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PROLOGUE


In the arts, it is often said that the darkest times can spawn the greatest beauty and, when it comes to Spaniards in English football, it feels rather fitting. When we think about the Spanish influence of the modern era, it is the close control, it is the geometric precision of their passing, it is the one-twos, the back-heels and the nutmegs. It is those days when Manchester City’s David Silva passes the ball like there is a computer chip in his boots, when Arsenal’s Santi Cazorla dazzles amid a blur of passing and movement at pinball speed, when Manchester United’s David De Gea gives the impression that he will happily play until midnight and his opponent still won’t score a goal. It is Manchester City manager Pep Guardiola taking a sledgehammer to the conventions of English football and thrilling supporters with the shortest team in the Premier League.


In the 2016-17 season, the Premier League featured 36 Spaniards, a figure higher than any other nationality except for English players. There were over three times as many Spaniards as Germans, more than double the number of Welsh or Scottish players and over a dozen more Spaniards than Dutch or Belgian players. By November of the 2017-18 campaign, 28 Spaniards had made Premier League appearances. Those players’ current sides spent a total of £343.9m to sign them and they have a combined Twitter following of over 50 million. Big talent, big money.


We have come a long way since Dave Whelan and his ‘three amigos’ at Wigan Athletic in the old Division Three during the mid-1990s. Posing in sombreros for photographs, sharing a Ford Escort and living in a run-down semi-detached house, Roberto Martinez, Jesus Seba and Isidro Diaz barely spoke a word of English between them. Martinez, of course, would go on to win the FA Cup as the club’s manager. Alex Calvo Garcia arrived at Scunthorpe as the only Spaniard and he became the first from his country to score at Wembley for an English club, striking the winning goal in a play-off final in 1999. Indeed, he has even written a book – Scunthorpe hasta la muerte (Scunthorpe Until I Die) – which must, surely, be the only foreign language book whose title includes the town of Scunthorpe.


Yet consider this statistic: by the time Chelsea made Albert Ferrer the first Premier League signing of a Spaniard in 1998, top-flight English clubs had purchased players from 51 other countries on six continents. Indeed, it was quite some time before Spanish players landed en masse in English football, notwithstanding the arrival of Nayim in the late 1980s. So, just how do we explain the absence of Spaniards in the top echelons of the English game between the 1950s and the late 1990s? In an era when Spanish football welcomed Brits such as Terry Venables, Gary Lineker, Sir Bobby Robson and Laurie Cunningham, to mention just a few, why were the Spaniards so reticent to swap the Iberian Peninsula for the English game? Or, indeed, why were English teams so reluctant to invest in the Spanish?


This is a book about football but it will also look at the political and historical context. Spanish football is inseparable from the politics that fuels its character and any attempts to understand the success or failure of its representatives abroad must be underpinned by in-depth analysis of an insular culture that is still coming to terms with its liberty.


The Spanish invasion is a modern phenomenon of the past 20 years and I hope this book explains the manner in which Spain’s international success has impregnated England’s national game, altering perceptions and changing attitudes. Yet for every sprinkling of quality that has arrived from Spain, there has been a liability waiting around the corner. We may talk about players such as Xabi Alonso, Alvaro Morata and Cesc Fabregas with the fondest regard, but Newcastle United followers will shudder upon hearing the names Albert Luque and Marcelino Elena, while Liverpool supporters may wince at the name Josemi and Arsenal fans remain underwhelmed by Jose Antonio Reyes. Some of my most enjoyable interviews for this book have been in the company of those who struggled to live up to their potential. I appreciated the honesty and self-deprecating humour of Marcelino and I was touched by the story of former Sunderland midfielder Arnau Riera, who captained Lionel Messi in Barcelona’s B team but is now retired and working as a hotel receptionist.


In an age where Premier League access is ever more difficult, I am grateful to the many players from past and present who agreed to be extensively interviewed, including Mikel Arteta, Juan Mata, Cesar Azpilicueta, David De Gea, Ander Herrera, Pepe Reina, Fernando Hierro, Jose Antonio Reyes, Nayim, Alejandro Calvo Garcia, Marcelino Elena and Arnau Riera. Roberto Martinez, Aitor Karanka, Pepe Mel, Juande Ramos and Pep Clotet provided fascinating insights into management in England, while Xavi Valero and Pako Ayestaran, former lieutenants of Rafa Benitez, were equally instructive.


Stoke City chief executive Tony Scholes brought a different slant by explaining how his club has been influenced by Spanish ideas, while former Middlesbrough sporting director Victor Orta, now at Leeds, demonstrates how Spaniards have been entrusted with overseeing recruitment. Edu Rubio, the MK Dons head coach for the Under-23 and Under-18 teams, explains the Spanish influence filtering down to lower-league academies. I have also drawn on interviews I have carried out for the Daily Mail with Diego Costa, Alvaro Morata, Gus Poyet, Eric Abidal, Bojan Krkic, Gerard Deulofeu, Oriol Romeu and Quique Sanchez Flores.


Yet the story of Spaniards in English football has a deeper and richer backdrop. The year 2017 marked the 80th anniversary of the very first to arrive on our shores. My interest in this topic first stirred while studying Spanish at university. During a meeting with Amnesty International researcher Naomi Westland to discuss the Spanish Civil War, she informed me of the hidden stories of the first Spanish footballers to come to England.


In 1937, as General Franco linked up with Adolf Hitler to brutalise the Basque Country and ravage Guernica with an infamous aerial assault, 4,000 children boarded a rickety boat to England. In a battle for survival, they left their parents behind and embarked on a new life. Their personal and sporting stories are laced with triumph and tragedy, and some of these children, who began their careers at English clubs such as Southampton and Coventry, would go on to star for Real Madrid and Barcelona. One would score Real’s first goal at the Bernabeu, another would be the first to conceptualise La Masia, the extraordinary Barça academy responsible for so many magnificent talents. These men would do so, however, having witnessed some of the most chilling scenes imaginable. The families of Emilio Aldecoa, Raimundo Perez Lezama, Sabino Barinaga and Jose and Antonio Gallego went above and beyond in their time and support for the project, bringing to life their relatives’ most cherished memories and affording me access to all manner of cuttings, keepsakes and memorabilia.


There is, sadly, an unfortunate symmetry to then and now, as the Spain of 2018 finds itself embroiled in its gravest crisis since democracy returned following Franco’s death in 1975. As the country comes to terms with an economic malaise and a Catalan breakaway movement, politics and culture are inextricably entwined in the football landscape once more. So this is a football story, but it is also a story about Spain – Spain as a country, and how its way of thinking translates into football. This is also a book about England, our feelings towards refugees, and is a reminder of how open and closed our culture can prove to be.


Through interviews with the biggest names and the forgotten heroes, this book hopes to be a celebration of the Spanish contribution to the English game. However, it will also throw light on the weird, wacky and woeful who have toiled without joy, thus exploring the challenges that Spaniards have faced upon arriving in England and how this reflected the state of the Spanish nation at certain periods of time.





CHAPTER 1


The Princes of Southampton


On 1 September 2013, Tottenham Hotspur’s Gareth Bale became the world’s most expensive footballer when he signed for Real Madrid for a fee reported to be worth £85.3 million. It was Southampton, however, where Bale began his career, joining the club as a child in 1999. Rod Ruddick, a scout at the south-coast club, spotted the Welsh youngster. It was an August bank holiday and the eight-year-old Bale was playing in a six-a-side tournament in Newport. Ruddick liked what he saw. He liked that firecracker of a left foot; he liked the pace that made Bale Wales’ second fastest 50-metre sprinter by the age of 11, and he liked the unassuming manner in which the winger went about his work. Ruddick exchanged telephone numbers with the player’s parents, Frank and Debbie, and a star was born.


At Southampton, there have been others. Theo Walcott, Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain, Adam Lallana and Luke Shaw form just a sample of the graduates who have most recently forged careers at Arsenal, Liverpool and Manchester United respectively. Yet Bale is different. Bale was signed by Real Madrid. It is normal for Manchester United and Arsenal to sign Britain’s finest talents, but for a Southampton youth-teamer to breathe in the more rarefied air of Madrid? Well, that is something else entirely and it sets Bale apart from all those who have gone before him.


All except for one man – Sabino Barinaga. For Barinaga is the Southampton academy graduate whose name is eternally inscribed into Real Madrid folklore; the scorer of the club’s very first goal at the Santiago Bernabeu and 92 more in a decade as a madrileño.


Sabino’s story, which begins in the town of Durango, one of Biscay’s major cities located south-east of Bilbao, is both heartrending and uplifting. It is a tale in which the terrors of war in Spain intertwine with rare kindness from the British people, in which the artistic talents of Pablo Picasso and the generosity of Southampton Football Club converge as one.


Sabino was only 14 years old when the people of the Basque Country suffered the most traumatic episode of their proud history. The setting is the spring of 1937 and Spain finds itself in the midst of civil war. In the broadest terms, the Spanish Civil War can be described as a battle for supremacy between right-wing Nationalists and left-wing Republicans. The war began one year earlier, on 17 July 1936. The Spanish military, aided by right-wing Nationalists, launched a coup against the democratically elected government of Santiago Casares Quiroga. It sounded the starting pistol for three years of conflict as the warring forces struggled for the soul of Spain. General Franco’s resultant dictatorship would endure for 36 more years beyond 1939.


As Franco’s Nationalists advanced in March 1937, the autonomous Basque Republic – Euskadi – became embroiled in a struggle for its very existence. The Basque army eventually surrendered in August 1937, but the fate of the Basques should go down in the annals as a narrative of rare butchery. Writing in The Times Literary Supplement in 2007, Nicholas Rankin recorded that 7,000 had been killed in battle by the time of the surrender. Afterwards, some 6,000 were executed, 45,000 more imprisoned, while 150,000 went into exile for decades to come.


The Basque region of the Iberian Peninsula was arguably the site of the most vicious manifestation of tension between Republicans and Nationalists. As the Basque resistance to Franco’s forces intensified, the Nationalists became increasingly agitated as they sought a defining breakthrough. Matters soon came to a head. By this point, Franco and his generals were able to count on the collaboration of the Italian Fascist leader Benito Mussolini and his German counterpart Adolf Hitler. This alliance began in the Basque Country a sequence of events that would catastrophically alter the course of European history and set the tenor of global conflict for the rest of the century.


Their strategy was novel for its time: the aerial bombardment of a civilian population and using a tactic known in modern military parlance as ‘shock and awe’. Nowadays, we are sadly familiar with this type of action, but in early 1937 it constituted a new mechanism of warfare in Europe and it was brutish in its conception. The strategy was to bomb targets of little or no military importance, the purpose being to terrify the civilian population and shatter morale. On the global stage, it was not completely new. The Italians, for instance, had employed such methods in their assaults on Abyssinia. However, the attacks on the Basque towns of Durango and Guernica in the spring of 1937 are accepted as being the first aerial bombings of civilian populations in Europe.


For Franco and the Nazis, the action represented a marriage of military convenience as well as a merging of shared ideological interests. Franco was able to utilise the full force of the German Condor Legion and then claim credit for its success, while the Germans were able to refine their craft and use the Basques as mere shooting practice for the aerial atrocities that would befall cities such as Rotterdam and Coventry during the Second World War.


Conversations began over the solution to Franco’s Basque problem in the spring of 1937. Regular discussions took place between the commander of the Condor Legion, Hugo Sperrle, German Lieutenant Colonel Wolfram von Richthofen and Spanish Nationalist commander Emilio Mola. Richthofen convinced the Spanish of the benefits of aerial bombings, but many accounts suggest Franco did not require much persuasion. Paul Preston, via German military historian Klaus Maier and access to Richthofen’s diary entries, records that it was agreed at these meetings that attacks would ‘proceed without taking into account the civilian population’. The first bombs dropped on the town of Durango on 31 March. Mola gave a radio broadcast and leaflets landed with a chilling warning: ‘If your submission is not immediate, I will raze Vizcaya [Biscay] to the ground, beginning with the industries of war. I have ample means to do so.’ A four-day assault followed. According to an initial investigation by the Basque government, the bombing killed 127 people immediately and a further 131 died as a result of their injuries.


These attacks came several weeks before the more publicised waves of terror that engulfed the town of Guernica but they were no less merciless. For Hitler, this would be the first time he ordered an aerial attack. In the market town of Durango, the opening bombs fell on the church, where villagers were attending Mass. A convent was obliterated, killing 14 nuns. Sabino Barinaga, future Southampton and Real Madrid striker, survived.


Seventy-eight years later, it is a spring afternoon in central Madrid and I meet with Sabino’s daughter, Almudena, a smart and vivacious lady. Her father died in 1988 at the age of 66 but his story remains mostly untold to this day. Sitting in the sunshine in the Plaza de Chueca, puffing away on a cigarette and sipping an espresso, Almudena blows out her cheeks and grimaces when I ask how her father would describe those dark days.


‘His hometown of Durango was obliterated during the bombings,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘He said the house was destroyed. It sounded horrendous. My father’s voice would crack when he tried to explain the devastation of that period. He never told me too much, always the same story, an awful story. The planes were flying overhead and he was sprinting down the street. He looked back and there was a mother running too, holding her little girl by the hand. He carried on running. He hears an explosion, followed by a scream. He looks back again, only three or four seconds after he had previously. The mother is still holding her daughter by her hand, but the bomb blew the little girl’s head off. We are talking here about the darkest moments of Spain’s political history.’


Worse was to follow. As the Basque resistance continued, frustrations mounted for the Nationalists. A knockout blow was required. Richthofen’s diaries detail the ambitions of the Nazis and Spanish fascists to reduce Bilbao to ‘debris and ash’. On 25 April, another radio broadcast sounded. Another warning. ‘Franco is about to deliver a mighty blow against which all resistance is useless. Basques! Surrender now and your lives will be spared!’


The terror arrived. On 26 April, market day in Guernica, the planes flew overhead. As the sun rose, it was an ordinary spring morning, a cloudless day, ideal weather for peasants coming in to buy their groceries but also, perversely, perfect conditions for warplanes to inflict maximum damage. The allies had realised that the greatest devastation could be dealt on market day, with an estimated 10,000 civilians expected to be in town. At 4.40pm, with the town full to the rafters, the church bells rang. Enemy planes were approaching.


In early 2017, I visited the town, catching a train from Bilbao, casting admiring glances at the countryside with its hills draped in green, and arriving into Guernica, the spiritual heartland of the Basque region. As I strolled around the main square, the town looked replenished and, 80 years on, there were few outward signs of the physical devastation. It is a stonewalled, medieval town, and the immediate impression is of a close-knit community. Yet Guernica still feels, primarily, like a place of memorials and memories. There is a park dedicated to reconciliation, an iconic assembly hall that remained untouched during the bombings and the Oak Tree of Guernica, under which the laws governing the Basque region were made in ancient times.


To this day, the elected head of the Basque autonomous government will travel to the Oak Tree in Guernica to swear an oath: ‘Humble before God, standing on Basque soil, in remembrance of Basque ancestors, under the tree of Guernica.’ There are tribute sculptures by the Englishman Henry Moore and Basque Eduardo Chillida. In the cafés and information centres, the locals know instinctively why a tourist would be in town.


At the Guernica Peace Museum, stark realities are laid bare. An exhibition records that the Condor Legion and the Italian Aviazione Legionaria dropped ‘a minimum of 31 tonnes of bombs’ on this historic town during three hours of sustained bombardment. It is claimed that one square kilometre of urban centre was wiped out and 85.22 per cent of buildings in the town were completely destroyed. The rest were at least partially affected as the fires kept burning for several days. The Euskadi government recorded 1,654 victims. According to the museum, there are 38 separate testimonials to corroborate these figures, even if the exact number remains disputed due to the attempts of the Franco regime to eliminate victims from the national historical memory.


The number of deaths is therefore a controversial and complex topic. The lowest Spanish count of the figure is 12, which many observers regard as insulting. The renowned South African journalist George Steer, whose coverage for The Times would awaken the world to the horrors of Guernica, did believe the deaths fell into the hundreds rather than thousands. Franco, for his part, went on the offensive, denying responsibility and claiming the Basques had torched their own city. Antonio Aguirre, president of the Euskadi government, said subsequently: ‘Before God and the course of history that shall judge every one of us, I swear that for three and a half hours, the German planes viciously bombed the defenceless population of the historic town of Gernika, reducing it to ashes, pursuing women and children with the barrel of the machine gun. We have perished in great number, with many others fleeing hastily due to the fear and terror of it all.’


Franco, with all the transparency of a pint of Guinness, brazenly retorted: ‘Aguirre is lying. We have respected Guernica, just as we respect all of Spain.’ Franco was shameless, later anointing himself with the title of ‘hijo adoptivo’ of the town of Guernica. It translates as ‘adoptive son’ but it is essentially the Spanish equivalent of the freedom of the city in the UK.


In an era in which Europe was governed by conservative minds and where irrational fears of Bolshevik conspiracies underpinned hostile perceptions of all matters Left, Franco’s rebuttal might well have won the day. His propaganda machine went into overdrive. On Radio Berlin, the Germans blasted the ‘lying Jewish press’. After his troops had cleaned up the town, Franco invited some international journalists for a stage-managed tour of Guernica, showing some petrol tins that he claimed underlined the guilt of the Basque government. However, this rapidly became a global public relations disaster and it was, in large part, due to some fearless journalism.


In April 1937, courage was to tell the truth in an age of lies and the international political community shuddered in collective horror when the authentic version of events was brought to light. Three journalists in particular played a starring role: the Australian Noel Monks of the Daily Express, the Scot Christopher Holme of Reuters and George Steer of The Times. Paul Preston, the outstanding historian of Spanish 20th-century history, tells the story of how the trio were eating together in Bilbao on the evening of the Guernica attacks. They drove to Guernica and Steer interviewed survivors, also smartly picking up a handful of bomb cases that were stamped with the German imperial eagle. This would later act as further proof of the attack.


In The Times, Steer wrote: ‘At 2am today when I visited the town the whole of it was a horrible sight, flaming from end to end. The reflection of the flames could be seen in the clouds of smoke above the mountains from 10 miles away. Throughout the night houses were falling until the streets became long heaps of red impenetrable debris.’


He continued: ‘In the form of its execution and the scale of the destruction it wrought, no less than in the selection of its objective, the raid on Guernica is unparalleled in military history. Guernica was not a military objective. A factory producing war material lay outside the town and was untouched. So were two barracks some distance from the town. The object of the bombardment was seemingly the demoralisation of the civil population and the destruction of the cradle of the Basque race. Every fact bears out this appreciation. The whole town of 7,000 inhabitants, plus 3,000 refugees, was slowly and systematically pounded to pieces.’


Steer’s reportage stirred the national consciousness in Great Britain and the report was reproduced in the USA. Cabinet minutes from the meeting of the British government on 5 May 1937, chaired by Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, emphasise the global sentiments. The Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden records a note from the US ambassador to say that the ‘event had been received with the utmost horror in America, where it was regarded as a practice for the bombing of London and Paris’.


The American instinct would prove prescient. On 26 April 2007, at an event to mark the 70th anniversary of Guernica, the mayors of Hiroshima, Warsaw, Stalingrad, Pforzheim and more stood together with the Basque government to ignite a flame of remembrance. It was a reminder that after Guernica, shock and awe would be for evermore. The Basque writer Canon Alberto Onaindia described it as the ‘first expression of total war’.


Meanwhile, Franco persisted with his imagined version of events. In Guernica and Total War by Ian Patterson, the author records a radio broadcast by Franco from Salamanca: ‘Mentiras, mentiras, mentiras’ [‘Lies, lies, lies’],’ Franco insisted. ‘Aguirre lies! In the first place, there is no German or Spanish air force in Nationalist Spain . . . in the second place, we did not bomb Guernica. Franco’s Spain does not set fires!’


Steer made further responses to Franco’s denials in The Times on 6 and 15 May, while he also reported on the shooting-down of a German pilot in the Basque Provinces. Preston details how the pilot’s logbook was found, which further proved the raid had taken place as it detailed his involvement. There is more evidence, in addition to the hundreds of witness accounts. Within the Guernica museum there resides a photograph of Hermann Goering congratulating and shaking the hands of the Condor Legion for the success of their operation. He would later admit at the Nuremberg trials in 1946 that this bombing was indeed intentional.


The name Guernica will for ever be associated with an act of supreme brutality. It is a name loaded with meaning, shorthand for terror. The town’s plight was the inspiration behind Pablo Picasso’s iconic Guernica painting. Picasso had read Steer’s report while living in Paris, after the article had been reprinted in the French Communist newspaper L’Humaniste. Over the six weeks that followed, he developed his painting and immortalised the event in history. The portrait is used as a tapestry backdrop to the United Nation’s New York debating chamber, serving as a constant, unsettling reminder to the world’s diplomats of the perils of their decision-making. In Spain, it stirred the senses so much that Franco clamped down on those who owned a postcard of the picture.


It was a portrait that startled the world, making a rare global impact in the analogue age. It is one of the truisms of Europe’s cultural heritage that the finest beauty can be extracted from the greatest evil. It calls to mind that wonderful quote by Orson Welles in the 1949 British film The Third Man. ‘It’s like the fella says,’ muttered Welles’ character, Harry Lime. ‘Italy, in thirty years under the Borgias, they had terror, murder and bloodshed but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance. In Switzerland, they had brotherly love, they had 500 years of democracy and peace. And what did they produce? The cuckoo clock.’


Picasso had his own sense of humour. Some years after publishing Guernica, he was living in Paris during the Nazi occupation of the Second World War. One day, a Gestapo officer stormed in, pointed at the mural on his wall and turned to the artist. ‘Did you do that?’ Picasso’s reply was instant and disdainful: ‘No, you did.’


The Franco lies continued for decades. Noel Monks, the Daily Express journalist present on the night, would later write in the Daily Mail: ‘General Franco denied that the raid had ever taken place, and asserted that the Government forces had dynamited the town. Which made a colossal fibber of me, strained my relationship with my family in Australia and came near to having me excommunicated from my Church, for even the Pope supported Franco’s denial.’ In 1955, Adolf Galland, who served in Spain and was made a general by Hitler at the age of 29, brought out a book in which he admitted Guernica was a ‘proving ground’ for German air tactics and various explosive bombs and incendiary devices. ‘Personally,’ Monks wrote, ‘I would like to hear what General Franco, who for 18 years has branded me a liar, has to say.’


Sixty years after the event, the Germans did finally acknowledge their complicity and guilt. In 1997, at a ceremony to commemorate the victims, the German ambassador to Spain, Henning Wegener, read out of a speech from his president, Roman Herzog. He said: ‘I would like to confront the past and would like to explicitly admit to the culpable involvement of German pilots.’ The New York Times, however, criticised the Germans for stopping short of a full apology. The German parliament had rejected a motion to discuss the raid, as the opposition to Helmut Kohl’s coalition pushed for a wholehearted and sincere apology. It was, nonetheless, vindication for Steer and Monks, who were fearless operators.


Nowadays, aerial bombing is ever more the norm, but owing to Picasso’s painting, Guernica has become the byword for indiscriminate slaughter. As television pictures and newspaper front pages revealed the anguish of civilians in Aleppo in 2016, Guernica remained a frame of reference. In October 2016, the Conservative MP Andrew Mitchell said of the Russian air strikes in Syria: ‘What they are doing to Aleppo is precisely what the Nazis did to Guernica in the Spanish Civil War.’ The Guardian, Daily Mail and The Times were unusually unified, commending his words and courage in underlining the dangers of non-intervention. Peter Tatchell, the British human rights activist, hijacked a press conference led by Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn in December 2016 to decry the politician’s failure to criticise ‘a modern-day Guernica’. The Portuguese satirist and cartoonist Vasco Gargalo went one step further, superimposing the heads of Russian leader Vladimir Putin and the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad onto Picasso’s portrait, in an image that went viral on social media.


Guernica was an event that shook the world and the consequences were extensive. As the Basque population grew fearful, it was by now no place for children. Children left because their parents were desperate. ‘Child refugees go when there is no light left at the end of the tunnel,’ wrote AA Gill, the late Sunday Times journalist, ‘because the tunnel has by then been blown up.’ Around 33,000 children were shipped out of the region. Evacuations became a daily occurrence. The vast majority went to France. Others went to the Soviet Union, Belgium, Denmark and Switzerland. The UK took just under 4,000, as Sabino and his two brothers were placed on the steamship Habana to Southampton. It was the beginning of an extraordinary tale of personal and sporting courage, trauma and tragedy giving way to triumph and trophies. And, as trivial as it may seem, it was also the beginning of the Spanish story in English football.


‘By this time, my grandparents knew they had to get the kids out,’ says Barinaga’s daughter, Almudena, picking up the story. ‘My grandfather was a supporter of Russia, a little bit of a Communist. He wanted my dad and his brothers to go to Russia. My grandmother didn’t agree and she got them onto the boat to Britain instead. When my grandfather found out, he was running down to the port and trying to get onto the boat to pull them off! Thank goodness, it was too late. Without Britain, without Southampton, my father may never have fallen in love with football. He may never have scored 93 goals for Real Madrid.’


Sabino boarded the Habana with his two younger brothers, Iñaki and Jose Luis. After a perilous journey, they landed in Southampton on 23 May 1937. Speaking to the Daily Mail the following day, an eyewitness from the boat explained: ‘Almost as soon as we left Bilbao harbour we ran into foul weather and it continued until we neared England. The children were bowled over like ninepins. They suffered terrible hardships and sickness.’ The rickety engine warbled and choked its way northwards, a biblical human fish carrying the children to safety.


In Southampton, they were greeted kindly, as the report continued: ‘The wild cries of delight as they caught packets of chocolate and other tit-bits which Southampton folk threw up to them as they passed through the streets in buses and vans testified to the suffering that had ended. Many of the little ones caused great surprise by asking for cigarettes. Woefully tired, very bewildered and thoroughly disinfected, the 4,000 Basque children who reached here today from Bilbao sleep tonight free from the terrors of hunger and war. Colourful, yet forlorn, young Juans, Juanitas, Miguels and Carmens made Southampton ring from dawn onwards today. Some of the older ones burst into tears but the younger refugees showed that they regard England as little short of paradise.’


Upon landing, Sabino and his siblings were grateful to be kept together at Nazareth House, an orphanage converted into a school and run by nuns. Wary of breaking the non-intervention agreement signed by 27 European countries in 1936, the British government did not contribute towards the upkeep of the Basque children for fear of being seen to take sides in the Spanish Civil War. In truth, the overriding feeling was that the British powerbrokers did not want the children in the country at all. Winston Churchill, for example, made a joke during one parliamentary session that the Conservatives should not put all their ‘Basques in one exit’.


This, however, was a humanitarian crisis, not a diplomatic dilemma. These children were not economic migrants; they were stricken souls, running from rather than to. Thankfully, refugees do bring out the best in a good percentage of the civilian population, if not those in uniform. The government eventually succumbed to intense public pressure and allowed the children three-month visas; although Prime Minister Baldwin stressed that ‘the climate would not suit them’.


The public mood was divided. At an Oxford Union debate, the motion ‘This House maintains that Spain is no concern of ours’ ended 50 in favour and 57 against, underlining the mixed feelings even among students. Ultimately, the children’s maintenance was funded solely by the generosity of the private sector and the benevolence of the Great British public. The National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief headed up the operation, aided by organisations such as the Salvation Army, the Basque Children’s Committee and the Save the Children Fund. Wealthy families around the country took the children into their homes; from the parents of Richard and David Attenborough to the Cadbury (chocolate) and the Clark (shoes) families. The children were housed at first on campsites before being moved on into colonies and family homes.


In his autobiography, Entirely Up to You, Darling, the legendary film director Richard Attenborough tells how his very first love as a 14-year-old adolescent was one of these young refugees. He recalls:




Rosa was one of fifty who came to Leicester. My mother was secretary of the committee formed to look after them and, of course, much more. She persuaded local families to sponsor the children by donating ten shillings a week, it was she who rented the abandoned mansion, which was to become their home, she who rolled up her sleeves and scrubbed the floors. Rosa helped with the little ones and took it all in her stride. I would cycle up to the Hall to spend hours holding her hand and gazing into those dark brown eyes. I can still see my first love now, waiting for me in the sunshine at Evington Hall. She can’t have been more than fifteen; a small, perfectly proportioned, olive-skinned girl who always wore a rose tucked into her pitch-black hair. And for a few short months, she was my one and only for evermore. Had she but asked, I would gladly have laid down my life for her.




Back down at Southampton, Barinaga began to play football at Nazareth House, occupying his time in the evenings and the weekends. Another evacuee, Raimundo Perez Lezama, who fled the town of Baracaldo on the same Habana boat, joined him there. Lezama, a goalkeeper, would play in the same Southampton youth teams as Barinaga before returning to Spain and playing for Athletic Bilbao, where he won six Copa del Generalisimo medals and two La Liga trophies. He passed away in 2007 but his son Manuel welcomes me into his flat in Bilbao, only a stone’s throw from the club’s new San Mames stadium.


‘My father is an authentic child of the war,’ says Manuel, a moustachioed 60-something and former optician. ‘He and Sabino were the first Spanish players in the English leagues but my father was older so he played first. When you see the invasion of Spaniards into the English game now, and particularly Basques, such as Ander Herrera and Mikel Arteta, I am very proud of this heritage. My dad was one of the oldest on the Habana ship. He was 15, going on 16. He went with his little brother, Luis, who was 11. My father always used to tell me how he had forgotten the taste and flavour of milk and bread during the Civil War in Spain and the first memory he had of England was this glass of fresh milk and white bread upon arrival. It was like paradise. At Nazareth House, they gave him food, clothes and an education. The English were so caring. Not once did I hear my father say a single word against the people of Southampton. Never. The treatment was extraordinary, a remarkable show of human decency and social consciousness.’


The benevolence displayed by the English public was far-reaching. ‘One of the commanders in the RAF became like a second father to him. Remember, there weren’t many young people around because so many were on the front fighting in the Second World War. My dad even lived with him for a while and became a driver in the RAF and drove for this commander. The officer was also a director at Southampton and he took him along for a trial. He had never played in goal before but they had too many outfield players and not enough goalkeepers. They trained him up and he began to distinguish himself.’


Barinaga’s path was a little different. Southampton manager Tom Parker scouted him playing in the Nazareth House school teams. He was immediately taken by the young Spaniard’s skill – Barinaga was naturally ambidextrous and confident with both feet – and he also noted his balance and powerful strike. Lezama and Barinaga played for the club’s youngest nursery team, known as the ‘B team’. Parker was keen to expand the club’s youth system and allow more local youngsters an opportunity in sport. Southampton had, in fact, first clocked the Spanish duo in a car park not far from the stadium.


A Daily Mirror report from 17 March 1939 reads: ‘Two Basque refugees were amusing themselves by kicking a ball about in a Southampton car park. They did the kicking so cleverly that a man strolled from over the way – out of the Southampton F.C. ground – to watch. What he saw made him rush in to manager Tom Parker. Tom came out, looked the boys over and took them under the club’s wing. They’ve almost lived at the Dell since. Now Southampton have two of the most promising lads in this country.’


The Saints Supporters’ Club financed the youth team and they entered into the Southampton Junior League. Their record is extraordinary. In the 1938-39 season, the team played 33 league and cup games. They won 31, drew one and lost one. Only Ferry Engine Company held them to a 1-1 draw in the league while the Fellowship of St Andrews beat them 2-1 in the Hants Junior Cup. They scored 277 goals and conceded only 17. Barinaga scored 62 of those goals. A Daily Mirror report adds: ‘Barinaga has the makings of a brilliant forward, he got six out of eleven last Saturday, four of them with his head. The other lad, fifteen-year-old Raimundo Perez is a goalkeeper “as agile as a cat”. Coach Parker said: “When this lad Sabino gets going there is no holding him and I regard him as one of the most brilliant youngsters I have ever seen. We’re very anxious to keep him and if we can get a Home Office permit and his parents consent we shall do so.” Barinaga said: “I would love to stay in England.” ’


Lezama’s son takes out an old newspaper clipping that his father kept after returning from Southampton. Lezama also brought back three books on the Laws of the Game that were written before the turn of the 20th century. He would spend hours studying them in his dorm at Nazareth House, reading to improve his knowledge of the game and the quality of his English.


This particular clipping is an end-of-season review written by the local newspaper and the back-page headline reads: ‘They may be some of the “stars” of the future.’ It continues:




Probably the most outstanding was the 16-year-old Basque refugee Sabino Berinaga, one of the forwards since December. Previous to coming to England, Barinaga had never kicked a ball and his knowledge of the game was comparatively nil. His goal-scoring feats and natural aptitude for the game has shown that he, probably, is a great player in the making. Possessing height, Barinaga also has good ball control and distribution, and shots in both feet. He netted 62 goals in 18 matches, truly a remarkable performance in a first season of competitive football. Another refugee, Raimundo Perez, kept goal and made rapid strides in the game.




Manuel roots through his trunk, jam-packed with memorabilia, photos and information about those children evacuated from the Basque Country, and he reveals two glistening medallions. They are from his father’s Southampton days; most probably the longest-surviving medals won by a Spaniard in English football. One is for winning the league title and the other from the Junior Challenge Cup. Encased in two black leather presentation boxes, etched with the words ‘Southampton FA’, he opens them up. The Birmingham-based goldsmiths, Vaughtons Medallists, produced the medals and they are wonderfully well maintained nearly 80 years on. ‘These will be passed down my family for centuries,’ he says, clenching the medals tightly in his grip.


Southampton wanted both players to remain but wartime had consumed England and they were now hankering for home. Barinaga missed his parents terribly and he felt a responsibility to his two little brothers, Iñaki and Jose Luis. The Home Office also deprived him of a licence to remain and on the day he returned home, Thursday, 21 March 1940, Tom Parker told the Daily Mirror that Barinaga was the ‘best natural talent I have discovered’. Throughout his time in England, Sabino constantly wrote home, desperately hoping for a response, desperately hoping for some indication that his mum, dad and little sister were still alive. The outlook was bleak.


‘Everyone in England told him that they had been killed but he refused to believe it,’ his daughter says. ‘He used to tell me that he had this feeling, deep down, almost like a special connection. He still believed that they were alive and he was convinced that he would find them. In early 1940, he returned to Bilbao with his brothers. There were lots of people returning at that point. It was still an anxious moment. Everyone knew Spain was dangerous. General Franco was in power and my family were Basques. My dad, though, he had a strong head on him; he was as stubborn as they come. If he wanted something, he got it. He decided he was going to find his mum, dad and sister and he stopped at nothing to do that. For a few months, he didn’t find them. It transpired that they escaped to Barcelona. When they returned to Bilbao, they found each other where the house used to be in Durango. In 1940, they were together again. When you recall it this way, it almost sounds too miraculous to be true.’


Sabino was by now 17 and word of his goalscoring exploits had spread far and wide throughout Spain. He received an offer from Athletic Bilbao but Real Madrid came in at the last moment with a lucrative proposal. Some Basques might have resisted a move to Madrid, so often perceived – rightly or wrongly – as an extension of the Franco stronghold.


‘This is easy to say in hindsight,’ Almudena says. ‘We all have 20/20 vision looking back. He’d had a difficult time. He was offered excellent money; it would take care of his family. You couldn’t talk about politics at that time. It was too dangerous. So he didn’t. He wasn’t really a Basque nationalist. He didn’t really like all that. We had conversations about this and he would say that he was neither a Basque national nor a Spanish national. He saw himself as a citizen of the world. He loved England; he later worked in South America and Mexico. He never understood the idea of nationalism. He just wanted to enjoy his life, to know and love people regardless of where they came from or what they looked like. Is that really so wrong?’


During 11 years at Real Madrid, Barinaga scored 93 goals in 182 official matches, winning two Copas del Generalisimo and one Copa Eva Duarte. ‘He could play all over the pitch and this versatility led him to play in many different positions where he always stood out for his ability to attack and score goals,’ reads the Real Madrid website.


‘He scored a ton of goals,’ Almudena adds. ‘He was very lean, very ripped, with big, muscular thighs. He never smoked a cigarette in his life. He was an athlete. Well, he did eat a lot, actually. He was like a hoover. He also liked his wine . . . and his whisky . . . Like I say, an athlete! But this was a different era.’


His most famous goal came in 1947, when he scored Real Madrid’s very first at the new Santiago Bernabeu stadium. It arrived in a 3-1 victory against Portuguese side Belenenses. His son, Sabino Jr, still has the pennant that Barinaga received in recognition. He also scored four goals in the infamous 11-1 victory over Barcelona in 1943. Almudena says: ‘He loved playing for Real Madrid. He was paid very well indeed. In the end, he had a fallout with Santiago Bernabeu, the Real president at the time. An English manager came in called Michael Keeping. He didn’t rate my father. My dad tried to speak to Bernabeu, who told him, “You are like a son to me, you will play.” Nothing changed, though, so he asked to leave and he signed for Real Sociedad. From then on, Bernabeu saw him as some kind of traitor. My father’s name was barely spoken about at this club. People would raise their eyebrows when it was mentioned. Bernabeu made it that way, my father believed. When he passed away, the club sent some flowers but that’s it.


‘In a way, he was fonder of Southampton. The manager Tom Parker treated him wonderfully. He started his path. He had other offers in England, from big teams in London, but he would never have signed for another English club. If he had stayed in England, he loved Southampton so much that he would have remained for ever. For many years, he continued to write to Sister May, one of his teachers at the school in Southampton. She still wanted to know how he was getting on and he cared deeply for them. He went back to Southampton a lot. We have a photo of him with the directors of Southampton in the 1970s.’


For the goalkeeper Lezama, leaving Southampton was also a wrench. ‘He played three seasons in Southampton – 1937-38, 1938-39 and 1939-40,’ his son Manuel explains. ‘His brother returned to Bilbao in 1939 but my dad stayed. The final year he played with the first team. Many kids barely learned English because they were with Spanish friends all the time but my dad was now living with the commander. Eventually, he felt he had to go home. When he arrived in Baracaldo, his father asked him, “What are you going to do now? How are you going to live? What have you done in England?” He said he could speak English, which was of course useful, but then added that he had learned to play football as well. In post-Civil War Spain, the teams were looking for players. He went to a club called Arenas Getxo. My grandfather knew a director there. He had a trial and inside five minutes, the manager turned to the director and said, “Fuck, sign me this kid. This is my goalkeeper.”


‘I am perhaps biased but my father was an amazing goalkeeper. In Bilbao, they call him the father of modern of goalkeeping. You talk about Manuel Neuer? My dad was doing these things half a century before. He played out from the back, he was a sweeper-keeper, he anticipated danger, he had presence, and he caught crosses. Pep Guardiola would love him! He was a pioneer. This was long before Carmelo Cedrun, long before Andoni Zubizarreta. He brought in this new way of goalkeeping: to dominate the area, to rush out of goal. Three months after signing for Arenas, Bilbao had snapped him up. He played there for 16 years.’


The historian of Spanish football, Jose Ignacio Corcuera, wrote of Lezama: ‘Far from receiving applause, some of his innovations were taken by the majority of the fans to be pure eccentricity. But these were revolutionary ideas for the age. For example, when he spoke about training on tennis courts but with a football and only using your head to keep the rally going, nobody took him seriously. Many years later, there are many highly rated coaches who are incorporating this as a method in training.’


In these parts, they know a good footballer when they see one. When a 38-year-old Ryan Giggs was substituted during Manchester United’s Europa League defeat by Athletic Bilbao at the San Mames stadium in 2012, the entire ground rose to its feet. The locals were celebrating a player who played the game how they feel it should be played, with adventure, wit and flair. The United left-back Patrice Evra returned the applause from the field of play and Giggs was so touched by the ovation that he donated the shirt he had worn in the first leg, a 3-2 defeat at Old Trafford, to Athletic’s San Mames museum. In 2015, the club launched an annual ‘One Club Man Award’ and presented the inaugural prize to Southampton legend Matt Le Tissier before their derby match against Real Sociedad. The club said of Le Tissier: ‘Many great players have expressed their admiration about you. Pele, for instance, was quoted saying that if you had been Brazilian you would always have been among the starting XI.’


The Manchester United midfielder Ander Herrera played in both those Europa League ties for Athletic Bilbao. ‘The ovation for Giggs – it was special,’ he grins, perched on a bar stool in a hotel opposite Old Trafford. ‘I remember being emotional on the pitch to see, hear and feel it. It is a very special characteristic of the club. They did the same for Real Madrid legend Raul when we played Schalke, too. They recognise greatness. The old San Mames was a special place.’ Herrera puts his thumb and index finger together, raising them towards his nose and inhaling: ‘You could smell the football. I can’t put this into words. It’s the memories, the culture, the shared sense of belonging and the feeling that sport has a greater meaning.’


Herrera is right. Bilbao is a special place to experience football. The weekend I visit Manuel he insists we meet on the Sunday, rather than the Saturday, so as not to clash with match day. It is only an end-of-season dead rubber against Villarreal but every game is an occasion here. The whole place buzzes in anticipation. The walk along the main road that leads to the San Mames stadium – called the Poza Lizentziatuaren kalea – is invigorating. Red-and-white flags drape from the bars and the apartments above. In the traditional Basque pintxos bars, they serve Iberian ham, mini stuffed peppers, salted cod and fried anchovies. Stalls are set up selling hot Spanish tortilla sandwiches. Supporters drink the traditional Basque cocktail kalimotxo – a peculiar mix of red wine and Coca-Cola – and talk passionately about their football. They are hospitable hosts and Manchester United supporters still remember how Athletic fans lined up outside the stadium to applaud their away support following that 2012 Europa League tie.


The city is potty about football. In the many souvenir shops, you can buy Athletic bibs, slippers, lighters, aftershave, ties, wallets, watches and wine collections. You can even dabble in your very own Athletic lingerie. In the butchers, the little marble pigs at the entrance are draped in Athletic scarves. Inside the ground, stewards and supporters wear the traditional Basque txapelas – the original berets – and children wear masks of lions, referencing the club’s nickname ‘Los Leones’. The locals call the San Mames ‘La Catedral’, a national place of worship. It is a special ground in which to watch football, one of the most atmospheric in Europe, more Istanbul than Iberia in its intensity.


It is near-impossible to visit Bilbao and fail to fall for the charm of this football club. They operate a policy of using Basque players, protecting their fierce national identity. For football supporters, there is little more intoxicating than watching a group of home-grown talents succeed together. It is a feeling poignantly summed up by the Catalan Michelin-starred chef Ferran Adria, who reflected on the importance of local talent to Barcelona supporters. ‘If we win the Champions League, it doesn’t matter who was playing,’ Adria said. ‘But if we lose, then we will certainly be hearing that those who played weren’t Catalans.’


Herrera tells me: ‘To me, Bilbao is a perfect club. They create their players and look after us. When you arrive in Bilbao – you know you have to listen and learn. I remember ten years ago there was a very difficult moment for Bilbao and they were very close to relegation. There was a debate as to whether they should keep the philosophy or not. Even if they are relegated to the second division one day, they can’t change this. Never. Never, ever. It’s the one thing that makes Bilbao different from the rest of the world. Otherwise, you become just another club. And then what do you have? The dressing room is super-close. You will walk into the changing room and you can say, “I don’t have plans after training today – who wants to do something?” Normally, you do that with your two or three close mates in a dressing room. In Bilbao, everyone mixes with everyone. It is a true family. Fantastic club, fantastic people.’


They have witnessed some wonderful players here. Throughout the generations, they have seen a cast of stars from ‘Pichichi’ and Telmo Zarra to Dani Ruiz and Jose Angel Iribar. Lezama, produced by Southampton, belongs in such company. Surrounding the club’s new stadium, only three players have roads named in their honour. Rafael Moreno, better known as ‘Pichichi’ (the little duck), is the first. He was Athletic’s great goalscorer in the 1910s and La Liga’s Golden Boot is now named after him. Only five feet tall and eight stone in weight, he scored 77 goals in 89 Copa del Rey matches and 200 goals in 170 matches in total. In La Roja: A Journey Through Spanish Football, Jimmy Burns writes of Pichichi: ‘A fitness fanatic, he used his pace and dribbling skills to get round the often brutal stratagems of Basque defenders much bigger and stronger than him, while proving himself a hugely effective striker of the ball. Local journalists branded him El Rey del Shoot, the Strike King.’


The second is Telmo Zarra, who played in the same Athletic teams as Lezama between 1941 and 1955, scoring 332 goals for the club. Only Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo have scored more league goals than Zarra’s 251 in Spanish football history. His legacy is continued with the annual Zarra trophy, awarded to the highest-scoring Spanish player in La Liga. In 2015, Lezama joined the elite cast when the town hall unveiled Paseo Raimundo Perez Lezama. One of those in attendance at the ceremony was the great Jose Angel Iribar, who grew up worshipping Lezama before embarking on his own 20-year reign in the Athletic goal.


Barinaga and Lezama remained good friends upon returning to Spain, but friendship morphed into rivalry in the summer of 1943. Now in the strips of Real Madrid and Athletic Bilbao, los principes de Southampton – the Princes of Southampton, as they were called by teammates – met each other in the Copa del Generalisimo final. Athletic won 1-0 and Lezama was the star. It was an occasion of great political significance: General Franco faced the embarrassment of personally handing over the trophy to the Basque people. ‘Perhaps unlike Sabino, my dad was a fierce Basque nationalist but we are talking about Franco’s Spain here. You had to be crazy to come out and say something. Your head would be blown off,’ Manuel says, pointing two fingers at my head and mimicking the booming thunder of a gunshot. ‘I think my dad’s performance in this game was inspired by everything that had gone before, the terror that the Spanish Nationalists had inflicted on his family and friends.’


Manuel still has the official match report from the game: ‘Madrid deserved the victory for the magnificent football that they played in the second half. The best player on the pitch was without question Lezama, who saved everything that the madrileños threw at him. Madrid were fighting against the magnificent performance by the Bilbao goalkeeper.’


Pouring a cup of coffee, Manuel breaks into a grin. ‘I told you he was good.’


After retirement, Lezama did not enter into management but Barinaga did, managing 11 club and international teams between 1954 and 1978. In Spain, he coached Real Betis and Real Oviedo three times each, Osasuna, Malaga, Atletico Madrid, Valencia, Sevilla, Real Mallorca and Cadiz. He also had spells managing the Moroccan national team and Club America in Mexico.


In February 1966, he returned to England when he brought his Valencia team to play Leeds in the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup and the story is a classic for those who revere or revile the Don Revie era at Elland Road. The match was played on a freezing winter evening and Barinaga’s Valencia were an elite European side. They had lifted the trophy in 1962 and 1963 and Barinaga, clearly having forgotten the harsh realities of an English winter, had his own idealistic view of how the beautiful game should be played. ‘If you like to play good football, the ground should be dry with plenty of grass.’ The surface at Leeds United’s Elland Road, however, was wretched and skilled opponents would toil in alien conditions. Naturally, Don Revie described the pitch as ‘perfect’ on the eve of the game.


The match itself was a tinderbox that flared late on. The following day, the front pages of the national newspapers were splashed with pictures of policemen on the Elland Road pitch, wrestling with players to break up a brawl that had broken out. Ronald Crowther of the Daily Mail described it as a ‘near bullfight’. The incident that sparked the furore involved Jack Charlton, who told the story in a biography of Billy Bremner. ‘What had been a sizzling atmosphere became downright white hot, as we threw everything into an assault which, we hoped, would bring us a winner. Fifteen minutes to go, and I raced upfield to add my weight to one of our attacks. As I challenged an opponent in the Valencia penalty area, I was kicked. This angered me, of course – but before I knew where I was I found myself having to take much more . . . for one of my opponents slung a punch, which would have done credit to Cassius Clay.’


What followed was a chase scene that you could quite envisage with the Benny Hill theme tune played over the top, as Charlton sprinted around the pitch in pursuit of his Spanish antagonist. ‘Right there and then my anger boiled over . . . I chased around that penalty area, intent upon only one thing – getting my own back. I had completely lost control of myself, after these diabolical fouls upon me, and neither the Spaniards nor the restraining hands of my team-mates could prevent my pursuit for vengeance. Suddenly players seemed to be pushing and jostling each other everywhere. Police appeared on the field to stop this game of football from degenerating into a running battle. And [referee] Leo Horn walked off with his linesmen, signalling to club officials of both teams to get their players off, too. I was still breathing fire when I reached the dressing room.’ Billy Bremner acted as peacemaker and commented: ‘I don’t think the Spaniards could really understand an angry Scotsman.’





CHAPTER 2


Messi and the Midlander


On 25 November 2012, Barcelona realised a dream. Fourteen minutes into a La Liga fixture away at Levante, the Catalan defender Martin Montoya came on as a substitute to replace the Brazilian Dani Alves. In doing so, a wintry evening in Valencia became for ever enshrined in Barça’s history, marking the first time that the entire first-team XI comprised only products of the club’s iconic La Masia academy. Victor Valdes, who has spent the latter part of his career in England with Manchester United and Middlesbrough, was in goal. Montoya, Gerard Pique, Carles Puyol and Jordi Alba made up the defence. Sergio Busquets, Andres Iniesta and Xavi graced the midfield. Up front, Pedro Rodriguez, Lionel Messi and Cesc Fabregas completed the team.


Barcelona, managed that day by Tito Vilanova, himself a product of the academy, won 4-0 and went on to lift the league title. It was one of many peaks during a glorious recent past. In November 1998, Louis van Gaal, the former Barcelona coach, forecast this possibility in a meeting with Catalan journalists. After the match in Levante, the midfielder Xavi noted: ‘Van Gaal said once that his dream was to see 11 academy players together on the pitch and today it became reality.’


Van Gaal, never slow on the uptake when the opportunity presents itself to talk up his own credentials, spoke to El Mundo Deportivo during the following week. ‘I feel exceptionally proud,’ the Dutchman said. ‘Ten years after I’m gone, Van Gaal’s academy is still there. I gave debuts to Victor Valdes, Xavi, Andres Iniesta and Carles Puyol, who form the spine of the team. It is not only those players but also Gabri, Thiago Motta, Pepe Reina, who have spent years at the top of the game. Barcelona played an official game with 11 players from their academy and that’s fantastic. I worked a huge amount with the academy and it is really beautiful for me. I am very proud that Xavi has made reference to me at such a special moment. He is a great boy and a great footballer and I am delighted things are going so well.’


The Dutchman, for all his success, is one of those erudite tacticians who bask in the praise when things are going well but does not particularly enjoy answering questions on his strategy when matters are heading in the opposite direction. This, rather sadly, was his more regular fate during a desperate spell in England at Manchester United. Van Gaal, who endured a fractious relationship with the Catalan media, ended on a mischievous note when asked about his La Masia legacy. ‘I would like to send a wave to my friends in the media who covered my time in Barcelona.’


Certainly, Van Gaal’s faith in young talent is impressive, but he also faced accusations of denaturalising Barça, recruiting excessively from his native Holland and sometimes favouring foreign talent. In November 1998, he ended a game against Real Mallorca with Carles Puyol as the only Spaniard on the pitch. During the season in question, Van Gaal’s squad included over 15 players from outside Spain. Rather, the true kingmakers in Catalonia are more commonly acknowledged as being Oriol Tort and Johan Cruyff. It was they who did more than anybody else to turn the theory into reality, they who were the essential figures in the inauguration of La Masia in 1979.


In Spanish, ‘La Masia’ translates as ‘the farmhouse’, even if it has come to be shorthand for a generation of footballers who treat the ball with a care and precision that eludes all others. The original Masia was built in 1702, beginning as a workstation for construction and architecture. In 1957, it became the club’s headquarters, then, as Barça expanded, La Masia was remodelled once more, evolving into the academy centre on 20 October 1979, when former President Josep Lluis Nuñez accepted Cruyff’s advice and Tort devoted his life to co-ordinating the youth network.


Tort is the lesser known of the two but his impact and track record are unrivalled. Born in 1929 in Hospitalet, he was on the Barcelona books as a youth player and then became a coach for the youth teams in the late 1950s. ‘Tort finally became coordinator of the youth divisions in 1977,’ wrote the Catalan journalist Genis Sinca. ‘But it was under the leadership of Josep Lluís Núñez [1978-2000] that he was entrusted with the most special and secretive task – spotting new talents, forming a farm team of future stars framed within the symbol of La Masia, the eighteenth-century farmhouse that stands next to the Camp Nou. Oriol Tort became a talent spotter when this profession was still in its infancy.’


Tort was involved in the scouting process for Xavi Hernandez, Andres Iniesta, Ivan de la Pena, Cesc Fabregas and Victor Valdes. Perhaps most crucially, he found Pep Guardiola. Sinca continued: ‘One day, just like any other, his eyes latched onto a small, somewhat puny child, who was playing in Gimnàstic Manresa, and who had an uncanny skill with the ball. He was just what he was looking for, and Tort knew it. The boy fitted in perfectly with the ethos of attacking football the club wanted to build from the ground up, the typically Dutch style introduced by Rinus Michels and Johan Cruyff. Intelligence, skill and speed would be the basis of the 90s Dream Team. That skinny boy would be the prototype model. Tort had just discovered Pep Guardiola. The legendary scout promptly brought another one of his great skills into play, one that was perhaps even more valuable. He talked to the parents. He convinced them to send their children to La Masia, where they would be brought up in the lower ranks of the club to play in the juveniles [youth categories], and where their schooling would not be neglected. Moreover, Tort told them that in La Masia the boys were brought up within a system of values based on respect and friendship. Never has a football club got so much out of a committed and sensitive employee like Oriol Tort for so long.’


Tort died in September 1999 but his life’s work came to fruition in 2011. The proficiency of the Barcelona youth academy was underlined when a trio of La Masia graduates – Lionel Messi, Xavi Hernandez and Andres Iniesta – formed the three finalists for FIFA’s Ballon d’Or at the awards ceremony in Zurich. And if the three men on the podium were not enough, La Masia graduate Guardiola was anointed coach of the year. ‘Oriol Tort represents that anonymous, behind-the-scenes but essential character fundamental to so many clubs,’ said Vicente del Bosque, the great Spanish World Cup-winning coach, at a press conference on the same day. On the red carpet at the ceremony, Barcelona youth technical director Albert Benaiges said: ‘This Ballon d’Or is for Oriol Tort.’


La Masia, Catalonia’s exceptional academy of arts, has produced the definitive blueprint for football success in the 21st century, inspiring the glory of the Spanish national team and nurturing a cohort of talent through an intoxicating brand of tiki-taka football. On the days it all comes together, it is a bewitching experience for Barça supporters and their global cast of neutral admirers. For opponents, it is grievous ordeal, an exercise in quite exquisite agony. Sir Alex Ferguson, the former Manchester United manager twice defeated by Pep Guardiola’s Barcelona in Champions League finals, described the experience as akin to spinning on a carousel, leaving his players dizzied and disorientated. Theo Walcott, the former Arsenal winger, was left similarly bewildered after a Champions League encounter. Shaking his head, he told reporters: ‘It was like someone was holding a PlayStation controller and moving the figures around.’ In Spain, they call it ‘ganar sin despeinarse’, meaning to win without messing your hair up and, at times, they make it appear so easy that you could believe it all to be a choreographed show; so pinpoint are the passes, so rehearsed is the movement. But this is a style of football that merges art and graft, beauty and industry.


‘In La Masia, it was a whole way of existence – and, of course, about how to play beautiful football,’ wrote Jimmy Burns. ‘La Masia was the icing on the cake of Barça’s version of fútbol base, Spain’s well-financed and impeccably organised national football training programme. The learning curve began to take shape in early kick-arounds on beaches, neighbourhood streets and waste grounds, but then became more focused as kids evolved through highly competitive football games at primary school and beyond, and teachers were contacted by club scouts, looking for those with real potential to be top-flight professionals in their late teens.’


Guardiola, who has subsequently transplanted this style into Bavaria with Bayern Munich and Mancunia with Manchester City, idolises Cruyff. ‘I knew nothing about football before knowing Cruyff. A new world appeared in front of me. Before Cruyff, we had one Argentina coach who played an Argentinian style, then came a German coach who played a German style. But then Johan arrived and he said: “Guys, now we play this way.” When I was there you see seven-year-old kids doing the same training session, with the same patterns, as the first team. He created something from nothing and to do that, you have to have a lot of charisma and personality.’
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