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Ordinary Men, and Craftsmen




    In his book The Football Man, published in 1968, Arthur Hopcraft marvels at the fame of footballers. Say the word ‘Georgie’ in Manchester, Hopcraft writes, ‘or in close proximity to some kind of football activity in any other British town’, and everyone will know at once that you are talking about Best. If you say ‘Matt’, they think Busby. ‘Denis’ evokes Law, ‘Nobby’ means Stiles, and so on. Hopcraft explains this ‘not by the fanaticism of football following but by the deep and lasting impact made by men of extraordinary personality in the context of sport’.




    Hopcraft began covering football at the age of sixteen. Michael Parkinson, an early colleague at a local paper in Barnsley, remembers him as ‘the first reporter I had encountered who wore a bow tie, which took courage in Barnsley in the 1950s’. Later Hopcraft became a well-known writer for television: he did the famous adaptation of John Le Carré’s Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy in 1979. But before abandoning football he packaged much of his best work in The Football Man, and it’s that book that made me decide to write this one.




    In his book, Hopcraft anatomises English football of the time in a series of profiles: ‘The Player’, ‘The Manager’, ‘The Director’, ‘The Referee’, ‘The Fan’ (mostly about hooligans) and so on. He meets and describes George Best, Alf Ramsey, a young Ken Bates (then chairman of Oldham) and many others. He takes them seriously, not as demigods but as people and craftsmen. His overly polished prose is now a bit dated, and we no longer need his assurances that football is important enough to write about (we now often need to be told that it isn’t). Still, The Football Man is a wonderful book, and prescient in places. Hopcraft tells us that, contrary to what many people think, a European Super League will never happen, but he adds:




    

      

        

          . . . a more likely suggestion is that a domestic Premier League may hive off from the English Football League to confine top-quality football to perhaps a dozen of the country’s major areas of population. This is a perfectly rational idea, and one which is known to find favour among a number of men in influential positions in football.


        


      


    




    I would never dare compare myself to Hopcraft, and I don’t wear bow ties, but men of extraordinary personality still make an extraordinary impact in the context of sport, and in The Football Men I give my take on the football men of our day. I have done my best to understand what they are like, not as demigods but as people and craftsmen.




    Like Hopcraft, I began writing about football at the age of sixteen: a profile of Ruud Gullit, published in World Soccer magazine in October 1986, for which I think I was paid £30, a lot of money to me then. (I’ll come clean straight away and say that a lot of the profiles in this book are of Dutchmen. Just be thankful I didn’t grow up in San Marino.) I’ve been profiling footballers, and managers, and directors, and sometimes even fans ever since. I joined the Financial Times in 1994, and am there again today, but in between I’ve had stints at the Observer (one of Hopcraft’s old papers) and The Times. I have also written for innumerable magazines and papers from Japan (good pay) to Argentina (not so good).




    I have never thought that most footballers have anything special to say. I know a colleague who believes that only by speaking to a real footballer can you access truths about the game. This man is forever texting players, and saying things like, ‘If you speak to Franz Beckenbauer, he’ll tell you that . . .’




    I reject that idea. I do believe that you can access truths about the game by speaking to Arsène Wenger, if he feels like telling you. I don’t believe you can access them by speaking to Wayne Rooney.




    In fact, now that I’ve reached middle age I’ve increasingly given up chasing interviews with footballers. It isn’t worth the humiliation. Sometimes a magazine will call, and ask, ‘Can you get an interview with X?’ I always say that you can: if you want to spend weeks sending faxes that somehow never arrive, phoning impatient agents on their mobiles, hanging around training grounds and trading favours with boot sponsors. In the end you’ll get an interview with X. He’ll probably turn up hours late, say, ‘I hope we’ll win on Saturday. I think we can,’ and then drive off again.




    Another colleague of mine describes acting as an interpreter for a star who had just joined Real Madrid. As the two of them sat in the car heading for the press conference where the star was to be presented, my colleague asked him what message he wanted to convey to the waiting media. The star looked surprised at the thought. ‘The aim,’ he explained, ‘is to say nothing.’




    Footballers almost never say ‘No comment’. As Gazza once pointed out, if you do that, the newspaper will report that the player said, ‘No comment’, which makes him look suspicious. Instead the player says sweet nothings. I live in Paris, and the other month I caught Franck Ribéry being interviewed on French TV. It was impressive to see how fluently the phrases rolled out: ‘We played well . . . Another big game coming . . . Let’s hope we can win . . . Only the team performance matters . . .’ In its way, it was a perfect performance. This kind of drivel often satisfies interviewers, too. Many newspapers and TV channels barely worry about the content. What they are trying to show is access to footballers – or the appearance of access. That by itself is enough to sell. I think I sold my interview with Kaká to publications in eight countries.




    Of course sometimes you catch a footballer on a good day, often after he has retired, and then the interview is a pleasure. I felt that in some of the profiles in this book: going around Cape Town with Bruce Grobbelaar, around Rotterdam with Johnny Rep and Bernd Hölzenbein, or sitting in the Polo Bar in Ascot with Glenn Hoddle. Footballers tend not to respond well to abstract questions about emotions (‘How did you feel when . . .’) but if you ask about specific moments or places or people, they sometimes get going. Even interviewing active footballers can be worthwhile. These people are roaring with energy, almost never have low blood sugar or a hangover, and are fascinated by what they do. Nicolas Anelka and Rivaldo weren’t pleased to see me, but they did say interesting things.




    Then there is the intangible sense of a person that you can only get from actually meeting him: his aura, if you like. Once in the Nou Camp someone introduced me to a bandana-wearing Ronaldinho. While we exchanged pleasantries, I had nearly a minute to take him in from point-blank range. As he stood there, his legs were constantly in motion. He was bouncing, almost dancing on the spot. He also couldn’t stop looking around. This may just have been desperation to escape a British geek, but I risked an instant psychiatric diagnosis: attention deficit disorder.




    After interviewing great players, we journalists often compare notes. We rarely ask each other what the guy said, because we know it was probably boring. Players today are such corporate men – more of which later – that they usually say exactly what you know they are going to say. Instead, the first question from journalist to journalist is usually ‘What was he like?’




    After I interviewed Kaká (who said little of interest), I duly reported back to colleagues that he’d been an extremely pleasant, polite bloke. A while later, a German friend of mine interviewed Lionel Messi in Barcelona. ‘What was he like?’ I asked. Well, my friend admitted, Messi had said nothing of interest. But otherwise he had done everything he could to make his guest happy. ‘What a sweet little man!’ my friend marvelled.




    We ask ‘What was he like?’ in part because we are looking for the secret of the man’s success. We want to believe that great footballers become great in part because of the men they are. They cannot just be good at kicking a ball. We assume their characters must also be conducive to great achievement. Surely there are personality traits that unite the firecracker Maradona with the brooding Zidane and the homeboy Messi? In other words: are superstars exceptional people?




    I hope this book adds up to something like a group portrait of the profession. Let’s start with the players’ life paths. In his book Outliers: The Story of Success, the Canadian author Malcolm Gladwell popularised the ‘10,000-hour rule’. This is a notion from psychology, which says that to achieve expertise in any field you need at least 10,000 hours of practice. Gladwell quotes the neurologist Daniel Levitin: ‘In study after study, of composers, basketball players, fiction writers, ice-skaters, concert pianists, chess players, master criminals, this number comes up again and again. No one has yet found a case in which true world-class expertise was accomplished in less time.’




    One constant of footballers’ autobiographies is therefore a childhood spent kicking a football around, and, in a cliché of the genre, sometimes sleeping with one. There’s one thing all the great footballers, from Maradona to Messi, have in common: they hit the 10,000-hour mark, at least.




    Hitting that mark has consequences for character. Few of football’s superstars have broad life experience outside football. From their early teens, when they typically start the move into top-class football, they are actively discouraged from developing interests outside the game. One friend of mine, who had a modestly successful playing career, says it’s not that footballers are stupid. Rather, they’re blinkered.




    That characteristic has probably worsened over time as the sport has become ever more professional. In various ways, the superstar has changed in recent decades. In particular, two superstar types have all but died out: the leader and the rock star.




    From the 1960s, when media attention for footballers began to grow (cf. The Football Man), until the 1990s, when TV money began to flood the game, the profession that football resembled most closely was rock music. Like rock stars, footballers were pursued by fans and groupies. Like rock stars, footballers tended to peak in their twenties. Like rock stars, they could say and do and drink and take drugs almost as they liked. Strange to tell, few clubs before the 1990s demanded that footballers looked after themselves. And so you got rock-star footballers like Best and Maradona, and even rock-star managers like Malcolm Allison.




    These men lived hard. Not only did the clubs allow it, but players had little to lose by ruining their bodies. After all, few made much money from football. Best was ‘young, popular and rich by lower-middle-class standards’, noted Hopcraft in his profile. ‘It is only because the pay and conditions of leading professional footballers were so recently those of moderately skilled factory helots that Best and his contemporaries look so excessively and immodestly affluent.’ Football had given these players a brief window in which they could live like rock stars, and so they did.




    The other type of superstar common from the late 1960s until the 1980s was the leader. Maradona was one (being a rock star didn’t get in the way) but the ultimate leader-superstars were Johan Cruijff and Franz Beckenbauer. Both men were born just after the Second World War, as part of Western Europe’s baby boom. By the late 1960s, in a world growing in prosperity and shedding deference, the boomers were seizing power for themselves. They demonstrated against Vietnam, and led the street revolutions of 1968. On the football field, too, they made a power grab.




    Cruijff and Beckenbauer didn’t only take responsibility for their own performances, but for everybody else’s as well. They were coaches on the pitch, forever pointing and telling teammates where to move. They helped the nominal coaches pick the lineups. They didn’t do deference. They demanded a greater share of the game’s profits. Cruijff shocked his club, Ajax, by bringing his father-in-law in with him to conduct his pay talks.




    Yet when football changed in the 1990s, both leaders and rock stars were doomed. With all the new money coming in, clubs became better organised. They regained control over their players. Often the manager – typified by Alex Ferguson at Manchester United – became a sort of dictator over his team. Clubs also began to focus more on the physical, and demanded that their players abandon rock-star lifestyles. Even Ronaldinho had to leave Barcelona when the club grew fed up with him partying every night, particularly after he began to take along the teenaged Messi. In football, the rock star was ousted by corporate man. Liverpool’s defender Jamie Carragher, in his autobiography Carra, describes the ‘robotic, characterless ideal modern coaches want’.




    Footballers today are almost all followers rather than leaders. Joan Oliver, when he was Barça’s chief executive, insisted to me that Messi was a leader. But it turned out that, by ‘leader’, Oliver meant something very different from a Cruijff or Beckenbauer. Messi, Oliver explained, was a ‘twenty-first-century leader’: someone who didn’t speak much, but led by example. That’s not what Cruijff would have called a leader.




    So today’s superstar – Lampard, Kaká, Messi – is a slightly monomaniac corporate man and yes-man. (In my profile of Florent Malouda, I describe his battle to turn himself into just that person.) Sure, they want to win. Like all good corporate executives, they take their jobs seriously. And they’re paid a lot to win. They practise hard. A few are driven fanatics – Edgar Davids, profiled here, for example. But anecdotal evidence doesn’t suggest that all superstars are like that. Boudewijn Zenden, who played alongside Davids in the great Dutch side of 1998, told me that it simply wasn’t true that everyone in the team was a driven fanatic. The one thing they all had in common, Zenden said, was that they were very good at football. Davids was known inside the game as a driven fanatic. Other superstars, by contrast, give every appearance of being relaxed. Wayne Rooney emphasises in his autobiography how ‘laid-back’ he is. Steven Gerrard (himself a ‘twenty-first-century leader’ by example only) confirms: ‘What I love about Rooney is, however big the occasion, he’s relaxed . . . No warm-up, no tension, let’s get cracking, lads. No worries.’ If you have the gifts of a Rooney, you probably don’t need the personality of a Davids.




    The myth of the superstar as driven fanatic is one that sports fans like. It suggests an explanation for how these legends got where they are: a route we could all follow to succeed in life, no matter how much or little talent we have. This was the myth behind those ubiquitous advertising posters featuring Tiger Woods: ‘We know what it takes to be a Tiger.’ The idea was that Tiger lived every second of his life in devotion to golf, and had got where he was thanks to fanatical drive. Then it turned out that Tiger spent much of his time picking up girls in bars. In other words, he was a slightly monomaniac corporate man who had got where he was through a natural gift, good coaching and hitting the 10,000-hour mark (or in his case, given that he started when barely out of the crib, more like 20,000). He worked very hard, and relaxed the rest of the time, like millions of successful people in all fields. Other than being a brilliant sportsman, Tiger had no special characteristics.




    I suspect that’s true of most of football’s superstars. ‘The very rich are different from the rest of us,’ Scott Fitzgerald mused to Ernest Hemingway. ‘Yes’, said Hemingway, ‘they have more money.’ Great footballers are different from the rest of us, too: they have more talent. Otherwise, the scary truth seems to be that they really are rather like you and me.




    It’s still worth reading about them. Firstly, these are the heroes of our time; we all wanted to be them; we want to understand them better. Secondly, each one is shaped by his background. Xavi is a different kind of central midfielder from Gerrard largely because they come from different places. Just as any biographer of anybody would do, I have tried to locate these footballers in their origins. With David Beckham and Eric Cantona, I was most interested in how others responded to them.




    Once I’ve met the footballer, or have watched him play and read and spoken to lots of other people about him, I am free to go off and write what I like. That is because footballers virtually never read me. Hopcraft points out the problem of reporters who follow one club all year. They are the journalists who are most likely to get access, but who are least able to write honestly. ‘The mere preservation of a tolerable social connection between such a man and the club’s players and officials means that he is unlikely to be uncompromisingly critical of them,’ says Hopcraft. I don’t have that problem. I show up at the club, do the interview, leave forever and then publish it in the Financial Times or a little Dutch magazine. I can be uncompromisingly critical.




    ‘In the main in this book I am more concerned with people than technique,’ writes Hopcraft, and so am I in mine. I am also concerned with technique, with the craft of football: what distinguishes Rooney or Rio Ferdinand from other English players, or why Lampard and Gerrard are so good for their clubs and so disappointing for England. But most of the time, I try to describe these footballers as if they were human beings. What would you think of Michael Essien or Edwin van der Sar or José Mourinho if they lived next door to you, or worked in your office? There are no demigods in this book, just ordinary people, successful professionals pursuing their careers, often rather bemused by the world’s response to them. Hopcraft died in 2004 aged seventy-one, but I hope he would have approved.








  



    

       

    




    
A Note on the Text




    Most of these profiles were previously published in the Financial Times, the Observer,The Times, Hard Gras in the Netherlands and an array of other publications. I thank them all for permission to reprint the articles in book form. I have tidied up the odd phrase and corrected some errors, but I haven’t tried to make myself seem more prescient than I was at the time.




    A few pieces – including many of the ones about English players – were written especially for this book.








  



    

       

    




    
PART I: THE PLAYERS




    








  



    

       

    




    
Bert Trautmann and Helmut Klopfleisch




    September 1997




    It’s a couple of days after Germany have knocked out England at Euro 96. The German team are staying 300 yards from my front door, in the Landmark Hotel. I walk past the Allsop Arms and the local tramps, who are wearing discarded England caps and scarves, and turn into the Marylebone Road. At the Landmark I have arranged to meet Helmut Klopfleisch.




    I know Klopfleisch from a year I once spent in Berlin. He is a moon-faced electrician who was born in East Berlin in 1948 and became a Hertha Berlin fan soon afterwards. On 13 August 1961 the Berlin Wall went up, separating him from his club. For a while Klopfleisch spent Saturday afternoons huddled beside the Wall with other Eastern Hertha fans, listening to the sounds coming from the stadium a few hundred yards away in the West. The border guards soon put a stop to that.




    For the next twenty-eight years Klopfleisch followed Western football teams around Eastern Europe. The Stasi, the East German secret police, followed him. Klopfleisch was often arrested – in 1986, for instance, for sending a good-luck telegram to the West German team at the World Cup in Mexico. In 1989, months before the Wall came down, he was expelled from the GDR. Since then he has followed the German national team around the world. He has become the unofficial team mascot, licensed to hang around the hotel and chat with players.




    This evening he is sitting at a table in the lobby of the Landmark with the president of Werder Bremen and an old man in check trousers. Fritz Scherer, the former president of Bayern Munich, is with them, but excuses himself as soon as I arrive. The old man in check trousers is tall and tanned, with elegant grey hair and a perfectly buttoned shirt. It is immediately obvious from his aura that he is a legend.




    When we are introduced I fail to catch his name, and so I guess that he is Fritz Walter, captain of the German team that won the World Cup in 1954. But after a couple of minutes I realise that this man is Bernd Trautmann, ‘Bert’ to the English, the former POW and Manchester City goalkeeper who broke his neck in an FA Cup final and yet played on. He is indeed a legend.




    Trautmann talks like a legend, slowly and ponderously, knowing that whatever he says people will listen. It’s a style common among very beautiful women.




    The conversation turns to Nelson Mandela. Trautmann coughs, and the rest of us fall silent. ‘I have ordered Mandela’s book,’ Trautmann says. ‘In my house in Spain I have two thousand books, and I have read most of them. When I come home,’ and he looks around our little circle, ‘I will read that book.’ With great formality he takes a handful of nuts from the bowl on the table.




    This goes on for a couple of hours, and yet I find it interesting. First of all, Trautmann really is a legend, so that nothing he says seems dull. But also, the atmosphere at our table is calm and soothing. I assume that this is typical of team camps where everything is going well. The Werder president and Trautmann occasionally order rounds of beer, nobody looks around to see if he can see anyone more interesting (Jürgen Klinsmann, say) and every speaker is permitted time to hold forth.




    Klopfleisch alone says little. The general opinion – which I think he shares – is that as a simple electrician he should be grateful to be here at all.




    When Trautmann doesn’t have anything more to say, the Werder president explains to me why the German camp is so calm: the Bayern players are behaving themselves. It was different in the past, he assures me. He can say that because his good friend Fritz Scherer has left. ‘Uli Hoeness, that’s the arrogance of Bayern in one man,’ says the Werder president.




    ‘Paul Breitner,’ says Trautmann. The Werder president shivers as if he has food poisoning.




    The Werder players are very serious characters, he says. Sometimes there’ll be a talk on religion in town, and a group of them will go along. Not the Jehovah’s Witnesses or anything like that. No: serious theological evenings. Not really Bayern’s thing, he thinks. The Werder president says that Werder and Bayern represent two sides of the German character.




    ‘North and south?’ I guess.




    ‘I’m afraid I must correct you,’ he says. ‘Werder is the Germany of the collective. No stars. Everyone works hard to build something together. The Germany of the 1950s, as it were.’




    ‘And Bayern?’




    ‘Bayern is the Germany of today. Too rich, spoiled, always quarrelling, and disliked everywhere. And yet they usually win.’




    That leads us to the great question: why do Germans always win? Surely these men must know?




    Trautmann takes some more nuts. Klopfleisch and the Werder president look polite but uncomprehending. They don’t see my point. After all, Germany don’t always win. They didn’t win the last World Cup, for instance. No, things are not going well for Germany at the moment. The new generation doesn’t want to work, and . . .




    I give up.




    Have they had a nice time in England?




    Oh yes. They are all Anglophiles. There is a tranquillity about this country that Germany lacks.




    ‘You know,’ says the Werder president, ‘I grew up in East Berlin. Later I fled to the West. So the division of Germany determined my life. It was the same, of course, for Herr Klopfleisch. And Herr Trautmann became a legend as a result of being taken prisoner in the war. But in England nothing has changed for a hundred years. It’s the old world. I like that so much. The war put an end to all that in Germany.’




    I learned one thing during my time in Berlin: when it gets late and there is beer on the table and a foreigner present, German conversations turn to war.




    ‘I am a simple man,’ says Trautmann. He pauses. ‘This is what I have always remained, but I read my books, and what I read is this: the French, the Americans, the English, they all knew exactly what Hitler was going to do. And so as a simple man I ask myself: why didn’t they do anything? If France had chased him out of the Rhineland in 1936 . . .’




    At eleven o’clock he goes to bed. The Werder president follows, but first he puts our beers on his room bill. It’s easy when the German football federation is paying, but even so.




    Klopfleisch and I have a last cup of coffee. He grumbles, ‘It’s always the same with these old Germans. If this, if that, then Hitler would never have happened and they could sleep easily at night.’




    Klopfleisch is bitter. The lives of these three men may have been determined by Hitler, but only Klopfleisch’s life was ruined. He was not allowed to go to university in East Germany, and when he was kicked out of the GDR he lost everything he had. He’s pleased that he can go to a tournament in the West with the national team, he says, but it means less to him than it would have done in the days of the Wall.




    Klopfleisch’s complaints are starting to bore me. He is not a legend. The legend has gone to bed, and so I leave, too. ‘Good luck on Sunday,’ I say, as if Germany needs it.




    Late-night German conversations no longer invariably turn to war, and Germany’s victory in the final of Euro 96 (the whole of Wembley booed when Oliver Bierhoff scored their golden goal) was the last time they won a trophy.




    I last saw Klopfleisch in Berlin in 2009. He was in hospital. He still enjoyed talking about football, but kept returning to his pain at seeing former Communists live happily ever after. He had been a hero of the Cold War, and after the Wall fell he thought that justice would at last be done. He was wrong. As part of the deal on German reunification, most East German Communists and spies were left unpunished.




    A Stasi agent, who had spied on Klopfleisch from the church beside his flat, had taken over his summer house outside Berlin, his ‘Little California’. Klopfleisch has been trying for twenty years to get the house back.




    Someone in the hospital room asked if he saw his battle with the late GDR as a sort of football match. ‘A match lasts ninety minutes,’ Klopfleisch sighed. ‘This one just went on forever.’




    As I write, in early 2011, Bert Trautmann is in his late eighties and still going strong.








  



    

       

    




    
Johan Cruijff




    January 1999




    When Johan Cruijff was a young player and still rather naive, Dutch journalists used to tease him by asking him what was the last book he had read.




    Invariably, he would cite the now-forgotten American novel Knock on Any Door. Sometimes the journalist would say: ‘But you said that last time!’ and Cruijff would reply: ‘I’ve read it again. It’s a very good book.’




    So it is ironic that Cruijff – voted European Player of the Century last week by the International Federation of Football History and Statistics – is responsible for the Dutch publishing sensation of this winter.




    The book, You have to shoot, or you can’t score, and other quotes from Johan Cruijff, first appeared in October. It sold out instantly. It was reprinted twice in November, sold out again, and now sits once more in piles beside the tills in half the bookshops in Holland.




    The quotes were assembled by Henk Davidse, who collected Cruijff interviews for decades and found rich material. Cruijff talked a lot. Even on the pitch, on the ball, with three men on him, he was always gesticulating and shouting advice to teammates. His whole life has been a conversation.




    He talked about everything. The chapter headings include ‘On guilders, pesetas and dollars’, ‘On tar and nicotine’, ‘The Dutch team: a difficult relationship’, and ‘On his youth, father Manus, brother Henny, wife Danny, the children and health’.




    And Cruijff said things that no one else said. ‘Even when he talked nonsense,’ wrote Nico Scheepmaker in his biography Cruijff, Hendrik Johannes, 1947–1984, fenomeen, ‘it was always interesting nonsense.’




    Cruijff understood football better than anyone, but he also thought he understood everything better than anyone. He told a Chicago taxi driver the quickest way into town; advised Ian Woosnam to change his swing; and before having a heart bypass, debated the method of operation with his surgeon. When his children were born, Cruijff supervised the nurses putting on their nappies, and sometimes took over himself.




    He not only said new things, he also said them in his own words. Being a genius who left school at the age of twelve, he often found that his thoughts ran ahead of his vocabulary. In Holland in recent months, various learned essays have appeared on the topic of Cruijff’s Dutch. Its main characteristics are his frequent use of the word ‘you’ to mean ‘I’ (‘That was the worst thing, that you always saw everything better’); his outdated Amsterdam working-class formulations (‘ken’ instead of ‘kan’, for ‘can’); and his penchant for apparently random words (‘them on the right is goat’s cheese’). Cruijff himself is oblivious to these defects. ‘Talking,’ he muses in the book, ‘if I could do everything as well as talking . . .’




    His Spanish is more flawed than his Dutch, but in a different way. He relies too much on the word ‘claro’ (to mean ‘of course’), pronounced in an Amsterdam accent with a shrug of the shoulders, and on the self-invented phrase ‘en el este momento’ (meaning ‘now’), used as a delaying tactic.




    In fact his best language may be English, which he learned as a child hanging around Ajax’s English coaches, Keith Spurgeon and Vic Buckingham. He still makes the odd mistake, though. ‘Why should I gone back when everything they are doing with soccer in Holland is wrong now?’ he once asked the Washington Post. But shining through the errors, always, are remarkable formulations.




    Like many great philosophers, Cruijff has mastered the apparent paradox.




    Thus: ‘Chance is logical.’




    ‘Italians can’t beat you, but you can lose to them.’




    ‘Before I make a mistake, I don’t make that mistake.’




    And, on turning fifty in 1997: ‘Really I haven’t lived fifty years, but a hundred.’




    For Cruijff now feels himself to be an old man, and this is the sadness that underlies the book, the reason it was published now. Davidse is celebrating a mind that no longer exists. ‘The tooth of time has done its work,’ Cruijff said in 1996, shortly before being sacked from his last job as coach of Barcelona.




    Instead of having original thoughts, he now spends his time taking his grandchildren to the zoo and commentating on Dutch television, often continuing to speak after the microphone has been turned off, because he has never understood how TV works.




    Davidse’s book is part of Holland’s attempt to thank him at last. As a player, Cruijff was often maligned as greedy, and at Ajax he was stripped of the captaincy by his teammates. Fans used to shout ‘Nose!’ at him.




    There was delight in 1979 when it turned out he had lost all his money to a French-Russian con man called Basilevitch. This winter, the tens of thousands of Dutchmen dropping into bookshops are, in a quiet way, saying goodbye and sorry. As Cruijff might tell them: ‘You only start to see it when you get it.’








  



    

       

    




    
Bruce Grobbelaar




    March 1999




    ‘Bloody mist, eh?’ says Bruce Grobbelaar, jumping out of his car just in time for training. ‘You can’t see a golf ball on the fairways.’ Behind him Table Mountain is indeed shrouded in the stuff, and across the bay from the training ground Robben Island is hardly visible either. For the former Liverpool keeper has landed up in Cape Town, where he now coaches the Seven Stars.




    A Grobbelaar training session goes something like this: Grobbelaar spins a football on his finger, frowning in concentration, while the players stretch and run laps.




    Grobbelaar places a ball on an orange post and kicks it into the distance while the players pass to one another.




    Grobbelaar performs the kick-off for two five-a-side games simultaneously, by punting two balls out of his hands at the same time. Grobbelaar watches the five-a-sides, saying ‘Goal’ when appropriate. When a shot goes high over the bar he says, ‘Boom!’ At the end, Grobbelaar selects five players to run short sprints and do press-ups as punishments for unspecified sins.




    ‘Whole team must run!’ some players protest, but Grobbelaar ignores them. Twenty-five years ago, one recalls, he was a corporal in the Rhodesian army.




    ‘He’s still got a way to go as a coach,’ one Seven Stars player concedes. Afterwards Grobbelaar chucks me and two of his players in his car, drops them at the supermarket – they have no cars – and drives me into Cape Town for a night out. The city, he says, is one of the six best in the world, with Vancouver, Perth, London and Paris. ‘The sixth one I have not been to yet,’ he adds, lifting that trademark Zorro moustache for the trademark toothy grin beneath the trademark bald head. At forty-one, with only the merest hint of a beer belly, he is still unmistakably Bruce Grobbelaar and he is stopped in Cape Town all the time by local Liverpool fans.




    The drive into the city is an experience. While reversing at high speed, Grobbelaar can swing the car five inches to his left and then immediately back again to save a side mirror. He can read street signs from nearly 100 yards. As we drive down the waterfront in the dark, he entertains himself counting the prostitutes: thirty-three, he says. ‘If my eyesight fails, I don’t think I’d be half the man that I am.’ He was a child prodigy at baseball and cricket, too, better, he says, as a teenage wicketkeeper than David Houghton, who went on to a Test career with Zimbabwe.




    We sit down to fish and lots of wine in the Dias Tavern, a Portuguese bar that is showing Tottenham beating Leeds, and, as George Graham mistakenly celebrates David Ginola’s drive against the post, Grobbelaar roars with laughter: ‘That’ll be one for Bloopers!’ Grobbelaar would love to be managing an English side himself, living with his wife and daughters in Lymington, Hampshire. The problem, he says, is the damage he suffered from being tried on charges of throwing football matches. Although he walked free in 1997 and is now suing the Sun, the newspaper that accused him, it has been hard to find an English club that will have him. ‘Your name has been tainted with the stigma,’ he grumbles, emphasising every word like a true white southern African.




    And without any prompting, he recalls how the saga began, one day in November 1994, when he arrived at Heathrow to catch a plane to Zimbabwe and was confronted by two Sun journalists who told him they had videotapes of him purportedly telling his former business partner Chris Vincent about match-fixing. This merely compounded Grobbelaar’s problems, because he knew that the News of the World was about to run a sex story about him. ‘I had given Vincent a false account of sexual allegations with other people,’ he explains. He flew his wife and daughters to meet him in Zimbabwe, hoping to shield them from the sex story, but a lawyer told his wife about it on the aeroplane and at Harare airport she walked straight past him. Later that day he had to play a World Cup qualifier against Zaire. It was, he says, hard to motivate himself. He is still not over the trial. Recently he dreamed that he was sitting in a cell and waiting again for the jury’s verdict, but this time, in the dream, he was found guilty. In real life, Grobbelaar, who had previously lost his money setting up a safari park with Vincent, lost more in the case, together, he believes, with a portion of his reputation. He does not spend a lot of time worrying about this, chiefly because he had never expected to live to be forty-one. In the Rhodesian war, he explains, ‘you went out and survived that day. And the rest is bonus.’ He fought the war against the black guerrillas who would later lead Zimbabwe. Is it not surprising, then, that he is now the most popular white man in the country?




    ‘Listen,’ he says, ‘even my houseboy’s son joined the other side. We met in my house during the war. I said, “If I see you in the bush I will kill you.” He said, “Yes, but I will kill you too.” I said, “OK, we will see who comes first.” I didn’t see him, but he was killed in the war. His younger brother, Gordon, told me.’ In the war, because of his eyesight, Grobbelaar worked as a tracker, gauging when and where guerrillas had passed from the state of their footprints and food remains. It was a job normally done by black hunters. Although Grobbelaar speaks no language fluently, in the war he picked up some of the Zimbabwean languages – Shona, Ndebele and Nyanja – to go with his English and Afrikaans. When English clubs rejected him, he decided to start his coaching career in Zimbabwe. Last year he briefly acted as caretaker manager of the national team, sending himself on for the last twenty minutes of a game against Tunisia in November, and he spent months trying to negotiate a job as assistant coach. But the Zimbabwean dollar kept plunging, and in the end the country could not pay him enough. And as one official at the Zimbabwean FA asked me: ‘Born in Durban, grew up here, then went to Canada, spent fourteen years at Liverpool – is he a local man?’ In fact Grobbelaar is a local man in many places. He throws me into his car again and as we shoot down the highway, overtaking on both sides, he points to the Cape Castle and says: ‘That’s where my grandfather was born. His father was a fusilier in the British Army, and the castle was a British stronghold in the Boer War.’ The birth in the castle, Grobbelaar says, entitled him to a work permit when he joined Liverpool.




    In June, Seven Stars will disappear, merging with local rivals Spurs to form Ajax Cape Town, a feeder club of which Ajax Amsterdam will own 51 per cent. Short term, therefore, Grobbelaar plans to win some matches with Seven Stars playing with a back four. Then, when the club is safe from relegation, he will start them playing the Ajax system with three defenders. Next, become head coach of Ajax Cape Town. Then, back to Europe. And the ultimate goal? Grobbelaar is not a man for coyness. ‘My ambition,’ he says, ‘is to take the reins at Liverpool.’




    He tells me that the training methods I saw in action earlier that evening were learned at Anfield from Bob Paisley, who in turn had learned them from Bill Shankly. Not that Grobbelaar is sentimental about Liverpool. He played in the games at Heysel and Hillsborough, and still has nightmares about them, as well as about the war. ‘Even today. You are lying down by yourself and thinking about your football career and the three things you think of are Heysel, Hillsborough and the war.’ We end the evening in Grobbelaar’s flat, which he has borrowed from a friend, and sit by the pool listening to the crickets and drinking whisky. It is the time of night to philosophise. Twenty years ago, says Grobbelaar, his then girlfriend, a Rhodesian woman, became pregnant and just before he could propose to her he discovered that the father was his best friend. What, he muses, if he had married her? ‘I would never have gone to Liverpool. I’d have been somewhere in Africa now. Probably Bulawayo. Running my own business. With five children.’ Would that have been a good thing? ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘because I would never have met that crazy arsehole Vincent who nailed me.’ But he doesn’t mean it.




    Sadly, Grobbelaar’s coaching career has tailed off in recent years and, as of now, he doesn’t seem to be working for anybody.








  



    

       

    




    
Edgar Davids




    March 1999




    The last time Edgar Davids and I talked, the subject was fashion.




    ‘You!’ he said. ‘You’re badly dressed!’ Surely, I replied, he could not be referring to me? And in his best black American English he shouted: ‘Damn, yes!’ The Juventus midfielder, who faces Manchester United in the Champions League semi-final next month, is as important to his side as Roy Keane is to United. He is also paranoid, aggressive and occasionally violent.




    When Davids played youth football at Ajax he was sent off so often that a club official took him to Milan and Juventus to show him how good life was for players who made it big. He also devoted a lot of energy to nutmegging opponents. ‘Masturbation’, his coach Louis van Gaal, called it.




    Around the same time, Davids strode up to the tennis player Richard Krajicek in an Amsterdam bar and said: ‘I bet you don’t know who I am.’ Krajicek confirmed that he did not.




    ‘My name is Edgar Davids,’ said Davids. ‘In a few years’ time I’ll be playing for Holland and driving a big car. You’ll be hearing more from me.’ Then he stalked off again.




    This anger within has made him the player he is today. Left out of Holland’s squad for the World Cup of 1994, he spent the tournament on Amsterdam playgrounds practising what he saw on TV. Davids scorns players like Danny Blind who collect football trivia; he himself collects tricks, and in big games he can suddenly produce a 10-yard backheel on the turn or swivel a full circle through two opponents.




    He was part of the Ajax team that won the Champions League in 1995, and when they lost the ’96 final to Juventus, Davids missed the decisive penalty. All the while he remained a difficult character, living in a mental world populated almost exclusively by true mates (the other black players at Ajax), jerks (almost everyone else he knew) and heroes (people he read about in books).




    An autodidact, Davids was obsessed with basketball players and rappers. His biggest hero was Dennis Rodman of the Chicago Bulls, whose autobiography Bad as I Wanna Be he knew by heart. Davids yearned to appear in an advertisement wearing nothing but a pair of sports socks, in imitation of a Rodman pose.




    This era culminated at Euro 96 when he walked out of the Dutch training camp in St Albans, advising the coach, Guus Hiddink, to remove his head from other players’ backsides. It was, though he did not acknowledge it, a quote from Rodman.




    Then he began a vendetta against Dutch journalists. At press conferences he would seek out foreign reporters and talk in fluent Italian or English until a Dutchman tried to listen in, whereupon he would instantly shut up.




    His personality adulterated his football. He no longer tried nutmegs but he did like to stand around with his foot on the ball pretending to be The Boss. Johan Cruijff said he dribbled too much.




    In 1996, Davids left Ajax for Milan. Things began well, with George Weah nicknaming him Big E Small in honour of the rap artist, but later he broke a leg and ended up on the bench. In December 1997, Milan let him go to Juventus for a transfer fee of just £3 million and their good riddance. During transfer talks he turned up at the Milanello training ground with a Juve shirt under his arm.




    In Turin, his lurch to sanity began. As a little black boy growing up in Amsterdam-North he had thought of Juventus as the ultimate club, or, as he would put it, ‘cool’. Suddenly he found himself among the heroes from his books. He was not about to run with the ball when it was clear even to him that Zinedine Zidane and Alessandro del Piero could do it better. So he played in their service, tackling, intercepting, passing cleanly and showing once in a while that he could do more than that.




    And by the time he reached his third Champions League final, against Real Madrid last May, he too had become a hero. Juventus lost but he was excellent. They won Serie A. The jerks who had ‘dissed’ him in the past were sorry now.




    Adriano Galliani, vice-chairman of Milan, joked: ‘I shall give orders for Davids to be brought back to Milan.’ Hiddink recalled him to the Dutch team. He started the World Cup on the bench and ended it as his country’s best player, a tackler for whom there is no such thing as a fifty-fifty ball. Now he is also the Dutch vice-captain.




    Last week Davids turned twenty-six. If Juventus overcome Manchester United in May, he will play his fourth Champions League final in five years. He will not relax – he can never relax – but by now he must know that he has made it.








  



    

       

    




    
Rivaldo




    December 1999




    Monday 20 December 1999 was a busy day for Rivaldo. He awoke in the Princesa Sofia Hotel around the corner from the Barcelona stadium, because his family had already left for a holiday in Brazil and he didn’t want to be alone in the big house.




    He had to be at the club at nine o’clock. Louis van Gaal, Barcelona’s manager, wanted to analyse the match of the previous evening, a 2-1 victory over Atlético Madrid. The Brazilian player had been substituted after seventy-two minutes.




    After the match analysis was finished, the shy Rivaldo seems to have asked for permission to speak. Listen, he will have said in his Portuguese-tinted Spanish, I have respect for the coach and for everybody here, but I won’t play outside-left any more.




    A light training session followed, after which Rivaldo appeared before the press. Twenty journalists, still ignorant of his speech, interrogated him about the vote for European Player of the Year. The prize has been awarded by the magazine France Football since 1956 and past winners include Stanley Matthews, Raymond Kopa and Franz Beckenbauer. Whoever wins it becomes a legend.




    No comment, said Rivaldo. The result of the vote isn’t known yet. ‘Everybody knows it’s you,’ pleaded the journalists. Rivaldo said nothing. Magazines like World Soccer and Onze had already made him their Player of the Year, but the only prize that really counts is France Football’s Golden Ball.




    Then he drove to the airport to collect the handball player Iñaki, the King of Spain’s son-in-law. That afternoon they were going to do something for charity. Rivaldo and his agent Manuel Auset (‘I’m not his agent, I’m his friend’) don’t want me to say anything about that. Rivaldo doesn’t do these things for his public relations.




    And then, three hours late, dressed in black, the tall Brazilian finally appears on the nineteenth floor of the Princesa Sofia. Iñaki was delayed and the charity event ran over schedule, says Manuel, a brisk little Spanish lawyer. Rivaldo sits down, groans when he sees my long list of questions, but in the end, on this day of days, agrees to tell his story.




    You’re tired. Are you often tired?




    ‘No. Today I am, today I have to do so many things. I am almost always well rested.’




    The pressure at Barcelona is greater than anywhere else in the world.




    ‘I don’t think so. The greatest pressure I experienced in Brazil, at Corinthians and Palmeiras. The pressure in Brazil is a little complicated. They threaten your family, they damage your car and it’s a little complicated. If you were to have the results at Palmeiras that we’ve been having at Barcelona recently, you wouldn’t be able to walk down the street.’




    So you don’t want to finish your career at a Brazilian club?




    ‘Yes, I do. If I could choose a club in Brazil, I’d choose Palmeiras.’




    You’re from Recife. Do you plan to return there later?




    ‘I think: a house in Recife and a house in São Paulo. São Paulo for work and Recife to relax, with the beach.’




    And a house in Barcelona?




    ‘No, I don’t think so, eh?’




    You are a player who plays by instinct and Barcelona has a thinking coach. That’s the way it is, isn’t it? (When I ask the question I don’t know anything about Rivaldo’s speech of that morning.)




    ‘No, he’s a coach I respect very much and a coach who looks at tactics, he likes it when players have to do something in his system, in his tactica. It’s different in Brazil. There people don’t talk about tactics, and that means freedom. But: you have to have it in you to take that responsibility. If you have the quality to do more than other players, the coach will give you freedom. So that you can beat three, four, five stars to score. A spectactular goal, an amazing goal, a beautiful goal.




    ‘Here it’s a bit complicated, it’s more tactical. It’s a bit like the mister [Spanish slang for ‘coach’] says one thing and the player does the other. I’d like to be more comfortable, to have more pleasure. Because you can’t enjoy so much, I try to enjoy when I can.’




    You want to play in the centre.




    ‘I have played on the wing for a while and now I want to play in the centre again. Not with the shirt number 10, but as a number 10. Here, well, here I’ve never played in the centre. For years I have been doing things for the team and I do nothing for myself. I want to enjoy more, to play in my own position. For me, for the team, for everybody.’




    Are you happy in Barcelona?




    ‘Yes. I, the family, the children, we are all happy with the club and the city.’




    Football has become very demanding with so many games.




    ‘Yes. I think that is bad for a football player. If you are thirty-four or thirty-five it is a bit complicated. We are not machines.’




    Several magazines have already voted you their player of the year. (I don’t mention France Football, but in retrospect it is clear Rivaldo’s answer refers to that.)




    ‘It’s very important for me, because of everything that has happened in my life, all the difficulties I have overcome. And now: I have to be very proud of this prize, very happy. I have to go on with what I do, to keep the will to work. I think.’




    Do you see qualities in other great players like Ronaldo or Zico that you would like to have yourself?




    ‘Yes, I think so. I used to try a bit to be a copy of Zico, tried to acquire his calm. Zidane is a very calm player. Luis Figo I like, too: a player with very good feints, who has great speed. And Ronaldo, who is always near goal, who scores a lot and has great speed. So what I lack, I think, is speed. In a race over long distance I have speed. In the sprint, not so much.’




    Now he has to be photographed in the kit of his sponsor, Mizuno. His Nokia phone keeps ringing, so he gives the thing to Manuel. Everyone is calling to congratulate Rivaldo, because various media are reporting that he has won the Golden Ball. Manuel reads Rivaldo the telephone numbers that appear on the screen. I’m not here, says Rivaldo, who is posing with a football that unfortunately is flat. ‘Is he now officially Player of the Year?’ I ask Manuel. ‘Well, I don’t know,’ says Manuel. ‘We haven’t heard anything.’




    ‘Call France Football,’ Rivaldo suggests. Good idea. Manuel enters the number and the telephone rings for a long time. Finally somebody in Paris answers.




    ‘Vincent!’ says Manuel. Rivaldo goes and stands next to him and listens in. Vincent confirms that Rivaldo is the European Player of the Year. We congratulate Rivaldo.




    ‘Thank you,’ says Rivaldo. He takes the phone from Manuel and walks on to the roof terrace. Alone he looks across the city towards the dark mountains. Directly in front of him is a branch of El Corte Inglés, a Spanish department store. The clock on the outside wall of the store states that the time is 19.23 and the temperature 10.5 degrees Centigrade. From now on Rivaldo is officially a legend, a player who forty years from now will still be discussed in taxis in Montevideo and Damascus.




    ‘Did you already know he’d won?’ asks Mark Kaiway of Mizuno. ‘Yes,’ Manuel grins. ‘He had to pose for a photograph with the Golden Ball.’




    ‘Has he celebrated yet?’ I ask.




    ‘Celebrated? He hasn’t even had his lunch today! He’s just been busy.’




    Rivaldo gives the phone back to Manuel and resumes posing. Manuel shows me the phone. The screen constantly reports that three callers are waiting. When one of them hangs up, a new one appears immediately.




    Then Rivaldo has to sit for an hour in a small, dark, hot room under a barrage of television lights. It’s like a scene from the Marx Brothers: a room full of people having themselves photographed with Rivaldo, getting his autograph, kissing him. At about nine o’clock Rivaldo finally reaches the hotel lobby, where he skilfully feints his way past a group of journalists. He has almost made it to his Mercedes people carrier when the hotel concierge tackles him. Rivaldo is imprisoned in his hug. The journalists catch up. Rivaldo struggles into his Mercedes, but they go and stand in front of it. The standoff lasts minutes, but then he is finally allowed to drive to his empty house. In the bath he’ll have a chance to think about the day.




    The next day Van Gaal kicks him out of the Barcelona squad. It’s a bit complicated.








  



    

       

    




    
Ruud Gullit




    February 2000




    A confused old man remarks to another spectator: ‘Do you know, that could be Ruud Gullit’s brother.’




    ‘It is Ruud Gullit,’ the spectator replies.




    ‘Are you kidding me?’ demands the old man.




    ‘It’s true. He plays for the AFC fifth team now.’




    The old man takes another look at the large, dreadlocked sweeper in the red shirt, and exclaims: ‘He was in the Dutch team!’




    We are in a sports park just outside Amsterdam, two miles down the highway from the Ajax stadium, on a glorious, still winter’s Saturday. In the canteen beside the ground old men play cards and ignore the football. OSDO third XI v AFC fifths has drawn twenty spectators, most of them the toddler offspring of the players. The toddlers join in the warming up.




    They have caught Gullit on a bad day. Even as the Felliniesque figure performs his unmistakable broad-shouldered jog on to the muddy pitch, his team are falling apart: before the game can start, the pygmy woman referee dispatches several AFCers to find shin pads.




    The AFC coach, a bad-tempered man with a mobile phone, confides that, because of holidays, he has had to call up reinforcements from lower teams. Granted, his sweeper is the European Footballer of the Year 1987, still only thirty-seven years old and not given to Maradonaesque dietary excesses. But having Gullit in your park side is apparently a mixed blessing.




    ‘AFC 5 is not AFC 5 any more,’ one player has told me. ‘Now the boys are nervous in the changing room. No one dares to sit next to him.’




    The former manager of Chelsea and Newcastle, and probable future manager of Fulham, made his AFC debut in September, soon after getting kicked out of St James’ Park. A couple of his friends, fifth-team regulars, got him to play in a friendly against ABN-Amro sixth XI, who had been threatening to field a ringer named Marco van Basten.




    That game kicked off with Gullit but without his former teammate at Holland and Milan, who had fallen asleep on the sofa at home. However, woken by a phone call, Van Basten tore to the ground, where he was immediately brought on as a substitute. Eleven seconds later he had scored. He got another later, but Gullit’s team won 6–2.




    Gullit also scored twice, enjoyed the game and decided to join AFC. He paid the membership fee of about £120 a year; high by Dutch standards, because this is a chic club. Chelsea, the last team he played for, consented to the transfer.




    And so he became the sweeper of AFC fifths, much to the delight of a friend of mine who plays for the AFC fourth team and had always known that he was a better player than Gullit.




    He could be right. Against OSDO, the AFC defence marshalled by Gullit concedes two goals in the first five minutes. Gullit, who for several games had maintained an uncharacteristic silence, has recently begun expressing his views.




    ‘Inside! Inside! Inside!’ he tells one of his defenders. Then, sighing: ‘I said inside.’ One of his enduring themes is that his teammates must learn to mark opponents on the inside.




    It is to no avail. The AFC defence is not as tight as that of Gullit’s ‘grande Milan’, and when an OSDO forward next sweeps into the penalty area, an exasperated Gullit stands aside and lets him score.




    ‘The cream has gone,’ comments the confused old man.




    It would be wrong to say that Gullit is playing, as he would phrase it, ‘like a turd’. Several times he sweeps a 50-yard pass on to his outside-left’s left toe, an eerie sight in this setting. ‘Good ball!’ the AFC coach shouts reflexively.




    However, the winger can never control the ball. Several times Gullit overhits. If you had to guess which of today’s players had sixty-five Dutch caps, you would probably pick one of the OSDO forwards.




    A spectator tells his son that Ruud Gullit is playing. ‘Does he play for OSDO?’ the boy asks.




    The father is shocked. ‘Ruud Gullit, who played in Italy and for the Dutch team! You know him, don’t you?’




    ‘Yeah, yeah, you’re kidding me,’ says the boy.




    Finally AFC get a cross into the box and Gullit, hurtling in, almost heads it into the top corner. Except that he misses the ball. The coach turns to me, beaming hugely. ‘It almost makes you think of old times!’




    OSDO make it 4–0. By now AFC have begun the running commentary of mutual criticism traditional in a losing Dutch football team.




    ‘Goddammit! What was that?’ shouts a forward.




    ‘Well, do something up front!’ suggests a defender.




    ‘Referee, that man always has his flag up!’ says another forward.




    Gullit tries to be positive. He does not want to destroy anyone’s confidence for life. After an AFC shot sails 20 yards over the bar, and some OSDO players joke about going home early, he laughs and shouts: ‘They’re getting tired!’




    Half-time comes with the score 5–0, and an OSDO striker walks up to shake Gullit’s hand. ‘I was thanking him for all the pleasure he’s given me,’ forty-year-old Thieu Heuijerjans reveals later. ‘That man meant so much for Dutch football.’




    Heuijerjans and Gullit walk off arm in arm, chatting. Like Cruijff, Van Basten and Rinus Michels, Gullit has become a very nice guy by the simple expedient of retiring from top-class football.




    Walking back out for the second half, he throws a glance at the men playing cards in the canteen. They don’t look back. They should have, though, because in the second half AFC are transformed. Is it creatine? In any case, the outside-right Alfons soon creates a goal with a brilliant solo run.




    ‘Alfie!’ bellows Gullit. ‘He is fit, he is sharp!’




    AFC win a penalty. Not Gullit, but Guido, the centre-forward, takes it. He scores.




    Then Guido makes it 5–3. Gradually, however, the AFC revival stalls. As the end approaches, the OSDO players’ wives start singing the club song:




    OSDO is our club,




    We have won!




    Then, with only a minute to go, a cross from Guido reaches Ruud Gullit alone in front of an empty goal. This is his moment. But he is caught flat-footed. He tries to jump, cannot get off the ground, and as he contorts his body the ball sails over his head. Ruud Gullit has become a parks footballer.




    The pygmy ends the game, AFC have lost 5–3 and Ruud goes around shaking hands. He congratulates the pygmy at length, and to no one in particular he exclaims: ‘The second half was better!’




    He pops into the canteen afterwards wearing a grey woollen Italianate coat: the Best Dressed Man in Britain 1996. He has a drink with his teammates (not alcohol, never alcohol) and after five minutes says goodbye and is off in his people carrier (the new thing among continental footballers, who are emerging from the sports car age), which has what looks like a small boat strapped to the roof. From the canteen there is nary a backward glance.




    It is not that the Amsterdammers have forgotten Gullit, just that they don’t go in for idols. This is a town where if you spotted Jesus Christ having a drink with Nelson Mandela at the next café table it would be uncool to notice. Rembrandt was declared bankrupt here, Spinoza expelled from the synagogue, Cruijff nicknamed ‘the Money Wolf’, and when John Lennon and Yoko Ono left town after their bed-in for peace at the Hilton, they had to return their honorary white bicycles to the local hippies. So nobody mobs Gullit. An Amsterdammer himself, he says he likes that about the place.
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