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Preface to the 2019 Edition



GREAT PLAYERS IN AN UNPREDICTABLE WORLD


It became part of a shared experience in the turbulent times we lived in that nothing is predictable, and anyone who claimed a crystal ball into the future was either naive or a fraud.


The world of football is of course not only unexceptional in this sense, but also owes its popularity to a rollercoaster of fortune and failure. Video Assistant Referee (VAR) may have brought some order to the previously arbitrary, and often mistaken and unfair, judgements of referees and linesmen (while also producing a frustrating interlude, or football’s equivalent of coitus interruptus), but goals still continued in all sorts of unexpected ways; even the best could be beaten by the minnows, and sustained success could not easily be bought.


Nonetheless, when I signed off the first edition of this book, at the end of the 2017–18 club football season, I took a punt that one of the most enduring rivalries in world sport was not yet finished, if still reaching the end of a historic cycle. Ronaldo’s widely speculated imminent departure from Real Madrid seemed to provide a bookend to nearly a decade when the intense competitive spirit affecting the Clásico encounters between Los Blancos and FC Barcelona had given the race with Messi – to be considered the greatest football player of all time – its special edge.


It was something that the usually tongue-tied Messi recognized in an unusually confessional interview he gave in March 2019, during which he admitted he ‘missed’ competing against Ronaldo in Spain.


‘I miss Cristiano in Spain,’ Messi told Radio C5N. ‘It was lovely having him here, even though it annoyed me seeing him win so many titles. It would be great if he was still here.’


Lest we forget, this was Messi – a recognized genius of the game – speaking about another football legend, Cristiano Ronaldo: like him a five-time Ballon d’Or winner and breaker of numerous records. Both players began 2019 fit and similarly ready to scale new heights, with an enthusiasm that belied their relatively advanced ages, but for the first time in years, in different national leagues.


At the age of thirty-one, Messi kicked off the 2018–19 season at Barça – the second under coach Ernesto Valverde – for the first time wearing the club’s first-team captain’s armband, taking over the role following the departure of his friend and mentor Andrés Iniesta to Japanese club Vissel Kobe, who in turn had been preceded by other icons of the youth academy – Xavi and Carles Puyol.


Messi promised fans he would help win another Champions League trophy, then made an immediate mark in Barça’s first La Liga game of the season against Alavés at the Nou Camp on 18 August 2018, with a clever free kick under the wall. As man of the match, he orchestrated and delivered a 3–0 victory, scoring a second great goal in stoppage time with typical strength and skill, taking down a pass from Suárez, holding off a defender and finishing at the near post. Barcelona’s 6,000th goal in La Liga history and Messi’s 384th!


By contrast, for all the summer hype surrounding his €100 million transfer a month earlier to Juventus, Cristiano’s new season got off to a less impressive start. Despite twenty-three shots for the Turin giants in his first three Italian League matches, he failed to score.


But Italian national team manager Roberto Mancini predicted that Ronaldo would soon find his goal-scoring form once he adjusted to a different style of playing and defending to Spain, which left him with less space in the final third for him to find openings. And he was proved right, with Ronaldo showing his versatility, alternating as a winger and striker. Before the year 2018 was out, he had scored his thirteenth goal in Serie A since the start of the season. His goal in a match against Sampdoria came within two minutes of the start, as he picked the ball up on the left-hand corner of the box, controlled and fired it into the far corner, predatory and skilful. He later converted a penalty, making it 2–1.


By March 2019, Barça was well on its way to running away with La Liga and into the Champions League quarter-finals. Juventus too was well clear at the top in Serie A, and into the Champions League quarter-finals, while Real Madrid was out of Europe, trailing in La Liga and struggling, without Ronaldo, to compete with its Catalan rival. Such was the sense of crisis at Real Madrid that club president Florentino Pérez fired Santiago Solari and brought back Zinedine Zidane as coach in a belated recovery operation.


This update picks up on my prediction in the summer of 2018 that the story of two unrivalled geniuses of the modern game was entering the final period of their careers in top-flight football, with Ronaldo, the oldest of the two at thirty-three, arguably taking on the biggest challenge by switching clubs and leagues for the third time since starting up in competitive football as a teenager at Sporting Lisbon.


That is not to say that Messi necessarily faced an easier future by choosing to play his final years at competitive level at FC Barcelona, a club he had joined aged thirteen. It was a club that had become his home from home, not so much an exile but his psychological comfort zone, the club and city where he felt most at ease and where his talent flourished each season, like a perennial flower planted in the best possible soil.


It was a club that had over the years lost its inspirational manager Pep Guardiola and similarly legendary players like Xavi and Iniesta, and had become increasingly dependent on the Argentine-born star for its success – great as long as Messi could deliver, but not a limitless guarantee, unless and until a substitute of his quality and influence could be found. And yet Messi was surrounded by players at FC Barcelona who were not only inspired by him, but also played in a way that combined with and brought out his talent. On a good day Barça was not just Messi, but a class team act, with the team coalescing like a harmonious orchestra around its director and lead musician.


And here it’s worth remembering that Messi is someone who lived and breathed his football as a player, but his genius has shown itself exclusively on the pitch, not off it. Barça provided Messi with his stage and a theatre, a club with a distinctive playing style and identity, and a powerful trademark as ‘more than a club’.


FC Barcelona was a political and cultural entity as well as a corporation with a huge commercial ambition, as was underlined in a Financial Times weekend magazine report by sports writer Simon Kuper, published in March 2019. The article focused on the club’s  ‘Innovation Hub’, charged, as the writer put it, with ‘helping to invent the future of football’, with staff researching everything from players’ diets to virtual reality to enable the club to be even more successful and make even more money, even after Messi’s departure.


Club president Josep Maria Bartomeu said he considered the hub to be Barça’s ‘most important’ project. ‘The sportsmen of the future will perform much better than the ones now,’ Bartomeu told Kuper. As the writer went on to claim: ‘The officials didn’t tell me everything, but they told me a lot. They know that football cannot be “solved” with algorithms, and that no robot will ever match Messi’s genius; all they aspire to is to add something.’


In the 2018–19 season, politics not business still stirred a section of the Camp Nou stadium, which chanted the word ‘independence’ in Catalan after seventeen minutes and fourteen seconds of play in every home game. The outburst commemorated a key date in Catalan history, the year that Barcelona fell under the control of the centralizing Spanish Bourbon monarchy, whose latest King Felipe reigns today.


With local Catalan politicians put on trial in early 2019 for sedition by the Spanish state for declaring unilateral independence, Messi remained aloof from involvement in politics. And yet, growing up with the club over two decades, it was almost unthinkable he would wear the shirt of any other club, even if he had hinted on a number of occasions that he might see out some of his eventual retirement from top-flight football in his native Rosario, playing for Newell’s Old Boys where he had been as a young boy.


And if there was something that had not changed, it was that Messi had neither the physique nor personality required for celebrity status, nor could he develop his brand across social media and the world of advertising and sponsorship as effectively as Cristiano Ronaldo had done – this was a brand that, like Beckham’s, looked set to endure in business and advertising long after the Madeiran hung up his boots.


Real Madrid president Florentino Pérez made a calculated business risk in selling Ronaldo to Juventus, making a profit on the sale of him after nine years of service, and beginning the regeneration of an ageing squad. But while Ronaldo turned thirty-four in February 2019, he looked to be joining sports stars such as Roger Federer and LeBron James, who excelled in their mid-thirties. Certainly commercially, as the face behind the portfolio of CR7 brands, Ronaldo’s stock seemed never to have been higher. No other athlete, according to Forbes magazine, made as much on endorsements, with an unrivalled global social media following also built up over the duration of a hugely successful sporting career.


Ronaldo had ripened into a brand of his own off-field as well as on it. It was because he had been showcased effectively while playing successfully not just at one but two clubs – Manchester United and Real Madrid – which resonated in the collective football imagination, each with a culture and business model that guaranteed a mass following across borders, and who found in Ronaldo not just a great player but one who knew precisely how to promote himself.


In the course of updating his story, I was struck by how, behind Ronaldo’s transfer to Juventus, was the Italian club’s hopes of mirroring the potency of brands of clubs that had greater success on the international stage, despite taking him on at an age at which most players would have been considered past their peak.


I visited Turin in the early spring of 2019. It’s a small city with an imposing historic centre of baroque architecture and a wonderful view of the Alps, but hardly buzzing during a short break in Italian football games. The club and its fans were still savouring the experience of its extraordinary second-leg victory over Atlético Madrid in the last sixteen of the Champions League, where Ronaldo had played the role of hero and saviour after helping consolidate Juventus’s unassailable position at the top of the Italian Premier A League.


I was initially struck by the orderliness and sobriety of Turin compared to other Italian cities, and by the relatively low-key presence of Ronaldo in shop windows, on billboards, and in newspaper kiosks, compared to his huge visibility in Spain when at Real Madrid and in the Premier League when at Manchester United, and while playing for his native Portugal.


Even in Juventus’s atmospheric museum, the space devoted to Ronaldo was dwarfed by that given over to others considered by Italian fans as enduring legends. The pantheon of greats included those who had made the highest number of appearances, like Alessandro Del Piero, or the much-loved non-Italian John Charles, or those who made their mark as national heroes in other ways, like Paolo Rossi and the iconic goalkeeper Gianluigi Buffon, all of whom had sweated the club colours through great victories and similarly huge defeats before recovering again. As Juventus’s official history album puts it: Paradiso–Inferno – andata e ritorno; on a return ticket from heaven to hell.


‘We will move Cristiano Ronaldo from the room of the first team this season to join the room of legends when he becomes part of our history,’ the museum’s director told me.


Elsewhere, downtown, the relative absence of Ronaldo’s image from Turin’s streets was deceptive, as was the club’s enduring nickname La Vecchia Signora, the Old Lady. The museum was vibrant and modern, as was the club’s nearby headquarters, opened in 2017 and still in development. The 4,370 square metres of converted farmland and buildings on the outskirts of the city near the Allianz stadium, with its convergence of modern design – all black and white – and smooth surfaces, not unlike Ronaldo’s branded CR7 hotels, was a statement of style and ambition by a club that drew its main fan base from outside Turin and across Italy, and had set its sights on a global market.


As Andrea Agnelli, a scion of the billionaire automotive family that has owned the club for ninety-five years and who personally signed the cheque for Ronaldo, told the FT’s Murad Ahmed on 16 September 2018: ‘It was the first time that the commercial side and the sporting side of Juventus came together in assessing the costs and benefits [of a signing]. The opportunity of Ronaldo was thoroughly assessed . . . and it made sense, both on and off the pitch.’


On the pitch, Juventus as a team did not need Ronaldo to ensure its dominance of Italian football as the country’s most successful club. When Ronaldo moved to Turin, the club had won seven consecutive Serie A league titles. It had, however, failed in recent seasons to clinch the Champions League, having lost twice in the previous four years in the final of the world’s most prestigious club competition. Ronaldo, in contrast, has won the last three Champions League finals with Real Madrid.


Off the pitch, Juventus believed the player presented an unparalleled financial opportunity, described by executives as ‘the Ronaldo effect’. The club was looking to use the global celebrity of Ronaldo to attract fans and corporate groups, with higher broadcasting money to follow. There were early signs that the bet was paying off, with the club’s share price more than doubling in Ronaldo’s first three months, raising its market capitalization to €1.5 billion. There was brisk trade in Ronaldo shirts, and ticket prices went up, causing unprecedented protests from fans who’d bought tickets for matches only to find Ronaldo was not actually playing.


Meanwhile, Ronaldo’s social media drawing power resulted in Juventus gaining 10 million followers in the month of his signing at the club. With Serie A locked into broadcast deals until the end of the 2020–1 season, there was little immediate upside from any surge in viewers for Italian football, even though – unlike many of its Italian club rivals – Juventus plays to a packed house in a ground that it owns. Unsurprisingly, club president Agnelli was among those football senior execs who wanted to see European club football competitions being rearranged to involve more financially lucrative ties between big teams and few local minnows.


Ronaldo still played best on the big stage, and the hope was that he would help secure Juventus a permanent position in the top tier. Even if the search was on for the next global superstar, with the likes of Neymar and Kylian Mbappé in the sights of big clubs, it would take a long time to find ones of such enduring quality, performance and return on investment as Ronaldo and Messi, occasional controversies notwithstanding.


Juventus was preparing a tour of Asia in the summer of 2019, earlier denying a report in the New York Times that this had been chosen as a destination in preference to the USA, where their star player was facing allegations of sexual assault. Police in the state of Nevada had reopened an investigation into an allegation made by an American woman, Kathryn Mayorga, who said that Ronaldo had raped her in a Las Vegas hotel room in 2009 and later paid her $375,000 for her silence. Ronaldo and his lawyers repeatedly denied the rape accusation when it first emerged in October 2018 in the German magazine Der Speigel, after the player had transferred from Real Madrid to Juventus. Ronaldo was at Manchester United when he met Mayorga in a Las Vegas nightclub in June 2009, just before his record-breaking transfer to Real Madrid.


It was not the only cloud from his past hovering over him. In January 2019, Ronaldo was fined almost €19 million ($21.6 million) for tax fraud by a Madrid court, but avoided serving a twenty-three-month prison sentence after agreeing a settlement. In 2017, Ronaldo denied the accusation that he knowingly used a business structure to hide income generated by his image rights in Spain between 2011 and 2014.


Ronaldo left the Madrid court smiling, holding hands with his Spanish girlfriend Georgina Rodríguez, pausing to sign photographs. The player with a greater social media following than any other sportsman, rock star, actor or politician, struck a typically self-assured celebrity pose, seemingly determined not to allow the case to undermine either his popularity or his success, on or off the field. He was on his way back to Turin, determined to prove to local fans he was more than just a pretty face, while Georgina pursued her modelling career, posing in a bikini after signing for the Italian fashion company Yamamay in March.


Three months earlier, in December 2018, Real Madrid and Croatia star Luka Modrić was awarded the Ballon d’Or. It was the first time since 2007 that the award had gone to a player other than Cristiano Ronaldo or Lionel Messi, who came second and fifth respectively. However, any suggestion that either Ronaldo or Messi had been dethroned from the higher echelons of world football in any meaningful way proved premature.


Jimmy Burns


May 2019







   


PROLOGUE



April 2017. Real Madrid and FC Barcelona square up for the latest El Clásico. As the minutes tick away to kick-off, a capacity crowd of over 81,000 is packed into Real Madrid’s sizzling Bernabéu Stadium, while a global audience of 600 million watches and listens through TVs, radios and computers in 185 countries, across every time zone on the planet.


And there, at the centre of the storm, are two players: Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi, the star attractions of the biggest club football show on earth, wearing their totemic initials and shirt numbers. Such is the interest in ‘CR7’ and ‘LM10’ in this, the 234th episode of the most legendary rivalry in football, that the attention of the forty fixed cameras in the stadium and two super-slow-motion rigs are exclusively focused on them.


The ongoing battle between these two hugely talented players is, of course, being played against the backdrop of one of the most enduring and politically charged rivalries in sport. It’s Castile vs Catalonia, Franco vs the freedom fighters, expensive galácticos vs homegrown stars. With six rounds of games to be played, Barcelona find themselves three points behind leaders Madrid, who also have a game in hand. A win will bring Barcelona level on points, but defeat will allow Madrid to open up a six-point gap at the top of the table.


Cristiano Ronaldo comes out last of the Madrid players, the headliner, bouncing like a pogo stick. Pristine and swaggering.


By contrast, Lionel Messi comes out with his head bowed, shoulders hunched, expressionless, only briefly looking up and surveying the crowd through a black eye and from behind a beard. For him, the game comes at the end of a week of speculation that he is reaching the end of the season battered, worn out; Barcelona’s loss to Juventus in their Champions League semi-final three days previously has proved the players have hit a wall, and not even their talisman is able to lift a team in urgent need of regeneration.


The game gets off to an explosive start. Within two minutes of the opening whistle, Ronaldo theatrically claims a penalty after FC Barcelona’s defender Samuel Umtiti leaves a leg trailing in the box. Play on. Ten minutes later, Ronaldo tests Barcelona keeper Marc-André ter Stegen with a stinging drive.


Now it’s Messi’s turn. He nutmegs Casemiro and dribbles free in midfield, before the Brazilian recovers by hacking the Argentinian down. With each player seeking to land the first blow, Ronaldo strikes again, this time more powerfully, just inside the box, only to have his effort parried by the FC Barcelona keeper. With the pace of the match intensifying, Messi requires medical attention after Marcelo’s elbow catches him in the mouth, producing a torrent of blood that looks worse than it is. And so it continues, end-to-end, engulfed in the roar of the crowd.


Midway through the first half, Gareth Bale pressures Barça stalwart Gerard Piqué into conceding a corner. Barcelona fail to clear it properly, Marcelo’s deep cross is poked against the post by a stretching Sergio Ramos, and Casemiro bundles it over the line. A scruffy goal, but the Madridistas don’t care.


Messi is still playing with a blood-soaked bandage in his mouth, and suddenly this seems to inspire him. He collects a perfectly cushioned pass from Ivan Rakitić and accelerates into the box – the ball perfectly controlled, his small frame almost brushing the ground as he changes direction – before finding the net with a precise left-footed shot. He nearly claims a second five minutes before half-time, when he pounces onto a loose ball and chips just wide of the goal. Just before the end of the half, there’s time for him to somehow sidefoot just the wrong side of the post from a corner. Messi means business.


The second half continues in the same vein. A fierce Benzema header is saved by ter Stegen; Paco Alcácer’s toe-poke is blocked by Keylor Navas in the Madrid goal.


It’s time for Ronaldo to come back into focus. In the sixty-sixth minute, he attempts a stretching overhead kick which sails over the bar. Minutes later, Marco Asensio puts him through on goal, but he’s off-balance and blazes over.


The heavyweights are still trading blows, unwilling to concede ground. But then, in the seventy-third minute, the ball bobbles to Rakitić just outside the Madrid box. With six defenders in front of him, the Croatian international turns inside onto his left foot and bends a perfect shot into the corner of the net.


2–1 Barça.


Five minutes later, Madrid’s captain Sergio Ramos receives his fifth Clásico red card for a wild, two-footed challenge on Messi. It seems like game over, but then in the eighty-fifth minute, Madrid’s forgotten man, the Colombian attacker James Rodríguez, somehow arrives at the near post unmarked and spoons a shot into the roof of the net. As the clock ticks into the second minute of stoppage time, it is somehow Real who look the more likely winners.


A brilliant change of pace allows Barcelona’s Sergi Roberto some space in midfield and he finds André Gomes. The Portuguese slips the ball to Jordi Alba on the overlap, whose cutback falls into the path of – who else? – Lionel Messi. His low shot is unerring and the net bulges – the final kick of the match, his 500th goal for Barcelona. The Real Madrid fans are stunned into silence, the title race is back on. As he wheels away to celebrate, pumping his fists, he pulls off his shirt, holding it with arms stretched out to the crowd, still, as if his identity was in any doubt.


Of the several images of a memorable El Clásico, few will endure with such iconographic intensity as that of Messi, holding up his number 10 Barça shirt to the Bernabéu crowd.


The other slow-motion camera catches Ronaldo grimacing and lifting his arms to the sky with a look of frustration and disillusion. In the end, it was Messi’s willpower, resilience and shuffling magic that prevailed, even in hostile territory where he was the enemy’s main target.


Fans at the Bernabéu are even more exacting than those at Barcelona’s Nou Camp. Perhaps, for those in the Spanish capital, the political and cultural identity of the club matters less than winning football. They expect and demand the best from their star players, as those at the city’s nearby bullring do of the country’s best matadors, not least in encounters with their historic rival. They are an excitable, polarized, visceral, tribally obsessive lot, and yet capable of showing respect when it is due, even to the sworn enemy – just as the bullfight crowd can rise to applaud a brave bull. Messi was the man of the match in that El Clásico of April 2017, the undisputed hero, and the Madridistas knew it.


Not even Messi knew what moved him to that act of defiantly showing off his shirt. A man not known for articulating his feelings, Messi says afterwards that he did it as a tribute to the few hundred Barça fans who had endured the game up in the gods. But it is a cathartic moment. Perhaps, after all, he has it in him to carry his team across the line, to justify the faith those fans show in those who wear the shirt.


In the end, though, both teams won the remainder of their games, meaning that it was Real Madrid who won the League, by just three points. Messi won the battle, but Ronaldo the war. Just a week later, after sealing the League title, Ronaldo lay on the pitch, overcome by joy at the final whistle, as Real thumped Juventus 4–1 to claim the European Cup. He had scored two goals, his forty-first and forty-second of the season. It wasn’t enough to win him the Golden Shoe, though. That honour went to Lionel Messi.


Four months later, the Portuguese player was able to replicate Messi’s Bernabéu gesture in the Nou Camp during the first leg of the Spanish Super Cup. Or at least perform his own take. After scoring a goal, Ronaldo stripped off his shirt to reveal his sculptured torso to Barça fans. Almost as if to say, of all the things that Messi can do, he cannot do that.


What separates genius from the good, or even great, is the ability to evolve with the passing of time; not just to endure, but to mature, to create anew and still be inspirational, to remain decisively a cut above the rest.


By the time he was seventeen, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart had composed sublime music, including symphonies, sonatas, string quartets, masses, serenades and a few minor operas. The year leading up to his death in 1791, aged just thirty-five, was a period of intense production as well as personal rediscovery. During this time he composed some of his most famous works, including The Magic Flute and his unfinished Requiem.


As his rival Antonio Salieri puts it in Peter Shaffer’s play Amadeus, ‘Here again was the very voice of God.’1


This same ability to evolve is also present in sporting genius. Muhammad Ali was just twenty-two years old and still known as Cassius Clay when he became heavyweight champion of the world, but his most memorable fights came in his thirties: defeating George Foreman in Zaire, his three bouts against Joe Frazier, and, at the age of thirty-six, his victory over Leon Spinks that made him the first man to win the heavyweight title three times.


In June 2017, Rafa Nadal took possession of a special replica trophy to mark ‘La Decima’: his tenth French Open title. In terms of individual trophies won, Nadal had become as dominant on clay tennis courts as Usain Bolt on the athletics track, Tiger Woods in golf, Michael Jordan on the basketball court or Michael Phelps in the pool.


In top-flight football, as much as in any other elite sport, the awareness of mortality, the ease with which a player can go from their peak into a swift decline, from valued asset to beyond sell-by date, is often only too clear, sometimes with tragic consequences.


Among the greats, one thinks of George Best and Diego Maradona among those whose careers were cut short when they lost the desire for discipline, for improvement, for relevance, for regeneration. The all-too-brief white-hot intensity of their peak feels somehow part of their legend. Their relatively short periods of true excellence are in contrast to the more than ten years that Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo have not only repeatedly broken record after record with the consistency and volume of their goal scoring, but refigured what our conception of an elite footballer could be. Through it all, both have given football fans around the world unrivalled entertainment and joy with their unique abilities. It is arguable that we have become somehow numbed to their excellence. Had either one of them existed on their own, they would non-negotiably be the defining footballer of their generation.


Instead, the debate among millions of fans – over who should be considered the better player, and by logical extension, which of them is the greatest of all time – continues to rage in the background.


If one is looking for historic precedents for epoch-shaping rivalries in the world of sport, one thinks of another great cultural clash involving two great basketball stars, Larry Bird and Magic Johnson, and two great teams, Boston Celtics and Los Angeles Lakers. During the 1980s, this rivalry turned the NBA into a global blockbuster.


Johnson famously asserted that, for him, the eighty-two-game regular season was composed of eighty normal games, and two Lakers–Celtics games. For his part, Bird admitted that Johnson’s daily box score was the first thing he checked in the morning. What made the Johnson–Bird rivalry so great was not just the players’ excellence, but the way it involved a clash of personalities as well as cultures; between Hollywood flashiness and Boston/Indiana blue-collar grit. Less palatably, many in America loaded the country’s racial baggage onto the players’ backs.


Just as basketball did in the 1980s, twenty-first-century football has produced two differentiated megastars, playing for two great teams whose separate identities have been marked by history and politics, in a cultural clash that has extended over time.


This has not been a sporting rivalry in the classic sense of two individuals competing one to one, but they have converged across time and space as the central characters on football’s global stage, carrying the weight of their clubs’ and countries’ history on their shoulders and inspiring each other to ever greater heights. Rarely has the hype leading up to the games in which they’ve both played led to disappointment, with some of the most memorable Clásicos becoming the equivalent of a heroic duel in which the other players on the pitch seem to fade into the background.


For some football fans, the question of who is better seems to tip over into an almost moral issue of what football is and how it should be played. Power vs guile, chest-thumping bravado vs head-bowed modesty, the arching leap vs the shuffling weave. It just feels right that they should hate each other.


That, publicly, they have always tried to show a mutual respect, and have never conceded that they consider each other as rivals, does not seem to matter. Indeed, it makes it even more fun to speculate. Rumours continue to abound that there is tension. Dutch legend Ruud Gullit called their relationship ‘strange’ when he saw them interact at the 2013 Ballon d’Or ceremony, and yet the year before they had reportedly ‘hugged like children’, according to Fernando Torres. When Spanish football expert Guillem Balagué, in his biography of the Argentine, reported that Ronaldo’s nickname for Messi was ‘motherfucker’, Ronaldo released a statement on Facebook saying, ‘I have the utmost respect for all my professional colleagues, and Messi is obviously no exception.’ His own position is that it’s pointless to compare them: ‘Messi and I are as different as Ferrari and Porsche.’


However, they continue to live in each other’s light and shadow. The popular imagination defines them as each other’s nemeses, even in the context of a nine-month club season and global international tournaments, and in doing so feeds one of the most dramatic and financially lucrative narratives of modern sport.


Ronaldo and Messi’s cultural and social backgrounds, and their careers, could not be more different, but each has faced challenges from birth. Indeed, it is these differences and stumbling blocks that enriches and makes their biographies so fascinating to consider side by side, providing, as they do, a unique insight into the world of modern football.


There is the irony that although they have always kept their distance personally, perhaps no one can understand the pressures and demands of their lives better than the other.


This dual biography follows two separate and contrasting journeys, influenced by different personal circumstances and national cultures, from fraught childhood days and their troubled legacies, to the challenge of playing for the world’s most successful clubs in the frenzied colosseums of the Santiago Bernabéu and the Nou Camp, and to competing for the biggest and most lucrative team trophies and personal accolades the game has to offer.


The narrative highlights the extent to which sport, and particularly football, has been transformed in the modern era. It chronicles the transformation of two child prodigies into highly paid superstars guided by accountants, agents and lawyers, playing before not just the crowds in the stadiums but a global audience that follows the epic contest on satellite TV, billboards, social media and the internet, and which is desperate to marshal evidence of one or the other’s ascendancy.


I, for one, am not a great fan of statistics on their own – they reduce the game and players to the mechanics of a video game, lacking life and blood and soul. It ignores the fundamental nature of football – its sheer unpredictability – and the moments created by each player. Though they do it in very different ways, they both have the ability to leave players in their wake, not just beaten but entirely removed of purpose. I am yet to see a stat that successfully captures that.


However, since they have come to form part of many fans’ judgement in the digital age, I will draw on statistics throughout the book. As much as anything else, they are useful in quantifying the unremitting excellence that characterizes most of their time on a football pitch.


One of the reasons that the question of which of the two is the best remains unanswered, and is perhaps futile, is that neither player has lost his capacity to surprise us. Every time you think there might finally be an answer, that one of these football legends might have done something so brilliant that it confirms he truly is the world’s best, the other one responds by doing something equally phenomenal. A strictly unprejudiced view is that for as long as Ronaldo and Messi can play top-level football, we should simply sit back and enjoy it. Later, when they have retired, we can think back on the glory days and the unprecedented endurance of their reign.


And that is because each has shown an extraordinary ability to evolve their creativity and contribution to their respective teams, as if the rivalry was as much with themselves as with the other. Their ability to constantly self-improve has left other, younger, claimants to the throne trailing, but this book is written as they both begin the slow physical wind-down that is the fate of all elite athletes.


The following pages trace their contrasting lives and their convergence as the unrivalled superstars of one of the greatest and most enduring sporting spectacles of our times. Its highs and lows, its light and shadows – the very human story of two thoroughly modern icons.







   


1. MADEIRA



The boy, according to the astrological profile, is born destined to defy and overcome the handicap of his immediate circumstances . . .


He likes to be alone, and values his independence more than anything, but can also enjoy being the centre of attention, which will lead others to suspect him of arrogance. In fairness he is an honest guy, if occasionally temperamental.


On 5 February 1985, Dolores Aveiro, a thirty-year-old, long-suffering wife and hard-working mother of three children – a boy and two girls – gave birth to her second son.


In her memoir, published in Portuguese in 2015 under the title Mother Courage: The Life, Strength, and Faith of a Fighter, Dolores tells a Dickensian story of her early life. She was born in 1954 in the fishing village of Caniçal, on the Atlantic island of Madeira. She was brought up in an orphanage after her mother died and her father abandoned her. In her early adult years, she suffered and survived poverty, domestic violence and cancer.


Aged eighteen she married Dinis, and had three children – Hugo, Elam and Katia – during her first four years of marriage. Then she fell pregnant for the fourth time. She went to see a doctor to ask whether she could terminate the pregnancy, but he advised strongly against it. Abortion was illegal in Portugal at the time.


Dolores emerged from her consultation deeply depressed. A neighbour told her about a recipe that might just help her abort without seeking medical help. It involved drinking boiling black beer and running until fainting. After considering the ‘remedy’, Dolores’s Catholic upbringing and the doctor’s advice about the medical and legal risk she would be taking won out.


Cristiano Ronaldo Aveiro was born at 10.20 a.m. in the Cruz de Carvalho hospital in Funchal, the coastal capital of Madeira. Weighing four kilos and measuring fifty-two centimetres, he was above average in size. ‘With that size he will grow up to be a footballer,’ the gynaecologist told Dolores.


On both his mother and father’s side, Ronaldo was descended from islanders of Portuguese stock. A paternal great-grandmother, Isabel Risa Piedade, had been born in Praia, the capital of the Portuguese colony of Cape Verde, off the coast of West Africa.


The Aveiro marriage was defined by the fact that Dinis had been an alcoholic since before Ronaldo was born, and was slowly killing himself while struggling to hold down any kind of job. This is turn meant that Dolores had to spend long periods working away from her children. In her absence, the youngest of the siblings, Cristiano, was looked after by his elder sister, Katia. She took him to school and brought him home at the end of lessons, and helped him with his homework.


The names that Cristiano Ronaldo’s mother chose for him tell their own story: the first is an acknowledgement of her Catholic faith, the second is in deference to President Ronald Reagan.


Reagan, a blue-collar boy from Illinois, had worked as a sports commentator and actor before his meteoric rise in union politics saw him elected as governor of California. He then went on to become the most powerful man in the world.


In January 1985, Reagan had been sworn in for his second term as president after winning a landslide, and was well on his way to making more history by contributing to the breakup of the Soviet Union. Deep down, Dolores Aveiro longed for a fairytale rags-to-riches story of her own, one that would transform the misery of her marital life into something worthwhile.


On 25 April 1974, Dolores Aveiro was away working in France when Portugal liberated itself from decades of right-wing dictatorship, thanks to a Communist-supported, populist and largely bloodless military coup. It was popularly called the Revolution of the Carnations, given that its enduring image was that of soldiers with these flowers in the barrels of their guns, placed there by supportive civilians.


By 1985, the year of Ronaldo’s birth, the power of the pro-Soviet Portuguese Communist Party, and radical leftism generally, had dissipated in the country. As part of its bid, together with post-Franco Spain, to join the European Union, Portugal had become a politically moderate state.


Madeira, which traditionally had been more conservative than the mainland owing to its dominance by absentee landlords and foreign – mainly British – business interests, had become locally governed by centre-right and traditionally Catholic politicians, led by those in the anti-Communist Social Democratic Party (PSD).


Revolutionary pledges of a Portugal where poverty would be eradicated and all men and women become as they were born – equal – had proved illusory, and with it disappeared Dolores’s hope that the Aveiro family might emulate Ronaldo Reagan and reach the height of presidential power one day.


However, in a twist of fate, it was now that the destiny of Dolores Aveiro’s fourth-born became sealed, thanks to the decision of his often absent father to make his friend, Fernando Sousa, the young boy’s godfather. In 1985, Sousa was the captain of the local football club, Andorinha, where Dinis worked as an unofficial kit man, when not struggling to put in some hours as a municipal gardener close to the neighbourhood’s main bar.


In contrast to his friend Dinis, Sousa was in good health and was content in his part-time amateur sporting role. Indeed, the two men’s differing dispositions could be traced back to another twist of fate. Fernando had been saved from an experience that had proved traumatic for Dinis – a story I explored when I visited Madeira for the second time in 2016. It is to this story that I now turn, for without it one cannot begin to understand the redemptive nature of the life of Cristiano Ronaldo.


Late one afternoon in November 2016, I found myself being driven up a steep hill to a quiet and modest residential neighbourhood in Funchal. My destination was not far from Quinta de Falcão – the poor barrio where a former shantytown had been transformed into social housing units made of unpainted brick and wood. It was there that Cristiano Ronaldo had spent his childhood, in a three-roomed bungalow.


My guide was João Marquês de Freitas, a retired public prosecutor and influential fan and member of Sporting Clube de Portugal, often known in the UK as Sporting Lisbon. This institution would, of course, be where Ronaldo began his professional career.


For now, de Freitas’s contribution to our story was in his service as an army colonel during the early 1970s, in the last days of Portugal’s colonial presence in Africa – a protracted effort to hang on to its colonies of Angola, Mozambique and Portuguese Guinea, after armed independence movements had gathered pace in the 1960s.


As with many former colonial powers, the Portuguese have belatedly come to terms with the truth about those wars, but an enduring reticence about debating or examining the bad old days contributed to the neglect of the country’s war veterans. As Barry Hatton, author of The Portuguese, writes: ‘About 9,000 soldiers were killed and at least 12,000 wounded on the African battlefield. Like many armies, they were cheered when they left but forgotten when they returned.’1


I was thinking on this when my friend de Freitas volunteered to introduce me to former army colleagues in a war veterans’ club. The club was located in a converted nineteenth-century ammunitions depot overlooking the bay of Funchal. The round building of thick stone and the surrounding land had the atmosphere less of an arms dump than a surreal Latin American hacienda – the kind one expected Zorro to jump in and out of, or a modern-day drug trafficker to hide in.


Inside the main building was a large, simply decorated room overhung with wooden beams, its walls covered with scenes of heroic military exploits. It had been renovated, like so many other areas of Madeira, with generous EU funds, and was a belated government response to the needs of thousands of veterans who had survived the military campaign but returned to civilian life either physically injured or psychologically damaged, or both, but who had been forgotten by society as a whole.


Those who fought in Portugal’s colonial wars were destined, like the Americans who fought in Southeast Asia before them, to suffer long after they had ceased fighting because of poor medical and psychological support.


‘Being in the war meant narrowly escaping death after seeing one’s comrade in arms shot or blown up, or killing another human being because he was the enemy. Coming back, for some, was to feel abandoned by the society they had thought they were defending, and living haunted by nightmares that returned, time and time again, when you least expected them,’ de Freitas told me.


The veterans’ association secretary, retired Lieutenant Colonel Teixeira de Sousa, then pulled out a small index card. ‘Dinis Aveiro,’ he read, ‘Battalion Number 4910, Company number 3. Enlisted July 1974. Angola.’


Surviving veterans and their family members recall the last months of Portugal’s late colonial wars as a horrific experience, made worse by a gradual breakdown of discipline and morale. Gida, a sixty-year-old woman, recounted how her late older brother had served with Dinis Aveiro in Africa. Her brother had told her about the day he had seen four of his closest colleagues blown to bits by mortar shells while they were on patrol: ‘He reacted by dropping his rifle, and running away as fast as he could. He kept running and running until collapsing from exhaustion. He was later found by other Portuguese soldiers. When he returned to the mainland, every time he heard a cork pop, or a piece of cutlery hit a plate, he would dive under the table. He died without recovering from his mental breakdown.’


Other soldiers caught malaria, which left them barely able to move and shaking with bouts of heat and cold as the fever took hold. A generation of students or young working-class Portuguese were drafted into military service, most of them against their will. When not out on patrol or escorting trucks along roads studded with mines, they played cards, listened to rock music and smoked joints of local marijuana.


But most of all, they drank a lot of local beer which, unlike nonalcoholic beverages, was never in short supply. It was also essential drinking, because the local water was prone to be unsanitary and used only to wash and cook.


There is a surviving photograph of Dinis Aveiro from his time in Africa. He is sitting on the engine chassis of a car with his friend Alberto Martins. The thickset Martins, long haired and wearing sunglasses, wears an open, broad-collared shirt and bell-bottom trousers. In contrast, Dinis has short hair and is dressed in military fatigues. With a skinnier frame, he stares at the camera with deeply set eyes, unsmiling, tight-lipped, his torso even tenser than his face.


‘The young soldiers out in Africa began to drink a lot,’ Lieutenant Colonel de Sousa told me. ‘Sometimes out of boredom, but mainly out of fear, as an escape, as a denial of an existence they couldn’t handle. It was in Africa that soldiers became alcoholics. Those who returned to Madeira were particularly prone to addiction because the island – still very poor in the 1970s – had transformed its vineyards for domestic consumption as well as export. When they got back from the war, there was a lot of drink available and not much work.’


‘We were told we were there to keep the peace, but we were caught in the crossfire of rival factions, fire-fighting, trying to put out one fire and having another one blow up in our face,’ recalled another veteran, Fernando Luís, whose brother was in the same company as Dinis Aveiro.


After returning to civilian life, Luís refereed in the local regional football league, and of the days he crossed paths with Cristiano Ronaldo’s father, one endures in his memory more than any other.


It was before a game, and Luís was changing into his referee’s kit in the cramped, poorly equipped changing rooms that Andorinha shared with visitors. They heard a frantic thumping on the door and raucous cries of ‘Let the people in! Everyone wants to watch this match! Let them in!’


It was Dinis Aveiro, blind drunk, as he often was.


Aveiro’s increasingly irrational and tortured behaviour strained his marriage and distanced him from the few friends he had known from childhood, and those he had made prior to and during the war. And while the Andorinha clubhouse became a kind of second home to him for a while, he eventually squandered any respect anyone in the club might have had for him, beyond the fact that some held him indirectly responsible for putting Cristiano Ronaldo on the road to success.


If Ronaldo, in later years, could never bring himself to belittle or diminish his dad, it was because he owed his own motivation and ambition to making up for Dinis’s failings. From a young age, Cristiano set about proving he could not only conquer demons, but draw strength from confronting them.


The tall bell tower of the Church of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe looms over the hillside neighbourhood of San Antonio, and the adjacent, poor quarter of Quinta de Falcão, where Cristiano Ronaldo grew up. The church’s most venerated icons are the local St Anthony, the Immaculate Conception, our Lady of Sorrow, the Crucified Christ, and last but by no means least, Cristiano Ronaldo, for he was christened there.


Fernando Sousa, the godfather who was spared the military draft, will never forget the look of despair, verging on anger, on the face of the local parish priest as he and his half-drunk friend Dinis arrived half an hour late for Ronaldo’s baptism. The two men had spent the afternoon some thirty kilometres away at Andorinha’s match against local rival Ribeira Brava – Sousa, of course, played as team captain, while Dinis filled in as kit man when not retiring to the changing rooms for a top-up from his bottle of rough wine.


Many years later, Sousa would try and make light of the fact that he and the baby’s father nearly wrecked the entire ceremony. A less patient priest would have simply declared it null and void. Rather than blame Dinis’s drunkenness, Sousa blamed the bad state of the mountain road they had had to drive along in order to get to Funchal.


‘The match ended a bit later than we thought, we miscalculated the time it would take us. The priest was a patient type, thank God, but, more important, he was an Andorinha fan, so our excuse had his blessing in the end.’


Thus did football define the timing and nature of Cristiano Ronaldo’s admission into the Catholic Church, as well as his destiny. It was there, in that church of white stone and dark timber, as she stood waiting, clutching her latest child in her arms, that Dolores finally came to terms with the fact that she could not depend on her husband for her son’s wellbeing.


I had looked forward to my first meeting with Cristiano Ronaldo’s godfather with some trepidation. Even though the player, in young adulthood, had given control of his career to his agent Jorge Mendes, part of me wondered if Sousa had survived in the family saga as something of an enforcer.


As it turned out, Sousa was no Don Corleone, but rather a genial if slightly bumptious pensioner, who arrived late for our meeting in a small car, blaming his lateness on the fact that the hotel I was staying in would not let him park because he wasn’t a client, even though the owners were business partners of Ronaldo, his godson.


While he talked of having visited Madrid twice in recent years to watch Ronaldo play, Sousa seemed to have long since ceased to have regular contact with him. Nonetheless, he had been a major part of the formative years of his godson’s life – the early years of hardship and family trauma, which never included the word ‘abuse’, but were underpinned by a redemptive gloss which no one on the island of Madeira was prepared to contradict.


‘When you’re born into poverty, a toy, any toy is steeped in magic,’ I wrote in Hand of God, my biography of Diego Maradona,2 who was given his first football aged three by his Uncle Cirilo. The Aveiro home in Quinta de Falcão had no mobile phones, games consoles, tablet computers, voice-recognition puppies or robot kits. But it did have a football, which Sousa gave his godson after he had given him a toy car and he had thrown a tantrum.


From an early age, Ronaldo showed a burning ambition to be the best, even though he knew that the odds were stacked against him, not least because of the remoteness and outsider status of the island where he’d been born.


In that respect, it’s interesting to consider the long shadow cast by Eusébio de Silva Ferreira, the Mozambiquan-born Portuguese national, considered one of the greatest players of the twentieth century. Eusébio, as he became more popularly known, moved from his native Mozambique when it was still a Portuguese colony to Lisbon, where he played for Benfica and Portugal’s national squad. A great inside-forward, Eusébio possessed a staggeringly effective right foot with flowing control and explosive acceleration, and could leave defenders trailing in his wake. He could also dribble and was good in the air. A superb athlete, he was graceful in movement as well as enormously powerful.


Closer to Africa than to the European mainland, and a natural stopoff point for those travelling across the Atlantic, the island of Madeira had always struggled with its identity. As a staging post for trade for centuries, its population became diverse and cosmopolitan for somewhere so remote. Yet that same trade only enriched the few, and the gap between rich and poor on the island has been profound since the seventeenth century. Both foreign settlers and Portuguese landowners built palatial houses with large manicured gardens, filled with exotic plants and flowers, contrasting with the poorer neighbourhoods’ rudimentary huts, or, later, workers’ bungalows and council flats subsidized by the state, such as the one in which Ronaldo’s family lived.


Ronaldo’s success has put the island on the map for new generations, and the pride that the island has in him is not just as a Madeiran but as a Portuguese citizen. He is part of both the island’s and the nation’s sense of self-worth, for Portugal has spent most of her history regarding herself as one of Europe’s underdogs.


As Hatton points out in The Portuguese: ‘A common sentiment among the Portuguese is that the odds are stacked against them, that they are playing a losing game with fate.’ He quotes Fernando Pessoa, one of Portugal’s greatest poets, who in 1928 described the nation as ‘slumbering’ since the maritime feats of the glorious Age of Discovery, its fate determined by foreigners, and, in Hatton’s words, ‘doomed to be a B-list country.’3


Fertile ground, then, for someone determined to defy the personal and social circumstances of his upbringing.


In his childhood, Cristiano played his first football games on the unpaved streets near his home, with stones piled up as goalposts, and sometimes only a wall as a teammate. The location of the neighbourhood, on a steep hill, meant that from an early age Cristiano would face arduous walks to school and back. With the strength of his legs and feet and his balance severely tested, he would make his way along rough, narrow paths, with a sheer drop on either side. Cristiano became streetwise and physically resilient.


‘The street gives you cockiness. If you are born in a poor neighbourhood you step out, or they step on you. Cristiano was aware of that from the day he could walk,’ recalled family friend Rui Santos, who was president of Andorinha, Cristiano’s first football club.


There is one ‘official’ family memory that has the young Cristiano following his father – the kit man – as he carried a huge bag of balls around with him, and Sousa giving him one of them, with Dinis’s blessing.


‘Dinis was really proud of his youngest child from the first day he came into the world,’ Sousa told me as we sat drinking coffee in Madeira’s biggest shopping mall, ignored by the passing public. The ‘godfather’ clung onto those childhood memories, for they placed him, for a brief period, at the centre of the life of a future superstar.


‘Cristiano was, in his childhood years, playing for Andorinha, rather like his father; thin, and very agile. Of course he didn’t drink, but he also didn’t eat much and when he played football he was very fast and moody.


 ‘His dad called him the “little rat”, because of the way he dribbled round the other boys. And Cristiano always wanted to win! He would argue with his teammates and cry if he missed a goal or the team lost.’


Ronaldo played for Andorinha for two years, when he was seven and eight. One of the local kids who played with him, Ricardo Santos, the son of the club president Rui, remembered that Cristiano was not particularly strong and was not the tallest of his group – although he was certainly not the smallest: ‘He was good and could score goals and he always wanted to win, and yes he had a temper and would indeed burst into tears if he lost.’


Ricardo now trains young children, when not managing the clubhouse bar at the all-weather turf grounds Andorinha have built since the days Ronaldo was there. In his day, the local boys had to settle for a rougher, unturfed surface that the club shared with a school. While Ronaldo went on to become a major global sporting icon, Ricardo Santos stayed more or less in the place he had kicked his first football. It was unclear whether his reluctance to talk much about his childhood teammate stemmed from a scarcely repressed resentment at having lost out on the lottery of life, or loyalty to a former teammate.


By contrast, his father Rui is a small dynamo of a man. I met him at the foot of the main staircase in the municipal building of San Antonio Funchal, where he had been elected as the council leader. He asked me to wait while he settled a dispute between two social workers over a room that had been double booked, then took me up to his spartan office.


Rui Santos was only thirteen when the Portuguese Revolution broke out in 1974 – ‘I felt the younger people were happy but the older people not so much’ – so was also spared conscription and the subsequent trauma suffered by Dinis. He befriended Ronaldo’s parents, and at one point offered them both work in his uncle’s artisan wicker factory. He also witnessed at close quarters the deterioration of their marriage as Dinis’s alcohol addiction grew, making it impossible for him to get full-time employment.


Meanwhile, as president, Rui spent many weekends watching Cristiano play his first club games for Andorinha: ‘When he was a kid, his technique set him apart from the others. He learnt step-overs, was fast, and had a hunger for goal, although I would be lying to you if I told you that I knew then what he was destined to become,’ Rui recalled.


But if Cristiano Ronaldo had yet to develop the physique and skills that would turn him into a superstar, it was only a matter of time before someone identified his potential, and that person was his godfather.


Compared to mainland Europe, football as popular pastime took root belatedly in Madeira. One of the island’s more flourishing export businesses, that of wine, was run by well-resourced British families educated in English public schools, who had grown up playing rugby and golf. Unlike their nineteenth- and early twentieth-century compatriots in mainland Iberia and South America, the British in Madeira showed no interest in importing football. Thus football on the island developed more slowly, its following further handicapped by the mountainous terrain and poor communications and infrastructure which left many parts of Madeira isolated.


What it lacked in early foreign influence, however, it made up for with a strong sense of regional identity, underlined by a traditional insularity. The island’s oldest surviving major clubs, Club Sport Marítimo and Nacional, were both founded in 1910, when Madeira felt the aftershock of political upheaval on mainland Portugal. In that year, the monarchy was overthrown and a republic proclaimed, but Portuguese football didn’t keep pace with social change, and was destined for decades of underachievement, not least in Madeira.


When Cristiano Ronaldo was born in 1985, Madeira had little to boast of in football terms. Of the island’s clubs, only Marítimo had managed to win the Portuguese championship, in 1926, and became Madeira’s only permanent presence in the Portuguese League from the early 1970s.


By contrast, Nacional earned an early reputation less for its football than for its cultural eclecticism, spreading its thin resources across a number of locally popular activities like volleyball, hockey and swimming. One of the club’s enduring legends was the athletic and strikingly handsome swimmer José da Silva, known as ‘Saca’, who set new 1,500 and 1,000-metre freestyle national records in the late 1940s, before seeing his popularity increase as a result of his long-distance swims, including a successful crossing of the English Channel.


In Nacional’s official illustrated history, published in 2010 to commemorate the club’s centenary, Saca is one of two club icons given considerable coverage. The other is Cristiano Ronaldo, who played in Nacional’s junior teams for two seasons in the mid-1990s and who, a matter of weeks after signing, found himself taking a central place in the team photograph as captain.


The photograph shows Ronaldo standing stiffly, arms held behind his back like a military cadet and with a more intense, seemingly self-confident look than any of his teammates, from whom he seems aloof. In the image, Ronaldo already seems to define himself as someone who is the leader because he believes he is, and as someone on the road to the top. As he put it in an interview in 2010, recalling those early days at Nacional, ‘I felt that I was different. Why? I don’t know, maybe because I was more ambitious.’


In truth, he might have stayed on the island of Madeira, gradually fading into oblivion, had it not been for his godfather and mother deciding that the club they were fans of, Nacional – rather than its more historically successful and seemingly better-resourced rival Marítimo, which Dinis supported – was the next step up after Andorinha.


The traditional gap between Marítimo and Nacional had been narrowing for years, thanks to science professor turned football manager António Lourenço, who was appointed head of Nacional’s youth development programme in 1978.


Learning from the experience of leading Portuguese mainland clubs like Benfica and Sporting, Lourenço convinced senior executives and other backers to help finance a significant investment in new training techniques, diet and medical assistance. The programme expanded the club’s reach across the island’s school system in a concerted effort to tap the largest pool of available talent, with the ultimate aim of Nacional producing a senior team capable of competing successfully in the upper echelons of the Portuguese leagues.


Thanks to Lourenço, by the early 1990s, when it came to deciding on Cristiano Ronaldo’s next step up, there was little to choose between Marítimo and Nacional, and both clubs were interested. The fact that Dinis was actually a Marítimo fan counted for very little in the decision-making process, perhaps other than reinforcing Dolores’s determination to stick to Nacional, on Fernando Sousa’s advice.


One somewhat farcical version of what happened next has Bernardino Rosa, the head of recruitment at the Marítimo academy, missing an allegedly crucial meeting that had been arranged by Andorinha because of a poorly organized schedule. Nacional’s representative was present, Rosa was not.


But, according to Rui Santos, the president of Andorinha at the time, the move to Nacional was a done deal, with or without the Marítimo meeting going ahead. The key factor was the friendship that Fernando Sousa had with senior officials and staff at Nacional, among them the youth coach António Mendoça, who had been scouting for talent and had expressed his admiration for Cristiano.


When I caught up with Santos more than twenty years later, he remained philosophical about how he had ended up handing over his star player. ‘Nacional just had better resources to develop him as a player and allow him to make that next step,’ he said. In fact, Santos not only had little say in the decision but the move didn’t much matter to him at the time – he claims that no one on the island foresaw the superstar that Ronaldo would eventually become. The ‘deal’ involved a very modest transfer payment in Portuguese escudos, equivalent to about £1,500, and two sets of semi-complete cast-off football kits – shorts, socks and boots, but no shirts, as the clubs’ colours didn’t match.


‘Dolores was the decisive factor,’ Fernando Sousa told me, ‘because she told me she wanted Nacional and she looked to me as the person who had Cristiano’s best interests at heart, and as someone who protected him. That was my duty as a godfather.’


After arriving at Nacional aged ten, Ronaldo showed from early on his potential, playing seven-a-side and later eleven-a-side, often competing against boys from older teams. One youth coach there at the time, Pedro Talinhas, recalled: ‘He was very good technically, he was very good with both feet. His objective was to score beautiful goals. He was fast, great at shooting, he was already powerful.’


His exceptional speed, dribbling and finishing were apparent to the youth coaching staff, but so was his resilience. As Mendoça recalled: ‘Street football had taught him how to avoid being hit, sidestep the opponent and face up to kids much bigger than he was. It had also strengthened his character – he was extremely courageous.’


By eleven years of age, Cristiano was also showing the emotional volatility that would come to be seen as a characteristic of his game.  ‘When Nacional was losing, he’d be playing and crying at the same time,’ Talinhas recalled.


According to Talinhas, the player’s ‘troublesome temperament’ included a lack of team spirit. From his early days at Nacional, he showed a tendency, once he had picked up the ball, to run with it and keep running with it, rather than pass it, with only one aim in his head – to score a goal. Coaching staff saw their main challenge as trying to get Ronaldo to see football as a collective sport, where each player, not just him, had a part to play.


At the same time, they recognized that Ronaldo’s self-belief was a fundamental part of his character. It was a response he drew from within himself to the adversity that had haunted him from birth. It was not just that he had learnt to play football on the rough streets, and developed his stamina and physique walking up and down steep slopes. The fact that his father made a habit of turning up to watch him play at Nacional, but seemingly remained disconnected from what he saw, was both an embarrassment and an incentive to play better.


In his analysis of the internal dynamic forces which motivate creativity among iconic figures, the distinguished English psychiatrist Anthony Storr notes how ambition can sustain self-esteem and develop as a motivating force in response to deprivation of parental affection in childhood.


In Cristiano’s case, there seems little doubt that his childhood was overshadowed by the alcoholism of his father, whose condition made him incapable of providing the support and encouragement his talented child craved.


In Ronaldo, the authorized 2015 documentary directed by Anthony Wonke, which was filmed with the support of Ronaldo and his agent Jorge Mendes, there are two striking images of Dinis: one a framed photograph of a gaunt, unshaven man with a vacant stare, hung on an otherwise undecorated white wall in Cristiano’s Madrid home; the other a video clip of a similarly wasted figure, looking awkward and disengaged, but managing a smile and a token show of affection towards his son, in a rare glimpse of family life in the early days in Madeira.


The family life that Ronaldo experienced as a child was far from normal. As he himself recalls in that documentary: ‘My father was drunk almost every day. It was very difficult to get to know him. I never had a connection with him. I feel frustrated he wasn’t around more.’4


Cristiano Ronaldo would not only survive but draw strength from early hardships. His self-belief, based on a trust in his talent and hard work, fuelled his desire to seek ‘the recognition and acclaim which accrue from external achievement’. Words written by Anthony Storr about the psyche of Winston Churchill.


Dolores Aveiro likes to tell the story of when Ronaldo fell ill with flu before the final of a regional competition. She wanted him to stay in bed, but he insisted on playing. ‘If I feel too ill, they can always substitute me,’ he told her.5 They never did substitute him. He played and helped the team win the tournament.


At Nacional, Cristiano Ronaldo showed a tendency to argue with his teammates. The other boys put up with it only because he proved a prolific goal scorer, and he became a key element in Nacional’s youth category success, with the team often beating opponents by a margin of nine or ten goals. Cristiano spent two years with the Madeiran club, enhancing his reputation on the island and catching the attention of scouts from the Portuguese mainland.







   


2. ROSARIO



If Bilbo Baggins had existed in real life, he may have shown a striking similarity to a young Lionel Messi. For Bilbo, in J. R. R. Tolkien’s novel, is the most heroic of the hobbits, a diminutive, shy race nevertheless capable of great courage and amazing feats under the right circumstances. Bilbo’s rites of passage were also made in exile, after moving from one mythical kingdom to another in search of his destiny.


The Messi legend had an inauspicious beginning. Unlike another stocky Argentine, who was to overshadow much of his adult career, Lionel Andrés Messi’s birth on 24 June 1987, just a few minutes before six a.m., was not announced in mythical terms. For Lionel Messi there was not a star glowing in the southern hemisphere, as legend claims there was at Maradona’s birth. Nor did Messi come out, like Diego, kicking, with his mother letting out a cry that many years later would be echoed by commentators around the world. GOOOOOOOL!


On the day Messi was born, many Argentines would have been celebrating the anniversaries of three icons – the births of the racing driver Juan Manuel Fangio and literary giant Ernesto Sabato, and the death of Carlos Gardel, the legendary tango singer. Despite these precedents, Lionel’s birth was a mundane affair, with minimum excitement. Doctors had diagnosed foetal distress and had thought of delivering with forceps. It proved unnecessary. The third son of Celia Cuccittini and her husband Jorge was born without complications in Rosario’s Hospital Garibaldi. Baby Lionel was small in frame – he weighed 3.6 kilograms and measured 47 centimetres, and had ancestral roots shared somewhere in that Middle Earth between Italy and Spain. His older brothers were Rodrigo and Matías. A sister, María, would come later.


Although Argentina was originally colonized by Spaniards, its growth as a modern nation was down to a mixture of mainly European immigrants, led by the Italians. By the end of the 1920s, Italians comprised about 42 per cent of the total influx of immigrants to Argentina. Rosario, the riverside city at the heart of the fertile temperate prairies, or pampas, where the Messis had settled, had seen its immigrant population mushroom in the second half of the nineteenth century, owing to the productivity of its surrounding land and the trade that went through its port, but also thanks to the expansion of the British-built railways, whose engineers and workers founded the country’s first football clubs.


Rosario’s population spoke Spanish with an Italian intonation, and generated a political, social and religious culture that was as much Italian as Hispanic in its intrigue, corruption and superstitions. Its most popular sport, however, had distinctly English roots. The city’s two major football clubs, Rosario Central and Newell’s Old Boys, were founded in 1889 and 1903 respectively – Central by English railway workers and Newell’s by an English teacher from Kent, Isaac Newell.


The Messi ancestral tree, though, had grown from Catalan as well as Italian roots. His paternal great-grandmother had been born in Tragó de Noguera, a small municipality that was deliberately flooded as part of a Franco-era hydroelectric scheme. Messi’s forebear, Rosa Gese, was long gone, having emigrated to Argentina in the 1920s. Other traces of Messi’s Catalan ancestry survive. I was shown them by a retired teacher turned diligent local historian, Ana Miralles, about an hour’s drive from the now-ruined Noguera, in the village of Bellcaire d’Urgell. It is there that another of Messi’s paternal great-grandparents, José Pérez Solé, was born in the nineteenth century.


Bellcaire is a somewhat down-at-heel village; most of the young adults have migrated to northern Europe in search of work. On the day I visited, the village bar was occupied by unemployed barflies and pensioners, playing cards or collapsed over their wine jars. Not a romantic source of Messi’s connection to Catalonia. It was in the ancient church, following a discovery of its hidden archive, that Ana Miralles had found a crucial birth certificate that allowed her to trace Messi’s ancestors through various generations, until the two lines converged on a transatlantic liner called, appropriately, El Catala – the Catalan. It was aboard El Catala that Rosa Mateu I Gesé met José Pérez de Solé. The two settled in Rosario and had three children, one of whom, Rosa María Pérez, married an Italian immigrant called Eusébio Messi, grandfather of Lionel.


Catalan and Italian roots converged still further when Lionel’s father, Jorge, married Celia Cuccittini, the daughter of Italian immigrants. Celia is named after her mother, Messi’s much-adored grandmother and the woman he immortalizes by pointing to the heavens every time he scores a goal (she died in 1998).


It was Grannie Celia who used to reassure Messi when he was a mere toddler and holding his first ball, telling him not to worry about his small size, but to dream of becoming the best footballer in the world one day – as good as Diego Maradona, who a year before Messi was born had dazzled the globe during the World Cup in Mexico.


The recollections of boyhood teammates and grainy video footage leave little room for doubt that, from early childhood, Lionel Messi was possessed of enormous vitality and a natural talent for football. But, of course, he was also very small.


Almost as soon as he learnt to walk and run, Lionel found himself drawn into the improvised kick-arounds and matches that took place in the streets and square near his family home at number 525 Estado de Israel, an unassuming medium-sized house of painted concrete in a lower-middle-class neighbourhood of Rosario. The neighbourhood that Messi was born into was not one of the rougher ones of the Zona Sur, the south side of the city, but much of Rosario – a city of pervasive extremes – is a patchwork of speculative housing development and overlapping neighbourhoods, where social divisions are often not geographically delineated.


Lionel was part of an intimate group made up of his brothers Rodrigo (seven years older), Matías (five years older) and his cousins Maxi (three years older) and Emanuel (one year younger) Biancucchi, both of whom went on to become professional footballers. Lionel and the others used the patio of his house as a training pen, and the walls of nearby houses to practise passing and goal scoring. The little group provided a protective circle for Messi; while he was conscious from an early age that he was smaller than the others, they noted in him courage and skill that was based not on any natural physical superiority, but on a determination to be tough in spite of his lack of height and muscle.


The Messi brothers’ father, Jorge, looked on whenever work allowed, and went to watch all his sons play in competitive matches, taking a particular interest in Lionel from his early days at a local youth team, for it was soon evident that he had a special talent with the ball.


It was Grandoli Football Club, not far from the banks of the Paraná River, in a rough, working-class neighbourhood on the outskirts of Rosario, where Messi played between the ages of five to almost seven. The club, funded by local parents, was the brainchild of Salvador Aparicio, a retired railway worker who thought organized football – with training, games, and a local league cup to compete for – might be a good way of keeping some of the local kids out of trouble.


Grandoli was within walking distance of the Messi family home. Football proved a social leveller, bringing Lionel together with children of more deprived backgrounds, who were on a poorer diet and lived in makeshift shanties of scrap metal, loose bricks and cardboard – dwellings much like Maradona’s childhood home in Villa Fiorito, a suburb of Buenos Aires.


Many goals were scored, first at Grandoli and then at Newell’s Old Boys, which he joined at just six years of age. Early footage shows Messi during his first year with Newell’s, dribbling the ball through a team of players of similar age but twice his size. During the six years Messi played for Newell’s, he scored almost 500 goals as part of a team that achieved a legendary reputation and became known as La Máquina (The Machine).


Messi’s birthright, it seemed, was to be invincible. La Máquina swept all before them, going unbeaten for three years in seven-a-side games, and then, after they had graduated to the eleven-a-side format at age eleven, winning competitions in both Argentina and Peru. His teammates remember Messi losing his normal reserve when someone didn’t pass him the ball when he wanted it, or when he missed a chance. But if Messi seemed insatiable in his hunger for goals, neither his courage nor his skill were alone sufficient to deliver on his ambition to grow up, as his beloved grandmother dreamed for him, to be a player as good as Maradona.


The people of Rosario felt a particular sense of collective humiliation after the Falklands War of 1982, for its main association with it was not a heroic one. The president of Argentina, General Leopoldo Galtieri, who had sparked the war by plotting and leading the invasion of the islands, was earlier in his career the officer in charge of an infamous military battalion based in Rosario, known as Battalion 121. It was one of the military units, following the coup of 1976, that was involved in the torture and disappearance of thousands of civilians.


Lionel’s father, Jorge Messi, did his military service in his late teens, during the bloody regime of the juntas. He then applied for and got a job on the shop floor of Acindar, a steel company founded during the Second World War, which grew in the post-war years into a major state enterprise managed by the Argentine military and their civilian allies.


Following the collapse of the military regime after the Falklands War, General Galtieri was among several military officers given heavy prison sentences for human rights violations. Evidence produced by state prosecutors included the repression of trade union activists in some of the factories owned by Acindar, and the illegal detention, torture and execution without trial of numerous political dissidents by army units like Rosario’s Battalion 121.


Army veterans from those years of internal repression claimed that conscripts doing their military service simply followed orders, and that the torture and summary executions involved smaller numbers of specifically tasked killers. There is no suggestion that Messi’s father was one of the killers.


The main factories of the military industrial complex, including those owned by Acindar, were taken out of the control of the Argentine armed forces and privatized after the restoration of democracy in 1984. By then, Jorge Messi had risen from the factory floor to secure a well-paid job as supervisor. The neighbourhood where he and his family lived had for years grown under the shadow of Battalion 121 – the buildings and playing fields of its large military compound dwarfed the primary school where the Messi children were sent.


Then, as now, Rosario was a town where you were well advised to watch your step, and not just on the bumpy football turf. In its modern history, the sprawling riverside port had gained a reputation for living dangerously. Nicknamed ‘the Chicago of the South’, it had become a centre for the modern slavery trade and international drug trafficking, when not the setting for periodic political protest and violent repression by the state.


It was a town which was nonetheless proud of its relatively modern cultural legacy and its enduring passion for football. It had produced three of Argentina’s most popular singers – Fito Páez, Litto Nebbia and Juan Carlos Baglietto – and one of the country’s most talented literary figures, the cartoonist and writer Roberto Fontanarrosa, who created the gaucho Inodoro Pereyra, a nobly spirited if luckless cowboy, and also wrote lyrically about football.


Among the players who began their career in Rosario was the World Cup winner and later director of sport at Real Madrid, Jorge Valdano. Rosario is also the town that produced two of the most famous coaches in Argentine football history – César Menotti and Marcelo Bielsa. ‘There are other more cultured cities,’ Menotti commented once, ‘but in Rosario what matters more than anything else is football. Rosario loves football.’1


Both Menotti and Bielsa, each in their own way, made of football a refined art, both in the way they talked about the sport and the carefully choreographed team tactics and creative individualism they encouraged. Bielsa is popularly known as El Profesor – such is his cerebral approach to the game, and his tendency towards eccentricity. Among his disciples is Pep Guardiola who, just before his time as coach of FC Barcelona, famously disappeared on a three-day ‘retreat’ with Bielsa in Argentina, during which the two men did nothing other than drink, eat and talk incessantly about football.


The passion for football in Rosario has also combined with the city’s edge to produce one of the most violent local club rivalries to be found anywhere in the world – that between Rosario Central and Newell’s Old Boys. When Messi was growing up in Rosario, as part of a family united in its unquestioning support for Newell’s, football there gained its reputation as much for what occurred off the pitch as on it, with its modern history tainted by the corruption and violence that characterized economic life and local and national politics.


The historic rivalry between Newell’s and Rosario Central has often deteriorated into gang warfare between rival fans, who go by the names respectively of Leprosos (Lepers) and Canallas (Scoundrels). The origin of the terms was Newell’s Old Boys’ request at some point during the 1920s that Rosario Central play them in a benefit match to raise funds to fight leprosy, of which there were still cases occurring in northern parts of Argentina and other neighbouring Latin American countries. The request was turned down by Rosario Central, as the club suspected that the funds might be misappropriated, although Newell’s put down the rejection to sheer bloody-mindedness.


From that moment, Newell’s fans called their rivals ‘scoundrels’, and the Central fans hit back by calling Newell’s ‘lepers’. The terms would regularly dominate local murals, which in turn delineated the club loyalties of specific neighbourhoods. Territories, which sometimes cut across each other, were aggressively defended by fans of one club or the other as part of a permanent communitarian civil war, with club organizations mirroring each other in their lack of transparency and accountability and in the way they disposed of assets or invested in players and property – all of which was closely linked to the drugs trade and money laundering throughout the 1980s and 1990s.


Such was the bad blood in local football during Messi’s childhood that the clubs even disputed the legacy of Rosario’s most famous political icon – Ernesto Guevara de la Serna, more popularly known as Che Guevara. Guevara was born in Rosario into a middle-class family, but the family did not live there for long before moving north to Córdoba, where Ernesto went to school and later studied medicine.


In his biography of Guevara, the left-wing Argentine author Hugo Gambini – himself an ex-guerrilla fighter – claims that the young Guevara became a fan of Rosario Central simply because the club name included the name of his birthplace, and because he wanted to be different to most of his classmates, who were supporters of Buenos Aires giants Boca Juniors and River Plate. He recounts El Che answering with delight whenever he was asked where he was from: ‘I am a Rosarino’, ignoring the fact he knew almost nothing about the city and had certainly never seen the team play.


In 1952, Guevara, then a twenty-four-year-old medical student roughing it with his friend Alberto Granado on a Norton 500 motorbike, had a chance meeting with the future Real Madrid star Alfredo Di Stéfano when the Argentine-born player was playing for Millonarios, the Colombian club. Granado and Guevara, unshaven and unwashed after many days on the road, asked Di Stéfano for tickets to a football match in the capital Bogotá, a request the player was only too happy to comply with after taking pity on what he took to be two out-of-luck fellow Argentines. So it was that – for one time only – the world’s most famous guerrilla fighter and one of the best players in the history of football appeared in the same stadium.


The early home-video shots taken by Jorge Messi of his third son playing his first football games show an undersized boy, dwarfed by the others of the age group, defiant and determined, seemingly intent on replicating Maradona as he picks up the ball and dribbles end-to-end, the ball stuck to his foot.


Jorge, never far from his boy whenever he played matches, filmed the young Lionel playing so frequently partly because his son showed little interest in anything else. Jorge was also consciously building up a record of his youngest son’s genius as a prime asset, and as part of an investment in his and the family’s future.


When he was a part of La Máquina at Newell’s youth section, Lionel was brought on at half-time during a first-team League match and, before an astonished crowd, gave an exhibition of his skills, juggling the ball from one foot to the other with a dexterity which instantly convinced one of his first coaches, Quique Dominguez, that he was something special. The year was 1996, and Lionel Messi was nine years old. The prodigy’s profile was already growing.


Others began to think of another genius when they saw the tricks the little Messi could perform with the ball. During a victory parade of the Newell’s first team, when Messi did his party piece and played with the ball like a juggler, the stadium chorused ‘¡¡Maradó, Maradó!!’


Thus, from an early stage, did the Messi story seem destined to have as its point of reference that of an earlier legend. Back in 1971, Maradona, aged ten, was brought on at half-time during a first division match between Argentinos Juniors and Independiente, also to show off his tricks.


In 2016, I met Quique Dominguez in Rosario. The son of a Syrian immigrant, he was as portly in his retirement as he had been when a coach. (For his part, Messi saw in his coach a reassuring if slightly overweight father figure. He used to call Quique ‘Father Christmas’.) Quique retained the engaging informality of an Arab street trader, one unspoilt by conceit, despite the fact he had played a not insignificant role in the story of a football icon.


‘My first eye contact with Leo Messi was during that half-time period, when I saw this undersized boy with a ball bigger than his head, doing little tricks so that it never fell from his boots. I thought, This guy is a magician, not just a football player. Within two years I was his coach, and that of the brilliant so-called Class of 87. Everyone was talking about how brilliant they were, and that was because there was one player in particular who was quite simply out of this world. But I was also struck by just how small he continued to be compared to others. In the changing room, he would always put his shirt on with his back to us. I later realized that he was trying to hide from us how fragile he looked, for I saw his chest. It was very sunken.’


The young Messi did not look, as Maradona had at the same age, an unwashed urchin, escaped from a piece of wasteland. His skin was lighter, his long hair better groomed; not a shantytown kid at all but one who had just taken a break from school lessons to put on the oversized Newell’s football kit, which hung from him like a drenched overcoat.


One film clip shows Messi playing in a sports centre where Newell’s youngsters played seven-a-side. The boy Messi plays with the confidence and poise of an adult player, even if his shirt and shorts are too big for him. The sight of this boy’s love for the ball filled Quique and others who watched with a sense of a future, a belief that Argentine football had the capacity to continue to nourish itself, invent something new.


Looking back over those years, Messi would insist he didn’t have any idols when he was a child, but did follow the fortunes of Pablo Aimar. The statement seemed a deliberate effort not to be drawn into comparisons with Maradona, a god few Argentines believed or wished could be dethroned in the mythological pantheon. Aimar was a good player, although obviously lacking the sublime skills of Maradona. What made Aimar a more acceptable role model for the shy, retiring, football-obsessed Messi was that he was a model professional, not identified with the celebrity and drugs culture in which Maradona immersed himself after Mexico ’86.


Much like the young Cristiano Ronaldo, and the young Maradona before them, Messi did not like losing or not getting his way. He would throw little tantrums when playing cards, or when he didn’t feel like going to school, or when he missed a chance on the pitch. A famous Messi family story is that of the young boy getting locked inside his house alone by mistake, just before he was due to head off to play in a match. He broke a bathroom skylight, crawled through it and climbed down to the street rather than miss the match. He arrived at the game to find Newell’s two goals down with only a few minutes left. Messi was quickly subbed on, and scored two in a rapid-fire comeback, including the winner.


As one of his teammates at the time, Gerardo Grighini, would later recall in an interview with the Argentine newspaper Perfil:


‘Messi was a real son of a bitch, but in the good sense of the term. Because when he played he was terrifying: he would take the ball and run past any opponent he wanted. Once, when we were playing in a youth game, Clásico against Rosario Central, he scooped the ball over the same defender – a classic sombrero trick – five times during the match, and maintained possession each time. You could hear the defender’s dad, out of sheer frustration, screaming, “Kill him, kill him.” He didn’t, of course. He couldn’t have done so even if he’d wanted to.’2


Young Lionel was not only having to develop mental fortitude on the pitch. When Messi had first started playing at Grandoli, his mother would stay behind to deal with the domestic chores, in between her hours at a magnet manufacturing workshop. With Jorge also often working long hours, it was his beloved grandmother, Celia, who had accompanied Lionel the fifteen blocks from home to the sports ground and back again. All the while offering encouragement and support to the slight child. He was just ten years old when Celia was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. The degenerative disease drained her mentally and physically, and she died just short of Messi’s eleventh birthday. Lionel was so distraught that at her funeral he clung to her coffin, weeping uncontrollably. ‘For Leo, it was like losing a part of himself,’ wrote one of Messi’s earlier biographers, the Catalan journalist Toni Frieros.3


One more story from this period has come to seem significant. It has the ten-year-old Messi playing Nintendo at a friend’s house with a group of other boys. Before the game began, the friend would produce football shirts with different club colours, and each of those present was free to choose his favourite colours to wear while they played. Messi always chose those of FC Barcelona.
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