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Timeline


As a player


Domestic


1964 – 1973   Ajax (319 appearances, 253 goals)


1973 – 1978   Barcelona (184 appearances, 61 goals)


1979     Los Angeles Aztecs (27 appearances, 14 goals)


1980 – 1981   Washington Diplomats (32 appearances, 12 goals)


1981     Levante (10 appearances, 2 goals)


1981 – 1983   Ajax (52 appearances, 20 goals)


1983 – 1984   Feyenoord (44 appearances, 13 goals)


International


1966 – 1984   Netherlands (48 appearances, 33 goals)


Trophies


Ajax     Eredivisie 1966, 67, 68, 70, 72, 73, 82, 83;


KNVB Cup 1967, 71, 72, 83;


European Cup 1971, 72, 73;


European Super Cup 1972, 73;


Intercontinental Cup 1972


Barcelona    La Liga 1974; Copa del Rey 1978


Feyenoord    Eredivisie 1984; KNVB Cup 1984


As a manager


1985 – 1988   Ajax (KNVB Cup 1986, 87; European Cup Winners’ Cup 1987)


1988 – 1996   Barcelona (La Liga 1991, 92, 93, 94; Copa del Rey 1992; European Cup 1992; European Cup Winners’ Cup 1989)


2009 – 2013   Catalonia


Honours


1971     Ballon d’Or


1973     Ballon d’Or


1974     Ballon d’Or and World Cup Player of the Tournament


Significant dates


1947    (25 April) born in Amsterdam


1957    (April) joins Ajax youth team


1959    (8 July) father dies


1964    (15 November) makes first-team debut for Ajax and scores his first goal in 3–1 defeat to GVAV


1965 – 66   scores first hat-trick and 25 goals for the season; Ajax win Eredivisie


1966    (7 September) makes debut and scores for Netherlands in Euro ’68 qualifier against Hungary (2–2)


1967    (6 November) becomes first Dutch international to receive a red card


1966 – 67   is leading scorer in the league (33 goals) and Dutch Footballer of the Year; Ajax win the Eredivisie and KNVB Cup


1967 – 68   named Dutch Footballer of the Year; Ajax are Eredivisie champions for third successive year


1968    (10 December) marries Danny Coster


1969    (28 May) Ajax lose European Cup final to Milan (4–1)


1970    returns from injury wearing No. 14 shirt; he would wear the same number for the rest of his career


1970    (29 November) scores six goals in 8–1 defeat of AZ ’67


1971    named Dutch and European Footballer of the Year; (2 June) Ajax win the European Cup final for the first time (2–1 vs Panathinaikos); signs seven-year deal with Ajax


1972    (31 May) scores both goals as Ajax win second European Cup (2–0 vs Inter Milan); Ajax win Intercontinental Cup


1973    (30 May) Ajax win European Cup for third successive season (1–0 vs Juventus)


1973    (19 August) plays last match for Ajax before moving to Barcelona for world record fee ($2 million approx.)


1974    (9 February) son Jordi born; birth registered in Amsterdam as name is illegal in Spain under Franco’s regime


1974    (17 February) Barcelona beat Real Madrid 5–0 at the Bernabéu and go on to win La Liga for first time since 1960


1974    leads Netherlands to World Cup final, losing 2–1 to West Germany; named Player of the Tournament; first demonstrates the ‘Cruyff Turn’ during a group game against Sweden


1974    (December) named European Footballer of the Year


1977    (October) retires from international football


1978    (19 April) Barcelona win Copa del Rey (3–1 vs Las Palmas)


1978    Netherlands reach the World Cup final again, losing 3–1 to Argentina in extra time; Cruyff doesn’t play in the tournament


1979    Barcelona’s La Masia youth academy founded on Cruyff’s advice


1979    moves to Los Angeles Aztecs; voted NASL Player of the Year


1980    moves to Washington Diplomats


1980    (November) rejoins Ajax, then in 8th place, as technical advisor; Ajax finish season in 2nd


1981    moves to Levante after a transfer to Leicester City falls through


1981 – 82   signs as a player for Ajax; Ajax win Eredivisie


1982 – 83   Ajax win Eredivisie and KNVB Cup double


1983 – 84   moves to rivals Feyenoord after Ajax fail to renew his contract; Feyenoord win the league and KNVB Cup double


1984    named Dutch Footballer of the Year for a fifth time


1984    (13 May) retires from competitive football


1985    (June) joins Ajax as technical director (de facto manager)


1985 – 87   Ajax win KNVB Cup in two consecutive seasons


1987    (13 May) Ajax win European Cup Winners’ Cup (1–0 vs Lokomotive Leipzig)


1988    (Summer) joins Barcelona as manager


1989    (10 May) Barcelona win European Cup Winners’ Cup (2–0 vs Sampdoria)


1990    (5 April) Barcelona win Copa del Rey


1991    (February) undergoes double heart bypass surgery


1992    (20 May) Barcelona win European Cup (1–0 aet vs Sampdoria)


1993    (February/March) Barcelona win European Super Cup (3–2 agg. vs Werder Bremen)


1991 – 94   Barcelona win La Liga four times in succession


1996    (April) is sacked as manager of Barcelona


1997    Cruyff Foundation established


1999    voted European Player of the Century and comes second to Pelé in World Player of the Century poll


1999    Cruyff Institute founded


2004    named in FIFA 100 list of the world’s greatest living players


2009    100th Cruyff Court opened


2015    (October) is diagnosed with lung cancer


2016    (24 March) dies in Barcelona, aged sixty-eight
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I’m not a person with college degrees. Everything I’ve learned, I’ve learned through experience. After I lost my father at the age of twelve, my life was defined by Ajax. First by my second father, who was the club’s groundsman, and later by my trainers Jany van der Veen and Rinus Michels. Thanks to Ajax, I didn’t just learn to be a better footballer, I learned how to behave.


Through my father-in-law I gained financial experience. When I started out, no footballer in the world had ever heard of marketing, and dealing with business was something completely new. But someone came into my life who would help me with that and bring me up. Because every time I thought I could do it on my own, things immediately went wrong. It doesn’t matter. It’s part of life. In the end it’s more important whether you’ve learned from it or not.


I want to stress how important my family is. Not just my parents, my in-laws, wife, children and grandchildren, but also all the people who took me by the hand at Ajax in a phase of my life when I was very fragile. So Ajax is family to me as well. Family has also defined who I am now. Someone who has one shortcoming when it comes to football: I can only think about being at the top. As a player or a coach I’m not capable of doing something at a low level. I can only think in one direction. Upwards. To be the best possible. That’s why, in the end, I had to stop. I was no longer in a physical condition to do what was needed at the top, and once that’s the case you have no business being on the pitch. But because I was in a good mental state I became a coach.


Above all I want to say that my life has always been lived with a view to doing things better and getting better. I’ve translated that into everything I’ve done.


Johan Cruyff


March 2016
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Everything I have done has been done with a view to the future, concentrating on progress, which means that the past is not something that I think about too much. For me, this is completely natural. Details of the matches I have played in have been written about better by other people elsewhere; what I am interested in is the idea of football. Continually looking forward means that I can concentrate on getting better at whatever I am doing, and I only really look back in order to gauge what I can learn from mistakes. Those lessons can be taken from different points in your life, and you don’t necessarily see how connected everything is until later. So while I always move forward, I can’t always look at what’s gone before as a straight line. At the heart of what I have learned as a player is that, above all else, you need four things: good grass, clean changing rooms, players who clean their own boots and tight goal nets.


Everything else – skills and speed, technique and goals, will come later. This is the philosophy that defines my feeling for football and for life. I’ve translated that into everything I’ve done, whether that is with Total Football on the pitch, with my family or the Cruyff Foundation – it has always been about progress and never ever stopping getting better.


Football has been my life from the beginning. My parents owned a greengrocer’s shop in Betondorp, a few hundred metres away from Ajax’s De Meer Stadion in Amsterdam, so it was inevitable. My father never missed an Ajax game and, though I may not have inherited my talent from my father, he did pass on his unconditional love for the club. In fact, where my talent for football originates is a mystery. I clearly didn’t learn it from my father or grandfather, as I never saw them play themselves. My uncle, Gerrit Draaijer, my mother’s brother, did play a few matches at outside left for Ajax’s first team, but that was in the 1950s, when Ajax were not one of Europe’s well-known sides.


My father told me about players like Alfredo Di Stéfano, who understood everything about how to use space on the pitch, as well as Faas Wilkes, who was a phenom enal dribbler of the ball. He would start in mid field and dribble past four or five people. Incredible. Wilkes played for Xerxes Rotterdam, before going to Inter Milan, Torino and Valencia, returning to Holland later in his career. That was when I realized what a Dutch man could achieve on the pitch. But we didn’t have a TV and didn’t see many foreign teams, so for most of his career I could only watch him occasionally. As for Di Stéfano, it was not until 1962, when he came to Amsterdam with Real Madrid for the European Cup final, that I was able to see him with my own eyes.


Everything for me started in the street. The area where I lived was nicknamed the ‘Concrete Village’, an experiment in building cheap housing after the First World War. It was working class, and as kids we spent as much time out of the house as possible; from as early as I can remember we played football everywhere we could. It was here I learned to think about how to turn a disadvantage into an advantage. You see that the kerb isn’t actually an obstacle, but that you can turn it into a teammate for a one–two. So thanks to the kerb I was able to work on my technique. When the ball bounces off different surfaces at odd angles, you have to adjust in an instant. Throughout my career people would often be surprised that I shot or passed from an angle they weren’t expecting, but that’s because of how I grew up. The same thing is true of balancing. When you fall on the concrete, it hurts, and, of course, you don’t want to get hurt. So when playing football, you’re also busy trying not to fall. It was learning to play like this, when you had to react to the situation all the time, that taught me my skills as a footballer. That’s why I’m a great advocate of making young people play football without studs. They miss the hours I had in the street, the hours practising how not to fall. Give them flat soles and help them keep their balance better.


At home, life was pretty basic, but I didn’t care. I grew up in a warm family home. I slept in the same room as my brother Hennie, who is two and a half years older than me. When you’re very young that’s a big difference. But I was out playing football as often as I could, so he had his own life and so did I.


I’m very much a mixture of my parents. I get my social side from my mother, my cunning from my father, because I’m definitely cunning. I’m always on the lookout for the best advantage, just like my father, Manus. My father was a joker. He had a glass eye and bet people five cents to see who could stare into the sun for longest. He would put his hand on his good eye, look at the sun for a minute and pick up his money. My mother, Nel, was very sociable. For her, every thing revolved around the family. She had nine brothers and sisters, so in addition to nine uncles and aunts, I also had dozens of cousins. The great thing was that if anything bad happened there was always someone who could help you. One of them knew about heating stoves, another was good at drawing, so there was always someone whose door you could knock on if there was a problem. But when it came to football, I was on my own – the interest in it I had seemed to have passed them all by.


I went to the Groen van Prinsterer School in Amsterdam, which was a Christian school, even though I wasn’t brought up in the faith and there were also secular schools nearby. I only ever went into a church to deliver an order for my father, and when I asked my father why I had to go to the school with the Bible in my bag, he said: ‘Johan, they tell good stories there. I’m trying to give you as much as possible in that way, and later you can decide for yourself about what to do with it.’


Even at school I wanted to play football, and from a very young age I was soon well known as the boy with the ball. Every day I took my ball into class with me, placed it under my desk and passed it between my feet throughout the lesson. Sometimes the teacher sent me outside because I was too much of a nuisance. I was doing it so instinctively that I wasn’t even aware that I was busy kicking the ball from left foot to right. Apart from that, I didn’t really get much out of my time at school, although what I do remember above all from my schooldays is that I never bunked off. Even though I wasn’t wild about learning, I understood it was something I had to do, and I stuck with it until I was old enough to decide for myself that I didn’t want that any more.


In contrast, I remember the first time I went to Ajax as if it was yesterday. It was 1952, I think, so I was about five. My father asked if I wanted to go with him to deliver baskets of fruit for the players who were sick or injured, so I rode my bike with him down the road to the club, so excited to be able to walk through its doors for the first time, and not just sit in the stands. It was then that I met Henk Angel, a friend of my father who was working as a groundsman there. Henk asked me if I wanted to give him a hand, and I started the very next day. So, at the age of five, my life with Ajax began. I think back on my childhood with great fondness. I’ve known nothing but love. At home, but also at Ajax. It was thanks to Uncle Henk, who let me do all kinds of odd jobs in the stadium when the pitches had just been laid or were unplayable in winter, that I spent so much time at the club. As a reward, I was allowed to play football in the hall or in the main stands. I also spent time during the summer holidays at the home of Arend van der Wel, an Ajax forward who had become a family friend. He had just moved from Ajax to Sportclub Enschede, and had a nice life in the countryside. It was there that I had my first driving lessons, aged seven or eight, sitting on Arend’s lap behind the wheel. It was also at Sportclub Enschede that I met Abe Lenstra, the brilliant forward who had just moved there from Heerenveen. He was a complete icon in those days. I even kicked a ball about with him once at training, and that was something special. But what I mostly remember about Abe is that he always had a ball with him.


During my early years I saw a lot of Uncle Henk, particularly after his wife passed away, as he often ate at our house. Over meals I listened breathlessly to what was happening at Ajax. It was during this time, when I was a young boy, that Arend van der Wel also joined us for meals. Back then he was still a young player with the first eleven and lived in Amsterdam North, which was too far to go home after work and get back in time for evening training, so he ate with us. Thus, from a very early age, I not only was spending all my free time at the Ajax stadium, but also had the club as a presence in our house, and it was thanks to Uncle Henk, as we continued to call him even after my father died and he married my mother, and Arend, that from the age of five I learned everything that was going on at the club from the changing room to the first eleven. I sat listening to them day after day, soaking it all up like a sponge.


As soon as I was old enough I was running about all over the place on my own, playing football in the streets with my friends, and from then on the Ajax stadium became my second home. I was there every spare moment, and never left home without a football. From the age of five, when I went to help out with Uncle Henk at the stadium, I always took my bootbag with me as well. You never knew if the team might be a man short for training or a practice match and I was often lucky, though usually only because they felt sorry for me. I was a bag of bones, I looked like a shrimp, and they took pity on me, which meant that even though I had no business being there, and wasn’t even in the youth team, I was playing with the Ajax team from a very early age. It was another example of a belief that I have always had and tried to pass on – that you can turn a disadvantage, like my scrawny appearance, into an advantage.


I am often asked what my greatest memory was as a footballer. Honestly, I cannot remember much of the details, even things like my first goal at home for Ajax after turning pro. What I do remember, though, and very clearly, was the first time I was allowed on the pitch in a full stadium. Not as a footballer, but to aerate the goal area with a pitchfork. I was about eight years old, my father was still alive, and I wasn’t even on the books, but here I was out on the pitch, in front of a full stadium, helping to make it perfect for the first team. That’s not the kind of thing you ever forget. As I jabbed the fork into the turf, I felt responsible for delivering the perfect playing surface for my heroes. As someone who has played and managed and watched and thought about football all my life, I am sure that such early experiences of helping to take care of things, learning the importance of those kinds of standards, informed the person I became. After I retired from playing and managing and set up the Cruyff Foundation to help give kids a chance to play football, we drew up a list of fourteen rules that people had to respect. Number two on the list was about responsibility and respect for the pitch and the people, and that all stemmed from this time in my life. As I have said, all my life lessons were learned while at Ajax.


Even though I was a mediocre student, from an early age I had an affinity with numbers. Numerology interests me. So, for example, I married Danny on the second day of the twelfth month, December. Two plus twelve produces the number on my back: number fourteen. The year was 1968, and six plus eight is also fourteen. No wonder we’re still together after forty-eight years. Our marriage was good twice over. The same is true of my son, Jordi. He was born in ’74 and I was born in ’47. So both years add up to eleven. And his birthday is on 9 February and mine’s 25 April. That’s nine plus two and two plus five plus four. Both eleven.


I’m even good at remembering phone numbers. My friends just have to give me their number once and I’ll never forget it. Maybe that’s why I’m also good at mental arithmetic. I didn’t learn it at school, but in my parents’ greengrocery. When my father was off doing deliveries and my mother had to cook our meals, it was my job to help the customers. But I was still too small to reach the till. So I learned mental arithmetic, and because I was good at it from a very young age I think that’s where my fascination began. I also think it was, in part, because of this love of numbers, learning about the mental side of things, that I started thinking more about numbers in football – how we can take advantage of the opposition, how we can work better with the space, like Di Stéfano had done. So, while my parents didn’t give me footballing skill, they did give me a way of thinking about football that was different.


In terms of the fitness that was required as a footballer, I’ve always had a terrible aversion to cross-country running, and the medicine balls that we had to use in the gym. When I was in the Ajax first team, every time Rinus Michels sent us off into the forest I tried to get as far ahead as possible, then hide behind a tree until the team returned, hoping no one would do a head count on the route. That worked for a while, until Michels worked out what was going on. As punishment I had to do a disciplinary training session at the forest track at eight in the morning on my day off. Michels drove up exactly on time. He was in his pyjamas behind the wheel, he wound down the window and said, ‘It’s far too cold for me, I’m going back to bed.’ Leaving me humiliated.


I officially joined the Ajax youth system in 1957, at the age of ten. I was a scrawny kid when I joined, and if I had signed up now I am sure that they would have put me through all sorts of exercise routines. But I had none of that, and would have hated it. The most that I did was ask my mother to cook me more green beans and spinach, because of the iron. As for the rest, I just did what I had always done, which was spend all my free time playing football, either at the club or on the street with my friends. What has been important to me is not only playing football, but enjoying it.


Later, I had something similar when I coached Frank Rijkaard at Ajax, who always pretended he needed to cough during cross-country circuit training. The players were usually split into two groups, one following the other. He would join the second group, let his teammates run on and then join the forward group on their next circuit. That way he ensured that he ended up running one lap less than the rest. No other trainer noticed, but I did. I just enjoyed it. Of course, I told him later on, but at the same time I had a really good laugh about it. I love that kind of cunning, thanks to my father, although I actually had a lot of my mother in me too. Later, when I started going out with Danny, I sometimes wanted to stay out longer than Michels allowed. He always drove through Amsterdam in the evening to check if our cars were parked outside the house on time. Once I borrowed my stepfather’s car and left my own car at home. Michels suspected what I’d done and threatened to give me a fine the next day. I was still living at home, and I said, ‘Just call my mother, I was at home.’ He did, and she played along perfectly, Michels had to withdraw the threat and I had a great laugh with my mother later on.


When I was with the Ajax youth team at the age of twelve, Jany van der Veen trained me not only in football, but also in norms and values. He was the first person at Ajax who taught me always to choose a particular course and follow it. He was another example of how the Ajax life was one that compensated for the education that I wouldn’t be getting at school. Jany only ever worked with the youth team, but he took the ideas he had worked on with Jack Reynolds – the visionary Englishman who had been the first team coach in the 1940s and helped lay the footballing foundations that Total Football would later be built on – and applied them to us. It was Jany who taught us to play games in which we would work on mistakes so that we could be creative in the way we practised. From Michels we got the discipline, but it was from Jany that we got the fun. When I became a coach myself, I took these ideas to Barcelona. As I always said, if you work in football, it’s not work. You have to train hard, but you have to have fun as well.


My trainers while I was in the youth squad were Vic Buckingham, who was manager of the first team before Michels, Keith Spurgeon, who would also manage the first team for a season, and, most importantly, Jany van der Veen, the youth team coach. Van der Veen always insisted on very specific training, in which five fundamentals played a central part. Playing games always alternated with maintaining and developing these five basic fundamentals of football: shooting, heading, dribbling, passing and controlling the ball. So we were always really busy with the ball. This way of training has always remained the standard for me. It’s led me to realize that the easiest way is often the hardest. So I see touching the ball once as the highest form of technique. But to be able to touch the ball perfectly once, you need to have touched it a hundred thousand times in training, and that’s what we spent our time doing. This was the school of thought at Ajax, which would go on to produce players who were technically up there with the best in the world. All thanks to the apparently simple training techniques of people like van der Veen.


But he wasn’t the only one. I owe something else to Vic Buckingham, who later started me off in the first team when I was seventeen. He had two sons my age, who were still finding their way around Amsterdam, and because my mother cleaned for the Buckingham family I often went to their house, which is how I learned English. Not at school, but by talking to the Buckingham family a lot. This was the Ajax way of doing things – to look after the young kids in the team and make sure they behaved properly. And of the footballers, when I started to play for the first team, Piet Keizer took me under his wing. He was almost four years older than me and had been playing in the first team for three seasons by the time I was picked. Ajax were only just starting to offer professional contracts, and Piet was the first to receive one. I was the second, and I noticed that Piet was fond of me. For example, he always made sure that I was home by half past nine in the evening, so that I would avoid a fine or punishment from Michels.


While it was Buckingham who gave me a place in the first team, it was Michels – who took over in 1965 – with who I had the most special bond. It was Michels who shielded the team from the rest of the club’s management structure, which was completely amateur. When Michels arrived, we were near the bottom of the league, and he tried to protect us from what was happening off the pitch to make sure that everything we did was focused on getting us to play better and think more clearly about the game. It was him who managed Ajax to the very top of the game. The bond that we created at Ajax was the sort of thing that is difficult to put into words, because he became part of my life outside the club. Much later on, when I had kids of my own, he dressed up as Santa Claus at a children’s party at our house. But my daughter Chantal recognized him. I can still hear her saying, ‘Hey, you’re not Santa at all, you’re Uncle Rinus.’


I was eighteen years old when Michels took over, the youngest player in the team, but he would take me aside and talk about the tactics of the game. He didn’t do this with anyone else, and it was through those conversations that we formed a bond. We talked about how we could get better if we did certain things, and, I realize now, it was in these conversations that we developed the ideas that would shape the unique way Ajax came to play in the late 1960s, while every other club was doing the things they had always done. He would explain to me how he wanted to play and what needed to be done if something went wrong. Henk Angel, Arend van der Wel, Jany van der Veen, Rinus Michels, Piet Keizer and many others helped to define what I became in the end. At important moments in my life they also went out of their way for me off the field as well. But it was Michels who drove me to the doctor because, after my father passed away, we didn’t have a car at home any more. Less agreeable things happened between Michels and me later on, but they never tainted the image I had of the man who stood up for me when, as a young guy, I really needed him.


My father died in 1959, when he was forty-five and I was twelve. It was the day I got my lower school certificate and I heard that he was dead during the farewell party. After that, Ajax started to play an even bigger part in my life, because I no longer had my father at home to turn to. We found out that he had died of a heart attack because his cholesterol was too high. His death has never let go of me, and as I grew older, the feeling that his fate would also be mine grew stronger. For a long time, I thought that I wouldn’t make fifty. So I wasn’t really very surprised when I developed heart problems at about the same age as my father, while I was coaching at Barcelona, because I had more or less prepared myself for it. Except for one big difference – thirty years later medical science was able to save me.


My father is, like my mother, buried in Amsterdam’s eastern cemetery, which is right by the old Ajax stadium, and not long after he was buried I started talking to him whenever I walked, cycled or drove past the graveyard. I did this for a long while after he died. To start with I talked to him about school, then later, when I was playing for Ajax, I talked to him mostly about football: what a dick the referee was, how I’d scored my goals, that kind of thing. Over the years our conversations changed but never ceased. I always went to talk to him to ask his advice every time I had to make a difficult decision in my life. ‘So, what do you think, Dad?’ Then I got up next morning and knew what I needed to do. I still have no idea how it worked, but he was there every time I had to make a decision, and after I had talked to him I knew exactly the right thing to do.


One time, I would have been in my early twenties by this point, I was still living in Amsterdam, had just got married and was playing regularly for the first team. Things were good, but there were a lot of rows at Ajax at the time, and I was racked with doubts about certain things, even about the help my father still seemed to be giving me. I am not very religious, and I started wondering how this was happening. After all, nobody’s ever come back from the dead. That’s when I put my father on the spot a bit. I asked him to stop my watch whenever he was nearby, in whatever form, to show that he was really there and could hear what I was saying. It may be coincidence, but the next morning my watch had stopped. My father-in-law owned a watch shop, and a watchmaker there looked at it the same day, couldn’t find anything wrong and soon got it going again. The very next morning it was the same story – my watch had stopped again. Once more I went back to the shop, and again they couldn’t find anything amiss. That evening I told my father he’d convinced me that he had heard everything I had said, and the next day my watch was still going and has never stopped since. I wear it every day.


In the months after my father’s death my mother had to earn some money, and because of the close connection with the club through my father and Uncle Henk, as well as because I was hanging around all the time, Ajax looked after our family. One thing they did was find her the work as a house cleaner for the English trainers that Ajax had at the time, which led to me getting to know the Buckingham family. The club also employed her to clean the changing rooms. A few years later, when my mother married Uncle Henk, who became a second father to me and still worked at the club, my connection to Ajax was complete.


Even though my mother was now earning money, there wasn’t enough spare to pay for us to go on holiday now, so I spent the whole year at De Meer, even after the season had finished. Whatever the month, I was always there playing football. In the summer, when the football season had finished, baseball was played at Ajax, and I was very good at that, too. As a catcher I was even on the Dutch national team until I was fifteen. I was also the first hitter, but I was so small that they could never pitch three strikes. So it was often four wide and straight for home base.


Baseball allowed me to focus on a lot of details that would later be very useful to me in football. As a catcher you determine the pitcher’s throw because he doesn’t have an overview of the whole field and you do. I learned that you had to know where you were going to throw the ball before you received it, which meant that you had to have an idea of all the space around you and where each player was before you made your throw. No football coach ever told me that I had to know where I was going to pass the ball before I had received it, but later on when I was playing football professionally the lessons from baseball – to focus on having a total overview – came back to me, and became my strength. Baseball is typically one of those sports that can bring on a talent during training, because there are lots of parallels with football. Like starting speed, sliding, spatial insight, learning to think a move ahead and much more besides. These are the same sort of principles that Barcelona have with their close control and passing drills like the rondo, which are the foundation of their tiki-taka style.


I know for certain that it worked for me because I continued to immerse myself in baseball later on, which meant that as a coach I was able to transfer a lot of advice from baseball to football very successfully. The same was true of learning to think ahead, which was what baseball taught me as well. You’re always busy making decisions between space and risk in fractions of a second. To be good at baseball required you to bridge the gap between runner and home, and get the ball there before the runner arrives. It also taught me about tactical insight – making the right decision and performing it in a technically good way. It was only later that I pulled this together to create my vision of how the game of football should be played. I absorbed all these lessons without noticing the bigger picture at the time. I was just a kid who had a ball every waking minute of every day.


My period with the Ajax youth team – between ten and seventeen – was a beautiful time, because there was nothing at stake. Everyone was helping me get better, and I was still to achieve something. It was only later on when I started talking about tactics – first as a player, then as a coach – that I realized the importance of what I had been exposed to and made the connection between what was going on in front of me, say in a game against Real Madrid, and what I had experienced as a kid. And because I had subconsciously absorbed everything – always watching, listening – I developed really quickly as a footballer. It also helped that for a long time I played for two different teams. Even after I’d made my first-team debut as an outfield player with Ajax when I was seventeen, on 15 November 1964, I continued to play in goal for the third team. I enjoyed that enormously. I was also really good at it and one year I was even reserve goalie when Ajax played in the European Cup, because in those days only one substitute was allowed on the bench.


Michels and Jany also taught us that we had to become psychologically strong. I still remember the mental trick Jany first used on me when I was still only fifteen or sixteen, but which continued when I was playing in the first team under Vic Buckingham, and later with Rinus Michels. Van der Veen saw to it that I first had to play one half with the juniors and then the next day I was a substitute with the first team, and was sometimes given some playing time. This made me feel that, because I’d been playing for the first team, I was morally obliged to be the best player in the juniors. This is how I thought the game should be played, and every match was about trying to get closer to being the best, whichever team I was playing for. People said that I talked too much, and people got annoyed with me for doing so, telling me to shut up the whole time. I was at the stadium all day every day, so when I got a chance to play, it wasn’t strange to me because I had known these players for over half my life. I was a kid having fun, and for the first fifteen years of my life there was no philosophy and no analysis. It was just fun. I had no feeling of failure. I just took everything as it came and loved it.


In 1965, a few months after my debut, Ajax offered me my first contract. As I said, I was only the second player to sign full-time with Ajax after Piet – the rest of the squad were still part-time – but I was still doing odd jobs, living my life. I spent most of the time on the street with the ball and it was only when I met Danny that I got a bank account and started to plan. I signed the contract in the presence of my mother and when we left the office I immediately told her that she’d cleaned the changing rooms for the last time the day before. I didn’t want her to have to go to work in the room that I’d just dirtied. She still washed my football kit at home for a while because we didn’t have the money for a washing machine, and I had to save up for a few months to buy one.


These days it might be difficult to grasp that a so-called ‘star player’ would have to take his dirty kit home to be washed, but experience like that does shape you. It shapes you in terms of looking after your clothes, it shapes you in terms of cleaning your boots and it shapes you as a person. Later, as a trainer, I tried to communicate that to the youth players. With the veiled message that, if you clean your own boots, you know what kind of studs you have under them and you end up with a better feeling for your environment. As a trainer, you also hope to give your players a good social grounding. If that didn’t work, when I was coach at Ajax and then at Barcelona I’d have two or three players clean the changing room to strengthen their sense of responsibility. Such behaviour, I have discovered, is important in football because you’re putting into practice outside the game something that you have learned within it. But this discovery came much later. Although I have made a virtue of it, the simple fact that I had to wash my dirty kit at home, of course, says a lot about how unprofessionally Ajax was organized around 1965, my second year in the first team.


Because Piet Keizer and I were the only full-time professional players, we could only train with the full team in the evenings because everyone else had jobs, like running a tobacconist’s shop. During the day there were usually about seven of us at the stadium altogether, and in the evening the others could pop out to train for a few hours if they felt like it. But that situation didn’t last long. Especially when, after Vic Buckingham’s second spell as manager ended in January 1965, Rinus Michels took over.
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In the end, the period of professional growth for the club lasted nine years, running from the start of my first full season in the Eredivisie in 1965 until the World Cup Final in Munich in 1974. In less than ten years we took Ajax from the unknown to the Total Football that the world still talks about. A question often asked is whether this kind of revolution is still possible. I think it is, in fact I’m pretty sure. The proof was delivered by Ajax in the 1980s and 1990s, and then also more recently by Barcelona and Bayern Munich.


The basis of Ajax’s big breakthrough was a combination of talent, technique and discipline. As I’ve said, Jany van der Veen and Rinus Michels played a big part in that. Van der Veen not only taught us a love of football and the club, but was able to work on our technique in a very refined way. He also had an eye for tricks on the field that we absorbed into our positional play. What I learned was that football is a process of making mistakes, then analysing them to learn lessons and not get frustrated. We were getting better each year, and I never looked back. At the end of each game I was already thinking about the next and what I could do better. Following on from van der Veen’s training, we further developed our footballing skills with Michels. This kind of professionalization of the team meant that we could train as a unit during the day, and become much better, both technically and physically, as a result. Once that had been achieved, he hammered away at our mentality. The special thing was that following his instructions never created an atmosphere of rigid obedience.


Within Ajax there was always space for self-mockery and humour. I think this combination was vitally important in developing the aura that we built around us as a team. We knew what we were doing, and we did it with pleasure. That was often the most intimidating thing for our opponents. And because that was the atmosphere that I was surrounded by at the club from a very young age, I never felt scared of failure or worried about an upcoming match. Because I’d been at the De Meer almost every day from the age of five, I knew all the first-eleven players when I was put into the first team, which meant that the step-up from the juniors wasn’t in any way daunting for me. That was how I approached every game. The only thing that I was interested in, other than playing the game, was explaining the tactics we used. Before I got married I didn’t think about the future, I was living my life one day at a time, enjoying myself. I wasn’t interested in the step beyond. I was mad about football and thought playing matches was great, and it didn’t matter to me whether it was in the juniors, the third team or the first.


That didn’t change much even later on, when I played in the big matches, including my debut with the Dutch national team in 1966, and later my first European Cup game. I went out there and played as I always had done. In those days Michels called me a rough diamond, but he always made sure I was involved, such as when he held those separate pre-match discussions about our opponents and our tactics with me. In that way he taught me at a young age to think about team play. I later adapted that same method with players like Marco van Basten and Pep Guardiola. It works in two directions: it’s good for the team and it’s good for the player in question.


Of course, you make mistakes as a young player. But that’s part of the learning process you’re in the middle of. Like the first time I was sent off the field. It was during my second international with the Dutch national team, against Czechoslovakia in 1967. I was constantly being kicked from the first whistle, but the referee, Rudi Glöckner from East Germany, did nothing about it. Eventually I asked him why he was always letting the defenders get away with it, but he just told me to keep my mouth shut. When I received an almighty great kick right under his nose a little later and he didn’t blow his whistle, I brought the subject up again. I was sent off, and I was banned from playing for the national team for a year. It turned into a huge row, and it was probably the first time the discussion about a footballer’s right to protest was set in motion, but I knew I was completely within my rights. The Czechs were busy kicking me out of the match, the referee just let it happen, and in the end he attacked me because I was asking why he wasn’t doing anything. Nowadays, the players and the referee are jointly responsible for ensuring that the public are kept as entertained as possible, but in 1967 that still was absolutely not the case. The ref was the boss and no one questioned his authority, and that is without mentioning the huge social difference between me, a young Western sportsman in the age of Beatlemania, and an East German who had to rule the field once a week for ninety minutes and then go back to keeping his trap shut in the GDR.


At Ajax, where I was allowed to carry on playing despite the national team ban, there were advantages and disadvantages that we also had to deal with. After we’d been crowned champions in my first season, 1965–66, we were due to play Liverpool in the second round of the 1966–67 European Cup. At that time, Liverpool were not just the best club in England, but one of the strongest teams in the world. Although as a general rule I’m bad at remembering games and matches and events, I can still remember pretty much everything about the legendary mistwedstrijd (‘fog game’) in the Olympic Stadium in Amsterdam and the return match at Anfield in Liverpool. Remember that England had just won the World Cup, so everyone was talking about them, and the Liverpool team included players like Ron Yeats, Ian St John, Tommy Lawrence and Peter Thompson, good footballers that we had all heard about. Everyone said that we were going to lose, but at half time we went in 4–0 up. The game had nearly been postponed because of heavy fog – no one was happy with the visibility but both teams had to play in the conditions. But the main reason I remember the tie so clearly is because in those games against Liverpool we had confirmation that we were technically superior, and that everything Michels was putting in place was working. In a technical sense, the English champions were blown away. In Amsterdam the final score was 5–1 and I still remember their manager Bill Shankly saying after the end of the game that it was a freak result and it would be 7–0 in Liverpool.


A week later we achieved another kind of breakthrough. I stood on the pitch at Anfield with goosebumps. Not because I was scared of our opponents, but because of the atmosphere. The huge Kop stand where the most fanatical supporters were, and all their singing: Anfield was incredibly impressive. I really enjoyed it for ninety minutes, and we played a magnificent game. Even though it was a 2–2 draw, we were in complete control. My happiness at our progress and at getting into the next round was matched only by the impression Anfield left on me; from that evening English football had captured my heart. I had only played football at the highest level for a few seasons and I had never seen anything like this – the passion for the game, and how much the fans wanted their team to win, and it made me think that one day I would like to play in England. Unfortunately, that dream didn’t come to pass, because in those days borders were still closed to foreign players. Even today I still think that was a terrible shame.


After the elimination of Liverpool everyone was saying that we had a chance of winning the European Cup, but in the quarter-final we were eliminated by Dukla Prague 3–2 on aggregate. Unjustly and unfortunately, to a late own goal, but it did happen. And of course I learned from it again, because this was the philosophy that shaped the way we thought and talked about football. Every game we were getting better, and every game we were taking a step in the direction that Michels wanted us to go. We wanted to win games, but we also wanted to entertain the fans and send them home happy. That’s not an easy thing to do, but the victory over Liverpool showed that by now Ajax were taking steps in the right direction. The Liverpool game was so important to us because of Shankly’s jibe that he had never heard of Ajax (although that wasn’t as bad as Max Merkel of FC Nürnberg, who said he thought we were a cleaning product). But until the Liverpool game we meant very little to anyone internationally. After that game it all changed.


The following year we were unlucky enough to draw Real Madrid, the great team of that time, in the first round, but we moved another step closer to greatness by taking the tie to extra time and only suffering a narrow defeat. The year after that, in 1969, we made a further advance by reaching the European Cup final, losing against AC Milan 4–1. That was when Michels brought in six or seven new players. Vasović was brought in to play libero or sweeper – the last man in defence, and he was good for security at the back. Later, Horst Blankenburg took over from Vasović because he was more of an attacking player, he was more skilful, whereas Vasović brought more power to the team. You wouldn’t dare mess around with Vasović. As a striker you knew you were in trouble with him. Most importantly, he was physically strong, as well as strong mentally, and he had played European football. The switch was one step closer to Total Football.


Then, in 1971, we won the European Cup for the first time, and won it the next two years as well. So, within six years Ajax had gone from being an average club to the best team in the world. And what was the secret? It was simple – it was a combination of talent, technique and discipline, which were all things that we had been working on at Ajax, even before Michels had arrived. It was what it meant to be part of the club. What Michels brought, and he and I talked about all the time, was the importance of organization on the field. It was here that my love of mental arithmetic came to the fore, in understanding how we could make the most of the pitch in front of us to beat the opposition. Once you understand completely how to organize a team, then you know what the possibilities are. This is what we achieved at Ajax before any other team.


For example, at Ajax we had what we called the tutti-frutti side on the left and the serious side on the right. On the right, with Wim Suurbier, Johan Neeskens and Sjaak Swart, you had sound security; on the left you never knew what was going to happen with Ruud Krol, Gerrie Mühren, Piet Keizer and yours truly. So we had a perfect mixture of technique, tactics, performance and footballing style, which would win games, but just as importantly it made the crowds happy – I understood that that was a vital part of my job as well. The spectators had been working all week; we had to entertain them on their day off with fine football, and at the same time get a good result.


The good player is the player who touches the ball just once and knows where to run; that is what Dutch football is about. I have always said that football should be played beautifully, and in an attacking way. It must be a spectacle. At Ajax, what we loved were technique and tactics. Every trainer talks about movement, about running a lot and putting a shift in. I say don’t run so much. Football is a game you play with your brains. You have to be in the right place at the right moment, not too early, not too late.
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