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AUTHOR’S NOTE






No, I’ve never used crystal meth. Nor was I addicted to coke for years. I didn’t lie round a swimming pool with naked women during a European Championship or a World Cup. And I wasn’t addicted to gambling. I haven’t even ever worn a wig. I’m afraid I must disappoint you.


A great deal has been written about me. A very great deal. Much of it is nonsense. I often didn’t even read it. And mostly I didn’t collaborate on it. I took no interest in it or threw it straight in a corner.


For years I didn’t see myself as an interesting figure. More as a dead ordinary guy who could kick a ball pretty well, until he had to stop because of a rotten ankle. I felt the attention all that attracted was nothing more than excess baggage. Journalists, fans, spotlights, being placed in a footnote. Much ado about nothing, I thought. Irritating, if I’m honest.


This is because it distracted me from my goal: to be the best. And by that I really mean the best of all. In the world, that is. Everything had to stand aside for it and I went a long way towards it. You could almost call it a kind of blind craving. A primal instinct. Along, over or straight through, if necessary.


All the obstacles, all the barriers, I expertly cleared them out of the way. Opponents, referees, coaches, board members, yes, even fellow players. Usually within the rules, but sometimes also on, or over the edge. And this I became better and better at, ever more sophisticated. I’ll never make football more romantic than it is. It’s elite sport. And it’s really hard, relentless. Eat or be eaten.


For the outside world, that is for people who didn’t directly help me to achieve that sacred goal, it didn’t necessarily make me a friendlier person. And you can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs. I had learned that well before my tenth birthday, when we played football against the rough customers of Utrecht’s Schimmelplein. If you had talent, they would kick you. Simple as that. Dish it out, evade, escape, score. That was the only answer.


And in football only one thing counts in the end: winning. In particular winning at the most important moments. And for that you need goals. And I don’t mean tap-ins like the 6-0 against Sparta, nor the overhead kick against Den Bosch. No, I mean being decisive at moments that count. Winning finals. Or even better, deciding finals with your goals. This ambition was my fuel. The more difficult the situation, the greater the pressure, the more drive there was in me to come out of it, to escape, to score, to win.


I’d like to take you on my journey to the absolute top. As a shy, six-year-old boy from Utrecht, educated on the street and at UVV. Ten years later the great Ajax, substituting for the great Johan Cruyff on my debut. On to Milan with a European Cup Winners’ Cup in the bag and being decisive for the Dutch team at Euro ’88. Then of course that dreadful World Cup.


In December 1992 I stood on the summit of Olympus. I’d been voted the best footballer in the world and for the third time (just like Cruyff and Platini) the best in Europe. I had won three European Cups, scored winning goals in two finals, decided a major tournament and scored four times against IFK Gothenburg. No one had ever done that in the Champions League. You could say: it couldn’t get any better than that. But my hunger for honours was not yet satisfied. Not by a long way.


The fall was hard. That same month I came tumbling down really hard. Just before Christmas I went under the knife with Dr Marti. That right ankle again. Four hours later my world would be changed for good, although I didn’t know it at the time. I would never kick a ball decently again, never sprint again, never receive a ball perfectly again, never hear that wonderful rattling sound of a ball against the net again, never shout with joy like a child after a goal again.


For another three years I tried everything I could to get fit again. Absolutely everything. Far beyond the pain barrier. But it was over. In fact, in the end I was pleased if I could walk to the baker’s without too much pain. It cost me a lot. And I’ve never really said much about it.


Everything I’d dreamed of was gone. First the struggle, which was not to be won, then the emptiness. I went into hiding for seven years. Radio silence. On the golf course, with friends, with my family. It takes you a while to internalize something like that.


Until recently I have always regarded myself as someone who learns from others. I remained determined, hungry, focused. I still hate losing, whatever game it is. That instinct remains dominant. Wanting to win. Achieving something great. Making the difference. That’s what it’s all about for me. Although that proved more difficult for me as a coach than as a player.


Only recently have I come to feel calmer. I’ve also never felt the need to look back. Until now. I realize that I’ve been through a lot. For the first time I have the idea that I myself have a story to tell, which may be worth the effort for others. Perhaps it’s maturity, perhaps it’s the calm, because I’m no longer active in football. I don’t know. But I feel this is a good time to tell my story. From my perspective. My truth. The story that I’ve never told. In which I can also set things straight. I’ll spare no one. Not least myself. The time is ripe.


Marco van Basten
Amsterdam, October 2019




PROLOGUE



I’m crawling across the tiles

1995


It’s dark. And I’m crawling across the tiles. On my hands and knees. My bladder is full. To bursting. But as soon as I move too fast, my full bladder presses against my upper leg, and I nearly can’t hold it. A urine-covered landing is the last thing I need. I must be patient, because it’s at least two minutes to the bathroom. I know that now. To divert my attention from the pain, I always count the entire route. Whispering. I never reach the toilet before getting to 120. The doorsills are the most challenging part because my ankle has to go over them without touching them. Even the slightest touch makes me bite my lip to prevent a scream.


In the middle of the night the painkillers have more or less worn off, but I don’t want to wake anyone up. They mustn’t hear me because I don’t want anyone to see me. Not even my loved ones. Or rather, especially not them. Over the last two months it’s gone well, I’m glad to say, though I think Liesbeth sometimes pretends to be asleep to spare me the embarrassment. I can’t explain it. Even with the painkillers the stabs of pain find a way through. It stops me thinking of anything else. For the last two weeks I’ve also been having trouble with my stomach because I’ve taken too many of these pills.


With every step I take I’m dying of the pain, ever since that stupid apparatus came off my ankle, eight months ago. It wouldn’t get any worse whatever happens, the doctor had promised. I was a professional footballer who could no longer play football and now I’m just an ordinary person who can no longer walk. I walk with a limp. I’m simply disabled.


It’s like those rocky spikes in caves. Stalactites and stalagmites. Spikes of bone that stab into my leg from above and below, without protection, without cartilage. As soon as I lean on my foot, these spikes stab deep into my flesh. Standing is absolute hell. Even with painkillers.


Crawling to the toilet at night therefore is my only option. When I reach the bathroom doorsill, I put my left knee in the bathroom first and then rotate my whole body about its axis. Only then do I lift my right leg carefully over the sill. It usually goes all right, but this time I slip on a stray towel and my right foot touches the door frame. The pain cuts through to my core. I don’t want to cry out, so I groan. I immediately break into a sweat.


I drop down onto my left side, to lie down for a moment. Just wait until the worst is over. I take a deep breath and very slowly try to exhale. Again. And again. I try to divert my thoughts from the stabs of pain in my ankle. Sometimes it helps if I think of God. I’m angry with him too. Furious in fact. What’s this all about? Why must I go through all this nonsense? Is it a lesson in humility? Had I become too arrogant?


The pain had made me forget about my full bladder for a moment. Now I had to be quick, otherwise I was going to come a cropper. Just the job when your children want to come and clean their teeth in the morning. They’re already having a rubbish time with their miserable father, who spends all day lounging on the settee.


I push myself up, cover the last four or five feet on my hands and knees and haul myself up onto the toilet. Emptying my bladder is a relief. I don’t flush the toilet, because I don’t want to wake anyone, and then I start the journey back to my bed.


I’m angry with myself too. You take a doctor at his word when he says that whatever happens it can’t get any worse. It doesn’t hurt to try. Now, it does hurt. It’s been hurting for eight months now. And the question is for how much longer? Milan keep inviting me to come and watch matches, but I refuse point blank to appear there on crutches. A lame striker. I’d rather hide myself away in my own home. Like a wounded animal. Just let me sit in the dark.


I’ve tried everything: doctors, physios, acupuncturists and hypnotherapists, the list is endless. But no one could lessen the pain. Everyone wanted to help me. Everyone was of good will. Although I feel surgeons can be a little too important. Wanting to play God.


But none of it makes a ha’p’orth of difference now. None of it has helped a bit. It’s far worse than it ever was.


Two years ago I was still a professional footballer. The best in the world, in fact. And now I’m crawling across the tiles, while dying of the pain, and the medicines are playing havoc with my stomach. I’m almost there. Back at my bed. When I’ve hauled myself into it, I hope to be able to sleep for a bit. If I’m lucky. It may take a while because I usually lie awake for a long time. So what. There’s nothing I need to do tomorrow, except spend all day lounging on the settee. With a rotten ankle.




PART I


CHILDHOOD, AJAX AND EURO ’88


1964–1988





JOOP AND JOPIE


That my grandfather was a Dutch weightlifting champion may bring a smile to your face, but it doesn’t tell you much about me. And my father pilfering food from the Germans during the war by ripping holes in flour sacks on lorries, in the heart of Utrecht, may well have been courageous and bold, but it did nothing to add to my goal tally. Yet Joop, my father, was very important to me. He was football-mad. When I was little he worked as a coach, masseur and podiatrist at various amateur clubs, alongside his regular job with the local bus company. These odd jobs brought in a little extra cash for the family – for our summer holidays, which we used to spend at Lake Garda every year.


He had a son who was football-mad too, and ‘Junior’ – I had been a bit of an afterthought – turned out to be quite good at it. For him this was perfect. In his spare time he would focus all his attention on me. The rest of the family – my brother Stanley, who is six years older than me, my sister Carla, eight years my senior, and my mother Lenie – weren’t so happy though.


My father started doing all things football with me very early on. He himself had been a dogged left-back at DOS who, with players like Tonny van der Linden and Hans Kraay Sr, became champions of the Western Netherlands Regional League. I never saw him play back then, and even towards the end of his career, at UVV, I have little recollection of him as a player.


Each week he would read the Dutch football magazine Voetbal International from cover to cover and on Sunday, after the TV programme Studio Sport, he would jot down his own team’s line-up and do some sort of analysis on it. I would watch over his shoulder, fascinated by it all. Later on I started keeping records of all my own games in notebooks, just the bare facts. I did this for years, until well after I became a first-teamer at Ajax. Sometimes I would go with him on a Sunday if I didn’t have a game myself. He would just stand on the touchline showing little or no passion or emotion. He was as laid-back as he was at home. Cool, calm and collected.


Consequently, his attention was fairly unequally divided between the children. He hardly ever went to watch Stanley, for example, who also played football. My brother and sister would complain and my mother was none too happy about it either. But for him football was all that mattered. And I had talent. He would take me wherever I needed to go.


One day we were running late for an important training session at the national football centre in Zeist. We were stuck in a huge traffic jam. There was no way he was going to let me be late; he was a stickler for punctuality. After about a quarter of an hour going nowhere, he suddenly said: ‘I’m going to use the hard shoulder. If the police pull us over, I’ll just say my ticker’s playing up.’ I was dumbfounded. He was such an upstanding individual. Grace before meals and church on Sundays. He was as nervous as could be as he drove onto that hard shoulder, because we didn’t have the money to pay a fine. But he went for it anyway!


Another time, again it was a training session in Zeist, the rain had been pelting down all day, but we didn’t think we needed to phone to check it was still on. That sandy soil in Zeist could take quite a lot, we thought. When we got there, through the heavy downpours, the car park was completely flooded and the playing area deserted. Rained off? We really were at a loss. We stood there like two drowned rats and people looked at us as if we were off our heads. This is what I really loved about him, that sense of commitment. When I finally made it as a footballer, it was the best thing ever for him; he really saw it as a reward.


At bedtime, he would always come and sit on the edge of my bed and we would talk through the events of the day. My match or my training session. Or about Ajax or Utrecht. It could have been anything, but actually it was only ever about football.


It wasn’t that he was teaching me, though I think that’s what he thought he was doing. It was more that we shared a passion. It was all about football, but without the chalkboard or paper, and not about tactics. When it came to my performances, he was perfectly clear: when they were good, they were very good, and when they were bad, they were very bad.


I wearied of this approach after a while. So I told him: ‘If I did okay, then you can be a bit more critical, because I’m already feeling good. And if I didn’t, then maybe you can be a bit more positive, because I’m already feeling down.’


He just wasn’t all that tactful about it, as far as I was concerned. He didn’t think it through. If I’d played badly, I was already in a bad mood, I was critical enough of myself. But in his eyes it was a real drama. I would get in the car for the journey home feeling rotten. And when I got out again, I was in a completely foul mood after another of his lectures. But it made little difference if I said anything. His attitude remained exactly the same until I was in the first team at Ajax.


One day we were playing DOS, at home, at UVV. I was nine. The visiting supporters were fairly boisterous. They came from a different neighbourhood, not the nicest of people, let’s say. A little rougher.


The level of the amateur clubs in Utrecht was high in those days: Velox, DOS, Holland and Elinkwijk, but also Hercules and Celeritudo. The talented players were part of the FC Utrecht and national youth set-ups, so we all knew each other. It was all about those derby matches, you had to win them. People knew I played for UVV and was pretty good.


The DOS parents went at it hammer and tongs. Total fanatics. ‘Bring him down; go on, kick him!’ Their players did actually kick me the whole time. This went on and on, but the referee did little about it. At one point I’d had enough. I walked off the pitch feeling really angry, close to tears, heading towards my father. But his response, in no uncertain terms, was: ‘If you don’t get straight back on that pitch, I’ll kick you back onto it.’ Eventually I did as he ordered. He added: ‘Get stuck in, Marco. It’s all part of the game, don’t let yourself be intimidated.’


As a former player he knew the mores of the game, so I was okay with that. My mother never came to watch though. Well, she did once, at Easter, at Hercules, and it was a total disaster. She was really upset: ‘Oh, what are they doing to Marco?!’ It didn’t bother me at all, nor my father of course. So at the end of the game we said to her: ‘You’d better stay at home from now on, because this isn’t going to help.’


In those early days I toughened up and got smarter in other ways too. At UVV we had a fair mix of good footballers and players who were more intent on roughing you up. Tough guys. You had to find ways to protect yourself from them, but it was an invaluable learning experience. Many of them came from the Schimmelplein, the other side of the Vleutenseweg. A rough neighbourhood compared with the Herderplein, where I always used to play my football.


We trained on clay then, but alongside the clay there were some grass korfball fields. When it had rained, we often went for a kickabout after training. There would be four or five of us on that korfball field, taking turns at dribbling, for as long as we could keep going, while the others tried to stop us with sliding tackles and plenty of kicking – it was no holds barred. That korfball field ended up an utter mess of course, because we would slide around all over it. But it did help us learn to sense what was happening behind us. When would danger pounce? It never ended up in a brawl though; we just tried to tackle each other really hard.


At the time I was just a perfectly ordinary schoolboy. I had a brother and a sister. I wasn’t much good at school, but I wasn’t bad either. We certainly weren’t rich; we lived in a flat. But I never wanted for anything. I was just a boy who loved playing football.


One day I’ll never forget. It was winter and it was frosty. All the matches had been called off. I often played football with Jopie, the boy next door, just outside on the Herderplein. He was a year older than me and had a little sister. He was a really good footballer and was already playing at UVV. At the time I was still at EDO.


That Saturday we were bored. It was cold. Jopie had an uncle who lived in Amsterdam, so we said: ‘Let’s go to Amsterdam.’


What did we know? We started walking towards Maarssen, alongside the A2 motorway. But of course we were going nowhere fast. After an hour we had got as far as the old Raak soft drinks factory, on the Lage Weide business park. By then we had realized that we weren’t going to get to Amsterdam. So we had a change of plan: ‘I know, let’s go across these frozen ditches, to that lake. It might be fun to play on the ice there.’


Getting across the ditches was easy and then we reached the lake. A big, excavated lake, for industrial use. Jopie said: ‘Come on, we can get onto the ice here.’


‘Is it safe?’ I asked. At the last minute I found a rope at the water’s edge and said: ‘Tell you what. Hold onto that rope, then if you fall, I’ll still have hold of you.’


He went first. We were both holding tightly onto the rope. He was about eight or nine metres from the edge when, all of a sudden, he went right through the ice.


He was so startled, he let go of the rope and went straight down. Gone in a flash, into the depths.


He was wearing a woolly hat that day, a kind of Ard Schenk speedskating hat. Blue with a white stripe down the middle and two red stripes either side. That hat was still floating there on the water. I remember it quite clearly.


I didn’t know what to do. I was only seven. I ran as fast as I could back to the Raak factory, a few hundred metres away. It was Saturday, so there were bound to be a few people around. I started shouting out as I got closer. The people there were worried and immediately called the police. But of course it was too late.


They kept me at the factory while the police and the divers went to the lake. They found Jopie, but he was already dead. So I didn’t see him pulled out of the water, though I did understand he had probably drowned. Because you can’t breathe under the ice.


At the time I didn’t really have much idea of what being dead meant. My grandad had died when I was four. And I’d thought: okay, so when’s he coming back? I had that a bit with Jopie as well to start with, that I do remember.


There was a huge fuss. And I had lost my friend. Not that I had to keep telling the story, because the police and my parents did that. But it was incessant. Everything around you made you realize it was a big thing: at school, where we lived, at the club.


We didn’t talk about it at home. My father didn’t think we should. It was shut away. But at school of course nothing else mattered – it was all anyone talked about.


It preyed on my mind for some time. I struggled to decide whether there was anything else I could have done. Should I have gone on the ice to get him? And should we have tied that rope around him instead of letting him hold it in his hands? These are the sorts of things you think about. I might have only been seven, but these thoughts stayed with me for quite a while. Could I have been more of a hero?


I did see his parents again. For them it was a tragedy. His father hit the bottle and I don’t think he ever entirely got over it. He spent all his time propping up the bar at UVV. Losing Jopie was the end of the world for him. And his wife was completely devastated too.


I was very sad for a long time. I know that I had a small photo of him. I kept it for ages. I always had it with me or in my desk drawer. Sometimes I didn’t know exactly where it was, but I still had it, that I was always sure of.


Later on, my father told me that after a few years he had taken the photo and torn it up. Because he thought enough was enough, all that focus on such a dreadful event. I can’t be sure of that now, nor whether I was angry about it. But I do remember thinking: why do we have to get rid of it? Does it really matter? Is it doing anyone any harm?


Later, my brother and sister told me my father felt he had to keep me away from it. ‘All that negativity with Jopie, it’s not good for him.’ They thought it rather silly of him, to make it such a taboo. As a father myself I’m much more open. I think you need to discuss things like that with each other.


About five years ago I met Jopie’s sister again. She sent me a few photos of him.


The conversation was not in the least uncomfortable. It had of course been a complete accident.





THE BOOK IS CLOSED


As I grew older, I began to realize that my father spending so much time with me was causing problems for the family. Even I could see there was an imbalance. It caused a lot of friction at home. ‘Junior’ was getting too much attention and being spoiled and my father wasn’t bothered about my brother and sister, who were six and eight years older. That’s what they thought anyway. And my mother too. She found it difficult. There were sometimes heated discussions at the dinner table. My brother would shout at my father: ‘I’m your son too, you know!’ And my sister would say something like: ‘I’m glad I’ll be out of here soon.’ My mother would become very emotional, but my father always remained chillingly calm. There was never any swearing and nobody threw anything – we were far too respectable for that – but in the end little changed. He just carried on precisely as before. He was the old-fashioned breadwinner, the man of the house.


When I was about 12 years old, my brother and sister both left home at about the same time. Stanley went off to Canada, Carla to Italy. A long way away. My parents and I moved to Johan Wagenaarkade. My father was often out, leaving me at home alone with my mother in the evenings and we would chat a lot.


It slowly became clear to me that my parents did not have a good marriage.


It had all begun with a spat about church. Before their wedding my father had got her to promise that she would go to his Catholic church, even though she was from a Protestant background. She did then officially convert, but in the end never actually set foot inside that church, and that didn’t go down well with my father’s family. But there was much more to it, I discovered. Their relationship was pretty much over by the time we got to Wagenaarkade.


My father spent all his time working to earn money and with me, while my mother would prepare the meals and look after the house. They lived in the same house, but without any real contact. It was exactly the same on holiday. They did hardly anything together and it got no better as I grew older. One day, when I asked her about it, my mother said: ‘The book is closed, son.’


She and I would often spend those afternoons and evenings having intense conversations, sometimes until very late. We were similar in nature. Things could get very frank and emotional, but at the same time honest. The conversations were often delightful too. She would try to instil a bit of discipline in me. I was really spoiled and felt it was perfectly normal for everything to revolve around me. My father let me do anything I wanted, as long as I was playing good football, so I was difficult and disobedient. She would take me to task about it and that was good.


But I would stick my nose into her life too. I said what I thought of their relationship and that it was a pity she felt ‘the book was closed’. ‘Why don’t you talk to him? Couldn’t you try?’ She listened to me, she understood what I was saying, but she couldn’t see anything changing. My father was putting everything into what he cared most about: football and his footballing son.


Later on, my brother and sister told me that things had not been good between my parents for years before that. By the time I was 15 or 16 my parents had got to the stage of wondering what was going to happen once all the children had left home. My mother was worried, I think. Maybe that’s why it all went to pot in the end. Things really weren’t looking too bright for her at all.


I never discussed any of this with my father though. He and I would only ever talk football.





IN FRONT OF THE MIRROR (1)


I recently came across a photo of myself as a youth team player at Ajax. And it reminded me: I was just 16 when I went to Ajax.


Ajax was a dream for any child. And one day that dream became reality. My very first match for Ajax, when that photo was taken, was for the A1 youth team. We played a club called Texas in The Hague. I remember exactly what I did as soon as I put that red and white shirt on: I stood in front of the changing room mirror, admiring myself. I took my time, shutting out everyone and everything around me. I turned around. There was a number 10 on the back. It was quite a moment for me. It felt fabulous, and I thought: ‘Wow, I’ve made it.’





‘ROLL, ROLL, ROLL A DRUM’

Mid-1980


I never really went to a stadium when I was little, because I always played football at UVV on Sundays. But when I was 13 or 14, I started going to watch FC Utrecht with a friend of mine, Ricky Testa la Muta. This meant we could play football ourselves on a Sunday morning and then go to Galgenwaard Stadium in the afternoon.


What an experience that was, as a youngster among the fans on the Bunnikside. Organized chaos, unusual characters everywhere you looked. A real eye-opener. These are the things I remember, and those well-known advertising jingles they played at every game. The roll-your-own tobacco ad ‘Roll, roll, roll a Drum’. That one for Van Nelle – a real classic. Or the ‘cool, clear Heineken’ ad, tunes like that. For me it was all new, and I loved it. I was keen to find out what it was all about. Ricky and I were both footballers and both dreaming of a career in football, and this was a small part of it.


We were also part of the same motley crew that went to away games, to Go Ahead and FC Den Haag. That’s special when you’re 15. You feel tough when you go somewhere different in such a big group. You march down the street and everyone respects you. It makes you feel powerful. And the bigger the group, four hundred or even eight hundred strong, the more intense that feeling becomes. Many of those fans weren’t intimidated by anything or anyone. Not that I ended up in any fights, but FC Den Haag away was really dangerous. You had to be careful. All sorts of minor incidents, police and disorder.


But those weekends suddenly became very different when I joined Ajax at the age of 16. FC Utrecht had made me an offer too, while Feyenoord and PSV Eindhoven had also tried to sign me.


This was at a time when growing pains had stopped me playing for nine months. Aad de Mos, head coach at Ajax, had wanted to know why I was no longer appearing in the scouting reports, so he had called Bert van Lingen in Zeist, who looked after the national youth teams. Bert had told him about my growing pains, but that I was on the way back and would be playing again soon. De Mos had then gone to the trouble of visiting us and talking to my father, to secure me, and also Edwin Godee, for Ajax.


In those early months at Ajax I was in the A1 youth team, while Edwin went straight into the seconds. Because we were only 16, our fathers would drop us off and pick us up during the week, but at the weekend my father wasn’t available because he was an amateur coach. Edwin played all his matches with the seconds on a Saturday afternoon, while my A1 matches were always on a Sunday afternoon. That meant that early on Sunday morning I had to make my own way to Amsterdam by public transport: bus from home to Utrecht Central station, train to Amstel station and tram to De Meer.


In itself not particularly exciting on a Sunday morning, but in those days all the Eredivisie clubs were still playing on Sunday afternoon. And if FC Utrecht had an away game, their supporters would start to gather at Utrecht Central fairly early on Sunday morning. They went to those away games en masse. This was before the days of police escorts and all-in-one tickets. I really had to be on my guard, carrying my Ajax bag, because I didn’t want to be seen by those travelling fans. Otherwise I’d be sure to have problems with them. They hated Ajax. Some of them even went around with dogs. They more or less took over the entire station. I remember that on days like these I had to keep my eyes open and make sure I wasn’t recognized. Because by then people were beginning to know who I was, in Utrecht at least. A few times I found myself making a nervous dash across Utrecht Central.


I did actually once go to an FC Utrecht game wearing an Utrecht scarf even though I was at Ajax by then. In September 1981 they played Ernst Happel’s great Hamburg side, in the UEFA Cup. The game was played at the Nieuw-Monikkenhuizen stadium in Arnhem, because the Veemarkthallen ground was too small. It became a battlefield. Supporters on the pitch laid siege to Happel’s dugout. It was called ‘the battle of Arnhem’. Ricky and I had good seats because his father had organized tickets for us. We were safely out of harm’s way, well clear of the clashes.


We were particularly keen to see the game because Lars Bastrup was playing for Hamburg, the man to whom I owe my first nickname. For a while people called me ‘Bastrup’ because he was a striker too and our names were similar. Felix Magath, Manfred Kaltz and Jürgen Milewski were Hamburg’s best known players. Magath was skipper and Happel was on the bench of course, until Utrecht supporters started pelting him with things. They even spat at him. FC Utrecht were no mean side though, with Hans van Breukelen, Aad Mansveld, Jan Wouters, Leo van Veen and Willy Carbo. But it was a disaster, with Hamburg going 4-0 up. They ended up winning 6-3, and the fans invaded the pitch. A real sight to see and a good old-fashioned European night.


And who else do you think was there, watching that same game, a row behind us? Aad de Mos. He looked at me in surprise. What’s he doing here with that Utrecht scarf around his neck? You could almost see him thinking: what a weirdo, that Van Basten.





BUMFLUFF ON HIS FACE

Summer 1980


When Edwin Godee and I arrived at Ajax in the summer of 1980, we looked up to everyone and everything. We had to prove ourselves. I did reasonably well in the A1 team, scoring freely. That Sunday morning league was far too easy for us. We were still playing regional games then, against a host of amateur clubs. Every week we had a field day: 6-0, 8-1, 7-0. Scores like that were not uncommon and we coasted to the district title.


Gerald Vanenburg, who came from Elinkwijk like us, and was six months older than me, was already playing in the first team. Just like Frank Rijkaard. But I didn’t see much of these players, because they trained during the day. The second team, in which Edwin played, trained at five o’clock. I trained with the second team from week one, so that our fathers could take turns dropping us off and picking us up, which fitted in better with their jobs. Assistant coach Hassie van Wijk was okay with it.


I thought it was great because I could measure myself against better and physically stronger players. The second team featured the likes of Sonny Silooy and John van ’t Schip and there were many other players there who had already played in the first team, such as Jan Weggelaar and Martin Wiggemansen.


It was all a good deal tougher than in the A1 team. Edwin was physically fully developed fairly early on, and coped easily, but I wasn’t fully grown yet. I was tall and skinny, a beanpole. The first time I went in the second-team changing room, the players must have wondered what I was doing there.


But I had to measure up to them physically and in the end it all turned out okay. I had competition from Rini van Roon, a big, strong lad who had been playing in the second team for a while and also had some first-team experience. After a few weeks I felt I had slightly better prospects, albeit in the longer term, despite the fact that he was already an experienced striker.


In November, when I was starting to feel I could cope with the level, I asked Hassie if I could have a go in the second team. ‘Your time will come,’ he said. Eventually he gave me a chance as second-team striker in February 1981, when Rini van Roon had appendicitis. I scored four times on my debut. It was a Saturday afternoon and we were playing at De Meer. The first-team players were meeting up in the stadium for their own match that evening. They saw my performance, and my reputation started to grow rapidly. ‘That guy from Utrecht is one to hang on to, we must keep tabs on him.’


But I was more than happy just being able to train with the second team. There were some real hard men among them, such as the Dane Sten Ziegler, an experienced centre-back. He had made a number of first-team appearances, but was not getting much playing time with them, so he would sometimes play with us in friendly matches, to keep match fit.


Ziegler was once complaining about having to play with us again, because so many of us were young and inexperienced. He said: ‘I’ve even played with one who doesn’t even have any bumfluff on his face.’


I remember this took me aback and I thought: I think he means me.





LORD JESUS CRUYFF

1981


All at once there he was on the training pitch, one Tuesday afternoon. Johan Cruyff. He had asked Hassie van Wijk if he could join us, the second team, which was actually called the C team.


The great Johan Cruyff. He was something of a saint for me, my absolute hero. I had so much respect for the man. Unlimited, in fact. When we used to play football in the street, I was always Johan, and suddenly here I was, standing on the pitch with him. He was coming back from a groin injury and wanted to get fit again. Hassie of course was delighted that Johan Cruyff should ask this favour of him.


I remember that very first time like it was yesterday. At one point we played a game, two v. two. Him with Silooy against John van ’t Schip and me. With two small goals. He kept talking about ‘squeezing’, we had to ‘squeeze’. We didn’t know the term at all, although we had some idea of what he meant: making the pitch smaller so you can defend the goal more easily. John and I had the giggles the whole evening. Squeezing? The ref won’t let you do that, will he? Total nonsense.


But I had played games like that, two v. two, for hours on end behind my house, so he didn’t need to explain anything to me. Any more than I needed to explain anything to him. He saw this at once. ‘Hey, they’re on the ball.’ Van ’t Schip was a smart player too; I was a little more frantic, a little more devious. That was how it had to be with Johan. They were really fun games and we loved them.


I was 17 then, Cruyff 34, but age was no barrier when we played football together. It was soon ‘Johan this, Johan that’. He always retained that youthful enthusiasm and was just as passionate in those games as we were. And just as happy or disappointed if he won or lost.


He immediately lost himself in the game, laid out the strategy and actively coached us. As if we’d always done it that way. Physically it was barely noticeable that he was older. He was naturally so clever and skilful in games like that and so much quicker than anyone else technically and getting into position that his age just wasn’t an issue.


It was a bizarre situation, though, perhaps even confusing. On the one hand I had enormous respect for the man, but at the same time I wanted to show him what I could do. Impudence won the day. Van ’t Schip tried to play the ball between his legs. I didn’t. I simply wanted to win. But now and again I did have to pinch myself, when it suddenly hit me: can this really be happening?


That evening took me back to the year before, when I was still in Utrecht with the amateurs. We had gone to see Gerald Vanenburg, who was playing in Ajax’s second team, on a Saturday afternoon at De Meer. It was the first time I had seen that whole Ajax realm, including Rijkaard. After the match, as I was leaving the stadium on my own, all of a sudden there was Cruyff walking up the stairs. I had never seen him in real life before. We were going to walk past each other, it was unavoidable, and everything seemed to happen in slow motion.


I briefly thought about offering him my hand and saying: ‘You don’t know me, but remember my face. We’ll be meeting again.’ But I didn’t. I didn’t dare. The moment passed and we walked past each other in silence. He had no idea of course. I was 15 and playing at Elinkwijk that year, but it’s a moment I’ll never forget.


The great thing about Johan, playing with him that first time, was that I didn’t really feel we were any different. All that counts in the world of football is how good you are, and Johan was particularly good. We weren’t dopes, but we had to prove it and he knew that, and that for us it was just a matter of time and gaining experience. You felt it was genuine. One hundred per cent. There’s a natural order of merit in the football world, depending on how good you are and what you can do with a ball. It’s instinctive. How good you are ultimately determines the hierarchy in the changing room, not how old, how successful or how smart you are. A year later though I experienced his harsh side too. He could really lay into you.


One Saturday morning, I was taking part in first-team training. I hadn’t got into the starting line-up yet, but regularly came on as a sub and ended up scoring nine goals in the first team that season. But that Saturday morning he was working with me. He had something to say about everything I did, every ball I played, every run I made. He spent the whole time lecturing me and putting me down.


I had no idea what he was thinking. I still don’t. But presumably he saw something in me and decided to lay into me, to see how far he could go and to see whether or not I had what it takes to make it. And it had an effect. In the end I got fed up with his putdowns, I told him to ‘get lost!’ and walked off the pitch. Tears immediately welled up in my eyes, partly because I was startled by my own reaction. I’d had a go at Johan Cruyff, something of the Lord Jesus. God himself.


Hassie van Wijk chased straight after me. I hadn’t even reached the edge of the training pitch when he caught up with me. ‘Marco, don’t let it get to you. Come on, back on the pitch. You’ve got to get through this. Johan means well, it’s just coming out all wrong.’ He too thought Johan was going over the top, ranting and raving at me like that.


I pulled myself together, went straight back out and gave it one hundred per cent. The strange thing was that Johan was now completely different towards me, that very same training session. Suddenly, everything I did was good. ‘Well timed run to the near post,’ he said out of the blue. ‘That’s good, making yourself available. Good dropping back.’ Things like that.


Johan knew full well that he had gone too far. But he was just another kid from the streets trying his hand at amateur psychology. Fortunately, other players also told me not to read too much into this. Ironically, later he actually became my mentor and we ended up becoming very good friends.





VIDEO 2000

3 April 1982


The first time I was called up to the first-team squad we were due to play NEC. Coach Aad de Mos had phoned to say I was going to be needed that Saturday evening because there were so many injuries.


Seeing the standard from the bench in the first half, I felt I could hold my own. I was ready, and this was what I had always wanted. I came on as a sub straight after half-time, in place of Johan Cruyff. Which was unreal. Up front too, in a packed De Meer Stadium.


There was no rush of supporters from the stands going off for a bite to eat or a quick drink. Everyone stayed in their seats. I was aware of a bit of a buzz as I ran on the pitch, skinny as a rake. ‘Who’s that bag of bones coming on now?’


I played my natural game, already having plenty of matches under my belt with the A1 team and the seconds. I was eager and enjoyed being part of the action. All I wanted was for everyone to just give me the ball.


When Vanenburg crossed, I leapt high between two NEC defenders and nodded the ball back down into the bottom corner. Goal! On my debut! I was absolutely ecstatic and realized at once that I’d actually scored at De Meer, on my debut, on television. A dream come true.


After the match we went home. We’d missed Studio Sport and we didn’t have a video recorder. So my father and I went to my friend Ruud van Boom’s house. They had one of those Video 2000 systems and had recorded the match.


I couldn’t wait to see what it was like, seeing myself in action, live on TV.


We sat there on the settee watching my debut and my first goal at the top level. For years we had watched the football on television on Studio Sport. And I realized that now everyone was watching me, which felt really weird.


Nothing much happened with the Ajax first team straight after that. De Mos asked if I wanted to be involved again against Sparta the following Tuesday and I said I’d have to think about it. That same week I was due to play for the Dutch youth team at an international tournament in Cannes for 16- to 17-year-olds. In the end I opted for the Dutch youth team. De Mos was less than impressed and didn’t call me up again that season.


As it happened, we had a fantastic tournament that week in Cannes, a personal highlight for me being three goals against the Italian youth team. I exchanged my shirt for an Italian player’s after that match and slept in it for years afterwards.





YOU’RE STANDING IN MY SUN

Summer 1983


‘You’re standing in my sun,’ I said to John, emphasizing the ‘s’ in ‘sun’ in that typical Amsterdam way, because we liked to mimic Johan’s way of speaking as much as we could. I was irritated. And I was showing it. John and I were on holiday in Majorca, with a couple of friends, but we needed some time to get used to each other away from home.


Ever since we arrived, I had been keeping myself to myself. It wasn’t that I had no interest in the holiday; on the contrary. It was wonderful, not having anything to do for a while. I had to get the past year out of my system. My first real season at Ajax was still fresh in my mind – 20 first-team matches altogether and nine goals. And I had my secondary education certificate in the bag. After a full-on 46 weeks I was physically and mentally drained. I was ready to lie on a towel in the sun. Not just for a little while, nor even a few hours. No, all day long. Sunbathing. Sweating out the stress of an entire season. So when ‘Schip’ went and stood in ‘my’ sun, it was really irritating.


‘You’ve been lying in the sun for four hours already, man, what’s up with you?’ he said. ‘What difference does a minute make?’


‘And what about you with the jam!’ I said. ‘What was all that nonsense then?!’


He thought for a moment, and then he remembered. At the breakfast bar in the apartment, I had been quiet. Not really sociable after just a few hours’ sleep and with a thick head after a night out. When he wanted me to pass him the jam, he just said ‘jam!’ as if it was an order. I looked at him as if he was a complete idiot, but after a few moments handed him the jam pot anyway. No further words had passed between us until that afternoon.


John dismissively kicked some sand over my feet. ‘It’s great fun being on holiday with you, Mr Grumpy.’


I felt the anger rising, but stayed in control. Then we both burst out laughing. I can take it from him, as he can from me. John went for a bit of a walk. There was lots to see on the beach, but I wasn’t ready for that yet. I put the headphones of my Walkman back on. Wham! – ‘Wake me up, before you go, go!’ Before we left I had recorded three tapes of all sorts. Mainly Top 40. I was quite happy to shut myself away with that music.


That season I had only been allowed to train with the first team during the school holidays and at weekends, because I still had my education to complete. After academic level 4, general secondary level 4 was a piece of cake. My parents thought it was important, as I did myself. It would have been a mistake to let it go. By May I had finally done it and I was glad to get it over with.


After that summer I was finally able to engage fully with the first team. I couldn’t wait, though it was a pity that Johan was going to Feyenoord. That was a bizarre turn of events, after all that wrangling with the chairman, Mr Harmsen. Anyway, once Lerby and Schrijvers had gone too, the youngsters were going to have to step up to the plate: Silooy, Schippie and Vaantje. Ronald Koeman joined us. I thought though that De Mos would rely more on the old hands: Ophof, Boeve and Schoenaker. Wim Kieft decided to cut his losses and went to Pisa.


Going to school that year and being a professional footballer at the same time sometimes led to some crazy situations. I was really keen to buy a car when I got my first contract and started driving lessons as soon as I turned 18, at the end of October. By December I had my licence.


There was a car showroom on the other side of the Herderplein. Every time I passed it on my way to school I would see this Porsche 911 Cabrio 3.0 Targa there. A light brown one, with a price tag of 27,000 guilders. I knew that if my contract was renewed after one season, I would be making 30,000 guilders. I was making more and more substitute appearances and things were going well, so every time I walked past that showroom, I thought: when I get my driving licence, I’m going to buy that car. Once everything was settled, I was ready to head straight to the Porsche dealer. But what I didn’t know, because it was all new to me, was that a contribution to the players’ pension fund had to be deducted from my pay first and then I had tax to pay as well. So in the end all I was left with was 35 per cent, which simply wasn’t enough. I was really disappointed and in the end bought a beige and white Alfa Giulietta from my brother-in-law, Vanni, my sister’s Italian husband, in Houten. Not a Porsche, it’s true, but still a lovely car. It cost 9,000 guilders, so my first real contract meant I could afford that.


I was even allowed to keep the money I earned. I was still living with my parents and ate at home every evening, but didn’t have to pay any board. Nor did my parents make much of a fuss about me suddenly earning so much money. Every morning I went to school as normal from my home in Johan Wagenaarkade, and from January I went in that Alfa.


The first time I remember parking next to the German teacher’s dilapidated Saab just as the geography teacher was arriving on his bike. I particularly remember one lesson with that German teacher, Mrs Bosman-Ritsen. She was explaining the umlaut, and used Hansi Müller as an example. He was playing for VfB Stuttgart then and was another of our idols. She told us that sometimes his name appeared as Hansi Mueller, because the ‘ü’ couldn’t always be displayed on a screen in the stadium. She could do no wrong for us after that.


By now I was appearing regularly on Studio Sport and I was in the newspaper. Certainly, one or two things had changed, but I didn’t suddenly start courting publicity. I wasn’t much interested in fashion and popularity and I still went round with the same friends as before: Henri Relyveld, Ruud van Boom and André van Vliet. They were my mates.


I had a few fun evenings with John in Majorca. We would start doing Johan impressions, his voice, but also his way of smoking. We would sometimes fall about laughing. Johan had a very distinctive way of holding a cigarette and could keep talking while smoking. It took us a little practice, but we managed it pretty well.


On one of those evenings we had a good night out with members of a social club from the Amstelveen area, with too many Bacardi & Cokes. The night ended in bizarre fashion, at about five in the morning. Out of devilment one of the group decided to walk over a stationary car. He was spotted by a taxi driver, who immediately alerted his colleagues and the Guardia Civil. Within minutes there were eight taxis and three police cars on the scene, complete with flashing lights and sirens. We ran off in all directions, to stay out of reach of the police. Everyone managed to hide somewhere or get into an apartment, but John was wearing a pair of those flip-flop things, which slowed him down. He jumped over a wall to hide until they were gone. The whole thing quickly fizzled out, except that John had landed on a broken Coke bottle. But because of the alcohol or adrenaline he didn’t notice straight away. It wasn’t until we got back to the apartment that he saw the blood and prised out a piece of glass. At the first aid station in the morning they got another piece out.


I went with him after having only a few hours’ sleep. I was dead tired. He went back to his room with some painkillers and a tetanus injection and later had to explain everything to Ajax. I went and enjoyed some more sunbathing on the beach. Same as every day. That evening we had also bumped into Linda de Mol. She had invited us to her birthday party the following day. It was her 19th.
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