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A NOTE ON NAMES



Many of the cities referred to here have undergone multiple changes of name, or are known by different names in different languages. Where there is a common English name I have used that; otherwise, unless there is good reason not to, I have gone with the name it is currently known by in the country where it is now located, providing the Hungarian alternative in parentheses.


With clubs, unless there is a commonly used English variant – e.g. Bayern Munich – I have used the local name, so FC Nürnberg are the team from Nuremberg and FC Hannover 96 play in Hanover.













I














PROLOGUE



THE BACK OF THE GRAVEYARD


A bright October morning in the Kozma utca cemetery in the east of Budapest. The leaves are copper, the sky clear. A grave-keeper gives us a lift to the plot we’re looking for, a mile or more back from the road. Nobody comes to this part of the cemetery much any more. The paths are overgrown to the point that this feels like woodland. Branches claw at the sides of the van. We stop, and the grave-keeper points vaguely into the trees. There is a suggestion of a path, but the grass comes to shin height and we have to duck under a fallen branch. Every now and again, a slight raise in the ground or an angular stone hints at what this land is. Eventually, 50 or 60 yards from the main path, we come to a headstone so swathed in ivy that if you weren’t looking for it you could easily think it was a tree stump. The grave-keeper wrenches the leaves aside. It’s not the one we’re looking for.


We’d asked in the cemetery office and, after a quick search on the computer, been given a number. There was the plot, and then two other numbers: how many rows back and how many rows across the grave was. Even near the gate, that was of limited use because it wasn’t clear from which corner the numbering started; out in the woodland, the reference was a hint, nothing more. We were also shown the burial card, a rectangle of ancient brown paper, perhaps three inches by two: Péter Pál Hirschl, died 7 July 1940, buried 9 July 1940. It seemed likely nobody had looked at it for 78 years.


We walked on and came to another headstone, the ivy so thick upon it the branches were half an inch or more in diameter. Impatiently, the grave-keeper tore the ivy away. I saw the ‘PÁL’ first, then the ‘PÉTER’. This was it:


Petikém


HIRSCHL PÉTER PÁL


ÉLT 14 ÉVET


MEGHALT 1940 JÚLIUS 7-ÉN


Kisfiam, a viszontlátásra!


Don*


HIRSCHL IMRÉNÉ


Sz. BLEIER ERZSÉBET


1896–1971


Not just the grave of Péter Hirschl, but also of his mother, Erzsébet, the wife of Imre Hirschl, and the message, added after Péter’s death at the age of 14: ‘My little son, until I see you again!’


To my surprise, I felt a ball of emotion rise in my chest. In part perhaps it was at a life ended so young, and at two lives so thoroughly forgotten, but more than that, I think, it was a selfish feeling, another detail added in uncovering the life of a man who had obsessed me for more than a decade, more confirmation of who he was, that I was chasing somebody who had actually existed – which at times, given the way Imre Hirschl seemed always to slither from my grasp, I had almost come to doubt. It was a relatively straightforward matter then, armed with dates of death and burial, to return to the archives to consult Péter’s death certificate and find cause of death listed as ‘pneumonia and deterioration of the kidneys’. Not much, perhaps, but another fact, another tile in the mosaic.


A curtain fell over Hungary in 1945, beyond which few ventured. Hungary is a country that has forgotten a lot of its heroes, but none have been so thoroughly forgotten – in part, in his case, it must be admitted, through his own obfuscations – as Imre Hirschl. He was a brilliant coach, hugely successful in South America, and yet when he left Hungary in his late twenties, he had never worked in football. He is an extraordinary figure, his life shaped by two world wars, a genius, a charmer and a rogue – and yet he is one of roughly a dozen coaches of similar influence and intrigue produced by interwar Hungary.
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When does a book begin? People ask how long it took you to write a book and you say a year, or 18 months or four years. From signing the contract to submitting the manuscript for this book took roughly two years but, because I was writing The Barcelona Legacy during that time, there was probably only around 14 months from beginning the research to submission. In reality, though, the book began long before that.


I first went to Budapest in 2004 when researching Behind the Curtain. I arrived by night train – from, I think, Belgrade – and spent my first hours there huddled in a bakery in Keleti station avoiding the junkies on the concourse and waiting for the sun to rise. But the city soon grew on me. There was something in the faded grandeur, the sense of cultures meeting, that appealed. An old girlfriend once said that I make a decision on whether I like a city or not based on whether I have a good meal in the first 24 hours I’m there. It’s an observation not entirely without justification and certainly Budapest passes that test: the coffee houses and restaurants are a large part of the appeal.


But the impetus for this book came a little later, in a bar in Rio de Janeiro late in 2006, as the great historian of Flamengo, Roberto Assaf, explained to me how Brazilian football had been changed utterly by the arrival in 1936 of a mysterious figure from central Europe, somebody known in Brazil as Dori Kruschner. He had lasted less than a year before being sacked, but the ideas Kruschner instilled prompted the revolution that led to Brazil winning the World Cup in 1958. The problem was, nobody seemed to know who he was.


It was the Hungarian radio journalist Sándor Laczkó who first suggested Kruschner might actually be Dori Kürschner, a Hungary international who had played for Jimmy Hogan at the Budapest club MTK before succeeding him as coach when Hogan returned to Britain at the end of the First World War. Once that link was made, a whole number of pieces fell into place, shaping the first third of Inverting the Pyramid, my book investigating the history of football tactics.


I was aware, though, that there was a piece of the jigsaw missing, that logically there had to be an equivalent to Kürschner in Argentina to explain how the game had developed as it did there. I found him, eventually, in a man I initially called Emérico Hirschl, who had coached Gimnasia y Esgrima La Plata and River Plate with distinction in the 1930s. It was only when I tried to find out more about him for Angels with Dirty Faces, my book on the history of Argentinian football, that it became apparent almost everything that was known about him in Argentina was wrong. Piecing together the life of Imre Hirschl, to give him the Hungarian version of his name, cutting through the myth and the lies he told about himself, became an obsession. There is, still, a lacuna between early 1928 and September 1929 when he turned up in São Paulo begging Béla Guttmann, at the time a well-known Hungarian player for a touring US side, for a job as a masseur, but I’ve pretty much managed to fill the rest in.


The deeper I dug into Hirschl, the more it became apparent that he and Kürschner were part of a much broader culture. It seems reasonable to say, with the possible exception of the astonishing group of coaches and future coaches who came together at Barcelona in the late 1990s, there’s never been a more influential school than that which emerged from Budapest in the late 1920s and early 1930s. In part, that’s because so many left, some for financial reasons, some because they were Jewish and fleeing anti-Semitism, taking their ideas around the world. But the ideas had to be there for them to take root when scattered far and wide.


In prioritising football, there is a danger of sounding trite, of course. The Second World War, Hungary’s precarious alliance with Nazi Germany and subsequent existence as a vassal state of the Soviet Union overshadow everything. Kürschner and Hirschl were remarkable men who got out. Many more did not. This is a football book, but it is also a book about courage and tragedy, about survival and death, about the horror of the Holocaust, the Soviet repression and the awful choices people had to make during and after the Uprising of 1956.


Research has not been easy. A long time has passed, records have been destroyed, people have died. Communities that might have preserved a memory have been wiped out. Some, such as Hirschl, wilfully obscured their past. The Communist government discouraged reflection on what had happened before 1945. As a result, even after research conducted across the globe, from Stockholm to Buenos Aires, from São Paulo to Budapest, there are gaps, doubts and inconsistencies. But what emerges, despite that, is the picture of a culture of extraordinary vibrancy that produced and was propagated by extraordinary men who dealt with extraordinary challenges. The story of Hungarian football is one of tragedy and courage, and of great influence. It’s not an exaggeration to say that modern football was shaped in Budapest in the five years of chaos that followed the First World War.















CHAPTER ONE



THE TYPEWRITER SALESMAN OF MANCHESTER


The end is easy. Hungary ceased to be a great footballing power on 4 November 1956 as Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest to crush the Hungarian Uprising, prompting a wave of defections from which the national team has never fully recovered. There were some stirrings after that, it’s true, but it was nothing consistent, nothing compared to what it had been, nothing like that period between May 1950 and June 1954 when Hungary were unbeaten, when they won Olympic gold and thrashed England twice. That Aranycsapat – Golden Squad – itself appears in retrospect less an indication of the rude health of the Hungarian game than the final spasm of the true golden age of Hungarian football, a period of around a quarter of a century when, against a backdrop of seemingly perpetual economic and political turmoil, they taught the world to play.


Identifying the beginning is rather harder. The Communist version would have it that Hungarian football began its ascent in 1949 when, after the gradual Stalinist takeover and the formation of the People’s Republic of Hungary, clubs were nationalised and Gusztáv Sebes was appointed national coach. And while it is true that the focus of power at a couple of favoured clubs probably did help the development of the Aranycsapat in the short term, the longer-term consequences were rather less healthy, and the success of the programme that was instituted was possible only because there was such a fecund culture on which to draw. It’s only recently that the official version has begun to be challenged, that people have begun to reach back beyond the Soviet takeover, before the Second World War, and examine the hugely stimulating period when Hungary stood at the centre of the European game, sending out its emissaries to every corner of the footballing world.


So when did that age begin? Did it start in the autumn of 1914 with a knock at dawn on the door of a Vienna apartment occupied by the former Burnley and Bolton Wanderers forward Jimmy Hogan?


Or had it perhaps begun a decade earlier, when Spen Whittaker, the Burnley manager, responded dismissively to Hogan asking what he had done wrong in skying a chance high over the bar. ‘Just keep having a pop, lad,’ Whittaker said. ‘If you get one in ten you’re doing well.’ That wasn’t enough for Hogan, an intense and thoughtful player, possessed of an analytical mind and a thirst for self-improvement. There must, he reasoned, be more to it than luck. Had he been off balance? Had the position of his foot been wrong? From then on, he determined, he would dedicate himself to understanding technique. It was a decision that would lead him to a Viennese jail before the glorious flowering of his ideas not only in Austria and Hungary, but also in Italy, Germany, France, Portugal, Yugoslavia, Sweden, Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil.


But the true beginning, perhaps, was even earlier than that, in 1894, when an ambitious 17-year-old clerk called Edward Shires abandoned his job at a typewriter factory in Manchester* and set off to make his fortune – and, as it turned out, shape the club whose players, more than any other, carried the Hungarian game around the world: MTK. ‘The island soon becomes small for an English merchant,’ he decided. ‘I said goodbye to Manchester and settled down in Vienna.’ The issue of just how and why Hogan had managed to extricate himself from wartime Vienna for the rather less stressful environment of Budapest, so that his expertise elevated Hungarian rather than Austrian football, is a mystery that for years had not been adequately explained. It is Shires, though, who holds the key.


Shires was a popular member of the British community in Vienna. A photograph taken perhaps 10 or 20 years later shows him in a high-collared shirt, his hair sharply parted on the left, his narrow features a little small for his face which, combined with a slightly raised left eyebrow, gives him a sceptical air. He played tennis and cricket and became friendly with Harold William Gandon, who was a manager at the gasworks. When Gandon won the inaugural Austrian Open tennis tournament in Prague in 1894,* he returned with a challenge from the local football club, Regatta,* to put together a team to represent Vienna. Shires responded enthusiastically, placing an advertisement for the First Vienna Football Club in an expat newspaper. They received numerous positive responses, but also a complaint from the northern suburb of Hohe Warte advising them that the First Vienna Football Club already existed, having been founded by gardeners working on the estate belonging to Nathaniel Mayer von Rothschild, part of the great banking dynasty.* Shires merged his team with the Vienna Cricket Club, which had been founded two years earlier by British immigrants including Ernest Blyth, who owned the Stone & Blyth department store with his brother Eddie, and, in December 1894, set up a game against the Football Club, winning 4–0.* They went on to beat Regatta 2–1 in Prague. ‘They did beat us later in Vienna, but for that match they brought in two guest players from Berlin,’ Shires said. ‘The point is, now there was a connection between the two cities and this provided an opportunity for further development.’


That development was rapid. Clubs sprung up not only in Vienna and Prague but also in Budapest, which Shires first visited in 1897 as the Cricket Club beat BTC, the Budapesti Torna Club,* 2–0 at the Millenáris, the park that was the home of football in the city for years. It was redeveloped for the cycling world championship in 1928 and remained largely unchanged before finally being demolished in 2018. Shires was gifted enough to become captain of the Austria national side, but in 1904, he moved to Budapest because ‘my company needed someone to do business in the difficult Hungarian market’.


Shires was a representative of the Underwood typewriter company,* but he is generally credited with introducing table tennis to Austria and Hungary and at least part of his job seems to have been importing sports equipment. Naturally enough, having arrived in Budapest, Shires sought out a football club to play for and joined MTK. Magyar Testgyakorlók Köre, the Circle of Hungarian Fitness Activists, had been founded in a Budapest café in November 1888 by a mixture of aristocrats, Jewish businessmen and dissident members of an earlier club NTE – Nemzeti Torna Egylet, the National Athletic Club.*


Although MTK have always been seen as a Jewish club, the first president, Lajos Vermes, was a Christian,* and it was not in any sense exclusive – unlike Vivó és Atlétikai Club (VAC – Fencing and Athletic Club), which was established in 1903 by Lajos Dömény, a law student, as the sporting arm of the Zionist student organisation Makkabea. Like the far more famous and successful Hakoah in Vienna, it was inspired by the theories of Muscular Judaism promulgated by the physician and author Max Nordau and sought both to combat the stereotype that depicted Jews as physically weak and to promote Zionism; one of VAC’s founder members was Ármin Beregi, president of the Zionist Organisation of Hungary. Dömény had initially wanted to call the organisation the Jewish Athletic Club but that name was rejected for breaching regulations of the use of denominational names (Makabi Brno was similarly rejected when the name was first suggested in 1914, and there were no clubs with overtly Christian names). The name VAC was chosen because a composite of the initials could be shaped into a Star of David.*


At first MTK were dedicated to fencing and gymnastics but in 1901 they branched out into football. They took their place in the first division two years later and in 1904 won their first league title. Shires played eight games for them the following season as the businessman Alfréd Brüll took over as president, then, aged 28, with his health deteriorating, he took on a more administrative role and worked as a referee.


Backed by the wholesaler and sports manager Henrik Fodor, MTK won the title again in 1907–08, but in the years that followed found themselves unable to topple the might of Ferencváros. Founded 11 years after MTK (although their football section is a few months older than MTK’s), Ferencváros carried a vague sense of German ethnicity – their nickname, ‘Fradi’, is derived from Franzstadt, the German form of Ferencváros, the ninth district of Budapest. ‘At the beginning of the century,’ said the sociologist Miklós Hadas, although his work is far from universally accepted, ‘the concept and connotations of the “Fradi-heart” implied a sensitive, good-hearted, compassionate, enthusiastic petty bourgeoisie who felt Hungarian, as against the coldly calculating, business-like, alienated big bourgeoisie of foreign origin – MTK.’*


That may have been the image the clubs had, the one the majority of their fans felt they were expressing, but in practical terms the divide was far from concrete and the players tended to come from similar backgrounds. Between 1900 and 1930, for instance, a quarter of Ferencváros players were Jewish, as opposed to a little more than half of MTK players.*


By 1911, frustrated by MTK’s inability to end Ferencváros’s domination, Shires took radical action and strengthened the club with two imports from Britain. There was the English forward Joe Lane, who joined the club as an amateur in 1911, scored the only goal in the inaugural match at MTK’s Hungária körúti stadion,* a 1–0 win over Ferencváros on 31 March, and ended up signing professional terms with Sunderland, who had been impressed by him after playing MTK in a tour match in 1913. And, far more significantly, there was the Scottish manager John Tait Robertson.


Robertson was born in Dumbarton in 1877. A combative half-back, he played for Morton and Everton, won the Southern League in his single season with Southampton, and then returned to Scotland in 1899 where he was part of a Rangers side that won three successive championships. In 1905, as an international career that earned him 16 caps came to an end, he became Chelsea’s first-ever signing as they made him player-manager for their inaugural season.* Robertson also scored Chelsea’s first competitive goal, in a 1–0 win at Blackpool, as he led them to third in the table.


Chelsea were among the favourites for promotion the following season but something went awry. Robertson played in only three of the opening 12 games of the season and his frequent absences began to draw comment. When he failed to show for a board meeting on 6 November, the club secretary William Lewis demanded an explanation, while the directors decided that they should take over team selection.* Robertson resigned a week later but early the following month the chairman Claude Kirby received a letter from an H. Raucorn. ‘Dear Sir,’ it read. ‘Knowing that Mr J.T. Robertson was no longer an official of the Chelsea FC, I thought it my duty to inform you that he was in your office after 11pm last Thursday Nov 29th.’* What Robertson was doing there is unknown, but the following year he was named player-manager at Glossop, a position he held for two years. He was working as assistant manager of Manchester United when Shires got in touch. Persuading him to accept the job, Shires claimed, was his proudest achievement. ‘It was Robertson who did the most for developing football in Hungary,’ he said. ‘The Hungarians learned more from him in two years than they would have learned from somebody else in ten.’


That Robertson was a Scot was significant. From the first international in 1872, when a physically weaker Scotland side had surprisingly held England to a 0–0 draw through judicious use of coordinated passing, the game north of the border had eschewed the traditional dribbling game, focusing instead on the pass.* The success of the policy was seen in Scotland’s domination of the early years of their rivalry with England, and by the extraordinary influence of Scottish players and managers on the early years of the English league.* By the early 20th century there had been a general acceptance of the efficacy of passing, but the Scots were still regarded as the masters.


Robertson was not impressed by what he found in Budapest. ‘The mistake the players commit… is that they only use one foot,’ he said. ‘I think a player should be able to use both feet. The aerial game is very weak… The half line does not play well with the backs – when the backs lose the ball, the halves should be there to provide cover. The halves are not working together with the forward line either, and their shots are not good. [Sándor] Bródy [of Ferencváros] is clearly the best centre-half but it does not mean that he would be exceptional – I have not seen a really good centre-half in the whole league.’*


But as Shires had hoped, Robertson began to implement the Scottish passing game in Budapest. ‘Because of Robertson’s work,’ Shires said, ‘and the example set by Lane, the MTK style was created and MTK became a stronger and stronger opponent for Ferencváros to face…’ Many would suggest that MTK already had an image of themselves as a passing side before Robertson’s arrival, but even as he built on those foundations, Ferencváros won the title in 1911–12 and 1912–13, extending their streak to five in a row.


That summer, Robertson returned home, for reasons at which Shires only hinted. ‘It’s a pity that he wasn’t teetotal,’ Shires said in that 1933 interview – which may explain what happened in those final weeks at Chelsea. ‘If he had been, he could still be around now.’ The team he had built, though, ended Ferencváros’s domination and won the championship in 1913–14. War brought the temporary abandonment of the league and there were three half-length unofficial seasons played, the last of them won by MTK, before a full resumption in 1916–17. The foundations were in place and MTK were ready to ascend to much greater heights.













CHAPTER TWO



THE EVANGELIST AND THE COFFEE HOUSE


As a player, Jimmy Hogan’s lust for self-improvement did him limited good. After Burnley, he moved to Nelson, then Fulham, Swindon and Bolton. He was a decent professional, but no more. As a coach, it initially seemed his inquisitiveness and his pedagogic zeal would count against him; those were not characteristics much prized in English football in the early 20th century (or arguably since). He spent a year teaching Dutch students in Dordrecht but when he returned to England to rejoin Bolton as a player, Hogan must have wondered whether he had been right a decade earlier to defy his father’s wish for him to go into the priesthood.


Yet the Netherlands had shown him another way: players who learned in a classroom, who wanted to study the game. In 1912, he was given another chance to work with a foreign squad. After Austria had played poorly in a friendly against Hungary, their manager and the head of their football association, Hugo Meisl, who had been an early member of the Vienna Cricket Club, appealed to the referee, James Howcroft of Redcar, for advice on how best to prepare his side before the Stockholm Olympics. Howcroft recommended Hogan.


For six weeks, Hogan worked in Vienna, developing his players’ technique and trying to persuade them to add more fruit and vegetables to their diet. In Sweden, Austria beat Germany 5–1 but then lost to the Netherlands to enter the consolation tournament, in which they beat Norway and Italy before losing in the final to Hungary. Hogan felt Austria should have done better, but that summer marked the start of a friendship with Meisl that would have a profound effect both on his career and on the history of football.


Struggling with a knee injury, Hogan knew the 1912–13 season would be his last as a player and began looking for further coaching opportunities abroad. In 1913, he applied for a job as manager of Germany and was one of 21 applicants interviewed by a German schoolteacher at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool. Hogan was the German football association’s preferred candidate and they wrote to Meisl asking for a reference. Meisl was appalled by the possibility of his friend working with a rival and offered Hogan a role preparing Austria for the 1916 Olympics. He accepted and the Germany job went instead to the former Derby forward Steve Bloomer, who was arguably the most famous English player there had been until Stanley Matthews.


Hogan moved with his wife, Evelyn, the daughter of the licensee of the Dragoon Hotel in Burnley, and his two young children, Joseph and Mary, to Austria. His first training session was something of a disappointment for the Austrian players, who found him difficult to understand and felt he focused too much on the basics. But Meisl was impressed and he and Hogan chatted long into the night about the game. Both were happy enough with the 2–3–5 formation that had been the basic template across Europe for three decades, but they felt football had become too rigid, positions too defined. Both felt that teams needed to encourage interplay and that the best way to do that was to focus on controlling the ball and simple, intelligent passing, rather than dribbling. Hogan always stressed the value of the long pass to unsettle opposing defences, provided it were well directed and not an aimless upfield punt. Although Meisl was a romantic, who saw a value in beauty for its own sake, Hogan was essentially a pragmatist: while instinctively inclined to the Scottish passing approach, he favoured a game based on possession not for how it looked but because he felt it was the best way to win football matches. ‘Sometimes I have been accused of being a “short passing” expert,’ Hogan wrote in 1954. ‘This is just ridiculous! Anybody who saw the Hungarian style or, to get nearer home, my grand Aston Villa side which won promotion and reached the semi-final of the Cup in 1938, must admit that we exploited the short pass, the cross pass, the through pass, the reverse pass – in fact any other kind of pass which enabled us to keep possession of the ball.’*


Hogan’s reputation soon grew and he began working with the national team twice a week, spending the rest of his time with Austria’s leading club sides. So in demand was he that he had to schedule his sessions with Vienna FC to begin at 5:30 in the morning. He was not merely a manager looking to win games, but a guru shaping the entire footballing vision of a nation. ‘This was a revelation,’ he said. ‘To leave my dark, gloomy industrial Lancashire for Gay Vienna was like stepping into paradise.’*


Or at least it was until a disaffected Bosnian Serb student called Gavrilo Princip assassinated the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. Within a month, Britain was at war with Austro-Hungary.
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Knock. Knock. Knock.


Evelyn Hogan answered the door. Austrian police pushed past her, burst into the bedroom and pulled Jimmy out of bed. He was taken to the local police station where he was questioned and then, as an enemy alien, sent to the Elizabeth Promenade prison where he was held, as he later described it, ‘with thieves and murderers’.*


A few days later, according to the account given to Norman Fox in his biography of Hogan, Evelyn was allowed to visit. She found her husband, a meticulous man who would never willingly have gone unshaven, sporting thick stubble, terrified by the comment of a guard that camps were being prepared and that he would be moved there as soon as they were ready.


‘My wife and children were frightened to death, and had to make a shift for themselves,’ Hogan told the Burnley Express after the war. ‘I eventually got out of this prison but the Austrian FA broke my contract and left us to starve. Our story of hardship is too long to relate in detail. Suffice it to say that the American Consul sent my wife to England in March 1915 and I was saved by two Englishmen who had obtained their freedom by giving £1,000 to the Austrian Red Cross.’*


Those Englishmen were the brothers Eddie and Ernest Blyth, the latter of whom had been a founder member of the Vienna Cricket Club. For several months, Hogan worked as an odd-job man on the Blyth brothers’ estate while teaching their children tennis, reporting regularly to the police station.


A century on, the chronology is a little hard to piece together. The Habsburg Empire, attempting to conduct the war honourably, reported all prisoners to the International Red Cross in Geneva. Sure enough, in a document* written in a mix of French and German, Hogan is recorded as an ‘anglais’ of ‘33 ans’, his profession given as ‘Fussballtrainer’ who is ‘confiné a Wien’. The document is handwritten and unfortunately is not dated. Hogan turned 33 on 16 October 1915, which only makes sense when the technical difference between ‘confiné’ and ‘interné’ is considered. Confinement was used for enemy aliens who were not considered a serious threat and essentially meant they were restricted to one part of the country and had to sign in at a police station.


It’s likely that Hogan was ‘confined’ – that is, released from jail and working for the Blyths – from late 1914. The implication of his interview in the Burnley Express is that he had been let out of prison by the time his pregnant wife returned home in March 1915. She gave birth to their third child, George Frank, in Haslingden, Lancashire, that summer, which suggests Hogan had been released by, at the very latest, December 1914.*


A letter from the Austrian Ministry of Interior to the provincial governor of Lower Austria dated 23 July 1914,* makes clear that measures to restrict freedom of movement and place suspect foreigners under police surveillance were enacted almost as soon as war had been declared and on 18 August 1914, 95 enemy aliens were arrested in Lower Austria and interned at Schloss Karlstein. Those interned at that stage, though, tended to be Russian rather than French or British, people of whom there was a reasonable suspicion they might be spies or who held political views that were considered dangerous. It was only in November, after the Germans had rounded up 4,000 British men, and in response to the detention of Austro-Hungarians in Britain, that there was an order in Austria to round up Britons ‘whose continued residency or employment in our lands is a matter of luxury only’, rather than being considered a ‘necessity’.*


In that Burnley Express interview, Hogan said he ‘was allowed to continue working for a time’ after war was declared, which perhaps fits with the November date but, if that is when he was picked up, he was held for slightly less than the two months suggested by Fox on the basis of interviews with Hogan’s family.


Even the November arrests were relatively small-scale. In May 1915, the US ambassador in Vienna, Frederic C. Penfield, stated in a letter to his counterpart in London, Walter Hines Page, that only 75 out of an estimated 1286 British subjects had been interned in Austria, and only three out of an estimated 512 British subjects in Hungary.* In that sense, Hogan was unfortunate to be picked up at all – particularly given that the work he was doing was for the benefit of Austria – and the subsequent leniency with which he was treated was in keeping with the general policy. That is not to say, though, that life was easy for Hogan even after he had been released from prison. Like many of those similarly confined within Austria, he found himself essentially trapped without any income and was fortunate that he had the Blyths to support him.
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Hogan, Shires explained, ‘wrote to me from captivity asking for help’.* Shires approached Brüll, who by then had gained international recognition as a sports administrator, not only in football but in swimming and wrestling, and he, supported by the Cambridge-educated Hungarian nobleman Baron Dirsztay, a vice-president of MTK, interceded with the Viennese authorities. According to the champion sculler W.A. Berry,* Brüll was ‘one of the biggest-hearted men living’, who made it his mission to help out any Englishman in trouble, but he must also have recognised an opportunity that couldn’t be missed. Either way, Hogan arrived in Budapest late in 1916. He felt instantly at home, describing Budapest as ‘the most beautiful city in Europe’.


The Budapest into which Hogan was thrust was, despite the war, a bustling, modern capital. Hungary had been granted internal independence from the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1867 and Budapest in its current form had been created six years later by the unification of Pest, Buda and Óbuda, sparking a programme of urban renewal, much of it funded by Jewish capital, unease at which hinted at a fault line that ran through Hungarian society.


Independence had brought the abolition of laws that denied Jews full political and civil rights and in 1892 the Diet (the Hungarian legislature) had passed a bill recognising Judaism as ‘an accepted religion’. By 1899, there were 170,000 Jews living in Budapest, around a quarter of the total population. Only Warsaw had a larger Jewish population. According to the historian and ethnographer Raphael Patai,* in that half century leading up to the First World War, Jews had never felt so at home in Hungary. That acceptance was seen clearly in the way an 1890s statue of Miklós Toldi, a 14th-century Magyar warrior and Hungarian hero, was modelled on David Müller, a Jewish gymnast of the late 1880s and one of the founder members of MTK.


At the same time, the government had instituted a conscious policy of Magyarisation as it sought to unify an ethnically diverse people: as well as Jews, Hungary comprised significant numbers of Germans, Slovaks, Croats and Romanians as well as ethnic Hungarians – although it should be stressed that Hungarian identity was seen as something that transcended ethnicity. The success of that policy can be seen in the population’s gradual shift from speaking German to Hungarian, the conversion of hundreds of Jews each year to Christianity and a trend for altering surnames: between 1881 and 1919, 45,000 Hungarians changed their names to something less conspicuously Jewish (although that, of course, suggests a perceived need to change). By 1915, one in three Jewish men were marrying Gentiles,* an indication of the secular nature of society.* Theodor Herzl, the Pest-born father of modern political Zionism, was so dismayed by the widespread assimilation that he described Hungary as ‘the withered branch on the tree of world Jewry’.


But suspicion of Jews, particularly as representative of foreign capital, remained, a contradictory relationship that found expression in the coffee houses for which Budapest was famous around the turn of the century. In 1900, it’s estimated there were around 500 coffee houses in the city.* An 1891 guidebook declared, ‘Budapest is the city of coffee houses. Whoever wants to depict the image of the capital must paint the portrait of its coffee house.’*


The coffee house was the symbol both of Budapest’s modernity and of its Europeanness. The journalist Ödön Salamon, in an 1896 essay, wrote of visitors looking in vain for the ‘barbarism and Orientalism’ of Hungary and finding only well-dressed men and women in the latest Parisian styles.*


But the coffee house was more than just somewhere for fashionable Hungarians to be seen, it was a democratic space in which different classes gathered to discuss the issues of the day: politics, art, music, literature, gossip and football. ‘There is no salon that competes in elegance to the coffee house of Pest,’ wrote the journalist Sándor Bródy.* ‘Its atmosphere can be compared to the purest mountain air and its waitress is the equal of a marquise. To be in intimate contact with thousands of people, with every group and class, who discuss their most intimate affairs in front of one’s eyes – this constitutes the very definition of heaven for the writer.’* In that, Bródy hints at the self-mythologising nature of the coffee house: what happened in them was widely reported in newspapers and magazines because they were frequented by writers and journalists.


As the writer and journalist Tamás Kóbor put it, the coffee house was ‘Janus-faced’: they may have looked on to the glittering boulevards of the new Budapest, but they backed on to the grimy alleys of traditional working-class neighbourhoods. For Kóbor, the coffee house was explicitly an escape from the poverty of his early life in the tenements of Terézváros. He wrote a series of pieces in the literary magazine A Hét [The Week] between 1892 and 1893 about coffee houses: ‘The coffee house,’ he observed, ‘has become an inescapable part of our lives, the externalisation of everything that is inside us, of everything that we long for. Smoke saturates its atmosphere and its characteristic beverage induces sleepless restlessness. It is a place where flirtation imitates love; where haggling pettiness accompanies the search for truth; where the division of labour and the fragmentation of ideas rule triumphant; where the four-penny literature and the sixteen-penny paradise flourish.’


For all the artistic celebration of the coffee houses, the freedom of thought and the social fluidity they encouraged, though, there were those who had reservations. The coffee houses were noted, for instance, for gambling on cards, dominoes and billiards and as places that encouraged sexual licentiousness. The coffee house was also, as the historian Mary Gluck put it, ‘emphatically a Jewish-identified public space’ as exemplified by, for instance, Kóbor’s articles or A kalábriász parti [The Card Game], a one-act play by Antal Orozzi first performed in 1889 that celebrated the conversation of a group of Jewish regulars. Although usually performed by Jewish companies, there were fears among some Jews at the time that it promoted anti-Semitism. That would become an increasing problem as the political situation deteriorated at the end of the war.


Those characteristics, inevitably, shaped the football they produced – and Hungarian football, at least initially, had its roots in the coffee houses, which were rife with football debate. Ferencváros, for instance, would meet at – and for a time had to store their goalposts in – the Gebauer Coffee House, which offers one of the many theories for the origin of their colours. One of the founders of the club, Kornél Gabrovitz, was said to have been in love with the daughter of the owner of the Gebauer and to have asked her to choose the team kit. She opted, the story goes, for green to reflect the baize of the billiard tables in the coffee house and her favourite colour, lilac. After a few washes, though, the lilac faded to white, leaving the green and white they wear today.*


The location itself was a significant fact. In Britain, football tended to be discussed in pubs by men standing up with a pint in their hand. In the coffee houses, the tendency was for customers to sit down at a table, and so it became possible to illustrate tactical arguments using the simple props of a cup, a spoon or a sugar bowl. Once that level of abstraction was reached, it was a short step to begin drawing diagrams, something that would have seemed preposterous to most in Britain at the time. When the English footballing visionary and managerial great Herbert Chapman began organising tactical discussions with his Huddersfield Town team in the early 1920s, it was regarded as an outrageous eccentricity.


The background of those involved in the discussions was important as well. Football in Britain had begun in the universities but by the 1880s, after the coming of professionalism, had become an overwhelmingly working-class game. By the Danube, though, there was a great mix. While football was a predominantly male sport, photographs of the stands at early games show significant numbers of women, most dressed in fine clothes and extravagant hats. As the sociologist Péter Szegedi notes, ticket prices were so high that, for the majority of people, going to a match was a treat, certainly not, as it was in Britain, a routine to be engaged in every other Saturday.


Intellectuals and writers began to take football seriously and, although their understanding of football may not in essence have been any different to the pub-goers of Britain, they expressed it differently, in diagrams and abstract thought. That facilitated the transfer of knowledge and that, combined with a less conservative outlook and a mindset that was far less conditioned by decades of playing the game in a particular way, made Danubian football ripe for revolutionary theorising.


Yet the coffee houses were not the only influence on Hungarian football, and probably weren’t even the most significant. It’s striking how little direct evidence there is that the Budapest coffee houses were engaged in sophisticated tactical discussion, certainly by comparison with what was going on 150 miles up the Danube in Vienna where, by the end of the 1920s, coffee house writers were openly lobbying for certain players to be selected for the national team.*


That said, given how central football was to everyday life in Hungary,* it is inconceivable that there were not lengthy discussions in the coffee house about the game, but, as Péter Szegedi observed, what we don’t know is to what extent they were talking about how to set about winning games.


For Szegedi, as he outlines in his book Az első aranykor [The First Golden Age], the greater reason Hungarian football developed as it did was the grunds, the lots left vacant as Budapest underwent rapid expansion where children would gather to play. These became venerated, most notably in Ferenc Molnár’s 1906 novel A Pál utcai fiúk [The Paul Street Boys] which tells of a group of children who defend their grund from another gang that seeks to take it over. While some of the portrayal is clearly sentimentalised, certain grunds became so famous for the standard of football played on them that managers from major clubs would go there to scout young talent.


The grunds were seen as the ideal environment to develop technique. ‘That,’ Ferenc Török wrote in his biography of Gyula Mándi, an MTK full-back who played 32 times for the national side, ‘was because the cloth ball couldn’t bounce and they had to guide it, dribble with it or shoot in a way that it would not or just hardly touch the sandy, uneven ground with grassy patches, otherwise it would have got stuck immediately.’*


But the grunds also taught character. ‘Matches played at Tisza Kálmán tér provided my father and his mates with a fantastic basis for football,’ said Attila Mándi, Gyula’s son. ‘Since the occasional teams only had a goalkeeper as an emergency player, almost everybody had to defend and attack, too. This also meant that nobody on the square could act like a star. If anybody put on an act, the others either excluded him or taught him a lesson pretty soon.’*


The similarity in the roughly contemporaneous development of football in Budapest and Buenos Aires at the time is striking. Both cities were undergoing rapid urbanisation, both came to lionise the vacant lots of the new city – potreros, as Argentinians call them – that encouraged technical virtuosity, and both were sustained by the rivalry between a team of the middle class (River Plate/MTK) and one of the working class (Boca Juniors/Ferencváros). Where they differed most, perhaps, was in their attitude to Britain: Argentinian football was set up in opposition to those who had taught them the game; Hungarian football happily followed where an enlightened British coach led.*






[image: ]








The MTK squad Hogan inherited was formidable, featuring three of the all-time greats of the Hungarian game: Kálmán Konrád, Alfréd Schaffer and Imre Schlosser. To them, he added two teenagers who would become greats. Hogan was walking through Városliget in central Budapest one day when he saw György Orth and József ‘Csibi’ Braun kicking a ball about. ‘They were studying English and were keen to speak to me to practise,’ he explained. ‘I pounced on them and said, “They are mine, my very own.”’*


They weren’t, or at least not immediately. Braun had been born into a large Jewish family in the northern village of Putnok, about 25 miles from Miskolc, in February 1901. His father Lőrinc (or possibly Lipót) was a trader in crops but subsequently moved to Budapest. There was an elder brother, Gyula, who was signed by Törekvés and moved to Vasas in 1917, while Braun was playing for VAC when he was spotted by Hogan.


Orth had been born two months later. He had never known his father and was raised by his mother, Marika Müller, and her sister-in-law, Térez Szántai, who was separated from her husband. Marika, who worked as a washerwoman, was 40 when Orth was born and had a ferociously close bond with her son. They were desperately poor: friends would share their lunch with Orth or he would not have eaten during the day and he was only able to complete primary school because neighbours clubbed together to pay for the books required for the final year.


Orth was the archetypal player from the grund. He played for a team called SKI that was sponsored by the owner of a coffee house on Aradi út, a man called Steiner, who would give them coffee and brioche as bonuses. ‘The pillar of the team was Orth,’ wrote Pál Fekete in his 1962 biography.* ‘It was amazing how this ordinary, soft-spoken boy, who immediately withdrew at the sound of a harsh word, transformed on the pitch. In his patched-up shirt he shook off all his inhibitions and feelings of anxiety when he made for goal with the match ball Steiner had given them… [He] stood out in the field even against those of his mates who were more muscular, older and more experienced than him. How come he had these skills at such a young age? It is hard to tell. Perhaps the boy, who was smart, eager to learn and industrious at school too, owed his versatility to the fact that he had a good grasp of things, a great sense of the ball and he practised continually.’


SKI became Terézvárosi Sport Kör and, when Orth was 12, they played a game against another grund team called Nemzeti Sport Ifjak for the coveted prize of a real ball. The game finished 3–3, but NSI decided to give the ball to Orth, who had scored a hat-trick. Orth moved from team to team. He played for a club called Sunderland* on Fáskör Grund, the legendary venue for youth games at the corner of István út and Aréna út (today Dózsa György út and Ajtósi Dürer sor). Orth then joined Erzsébetváros Athletic Club (EAK) and, in the summer of 1915, when Orth was 14, they played against MTK.


On the sideline stood Sándor Reiner, the manager of Vasas, who was renowned for his capacity to identify talent from the grunds. MTK’s leadership asked him whom he was watching, but he refused to answer. Within a few minutes it was obvious. Alfréd Brüll asked the club doctor to find out the name of the tall blond boy – he was already almost six feet – who was running the game. The doctor told the club manager to ask Reiner but when he did, Reiner shrugged, pretending he’d never seen him before. When the MTK directors retired to a nearby restaurant for tea, Reiner signed Orth for Vasas.


The family moved to Terézváros, where they lived in a one-room flat. At least in their new accommodation, though, they had two beds, rather than sharing one, and a sofa as well as the trough in which Orth’s mother washed clothes, an occupation that left her back permanently bent. To help them out, Reiner arranged for her to wash Vasas’s kit from time to time. That December, Orth’s side reached the final of the Vaslabda championship, a youth tournament played twice during the war for the prize of an iron football [the vaslabda after which the championship was named], but he was sent off for throwing a ball in the face of the referee.


Soon Orth was called up to the first team, for a game against FVTK, only to be dismissed 20 minutes into his debut; the romantic version of the story says he deliberately got himself sent off because he hadn’t wanted to betray his teammates at youth level by leaving them behind. It wasn’t long, though, before he had moved even further away, joining MTK. It was a move that saved his mother from penury, securing for her during the difficult days of the First World War regular deliveries of flour, sugar and coal. The club president, Alfréd Brüll, meanwhile, paid for Orth to complete his education, then found him a position in a bank. For many footballers, that was an honorific position, but Orth seems to have taken the job seriously, arriving at his desk in the correspondence department at 8am sharp and making up the time when he had to leave early for training.


Orth made his debut for MTK on 1 July 1917 and that November he was called up to the Hungary national side for the first time.


Braun had played his first game for MTK two weeks before Orth. He was a rapid right-winger and also a fine header of the ball, a player of supreme physical gifts who could run 100m in 11.8 seconds (at a time when the world record was 10.6s) and jump 6.06 metres (when the world long jump record was 7.61m).*


‘They were both intelligent lads attending high school in Budapest,’ Hogan said. ‘Every day after school I had them on the field, instructing them in the art of the game. The Hungarians mature very quickly and they soon moved into the MTK first team.’*


Hogan led MTK to the title in 1916–17 and 1917–18, but trophies were only part of it. Braun and Orth were typical of a football culture that was keen to learn, free of the preconceptions and scepticism about self-improvement that even then were beginning to hamper the English game, and Hogan was keen to teach.


Blessed with great players and a fertile environment, Hogan nurtured a radical football culture in Budapest, from which grew one of the greatest national sides of all time, the Aranycsapat. Asked, after their 6–3 win at Wembley in 1953, how Hungarian football had become so good, Sándor Barcs, the head of the Hungary delegation, replied, ‘You had better go back 30 years to the time your Jimmy Hogan came to teach us how to play.’


But it wasn’t just the Hungarians who benefited. The players and coaches who grew up in the Budapest of the 1920s and 1930s, driven abroad by political and economic turmoil, curiosity and, in some cases, anti-Semitism, would have a profound influence over the global development of the game. The ideas that continue to drive football today were developed in Budapest in the 1920s and spread by that diaspora. Whether it began with an Austrian policeman’s knock at the door, a player frustrated by his manager’s lack of interest in his determination to learn or a young Mancunian quitting his job in search of better things, it is a story that impinges on every major football nation.













CHAPTER THREE



REVOLT INTO STYLE


From its very early days, MTK had been a club with a clear sense of identity, a team that was stylish as well as successful, a team that lived in the memory for how it played long after the results of specific games had been forgotten. Self-image is often self-perpetuating – this thing is characteristic of us, and therefore it is good, and therefore we will continue to do it – and as Péter Szegedi noted, MTK’s middle-class origins perhaps naturally inclined it to a version of football that privileged style over sweat.


But there were also more practical reasons. MTK’s first match against foreign opposition came in April 1903, when they played the Southern League champions Southampton. It might not seem a particularly auspicious occasion given the game was played, the club secretary Henrik Fodor remembered, ‘in pouring rain and an icy, freezing cold wind’ and ended 15–0 to Southampton, but ‘the defeat had a productive effect on the young team so eager to be taught, since it was from this excellent English team that they first saw and learned playing with short, flat passes, which in turn made them able to perform so excellently years later’.*


Another major factor was Imre Pozsonyi, one of the early greats of the sport in Hungary. He played for a Hungary national side in 1901 in games against Richmond (lost 4–0) and Surrey Wanderers (lost 5–1), and then in a 5–0 defeat to Austria in Vienna in 1902, becoming one of the early stalwarts of the MTK midfield. Pozsonyi seems to have given up playing the game in 1903, when he was just 23, and trained as a referee, becoming in the seasons that followed one of the most respected officials in the country. He later developed into a successful coach, winning a Polish championship with Cracovia in 1921, a Catalunyan championship and the Copa del Rey with Barcelona in 1924–25 and Yugoslav titles with Građanski Zagreb in 1926 and 1928. He subsequently worked with the Mexican side Real Club España before moving to New York where he died in 1932.


Pozsonyi had seen English teams play in Vienna and Prague and appears very early to have been fascinated by the mechanics of the game. He instilled his ideas at MTK, with the heavy defeat to Southampton reinforcing the wisdom of what he was saying.


MTK ended up third in that 1903 season, but already their style was being recognised as something different and perhaps more sophisticated than that practised by other teams in Hungary. ‘MTK owe their success solely to the fact that the team puts the emphasis only on team-play and always works with flat passes,’ wrote Mihály Baross in one of a series of articles in Nemzeti Sport around the turn of 1903–04 that considered tactics.* He picked out Pozsonyi and Jenő Károly, who later managed Juventus, for particular praise.


This approach meant that ‘MTK are the slowest among the Hungarian teams,’ he said, an obvious contrast to the chaotic style of just a few years earlier. ‘The principle that if you can’t take the ball, push the player over had too many followers at the beginning,’ Baross wrote. ‘A great weight, when it took on a lighter team, totally squashed them and paralysed all kinds of combinations.’*


Baross concluded that the 1904 championship would probably be won by Ferencváros or BTC. ‘However,’ he added, ‘the teams that are developing a passing style, namely MFC, MTK, the 33s and MAC are becoming more and more dangerous opponents for the old, proven teams.’* He was more right than he knew and MTK went on to win the league that year.


It was from that team that the legend of MTK grew. The journalist Lajos Pánczél, for instance, wrote in a typically lyrical piece in Ujság in May 1931 of the reverie into which he was plunged in the restaurant car of a train heading for Zurich by the mention of the name of probably the greatest MTK player of the pre-First World War years, the centre-half Dori Kürschner.


‘The name heard so long ago,’ Pánczél said, ‘makes memories flash through my mind, those of the old great MTK: Kertész I,* Révész, Csüdör, Domonkos, Károly, Béla Sebestyén and… Dóri Kürschner. The more intense the remembering, the clearer the picture I get of the figure of the first great centre-half of Hungarian football – or as chroniclers of football have concluded – of the first thinking footballer, who retired from playing when he was at the peak of his skills.’*


Kürschner was born in June 1885, although whether in Budapest or Austria is unclear.* Between the ages of six and 16 he went to school in Austria and in 1901 his family moved to Budapest. ‘I was an echt German when I came to Pest and I thought I would never learn to speak Hungarian,’ he said. ‘But I started to speak it while playing and unconsciously, without even noticing it, whatever they had beaten into me in the Austrian school during those ten years there was killed by passion for the Hungarian teams and I am more Hungarian in my soul than I am in my tongue.’*


Football was a constant for him from an early age. ‘First, I kicked every peach stone, then I kicked my cap and after lots of kernels and all kinds of things I kicked a size 3 ball,’ he said. ‘But how many missed afternoon teas this first size 3 ball cost me and how many little joys of life I sacrificed for it.


‘My first bitter experience was the realisation that sometimes incessant attacking is harmful and has sad consequences. What happened was… our team had a great advantage over the other one so the goalkeeper – imitating the English way* – was camping out somewhere on the imaginary halfway line. But when very late at night we wanted to go home, we fell into despair as we realised that during our ongoing attacks the clothes we had put down as goals – the best part of which was my beautiful brown shoes – had been stolen!


‘However, even as I was getting all the punishment for the many ruined shoes I was still daydreaming about playing on the Mili one day.’ The ‘Mili’ was the Millenáris, the home of football in the city, where BTC had played that first game against the Cricket Club of Vienna in 1897 and where a Hungary national side had played Richmond and Surrey Wanderers.


Kürschner started playing for Erdőtelki FE, a small Budapest club with a ground on Lehel út. One afternoon in the summer of 1903, he was spotted by Imre Pozsonyi who, perhaps already contemplating the end of his own career, eased Kürschner’s passage to MTK, where he started out in 1903 playing as a left-winger for the reserves. The following season, though, he was elevated to the first team, replacing Pozsonyi for a 2–0 win over MAC (the Magyar Atlétikai Club) on Margitsziget, the island in the Danube between the Margit and Árpád Bridges. ‘He is very young and slightly built,’ said the report in Ujság, ‘but he already shows the signs of being a classy player.’*


Like all footballers in the amateur era, he was forced to take on a trade and in 1911 he and his MTK teammate Gyula Kertész set up a photographic studio.* They had a number of photographs published in Sportvilág, but the studio closed the following year and Kürschner began selling sporting goods.*


Kürschner won two league titles with MTK before leaving the club when John Tait Robertson did in September 1912. He joined Aradi AC, a team based in what is now Oradea in north-western Romania that was, effectively, an unofficial professional club, playing exhibition games for money. Kürschner spent at least a year there, but what he did during the war is less clear. At some point he returned to Budapest, and may even have been working with Hogan as coach of a team that was by then packed with stars.


The biggest of them was the centre-forward Alfréd Schaffer, the ‘Football King’, who had joined from BAK in 1914. He wasn’t quick but he had a remarkable capacity to read the game, which meant that he was able to get away with spending much of his time off the pitch in coffee houses, bars and restaurants. In 89 games for MTK over five seasons, he scored 154 goals. ‘His former teammates talk about him as “a statue”,’ a later profile said, ‘to whom you could pass from 30m as he stood out on the pitch.’*


Schaffer would become a mystery in his death, but he was also a mystery in his birth. Although it’s widely believed that he was born in Bratislava (at the time known as Pozsony; the modern name was only coined after the First World War) on 13 February 1893 and that his parents moved to Budapest while he was very young, research by Gyula Pataki for the television channel Digi Sport suggests that he was actually born in the Hungarian capital (specifically Óbuda) on 19 February that year, while his gravestone, in the Bavarian spa town of Prien am Chiemsee, lists his birthplace as Budapest. What is known is that Schaffer’s father, Károly, was an ironmonger from the village of Rusca Montană (Ruszkabánya in Hungarian) in what is now Caraş-Severin county in south-western Romania. Both Károly and Schaffer’s mother, Maria Streitmann, were ethnic Germans and Schaffer spoke German at home. He was one of five brothers, two of whom died in childhood.


‘For me,’ said Bruno Kreisky, who was chancellor of Austria between 1970 and 1983 and watched the forward play at Wiener Amateure in the 1920s, ‘Schaffer was a role model. From the way he kept the ball until someone was better placed and then passed it on so the other player could be successful, I learned a lot. You don’t always have to do it yourself, you should be good enough to prepare someone else’s success.’*


Photographs show Schaffer as a heavy-set figure, his hair variously scraped down to his head or springing up in unruly curls, and other than a confidence to his stare, there is little about his appearance to suggest the evident force of his personality. Schaffer was a difficult man, pernickety and quick to anger, and not afraid to let others know what he thought. He demanded high standards, and was rendered tolerable by the fact that he himself usually lived up to them – and that he was very good company. He was not only a great footballer but also an extremely good cook, as attested by a number of players in Hungary’s 1938 World Cup squad who tasted the calf stew he cooked for them in Lille, when he was assistant coach to the national side.


‘He makes you laugh,’ explained a profile in Nemzeti Sport in 1935. ‘He is a great storyteller, with strong charisma. He has a great sense of humour. It is not a finessed, polished and sharpened humour, but a sincere one, not from the mind but from the heart. When smoking cigars, he chooses from among his stories. He says he could tell anecdotes for six weeks without stopping… This man has an aura. He made half of it with his foot, half with his personality.’*


An interview in the hugely popular Színházi Élet [Theatre Life] magazine gives some indication of his character. ‘I am a bohemian,’ he said. ‘I divide women into two groups. The first is those who are unavailable to me. They are of no interest to me, as I do not sigh in vain. The second is those who are available to me, and I deal only with them. From this group, there has never been a single person from whom I received a rejection, because even if there’s a remote chance of a rejection, that lady is assigned to the first group.’* In November 1920, he had become engaged to a woman called Olga Bernstein, whose father owned a factory in Munich manufacturing cigar- and cigarette-holders. They never married.


The magazine asked if he was happy with his life. ‘If I don’t think about it, then yes,’ he replied, presumably jokingly. ‘But sometimes, when I’m bored, I remember how terrible it is that I have nothing to worry about, that I have everything I want, that I have no unreachable goals in my hands. In those moments, I am truly bored and I tinker with the idea of ending it, of stopping playing, but then I remember my mother and go to training.’


Then there was Imre Schlosser. With his high forehead and unconvincing moustache, he too doesn’t look much of an athlete but he remains statistically the greatest goalscorer in Hungarian history, 13 times a league champion and seven times the league’s top scorer. Schlosser began on the grunds, playing for teams called Aston Villa and Remény [Hope] before signing for Ferencváros in 1906 at the age of 17. He scored a barely credible 215 goals in 129 games for them before walking out on the club after they had denied his family additional complimentary tickets for a game. In the argument that followed, a director called him ‘a puppy’, at which he decided to punish the club by joining MTK. ‘I secretly shed a lot of tears for the abandoned green-and-white colours,’ Schlosser later admitted. ‘I still admire them and it will remain that way. It’s easy to understand because I really got to know the true spirit of the club and my football career came from there. I always felt real joy when I put the green-and-white striped shirt on.’


So scandalous was his move considered that questions were asked about it in parliament. The incident was indicative of Schlosser’s temper, which had boiled over two years previously at the notorious 1913 Hungarian Cup final, when he was part of a Ferencváros side that also included István Tóth and Jenő Medgyessy. Playing a BAK team featuring Schaffer, Schlosser was enraged by a blow from an opposing player called Ludwig,* and he kicked out at the midfielder Kálmán Szury for which he was extremely fortunate to avoid dismissal. Ferencváros won 2–1, but on the pitch after the final whistle, Schlosser’s wife insulted the fiancée of the BAK goalkeeper Ferenc György, who then sought Schlosser out in the dressing room. Schlosser responded aggressively, but took a punch squarely to the chin, after which his teammates bundled György from the room. The furore was so great that news of it reached London, where the Daily Mirror ran a cartoon imagining the Hungarian take on other sports: men battering each other over the head with croquet mallets, tennis racquets and billiard cues while a golfer tries to tee off as his opponent bites his calf.


It wasn’t just Ferencváros who were upset by Schlosser’s move. So too was Schaffer, put out by the fact that he was no longer the obvious star at MTK. The two had been on good enough terms to use the informal ‘you’ but when Schlosser bumped into Schaffer in the Kristály Café after signing his contract with MTK, his new teammate coldly used the formal pronoun. From then on, their relationship remained frosty.


On the pitch, though, the combination worked and MTK scored goals at an extraordinary rate. By the time Schlosser left MTK for WAC in 1922, he had scored a further 135 goals in 115 games. He remains the all-time leading scorer in Hungarian league history, while his international career brought 58 goals in 68 games. Having Schlosser, Schaffer and the subtly skilled Kálmán Konrád in the same forward line, supplied by Orth and Braun, was preposterous. In that 1917–18 title-winning campaign, MTK dropped a single point in their 22 league games, scoring 147 goals and conceding just ten.


When the war was over, Hogan returned to Lancashire, where he took a job in Liverpool, working as a dispatch foreman for Walker’s Tobacco. With a wife and three children to support, though, money was tight and Hogan was advised to ask for a handout from the Football Association, which had established a fund to support professionals financially disadvantaged by the war years.


Perhaps his instincts would always have led him abroad, but what made sure he would abandon England was the FA’s response to his application. He believed he was due £200 and borrowed £5 to cover his travelling expenses to London. The FA secretary Frederick Wall, though, disdainfully told him that the fund was for those who had actually fought. Hogan pointed out that he had been interned and had had no opportunity to sign up. Wall gave him three pairs of khaki socks, sneering that ‘the boys at the front were very glad of those’. Hogan was furious and never forgave the FA. Within weeks he had moved to Switzerland and taken charge of Young Boys of Bern.
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When Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated in 1914, Austro-Hungary had a population of 52 million spread over a little more than a quarter of a million square miles. Hungary itself comprised 21 million people and around 125,000 square miles. The prime minister, Count István Tisza, hesitated but joined the war on the side of the Central Powers after Germany had promised to neutralise the Kingdom of Romania. The multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian army largely fought on the Italian and Eastern Fronts, with around 350,000 Hungarian nationals being killed.


With the war effectively lost, on 25 October 1918 an opposition National Council was founded by Count Mihály Károlyi, whose scepticism towards the conflict had given him popular appeal. In the early hours of the morning of 31 October 1918, pro-Károlyi protesters wearing asters seized public buildings. They were backed by sections of the army; the post office, for instance, was overrun by a group of soldiers led by the BAK midfielder Ernő Erbstein. This was what became known as the Aster Revolution.


The prime minister Sándor Wekerle was forced to resign and Tisza, the former prime minister, was murdered. The following day, the last emperor, Charles I, in his capacity as king of Hungary,* appointed a coalition government led by Károlyi. He headed a Provisional Government until 16 November, when the Hungarian Democratic Republic was proclaimed.


Károlyi turned out to lack anything like the diplomatic or political skill required to cope with extraordinarily difficult circumstances. His first big mistake, perhaps, was to give in to suggestions within his own cabinet that, because the Armistice had been signed between Austro-Hungary and the Allies, it was necessary for an independent Hungary to sign a fresh agreement. At a meeting in Belgrade with the Allied Commander in the Balkans, General Louis Franchet d’Espèrey, he found himself treated with contempt, and far harsher terms imposed than had been in the initial Armistice. Even more misguided was his decision on taking power to disband the Hungarian armed forces in line with his pacifist beliefs. That left Hungary unable to defend itself through the winter of 1918–19 as Romania, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia helped themselves to more territory.


With no formal peace treaty in place, the Allies maintained a blockade, worsening food shortages that were exacerbated by an influx of refugees from Transylvania and Galicia. To make matters even worse, the creation of Czechoslovakia blocked the supply lines of coal from Germany, leading to energy shortages. That in turn meant the railways could no longer function, which had a devastating impact on industry, leading to mass unemployment and spiralling inflation.


Domestically, Károlyi was repeatedly undermined by the Social Democratic Party, who blocked his attempts to transfer rural lands into the ownership of peasants, so the only land transfer that ended up taking place was the property he gave away from his own estate to set an example to others. Sigmund Freud, living in Vienna at the time, was in no doubt that the murder of Tisza and the accession of Károlyi were terrible missteps. ‘I was certainly no adherent of the ancien regime,’ he wrote in a letter to the Hungarian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi, ‘but it seems doubtful to me whether it is a sign of political shrewdness to beat to death the smartest of the many counts and to make the stupidest one president.’*


In January 1919, Károlyi reversed his decision on the army and began to build up troops again as he considered an alliance with Russia. In March, the French army ordered Hungarian forces to retreat from their advanced positions. That was seen as a sign that the borders would be pushed back when a peace treaty was finally signed, which placed Károlyi in an impossible position, unable either to accept or resist the French demand. The prime minister Dénes Berinkey resigned on 21 March, at which Károlyi announced that only the Social Democrats could form a new government. Unbeknown to him, though, the Social Democrats had merged with the Communists led by Béla Kun. Later that day, they announced the resignation of Károlyi and the foundation of the Hungarian Soviet Republic.


Technically, the government was led by the president Sándor Garbai, a Social Democrat, but power lay in the hands of Kun, the commissar for foreign affairs who remained in regular contact with Lenin. In March, Kun began a purge of Social Democrats as he sought to establish a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. Inevitably, that led to conflict and violence. A failed coup attempt on 24 June was followed by what became known as the Red Terror: widespread reprisals including the execution by revolutionary tribunals of anybody suspected of involvement with the coup.


Kun had promised to restore the historical boundaries of Hungary, hoping for Russian help. With the Bolsheviks still fighting a civil war, though, that was not forthcoming. Nonetheless, the Hungarian Red Army marched into what is now Slovakia and planned a campaign to reclaim land from Romania. There were early successes in the north, but having driven back Czechoslovakian troops, the army proclaimed not a new boundary but the Slovakian Soviet Republic. That was perceived as a betrayal by nationalists both in the army and at home. With morale plummeting, Hungarian lines were breached by the Romanians on 30 July. Kun and other leading Communists fled, and Romanian troops arrived in Budapest on 6 August.


A counter-revolutionary nationalist government had been operating in Szeged in the south of the country since 19 May and in the vacuum it claimed power. On 16 November, Admiral Miklós Horthy, one of the commanders of the National Army, entered Budapest riding a white horse. A lifelong naval officer, Horthy had ended the First World War as commander of the Austro-Hungarian fleet.


The National government instigated what became known as the White Terror, launching reprisals against those perceived to have backed Kun’s regime. As Kun’s father and many leading Communists had been Jewish,* Jews were an easy scapegoat, blamed not only for the Red Terror but also for defeat in the First World War.* A tide of anti-Semitism was unleashed.


However much the position of Jews had improved in Hungary in the late 19th century, it would be misleading to suggest that anti-Semitism had somehow disappeared. When the lawyer Győző Istóczy felt his appointment as a judge had been hampered by Jews in the 1860s, for instance, he campaigned for parliament on an expressly anti-Semitic platform. After being elected to the Diet in 1872, he called on the Ottomans to offer up land in Palestine for the establishment of a Jewish state so that Hungary could deport its Jews or at least encourage them to emigrate.


Istóczy was the public face of a more widespread undercurrent. When the body of a 14-year-old girl was found on the banks of the River Tisza in 1882, it was rumoured that she’d been killed by Jews who needed her blood to practise secret rituals – a variation of the blood libel that had been levelled at Jews for centuries. Three Jews were accused and although they were eventually acquitted 18 months later, the incident led to riots in Budapest in 1883. Istóczy then established the Anti-Semitic National Party which received 14 mandates in elections a year later.


There was also an unfocused late-19th-century economic anti-Semitism that associated Jews with the negative aspects of capitalism and industrialisation. Scott Spector, professor of History and Germanic Languages and Literature at the University of Michigan, argues that the very notion of a Jewish modernity was initially anti-Semitic and associated the perceived decadence of the age, as manifested in the coffee houses, with the supposed inherent racial characteristics of Jews.* Károly Nendtvich, a professor at the Higher Technical School in Budapest, for instance, wrote explicitly about the corrosive effect of the ‘greed’ of Jewish doctors and lawyers. The rise of a cheap mass-circulation press meant these ideas were disseminated like never before.


White Terror units went from village to village seeking Jews and Communists to murder. The worst atrocities came after Budapest had fallen to the National Army in 1919. Many fled but it’s estimated around 1,000 Jews were slaughtered.
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