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Is this the way to the World Cup?


TONY CHRISTIE


Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without


CONFUCIUS













INTRODUCTION Headbutting at the Sugar Club



The story of this book begins in the autumn of 2014 at the Sugar Club in Dublin. I had been invited to an event called ‘An Evening with The Blizzard Football Quarterly’, which consisted of three football writers sharing a stage and chatting amiably about the game while fielding the occasional question from a capacity audience. I was sitting alongside Jonathan Wilson, the founder and editor of The Blizzard magazine, and the French journalist Philippe Auclair, while RTÉ Sport’s Damien O’Meara compèred the proceedings.


Since football is the only walk of life in which hipsters and traditionalists are one and the same, we were mostly stuck in the past in a delightful way, sharing anecdotes about reckless tackles or great players of our long-gone youths and listening to jokes about Sunderland, which everybody got but me. Then, almost twenty minutes into the second half, Damien suddenly went off on a tangent by announcing: ‘Coming to a Blizzard event and not hearing us talk about FIFA and Qatar is like going to see the Eagles and they don’t perform “Hotel California”.’ While I was still trying to collect the deplorably few thoughts I entertained about FIFA, Qatar and the Eagles, Jonathan looked me in the eye and said: ‘Uli, how is Franz Beckenbauer perceived in Germany? It seems to me that in a pretty contested field, he might be the most loathsome football politician in Europe.’


It was the journalistic equivalent of a headbutt. Beckenbauer? Loathsome? I had never met the man but knew many who had – and they invariably described him as courteous, pleasant and infinitely more humble than a living legend had any right to be. There were a few scattered laughs after Jonathan’s quip, signalling I now had to come up with some repartee. Unfortunately, all I could think of was: ‘Err, why’s that?’ A man who during a long playing career counted only Pelé and Johan Cruyff as his equals – abominable? Arguably the only footballer who invented an entirely new position on the field – abhorrent? One of only three men who won the World Cup as both a player and a coach – detestable?


Jonathan went on to explain that Beckenbauer’s role in Germany being awarded the 2006 World Cup was, to put it mildly, somewhat unclear. ‘Let’s not forget Charles Dempsey, for whatever reason, abstained at the last minute,’ he added by way of an explanation, referring to the fact that the Scottish-born New Zealand delegate had crucially refused to cast a vote at the final moment, despite unmistakable instructions to the contrary. This remark prompted Philippe, a seasoned swimmer in the muddy waters of football politics, to join the discussion. His was a most welcome intrusion because I was now well and truly absent-minded. How did Germans perceive Beckenbauer? What an intriguing question.


Remember, this was November 2014, a full eleven months before Der Spiegel magazine broke the story about 10 million Swiss francs nobody could or would properly account for, which cast Germany’s celebrated World Cup bid in a highly unfavourable light. (The money was sent, via a circuitous route, from the German World Cup organising committee to Mohammed bin Hammam, a former Qatari football administrator who was banned for life by FIFA in 2012 and who had been the subject of a Sunday Times exposé only a few months before the Sugar Club event.)


This revelation would do the unthinkable: namely blemish Beckenbauer’s reputation at home. But as I said, this was almost a year in the future. Despite Jonathan’s evidently low opinion of the man, I could have told him that, by and large, Germans loved Beckenbauer unreservedly. In fact, many people had stopped calling him the Kaiser, because even this illustrious nickname – probably the most deferential in world football – seemed woefully inadequate to describe his exalted position. Instead, Beckenbauer had become ‘the shining light of German football’, an expression coined by none other than Berti Vogts in 1990 to explain why he would never be able to compete with the man who had preceded him as national coach.


However, I was old enough to also remember the days before Beckenbauer had become Germany’s shining light. A few months after my eleventh birthday in 1977, he abruptly left the country to ply his trade across the big pond for New York Cosmos in what Germans derisively called an Operettenliga, a showbiz league devoid of any real value. The shock move not only curtailed his international career and annoyed national coach Helmut Schön, who had hoped Beckenbauer would be his captain at the World Cup in Argentina, it also angered the general public. What was seen as his defection even made the cover of Der Spiegel. The magazine spoke of a ‘surge of indignation’ and headlined its influential article Libero auf der Flucht – ‘Sweeper on the Run’. Beckenbauer was trying to escape from many things, the piece argued, among them not only the tax authorities, a dysfunctional Bayern Munich team and a disintegrating marriage, but also a country that nurtured a love-hate relationship with its greatest football player because it had never really figured out what to make of the man.


In the most famous of Beckenbauer’s numerous autobiographies, published in 1975, there’s a revealing passage that reads: ‘I have had first-hand experience of the effect someone can have on a crowd. Even the fans in Munich never cheered me the way people in Hamburg cheered their Uwe Seeler, a player they called “Uwe” or “Fatty” and adored in a manner that was in equal parts gushing and matey.’ Beckenbauer, or more precisely the ghostwriter he talked to, then deplored the fact he had never been given an affectionate nickname like that, in marked contrast to not only Seeler but also many of his own Bayern team-mates like Josef Maier (Sepp), Franz Roth (the Bull) or Georg Schwarzenbeck (known since childhood by the nonsensical moniker Katsche). ‘These are men everyone can relate to,’ Beckenbauer said. ‘People have the impression that this player is one of them. Sadly, this is not the case with me.’


On the other hand, I had heard and read a lot about the days before people decided that Beckenbauer was not one of them. I was born a few months before he became an international star during the 1966 World Cup in England. He was young then, he was handsome, he was playing for two very popular teams (Bayern Munich had not yet become the club everybody loved to hate, and you could argue the same went for the West German side of the mid-1960s). Three months after the World Cup, he was voted Germany’s Footballer of the Year, way ahead of none other than Uwe Seeler. According to his biographer Torsten Körner, one thousand letters or postcards landed on Beckenbauer’s doorstep every day: love messages, requests for autographs and simple notes of admiration. A film producer from Berlin offered the twenty-one year old the role of a taxi driver who solves a murder case. While Beckenbauer let this opportunity pass by, he did use the occasion of a Bayern game away at Cologne in October 1966 to go into a recording studio and cut a pop single.


Körner says the record made the German Top Ten, while Beckenbauer would claim in 2020 that he outsold the Beatles. Both are slightly wrong. ‘Gute Freunde Kann Niemand Trennen’ – Nobody Can Separate Good Friends – stalled at number 31 in the charts. Still, young Franz was on everyone’s lips (and in some ears) in the wake of the World Cup, and a major reason must have been precisely that he was so different from the typical German footballers, from the Seelers and the Vogtses. Yes, the backlash would come, as it always does. But there was obviously a period before my time when Beckenbauer was almost universally popular and his country’s greatest promise.


Once I had chewed on all this, I was ready to tell Jonathan: ‘You know, Pelé touched people’s hearts and Cruyff inspired their minds. But it’s really difficult to say what legacy Beckenbauer’s extraordinary life will leave. The answer to your question as to how he is perceived in Germany has changed many times over the years and may tell us more about ourselves than about the man.’ But just at that moment, I heard Damien utter the words: ‘Money talks and World Cups walk. And now we go to the floor.’ And, with that, he handed the microphone to a member of the audience who asked us a question about football’s loan system. It meant I had nobody to share my ruminations with. Until now.










PROLOGUE Sunday in Samoa



While Bayern Munich were waiting for a miracle to happen, Franz Beckenbauer was dreaming. At fifty-four years of age, he was not only the club’s greatest-ever player and a Bavarian icon, but he was also officially Bayern’s number-one representative, having been elected club president in November 1994. And yet Beckenbauer was not sitting in Munich’s Olympic Stadium next to his fellow board members Karl-Heinz Rummenigge or Uli Hoeness on this Saturday – 20 May 2000, the last day of a turbulent and thrilling Bundesliga season. Instead, he was lying in bed, sound asleep and, on account of the temperature, stark naked.


Beckenbauer had two good excuses. The first was that he, like everybody else, knew the race was over and the title lost even though there were still ninety minutes of football left. Bayern, playing host to Werder Bremen, trailed Bayer Leverkusen by a full three points. There would have been at least a glimmer of hope if Leverkusen had been faced with a stern task – say, a game against Hamburg, Kaiserslautern or even, whisper it, 1860 Munich. Instead, the league leaders were playing away at lowly Unterhaching, a small club based just outside Munich and enjoying its first season in the top flight. A surefire relegation candidate, Unterhaching had stunned the country by somehow nestling into a comfortable tenth place, but of course you couldn’t expect them to defeat a stylish Leverkusen side starring a young Michael Ballack.


Beckenbauer’s second excuse was that, at least for him, it wasn’t even Saturday any more. He was more than ten thousand miles away from Munich, in Apia, the capital of Samoa, where it was early Sunday morning. Beckenbauer and his right-hand man Fedor Radmann, a gifted networker since his days as an Adidas executive in charge of international relations, had travelled to Polynesia to attend a meeting of the Oceania Football Confederation and to advertise Germany’s bid for the 2006 World Cup. Oceania had only a single vote, but you never know.


To be honest, it was all a bit of a lost cause, born out of desperation and thus not unlike Bayern Munich’s attempt to win the league. Beckenbauer and Radmann were not the only lobbyists in town. Sir Bobby Charlton and Alec McGivan had eschewed the FA Cup final at Wembley to be present in Samoa, and their job was a lot easier. That’s because Oceania had more or less already decided what to do. Their representative on FIFA’s executive committee, the 79-year-old Charles Dempsey, would be given a clear mandate: first vote for England and, if and when this bid is rejected, then vote for South Africa. Still, Dempsey was known as a golfing enthusiast and Beckenbauer, an excellent player with a single-figure handicap, was looking forward to enjoying a round with the Glaswegian, just for fun.


It was 4.30 a.m. when Beckenbauer was woken up by a phone call. For a brief moment, he didn’t quite know where he was. In the last week alone, he had been in Nassau, then Kuala Lumpur and now Samoa. When he answered the phone, he heard the excited voice of his wife Sybille. He listened for a few minutes, incredulity slowly giving way to delight. Finally, Beckenbauer hung up, jumped out of bed and left his room, still naked. He banged on the door next to his until a bleary-eyed – and also naked – Radmann opened it.


‘You’re not going to believe this,’ Beckenbauer said, ‘but we won the league! We beat Bremen 3-1, and Leverkusen managed to lose 2-0 at Unterhaching!’ Whereupon the two Germans danced down the corridor, both in their birthday suits. (One can only hope that the near-octogenarian Dempsey had not stirred from his sleep and felt inclined to step outside to see what was going on.) Suddenly, Beckenbauer had an idea. He went back into his room, grabbed the phone and dialled a number. It was close to five o’clock.


‘Yes?’ mumbled a tired FIFA president Sepp Blatter.


Without introduction or explanation, Beckenbauer began to sing.


‘Stand up if you’re Bavarian!’ the man they called Kaiser belted out. ‘Stand up if you’re Bavarian!’










LIFE I Chapter One



One of the most famous and oft-quoted lines about Franz Beckenbauer was written by an Englishman, the Bristol-born J. L. Manning, whom Brian Glanville once called ‘a very prominent journalist, but a rather conceited sort of man’. In the summer of 1970, Jim Manning was in Mexico to report on the World Cup for newspapers at home. He was best known as a columnist for the Daily Mail, but the words which concern us here appeared in the Evening Standard on Thursday 18 June, the day after a truly epic semi-final between West Germany and Italy. Whenever Manning’s sentences are quoted today, which actually happens more often in Germany than in the UK, they are reduced to six key words, so let’s have a bit of context before looking at the entire paragraph.


Some sixty-five minutes into the game, Beckenbauer had been brought down just inches outside Italy’s penalty area (‘by cunning intent’, as Glanville noted in his own account of the match). A few moments later, the West Germans used up their second substitution, which proved to be unfortunate because it soon transpired that Beckenbauer was so severely injured that his arm had to be taped to his torso to keep the pain just about bearable. With this handicap, he not only played through the rest of regulation time, but also an additional thirty minutes in the relentless Mexican heat. It was all in vain, as Beckenbauer’s team eventually lost what the hosts quickly dubbed El Partido Del Siglo – the match of the century – 4-3.


Now, Manning. ‘When the end came, players sprawled all over the pitch,’ he wrote. ‘Their dressing room must have been a marathon walk from where they had dropped as the whistle blew. All the players except one, that is. Franz Beckenbauer, his right arm strapped to his chest because his shoulder was dislocated, nearly one hour earlier, strode from the field as a wounded, defeated but proud Prussian officer. One of the greatest players in these Championships was cheered step by step.’


The six key words are, of course, ‘wounded, defeated but proud Prussian officer’. They have proved so enduring because they seem to elegantly encapsulate what was so striking about Beckenbauer’s style of play – his nonchalant grace under pressure and his almost unnaturally erect posture. Even today, roughly half a century after he all but glided across football pitches, it is astonishing to see that all the things you have heard about Beckenbauer are true. Yes, he played almost every pass with the outside of his foot, as if any other technique would have ruined his perfect pose – the stillness of his upper body – because it involved either turning a shoulder or moving an arm. And yes, he almost never looked down at his feet to see where the ball was. Actually, this is all the more impressive precisely because it happened fifty years ago, when football pitches were not the manicured carpets of today but sometimes frozen, often muddy and always bumpy, treacherous surfaces.


And yet Manning got it all terribly wrong. Beckenbauer, who never spent a day in the army even though West Germany introduced conscription for all male citizens before he turned eleven, was never officer material, as his temper and his lack of discipline were the stuff of legend at his club. And, much more importantly, the man who was so many things – a winner, an innovator, a stylist, an uncrowned monarch, a shining light and even a pop singer – was never ever anything even approaching a Prussian. In fact, a few weeks before the 1974 World Cup, he would tell the political magazine Der Spiegel: ‘I’m not a German, I’m a Bavarian. In my opinion, that is a major difference.’


His name told you as much. No, not his given name, as Franz (which was handed down from his father) used to be as common in Germany as Francis, Francesco or François were and probably still are in other countries. But ‘Beckenbauer’… now that’s a very interesting one. You sometimes read that the word means ‘basin builder’. That’s technically correct but historically wrong, as the building of basins was not a useful occupation in the Middle Ages when modern European family names came into being. Instead, ‘Beckenbauer’ referred to a man who had to hold down two jobs to make ends meet: he was a baker and a farmer. The German words for these trades are Bäcker and – and this is where the English word ‘boor’ comes form – Bauer.


In the years preceding Franz’s birth in 1945, twenty families (or bachelors and widows) called Beckenbauer were resident in Munich. During the war, Munich had some 830,000 inhabitants and was the fourth largest German city, behind Berlin, Vienna (part of the German Reich after 1938) and Hamburg, ahead of Cologne and Leipzig. This would seem to indicate that the family name was not out of the ordinary. However, during those same years, not a single person by the name of Beckenbauer was listed in Berlin, which was then the fifth biggest city in the world. Hamburg, Cologne and Leipzig did not have any Beckenbauers either, while there was only one in Vienna, a carpenter called Josef.


This tells you that Beckenbauer is a thoroughly Bavarian name. The family branch we are interested in can be traced back to a hamlet called Walting some sixty miles north of Munich. Franz Beckenbauer’s great-grandfather, a farmer also called Franz, was born here in 1795. He had two sons: the first was named Michael, the second – guess! – Franz. Michael was not cut out for rural life and went to Munich as a young man, where he got married and worked as a postman.


The Beckenbauers settled in Giesing, a poor working-class district some two miles south of the city centre. Michael’s wife Katharina lost many children – some were stillborn, some died from diphtheria – but seven survived. The fourth saw the light of day in 1905, inevitably a boy called Franz. Three years later, Katharina gave birth to another son, whom his parents christened Alfons.


Franz trained to become a locksmith and the Munich address directories would list this as his occupation until well into the 1940s. However, he was not a healthy man, his back in particular causing him constant problems. Eventually, Franz followed his father’s example and began to work for the Post Office, where he would ultimately become a chief secretary, a purely administrative role.


As often happens in families, Franz’s younger brother Alfons must have been the total opposite. He found it hard to hold down a regular job and was unemployed for a long time. However, he was a gifted athlete and, in contrast to Franz, loved football. Alfons played for a club in Giesing called Sportfreunde 1912 (which indeed translates as ‘friends of sports’). It wasn’t a normal club, though. Sportfreunde was affiliated to the Arbeiter-Turn- und Sportbund, the Workers’ Gymnastics and Sports Federation (ATSB), a German association that existed between 1893 and 1933, when it was smashed by the Nazis.


As the name suggests, the ATSB was a leftist organisation set up in direct opposition to sports associations such as the German FA (DFB), which it regarded as elitist, bourgeois and conservative. This may sound as if we’re talking about a small and bizarre splinter group here, but nothing could be further from the truth. In 1930, the ATSB had about 1.2 million members, and more than 8,000 football teams fell under its umbrella. It ran a national football championship and also fielded a select XI, which played similar workers’ organisations from other countries. While the ATSB stubbornly avoided the term ‘national team’ because it felt the expression smacked of jingoism and zealotry, the side was not undeserving of such a moniker. It was, after all, a representative team and the players were pretty good, as we shall soon see.


Alfons Beckenbauer, an inside left who was strong in the air and comfortable on the ball, was called up for five international matches in the build-up to the inaugural SASI European Championships in 1932, scoring eight goals. (SASI stood for Sozialistische Arbeitersport Internationale, Socialist Workers’ Sport International.) However, only a few days before the tournament began on 25 September, he rendered himself ineligible by joining a much bigger and regular team. Alfons Beckenbauer had been on the dole for so long that he could not resist when this club offered to get him a job as a mechanic at the Dornier aircraft plant in Munich. It gives you an indication of how good Alfons was that his new team had just won the national championship of Germany, beating Eintracht Frankfurt 2-0 in the final. The name of the club was Bayern Munich.


More than three decades later, in the autumn of 1966, Germany’s leading football magazine Kicker received a letter from a reader who had come across two Bayern line-ups from 1933 and stumbled over a familiar name: Beckenbauer. Was this mysterious player, the reader wanted to know, by any chance a relative of young Franz, who had just been voted his country’s Footballer of the Year? Even Kicker, often referred to as the ‘bible of the German game’, did not know the answer, so they called Walter Fembeck, then Bayern’s managing director (and the man who signed Gerd Müller).


‘A Beckenbauer?’ Fembeck wondered. ‘A Beckenbauer in the 1930s? Well, we should certainly know about that.’ Problem was, they didn’t. And so Fembeck consulted Konrad ‘Conny’ Heidkamp, a member of the Bayern team that had been crowned champions in 1932. ‘Yes,’ Heidkamp said. ‘There was a Beckenbauer, a skilful player. If I remember correctly, he had to retire early because of an illness. I can’t remember his first name, though, and I don’t know if he is related to Franz.’ The Kicker reporter then called Franz’s mother Antonie, who was able to shed light on the matter: ‘Oh, that must have been Alfons!’ she told the journalist. ‘He is my husband’s brother, Franz’s uncle.’


The most puzzling aspect of the story as it appeared in Kicker a few weeks later was that Franz professed to have had no idea that his uncle used to play for Bayern Munich. At first, this seems scarcely believable. It was not as if Alfons had left the city, let alone the country. For the past thirty years, he had been living in a district of Munich known as Laim, four miles northwest of Giesing, and he often attended family meetings, as various photographs attest to. And yet there is a distinct possibility that he never told his nephew about his own playing days. As Heidkamp recalled, these ended very early – in 1933, to be precise, when Alfons was barely twenty-five. Franz’s biographer Torsten Körner speculates that it was not just a combination of injuries, the sort of weak health that haunted many male members of the Beckenbauer family and a marriage to a wife who was not very keen on having a footballing husband that led Alfons to give up the game: ‘The most important reason is apparently his antipathy to the politics of the National Socialists, who quickly “aryanised” Bayern Munich, discredited as a “Jews’ club”, and forced the Jewish president Kurt Landauer to step down.’


If this is true, it sounds quite plausible that Alfons was never greatly inclined to reminisce about those years, as he would have had to explain too many things, starting with his role in the ATSB. Also, is it too much to assume that he didn’t like to talk at length about his own life in the first place? Munich’s address directory of 1935 did list him as a ‘mechanic’, but three years later he had become a ‘janitor’ and, by the early 1950s, when he was still a comparatively young man, he was registered as a ‘pensioner’, probably on account of his health issues.


‘We knew that Alfons had played football,’ Franz’s brother Walter says when I ask him about his uncle. ‘What we really didn’t know was that he had played for Bayern. My mother always told me that Alfons played for the ‘workers’ national team’, but as a kid I had no idea what that was all about. He was a very nice man. We all liked him a lot and we saw him often, because his daughters, Erika and Helga, were great fun to be around. But we really had no idea about this Bayern Munich connection.’


Even after his premature retirement, Alfons seemingly never lost his love for the game – and he must have been proud of his nephew. When Kicker arranged a photo shoot in November 1966, he travelled to Bayern’s training camp in Grünwald, just outside of Munich. In the picture that was eventually published by the magazine, he has a smile on his face as he strolls next to Franz. The two men look almost like father and son, as there is a clear family resemblance, right down to the way they walk.


Actually, quite a few things would have been easier for Franz, the future Kaiser, if Alfons had indeed been his father. But it was Alfons’s older brother Franz who met Antonie Hupfauf, a Giesing girl born just a five-minute walk away from the Beckenbauer family home. The two married in 1937 and, since money was very tight, they moved in with Franz’s parents, Michael and Katharina, who lived in a street called St.-Bonifatius-Platz – which translates as Saint Boniface Square, even though it was not really a square. Many, many years later, this short lane was simply added to a neighbouring street, which is why people interested in footballing landmarks should not look for No. 2 St.-Bonifatius-Platz today but visit No. 6 Zugspitzstrasse instead.


Even though Munich suffered heavily during the war (seventy-four air raids destroyed half of all the buildings in town), the house in question still stands. Just fifteen years ago, it was run-down and dilapidated, covered in graffiti and nearly deserted. But even Giesing, once home to only the simplest of folks, has now been thoroughly gentrified. Today, No. 6 Zugspitzstrasse looks very nice indeed. In the now fully developed attic, and thus above the four-room flat where the Beckenbauers used to live, there resides somebody called, believe it or not, Kaiser.


It is a most peculiar building because, in the span of only three years, it produced not just one person who could rightfully be called the greatest German footballer of a generation, but, as illogical as it may sound, two. First, though, came Walter. In 1941, Antonie gave birth to a boy who would turn out to be a capable creative midfielder, good enough to play for Bayern Munich Schoolboys. People love a good myth and so there are those who stubbornly claim that Walter Beckenbauer had even more natural talent than his kid brother, an argument to which Walter has always replied the same thing: ‘utter rubbish’.


This brother arrived four years later, on 11 September 1945. According to a family tradition that makes it unnecessarily hard for readers of biographies to follow events, he was christened Franz. As small and frail as he was, it was now getting rather crowded in the flat. Grandfather Michael had died prematurely, but there was not only his widow Katharina, Franz Sr and Antonie plus their two boys, there was also Franz Sr’s youngest sister, Frieda, and her own two children. No surprise, then, that Walter and Franz would soon spend most of their time outside, on the street or on the football pitch that was literally in front of their doorstep. Recalling his formative years on the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday in 2020, Franz said: ‘Our greatest fortune was our neighbour. Munich SC 1906 was right across the street.’ The club is now called Haidhausen 1906, but the facilities are still where they have always been. The field on which Walter and Franz kicked a ball about in the years after the war is now made of artificial grass, while the surrounding fence is no longer easy to scale. But, then as now, a football pitch is the first thing you see when you look out of the windows in what used to be the Beckenbauers’ flat.


Of course, young Franz learned the game he would one day play better than almost anyone who ever lived from his older brother. But Walter was not his only teacher. There was also someone whose story remained virtually unknown until four years ago, when Bayern Munich’s club museum appealed to the public to submit photos and documents relating to the history of women’s football in the city. One person who replied was Brigitte Lettl, née Schmid.


Born in 1942, Brigitte lived on the floor just below the Beckenbauers with her mother and her older sister. (Her father had been taken prisoner of war and wouldn’t return home until many years later.) Known as ‘Gitta’, she was perhaps even more of a born athlete than the Beckenbauer brothers. She could cycle faster than the boys, was a fine skier and skater, and played a lot of tennis in later life. Above all, though, she was a great footballer. ‘Well, that’s all we did – play football,’ she says matter-of-factly six decades later from her home close to the Austrian border. ‘Most of us were latchkey kids, very free. When we came back from school, we did our homework and then we went outside to play football until it was dark or dinner was ready.’


Most astonishingly, at least for the times, none of the boys ever objected to Gitta’s presence, even though she was the only girl on the street team locally known as ‘BoWaZu’, after Bonifatius-Platz, Watzmannstrasse and Zugspitzstrasse. ‘No, nobody ever said anything,’ Gitta remembers. ‘I suppose one reason is simply that I was quite good.’ What sounds perky is actually an understatement. In 1955, when Gitta was thirteen, the DFB prohibited its member clubs from allowing women to play football, a ban that would only be lifted in 1970. But of course there were independent teams outside the DFB’s reach. A former Bayern player by the name of Joseph Floritz even set up an unofficial national team that played around 150 internationals between 1958 and 1965.


Most of the players came from the western parts of West Germany, a stronghold of the women’s game. Usually, the only international from the south of the country was Gitta Schmid. In the summer of 1957, more than 12,000 people came out to see her and her (much older) West German team-mates play England. Bert Trautmann performed the ceremonial kick-off and the game finished 1-1. The equaliser was one of forty-four goals Gitta would score in only forty internationals. In a different era, she would have been a star.


‘Like I said, I was quite good,’ Gitta continues. ‘And Walter was also a really talented player. But Franz was always something else, an artist on the ball.’ Another difference between the two brothers was their allegiance. Traditionally, Giesing is 1860 Munich country. The Blues, as they are known locally, were based just a fifteen-minute walk from the Beckenbauers’ home, while Bayern Munich, the Reds, had their spiritual home in Schwabing, a borough in the northern part of the city. As the New York Times once put it, Schwabing was ‘a traditional stomping ground of students, artists and assorted hangers-on. It has often been thought of as Munich’s other half, artistic rather than bourgeois, cosmopolitan rather than Bavarian.’ In other words, it was an alien place for a simple (and very Bavarian) working-class family like the Beckenbauers.


However, there was a twist. Even though West Germany would soon win the World Cup, German football was semi-professional at best. In fact, it was illegal to earn a living through the sport. While the players did receive money from their clubs, they had to prove they were holding down a regular job as well. Those clubs were not businesses but public, non-profit organisations that anyone could join, set up for the common good and serving a local community by offering sports facilities. One of the side-effects of this system was that only very few clubs actually owned the ground they played in, simply because you either had to have an awful lot of fee-paying members or some well-meaning wealthy patrons in order to finance a stadium. That is why Bayern Munich were nomads in their own city, renting a place here or there until they moved in with 1860 Munich in 1925 to share the ground at Grünwalder Strasse in Giesing. However, some people still regarded them as intruders.


‘Bayern were from Schwabing, a place where none of us ever went,’ Franz Beckenbauer once said in order to explain why he grew up as a fan of the Blues. His greatest hero was always Fritz Walter, the captain of the national team who came from Kaiserslautern, but locally he idolised two 1860 players: right-winger Ludwig Zausinger and inside-right Kurt Mondschein. Neither was ever capped, but young Franz dreamed of doing what they did – and to play for whom they played. Walter, on the other hand, had more than just a soft spot for the Reds, without ever being able to explain how this happened. Although Munich SC 1906 were his direct neighbours, he instead went to play for Bayern in 1952 when he was eleven.


According to one of the books bearing Franz Beckenbauer’s name, Walter was also more of a rebel that his younger sibling. ‘Basically, I did not long for the same things as my brother – smoking cigarettes, drinking beer or huddling in doorways with girls,’ Franz wrote in 1975, adding that Walter would also often stand up to their father, a stern man who repeatedly told his sons that football was a terrible waste of time. In one of the key scenes of this autobiography, Franz describes how Walter once came home quite late, smelling of beer. It was the night that Franz, fearing the days of their BoWaZu team were nearing their end, decided to join a club himself: Munich SC 1906 on the other side of the street.


Like a great many things that Franz has either said or published under his name over the decades, this description has to be taken with a grain of salt and should be considered an apocryphal anecdote. That’s because he walked across the street to join SC 1906 in late 1953 when he was eight, meaning Walter was just twelve and had only recently become a member of the Reds to play for Bayern Schoolboys. But the basic premise of the story is true. Franz possessed more dedication and determination than his brother. And, of course, more talent. ‘With merely ten per cent of his natural ability,’ Walter said as recently as 2020, ‘I would have been a pretty strong amateur player.’ Instead, he left Bayern as early as 1955 to follow Franz’s example and join SC 1906, where all his friends were playing. Little did Walter know that his kid brother would fairly soon take the opposite route.


Less than a year after Franz had become an SC 1906 player, a true miracle happened. West Germany, captained by Franz’s role model Fritz Walter, won the 1954 World Cup in Switzerland, beating Hungary 3-2 in the final. One of the greatest upsets football has ever seen entered the history books as ‘the Miracle of Berne’ and triggered a football frenzy in West Germany, a country still looking for an identity barely nine years after the end of the war. Overnight, the eleven simple men who had managed to defeat undeniably the best team on the planet were even more than just national heroes. They were instant living legends. That is, in the eyes of almost everyone.


‘Tell me,’ Franz Beckenbauer Sr said to his youngest son to begin a dialogue Franz Jr would never forget and often quote. ‘What is this Fritz Walter, whom you adore so much, going to do with his life once he is too old to play? How will he earn a living, having done little more than kicking a ball about?’


‘He is earning money now,’ young Franz argued. ‘And he will save some.’


‘Footballers are too dumb to save money,’ his father replied.


On 6 July 1954, two days after the final, Fritz Walter and the other dumb footballers who had represented West Germany at the World Cup arrived in Munich by train. They were supposed to travel from the main station to the town hall, which stood at the northern end of Marienplatz, Mary’s Square, in open Mercedes limousines. Shops, offices and factories closed early and schoolkids were given the day off. Most accounts agree that at least 500,000 people – more than half the city’s entire population – lined the streets to catch a glimpse of the World Cup winners. Almost needless to say, Franz Beckenbauer Sr volunteered to work; we can safely assume that he didn’t even listen to the radio coverage of the event.


His wife Antonie, though, grabbed her sons by the hands and started the long walk towards the centre of town. (Upon recounting the story in 1991, the writer Hans Blickensdörfer noted that ‘she saved the money for the tram, as was her wont’, though all public transport must have been hopelessly overcrowded anyway on that day.) However, the three never even got close to Marienplatz. At one point, the throng became so overwhelming that Antonie feared she would lose the children if she pressed on.


A few years ago, Franz told a tabloid that he had ‘only vague memories’ of the day and that he wasn’t even sure if he ‘actually saw any of the players’. But when he had recounted the day for Blickensdörfer all those decades ago, he mentioned that a total stranger suddenly grabbed him around the waist, lifted him up and put him on one of the construction workers’ shacks that lined the street. Walter even says he used to have a photo of Franz on that rickety hut until he gave the picture to someone and never saw it again. In any case, Franz suddenly had a clear view of the car parade. The only player he recognised was Fritz Walter. According to Blickensdörfer, he also felt that the Coupe Jules Rimet was a lot smaller than he had imagined.


Fritz Walter had become a double obsession for Franz Beckenbauer because of his coach at SC 1906. This was a 33-year-old man called Franz Neudecker, who had lost a leg in the war and was walking with two crutches. The story went that his disability didn’t hinder him from sometimes training with SC’s first team and that he possessed a very powerful shot. Put differently, he was the kind of man who leaves a deep impression on young boys, which is why Franz Beckenbauer never forgot the moment when Neudecker told him: ‘If you don’t lose your head, boy, you can become as good as Fritz Walter.’ (When Franz asked his older brother what the first part of the sentence was supposed to mean, the in-the-know reply was: ‘He is telling you that you mustn’t allow girls to take your mind off the football.’)


Neudecker was so protective of this precocious talent that he supposedly bought young Franz his first pair of proper football boots. Beckenbauer himself always liked to tell the story how, as a small boy, he took a heavy, ankle-high ski boot to a cobbler he knew and asked him to put cleats on it. This is very probably true, as contemporary address books reveal that a shoemaker by the name of Karl Winkler lived in the rear building of No. 2 St.-Bonifatius-Platz. However, this must have been before Franz joined SC 1906, as there are a couple of surviving team photos. The boys usually wear red shirts and white shorts, and their small feet are covered by normal football boots for the times.


Yet the story of the ski boots is still noteworthy, because Franz will have had a very good reason to ask the shoemaker for help, namely the weather conditions. It has become an integral part of the Beckenbauer myth that everything always came easy to him on the pitch, that he rarely headed the ball or tackled and that he disliked grafting. This has given rise to the idea that the physical side of the game was alien to him. (As we shall later see, the very first words a famous Bayern coach spoke to him were ‘Have heard you’re not a fighter’.) Of course, there is some truth to this, as Beckenbauer’s playing style remains the benchmark for footballing elegance.


But as the Italy game in 1970, which left such an impression on J. L. Manning, attests, Franz was no shrinking violet. And how could he have been? He grew up in a part of town rougher and poorer than most of us can imagine. He almost always played against boys – and at least one girl – who were older and stronger than him. And he also had to learn how to cope with adverse conditions that kids from other parts of the country knew little about. In those days before global warming, the winters in Munich were fiercely cold and always snowy. Both Brigitte Lettl, the former Gitta Schmid, and Walter Beckenbauer remember how the children would pour water across the street and wait until it was frozen solid so that they could play ice hockey. Boots with cleats or studs were simply a necessity if you had to chase balls in the snow.


In fact, those conditions may have been a major reason why young Franz joined a club in the first place. Nowadays, you would do so to either play at all (football in the streets being all but extinct) or play competitively. Children as young as seven can play in leagues and actually read the results and find the standings in Monday’s local newspapers. But back in the early 1950s, organised football only started for eleven-year-olds (which is why Walter joined Bayern as late as 1952). It means that the younger Beckenbauer had to wait almost three years for real games. Yes, coach Neudecker fielded him in friendlies, but this cannot have been enough to get Franz’s competitive juices flowing because he did take part in more or less serious games outside of the club.


First, there were the occasional matches with his church team. Munich’s Catholic parishes had their own city championship, and the Heilig-Kreuz-Kirche in Giesing (the Holy Cross Church, where Franz had been christened) regularly won, not least because of Beckenbauer and two of his chums, who also played for SC 1906: Helmut Heigl and Wolfgang Steiner. Then there was school football. This is the part of any decent football biography where you will read how the future superstar, now rich and famous, hated school with a passion and that his teachers invariably told him he would never amount to anything. Not in this case, though. Franz Beckenbauer always used to say that his grades were average at best, yet most of his teachers remembered him as a quiet and inconspicuous pupil but a pretty good student. (By contrast, Walter, unsurprisingly, must have been a bit of a handful.) And Franz would also be remembered as a great athlete, of course, as he led his school team to triumphs not only in football but also in other sports.


So, somewhat unusually for an outstanding footballer of this generation, Franz enjoyed a thoroughly happy childhood, right? Not so fast. The living conditions for working-class families in Giesing were abysmal. The Beckenbauers’ flat was not only cramped, but it also had no running water and no bathroom. The toilet was on the hallway, which was cold and unlit. Franz also told his biographer Torsten Körner that he refused to go to the coal cellar alone, because the basement scared the living daylights out of him – which probably tells us more about Franz’s disposition than about the cellar, as Brigitte Lettl describes the same part of the building as ‘smelling nicely, somehow homey’. Then there was the grumpy, unloving father. Franz Sr only rarely resorted to corporal punishment, but that was mainly due to his limited mobility on account of the bad back. While his mother would remain the most important person in Franz Jr’s life, he almost never spoke about his dad. Körner is certainly right when he says that a great deal of what happened over the next thirty or even forty years can be explained by Franz’s search for a father figure.


Such as Franz Neudecker. One of the attractions SC 1906 had held for Beckenbauer was surely the fact that the club had access to a proper gym, which meant he could now also play football during the harshest of winters. But having a real coach for the first time must have been an additional bonus. Two of the things Neudecker repeatedly drilled into young Franz were that he should always use his weaker foot and that he must never stop moving about on the field of play. There is a certain irony to this, considering that two hallmarks of Beckenbauer’s future style would be nudging the ball with the outside of his right foot when he might as well have simply used the left one and possessing such a finely tuned spatial awareness that he always seemed to run less than anyone else. However, he must have listened attentively to his coach because at first Neudecker played him on the left flank. While Beckenbauer certainly had the physique of a winger – small, slender, lightweight – he grumbled a bit because Franz thought of himself as a centre-forward and a born goalscorer.


By early 1958, he had got his wish. Playing up front and scoring many goals, Beckenbauer should have been happy. But there were problems at SC 1906. Rumours were circulating that the club would not be able to offer Beckenbauer and his team-mates league football for the coming season. The problem may have been money, with one version of the story saying that the club scrapped its entire youth set-up. However, it’s more likely that SC 1906 were simply lacking coaches or players. This was, and is, a common occurrence at small amateur clubs, where it can easily happen that you suddenly don’t have enough players any more if two or three boys quit the game (for instance, because they allow girls to take their minds off the football). In any case, Franz and his friends were wondering what to do. And thus began the legendary and slightly mysterious story of the Watschn – Bavarian slang for a slap in the face – that altered the course of football history.


The first recorded retelling of the tale seems to originate with Franz Beckenbauer’s first autobiography, which was ghosted by a noted columnist called Rolf Gonther and published in December 1966. ‘My friends had decided to leave SC 1906 together with me and join 1860,’ read the text next to a photo that showed Franz and his team-mates (dressed, incidentally, in red shirts, red shorts and red socks). ‘But the moment when 1860’s centre-half gave me a slap in the face during the final of a tournament in Neubiberg wreaked havoc with our plans. After this schoolboy game against 1860, which we lost 1-4, with me scoring our consolation goal from the penalty spot, we all went to Bayern instead.’


He confirmed this story two years later, first in March 1968 and then again in August, during a couple of interviews with Kicker magazine. By the time of the 1975 autobiography mentioned previously (and which was, amazingly, already the fourth book of this kind!), the anecdote had morphed into such a central part of the Beckenbauer myth that it was given plenty of room. In this version, told to yet another ghostwriter, Franz expanded on the tale. He mentioned that SC 1906’s chairman, Karl Steiner, would watch him train and then exchange meaningful glances with Neudecker, adding that Steiner ‘had a son who was playing for 1860’s first team’. A few pages later, he said that ‘if players from SC 1906 were looking for a career in football, they naturally joined 1860, like Karl Steiner’s son had done’.


These asides must have been meant to underline how much of a foregone conclusion it should have been for Beckenbauer and his closest footballing friends to become Blues – until SC 1906 qualified for the final stages of an under-14 tournament alongside Bayern, 1860 and TSV Neubiberg. The semi-finals and the final were played in April 1958 in Neubiberg, a village just outside the city borders of Munich and right next to Unterhaching. SC 1906 had no problems in the semis, which set up the ill-fated meeting with 1860, during which Beckenbauer’s marker lost his cool.


However, the story is not quite as straightforward as it seems. First of all, the identity of the culprit remained unknown for almost four decades. This in itself is certainly not strange, because who could predict how diehard 1860 supporters would react to someone who cost their club the greatest talent in history? But strange is what happened next. In 1983, a man by the name of Günther Jahnke suddenly stepped forward and shouldered the blame. He certainly had links to the Blues, and even used to work as a press agent for Petar Radenković, the legendary former 1860 goalkeeper. ‘Franz knocked me down and it really hurt,’ he explained to the producers of a documentary. ‘So I lunged out and gave him a clip round the ear. He instantly said to his pals: “We’re not going with this lot, we’ll join Bayern.”’ Unfortunately, there wasn’t enough time to really look into Jahnke’s story; he died as early as 1985, at only forty years of age. He was buried in Munich’s Eastern Cemetery, which is worth a mention because this graveyard backs on to the street where Beckenbauer grew up.


When Franz celebrated his fiftieth birthday in 1995, ten years after Jahnke’s death, he had a surprise in store: he could remember the name of the offender! It was not Jahnke, he said, but Bauernfeind. That sounded very plausible, because this was exactly the name Beckenbauer had mentioned in passing in June 1977, when he penned a piece about his first days in New York for Stern magazine. As it soon turned out, there had indeed been a player called Rudolf Bauernfeind on the 1860 team all those years ago. However, he was no longer alive and thus could not corroborate or deny the story.


With two suspects in the grave, a third man stepped forward. In 2010, Gerhard König, a former goalkeeper in 1860’s youth system, met Franz for a television feature to unburden himself and apologise a tad belatedly. As König explained, he had to play in the outfield on that day in 1958 and found it hard to contain the lively Beckenbauer. In this version, he fouled Franz, not the other way round, which led to an exchange of expletives. ‘Could be,’ Beckenbauer chuckled when König told his story. ‘I was a cheeky lad then.’


König, a renowned hothead himself, eventually saw red and slapped his opponent. ‘It was only a lot later,’ he added, ‘that I learned this was the reason why Franz didn’t join us.’ König quit football a mere two years after the game in Neubiberg, when he happened to be late for training, was given a dressing-down and stormed off in a huff. And yes, his family name means ‘king’.


The sudden surge of former 1860 players eager to make a clean breast of their darkest deed in youth football is not the only incongruous element of the story. There is also the fact that Karl Steiner’s son Rudi was still playing for SC 1906 in April 1958. In fact, Rudi only joined the Blues in the summer of 1960, when Franz Beckenbauer was already the star of the Reds’ under-19 side and playing alongside a certain Sepp Maier.


There was, however, a well-hidden family link between SC 1906 and Bayern Munich, which has only very recently come to light. Franz Neudecker, Beckenbauer’s first coach, had an uncle by the name of Anton Ritter, who happened to be in charge of the Reds’ schoolboy teams. In fact, when Bayern’s official club magazine carried a photo of Beckenbauer for the very first time, the 66-year-old Ritter was standing right next to Franz, Helmut Heigl and Neudecker’s own son. The close friends were three of the five players in total who had joined Bayern from SC 1906 after the Neubiberg final.


So, is it too far-fetched to speculate that Ritter and his nephew Neudecker had been pulling some strings behind the scenes in order to gently drag Beckenbauer and the other key members of SC 1906’s team over to the red side of town? After all, SC 1906 had beaten none other than Bayern in the Neubiberg semi-finals, and quite convincingly so, which will have served as an extra incentive for the Reds to land the core of this side. Heigl, for one, now suspects that the historic decision had already been made before the 1860 game and that the famous slap in the face, if it ever happened, only served as a welcome excuse to eschew 1860.


In fact, there are more than a few observers who think that Franz, for all his unique talent, might have found it tougher to break through at 1860, who were just about to assemble a really strong senior side (one that would win the cup in 1964 and the league in 1966), a process that usually means a team can’t have a lot of patience with homegrown players. ‘Maybe Franz owes his great career to me,’ Gerhard König, his voice weakened by an insidious disease, mused in 2020. ‘He would have become a strong player at 1860, but he would not have been nurtured the way they did at Bayern.’


Whatever the truth – if, in fact, there is only one – it quickly became apparent that Franz had made the right choice. The team photo mentioned above graced the cover of the July 1959 issue of Clubzeitung, Bayern’s club newspaper, because the under-15s had done exceptionally well. In Beckenbauer’s first season as a Red, he played as a centre-forward again and scored more than a hundred goals. Unsurprisingly, given this tally, the team reached the final of the city championship. On 10 May 1959, Bayern met Wacker Munich in front of more than a thousand spectators and prevailed 3-1, with both Beckenbauer and his pal Heigl finding the target. It would not be the only title of the season; Bayern then also reached the final for the championship of Upper Bavaria. There they faced MTV Ingolstadt and won 12-2.


This all-conquering team was coached by an interesting man, one who is now widely regarded as perhaps the most important unsung hero of all at a club that has had more than its fair share of celebrated figures. Rudi Weiss, a law student, was only twenty-eight years old when Franz joined Bayern. His older brother, Werner, was also a youth coach, while his father, Anton, had been responsible for the club’s entire youth set-up – some 500 boys and adolescents in all – since 1947. Rudi had been a talented player himself before being forced to quit the game prematurely after an opponent’s reckless tackle ruined his knee. Even though he was so young, Weiss had already supplied Bayern’s first team with one set of homegrown players (men like Ludwig Landerer and Erich Hahn) and was just about to do it all over again (with players like goalkeeper Fritz Kosar and Adolf Kunstwadl). However, the moment he laid eyes on Beckenbauer, he must have sensed that his – and the club’s – first truly golden generation had just arrived.


Weiss, though not even sixteen years older than Beckenbauer, would turn out to be Franz’s next father figure. To paraphrase the famous German poet, humourist and illustrator Wilhelm Busch, becoming a father is easy, being one is not. Over the next few years, Weiss would very often be delighted by the boy from Giesing. But he would also be driven to despair by him on more than one occasion. And that was even before Franz Beckenbauer, whom someone would someday compare to a Prussian officer, unintentionally found a scandalous way of dodging the draft.










LIFE I Chapter Two



So, one last time: who gave Franz Beckenbauer the mythical slap in the face on that April day in 1958? Günther Jahnke? Rudolf Bauernfeind? Gerhard König? None of them? Maybe nobody at all? It’s highly likely we will never find out. But I wouldn’t be surprised if it eventually turns out that it was actually one of his own team-mates.


By all accounts – some of which were even printed in Bayern’s Clubzeitung in the guise of match reports – the young Beckenbauer was a supremely annoying player. Oh, he was good. Of course he was good. Before he was sixteen years old, Rudi Weiss promoted him to Bayern’s under-19 side, where Franz first met a sensational goalkeeper called Sepp Maier, more than eighteen months his senior. But this was probably as much due to Beckenbauer’s performances as it was to Weiss’s increasingly desperate attempts at disciplining him. The coach must have hoped that Franz would fall in line once he found himself surrounded by much older, almost equally talented and more experienced peers. Fat chance.


In his first autobiography, Beckenbauer admits that he ‘used to complain about anything our youth coach said. I was always late, grumbled constantly and left early whenever he asked us to stay around after a game. I was a lout, what you would call a pubescent young man.’ It was true, but it was also only half the story. Weiss was surrounded by adolescent boys who tended to be rebellious off the pitch. Knowing how to handle them was actually an important part of his job description. The problem with Beckenbauer was that he was also unruly on the field of play. Even half a century later, Weiss could rattle off the kid’s numerous misdemeanours and character faults: ‘He talked back to the referees. He retaliated if he was brought down. If someone’s pass wasn’t perfect, he refused to chase the ball and just made a dismissive gesture with his hand. He would tap his forehead and call his team-mates twerps. It was unsociable behaviour.’ It speaks volumes for Weiss that he did all he could to avoid the term that would soon haunt Beckenbauer (and the club he was playing for), but there are hardly two ways about it: on the pitch, Franz was infuriatingly arrogant.
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