” admits Gumbrecht, “that make my heart beat faster than a beautiful play.” It is also evanescent, as is the feeling it produces. Although you can watch a replay of an amazing moment in soccer, that never really captures the epiphany and awe that accompany its first unfolding. That is one of the reasons we return again and again to the game, hoping to catch a glimpse of beauty that we never can predict, or even imagine, before it happens.8


Soccer is sensual. It is about the pleasure of watching athletes’ bodies, their faces, their motion, admiring and commenting on their hairstyles and tattoos. When we talk and write about soccer, we evoke—more often unconsciously than consciously—its sensuality, its role as a source of pleasure. “The goal is soccer’s orgasm,” notes the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano, probably the sport’s most eloquent and poetic chronicler. The ball goes into the goal, inciting shouts of ecstatic joy. The sexual metaphor is, on one level, obvious: it is about male penetration. Yet what this metaphor actually means to those who play and those who watch is anything but simple. And goals, in any case, are very rare, a fleeting exception within the game. Soccer may be the most tantric of sports. Some of the greatest and most riveting games end 0–0. Perhaps what is truly sensual about soccer is that it is about interplay, relationships, motion between people, all tied up with our deepest and most mysterious emotions.9


In soccer, there are simply no guarantees. A team can seem to be doing everything right—have a coach nicknamed “the Professor” who recruits the best players in the world, approach their training scientifically, mobilize the best doctors and studies, analyze and perfect tactics endlessly, bring in team psychologists, energize a devoted fan base in a beautiful stadium at the heart of a global capital—and still never quite live up to expectations. Even after all that, on a bad day, the team can seem like a collection of players who have no idea what they are doing on the pitch.


Soccer is corrupt. There is money to be made, and prestige to be had, being associated with the sport. Its governing institutions the world over have attracted people who are cynical and morally bankrupt, who have found ways to profit through backroom deals and payoffs between soccer federations and media conglomerates. Soccer is also, increasingly, a world of deep inequality. Most professional players, particularly women, are paid very little. Young players, notably those from Africa and Latin America, are often deeply exploited by unscrupulous youth academies, agents, and teams. The most visible players, those who make huge fortunes, are a tiny minority, though their success is a magnet for all others who put everything on the line to succeed.


The citizens of the global country that is soccer, fans and players, have little sway over the administrative and financial institutions that increasingly control the game. Those institutions trap us, in a way, because they know we will keep coming back, drawn by the sport we love. There are forms of resistance against the federations and leagues, and some efforts to create alternative structures for the game, freed from greed and corruption. Yet for now we largely surrender, perhaps unaware of our power and what we stand to lose if we don’t ultimately find a way to keep control of the game.


Soccer is a good place for thinking. “You run but the ball is nowhere near you,” writes Juan Villoro. “You stop, you do up your bootlaces, you shout things no one hears, you spit on the ground, you exchange a harsh look with an opposing player, you remember you forgot to lock the terrace door.” In fact, he continues, for the “majority of the game”—and, by extension, the majority of a life in the sport—“the football player is no more than the possibility of a footballer,” spending “long stretches in this strange state, being-nowhere-near-the-ball.”10


Soccer is boring. Sometimes, more often than many of us will admit, you will watch a game and it is simply awful. The team is out of sync with itself, the referee is making bad calls, people are arguing stupidly, nothing is happening. The game stretches out, a desert devoid of interest. You wonder why you are wasting your time when you could be doing any number of more reasonable things—spending time with non–soccer loving family and friends, baking, learning to juggle or ride a unicycle, taking a stroll through the woods. And then, a surprise! A player suddenly awakens, moves, alights. You sit up. Is something beautiful or interesting going to happen? Too often, the moment passes. Often enough, though, the context changes, the feel changes, and suddenly the game becomes what it can be: beautiful and riveting. The interplay between the boring and the fascinating is, among many other things, what makes soccer so much like life.


Soccer is powerful. Whether in the form of an impromptu pickup game in a local park or a World Cup game watched by hundreds of millions across the globe, soccer can have something of the miraculous about it. It creates strong solidarities and produces memories—of exhilaration in victory or trauma in defeat—that sear themselves into our minds. Recalling his experiences playing on teams that brought together different ethnic groups in Zanzibar in the 1940s, one player explained what it meant to have Arabs, Africans, and migrants from the nearby Comoros islands all together: “You can’t hate me while I’m playing with you in the same club. You love me because I’m playing with you. You learn to appreciate me like a brother.” Multiplied exponentially, and across the globe, these types of experiences have made it so that ball games—soccer most of all—are now, as Gumbrecht writes, “the central sports fascination of our time—a fascination so existentially important for many of us that we have a hard time imagining our world without it.”11


In the United States, soccer is suburban. On any given Saturday, minivans and SUVs crisscross the arteries of suburbs across the country, ferrying boys and girls to youth leagues, depositing them on the pitch, and leaving the soccer moms and dads on the sidelines to chat or yell at their confused kids about tactics and the importance of passing the ball. I was one of those kids, growing up in Bethesda, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, in the 1970s. Like many other children, I loved soccer. My family had emigrated to the United States from Belgium, and we spoke French at home. Like other immigrant children, part of my job was to figure out and navigate American culture. On the field, I made friends—some of them immigrants like me. I remember the occasional victories that I celebrated wildly and also moments of peace on the field. After practice or a game, I would come home dusty, tired, and a little elated.


For most of the kids who play this way, including me, soccer is mainly a youthful pastime that gives way to informal play in amateur leagues or pickup games later in life. The best players to come out of these youth leagues can be recruited into selective club teams that offer higher-level training and more intense competition. The most talented go to college on athletic scholarships and, in some cases, are recruited to play in national training academies that feed the US national team.


The Bethesda Soccer Club, in the area where I grew up, was founded in 1979 to train talented local players and put them in competition with other high-level teams in the region. In 2017 alone, thirty-five players who had come through its program were heading off to play at colleges and universities on athletic scholarships. One member of the Bethesda Soccer Club was Lizandro Claros Saravia, who had arrived in the United States from El Salvador as a child in 2009. His immigration status had been unclear for much of his life. He had been categorized as a refugee, and though technically vulnerable to deportation, had been allowed to remain in the country with the understanding that he would make scheduled visits to Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials. Playing with Bethesda, he earned a scholarship to attend Louisburg College in North Carolina. However, in August 2017, he reported to Immigration and Customs Enforcement that he was planning to attend college and he was immediately arrested by officials operating under new guidelines from the Trump administration. He was deported a few days later. The move infuriated his former Bethesda teammates, who rallied with his family in front of the headquarters of the Department of Homeland Security. “We’re disgusted with the government,” one declared. “This is about so much more than soccer now,” another explained. “We want our friend back.”12


Soccer is an immigrant. It is Nadia Nadim, whose family fled Afghanistan when her father was killed by the Taliban. After a harrowing ride in the back of a truck across Europe she ended up in rural Denmark. Next door to the center for refugees where she grew up was a soccer training complex, with more green fields than she had ever seen before. As she and her friends watched the games from the nearby woods, they discovered something: there were soccer balls stuck in many of the trees, lobbed up there from errant passes. If you shook the trees, the balls fell down. Nadim and her friends, writes Oxenham, ran around the woods “shaking the trees, a fantastic gleeful scavenger hunt.” They threw the newer balls back over the fence onto the fields, but Nadim kept several of the deflated, older ones, filled them with air, and every morning took the kids from the center and went out to the fields to play. They got good at juggling the balls: Nadim set a record of fifty-eight times one day. Her mother found her an old, used pair of cleats in a local store. To soften their stiff leather, Nadim slept with them and soaked them in water. Nadim eventually worked up the courage to ask one of the Danish coaches next door if she could play too. The coach put the unknown player in as a defender, but during her first game she kept running up the field and scored three goals. Today, she is the star forward of the Danish national team, playing in international competitions for her country and professionally in the United States and England.13


Soccer is Joe Gaetjens, the Haitian who scored one of the most famous international goals in US soccer history. In 1950, the US Soccer Federation scrambled to put together a team to participate in the World Cup to be held that year in Brazil. The core of the team was players from St. Louis along with a star from Pennsylvania, Walter Bahr, but the US Federation felt the team needed a few additional players. Scouts found two recruits playing in professional clubs in Brooklyn. One, Joseph Andre Maca, had played professionally in Belgium before World War II, then joined the resistance to the German occupation and, after US troops liberated his country, migrated to New York. There he had found a home on a team called Brooklyn Hispano. The local rival team, Brookhattan, included Gaetjens, whose Belgian father lived in Haiti and who was studying accounting part-time at Columbia University, washing dishes, and playing soccer as often as he could. He had played professionally and on the national team in Haiti before coming to the United States. At the time, Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) regulations concerning the nationality of players were relatively flexible. As long as a player declared they intended to become a US citizen, they could play on the US team. Maca and Gaetjens both declared they wanted to be Americans and were immediately sent to Brazil to play for the United States. They faced off against England, one of the greatest teams in the world, in the Brazilian town of Belo Horizonte. In what remains the greatest soccer upset in US history, they defeated the kings of soccer 1–0. The winning goal was a header scored by Gaetjens. He was carried off the pitch on the shoulders of jubilant Brazilian fans.14


Almost seven decades later, the US men’s national team features the Haitian American Jozy Altidore, who grew up in New Jersey. He plays alongside Clint Dempsey, who grew up in Nacogdoches, Texas, playing with many Mexican and Mexican American teammates at school and in a local adult league, as well as the young star Christian Pulisic, who grew up in Hershey, Pennsylvania, but moved to Germany as a teenager to train in a soccer academy there. At the 2014 men’s World Cup, the German Jurgen Klinnsmann coached the US team, and in searching for talent he drew upon the unique US diaspora that results from a global network of military bases. He recruited five players to the team who were the children of African American servicemen stationed in Germany, and who had therefore been trained in that country’s excellent soccer academy system. It was these players, along with Dempsey, who scored all the goals for the team during their run in the 2014 tournament. Three years later, the US failed to qualify for the 2018 men’s World Cup, a devastating setback that has the US Soccer Federation, and many fans, reeling and wondering how and why this has happened, and what it portends for the future of the sport in the country.15


Soccer is still struggling to find its place in US sporting culture. It seems to be always arriving yet never fully at home. This is so even after decades of exponential growth in soccer, which might just be played recreationally today by more people than any other sport in the US.


There is a persistent yearning among many who love the game to earn soccer the same media attention—and investment—as American football, basketball, and baseball. People have tried to do this for decades. In the 1970s, a group of investors created the North American Soccer League with the goal of expanding professional soccer in this country. The most remarkable team in the league was the New York Cosmos, which recruited foreign stars such as Pelé and Franz Beckenbauer and for a time filled Giants Stadium for league games and exhibition matches. The Cosmos folded in 1985, and the story of the team’s rise and fall is told in the 2006 documentary Once in a Lifetime. The film highlights the fact that money, big stadiums, and foreign stars—a recipe still being pursued by Major League Soccer (MLS), the premier professional men’s league in the United States, today—still may not be enough to guarantee soccer a place in US mainstream sports culture. Over the past decade, professional soccer has expanded steadily in this country, with certain MLS teams—notably in Portland and Seattle—garnering massive and enthusiastic fan bases that would be the envy of many teams in Europe or Latin America. The United States is also one of the centers of professional women’s soccer, with the National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL) hosting some of the best players from around the world and building up a good fan base in many parts of the country.16


Many American fans believe that the United States needs soccer, now more than ever. But what kind of soccer do we want? The fact that US soccer culture has in many ways lived, and thrived, on the margins of mainstream sports is part of what has made it a vector for different ways of thinking about what this country is and can be, and what role sports can play in that. Megan Rapinoe, a star of the women’s national team, was the first white professional athlete in any sport in the United States to kneel during the national anthem in solidarity with NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick’s protest against racism and police violence. She did so not during a professional game but an international one, where she was playing as a representative of the United States—making the protest in some sense even stronger. She was criticized by the US Soccer Federation for doing so, and they passed a rule outlawing such protests in the future. Yet here the federation is probably at odds with the political currents shaping the culture of soccer fandom in the United States. In the past few years, fans of MLS teams have waved “Refugees Welcome” banners, inspired by teams that did so in Germany, and there are always some rainbow flags in the stands, too, announcing support for LGBT rights. Some supporters of the US national teams sometimes fly a boldly modified US flag, where the red and white stripes are replaced by the colors of the rainbow. And there is also an explicit effort to celebrate the global quality of US soccer. In both the MLS and the NWSL, fans welcome players from around the world playing on US teams by flying their national flags, so that alongside the pitch, side by side, are the colors of the United States, Colombia, Ghana, Mexico. Most soccer lovers in the United States, meanwhile, religiously watch the games of the professional European leagues in England, Germany, and Spain. They proudly wear the jerseys of European professional teams like Manchester City, Bayern Munich, and Barcelona. These teams are themselves collectives of athletes from all over the world—Senegalese and Spanish, Portuguese and Brazilian, Bosnian and Belgian, Russian and Japanese, with an occasional American player too—playing together. In the United States, soccer is a way of feeling connected to many places at once and offers different ways of imagining ourselves within the world.17


My own life as soccer fan is an example of this. I am a devoted fan of the French national team. Though I grew up speaking French and have lived in the country, this is not about nationality. It is, rather, a result of the symbolism I have found embodied in the French team. My work as a historian has focused on how France’s colonial history, particularly in the Caribbean, has shaped its present. In the summer of 1998, I had just finished my dissertation, and as I watched that year’s men’s World Cup felt as if everything I was arguing about the presence of the colonial past was playing out, in riveting and incontrovertible fashion, on the soccer pitch. A French team made up of players with backgrounds from all over the world—Algeria, Armenia, Guadeloupe, New Caledonia—won the World Cup for France for the first time, defeating Brazil in the final game in Paris. The country erupted in days of celebration that commentators could only compare to the liberation of Paris in 1944. In the next years, I became particularly taken by the story of the defender Lilian Thuram. Born in Guadeloupe, he had grown up in a housing project south of Paris. After becoming a national icon thanks to his performance in the 1998 World Cup, he began to speak out politically on behalf of marginalized communities in France, eloquently evoking the histories of slavery and immigration.


I had watched France win in 1998 from afar, so when the team went on a surprising run in the 2006 men’s World Cup—once again led by Thuram and Zinedine Zidane—I flew to Paris so I could celebrate their second World Cup victory in style. Instead, I watched as Zidane head-butted an Italian player, Marco Materazzi, and was sent off the field. France was defeated in penalty kicks. The defeat hit me so hard that I wrote an entire book: Soccer Empire, published in 2010, tells the story of Thuram’s life and activism, Zidane’s head-butt and what it meant, and more broadly how soccer has shaped society, and society has shaped soccer, in France and its empire throughout the twentieth century.


In 2010, I flew to South Africa for the men’s World Cup, one of the many US fans who made up the largest contingent of foreigners to travel to the tournament. Before leaving Durham, I’d watched the US pull out an amazing last-minute victory against Algeria at my favorite pub, Dain’s Place, leaping up and hugging a sweaty mass of friends and strangers in celebration. I arrived in Johannesburg in time to watch Ghana defeat the US, eliminating them from the competition. I knew what I had to do, of course: along with seemingly everyone else, I became a Ghana fan, bought a scarf with the national flag on it, and went to watch the team play Uruguay in the Soccer City stadium. What I witnessed there was one of the most heartrending matches in World Cup history, ending in Ghana’s defeat in penalty kicks.


I was lucky to be able to process that night with the other members of what we dubbed our roving World Cup seminar—Paul Gilroy, Achille Mbembe, Sarah Nuttall, Vron Ware,—all scholars who, like me, share a passion for understanding the cultures of soccer. During those days in South Africa, we practiced our vuvuzela skills together, enjoyed the late-night suppers Achille prepared for us after matches, and talked constantly about what soccer is and could be. I took some satisfaction in watching the Netherlands defeat Uruguay in Cape Town a few days later, and I finally made the right choice by rooting for Spain in the final game. Before it began, I watched as Nelson Mandela was driven out on the pitch and waved at us, an event that on its own would have been life changing. Yet it was later, watching Andrés Iniesta score for Spain, just in front of where I sat in the stadium, and then standing around in a dazed glow as the team celebrated, I understood that—for an instant—I was at the center of the world.


Over the past decade, soccer has been increasingly woven into my life as a writer and teacher. At Duke University, where I teach, I developed a class called Soccer Politics, where I’ve explored the history and topics I write about in this book, always learning as much from the insights and research of my students as I teach them. While my book Soccer Empire was a love letter to the French team, this book is my love letter to soccer. It is a way of sharing what draws me to the sport: that it seems to me to be a vital—and increasingly necessary—place for imagining different kinds of futures for ourselves, our community, and our world.


Soccer is sanctuary. On November 13, 2015, the Stade de France—where France had won the World Cup in 1998—was one of the targets of a string of terrorist attacks in Paris. There were sixty-five thousand people in the stadium watching a game between France and Germany, including the French president François Hollande. The plan was for three suicide bombers to enter the stadium and set off their bombs in the stands at the same time that gunmen attacked the Bataclan nightclub and other targets elsewhere in Paris. Fifteen minutes into the game, one of the attackers was entering through a tunnel into the stadium when a security guard frisking him noticed he was carrying explosives. The man backed away and set off the bomb in the tunnel. The sound echoed through the stadium, and for a moment the French player Patrice Evra, who was dribbling with the ball, stopped. Yet it wasn’t clear what the sound was—it sounded distant; it could have been a firework or a flare. And so he kept playing, and the crowd kept watching, unaware of what was happening outside the stadium.18


The security team of the Stade de France decided it was best not to stop the game, concerned about the panic that this would cause and unsure whether additional attackers were waiting outside to target exiting fans. The president was quietly escorted out, but the players weren’t told what was going on. Two of those playing that night would later find out they had relatives who were victims of the attacks. It was only near the end of the second half of the game that news of what had happened elsewhere in the city spread into the stadium. The players finished the ninety minutes and went into their locker rooms, and an announcement was made asking fans to stay in the stadium for a while so that security could organize an orderly exit. The stands didn’t feel safe, however, and so tens of thousands walked down onto the pitch, finding a sense of security out on the grass, talking quietly, together. When they ultimately left the stadium, some fans burst into the national anthem, La Marseillaise, as they walked through the tunnels and out into the city. The stadium had remained, through it all, a kind of refuge.


Soccer is about much more than winning. If it weren’t, it is unlikely so many of us would follow it so closely and passionately. There has been a strong tradition among players, journalists, coaches, and fans of emphasizing that what is truly important about this game is the beauty it creates, the moments of communion and joy it generates not because of its outcome but because of the intricacies of the process of getting there. Victories are wonderful, but the greatest victories—a World Cup or a Champions League trophy, for instance—are incredibly rare. In every tournament, every team but one ends up losing at some point along the way. Defeat and loss are fundamental to the experience of following the game. And the games, in any case, are endless: win one and soon you’ll lose one, lose one and maybe you’ll win one next time. What would be the point of all of this, if the game were not ultimately the source of something beautiful, of something joyous and meaningful?


Soccer is, most of all, human. If, as Franklin Foer wrote memorably, “soccer explains the world,” it is also true that the world explains soccer. The currents that connect the sport with the human life that surrounds it, and infuses it with meaning, go both ways. Given that it is probably the most widely shared form of culture on the planet, soccer must have something to teach us about being human. My hope here is that better knowing the sport—its history, its form, its mythologies, its spiral of stories—will make watching it a more beautiful, pleasurable, and rich experience. This book, then, is an offering to soccer, to all that it gives us. It is an invitation to speak its language and to make of it what you will.19
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THE GOALKEEPER


“I was twelve when I turned my back on you,” Gianluigi Buffon—one of the great goalkeepers of all time—wrote in a 2016 love letter addressed to his goal. As a child growing up in Italy, Buffon had learned that the glory of the game was in attacking the goal, trying to score against it. But then he made a fateful decision, going with his “heart” and “instinct.” He put behind him his past as a regular player in order to guarantee the goal “a secure future.” It was, he admits, a strange choice, a kind of curse. “The day I stopped looking at you in the face is also the day that I started to love you,” Buffon writes. “To protect you. To be your first and last line of defense.”1


It was not that he never looked at the goal. It was just that, when he did, it was because he had failed to defend it and thus had to fish the ball out of the back of the net. He had to promise the goal “that I would do everything not to see your face.” After all, he writes, it was “painful every time I did, turning around and realizing I had disappointed you. Again. And again.” This only deepened the “vow” that defines his life as a player: to protect the goal and act as “a shield” against all its enemies, even if that means putting its welfare above his own. Buffon presents himself as the gallant hero in a tragic, if slightly absurd, romance. “We have always been opposites yet we are complementary, like the sun and the moon. Forced to live side by side without being able to touch. Teammates for life, a life in which we are denied all contact.” Buffon ends his letter articulating his commitment. “I was twelve when I turned my back on my goal. And I will keep doing it as long as my legs, my head and my heart will allow.”


The goalie, writes philosopher Edward Winters, is often seen as “the guardian of honor.… The keeper’s job is to frustrate.” Goalies are there to stop the goals, to prevent the celebration. From the perspective of the opposing team and its fans, and maybe from the perspective of soccer itself, goalkeepers can be seen as the enemy of joy, the very antithesis of the game. Even Francis Hodgson, an amateur goalie who has written a spirited defense of the position, admits that the player is there precisely to “prevent the very thing that everybody present wants to occur.… At root, he is an anti-footballer. By being devoted to the prevention of goals he is set against the core of football.” In his history of the goalie, Jonathan Wilson offers an even more dramatic depiction. Soccer is rooted in old, sacred traditions in which games were part of fertility rites and harvest festivals, with the scoring of a goal auguring well for births and crops. Therefore, the goalkeeper is not just a “symbolic prophylactic” but “the destroyer of harvests, the bringer of famine.”2


What, then, goes on in the mind of the goalie? Buffon explains his existence by depicting himself as a tragic, chivalric hero. He stops players from scoring because he loves the goal, so much so that he is willing to spend his life next to it while making the ultimate sacrifice: turning his back, never looking, protecting it because that is the only way to truly show his love. Perhaps what stands out most about Buffon’s letter, though, is the loneliness it describes. This is the soulful truth of the position. Isolated from the game, the goalie hears the crowd roar behind him. The flowing pattern of the game unfolds ahead, the action going on—at least if he is lucky enough to have a good team—far in the distance, past the halfway line. Juan Villoro notes that as “the great loner” in the world of soccer, the goalie has also “more time than anyone to reflect.” That is why, he writes, “thinkers and eccentrics gravitate to the position.… All keepers know the rich interior life their profession entails.” The goalie must, Villoro suggests, learn to be particularly philosophical, living out a kind of “symposia” on the turf.3


Goalies mostly patrol what is known as the penalty box. It is an area around the goal, marked off by lines. Forty-four yards across and eighteen yards deep, the penalty box is slightly larger than a basketball court. Within it, the goalie can use her hands to catch and pick up the ball, and penalties committed within the box lead to a direct penalty kick on goal. The two penalty boxes at each end make up a significant part of the soccer pitch. The size of the field varies; the Laws of the Game stipulate it can be anywhere between 100 and 130 yards long and between 50 and 100 yards across, though the range is smaller for international matches. Most pitches in stadiums are around 100 yards long and 60 yards across. Still, in a game defined by constant movement of players up and down the pitch, the goalie is the most immobile, only rarely venturing outside the borders of the penalty box and almost never as far as the middle of the pitch. He spends his time in front of goal that, compared to him, is frighteningly large, usually twenty-four feet across and eight feet high. In front of the vast, yawning goal, the goalie faces an onrushing team. He can only cover the space by making just the right moves at just the right time.4


I was the goalie for my suburban American youth team, and there was a beautiful kind of peace to the role. I watched, from a quiet distance, as the pattern of the game played out in front of me, at ease when the ball was far off, gradually more and more alert as it approached. Then, of course, my defenders would screw up, the ball would come streaking toward me, and, in a gesture of complete irrationality and abandon, I would throw myself in its path. Then, often enough, after all that, as my face smashed into the dirt, the ball went into the net anyway. And it was all my fault.


I was spared this experience much of the time only because an Icelandic wunderkind named Yakko had miraculously descended into the precincts of Bethesda, and, even more incredibly, ended up on our second-rate team. My job mostly consisted of watching him leave a trail of opposing players lying on the ground; he would score one goal after another, then run back to us, all smiles and high-fiving me as if I had contributed somehow by standing inert in goal.


I do remember well, though, the brief period when my Bolivian coach (who, he always reminded us, had once “played with Pelé”) decided I should be a striker. I’d apparently dribbled better than anyone (save Yakko) during a drill. Plus, I was Belgian, which I think he hoped conferred on me some special skill in the midst of the desert of talent that was late 1970s suburban Maryland. My career as a striker was relatively short, but I do recall the incredible freedom I felt, the lightness of trying to score rather than attempting to stop others from doing so. It was sometimes my fault if we didn’t win. But it was never my fault if we lost, the way it was when I was a goalie.


Years later, in 2010, I was in South Africa for the men’s World Cup and watched a game alongside the retired Cameroonian goalie Joseph-Antoine Bell. For years, he played for Olympique de Marseille, where he became a favorite of many of the team’s fans of immigrant background, and he also played internationally for Cameroon. That night, we watched an exciting German team trounce England, 4–1, giving Bell ample opportunity to comment on the failures of the English goalie David James. After one goal, Bell noted that if James had just stayed in position, closing down the angles of the onrushing German forward, he would have blocked the ball. Instead, James had tried for a more dramatic save and in the process left part of the goal unguarded. “The problem is that human beings are programmed to try and be heroes,” Bell told me with a smiling wisdom that I sensed had been earned through many mistakes. For goalies, he went on, this is dangerous, because in many cases the dramatic diving save is less effective than just moving incrementally to be in the right place at all times. The latter, of course, is much less likely to be noticed and celebrated. But to be a real hero as a goalie, Bell suggested, may mean not being recognized as such.5


Winters notes that the most celebrated move for a goalie is “the fingertip save,” when a goalie stretches out, flying, and manages to keep the ball out of the net with the very tips of his extended fingers. “The fingertip save,” Winters writes, “is the utmost frustration, as it prevents the anticipated climax of the game: a spectacular goal.” And yet, like a goal, it “makes the game more beautiful.” The goalie, Winters notes, has perhaps the most “dangerous job” on the field, since the goalie places his body in the way of the “raw, unbridled ambition of the goal-hungry striker who slides in stretching his foot out, studs first.” There is some consolation in the fact that goalies are, among all the players, the most likely to talk with their team’s fans, who traditionally gather behind the goal on one end of the field. When the goalie is in front of his team’s supporters, he will sometimes engage in friendly banter with them, and as a result “there grows an unparalleled affection between the keeper and the fans.” On the other hand, of course, when the goalie is positioned in front of opposing fans, he is more vulnerable than any other player to a constant barrage of insults, not to mention the occasional bottle or rock or coin thrown from the stands.6


The loneliness of the goalie is perhaps most poignantly captured in an anecdote from Christmas 1937. About half an hour into a game between the English teams Charlton Athletic and Chelsea, a fog descended onto the pitch so thick that it was impossible to keep playing. The two managers walked onto the field and told their players the game would have to be abandoned, and the crowd of forty thousand dispersed. The goalie for Charlton, Sam Bartram, couldn’t see any of it through the fog. He stayed on the pitch. As he later recounted, while he stood there alone, he thought “smugly” that his team must be giving Chelsea “quite the hammer” at the other end of the field. But clearly they had not scored, for no players were coming back to the halfway line to restart the game. “Time passed, and I made several advances towards the edge of the penalty area, peering through the murk,” he recalled. “Still I could see nothing. The Chelsea defense was clearly being run off its feet. After a long time a figure loomed out of the curtain of fog in front of me. It was a policeman, and he gaped at me incredulously. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ he gasped. ‘The game was stopped a quarter of an hour ago. The field’s completely empty.’” When Bartram finally got to the dressing room, the rest of his team, “already out of the bath, were convulsed with laughter.”7


The policeman’s question—“What on earth are you doing here?”—has gone through many goalies’ heads at one time or another, as they stand alone in the box, wondering what is to come from out of the fog of the game. Yet the goalie is vitally important to any team: the last line of defense, often the only hope for a team at those moments when everything might go wrong. Never at the center of the pitch, the goalie is still often at the center of the most pivotal moments of the game. At her best, of course, the goalie can actually form the root of a team, serving as the foundation for plays, passing the ball forward in the hope that others will score, setting the game in motion again and again, hectoring and encouraging the players who, unlike her, get to streak forward toward the other end of the pitch. That is why the most important quality of a goalie is not her physical size, but the size of her personality, her ability to inspire confidence and strength in her teammates, even when they have their backs turned, as they often do, focused entirely on the other goal far across the pitch.


The solitary goalkeeper was a relatively late development in the game. In the old English folk games that helped inspire modern soccer, hundreds of villagers divided into two teams and tried to get the ball to one goal or another—sometimes separated by miles. In these messy, chaotic events there could be lots of goalies, often a string of younger kids, not tough enough to survive the brutal fray but a little helpful if they lined up in a last-ditch effort to stop the onrushing attackers.8


Because so many different styles of ball games had developed, schools and universities in England decided in the mid-nineteenth century to come up with shared sets of rules to make it easier to play against each other. This was not always easy, so, at what turned out to be an epochal meeting in 1863, a group of captains from various teams in and around London met at London’s Freemasons’ Tavern. They were alumni of different schools and universities, with different traditions of play, but they managed to hammer out a shared set of rules. They called them, ponderously and ambitiously, the Laws of the Game. And they went further, deciding to create an organization: the English Football Association, which would become the model for the associations that now exist in every country in the world and a few places that aren’t countries too.9


Because the rules of the game spread outward from England, these original “laws” established the most important features of soccer as it is still played today. The most important of these laws was that players were not allowed to use their hands or carry the ball. This set the game apart from what came to be known as rugby, as well as from Gaelic football, Australian Rules football, and American football. The game was officially known as association football, because it was governed by the rules of the Football Association. This gave rise to the term “soccer,” a colloquialism probably developed by English university students, who shortened “association” to “soc-er.” That term became standard in the United States because it distinguished the sport from American football, but it was also still used regularly in England as late as the 1960s. In most of the world, the game is known through local versions of the word “football”—fútbol in Spanish, futebol in Portuguese, fußball in German.10


The game conquered the world more rapidly than any other cultural form in human history. By the late nineteenth century, it was being played all over the world, with clubs and competitions proliferating on six continents. In contrast to American football and basketball, which have both seen many significant rule changes since the nineteenth century, soccer’s Laws of the Game have been remarkably stable. In the decades after 1863, the Laws of the Game were expanded and cemented. Since then, there has been some tinkering here and there, but the core has never changed. In a sense, it is the most conservative of sports; those who govern the game and many fans and players have consistently resisted any major changes to the rules. While there are occasional suggestions in the United States that the rules should be changed to make the sport more appealing to audiences used to the high-scoring games of basketball and American football, in most of the world, people seem pretty happy with soccer as it is. Why, after all, change something that is so beloved in so many different places and cultures? What is there to be improved, when it is already the most popular form of leisure and spectacle on the planet?


There were a few refinements made to the goal in the years after 1863. The original laws had set the breadth of the goal at twenty-four feet across, but it had no top. The ball simply had to pass “over the space between the goal-posts,” as high as you wanted. A player could kick the ball high, the way a kicker does for a field goal in American football. This made stopping the ball from going over the goal line difficult. Three years later, the goal got an upper limit eight feet high. This was marked at first by string or tape, and soon after by sturdier crossbars. By the end of the 1860s, then, the standing rectangle that is the goal—a shape that populates the entire world—was set.11


It took a bit longer for the position of goalie to come into existence. In early versions of the game, the final defender just did what he could to stop the ball from going in, using his feet or body. In 1871, the Football Association updated the rules and allowed for a team to have a player who “shall be at liberty to use his hands for the protection of his goal.” This player could use his hands anywhere on the field. The position, then, was a sort of one-player relic from the earlier versions of the game that allowed players to carry the ball, as rugby and American football continued to do. In 1887, the rules were changed so that the goalkeeper was limited to using his hands only in his team’s half of the field. In 1912, the goalkeeper was limited to doing so only in his own box. From then on, the penalty box became what Wilson calls a “virtual cell for the keeper,” and their role in the game became “psychologically circumscribed.” The goalie’s advantage over other players only exists in this limited space, which makes venturing outside it potentially dangerous.12


The goalie’s formal role—in all its loneliness and occasional glory—was essentially established by the early twentieth century. The only other significant change in rules about the goalie came many decades later in 1990. The modification was made after a European Cup that was widely criticized for its defensive, and often boring, style of play. In that tournament, teams who were ahead and wanted to run out the clock repeatedly used the technique of passing the ball back to their own goalie, who would then hold on to it—in one case for a full six minutes. So, a new back pass rule was promulgated: if a defender passes the ball back to their own goalie, the hands cannot be used, thus forcing a more rapid return to play. This change had a significant impact on the game, making it easier for the offense to pressure the other team because a defender no longer has the option to simply pass the ball back to the safety of the goalie’s arms. It has also meant that goalies have had to get better at handling the ball with their feet when facing opposing forwards after receiving a back pass.13


There are different names for the position—goalkeeper, goalie, keeper—that are all basically interchangeable. Yet goalies themselves have widely different personalities and styles of play. One of the most influential early goalies was an Englishman named Leigh Richmond Roose. A Welsh preacher’s son, Roose was born in 1877 and started playing in goal when he was studying medicine. Goalies, Roose explained, didn’t need to play the position according to the “stereotype” and could “cultivate originality.” He stood out from other goalies at the time because of his willingness to wander far away from the goal, sometimes even bouncing the ball all the way up to the middle of the field. This was not an easy task. At the time, referees allowed players to tackle one another much more violently than they do today. Roose had to dodge around defenders who were intent on knocking him down hard enough to make him drop the ball. His ability to hold on to the ball with his hands throughout his team’s half of the field was frustrating to other teams, and directly inspired the Football Association’s 1912 rule limiting the keeper’s use of his hands to the penalty box. Roose left his mark on the game in another way, however, because he was a master at setting up his team’s attacks. He was extremely good at “clearing” the ball: kicking it far up field from the goal so that his players could rapidly move toward the opposing goal. A goalie, Roose explained, had to be creative and unpredictable, using “a variety of methods in his clearances” in order to “confound and puzzle attacking forwards.” A failed clearance that gave the attackers the ball, of course, could be a disaster for a goalie, noted Roose. A strong clearance that passed the ball ahead to attacking players, however, could lead to a goal for his team. Roose’s playing style was successful and popular among the crowds, helping him redefine the position. Roose joined the British army at the outbreak of World War I in 1914. He was decorated with the Military Cross in 1916 after continuing to fight even after having been badly burned with a flamethrower, but died a few months later at the Somme. His playing style, however, had transformed the position of goalie. One of his Sunderland teammates claimed that he was the “mould from which all others were created.”14


In part thanks to Roose’s influence, the goalie became an object of fascination and, sometimes, adulation in the early twentieth century. “God himself stood in goal,” one newspaper declared in 1929, celebrating the success of the German keeper Heinrich Stuhlfauth in a game against Italy. Stuhlfauth became a star in the 1920s, playing on the Nuremberg professional team and on the German national team. He perfected ways of patrolling and defending the goal from within the penalty box. Stuhlfauth had a powerful presence, and he emphasized the importance of timing and placement to success in the position. “A good goalkeeper does not throw himself about,” he claimed. “Crash landings and panther-like jumps” were only necessary when he had not calculated things correctly. Part of the key was knowing how to “leave the goal at the right moment.” Stuhlfauth knew that, from the stands, it often seemed like he wasn’t going to make it to the ball when he ran out toward an approaching attacker. He noted, however, that the goalie had a crucial advantage, as he could “get to the ball more quickly because the ball comes towards the goalkeeper while the opponent has to run after it.” By running out from goal, he could almost always “nullify the attack.” He was good at this partly because, before being a goalie, he had played for many years in an attacking position. This experience gave Stuhlfauth a better sense of the precise timing and speed of an attack.15


He wasn’t the only goalie compared to a divinity during this period. The Spanish keeper Ricardo Zamora was known as “The Divine One” and became one of the early soccer celebrities: a teammate called him “more famous than [Greta] Garbo and better looking.” He was the first great star of the Spanish professional team Real Madrid. In one game against archrival Barcelona, Zamora dived to stop a ball and created a great cloud of dust. Many in the stadium assumed that the opposing side had scored, but “as the dust cleared, Zamora emerged, standing impassively with the ball in his arms.” According to Wilson, it was “probably the most famous save in Spanish history.” Zamora’s fame traveled far. When a man named Niceto Alcalá Zamora became president of Spain, Stalin apparently assumed he was the soccer player, saying: “Ah, that goalkeeper!” Zamora’s presence and stature, according to Eduardo Galeano, “sowed panic among strikers.” Galeano imagines how the daunting goalkeeper made attacking players feel: “If they looked his way, they were lost: with Zamora in goal, the net would shrink and the posts would lose themselves in the distance.” He “hypnotized anyone who set foot in the box.” Even a star like Zamora, however, had his lows. At one point, as the keeper for Spain, he allowed seven goals by the English team and was widely ridiculed in the British press.16


Though he became famous as a novelist rather than a soccer player, the Russian writer Vladimir Nabokov played as a goalie during the same period, leaving us a beautiful depiction of how the world looks from the position. He started in the position as a boy attending Tenishev School in Russia, where the headmaster wondered suspiciously why Nabokov liked this position rather than “running about with the other players.” Later, as a student at the University of Cambridge in the wake of World War I, Nabokov played on a university team. In his autobiography, Speak, Memory, he writes luminously of soccer games as the “windswept clearing in the middle of a rather muddled period” in his life. Some games were played on “bright, bracing days—the good smell of the turf, that famous inter-Varsity forward, dribbling closer and closer to me with the new tawny ball on his twinkling toe, then the stinging shot, the lucky save, it’s protracted tingle.” But there were other, “more esoteric days, under dismal skies, with the goal area a mass of black mud, the ball as greasy as a plum-pudding.” He writes, “I would fumble badly—and retrieve the ball from the net.” Then, “mercifully,” the game would move away from him, to the “other end of the sodden field.… Mists would gather. Now the game would be a vague bobbing of heads near the remote goal,” he recalled. “The far, blurred sounds, a cry, a whistle, the thud of a kick, all that was perfectly unimportant and had no connection to me.” He would sometimes lean “back against the left goalpost,” closing his eyes, listening “to my heart knocking and feel the blind drizzle on my face and hear, in the distance, the broken sounds of the game.” He was so isolated that he felt like “less the keeper of a soccer goal than the keeper of a secret.” To be a goalie, he suggests, is to know a certain secret that only others who have occupied the role can understand.17
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