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PREFACE

Planet Football








I’m able to say that I’m a happy man, because I’ve had the support of so many of you to help me reach where I am today. And it is because of football that I have achieved whatever I have achieved. Every goal I scored, every goal we celebrated, was intensely felt–whether the first or the thousandth.

I’m happy because I’ve shared football pitches, and shots, and indeed much of my life, with players like Tostão, Garrincha, Clodoaldo, Pepe, Rivelino, Gilmar, Bellini, Jairzinho, Zagallo and so many others. I have lived through football’s golden years; the Brazil teams of 1958, ’62 and ’70 brought football to the whole world, made people fall in love with it. Our joyful way of playing gave the rest of the world a taste for this marvellous sport. In that time we spread a real passion for football–a passion that seems to be passed on in the genes, as children are born with a love for this game already in their hearts.

A boy who played with a ball made of socks, who moved on to play with a professional ball, on professional pitches, in teams that made history. I saw the world, met great people–wonderful people. I never expected to fly so high.

I’ll never forget my team-mates from the national squad or my domestic club, Santos. Our time was a pure one, innocent, almost rough-and-ready, in the sense of the simplicity which was within our reach, before technology invaded our lives. There was nothing modern in our day. Our strip was made of coarse cotton, our shorts were short and our boots heavy. Those shorts–I think it’s funny watching old games where players have their whole legs and thighs showing; it’s all so much more elegant today. Football itself has changed too, with time, and there have been many improvements to the rules.

But the rules would mean nothing without all those idols who have to interpret them on the pitch; without whom we wouldn’t have the spectacle that football has come to represent. To our mind, Brazil had–and still has nowadays–a special place in the world of football, a special brand, owing to being five-times World Champions, and having had so many brilliant players. Again I must acknowledge the privilege I’ve felt in being able to play with them, my friends and team-mates, in so many of those great victories.

Football is special. You play in a group, you can’t play it alone–there is something magical in the absolute harmony that exists among team-mates. A ball passed well to a striker is every bit as important as the goal itself. When it’s well tuned, it all comes out beautifully, as though we were taking part in a cleverly choreographed dance. And it really thrills the audience when this happens, they can appreciate the tone of the game, its beauty. I feel the spectators should be like the twelfth player on a team, so important are they in the spectacle as a whole. And the spectators, the fans, must be aware that there are rules for them too–respect for the club, for your opponents, for the players on the pitch, for the women in the stadium, for the children who will ensure that football won’t die out in the future. They should have the right to be exuberant, to burst with music, songs, banners and much more, as long as they don’t offend anybody. Aggression is the one thing that is inexcusable.

As players we get to befriend players from other clubs. Real friends. We’re often invited to their homes, we get to know their families, and we are constantly searching for ways of improving football as a whole. The ambition should always be to play an elegant game. Because from that nucleus emerges an example that reaches everyone, in Brazil and beyond. This is what counts. We have to be worthy and competent to show the world that we’re not just five-times champions, but also people with feelings and manners, obeying the number-one rule of every sport, and of life–to know how to lose.

I hope that this book, in which I talk about my life, might at some points serve as an example of what football has done for me, of what it means to me, and as a demonstration of the fact that if you want to succeed, you have to know how to face the challenge. In sport as in life: there are defeats, and there are victories.

EDSON ARANTES DO NASCIMENTO
May 2006
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The Boy from Bauru


‘The greatest goal I scored was a one–two with Celeste: we named him Edson Arantes do Nascimento: Pelé’

DONDINHO, PELÉ’S FATHER










However long we may live, we never forget the time when we were young. Memory is like a film which we alone can watch. For me, childhood is the best part of that film: time and again my thoughts return to my experiences, the innocence and mischief of that time, and the dreams and nightmares too.

I was born in Três Corações in Minas Gerais, a state in the south-east of Brazil just to the north of Rio de Janeiro. It is an area very rich in minerals, especially gold–the early Portuguese explorers were thrilled at the abundance and brilliance of that rich yellow mineral and settled there to exploit it. Among them was a farmer. He was a responsible man, a hard worker, and was dedicated to the land he’d acquired on the banks of the Rio Verde. He asked his superior for permission to build a chapel there, and permission was granted; when it was ready he named it the Holy Hearts of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. The name he gave the chapel was in tribute to the three Sacred Hearts in which the farmer had such faith, and which in turn became the name of the place–Três Corações, the three hearts.

Brazil, though, is a land of stories, and as you will discover throughout this book, a story in Brazil isn’t worth telling unless there are alternative versions to call upon. And the three hearts are no different: some have it that the name refers to the love of three cowboys who were prevented from marrying three local girls; others hold that it is related to the fact that as the Rio Verde approaches the town it forms little curves like three little hearts. I’m sticking with the farmer, though–it’s the story I was brought up with, and one that has always appealed to me.

The first records of the current town date from 1760, with the foundation of the chapel of the Sacred Hearts. But for some reason there was a problem with the land deeds, and the area on which the chapel was built was sold. The chapel itself was destroyed, and it wasn’t until the end of the eighteenth century that a replacement was built, when a Captain Antônio Dias de Barros provided a new one. The then village of Rio Verde which was developing around it was established as a parish, and renamed Três Corações do Rio Verde. In 1884, after a visit from Brazil’s last emperor, Dom Pedro II, and his family, and the opening of a rail link to the city of Cruzeiro in Minas Gerais, Três Corações became a town.

Even though I only lived there a couple of years it remains a village in my memory, and whatever the legends that people spread about the name, there’s one thing I feel sure of–it feels completely natural to me, it makes complete sense, that I should have been born in a place called ‘three hearts’. Looking back on my life for this book has revealed to me many occasions of confusion and uncertainty, but what has also become clear is an underlying coherence to my life, and I think it can be seen here too, for this name Três Corações has always been an important signpost for me. I feel it above all in relation to my religion, because within it beat those three sacred hearts that are so beloved and revered by all of us who are Catholics. But I see it too in the other places that informed my upbringing and whatever I went on to achieve in the world–in Bauru, deep in the middle of the state of São Paulo, where my family moved and where my love of football was born; and in Santos, along the coast from Rio, where I experienced such happiness as a player and won so many championships. The places where I was born, where I grew up and where I played football–they have given me three hearts too.

 

It has now been more than sixty-five years since I came into the world, on 23 October 1940, in Três Corações. My journey has been a long one, but strangely there’s almost nothing about it that I cannot remember. I was born poor, in a small house built from second-hand bricks, but although this makes it sound sturdy, from the outside you could tell how ramshackle it really was. Although I’m honoured that the street has been named after me and there’s even a plaque on that house saying that’s where I was born, it hasn’t changed much and still looks pretty run-down. Perhaps the plaque even helps hold the thing together. When I went back to visit this house later in life it brought to mind vividly what the scene of my birth must have been like–a scene that has been described to me by my grandmother, Ambrosina, who was there to help my young mother Celeste through the pains and stresses of childbirth. Eventually, the tiny wriggling infant that was me was held up to the world, prompting my uncle Jorge to exclaim, ‘He’s certainly black enough!’–perhaps this answered my father’s first question about whether I was a boy or a girl. Apparently pleased at the knowledge of my sex my father prodded my scrawny legs and said, ‘This one will be a great footballer.’ My mother’s reaction is not recorded, although I can imagine she was none too pleased with this prediction.

My mum, Celeste, was a local girl, the daughter of a cart-driver. She was petite, with a glistening head of hair and a beautiful smile. My dad, João Ramos do Nascimento–everyone knows him as Dondinho–was from a small town about sixty miles away. He was doing military service in Três Corações when they met. He was also centre-forward for Atlético of Três Corações. It wasn’t a properly professional club and it hardly made him any money. There were no victory bonuses or anything like that. And in those days being a footballer meant you had a kind of reputation, it gave you–how shall I say–a certain notoriety. Anyway, my parents married when she was fifteen and by sixteen she was pregnant with me.

Shortly before I came along, there was another arrival in Três Corações: electricity. In order to celebrate this great improvement to our daily lives, Dondinho named me Edson, a tribute to Thomas Edison, the inventor of the light bulb. In fact, on my birth certificate I am actually called Edison with an ‘i’, a mistake that persists to this day. I’m Edson with no ‘i’, but to my eternal annoyance quite often the ‘i’ appears on official or personal documents and time after time I have to explain why. As if that wasn’t confusing enough, they got the date wrong on my birth certificate as well–it says 21 October. I’m not sure how this came about; probably because in Brazil we’re not so fussy about accuracy. This is another mistake that carries on to this day. When I took out my first passport, the date was put in as 21 October and each time I have renewed it the date has stayed the same.

Life wasn’t easy in Três Corações and soon there were more mouths to feed. My brother Jair, known as Zoca, was born in the same house I was. I’m sure my mother was thinking, ‘I hope neither of my sons decides to become a footballer. There’s no money in it. A doctor, perhaps? Now there’s a sensible job!’ Well, we know what happened. I would grow to love the game as my father did–it was the thing he knew best and he hoped, like tens of thousands of other footballers in Brazil, that one day he would get the break that meant he could finally support us through scoring goals.

And it almost happened. In 1942 he was called up to play for Atlético Mineiro, the biggest club in the state, based in the capital Belo Horizonte. It seemed that this was the stroke of luck he needed. This was a proper professional club that was known nationally, not like its much poorer namesake Atlético of Três Corações. Atlético played against strong teams. His first try-out was a friendly against the Rio team São Cristóvão. They had a defender, Augusto, who would later get a national call-up and captain Brazil in the 1950 World Cup. Unfortunately, Augusto became known in our family for another reason: in a collision with Dondinho during the match, my dad came off the worst. He damaged his knee–ligaments, I think. He was unable to play the next game and his flirtation with the big time was over.

Back he came to Três Corações and his journeyman career. We also lived in the nearby towns of São Lourenço and Lorena, where he played for the clubs Hepacaré and Vasco–not the famous Rio club, but one named after it. In Lorena, a moutain-side spa resort, my sister Maria Lúcia was born.

Dondinho was a good player. He was a striker, a big guy–almost six foot–and was a great header of the ball. Usually this sort of player would, typically, be English, but at that time Brazil had a footballer who scored some amazing headers called Baltazar. Everyone said that my dad was the ‘up-country Baltazar’. I think that football already ran in the family. He had a brother, Francisco, who I never met because he died young, who was also a striker and who was apparently even better than he was.

It was said that Dondinho once headed five goals in the same match. It happened when I was too young to remember. Later in my career, when I reached a thousand goals, some journalists started to research this claim to see if it was true or not. And it was–they reported that the only goal-scoring record that didn’t belong to Pelé belonged to his own father! Now only God can explain that one…

 

It was in São Lourenço in 1944 that something happened that would change all our lives–mine especially. My father received an invitation from the football club in Bauru, north-west of São Paulo, to play there but also, crucially, to take on a job as a local government functionary. He went to Bauru to find out more about the city and the proposal. He liked it, and my mother was delighted at the prospect of the non-football job, which would bring the family some security and improve our financial circumstances. We would finally, she hoped, be able to escape from the suffocation of near-destitution. Things look different to children, though–we knew nothing, life just carried on as normal. Zoca, Maria Lúcia and I were still very young.

My father managed to convince my mother. We sent on ahead what little luggage we had. The people from Bauru sent us our tickets, and off we went. I found the train journey completely exhilarating: in many ways it is my first real memory–at the age of four the happiness that train journey gave me is engraved on my mind. I spent almost the whole journey glued to the window, transfixed by the constantly changing view. The train went slowly but that was fine by me: all the more time to take in the scenery. It was the first time I was really aware of what my country looked like; or at least, that part of it. In those days the nearest we had to air-conditioning was to open the big windows on either side of the carriage, and on one long corner I was so curious to see the front of the train and the plume of smoke from the engine that I leaned out too far and would have fallen had it not been for my father. He yanked me back to safety, under a gaze from my mother that reproached me for my irresponsibility. My time on this earth could have ended right there. But God was keeping an eye on me…Sitting between them for the remainder of the journey I didn’t take any more risks.

We arrived on 15 September 1944, full of optimism about the future–now my father would prove himself as a footballer, and with money worries put aside he would shine even more brightly. We stayed initially in the Station Hotel, on Rodrigues Alves Avenue, by the corner with Alfredo Ruiz; then we rented a house on Rubens Arruda Street, right alongside the Barone family. One of the children of this family would turn into Baroninho, who would play for Noroeste (another Bauru club), Palmeiras and Flamengo. The people living next-door to us were only Baroninho’s grandparents, but it promised well.

And Bauru itself felt like the centre of the world: much bigger than anywhere I had lived up to that point, with all the trappings of a big city, or so I imagined: shops, a cinema and hotels. Even then it was one of the larger cities in the interior of Brazil, with a population of about 80,000, and something of a transport hub, with three of the main rail lines passing through it. It felt like a new beginning, and the kind of place where fortunes could be made.

But there was a complication immediately, in that the club that had proposed the contract with my father, Lusitana, had changed into the Bauru Athletic Club (BAC), and new bosses were in place, with new opinions and new obligations. They were prepared to honour the football part of the contract–Dondinho was a good player, remember, despite his suspect knee–but of the main reason we had gone to Bauru in the first place, the job as a functionary, there was no mention. So it seemed we were back to square one, and with an even larger family to support than in Três Corações. As well as my parents Dona Celeste and Dondinho, my brother, sister and uncle Jorge, we also had my grandmother on my father’s side, Dona Ambrosina, living with us.

Thankfully, his knee held out to begin with. In 1946 Bauru won the São Paulo ‘countryside championship’ of the best teams in the interior of the state. My father was the best player and he scored loads of goals. He became well-known around town. Yet success was fleeting because his knee was in a real state. I remember him stuck in the house in the evenings, just sitting there with his swollen knee. There wasn’t much medical attention in Bauru at the time and I used to fetch him ice and then help him put it on his knee. Doctors at the time probably wouldn’t have been able to pronounce the word ‘meniscus’, let alone know how to operate on one. Dondinho was able to play less and less until eventually, after eight years at BAC, he gave it up completely.

During the periods when my dad was sidelined from football through injury, the family really struggled. Zoca, Maria Lúcia and I were always barefoot and wore only cast-off clothes. The house was small and overcrowded with a leaky roof. With no regular source of income, I remember that on several occasions the only meal my mum had for us was bread with a slice of banana. We never went without food–like many people worse off than us in Brazil–but for my mother it was a life governed by fear, a fear of not being able to provide. And one of the things that I have learned in my sixty-five years is that fear of life is fear of the worst kind.

Members of the family chipped in, of course. My uncle Jorge took a job as a delivery man for the Casa Lusitana. He would work there for nineteen years, and his dedication (which was his great forte) would help him to rise through the ranks, while his salary helped us eat. And my aunt Maria, my father’s sister, used to bring us food and sometimes clothes when she visited us on her day off from her job in São Paulo.

It was also up to me to help. I was the eldest child, after all, and so I decided to do my bit. I must have been about seven when–thanks to Jorge–I scraped together enough money to assemble some shoe-shining kit, and planned to hang out in the more salubrious corners of Bauru making a mint from shining already-shiny shoes. But my mother was far more democratic and insisted I begin closer to home, getting business from our near neighbours. As half the people on our street wandered around barefoot I remember thinking this was not such a good idea, but Dona Celeste was not the kind of woman you disagreed with, and so I dutifully knocked on all the doors on Rubens Arruda Street asking people if they wanted their shoes shined. They were kind, but I only got one sale, and even then I didn’t know how much to charge. Early lessons in business, which I wasn’t always to heed: find out where the customers are, and know your price.

Nor, I realised, was I very good at the shining itself, and so some practice was required. I polished my father’s football boots and also did my own one pair of shoes–a smart pair my aunt Maria had brought on one of her visits one day, which used to belong to her boss’s son. I only wore them on special occasions and they lasted a while until–perhaps this was the most special occasion of them all–I decided to find out what it was like to kick a football in shoes rather than my usual bare feet, and ruined them.

Eventually I persuaded Dona Celeste that there was no point in trying to get shoe-shine work in our poor neighbourhood, and grudgingly she agreed that I could accompany my father to the Bauru Athletic Club stadium on match days, where at least there would be lots of shoes and Dondinho could keep an eye on me. He was too busy working to bother with that, but the presence of so much potential business for me meant I couldn’t fail, and when we went home that day together I had two cruzeiros in my pocket. After this early success my mother became a little more lenient and allowed me to go and shine shoes at the railway stations in town, too–there was more competition there, as other boys like me had the same idea, but at least I was making a little money.

About a year later things picked up at home when my father finally managed to land a job working in a health clinic. It was pretty menial stuff–cleaning, fetching and carrying, mostly, but because the job was funded by the local government it felt much more secure than any of the other part-time work he did, and for the first time in years the shadow of poverty was lifted–not removed, but at least lifted–from our house.

 

And meanwhile, of course, there was the small matter of my education to deal with. My mother was adamant that I should go to school and get the best out of what it had to offer, and so I was duly enrolled in the Ernesto Monte primary school in Bauru. In theory I would stay there for four years and then go to secondary school for another four years. After that, if you were diligent or clever or lucky enough, there was colegial, or prep school, for three more years before entering university. At the age of eight, though, that seemed a long way away.

The process of preparing a poor boy for school in those days was odd. My mother and grandmother sewed up my torn shorts. I wore shirts made from the material used for transporting wheat (although it was good fabric, pure cotton). In fact at first I was pleased to be going to school. They gave me a case with coloured pencils which I used up right away, painting everything I could. It was my father who took me on the first day, and my behaviour to begin with was exemplary. But I soon became the class chatterbox, and trouble.

I remember my first teacher well–her name was Dona Cida. She brooked no argument and was a harsh disciplinarian–she wouldn’t stand for any misbehaviour. I was often punished by being made to kneel on a pile of dried beans, hard as little stones–maybe that helped to strengthen my knees for the work they had ahead…

I wasn’t a great student, although at first things weren’t so bad–I could be a bit of a brat at times but Dona Cida wasn’t as strict as some of my later teachers and a couple of the assistants in that first year liked me, despite my occasional misbehaviour. I wanted to learn, and I don’t think I was stupid, but I didn’t really get on with school. I look back now and it seems strange, not just because I now know how important education is, but because I had a good motive for doing well–at around this time, seven or eight years old, I had a passion for aeroplanes and dreamed of becoming a pilot. I would go down to the Aero Club to watch planes and gliders doing manoeuvres. I was desperate to be a pilot, and whenever I could I would scoot off, even skip school, to head down to the airfield and marvel at the planes being readied for take-off or coming in to land, and the pilots going about their business. It seemed an impossibly romantic way to earn a living–to live–and I was in its thrall.

I remember talking to my father about it and being surprised that he thought it was a good enough ambition: I expected him to dismiss the idea, but instead he cleverly reminded me of all the skills I would need to acquire in order to achieve this goal–reading, writing, navigating and the rest. It was one of the first times I recall him treating me like a man, and taking me seriously, and it made a big impression. As well as being a footballer he had a good head on his shoulders–he was always the one to rein in Dona Celeste’s fireworks–and I knew instantly that I should listen to what he was saying. It made school seem more relevant, more useful. Even when skipping school I knew that I’d have to get some sort of education to be able to fly. But one day all that changed.

We were all hanging out after school one afternoon, probably kicking a ball about, when someone shouted that there was a dead guy in the morgue, a pilot who had crashed his glider. We were just boys, and lots of my friends and I found this really exciting. A dead guy! And a pilot! I went to look at the scene of the accident close-up, naughty and curious, eager not to miss anything. As if that wasn’t enough, my friends and I then went over to the hospital where the autopsy was taking place, and saw the dead pilot laid out on the slab though a dirty window. I was fascinated at first–I think it was probably the first time I had seen a dead body–but then the mortuary attendant or doctor or whoever he was tried to manipulate the corpse, which was still clothed, and in moving the pilot’s arm, which must have already been starting to stiffen, he had to yank it hard and this caused a gush of blood to spurt out on to the floor. It was a terrifying sight, like something from a movie, and the image remained burned in my mind for days and nights afterwards. It gave me nightmares. I never went back to the Aero Club.

 

As I grew up, Bauru became my city. There was family, there was school, there was football (more of that later), but there was also play. I made friends with lots of the kids from the neighbourhood around my house–black, white, even some Japanese kids. All I wanted to do was play. The yard of our wooden house had vines, a mango tree and some sugar-cane. I was a serious mango-eater. I still love them! My friends would come to the yard and we would invent games, even putting on mini-circuses. The branches of the trees were our trapeze, and the risks we took were terrifying. My mother and my grandmother didn’t like these games one bit. I longed for space, and the yard was too small. I moved out on to the street–happy is the child who can play out in the street!–but then the street outside our house wasn’t enough, so I began to venture further.

One of the things we used to love was swimming. It could get very hot in Bauru and we’d go down to a river that ran close to the Noroeste (North-west) railway–the company that sponsored the rival club to my father’s. The best bit about swimming there was a little waterfall. We’d spend whole afternoons just mucking about: skipping class in order to enjoy the delights of the river and swim, that was normal in those days. But one day it would cost me dearly. I was swimming with some friends, and a big kid called Zinho tried to pull me across the river. I had to kick my legs, while he did the arm-strokes. Halfway across the river we got tangled up as I was holding on to his legs–it was enough for us to begin sinking, and exhausted as we were, we swallowed a lot of water. We almost drowned. The other boys on the bank couldn’t do anything, and shouted until a man came along and held out a stick to pull us up. He saved us. Afterwards I remember feeling that God must have been keeping an eye on me, just as he had when I nearly fell from the train.

For a while we didn’t swim again, but it was hard to resist. The lesson was learned, though, and from then on we were very careful. We would swim in our school-clothes, then hang them on the trees to dry. We didn’t want anyone to see us naked, and my mother couldn’t know that we’d been in the river. Even so, sometimes there wasn’t time for us to play, dry the clothes and make our way home, and I’d be smacked by Dona Celeste for arriving home with my clothes all wet and filthy. I gave her a lot of trouble–just how much is something you only learn when you become a parent yourself. Don’t get me wrong: she was a wonderful mother, a slight woman but very strong, and although she once described me as an ‘exemplary son’ I know that is far from the truth, at least when I was young.

My mother knew that in order for me to do better at school I’d have to be made to stay at home to study rather than running off to play. This was torture–not only denied the fun of hanging out with friends like Raul and Raquel Lavico, whose grandparents also lived on Rubens Arruda Street, I had to do homework under the watchful eye of Dona Celeste. One time, though, I managed to sneak out to play in a hide-out we’d built in a big hole in the ground alongside a street in Bauru–there were lots of such holes, the roads weren’t very good and after a heavy rainfall erosion always made new ones.

This particular hide-out was a really good one, and I was excited to have given my mother the slip and be able to go and play there, even though there had been a lot of rain in the previous few days and it was raining still. Soon, though, she realised what had happened and I had to go back home, tail between my legs. I pleaded with her to let me go out again, but didn’t get anywhere. My mother was totally inflexible. I studied a little more, before my mind wandered back to our game, imagining my companions having the best time…Annoying maths was keeping me from it. That’s when one of the unforgettable events of my childhood happened. One of the boys arrived, running, breathless, hardly able to speak, telling me to come to the place where our hide-out was, because it had slipped or collapsed with one of the gang still in it! I’d have beaten the world speed record, I so wanted to get to my friend and rescue him. There were already a lot of people there when we arrived. It had all happened because of the rain–the earth had become soft and it had all collapsed in on itself. All of our friends and neighbours were working to dig and recover the boy who was trapped inside. It was too late; the boy had earth in his nostrils, his mouth, his eyes–it was a sight I’ll never forget. He wasn’t one of us; he’d gone in without anyone noticing. Yet again I could have died, I could have been there in his place–but God was keeping an eye on me.

My studies and my mother had prevented a tragedy. I still remember the dead pilot, the visit to the morgue, and now I had more nightmares to come as I remembered that innocent boy. Because of them I would often awake screaming, both at home and even later, after I’d moved to Santos. I didn’t like the dark–it scared me. What had happened meant that I never again thought of digging holes like that. For a while, I retained a child’s sense of guilt. It’s hard to remember something like that without thinking that I could have been in his place. If that had been the case, I wouldn’t have made it more than sixty-five years along the road of life, and of course I wouldn’t be here to tell the story either.

 

My second year at Ernesto Monte was terrible, and probably made worse by the fact that I was missing a lot of lessons. I made friends with boys who were very badly behaved, and I changed from my first year. There were new teachers, too: Dona Lourdes and then Dona Laurinda. Pretty soon I didn’t want anything to do with school or studying. Dona Laurinda in particular punished me extremely harshly; I was still a chatterbox so she’d put balls of scrumpled-up paper in my mouth to shut me up. It made my jaw ache. After a while I began to discreetly chew the paper balls to make them smaller so they’d hurt me less. She also used Dona Cida’s old trick of making me kneel on a pile of dried beans. Dona Laurinda was strict, but with this punishment, besides being tough and making me face the whole class, I was able to make some good of the situation. They say that when a punishment is repeated again and again, or when it lasts a long time, the person being punished begins improving himself and benefits from it. That’s just how it was with me. I transformed the worst into a kind of distraction. Each time Dona Laurinda forgot about me as she carried on with her lesson, I’d remove one of the beans from under my knees, to reduce the pain.

Another of her favourite punishments was to stand me in the corner of the room with my back to my classmates, holding my arms out to the sides like the big statue of Christ the Redeemer in Rio. It was exhausting. As I became more tired and distracted my arms would drop, and immediately I’d get a slap and return to the position she’d put me in. But the moment my energetic teacher looked away, down my arms would come again. I spent a lot of my break-times being punished in that classroom. I didn’t stop! Whenever it was break-time I’d try something. I remember one time climbing a mango tree in the yard next to our school to get mangoes for all the boys. When we’d eaten them I made up a game using one of the mangoes; it didn’t last long and one of them hit a boy who started crying which attracted everyone’s attention–a mango is heavy enough to hurt, after all–and he got his revenge by snitching on the group. We all went to the Head, and I couldn’t avoid receiving yet another punishment.

But looking back, there is a kind of innocence to the games we played then, even though we sometimes got into trouble for them. Nowadays there aren’t many children who can play on the street, who recognise mango trees and have the privilege of eating a mango just thrown down from the tree, sitting savouring it on the ground, not worrying about the juice running down their arms. Children have almost no responsibility, their minds don’t work like they do when we’re grown up. A child is content with his own little world. A child has a less extreme idea of poverty. Appeasing your hunger, getting hold of a little toy, being close to your mother, when you’re really young all is well. Life is wonderful!

Although I got punished a lot at school, does that mean I was bad? There was a lot of talk of sin, but I don’t know if a child can sin. What’s a sin to a little boy? I broke into orchards of good mango trees to get fruit to eat. A sin? I don’t think so–many mangoes would fall anyway, they wouldn’t be collected and they’d go to waste. Trees drop fruit on to the streets too. I’ve always been a good person to have around, I think–though I wasn’t a good student, as I’ve already said. I would fight to defend my interests. A restless boy, ideas would just spring up in my head. I think that’s why I had so many nightmares, and sleepwalking probably has something to do with it. When I was a boy I used to talk a lot in my sleep; I’d even get up–without breaking anything–and then go back to sleep. Later, in Santos, in Dona Georgina and Senhor Raimundo’s boarding-house, on trips, even when I was on the national team, people have always said that I talk in my sleep. My teammate Pepe liked to tell the story of how I once got up in the middle of the night, shouted ‘Goal!’, and then went back to bed. I can’t vouch for that…

My teacher Dona Laurinda was no angel, but nor was she really the Evil Stepmother I’ve described. And I was hard work: I fought with my classmates, I had no discipline. I deserved some punishments, but I think the particular punishments I was given were excessive. I know now that that isn’t how one ought to treat children, but in those days teachers were very highly respected and even they didn’t understand things as they do today. When I was a boy discipline was everything. There wasn’t any discussion. Everything operated on the basis of respect–adults were very distant from us, and of course children didn’t have the space they have today. Thank goodness things have changed for the better for children in this sense–we see how interesting they are, how much their questions and curiosity can teach us. We know how important each of their discoveries is. We know all about their energy, how their hormones operate, how intelligent they can be–which is why nowadays the child is the most important member of the family. We watch them constantly to see what they need, or what they like, or what they want. We know that a child is a synonym for joy.

And joy, for me, throughout this time and throughout my life, was football. It’s time to talk about the beautiful game, and how I fell under its spell.
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The Beautiful Game


‘This is who I told you will be the best in the world’

WALDEMAR DE BRITO










I owe everything I have to football. Towards the end of my career with Santos I even went through a spell when I signed my name ‘Edson Arantes do Nascimento Bola’ (football)–it seemed to be the best way to show gratitude for all that the game has done for me.

I suppose having a footballer as a father was the start of it. Most sons want to be like their fathers and I was no exception. Dondinho scored lots of goals and everyone said he was good. I never thought of playing for Brazil, or of winning the World Cup or anything like that. I just told my friends, ‘One day, I’m going to be as good as my dad.’ And Dondinho was a good man, too: a marvellous father. And despite the fact that his football never brought in much money, because it was the game that he played, I guess I became fascinated by it too. It was in the genes.

And this was Brazil, remember. Football was everywhere when I was growing up. As I played with friends in the yard or the street, there were always games going on around us, usually organised by slightly bigger boys. My friends and I were desperate to take part, but it wasn’t easy to get a place in the teams; they said I was too skinny. It’s true, I was small and scrawny as a boy. Those were the first times I was barred from a game, and if anything it only made me want it more. The boys we so wanted to join were maybe ten, a few years older than us, and they thought they were kings of the road. This didn’t stop us–the young ones–from planning our own revolution. We would hang around outside the pitch and when the ball came out we wouldn’t return it, but would start playing with it ourselves. It earned us many slaps and kicks up the backside. My brother Zoca and I wouldn’t hang around, though. We were afraid that our mother, Dona Celeste, might show up.

As the appeal of the mini-circuses faded we started to spend more and more time dreaming about football and when we could next get to play. We had no kit, of course–not even a ball, and we had to make do with stuffing paper or rags into a sock or stocking, shaping it as best we could into a sphere and then tying it with string. Every now and then we would come across a new sock or bit of clothing–sometimes, it must be said, from an unattended clothes-line–and the ball would get a little bit bigger, and we’d tie it again. Eventually it came to resemble something close to a proper football.

Which is more than could be said for the pitch–my first matches were held in the prestigious Rubens Arruda Street stadium: ‘goalposts’ of old shoes at either end, one where the street finished in a cul-de-sac and the other where it crossed with Sete de Setembro Street (named after Brazil’s Independence Day); the touchlines more or less where the houses began on either side. But for me at the time it was like the Maracanã, and the place where I began to develop my skills. As well as the chance to spend time with friends and test myself against them, this was when I first learned the joy of controlling the ball, making it go the way I wanted it to, at the speed I wanted it to–not always easy with a ball made of socks. Playing football soon became more than just a pastime, it became an obsession.

Dona Celeste was quick to notice, naturally, and, ever-vigilant, she was careful to make sure I spent at least some time on my studies. Probably because of her experiences with my father, football to her had until then represented a waste of time, something that had taken him away from home and failed to put food on the table. It must have been hard for her to see her son appearing to rush headlong down the same road, but she must have rationalised that at least I was playing nearby, somewhere she could keep an eye out, and at least I wasn’t getting up to something even less desirable. The trade-off for her letting me play was that I had to involve my younger brother Zoca. It was a pain at first as he was too small to be useful and would often run crying into the house when a bigger boy clattered him or ran him off the ball, but I didn’t mind. He was my brother, and it meant I got to play.

We’d come in after each session caked in mud. It makes me happy to remember how I’d come in filthy from messing around with the ball, and my mother would order me off to take a bath. I’d wait for her to come and scrub me down and check I was washing properly. I liked watching the dirty water running off my body.

 

As I have said, I was a restless, creative boy, and soon I decided that what I really wanted was to have a club of our own, for the lads from Sete de Setembro and Rubens Arruda streets. Playing outside the house was great but I yearned to do it properly, to emulate my father and the other players we saw on the Noroeste training pitch which abutted the end of the street. This meant we’d have to buy some proper kit–shirts, shorts, boots, socks, a ball…But what about the money? We’d have to get hold of some.

The first meetings took place outside my house. Our priority was to have our own kit. Anyone who wanted to be a part of the team had to sign up (verbally, I mean–there was nothing on paper, of course). The club would meet in the yard of my house, or at one of the members’ houses. I had the idea of collecting football stickers, which were all the rage at the time, filling an album or two and then exchanging them for a ball. We’d focus on the big teams from Rio and São Paulo, and that way raise the value of the collection. Everyone thought this was a great idea and it was agreed to start pooling our sticker resources.

‘And the kit?’ I asked. ‘Where will we get the money to buy that?’

‘What about collecting old iron, tins, bottles and stuff from around the streets and selling them?’ one boy suggested. ‘Or kindling?’ piped up another. ‘We could swipe a little bit from each delivery to our houses and then sell it on.’ I knew Dona Celeste would take a very dim view of this so just nodded vaguely. As it turned out, neither of these schemes proved very successful. We gathered up as much as we could–there wasn’t a street or a yard that we hadn’t searched for material we could sell. So how much did we make? Hardly anything. Not even enough for the socks. It became clear that there were already lots of people in the neighbourhood doing this kind of scrap-dealing and scavenging, and hardly anything of value was left lying around for very long. It was a sign of the times. A further team meeting was convened.

A kid called Zé Porto had the brainwave. He suggested that we sell peanuts at the door to the circus and the cinema. The first problem: where would we get the peanuts? Zé Porto smiled and told us his delinquent idea: ‘We’ll nick them from the Sorocabana stores.’ This was a kind of warehouse down by the railway–there were always workers down there, though, and the plan was risky. I thought of Dona Celeste’s frequent admonishments about the sin of stealing being one of the very worst, and I could tell a few of the other boys were nervous. But Zé Porto was convinced, and persuasive. The plan was risky, but it was also audacious. He said there were loads of peanuts in the train-wagons, the wagons would be easier to get into than the warehouse itself, and that it wouldn’t hurt anyone if a few kilos went missing.

‘Besides,’ he went on, ‘anyone who doesn’t agree is a big shit!’

This conclusive argument settled the matter.

 

The first assault on the wagons was a real drama. Only two of us could get into the first wagon. Through good or bad luck, I was chosen. I had hoped that my sticker-collecting plan would mean I would be excused peanut-stealing duties, but we had had problems finding the last few stickers of each collection–there were always a couple that were rarer, and were therefore highly prized–and I had to admit my failure to the group. I had made contact with some other kids, not on our fledgling team, who had the precious missing stickers, but they weren’t prepared to trade. It was decided–probably by Zé Porto–that my penance would be to go on the Sorocabana mission.

I almost died of fright as I made my way in. We carried old bowls, sieves, an old bucket to put the peanuts in. We slit some of the sacks, which were huge–the peanuts came spilling out in a flood and we gathered them up as fast as we could, our hearts in our mouths. We filled our pockets too, and put still more in our shirts, and passed them out to the others waiting outside the wagon. And then it was done–we’d got away with it, and ran off laughing at our nerves and our relief.

After our great victory–which had me in a cold sweat throughout–our Sete de Setembro dream was becoming a reality. We toasted the peanuts and went off to sell them. Soon we had money for shirts–well, for vests, there wasn’t that much money; we bought shorts too. There wasn’t enough for socks or boots. Our second attempt to get peanuts was a disaster. We had to run like champions not to get caught, and the matter was closed. But in spite of it all, Sete de Setembro would play its first match. Vests, shorts and no boots (for a while we were known as the ‘Shoeless Ones’, until we realised there were several other teams in Bauru who shared that nickname, for the same reason we had chosen it).

Tracking down those last few stickers was a nightmare, and demanded great dedication from the whole team. The rarities were all of the great aces of the time: players like Baltazar, Claudio, Mauro, Carbone and many others. We had to trade doubles to get them. But we didn’t stop hassling the kids who had them until we’d completed our album. And soon the sticker album was exchanged for a ball. It wasn’t an official one–it didn’t even have a valve, and sometimes we had to nick one from the wheel of a parked car, often leaving the poor owner with a flat tyre–but that didn’t matter. It was a ball, and it wasn’t made of socks. Since the sticker plan had been my idea I kept the ball at my house–which made me the boss, the one who owned the ball, and sort of the unofficial captain of the Sete de Setembro team.

 

The club was coming together. And it had been created from our efforts: a bunch of kids from a poor neighbourhood who just wanted to play football. Our team came to be known in the area quite quickly–we had some talent, didn’t lose, and not many people wanted to play against us. There was me and my brother, Zoca; Zé Roberto, known as Toquinho; Vadinho; Ari; Cidão; Dino; a couple of Japanese boys and many others–a squad, really, rather than just a team. Zé Porto, strangely, liked to hang out with us but wasn’t that bothered about playing.

One time we approached the employees of the local council, who worked out on the roads pulling up the shrubs that grew up alongside the pavements–tough work. We went over to talk to them, and since there were lots of them and they liked football they agreed to play us. We played on the roads–mainly on my road. Our team would put on our vests and shorts in my yard, and we’d file out, just like proper teams in a proper stadium. Dreaming children always imitate the behaviour of their idols.

We’d play until it got dark. I’d play in goal for half the game, and the other half in midfield or as centre-forward. I was the one who decided on positions–after all, I was the ‘Keeper of the Ball’, the chief–a bit of a dictator, to be honest. One problem we had was when the ball hit the lighting cables and caused a short circuit, cutting out the power for the whole street. Everyone would curse us and we’d have to bring our game to a close pretty quickly. My mother used to lose her patience–when she got hold of me I really used to get it, and of course Zoca did too as he was always with me. And when my father heard about our mischief he used to punish me too, although I think he was secretly pleased I was enjoying football so much. Uncle Jorge, though, kept quiet. He was always a good friend to me, always calm and supportive.



OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
Pelé

The Autobiography

with Orlando Duarte and Alex Bellos.

Translated from the Portuguesa by
Daniel Hahn






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Pelé

The Autobiography

with Orlando Duarte and Alex Bellos

Translated from the Portuguese by
Daniel Hahn

POCKET
BOOKS





