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Part 1






Chapter One:



The Palm Court


The Palm Court was a scrappy little football stadium by the rail tracks in Jaffa, overlooked by a few tall date palms, hence the name: a sardonic reference to the grand salons of hotels like the Ritz in London or the Alexandria in Los Angeles, where dance orchestras played the new jazz hits under domed glass ceilings. The playing surface was usually dusty and dry, but the night before the big match, a winter storm blew in from the sea. The weather in Jaffa is almost always unseasonably hot, no matter what the season, but when the weather breaks, the sky turns to slate and the rain comes down hard. The stadium was laid out in what had once been orchards, beneath a long high ridge that had provided shelter for the fruit trees. The ridge was no longer much shelter, as new paved roads created a slick surface for the rainwater. The water cascaded downwards, too fast for the drains to carry to the sea or for the earth to absorb. At dawn, a construction crew began work filling the puddles and repairing the surface with barrowloads of fresh sandy soil. The old orchards were still designated as farmland under Ottoman zoning laws, though the fruit trees had been cleared to leave just those few stray, swaying palms. To the east there was a long row of tin-sided workshops. To the west, a breezeblock clubhouse known as the Maccabi barracks, a reminder of the Maccabi sports club’s origins in 1905 as a kind of military boys’ brigade.


This was 8 January 1924. Jaffa was the main seaport of Palestine and had been under British control since it was captured from the Ottoman Army of the Levant on 16 November 1917. The home side, Maccabi Tel Aviv, took its name from the new Jewish suburb on the hills above the orchard. The name ‘Tel Aviv’ combines an archaeological term for a fortified mound, ‘Tel’, with the Hebrew word for ‘spring-time’. It was the building of the suburb that had caused the pitch to flood. The visitors were the all-conquering Hakoah Vienna, the football team of the Austrian city’s Jewish sports club. With 5,000 members, Hakoah Vienna was not only the biggest sports club in Austria, but probably the largest in all of Europe. The team arrived with a ninety-strong entourage, comprising athletes and well-wishers. Their short Middle Eastern tour had begun in Egypt with games in Alexandria and Cairo, and would continue against British military sides in Haifa and Jerusalem, but the biggest crowds turned out for this all-Jewish game.


By 8 a.m., 1,000 people were waiting to greet Hakoah off the Egypt train at Tel Aviv’s brand new train station. By the afternoon, 10,000 spectators had descended on the Palm Court – and the workmen were still struggling to dry out the ground. The crowd were held back from the pitch by British and Jewish policemen. Many clambered on the roofs of the surrounding barracks and makeshift buildings. The best views came from the single wooden stand, reserved for the local celebrities and dignitaries, including the grandest of all, Sir Herbert Samuel, the first British High Commissioner for Palestine.


The wartime occupation of Palestine had officially ended in 1920 when Britain’s allies recognised British imperial rule over the country. Sir Herbert, a Liberal politician from a Liverpool family, was the first Jewish ruler of Palestine since the Roman era, something that had become a point of pride for the British and, indeed, Sir Herbert himself. He cut a dandyish figure at the football match in his tropical dress whites, the long white ostrich feathers on his helmet flapping in the winter breeze.


Before the game kicked off, the crowd was treated to gymnastic displays. Athletes paraded in white to represent youth, purity and the classical age of the first Greek Olympics. The original Maccabi had rebelled against Greek rule in the second century BC (maccabi means ‘hammer’ in Aramaic), so a cynic might feel the Greek allusions were out of place, but the club put on an impressive show. The girls in their long skirts, the men in slacks, performing star jumps and synchronised dips and bends, ending with the famous showstopper: a human menorah. This polished routine had been choreographed by the club secretary, a 24-year-old ex-soldier named Yosef Yekutieli who had served as a gym instructor in the Ottoman army. A photograph of Yosef taken in 1929 shows him in his Maccabi uniform, which resembles the dress whites of a naval officer. He and Sir Herbert would have made a matching pair on that blustery wintery day on the Palm Court. After the gymnastic display, the party from Hakoah Vienna – players, gymnasts, swimmers, wrestlers and officials – paraded beneath their blue and white club banner embroidered with the Magen David symbol. The Maccabi sent out a brass band, and quiet fell as the Palm Court echoed to the first notes of the British national anthem, ‘God Save the King’, followed by ‘Hatikvah’, the song of the Jewish nationalist party, the Zionist Organization (ZO). The entire display was designed to resemble a state event, and Yosef held himself like a state official. His great dream was to lead a team from the Maccabi at the Olympics. He had pinned his hopes of Olympic glory on membership of the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF). Unfortunately, six months earlier, Yosef’s application to the IAAF had failed because the association did not see how a Jewish sports club could represent the whole population of Palestine. There were 85,000 Jews living across the country, according to the 1922 census, or 11 per cent of Palestine’s population. It was only in Jaffa and the surrounding district that the Jewish population had grown to be a real demographic force. The same 1922 census put the population of Jaffa at almost 48,000, of whom 20,000 were Jewish, while a further 15,000 Jews lived in Tel Aviv. The numbers continued to rise as construction work attracted Jewish workers from Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland and beyond.


At the kick-off, the teams faced each other in the classic footballing line-up: the ‘pyramid’ formation, comprising five forwards, three midfield players and just two defenders at the rear. The centre of the Maccabi’s attacking line was Abie Wilson, a kind of young prince of the community. The 24-yearold athlete was not only a star sportsman, he also came from one of the wealthiest local families. Like almost all of Jaffa’s original pre-war Jewish Yishuv, or community, Abie was Russian. A Russian sect named Bnei Moshe, or the Sons of Moses, had started building a community in Jaffa from the mid-1890s. All of the most important Jewish figures in Jaffa were connected to the sect. Abie’s father, Shmuel Natan Vishnitsky, arrived in the port in 1910, after six years in the United States where he had acquired the new family name of Wilson. Shmuel was Jaffa’s biggest building contractor, responsible for the line of mansions and apartment blocks above the Palm Court. It was his work crew that had struggled so hard to make the pitch playable. The freshly painted white lines, shimmering on the muddy ground, disappeared soon after Abie Wilson kicked off and the players began chasing the heavy leather ball in their equally heavy boots. The Maccabi kit had blue and white vertical stripes, resembling the strip of Argentina, or perhaps England’s Brighton & Hove Albion. Hakoah also wore a blue and white strip, supplied by their manager, Arthur Baar, who owned a sports outfitters in Vienna. As long as no one got too muddy, the players and spectators could distinguish the half-and-half design of the Hakoah strip from the vertical lines of the Maccabi.


The 1920s saw the Viennese and Hungarian football clubs refine the basic pyramid formation, in an innovation that became known as the Danube School. In January 1924, the Danube School was in its infancy but the idea was to pull the centre forward back – an early version of the False 9 – and tempt the opponents to move up to meet the man they regarded as the main strike threat. This left space to their backs, which could be attacked with diagonal crosses. It was a style of play that depended upon a level of trust between teammates. The players needed to know the system, and believe the forwards would run into space to find the ball. In fact, not all the Hakoah players knew each other at all. The striker, Erno˝ Schwarz, had joined the team only three weeks earlier. But on a slow and water-logged pitch Hakoah did not need to play avant-garde football. They were faster, fitter and more skilful. The Vienna league had turned professional in the 1923–4 season, and Hakoah had the innovative idea of recruiting players from abroad. The state of Austria was not yet six years old, a product of the wartime disintegration of the old Habsburg Empire. Hakoah were not looking any further than the old Habsburg cities to scout talented Jewish players. Yet many German-speaking nationalists in Austria condemned the creation of a multinational team full of Polish, Czech and Hungarian Jews. Despite the disapproval, the Hakoah policy paid off immediately. Men such as Schwarz and the great defender Béla Guttmann, both from Budapest, turned the team into a fearsome side, moving quickly as they made short and accurate passes, and always looking for goals. Hakoah were relentless against Maccabi Tel Aviv, scoring five times while the defensive partnership of Guttmann and the goalkeeper, Sándor Fábián, easily kept out any shot from the Maccabi.


The IAAF’s rejection of Yosef’s application had been a blow to Yosef’s dreams of leading a Jewish team at the Olympics. However, Yosef knew that the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) offered another path to Olympic glory. FIFA was still part of the Olympic movement in the 1920s. Watching the Hakoah team demolish the Maccabi was far from demoralising. It proved inspirational. The match was a turning point. From 1924, the Maccabi began to pour resources into football that had previously gone into physical fitness drills and gymnastics.


The 1920s and 1930s were the decades of flappers, of youth and glamour, which celebrated the body beautiful. Hakoah produced many sports stars, such as the wrestler Nikolaus ‘Micki’ Hirschl and the swimmer Hedy Bienenfeld. The athletes promoted the club in photographic series, while the most successful and attractive worked as professional models: Hedy posed in her swimming costume while promoting cigarettes, as though to prove that fire and water could mix. Hundreds of photographs survive of the young men and women in the club’s heyday, professionally posed, all confidently promoting the health and fitness lifestyle. The idea that sports clubs could help celebrate ethnic identity was on the rise across Central and Eastern Europe. The first European sports club based on an ethnic identity was the Czech ‘Sokol’, founded in Prague in the 1860s to boost Czech nationalism. Inside Vienna, however, not all Jewish sports lovers were comfortable with a Jewish-only club. Many preferred the socialist sporting clubs, or those with a mixed membership like Rapid Vienna or Amateure (which became the present-day Austria Wien FC), both of which included Jews among their founder members. Many of the sports clubs in Austria were adopting racist ‘Aryan’ clauses into their constitutions, however, which gave an impetus to Jews to join the larger and more successful Hakoah. Many Hakoah members joined for the social life; the dances were legendary and the club had Vienna’s best dance orchestra, which was quite an achievement in the city of music.


Yosef noted the effort put into Hakoah’s touring schedule: it was relentless. Hakoah aimed to be the world’s Jewish team. The club not only wanted to deepen ties of friendship and solidarity among Jews everywhere, but also to represent Jews as their sporting ambassadors. The football team was the first foreign side to play an international in Czechoslovakia, and also travelled to play major European clubs such as Fiorentina and Olympique Marseille. In 1923, a two-leg match against London’s West Ham United attracted a crowd of 40,000 in Vienna, where Hakoah earned a creditable draw. The summer return match at Upton Park brought a far greater shock: Hakoah won 5–0 in front of a large crowd that included the fanatical Jewish football fans of London’s industrial East End. The West Ham team is said to have been made up largely of reserves. If so, it was foolish to underestimate Hakoah. The victory over West Ham was the first time an English side had ever been beaten on English soil by a foreign team.


Although Abie Wilson was the captain of the Maccabi team, it was something of an honorary position. The Maccabi were run by a player-coach, Shimon ‘Lumek’ Ratner. Lumek had actually played for Hakoah, though only as a sixteen-year-old junior before the war. He was the Yishuv’s best player and, once his side was five goals down, his old friends in Hakoah allowed him to score a consolation goal for the sake of the team and the spectators.


The crowd surrounding the Palm Court brought out a few curious Palestinians, including a small, shrewd man named Issa al-Issa, the editor of the long-running nationalist newspaper, Falastin, or ‘Palestine’. The sight of the Jewish Yishuv, gathered together in force, waving flags and singing anthems, led Issa to write a fiery editorial in the form of a letter to Sir Herbert. The British had banned both the Yishuv and the Palestinians from flying their flags or singing nationalist songs. The High Commissioner defended Yosef’s pre-match entertainment, however, by claiming the songs and banners only represented sports associations. It was a convenient explanation, rather than the truth, as Issa knew.


In a roundabout way, however, the match had a positive effect on Falastin’s sports coverage. Issa expanded the number of sports pages, and launched a campaign for a national football league. The same year, his 24-year-old nephew, Daoud al-Issa, helped found a team to represent Jaffa’s Christian Orthodox Church. The family were stalwarts of Jaffa’s Christian community (Issa means ‘Jesus’ in Arabic). The team founded by Daoud in 1924 survives today as Sons of Jaffa Orthodox FC, still run by descendants of the parish priest of Jaffa during British rule. When Daoud al-Issa took over from his uncle as the editor of Falastin, he devoted even more pages to the sports news, and even introduced a dedicated football column.


The 1924 Hakoah visit changed football in the country, but it also had a huge impact on the politics. Everything in Israel and Palestine eventually comes down to politics, of course. As Issa al-Issa saw, football has an almost mystical ability to mobilise a city’s population. What he failed to see was how transient this show of unity could be. Football also has the power to split communities, bringing buried antagonisms of class and nationality to the surface.


Exactly a year after their visit to Palestine, Hakoah Vienna returned for a second visit. On a fast dry pitch, they brought their real game – and it was breathtaking. Maccabi Tel Aviv were thrashed 11–2. The Maccabi boys were amateurs, playing the greatest Hakoah team of all. A few months later, Hakoah would win the 1925 Viennese league, becoming the de facto Austrian champions. Like all great football victories, the goal that made them champions came late – and was dramatic. The goalkeeper Sándor Fábián broke his arm in a collision with a player for the opposition Simmeringer FC. The rules did not allow for substitutions, so Fábián bound his arm into a sling and switched places with an outfield player. With Simmeringer ahead 3–2, Fábián somehow bundled the ball over the line in a tussle that levelled the scored at three-all. Hakoah had the trophy. They were riding high, indisputably one of the best teams in the world. But the sports fans in Jaffa and Tel Aviv could not simply accept that the Maccabi team was so easily outclassed. They wondered, instead, why the team had put up such a poor show. How had they been defeated twice, by such huge margins, on their own Palm Court?


Sir Herbert’s colonial administration brought many Russian Jews into government as civil servants, building contractors, commanders in the new police force and town-planners. Yosef Yekutieli’s day job gave him responsibility for compulsory purchase orders, buying Palestinian-owned land for the Britishfunded electrification programme. From electricity, to roads, to railway stations, the Yishuv was laying down the framework for present-day Israel. Yet these achievements also fomented grievances. Newer immigrants thought the Russians were guilty of inertia and favouritism. The criticism was especially sharp among football players. The youngest members of Maccabi Tel Aviv came from the same cities as the Hakoah stars: from Austria and Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia. Football was part of the lifeblood of young men in these industrial cities. The sport mattered to them in ways that it could never do to gymnasts and drill instructors such as Yosef and his pals on the Maccabi’s committees. The anger began to grow over the summer of 1925, as the senior squad of Maccabi Tel Aviv undertook a European tour. The players received payments, amounting to a wage, which effectively professionalised the team. The tour took them to Vienna, where they played and lost against Hakoah yet again, before continuing around Czech and Polish cities. Back in Jaffa and Tel Aviv, many Maccabi members believed the most skilful players were stuck in the junior team, where they were being denied the opportunity of travel, fun, money and perhaps even glory. The junior team responded by resigning en masse and joining the sports association of the socialist party.


The youth team rebellion helped to create one half of Israel’s present-day landscape: the Labour Party. The year 1925 was a watershed for the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine. The British government recalled Sir Herbert, and simultaneously imposed austerity measures, which brought the construction sector in Palestine to a standstill. The economy soured, Jewish immigration went into reverse. A year later, in 1926, a 27-year-old industrialist named Menachem Arber founded the Beitar sports association in Tel Aviv, the forerunner of the Likud Party. Arber had been a star football player as a child before the war, and was now the young boss of the family’s cement business. He was also from a Russian family, and had known Yosef Yekutieli since childhood. But he rejected Yosef’s obsession with the Olympics and international sporting associations. Instead, he wanted to return to what he saw as the original Maccabi mission: a fit, strong fighting force. In the 1930s, Beitar evolved into an underground terrorist cell that played a bit of football on the side. Indirectly, the Hakoah games fed resentments that would define both sport and politics in the new state of Israel.


*


Hakoah Vienna FC faded in the later 1920s and 1930s. In its later years, the club’s stars were its wrestlers and swimmers. Micki Hirschl picked up two medals for Austria at the Los Angeles Olympics in 1932. Hakoah’s champion women swimmers, Judith Deutsch, Ruth Langer and Lucie Goldner, were selected for the 1936 Olympics. When the summer of 1936 arrived, the three women chose to boycott the games, showing a strength of mind that was remarkable in such young women; Ruth Langer was just fourteen. They stood up to the Austrian Sports Federation with blistering letters that referenced the signs banning ‘Jews and dogs’ that adorned German swimming pools. In 1938, Germany and Austria were united as the homeland of the German people. Lucie Goldner’s protests were remembered and she was picked up by the police. Her interrogation left her so badly beaten that she needed a doctor, who patched her up and left the back door open for her to escape. Lucie dyed her hair blonde and took a train to Berlin. On the train, she was recognised by an Austrian airman who gave her a gold Swastika lapel pin, telling her it would help her pass through any checkpoints. Lucie escaped carrying only her trophies, which she left at the Hakoah’s sister club in Berlin. At Tempelhof airport she managed to board a flight to London despite having no passport. It was a Saturday, and on any other day the plane would have turned around at London and headed straight back to Berlin. Her timing ensured that she would be in England for the weekend, and when she recounted her story, the passport officials recalled her stand against the Nazis’ Berlin Olympics. A sponsor was found to allow her to stay as a refugee.


Lucie married a Czech fighter in London. After the war, she walked across Europe with her child to re-join him, and the family eventually settled in Australia. As an old woman, with one leg amputated after a blood clot, Lucie chose to stop eating. She timed her death to coincide with the 2000 Sydney Olympics so that her mourners could attend the games after her funeral.


In Vienna, in 1938, the Hakoah football team was poised to re-enter the top tier of the Austrian league after years in the lower reaches. Their hopes ended as the new Nazi government closed down the club, seized its property and nationalised the splendid Hakoah building. Hakoah survivors were scattered around the world. Béla Guttmann had played football in the States, but returned to Budapest to take up his first coaching job. He won Hungary’s Mitropa Cup in 1938–9 season as the manager of Újpest FC. In 1944, he was swept up with the destruction of the Jews in Hungary, but though his father and sister died in Auschwitz, he escaped from a prison camp. Many other Hakoah members made their way to Palestine, including Arthur Baar, the sports-shop owner. Baar briefly coached the Israeli football team after the creation of the state. Judith Deutsch became the Israeli swimming champion.


The story of the Nazi holocaust is what makes Israel’s survival so important, illustrating its value as a haven, an insurance policy, or simply as the only country in the world where it is OK to be Jewish. This is Israel’s external value, a worth that could never change. But it’s not the story of Israel, at least, not the inside story. The idea of writing about football came about through a growing fascination with teams such as Maccabi Tel Aviv and Jaffa Orthodox, and men such as Yosef Yekutieli and Issa al-Issa. This seemed, to me, a better way to reveal an insider’s account of the last century in Palestine and Israel. There may be many other ways to tell it, but the impact of a football match in January 1924 on the hard clay of the Palm Court was swift, dramatic and jaw-dropping.





Chapter Two:



The Young Ambassadors


I became a football fan in 2004 when I was living in Palestine – though not actually a fan of Palestinian football, which made no impression on me at all. I enjoyed life in Bethlehem, but it was a tough year as the Israelis began to build a wall around the city. There were soldiers on the street, and each day brought new confiscation orders, which meant friends were losing their homes, their land or their jobs. I was born in Rochdale, in Lancashire, but I was married to the Palestinian film-maker Leila Sansour and she wanted to record what was happening to her home town. I started to follow football because it was a way to deal with homesickness, or so I told anyone who wondered why I had suddenly become such a passionate supporter of Manchester City. A couple of Bethlehem cafés showed satellite games and I was able to watch the Premier League – so long as there was no clash with a Barça match (Barcelona is the most loved team in Palestine, and in Israel, too). Although Bethlehem sits on the edge of the desert, the winters are cold. The café owners don’t much care for fresh air, so the windows were always tightly closed, sealing me and the other football fans in a thick fug of shisha smoke. The metallic taste set my teeth on edge, while Lebanese techno drowned out the commentary. I knew so little about the game, I couldn’t follow what was happening without the commentary so I often preferred to stay at home and read the live updates on the BBC or Guardian websites. Somehow, I had turned football into a literary experience.


I would read anything I could find about the game, not only strategy and team news but also gossip on wives and girlfriends, and transfer deals: the two memorably came together when Helen Dunne negotiated a multimillion-pound Golden Handshake for her husband Richard, Manchester City’s captain. I pored over the predictions before the games and week-by-week learned that experts are nearly always wrong. William Goldman’s famous dictum, ‘No one knows anything’, is even more true of football than of the film industry.


Slowly, I did start taking notice of Palestinian football. The players and teams of the West Bank Premier League were becoming more visible, thanks to the sponsorship of the mobile phone company, Jawwal. Photographs of players began to appear in supermarket adverts and on billboards. At the time, my brother-in-law Max was working in the PR department of the rival phone company, Wataniya, and he responded by sponsoring the Palestinian women’s national team. The captain, Honey Thaljieh, came from Bethlehem and could be seen singing in the choir at the Nativity Church. For much of the past two years, the army had placed the West Bank under lockdown and the Palestinian football team found it impossible to play internationals. The Palestine Football Association responded by hiring yet another Bethlehem man, Nicola Hadwa, who lived in Santiago, Chile. Nicola had little football experience, but an enormous Rolodex of friends and contacts. Soon the Palestinian football team was filled with Latin Americans who could get around Israel’s travel restrictions. I discovered that the Chilean Premier League side, Santiago’s Palestino FC, was created by Bethlehem immigrants in 1916. The names of the footballers on a 1920 Palestino team photograph – Saffie, Lama, Deik – were all familiar to me: these are the surnames of friends and neighbours in Bethlehem. Later, when Manchester City hired the Chilean coach Manuel Pellegrini, I was overjoyed to learn he had also once managed Palestino. I continued to follow Manchester City rather than local football, but at least I was aware I was missing out. I had attained that first, Goldmanesque level of wisdom: I knew that I knew nothing. Eventually I did something about it.


Football arrived in Palestine with the British. English missionaries reached Jerusalem in the 1830s representing a charity named the London Society for the Promotion of Christianity Among the Jews, or more commonly ‘The Jews’ Society’. This was the dawn of an age of liberalisation in Ottoman politics, known as the ‘Auspicious Reordering’, which allowed European charities and governments to operate in the Holy Land, after 400 years of pretty much tight closure. The Jews’ Society aimed to re-establish the city’s Jewish community, not out of altruism but in the hope it would bring the chaos and destruction predicted in the Book of Revelations. The society offered grants to European and Russian Jews who wanted to visit the city, and sponsored Ottoman Jewish families who were prepared to relocate to Palestine. The society built a church, Christ Church, near Jaffa Gate in Jerusalem’s Old City. In the 1840s, Christ Church became the seat of Jerusalem’s first Protestant Bishop, a German-Jewish convert named Michael Alexander. The Jews’ Society grew to become an immensely powerful global institution, among the richest foundations in the world until well into the twentieth century. It has a complicated legacy. The longest-serving Mayor of Bethlehem, Elias Freij, was one of many Christian Palestinians educated at Christ Church school, which at the very least gave him an insight into the minds of English and American evangelicals. The Jews’ Society still exists, under the name of the Church Mission Among the Jews, and enjoys the support of those angry Christians who obsess over other people’s sex lives. In 2008, the society hosted a world conference in Jerusalem, in partnership with the Church of Uganda and a coalition of anti-gay American Episcopalians, to condemn homosexuality. The church continues to pray that Jewish nationalism will bring about world destruction, a position that successive Israeli administrations have treated with unlikely indulgence.


In the 1880s, an English vicar named George Blyth travelled through Jerusalem on his way back from a posting in India. He was over fifty years old and had been living in India for the best part of twenty years. Once in London, he reported that the Jews’ Society was doing a disastrous job, alienating both Christians and Muslims alike in their attempts to convert locals, while spouting predictions of vengeance and destruction. Blyth was a man who believed in soft diplomacy, and the leadership of the Church of England was receptive to his message. In 1887, Blyth was made Jerusalem’s Anglican bishop and after a decade of fundraising he started work on a new cathedral, St George’s, which he built at the end of Saladin Street, as far from Christ Church as it was possible to get in nineteenth-century Jerusalem. In 1899, Blyth opened a school next to the cathedral. The little campus of buildings and gardens represents a flavour of Victorian England in Jerusalem. Old photographs show the distinctive Norman-style square tower peeping above olive groves. The city soon grew to envelop the grounds and today the school and cathedral are overshadowed by Israel’s Ministry of Security, a vast concrete Lubyanka from where Israeli security forces control the city.


On a bright and sunny day in November, I got on a bus in Bethlehem and followed in the footsteps of earlier pilgrims to St George’s School, the birthplace of football in Palestine and Israel.


The local bus from Bethlehem to Jerusalem takes fifty minutes to go five miles, winding its way through checkpoints and the settler bypass road to end its route at Damascus Gate. The bus station sits in the heart of the Palestinian side of Jerusalem, where the gate into the Old City connects the shopping district around Saladin Street to the Muslim Quarter. The bus station is lined by a row of backpacker hostels and shwarma joints. Three Israeli police recruits, two men and a woman, were leaning against a wall and giggling as they listened to music on a mobile phone. A Border Police truck patrolled the road. There were army snipers perched in the castellation above Damascus Gate. It was a busy midweek lunchtime and the streets were full, but I didn’t see any civilian Jewish Israelis.


As I entered the school yard, I heard the smack of a football against brickwork and my heart simultaneously leaped (football) and sank (school): a very physical illustration of cognitive dissonance. Turning the corner, I found three boys playing wallie. There isn’t much to wallie beyond kicking the ball as hard as you can, while reading the angles and keeping the rally going. Like the best street games, it is difficult to see where cooperation ends and the competition begins. The ball skimmed the uneven surface of the playground, adding a touch of unpredictability. I dawdled to watch as the yard emptied around us. It was the end of the lunch hour, but the boys kept playing, eking out the time between the bell and the next lesson. Two were wearing school uniforms, while the third was in a sports strip, which did not confer any clear advantage.


The school’s principal, Dolly Namour, was in her first term as head teacher. She had warned me that things may be a little disorganised, and when I arrived the secretary didn’t have me on her list. A woman dressed formally with coal-black hair set in the kind of style that requires an hour under a salon dryer, the secretary eyed me from her high counter. Running a boys’ school in Jerusalem is stressful. Once the boys were outside the school yard, you never knew if they were safe, she told me. The Border Police target groups of youngsters, handing out beatings and arrests. When I explained why I had come, she knew exactly what to show me: a photograph of the original 1908–9 football team, kept in a folder inside a drawer in Dolly’s office. The year is painted in both European and Arabic numerals on a leather football held by a boy sitting in the centre of the bottom row. The photograph includes a visiting team of older men, a scratch team judging by their improvised sports clothes and cricket caps. A tear across the photograph had been repaired more than once, leaving overlapping shadows of Sellotape. Nevertheless I was astonished by the clarity: the miracle of the old box cameras with their outsize glass-plate negatives.


The 1908–9 school team was the first standing team in the whole of Palestine, according to Yosef Yekutieli, who mentioned it in letters he wrote in the 1920s, and in a short history he wrote for a FIFA yearbook in 1932. I knew the team photograph because it reappears, down to the repair, in a work by the Palestinian sports historian Issam Khalidi. I was following in Khalidi’s footsteps, greeting a holy relic. The school had no record of the names of the boys in the picture, and even after I cross-referenced with other photographs, most remained unknown to me. They wear dark sweaters and tarbushes – the conical felt hat often called a ‘fez’. Two boys, including the one holding the football, wear the Cross of St John stitched on their breast. The crosses suggest that these two boys are Christians and, in turn, that the others aren’t. The boy holding the ball has a relaxed and impish smile. He reappears in a photograph dated 1911, sat beside a boy with a pinched and anxious face, named Izzat Tannous, who became a well-known Palestinian politician in the 1920s and 1930s. A picture of the 1913 team contains Tannous again, still looking worried. He was from a family that had converted to Anglicanism, and at this time in his life he could be described as an Anglophile. The English ended up disappointing him, but his love of football never faltered.


Palestine grew in prosperity through the nineteenth century thanks to the Ottoman reforms. It was one of the first places to see package tours from the UK, marketed as both historical and religious experiences. Local Palestinians got into the hotel and import–export business, including a highly lucrative trade in religious ornaments that were sold with certificates of authenticity to prove they were manufactured in the Holy Land. The Chilean diaspora began life in Santiago, with Palestinians selling religious trinkets door-to-door, using this as the platform for other trading businesses. Palestinian communities sprang up across Latin America, but also in cities in Russia, Europe and even Australia. In Palestine, the rising middle class wanted their children to be able to speak the languages of their global trading partners, and by the end of the nineteenth century, Jerusalemites could pick from a number of competing European schools. The students were the children of merchants and industrialists as well as from the hereditary aristocracy of the city, known as ‘Notables’. They studied alongside the children of the various consuls, adventurers, missionaries and romantics who were drawn to the Holy Land. Among these schools, St George’s immediately stood out because it was a feeder school for the prestigious Victoria College in Alexandria, reputed to be the best school in the Middle East and inevitably known as the Eton of the Orient.


St George’s was not the only school to offer a sports programme. The Ezra school, a German-Jewish school offering a secular education, already had a dedicated gym instructor named Abraham Goldschmidt. Unfortunately for the Ezra school, the generation of Jews that had arrived in Jerusalem under the sponsorship of evangelical Christians were extremely conservative. The Ezra school was ex-communicated by the local rabbis, led by the vocal Persian-speaking Bukharan Jews of Uzbekistan, who had been housed in their own splendid city quarter built by Christian charities. The Orthodox rabbis were appalled at the idea of physical exercise, and after their boycott the Ezra school struggled to attract pupils. The school relied on the smaller community of non-religious European Jews, as well as a sect of Yemeni Jews who had made their way to Jerusalem in the 1880s in the expectation that the arrival of the Messiah was imminent. St George’s stood out from both the Ezra school and the Catholic De La Salle College because it offered a sports education to students of all faiths. This was deliberate: part of a philosophy that viewed sportsmanship as a way of building friendships across religious and ethnic divides. Football proved a perfect vehicle for this philosophy. It wasn’t just a game: it was the country’s first spectator sport, and its players were the community’s stars, role models and ambassadors.


The turn of the twentieth century was the high point of British power. The empire was the closest thing to an international rule-maker in the days before the United Nations. The British imposed trade rules, acted as global judge and policemen, and offered a common language for business and law. A key part of the British success was a strategic tolerance for local faiths. The British tended to co-opt elites rather than destabilise them, reasoning that revolutionary change only risked undermining the empire. Where evangelicals such as the Jews’ Society had blown the trumpet for conversion, the smoother empire men like Blyth favoured ambassadorship. Football was at the heart of his approach, captured in the ideology known as ‘Muscular Christianity’, which promoted sportsmanship as a means to encourage leadership in a multifaith and international arena. The boys of St George’s School were the elite of Jerusalem and in football they discovered a challenging sport that encouraged goodwill, foreign travel and meeting new people. It made everyone in the team an ambassador, which in turn reflected the boys’ ambitions for their role within their country, and in the wider region.


In another age, the sport might have been cricket or rugby, but by the turn of the twentieth century, the teachers who arrived in Jerusalem tended to be football men. It helped that football is easier to play in a land where the soil is hard and compacted, and grass never lasts throughout a whole season. But the decisive reason that football took off in Palestine was its worldwide popularity, and the global infrastructure that had already grown up around it. Before the arrival of football, Palestinians passed evenings entertaining at home or in the city’s coffee shops playing card and board games. Even today, it is easy to find smoke-filled cafés where men play complex rummy-style games such as tricks, tarneeb or pinochle, and backgammon, which draws on a long history of games such as shesh besh, mancala and tavle. Field sports are still popular, though it is difficult to go hunting or fishing when the countryside and beaches are under Israeli military control. Despite the long roots of other games and sports, football caught a wave of enthusiasm. It is was the perfect game for an age that had discovered the idea of the ‘masses’, the great crowds of young men and women who had moved to the cities, who worked long hours, yet had some spending money for entertainment as they strolled and shopped in the evenings. Football arrived at a perfect time for twentiethcentury men with an internationalist mind frame and a desire to shape their country.


The rules of Association Football – swiftly abbreviated to ‘soccer’ – were drawn up in 1863 and became the basis of the international game after 1886 when they were adopted by the grandly named International Football Association Board (IFAB), composed of representatives of the four British ‘Home Nations’ and no one else. In 1904, six continental football associations met in Paris, along with an official from Real Madrid FC who was happy to represent the whole of Spain. The German association sent a friendly telegram. This meeting produced the Fédération Internationale de Football Association, which started life in a room borrowed from the French Athletic Association. By 1908, FIFA had an English president, the indefatigable Daniel Woolfall. This was the year of the London Olympics and Woolfall made football the centrepiece event, the world’s first international football tournament. The 1908 Olympics surely encouraged St George’s School to create its first team, soon followed by a team from Rawdat al-Ma’aref, which translates as ‘Garden of Knowledge’, a school established by Palestinian nationalists to offer a secular curriculum in Arabic.


The team in the photograph inside Dolly Namour’s desk drawer travelled to Lebanon and beat the Syrian Protestant College, the school that later became the American University in Beirut. In 1912, the Protestant College team visited Palestine to play St George’s and St John’s, its sister school in the coastal city of Haifa. The Jerusalem fixture was enthusiastically covered by the Falastin newspaper. The photographs show a pitch that slopes alarmingly. The large crowd includes the students of the Alliance Israélite Universelle, which, like De La Salle College, offered a French education. The Alliance school was part of a Middle Eastern chain operated by a French-Jewish charitable foundation to offer a modern education to students regardless of their faith. It had started life in Algeria in the 1860s, which at the time was a French administrative départment. Alliance schools soon opened in Morocco and Tangiers and, in the next decade, Baghdad. The Jerusalem and Tehran Alliance schools opened in 1882. The Alliance school and St George’s, one French and one English, were regarded as the best in the city. The al-Husseini family, the most powerful of Jerusalem’s aristocratic Notables, split their children between the pair. Jamal al-Husseini, a future politician, was a star player for St George’s football team. His younger cousin, the future Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husseini, watched from the sidelines with his schoolmates from the Alliance.


The graduates of the city’s schools soon started their own team. The first adult club was founded in 1910, and existed purely to play visiting foreigners. The team sheet is a roll call of the elite families, both Muslim and Christian: Ballouta, Oda, Dis, Nashashibi and, of course, al-Husseini. The year 1910 was a high point in Palestinian national life. The Ottoman government had embraced democracy and Palestinian cities were not only electing their mayors but, in that year, Palestinians sent elected delegates to the parliament in Constantinople. Yet the Ottoman reforms took place against a backdrop of continual crisis. The empire was on a permanent war-footing from the 1890s onwards, fighting a series of nationalist rebellions across the Balkans. The situation worsened considerably between 1911 and 1913. The empire faced an invasion from the Italians in Libya and a rebellion by a Serbian–Greek alliance in Thrace, immediately followed by a revolt in Bulgaria. The Ottoman army began conscripting Palestinians, and thousands of poor Palestinian farm labourers died in foreign wars. Their absence from the fields brought crop failures and led to a devastating famine. Across the empire, the Ottomans lost a quarter of a million men.
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