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  ‘Hello, Höher speaking.’




  ‘Hello. This is Ronald Reng. I believe you tried to call me?’




  ‘Mr Reng, thanks for calling back. Mr Reng, I have to meet you.’




  ‘For what reason?’




  ‘I can’t talk about it on the phone.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘You know who I am, don’t you?’




  ‘Well, to be honest, I’m not quite . . .’




  ‘Heinz Höher.’




  ‘Oh, well of course I know who you are, then: you used to manage Bochum and Nuremberg.’




  ‘Sorry, perhaps I should have introduced myself properly.’




  ‘Not at all. But as you know, I live in Barcelona. That’s a fair way from Nuremberg. I come back to Germany quite often, maybe I should just get in touch next time I’m

  there?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘It seems like the most sensible thing.’




  ‘Yes, the most sensible thing.’




   




  And then, an hour later:




  ‘Hello?’




  ‘Mr Reng, it’s me, Höher.’




  ‘Mr Höher?’




  ‘Mr Reng, I’ve just booked a flight to Barcelona. I’m coming this Thursday.’




  ‘This Thursday!’




  ‘And I am staying until Tuesday.’




  ‘Till Tuesday!’




  ‘Please, just give me a couple of hours of your time. I want to tell you something. I have to tell you something.’
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    At 38, he’s young for a manager: Heinz Höher.


  




  





  15 February 1976:




  SHEET-ICE IN THE PENALTY BOX




  At about ten in the evening, Heinz Höher tells his wife that he’s going out for a while. She doesn’t ask where he is heading to.

  She is quite accustomed to him rarely explaining what he is up to.




  The thermometer in Bochum, at the heart of Germany’s coal and steel belt, is hovering around zero. All day long the city council has been battling snow and ice. Now, 180 tons of salt and

  sand later, all those drifts and heaps are freezing over again. Last night, there were 65 car crashes in Bochum: an 18-year-old rammed head-on into a lamppost; a 20-year-old was fired through his

  windscreen straight into the wall of a garage.




  Heinz Höher opens up the driver’s door of his silver Mercedes 190. In the windows of the flats round about, TV screens are still glowing here and there, although the closing ceremony

  of the Innsbruck Winter Olympics has already been and gone. Some Austrian got one of the last gold medals this afternoon, in the ski-jump. Heinz Höher could not remember the name, although he

  did watch the event.




  He’s at the stadium in less than 15 minutes, despite the terrible conditions. He drives to his own, private rules. His main ambition is never to be first in the queue at a red light. But

  these rules aren’t about racing, they’re just designed to fill up drive-time by setting himself random missions. One time, he decided that he had to do a 300-mile motorway journey to

  Bochum at a steady ton. No bursts of speed allowed, just cruise at 100mph for the whole three hours.




  At the darkened stadium, his helpers arrive right on time. August Liese and Erwin Höffken are the backroom staff who organise everything for the VfL Bochum first team, be it a new striker

  or a crate of beer. They don’t need floodlights: the snow that blankets the pitch reflects enough light to illuminate the night. Two days from now, Tuesday at 7.30pm, Bochum are playing their

  great local rivals, Schalke 04, in the Bundesliga and Heinz Höher, now in his fourth year as manager, has carefully prepped his team for the derby – except that now, he’s going to

  make sure it doesn’t happen.




  Liese and Höffken know where old Rickenberg, the groundsman, keeps his buckets. They go to the showers, and fill them with water. There’s only one shower-room in the Bochum stadium,

  so after the final whistle both teams just have to shower down together, the winners and the losers, the foulers and the fouled. Unbelievable, for the Bundesliga; unbelievable, even for a local

  league, in this modern age, 1976!




  The three of them drag the buckets onto the pitch. The cold bites into their hands. Heinz Höher feels like the metal handle of the bucket is getting welded to his fingers. Must be way below

  zero now. They make for the penalty area to their right. Heinz Höher hasn’t actually got a real plan. All he thought was, they would cover the pitch with ice. Now he sees what a job

  that’s going to be. He chucks the water from his bucket, and watches as a small puddle forms in the snow. How many buckets are they going to need for the whole pitch? 10,000? 100,000? Without

  a word between them, the three men hurry back and forth between the showers and the penalty area. That’s over 150 metres for every bloody bucket, for every little puddle. At least the

  freezing wind is actually turning the puddles to ice.




  By midnight, all they’ve managed is to ice over both the penalty areas. And that’s going to have to do.




  The following morning, there’s no change to the answering machine at the box-office at Bochum: ‘A number of Standing Tickets are still available for the home game against Schalke 04

  on Tuesday, 17 February at 7.30pm. End of message. Thank you for your call.’




  The club is expecting a crowd of 20,000. The sports editor of one local newspaper, Franz Borner, writes: ‘When it comes to derbies against Schalke, Bochum have often taken it to the next

  level. So here’s what I say, and may our boys treat it as an order: take it to the next level, Bochum – and take out the Schalkers!’ What the hell is Borner on, shouting his head

  off like this? He’s been getting on Höher’s nerves for months with his demands.




  In the living room of Höher’s family home, 26 Kaulbachstraße, the grey plastic telephone rings. You can get brightly coloured telephones these days, but the post office wants

  one mark ten extra per month for them. It’s Liese on the phone: the city officials are meeting at the stadium at midday to see if the pitch is playable.




  There’s still a cold wind blowing down from the Alps over the Nordrhein-Westfalen region, but sleet and snow are only due to fall here and there, and the temperature could rise as high as

  5°C. Most Bundesliga games on Tuesday and Wednesday look to be safe.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ says Liese, ‘the ice on the boxes will hold out, and Ottokar’s got the city officials in the palm of his hand.’




  ‘Who said I was worried?’ answers Heinz Höher.




  Ottokar Wüst is the president of Bochum and he was sitting right there in their usual pub, the Gasthaus Mense, on Sunday morning, when Heinz Höher had his big idea: what if we make

  sure the game never happens?




  Without knowing he had the president on his side, he’d never have dared do it. As a boy Heinz Höher was instilled with a strong and firm belief in authority. He hadn’t a real

  idea of exactly how Konrad Adenauer, Germany’s post-war chancellor, ran the country – but he would never hear word against him. The club’s president was his most important and

  most trusted ally, his helper and his protector.




  Ottokar Wüst owned the biggest menswear shop in town; silver-haired rather than grey, he was rarely seen in public dressed in anything but a suit and tie. At board meetings of VfL Bochum,

  he always let everyone have their say on every matter of importance, always took an open vote on everything – and then he did just as he wanted.




  So there they were on that Sunday morning in the Gasthaus Mense on the Castroper Straße, just three minutes on foot from the stadium: Höher and Wüst, with Liese and Höffken,

  discussing the situation. And what wild ideas precisely, asked Wüst, might be hiding behind Höher’s mysterious words about making sure the game never happened? Wüst had

  this particular way of speechifying, his words seemed to stand to attention and – strange but true – his sentimental pomposity went down really well with Bochum’s working-class

  supporters and the players. The tables in Mense were of rough wood that had never seen a tablecloth, and they were set with beer-mugs even on Sunday mornings.




  From a purely sporting point of view it would have been logical to play the game. Heavy going on a snowy pitch would favour Bochum’s physical style, and lying as they were, fourth from

  bottom, only one point clear of the relegation zone, they were desperate for a win. But just the same, the manager could straightaway see what a cute move it would be if they could just get the

  game put off. Because in just three weeks, on 7 March 1976, Bochum’s stadium on the Castroper Straße was closing down for a whole four months. Complete renovation: for the rest of the

  season, all their home games would have to be played somewhere else. And that meant that if Tuesday’s derby against Schalke could be postponed, it wouldn’t take place until spring

  – and it would be played in Borussia Dortmund’s vast new stadium, which held 54,000 spectators, compared to the 20,000 at most who would come to Bochum on a Siberian evening in

  February.




  In Dortmund they could make 400,000 marks, maybe half a million.




  The all-time record takings at the Castroper Straße stood at 150,000 marks, against Bayern Munich. Like every club in the Bundesliga, Bochum lived almost entirely on the cash that came in

  at the turnstiles – well, where else would a football club get money from?




  It wasn’t Heinz Höher’s job to worry about things like that – a manager should concentrate on the task in hand, shouldn’t he? But naturally, the figures were always

  in his head. If he woke up on a Saturday and it was raining, his first thought was shit, that’ll be 3000 less in the crowd today, that’s 18,000 marks we’re down. A club

  like Bochum really felt a loss like that, and as manager you felt it too, the whole time: the money that just wasn’t there. The club’s budget for the whole year was 3.5 million marks

  and they had to go to extraordinary lengths to make it stretch: such as, their hotel bills where almost never paid on time and sometimes never paid at all. Half a million, he thought.

  Half a million in cash for one single game!




  About 11.30 on Monday, 16 February 1976, Heinz Höher pulls on his navy-blue flares. Over them, he wears a reefer-jacket with shoulder tabs, the same colour. His wife chose it for him. There

  was a time when he didn’t mind going shopping. But now he fends off his wife’s attempts to make him buy clothes with panic-stricken cries of ‘I’ve already got everything I

  want!’ She thinks it’s because of the stress of a manager’s life. Her friends tell her it’s just what happens to men, when they get old.




  But he’s only 37 and that’s young, for a manager. He doesn’t trouble himself in the slightest about his appearance, but he still looks good in a devil-may-care sort of way. It

  must be something to do with the look he gives you: eyes narrowed under bushy blonde eyebrows.




  He throws his white scarf loosely over his shoulder, French-style, and leaves his coat unbuttoned as he heads off for the pitch inspection with the city officials. Surely they’re going to

  have to cancel the game. There is just no way the ice in those penalty boxes can have melted yet. But what if they ask how come it’s only the penalty boxes that are iced up?




  For 35 years only the four men involved knew about the sabotage at Bochum’s stadium. Erwin Höffken took the secret with him to the grave. August Liese and Ottokar

  Wüst also passed away before November 2011, when Heinz Höher decided that the story mustn’t die with them. He tells his wife, Doris, that he is travelling to Barcelona. What’s

  he doing in Barcelona, his children and friends ask her. But she doesn’t know either.




  Heinz Höher is 73 by now. He arrives in Barcelona with a neon-yellow 1980s Adidas rucksack on his back. Inside it is a whole stack of documents: 50-year-old newspaper articles about his own

  time as a player with MSV Duisburg; reports on Juri Judt, who Höher discovered as a Russian immigrant kid and trained up, single-handed, to become a professional and a German Under-21

  international; letters from banks about his debts running into millions; Internet search results about alcoholism. One man’s whole life in the world of football, stuffed into a single

  rucksack. He now feels a vague but intense need to divest himself of the lot, and he’s chosen to tell his story to a German football writer living in Barcelona who he’s never even met.

  But he feels close to him because he’s read his books. Heinz Höher has always recognised and understood himself better in the books he read than in dialogue. He’s always found it

  easier to express himself in writing than in words.




  And so we begin to talk, and soon after that first evening in Barcelona the letters start too. At the same time the first announcements of books covering the Bundesliga’s

  50-year anniversary begin to appear, the best of the anecdotes, the most memorable matches, the biggest stars. With every letter from Höher a nagging discrepancy seems to grow, between what he

  experienced as a protagonist in five Bundesliga decades, and the snippets we are invited to accept as seemingly representative in anniversary books about 50 years of the Bundesliga. Would we not

  learn so much more about the Bundesliga by telling the story of a single man, rather than yet again summoning up all the characters, goals and tables?




  At the start of the 1963 Bundesliga season, Heinz Höher was a winger as famous for his elegant play as he was for his dodgy work-rate. He was the great white hope of Germany’s manager

  Sepp Herberger. In 1984, at FC Nuremberg, the players mounted a coup against him, and for the only time in German football, a club president sacked half the squad instead of the manager. He

  collapsed on the training field after misusing drugs, and he wrote a book for children. When he landed up on the dole, the way it always happens in any manager’s career, he earned his money

  by playing cards. People who’ve met him often say they find it pretty hard to follow his train of thought: Heini Höher lives and thinks on some different level from the rest of us, they

  say. They think he’s a little bit strange. I often get the feeling that he’s highly intelligent.




  In his 50 years in the Bundesliga, he has experienced some pretty bizarre things – and been responsible for some of them, such as those iced-over penalty boxes at Bochum. Listening to the

  story of this unusual life, I found myself for the first time really understanding what the Bundesliga actually felt like back in those different eras, how football has changed, and how football

  can change a person.




  On Monday, 16 February 1976, at midday, the thin coating of snow on the pitch at the Castroper Straße seems unchanged. There are just a few footprints in the snow –

  it must have been the groundsman, obviously. The city council’s officials poke about in the snow with the toes of their shoes and stamp their heels down hard, staring at the pitch in what

  looks like concentration. Here are Dr Johannes Freimuth, top sports administrator for the region, Walter Mahlendorf, boss of sport for the City of Bochum, and Max Merkel, manager of Schalke 04.

  Heinz Brämer, head of finance at Bochum, uses the unusual chill of the day as an excuse to show off his Russian fur hat. The only man wearing a light-coloured coat is Ottokar Wüst,

  resplendent in his usual trenchcoat. Heinz Höher digs his hands into his pockets. They all await Max Merkel’s decision. Merkel doesn’t know it, but he is the only one of them with

  an interest in okay-ing the game: Schalke are on a roll, going for a hat-trick of wins after beating Duisburg 3-1 and Essen 5-1.




  ‘This pitch is just about fit for the Winter bloody Olympics,’ says Merkel. Everybody laughs loudly. Does Merkel notice that the others aren’t just laughing at his narky little

  bit of wit? Does he hear the relief?




  The media are informed about the decision to postpone the game. Heinz Formann, sports editor of the Westdeutsche Allgemeine newspaper, types as follows into his Triumph Adler:

  ‘Schalke Manager Max Merkel declared “You could use that pitch for figure-skating, but not for football.” That should be enough for anyone who was thinking that Bochum would

  happily have put off the game. On the contrary, Bochum really wanted to offer the fans one more real home game before the stadium is closed for renovation.’ His friend, manager Heinz

  Höher, has assured him of this.




  The first Friday of April 1976 is a lovely, mild spring evening. There’s a 21km tailback on the motorway between Bochum and Dortmund. The phrase ‘must-see’

  hasn’t even been invented in 1976, but the postponed game between Bochum and Schalke is just that. The move to the Dortmund stadium has given the derby an extra-special flavour, something

  exotic, almost the feel of a cup final. Rainer Holzschuh, the reporter from Kicker, then as now Germany’s biggest football magazine, estimates the crowd at between 50,000 and 54,000.

  It would’ve been a full house if all the fans had made it through the traffic jam in time. According to Bochum’s official figures, attendance was 41,000 – well, the tax-man

  doesn’t have to be told exactly how much money was taken. But it was certainly a good 450,000 marks that flowed into the coffers of VfL Bochum that evening, as much as in four ordinary

  home games.




  They lose 4-1, but no one on the club’s board seems to mind too much. Ottokar Wüst accompanies Heinz Höher into the press briefing-room: here in Dortmund it’s a real

  conference room with a podium and neat rows of seating, not just any old room with a table shoved into it and a few old chairs, like at Bochum. At one point, the reporters are puzzled, because

  Wüst declares: ‘I heartily thank Heinz Höher for his great courage in giving up home advantage for a game as tough as one against Schalke.’ Courage? What courage? But, surely,

  the game was only postponed because of all that ice and snow . . .? Well, whatever. The reporters don’t let anyone see that they didn’t get it.




  Heinz Höher just sits there with an expressionless face, showing no reaction to Wüst’s heartfelt thank you. He smiles the way he always does, when he’s particularly

  delighted, inwardly.
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    A spectacular winger, famous for his dribble and his mid-match time-outs: Heinz Höher seen here, sitting, at a friendly in Bonn, 1959 – played as an amateur

    international.


  




  





  1963:




  A LIFT-SHARE INTO THE BUNDESLIGA




  In the mornings, Heinz Höher would drive from Leverkusen to Cologne, sit in a café near the cathedral and wait until it was time to

  drive home again. He did it for his mother. He told himself that she’d feel better if she could keep on believing that her youngest son was hard at it, studying Sport and English at Cologne

  University.




  Heinz Höher considered himself highly ambitious. It was just that other people sometimes found it difficult to see this ambition, off the football pitch. When he was doing his A-levels at

  home in Leverkusen, he had set himself one great task: to pass without doing a stroke of work. To his teachers, his results seemed way under his potential, with lots of marks just

  ‘satisfactory’ or ‘adequate’. He was happy. He had achieved what he had set out to do.




  Now it was August 1963 and soon he would be 25: people would slowly start to talk of him as an eternal student. But he was confident that somehow and sometime, he’d get his degree the same

  way as he’d got his A-levels. It was just that at this very moment he saw no reason to go to lectures. This very moment had already being going on for two years.




  Considering that no respectable person was supposed to sit in a café at 11 o’clock in the morning, the café was surprisingly busy. He looked at the young married women with

  their Brigitte Bardot ponytails and their collarless dresses. When he looked away, they probably looked at him, too. His hair was always freshly blonded-up. Until recently, he used to put the white

  peroxide solution onto his hair with a toothbrush. The narrow brush was ideal for getting the fluid out of the little bottle. Now there were real colourings made from chamomile: his little sister

  Hilla had told him the secret, which she’d heard from Waldtraut, the wife of Werner Röhrig, his team-mate at Bayer 04.




  Sometimes he brought a book with him to the café. He tried Dostoevsky, even though to be honest it wasn’t his taste. He preferred just to sit there.




  You’re the only man I know who has never done a single stroke of work, said Fredy Mutz, Leverkusen’s old keeper. It was meant to be sarky but it came out full of admiration. Look at

  Heinz, stone me, said the other players when he was out of hearing range, nothing worries him. He wasn’t just a student of the high art of doing sod-all, nor just the only college-boy in a

  team of guys who worked as book-binders, laboratory drudges and warehousemen – he was also Leverkusen’s undisputed star, a flying winger who got the crowd shouting Oohs and Aahs with

  his passes. The Leverkusen fans also loved to boo and whistle whenever a pass of his went astray. They found it hard to imagine that a player like him couldn’t get it right every time, they

  were sure it was just because he couldn’t be bothered.




  At home, after poor games like that, he wrote letters to himself. Once he began with the title: ‘I, footballer.’ Underneath this, he wrote: some people think I’m real class.

  Others say I’m feeble, cowardly, all show. These others are the majority. The letter ended by saying that he would show these others. When he read it a week later he was shocked at how

  short-lived his vows had been.




  Like every respectable bachelor, Heinz Höher still lived at home. In 1959, his brother Manfred had built the whole family house on the Moltkestraße, by the city park, in the new and,

  in its own opinion, sophisticated part of Leverkusen. The family bed-shop in the high street, Höher’s Bedding, which had been founded by their father and taken over by Manfred, was known

  to everyone in Leverkusen for sheets, pillows and curtains. Their dad had died just before the new family house had been finished, and the elder brothers were now far away; Johannes was married and

  Edelbert had emigrated to America, but their mother, their sister and Heinz moved in together with Manfred. For the first time in his life, he had a room all to himself. Their mum let him lie in

  till 9 o’clock every morning. After all, he was studying and training so hard.




  ‘These are my resolutions,’ he wrote in one of these letters to himself, and under Point 6 it said: ‘Show more warmth to mum. Think about the fact that she too was once a girl

  of 21.’




  As for girls of 20, the gossip in Leverkusen said that Heinz Höher, the star of Bayer 04, had found love. Several people claimed to have seen him with an elegant young lady from the

  dye-works, short black hair and long legs, but they obviously couldn’t be engaged yet or they’d let themselves be seen more openly together.




  Thanks to football, money wasn’t an issue. What with bonuses for winning and back-handers, he was making about 2000 marks a month at Bayer 04. A worker in the dye-factories made 500, a

  chemical engineer 1200.




  Actually, the law stated that there was a maximum wage of 400 marks for a soccer player. After all, sporting clubs were legally defined as ‘institutions for the common good’, not

  companies who employed professionals. Heinz Höher got the extra payments from club official Peter Röger, stuffed into little brown envelopes.




  Other people might have said: not a bad life to be going along with. At 24 years of age, Heinz Höher didn’t think much about how life was going to go along at all, one way or the

  other, when suddenly the life he had played himself so well into was blown apart by the founding of the Bundesliga.




  ‘We need an all-German league to be able to compete at the international level’ – so wrote national manager Sepp Herberger. That was in 1936, in a letter to Felix Linnemann,

  the official in charge of football in the Reich League of Physical Exercise.




  Everywhere else in Europe, in England, in Spain, in Italy, everywhere that football was played passionately and excellently, the top clubs faced each other every weekend, and the players were

  treated as professionals so that they could prepare themselves accordingly. In Germany, 26 years after Herberger’s plea, players still trained three times a week after work, and the best

  clubs still played in five separate regional divisions, whose top teams then met each summer, at the end of the season, in a knockout competition to establish the German champions.




  The establishment of the Bundesliga was unavoidably delayed by the Second World War. But 17 years after the end of that war, in the land of the economic miracle, it was now being blocked by

  those favourite topics of German thought: money, and morality.




  Germany had piled guilt high upon its head in the Second World War; out of this had come a national desire to just not risk any more bad moral moves. Even apolitical issues such as the founding

  of the Bundesliga were looked at through the lens of morality. ‘The men from the age of the goalposts’ was what people called those who warned against the Bundesliga. These men loudly

  insisted that if you introduced the idea of profits into their noble sport it would lead uncontrollably to materialistic decadence.




  Herberger said, ‘It makes me want to laugh when I hear these old-timers talking about how they brought their own goalposts onto the pitch, puffing out their chests about their own

  idealism. They only brought the goalposts out because there was no one else to do it for them. And they only didn’t take money because there was no money there to take. That’s the long

  and short of it.’




  But even among the clubs and regional football federations, where Herberger’s sense of urgency was perfectly well understood, many people still stood against the idea of a nationwide elite

  league. This was because the German Inland Revenue had declared that if football became a real profession in this new league, the clubs would of course have to pay tax, national insurance, pensions

  and so on like any other firm. Thus many initiatives between 1955 and 1960 came to grief thanks to the top clubs themselves: they wanted a Bundesliga – but they didn’t want to pay for

  it.




  In the face of all these reservations when the Bundesliga was founded on 28 July 1962, it passed the National Committee of the German Football Union with an overwhelming majority – and as

  the most tangled compromise imaginable. The new National League would begin in August 1963, but not with full professionals, rather with what they called ‘licensed players’. These were

  completely different from actual professionals, claimed the founders of the Bundesliga: they were only sort of a little bit professional. In order to set this idea in stone, the German Football

  Union set the maximum wage of these so-called licensed players at 1200 marks. The maximum transfer fee was set at 50,000 marks per player and no club was allowed to buy more than three players from

  other clubs.




  The footballing officials proudly declared to their moral republic that this was the way to avoid a lunatic situation like that in Italy, where Modena had just offered the German international

  Albert Brülls an annual wage of 150,000 marks – and they hoped that they would thus persuade the Revenue to leave them in peace.




  Heinz Höher interpreted the new situation to mean: the players would get significantly higher wages in the new Bundesliga, and on top of that they would surely also get significantly better

  backhanders on top.




  There was just one problem: Bayer 04 Leverkusen weren’t going to make it into the new Bundesliga. You could see that even eight months before it began. Forty-four clubs had applied for the

  16 places. Leverkusen wouldn’t make the cut because until June 1962 they had only played in the second division of the old system. Heinz Höher told himself that he’d stick with

  Bayer 04 and try to get promoted next year. Sometimes, he even believed himself.




  He was almost 25. That was no age to be going off on adventures. Looking at things realistically, he had maybe five years left in top-flight football. Only the clever and wise were still playing

  on after 30.




  If he’d been 20, he could have changed clubs. In the inaugural game at Bayer’s new stadium on the Bismarckstraße in 1958, he had sown panic in the ranks of the Kaiserslautern

  defenders, and by way of rewarding himself for this grand performance, when the final whistle came, he deliberately made sure that he ended up near to Kaiserslautern’s World Cup medal-winning

  star Fritz Walter. The way he’d played that day, for once in his life he could talk to the great man as star to star. Maybe Fritz Walter would even pay him a compliment.




  Do you fancy playing for us? asked Fritz.




  Heinz Höher felt like he was floating on air.




  Fritz Walter’s offer was one of the greatest moments of his career. But Heinz Höher never got round to taking it up. It was enough for him to know that he was getting offers.




  Switching clubs was something for members of the national team who got Italian gold thrown at them, or for chancers who couldn’t walk down their own home town streets any more –

  though everyone was saying that this would all change now the Bundesliga was founded. Well-off clubs would lure the best players from Bremen to Nuremberg or from Saarbrücken to Braunschweig.

  But why would he bother, he asked himself? In Leverkusen he had everything, after all: friends, family, his Doris (who very few people knew about still); he had his bed made for him, plenty of

  money, the admiring glances of the girls in the City Bar and the captain’s armband on Sundays in the stadium.




  If you bump my backhander up from 5000 to 12,000, I’ll stay, he would jovially declare to Bayer’s chairman Peter Röger as they had their first beer in the Gasthaus Krahne after

  weekday training. His fellow players didn’t drink as much as they had done three or four years ago, and in one of his letters to himself, Heinz Höher too had resolved: ‘No alcohol

  for two days before a game from now on, and generally take great care of hydration!’




  ‘No woman the day before a game!’ he also wrote underneath.




  Heini, I hear what you’re saying, but we can’t pay you 12,000 cash in hand, said Röger. And soon afterwards, the club took an official stand on the matter: Bayer 04 were not

  going to be throwing money at their players just because some other clubs were bankrupting themselves for the new Bundesliga. And that applied to all players, even to their captain, their amateur

  international, the hero of the club who wore the number seven.




  Being turned down like that doesn’t bother me, Heinz Höher told himself. If they don’t want me any more, fine, I go. No one would notice any anger in him, he swore to himself,

  he was bigger then they were.




  While Heinz Höher was wondering how best to go about changing clubs, he remembered the day half a year ago, in June 1962, when he walked into the empty house in the Moltkestraße. His

  mother was out at church or somewhere else, and she had left a note for him on top of the shoe-rack in the hall:




  

    

      

        My darling Heini,




        There’s a fish in the fridge. Put it in the water with the lemon. When the water boils, it’s ready. I hope you can manage that. Letters up in your room.




        Mother


      


    


  




  He’d grabbed the post from his room before he cooked the fish. There in his hand was a letter with a foreign stamp. It was from FC Metz, addressing itself to him on an A5 sheet of paper

  with a red letterhead that looked like the bill from a restaurant. They’d seen him playing for the German Amateur XI against France in Merlebach, said the letter, and would be glad to

  interest him in an engagement with them. ‘Please be so kind as to inform us if you would be interested in coming to France and joining FC Metz as a professional, and if so under what

  conditions.’




  He kept the letter as proud evidence of his class and never answered. Now, eight months later, he was angry with himself for having being so impolite.




  He couldn’t sit around waiting for another letter like that to come, he had to take active steps to find a new club. There was no way he could stay at Leverkusen now; he talked to Manglitz

  and that nutter Klima about it: Bayer 04 wasn’t going to raise their pay or their back-handers either, even though they’d said that they were ready to stay in Leverkusen in the second

  divison and give up on the dream to play in the newly established Bundesliga. Right then, we’re off, they’d said: Manfred Manglitz, the keeper, and Uwe Klimachefski, the half-back.

  He’d have to go too, then.




  Heinz Höher sent an application to Bayern Munich. On tour with the German Amateur National team he’d got to know one of Bayern’s players, Werner Olk. He asked him to get his

  letter to Wilhelm Neudecker, club president of Bayern. A few days afterwards, Heinz Höher received a letter from Munich.




  

    

      

        Munich, 5 February 1963




        Dear Mr Höher,




        Our professional player Mr Werner Olk has forwarded us your most friendly letter.




        In my capacity as president of FC Bayern Munich, and following discussions with the chairman of our players’ committee as well as with our manager Mr Schneider, I am able now to

        inform you that we would be delighted to have you as a member of our team.




        Sadly, the conditions for entry into the new Bundesliga are most challenging for us, too. On the other hand, I am convinced that even if we are not accepted for this coming season we will

        soon play ourselves up into the top league.




        I suggest that we take up this conversation in a few weeks’ time once the situation has cleared itself up.




        With sporting greetings




        Wilhelm Neudecker Heinz


      


    


  




  Höher felt a bit better straight away. Other teams still rated him. But Neudecker was right. It was by no means certain that Bayern Munich would be accepted into the new Bundesliga. People

  were saying that each city was going to be permitted only one team in the new league, and the strongest team in Munich was TSV 1860. Heinz Höher decided to see if he couldn’t find a

  better place to go than Bayern Munich.




  The summer before, an opponent at Wuppertal tried to persuade him to come over to them. He was called Erich Ribbeck. He could at least go and take a look. Heinz Höher went as a spectator to

  a training session at Wuppertal. After a short time, he started to wonder how he could disappear again without being noticed. Zapf Gebhardt, their manager, was getting the players to run laps. With

  medicine balls under their arms. What century was he living in?




  Six months before the start of the Bundesliga, looking for a new club was an exciting pastime for Heinz Höher, and one which was perfectly suited for carrying out during his alleged visits

  to Cologne University. He sat in the café near the cathedral, studied the pages of Kicker or Das Sport Magazin, and asked himself which club could use an inside-forward like

  him, with a great dribble and an accurate pass. It had been snowing in the Bergisches Land, training was still largely cancelled, it gave him the feeling that the summer, and the Bundesliga, were

  still way off.




  The snow was sensational. Snow in the Bergisches Land, when had they last had that? The innocent beauty of the fields covered in that white sheet drove people crazy. They simply had to get out

  and feel the snow. Come on, let’s go skiing, said his sister-in-law, Ruth. Heinz Höher was immediately up for it. Even though he didn’t own any skis, or know how to ski.




  There was an old pair of skis in the cellar at Heinz Wachtmeister’s place. Wachtmeister’s parents ran the patisserie on the Ebertplatz, since they came from Soest to Leverkusen after

  the war. They’d been forced to rent the cellar-bar underneath it into the bargain. They didn’t let anyone see how insulted they were that established master pastry-chefs like them were

  being forced to run a mere pub. That pub turned out to be the salvation of them. Leverkusen was a tough place for a patisserie. The few citizens who thought themselves important enough to sit in a

  patisserie putting the world to rights over coffee and cake thought so much of themselves that they went to Cologne to do it. But their little goldmine, as Wachtmeister’s dad christened the

  pub, did a roaring trade.




  When you walked into the bar, the smoke bit into your eyes. Card-players narrowed their eyes as they smoked their cigarettes without using their hands. They needed their hands to smack down a

  trump on the table. At the bar you could always find Mac Scheller, correspondent of the Western Germany radio station. It was he who had taught Heinz Höher that the whole point of beer was to

  sober oneself up again after a decent session on the schnapps. I shall now sober myself up again with beer, said Mac Scheller, who could put away 70 small glasses of beer when he was really working

  at sobering up.




  Heinz Wachtmeister, the pastry cooks’ son, was one of those young people in Leverkusen who weren’t spectators of football any more but now called themselves Fans. Heinz

  Wachtmeister and a dozen or so other young men even went together to Bayer’s away games. ‘Bravo Heini!’ they would shout after one of his sweetly struck passes, and Heinz

  Höher would look around in astonishment: who could that be, shouting out his name?




  He borrowed Wachtmeister’s skis. They were made of wood, and by the look of them, they hadn’t been used for at least 15 years. The bindings were leather straps. Even though the hills

  of the Sauerland were closer, his brother Manfred and Manfred’s wife Ruth insisted that they should drive to the Westerwald. If they were going on a trip for once, they might as well do it

  properly.




  After an hour and a half’s drive they reached the top of the hill. The trees were dripping wet. The snow stuck, soft and soggy, to their shoes. On the piste, which was hardly 300 metres

  long, you could see a few brown-green patches of grass poking through.




  But it had been an effort to come here. So now they would just give it a go.




  Heinz Höher got about 50 metres, maybe 150, he couldn’t exactly tell at which point he stopped kind-of skiing, and started just tumbling down the slope. One way or another, when he

  finally came to rest, flat on his back, he couldn’t get up again.




  The doctor said he’d been lucky: he’d only hyper-extended the ligaments in his right knee, not torn them. But when Heinz Höher went back into training with Bayer Leverkusen

  three weeks later he wished those ligaments had actually been torn. Because then he could have taken the time to really recuperate. That would surely have been better than this weird feeling that

  he was playing football while something just wasn’t right.




  His burst out of the blocks was gone. In football, just being fast is nothing, being able to run a good 100m time isn’t what matters, it’s being able to hit that explosive burn in a

  fraction of a second. Whoever has that, gets to the ball first, or passes it fastest – and wins.




  After his skiing accident, Heinz Höher trained like a madman to get his killer burst back. He loved training hard, loved the feeling afterwards that he had done everything he could so that

  he could drink a couple of beers and a shot without a guilty conscience.




  He had a punchball in the cellar. Although he hardly ever turned up to his sports degree at Cologne these days, he’d already got to know training methods from various sports in the first

  semesters. His fists drummed on the punchball, his feet danced this way and that, and being a boxer in his imagination gave him wings. When he was playing football, he always felt worried when he

  wasn’t on the ball. If he had the ball, he feared no one on earth, he would take it and dribble it straight at the toughest defender, he felt that he was the boss. But when he wasn’t on

  the ball, when he was supposed to have a go at an opponent, he always felt this fear that the duel was going to hurt him.




  His body was soon in great shape. But that kick-start eluded him. Or was he just imagining it? These days, when Kicker reported on Leverkusen’s games, he was basically just another

  name in the team line-up. How would he ever get noticed by another club if his name was never in the papers?




  Heinz Höher heard that Bayer Leverkusen’s old trainer Raymond Schwab had a new job. This career was so new in Germany that it didn’t even have a name yet. The broadsheet Die

  Zeit ran a 200-line article in which it attempted to enlighten its educated readers about this latest curiosity from the world of modern sport: there, it described Schwab as a ‘football

  trader’. By now there were three men in Germany who made their living as football traders.




  ‘What precisely does your business involve?’ Die Zeit asked Schwab.




  ‘I find clubs for players, and players for clubs.’




  ‘Are you busy?’




  ‘My phone never stops ringing.’




  ‘Is it a good business to be in?’




  ‘If a contract’s signed I get a modest percentage. My overheads are high.’




  Raymond Schwab, who wore his black hair combed back with water in the proper fashion, had tried his luck after the war as a boxing promoter. In those days, it was no great leap from setting up

  boxing matches to managing a top soccer team. A sports teacher was supposed to be a master of all trades and Schwab’s greatest talent could be deployed anywhere: he could really talk the

  talk. In 1951, when he was manager at Leverkusen, he’d cut an innovative deal about a bonus for achieving promotion: if he got Bayer 04 into the first division, there would be a benefit match

  for which he would choose the opponents and from which he would take the gate money. Leverkusen went up, and played that benefit match against Schalke 04. Schwab stuffed a good 5000 marks in his

  pockets, half a year’s wage, and handed in his notice.




  Shortly afterwards, Schwab founded a new export business: German footballers for Italy. As early as 1952 he sent Karl-Heinz Spikofski to Catania and Horst Buhtz to AC Turin.




  ‘Human traffic’, that’s what it was, raged the German national manager, Herberger. For Heinz Höher, it was a bit of luck. Within a few weeks, Schwab had found a club

  interested in him, Stuttgart. Not that it was necessary to actually call yourself an agent in order to act as a go-between for footballers. All you had to do was sit down in the evening after your

  day’s work with the sports magazine in front of you, highlight the most interesting players, and sit down at your typewriter.




  ‘Dear Mr Höher,’ wrote a certain Hans-Günther Wolf to him from Saarbrücken, keeping it, as any decent agent well might, to elegant hints: ‘I possess excellent

  contacts to a team in Saarbrücken which is currently seeking a few players. Please take this letter as an invitation to consider whether you might possibly be interested in changing your club.

  Arrangements would be made for the furtherance of your career.’




  Saarbrücken’s interest in him, however, ended after their first meeting. In a letter of six lines, Rainer Lehnhof, their chief executive, respectfully informed Heinz Höher that

  ‘our club is determined to fulfil the legal statutes concerning licensed professionals and is therefore not in a position to meet your financial demands.’ You could talk about

  backhanders as openly as that, without actually saying the word.




  Stuttgart, on the other hand, were seriously interested in Heinz Höher. On 9 March 1963, their vice-chairman Konrad Rieker announced in a letter to Höher that a representative of the

  club would attend the first division match between Leverkusen and Schalke. Rieker’s secretary, who typed up his letters, wasn’t quite sure how to spell his first name: sometimes she

  spelt Konrad with a C, sometimes with a K. Well, Christian names didn’t matter much, in football: Mr Vice-president Rieker’s letters went off to Honoured Mr Höher and never ended

  without sporting greetings.




  Would you go with me to Stuttgart? Heinz Höher asked this question during a walk in the city park to a young lady whose name, Doris, was now linked with his in Leverkusen. Even though she

  still wasn’t wearing an engagement ring, it seemed okay for her to visit him in the Moltkestraße. His mother acted as though she just didn’t notice anything.




  He’d suddenly appeared before her one lunch-hour in the works canteen at Bayer. Of course she knew who he was. She’s already seen him when he was a boy in Saint Hildegarde’s

  church. Doris worked in sales at Bayer, her dad worked there too, her family lived in one of the rented flats belonging to the dye-works. Her figure was so gracious that they had once asked her to

  do some modelling work for a Bayer advertisement.




  She never wanted to leave Leverkusen. And now he was asking her to go to Stuttgart. Doris swallowed hard. Then she said yes and it felt as though she was saying ‘I do’.




  Leverkusen drew 0-0 with Schalke. Heinz Höher was roundly booed by the fans, some of whom thought he’d been going over the top with his endless dribbling, and some of whom thought

  he’d just been standing about doing nothing.




  After the game he waited expectantly, day by day, for news from Stuttgart, and at the same time feared to hear that news. His brother Manfred already had a phone installed in the bed-shop on the

  high street. But VfB Stuttgart never got in touch.




  Schwab, the football trader, could have quickly found out what the problem was. But Heinz Höher didn’t call him. He was too ashamed of his poor performance against Schalke. After 14

  days, he couldn’t stand it any more. He wrote to vice-president Rieker, in order to apologise very politely for his inadequate play against Schalke. He wrote that he could not hold it against

  Rieker if Stuttgart’s interest in him had faded after that sad display, but wished to also to point out to Rieker that it had simply been one of those inexplicable days, when his legs would

  not obey the orders of his brain.




  He never got furious with anything so much as with himself. ‘Have you already forgotten,’ he wrote to himself, ‘the vows you made on 12 September 1959 when you felt your face

  grow red and the floor sink away beneath your feet before the Olympic qualification game against East Germany because you didn’t make the team-sheet?




  

    

      

        1) don’t stand there looking about from right to left!




        2) get stuck into every game as though it were an international!




        3) put on muscle in every training session!’


      


    


  




  He would show them all, next Sunday against Wuppertal. He even considered stopping going to the pub every evening from Monday till Thursday. But then, he only drank a couple of beers and a shot

  while playing cards.




  Leverkusen lost 4-2 to Wuppertal, the fans booed, and at the end of the week he got his answer from Konrad Rieker:




  

    

      

        Dear fellow-sportsman Höher,




        I was delighted to get your friendly letter of 2 April 1963 and even more pleased to see in it your openness and self-criticism. It was indeed this which most impressed me in your

        note.


      


    


  




  Rieker went on to explain that there was a very good reason why Heinz Höher had had no news from Stuttgart since the announcement that their representative would visit the game against

  Schalke. The mother of Mr Schnaitmann, Stuttgart’s chairman of the team committee, had sadly passed away the day before the intended journey up west and Mr Schnaitmann had accordingly been

  obliged to postpone his visit.




  VfB Stuttgart, said the letter, continued to have a lively interest in winning him for their team. It was a principle of the club that it would not allow itself to be influenced either in a

  positive or negative way by variations in performance within a single game, on the contrary, it judged things on the basis of ability and constant achievement. ‘Both of which you demonstrate,

  for it would be impossible otherwise to explain your presence in the German national amateur team and in the senior league team at Bayer Leverkusen.’ In order to explain precisely the plans

  of the gentlemen from Stuttgart, Konrad Rieker would shortly be getting in touch once again by telephone.




  Doris didn’t ask again how things stood with the move to Stuttgart. Her own home life had told her that it was usually easier if you just said yes and waited to see what happened.




  The season was coming to an end and in three months the Bundesliga would begin. Rieker kept on holding out the prospect of visits from the gentleman from Stuttgart, but these were always put off

  again. Höher heard nothing more from Bayern Munich, and he didn’t ask, either. As the third best team in their region, after FC Nuremberg and 1860 Munich, Bayern were not making the cut

  for the Bundesliga and hence bound to play in the second division.




  On the occasion of Leverkusen’s final game of the 1962-63 season, against Aachen, Ernst Schnaitmann from Stuttgart did indeed condescend to observe Höher’s play.




  Heinz Höher often felt that he had played badly on occasions when everybody else was impressed. It was the footballers’ disease: as elite sportsmen, the goal they set themselves was

  to achieve perfection every time. Two or three little mistakes in a game loomed larger to them than an otherwise perfectly fine performance. But against Aachen, Heinz Höher was satisfied with

  himself, even though they lost 2-1. He had created a couple of really sweet moments.




  On 21 May 1963, ten days after that game, Konrad Rieker wrote him a brief, clear note: ‘Having taken into consideration all the questions and possibilities, VfB Stuttgart has now come to

  the conclusion that it would not be possible to create the satisfactory preconditions for your move.’




  But hadn’t he had a good game against Aachen?




  It was only much later that he heard on the footballing grapevine just what Schaitmann had reported back to Stuttgart: Höher, he said, had run himself offside at least five times. They

  already had plenty of players as thick as that down in Stuttgart.




  The last season of the old first division was at an end. Heinz Höher said farewell to his team-mates.




  Who are you shifting to?




  Nothing’s certain yet.




  Oh, come on, what crazy offers are they making you?




  Heinz Höher just smiled.




  He lay late in bed, trained with his punchball in the cellar, waited in the park by the swimming pool for Doris to knock off work, and in the evenings he played cards in the gold-mine or at the

  back of old Schramm’s bakery. And so the weeks passed – weeks in which not a single team made any approach to him. In Heinz Höher’s own opinion, one of his great strengths

  was his ability to hide feelings such as despair from everyone else.




  Just a few days before the start of the new season, Heinz Höher, who in everyone else’s opinion took life as it came in an incredibly laid-back way, was approached by SV Meiderich. To

  everybody’s surprise, this team from a suburb of Duisburg had just been awarded a place in the Bundesliga.




  Legally speaking, Leverkusen had no right to a transfer fee because Höher was still theoretically an amateur, but when they started cutting up rough about the move, a creative solution to

  the problem was found. Meiderich also signed up Leverkusen’s talented keeper, Manfred Manglitz – and paid double for him.




  Heinz Höher suggested that Manglitz, who lived in Cologne, could bring him to the training sessions, and thus save their new team some travel money. Meiderich’s chairman, Walter

  Schmidt, took up the suggestion with enthusiasm: what a very sensible footballer! Heinz Höher did not feel it necessary to explain to Schmidt or Manglitz why exactly he wanted a lift-share

  into the Bundesliga. He’d lost his licence for six months for being drunk at the wheel.
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    Meiderich manager Rudi Gutendorf climbs onto World Cup winner Helmut Rahn, and one team plus 5000 supporters watch in astonishment: so this is modern training.


  




  





  Year Zero:




  THE LANDLORD’S TEAM




  For his first training session at SV Meiderich, new manager Rudi Gutendorf brought two things with him with which to impress team and spectators

  alike: a fast car and an overweight centre-forward.




  Stone me, thought keeper Manfred Manglitz when he saw Gutendorf roll up in a shining white Mercedes 190 SE with red leather upholstery. The spectators shuffled back, as if forming up in guard of

  honour for Gutendorf. It was a warm day in the hot July of 1963, which was making up for the dreadful summer the year before, the coolest summer in 111 years, when only one day had reached over

  25°C. What a beast to turn up to Meiderich, this working-class town, in a Mercedes, thought Manglitz. He liked people who had it and flaunted it. He himself always played wearing the latest

  fashion in caps.




  It smells weird here, thought Heinz Höher, who had set off extra early with Manglitz so as not to be late on the first day. Heinz Höher asked himself if it really smelt so strongly in

  Leverkusen too, it must do, what with all the fumes that Bayer sent up into the air. But it had never troubled him at all. It was just the way things were.




  A few minutes after Gutendorf turned up in his sports car, the curious onlookers in the stadium car park surged forward once again. Another Mercedes was turning into the car park from the

  Westender Straße. Gutendorf’s mighty new centre-forward had appeared: the Boss was here.




  As Helmut Rahn climbed out of his car, the crowd saw a man who looked older than you should at 34, his skin creased, heavy-set. But the crowds, and his new team-mates, still saw in him the man

  they all wanted to see: the Helmut Rahn who, nine years before, in the World Cup final against Hungary, had fired in the long-range goal that sealed Germany’s 3-2 victory.




  I’m actually sitting next to Helmut Rahn, thought Horst Gecks to himself as he sat in the changing room. Gecks was a 20-year-old flyweight winger, only 5 foot 9 and 9 stone, and even in

  his thoughts, he only dared to whisper it: I am sitting next to Helmut Rahn. Apart from a single 31-year-old defender, they were all at least 10 years younger than Rahn. As boys, they had watched,

  wide eyed, as he scored that goal in 1954, that moment when radio reporter Herbert Zimmermann shouted the words which made the young West Germany actually feel, for the very first time, like

  a real nation: ‘Rahn’s way out, but surely he must shoot, he shoots . . . Goooaaaal!’




  Heinz Höher had stood, 16 years of age, in front of the Birkhäuser pub, trying to get a peek through the window at the television screen; the pub was packed for the broadcast of the

  World Cup final. Helmut Rahn would never be just their team-mate. He would always be their hero too.




  The fact that at 34 years old Rahn clearly had his heroic days behind him was neither here nor there. The Boss was still the Boss.




  But really, the Bundesliga came too late for the world champions of 1954. Fritz Walter worked as a representative for Adidas, his brother Ottmar Walter had transformed himself into the owner of

  a petrol station with the merry advertising jingle: ‘If you want to thank Ottmar, tank with Ottmar!’ Apart from Helmut Rahn only three of the World Cup-winning side were still playing:

  Hans Schäfer at Cologne, Max Morlock at Nuremberg and Heinz Kwiatkowski as reserve keeper at Dortmund.




  The Bundesliga felt like a new beginning: it was a place for new names, a new age.




  In Meiderich, the club committee was considering whether they could demand a mark to watch training sessions. They swiftly abandoned the idea for fear of provoking a popular uprising. In

  Meiderich, a town of 70,000 inhabitants separated from Duisburg only by the Wedau river, the players worked side by side with the spectators at the Phoenix Rheinrohre steelworks. The club could

  never allow itself to forget just how hard the spectators worked for their money. Nevertheless, the committee still felt gloomy at the thought of the money they could have made, with a little

  effort, in those first three training sessions. The year before, Meiderich had played their games before an average crowd of 8500. Now 5000 fans were making the pilgrimage to an ordinary training

  session, to feel the new era and to see the Boss.




  Gutendorf’s first training exercise was to make the players run the length of the pitch together, 100 metres there, 100 metres back. And they all had to do it while playing keep-up with

  the ball. None of them had ever seen an exercise like it.




  Under Gutendorf’s predecessor Willy Multhaup, Tuesday training at Meiderich had simply consisted of playing ten against ten over the full pitch. On Wednesdays, centre-forward Werner

  Krämer came begging to him, saying, Guv, it was 14-15 yesterday, go on please, let’s play with the same teams again, we want to have our revenge. Well okay, Multhaup had sighed. So for

  the whole of every week they simply played. Multhaup wandered about on the touchline and chatted with the watching pensioners. On Sundays, he would appear at the match sporting a monocle,

  cufflinks, and shoes of Italian leather. Willy Multhaup, born right at the start of the 20th century, was one of the most successful and most highly regarded managers in Germany.




  Gutendorf was 37 years old and last year, as manager of Marl-Hüls, he had achieved bottom of the table in the Western Region of the first division. But at his interview, he had impressed Mr

  Dr Schmidt, chairman of Meiderich, with his youthful energy, his modern ideas, and his air of a man of the world. He had already worked in Switzerland, and, at the behest of the German Foreign

  Ministry, in Tunisia, as a tracksuited aid-worker. Gutendorf then had to take a walk, while Mr Dr Schmidt reported back to the rest of the board about their applicant. There followed dinner in the

  zum Marienbildchen restaurant, during which, as per old footballing tradition, Gutendorf’s contract was written out on the back of a menu. When nothing was left on the table except the empty

  glasses, Gutendorf demanded that an extra clause be inserted on the menu. If they won the Bundesliga he would get a bonus of 100,000 marks; if they came second he’d get 30,000.




  Mr Gutendorf, said Mr Dr Schmidt, we’ll be happy if we just don’t go down, and he wrote the clause in, because it really was a good joke.




  Then Gutendorf persuaded them to sign up Helmut Rahn.




  But, argued Mr Dr Schmidt, you’ve already signed up a first-class inside-right, Heinz Höher.




  It wasn’t a question of getting a first-class forward, said Gutendorf, and took a deep breath: what they needed was an attraction, someone whose name would make the air crackle with

  energy, who would make the whole of Germany look wonderingly at this unknown little place called Meiderich, someone who would fill the stadium for them.




  The committee was impressed. This manager had a new way of looking at things.




  ‘At first I was against signing up Rahn, not, be it noted, on sporting grounds,’ said Mr Dr Schmidt to the journalists who surrounded him as he presented Rahn to the public. The

  reporters sniggered at the little phrase ‘not, be it noted, on sporting grounds’. Rahn’s liking for a drink was part of his legend.




  ‘But,’ Mr Dr Schmidt continued, ‘of the sixteen clubs in the Bundesliga we are, well, let’s put it carefully, certainly not the most prominent. So we had to do something

  to, now, how shall I put it, take us up a notch.’




  The Bundesliga made Meiderich part of the big wide world. Rahn, Höher and Manglitz were the first players they’d ever brought in from outside their own home patch. They came from a

  radius of 75km, from Essen, Cologne, Leverkusen. Up until then, everyone who had ever played for Meiderich had come from Obermeiderich, Mittelmeiderich or, possibly, the neighbouring town of

  Hamborn.




  Horst Gecks, the fleet-footed left-winger from Mittelmeiderich, had played handball until 16 years of age. It was only in the summer holidays that he walked each day the three kilometres to

  Meiderich’s training ground. There, the kids were allowed to play out the rough-and-tumble street championship of Meiderich: Kanalstraße versus Gelderblomstraße, Weizenkamp versus

  Herbststraße. The landlord of the club-house bar, Hugo Hesselmann, stood in his doorway and watched them play.




  The training ground was made from rough cinder. Horst Gecks tore his legs to shreds. At night, his grazes wept and stuck fast to his bedsheets. And the next day he played again. One day, the

  landlord spoke to him. He should have a try for Meiderich. The landlord was the talent scout for the club and he himself trained their first youth XI. With Gecks, Danzberg, Heidemann, Lotz, Nolden,

  Krämer, Versteeg, 20 men who almost all knew each other from school, and who had almost all gone through youth training with the landlord, Meiderich stormed into the Bundesliga. Some people

  found it hard to believe.




  ‘Where exactly is Meiderich?’ national captain Uwe Seeler asked. Alemannia Aachen went to the courts to contest Meiderich’s nomination for the new elite league. How on earth

  could this ramshackle suburban club be preferred over Alemannia, with its rich tradition?




  Even Meiderich’s players were soon repeating Aachen’s conspiracy theories as though they were facts: defender Dieter Danzberg told the story of how the Aachen crowd had once poured a

  pint over the head of Franz Kremer, president of FC Cologne and an influential figure in creating the Bundesliga. ‘After that,’ claimed Danzberg, ‘Kremer told our president:

  “I’m not having that Aachen lot in the Bundesliga. If you can make third place in the regional league, I give you my guarantee that it’ll be Meiderich that get into the

  Bundesliga!”’




  No doubt the truth was more prosaic. The German football commission which decided the 16 places in the Bundesliga tried, in the finest bureaucratic way, to please every regional federation. In

  the Lower Rhine Football Union, Meiderich, the club from a suburb of Duisburg, was demonstrably the strongest club in sporting terms. Alemannia Aachen was part of the Middle Rhine Football Union,

  and that meant they were up against FC Cologne.




  The choice of clubs for the Bundesliga inevitably led to injustices. FC Saarbrücken were let in because they were the only well-known and halfway financially viable team in the Federal

  State of Saarland, though they could only make fifth place in the regional league, even in the sparsely inhabited south-west. Bayern Munich didn’t make the cut: they were above Stuttgart,

  Karlsruhe and Eintracht Frankfurt in the Southern Region, but their third place in that division still meant that they were only the third strongest Bavarian team. The whole point was to ensure

  that the new top-flight division should be born as a genuine league of the whole country, not as a league of the teams which happened to be best at that moment.




  On Friday, 23 August 1963, the Meiderich team met at the Hauptbahnhof in Duisburg. They had 17 second-class tickets to Karlsruhe waiting for them. With the 14 players travelled the manager, the

  head of the match committee and the physio. If any player were to be seriously injured, the SC Karlsruhe team doctor would look after him. All the clubs in the Bundesliga had made a

  gentleman’s agreement that the home doctor would also look after the visiting players in case of need, because after all you couldn’t expect doctors to go up and down the whole length

  of the country every weekend, doctors were busy people. And in any case you hardly ever needed doctors. When Manglitz the keeper dislocated a finger while stopping a shot at the very first training

  session in Duisburg, manager Gutendorf went up to him, took one look at his dangling finger and yanked it back into place with a single jerk. Stone me! thought Manglitz. And for the next few weeks

  he kept on training as an outfield player.




  Heinz Höher loved the trips when the team set off on the day before a game. It always gave him the feeling that something special, something grand was coming up. Up till now, he’d

  only made journeys like this to amateur international or junior international games. In the Western First Division, they had always just driven to the away stadium on the bus, got out and warmed

  up.




  On the train to Karlsruhe, the other passengers were knocking on the window of their compartment all the way. ‘Helmut Rahn, it’s Helmut Rahn!’ The Meiderich team spent the

  night in a family-run B&B in Karlsruhe.




  One of the players had bought the Neue Ruhr Zeitung along to read on the journey, and Heinz Höher took a look inside. The NRZ was a paper with a fresh, open feel; it printed

  investigative reports and caused much shaking of heads among experienced journalists by sometimes even carrying interviews with football managers. How could one give so many column inches, and so

  much importance, to the words of such uncultured men? On the occasion of the start of the Bundesliga the NRZ published an open letter to the teams in the new league:




  

    

      

        Dear Bundesliga clubs




        It is with great pleasure that we note that most of you are in an optimistic frame of mind, rather than in mourning for the time when players carried the goal-posts onto the pitch

        themselves and the box office receipts were counted up in a soup-dish. Farewell, farewell, we leave all that to the good old real amateurs!




        The name of the game is realism. In the future, more must be done to attract the greatest possible number of spectators (aka money). Up until now, the way the top clubs advertise

        themselves has been like something out of the footballing Middle Ages. You’ve relied on the eager press, you’ve covered advertising hoardings with posters which have hardly

        changed in their layout for 50 years.




        A change in this respect, too, would be practical and therefore to be recommended. You club bosses, take a look around abroad for once to see the way they do it there!




        Visit clubs in England, in Italy, in Spain!




        That’s where we’ll all learn what it means to have professional football at our clubs. So it’s all aboard for tomorrow’s opening of the Bundesliga! We’ve all

        helped create it and we’ll be right there at the front when it comes to getting over the problems of this first part of the season.




        Sincerely




        NRZ


      


    


  




  Horst Gecks, the flyweight winger, wasn’t in the line-up, so he drove to Karlsruhe next day in his car, together with four fans from Meiderich. The club gave him two complimentary tickets;

  the other three fans had to buy their own, 6.50 marks to sit in the uncovered stand.




  Half of the team were fated to be mere spectators at each game. Only 11 players were needed. The only back-up that made the journey with them was a second keeper plus one defensive and one

  attacking substitute in case one of the starting 11 should get sick or fall down the hotel steps. But if nothing unforeseen happened, those three players just sat the game out in the stands.

  Substitutions were forbidden.




  For a long time, people had been debating whether it might at least be allowed to replace the keeper in case of a serious injury. But that would destroy the purity of the sport. If the keeper

  got injured, he went out and staggered about as best he could while an outfield player took his place in goal. Once, Heinz Höher was so badly fouled in an Olympic qualification game that it

  split him open to the raw shinbone, and national manager Georg Gawliczek yelled: if you go off the pitch it’ll be me who operates on you and I’ll do it right here! The blood poured from

  Höher’s leg but he kept on running and saw the whole game out for fear of Gawliczek.




  In the weeks leading up to the start of the first season of the Bundesliga, Manfred Manglitz and Heinz Höher often put on the kind of cynicism that footballers frequently mistake for

  coolness: on their drives to the training sessions they declared to each other that if only those idiots in Leverkusen had paid up, they’d have stayed. I mean, what was so special about this

  new Bundesliga? But on Saturday, 24 August, shortly before 5 o’clock, in the floodlit Wildpark stadium in Karlsruhe, no one could say that any more. Over 40,000 spectators packed the ground

  for the first match of the Bundesliga. In Leverkusen, in the old, regional first division, it had been like Christmas if they played in front of 20,000.




  The Meiderich team almost all wore boots made by Hummel. This sporting goods firm from Kevelaer had promised 25 marks to every player who put on their boots for the first game of the Bundesliga.

  Heinz Höher found that the Hummel boots fitted badly. He wanted to wear his usual Adidas boots, but he didn’t want to give up on the 25 marks. For more than an hour he sat in his hotel

  room and scratched the Adidas stripes off his boots with scissors and a file, then glued the Hummel logo on them.




  In the changing room he naturally stole glances in the direction of Helmut Rahn. His gaze was drawn to Rahn’s lower legs. The Boss wasn’t putting on shinpads. I never bother, said

  Rahn, they just put me off.




  The match-ball was black and white. An invention made for the sake of television. The old brown leather ball was harder to see on the box.




  The Meiderich players weren’t sure whether or not television was going to show a report of the game, maybe they would because of Helmut Rahn. People said there was going to be a new

  programme on Channel 2 called Aktuelles Sportstudio, maybe they’d be able to catch it somewhere in a pub before taking the night train home.




  If those Karlsruhe blokes say hello in the tunnel before the game, just glare back at them! were Gutendorf’s last words to them before the whistle, or maybe he actually said it before a

  different game, his players could never remember exactly, but they recalled that Gutendorf always had some words of wisdom, or some order like that, ready at the tip of his tongue.




  There was nobody who could realistically judge the respective strengths of Karlsruhe and Meiderich before the game, because the two teams, playing in the South and West divisions respectively,

  had simply never met before. But after a few minutes of play even someone who knew nothing about football could see that the team everyone had tipped as the most likely for relegation was simply

  too good for Karlsruhe. Meiderich were all over them. Werner Krämer, the inside-right, and Heinz Höher, the inside-left, made mazy runs, passed out to the wings, offered themselves by

  return of post for the one-two into free space, took the ball on and dribbled goalwards. If either of them sat back for a moment the fans thought they were just taking a rest for once. But then

  they would suddenly knife a pass from deep to split the Karlsruhe defence in two. After 37 minutes the score was 0-3. Werner Krämer had made a thundering solo run to score Meiderich’s

  first ever goal in the Bundesliga and the Boss had converted a through-ball from Heinz Höher for the third. Helmut Rahn was playing outside-right, a position which in theory involved a heavy

  load of running, but he only took part in the game at chosen moments and when he stood there afterwards, breathing heavily, his little bit of a belly could clearly be seen. But when he actually

  played you could see that however much a footballer’s form may come and go, class will always be class.




  Up in the press-box, Kicker’s reporter, Waldemar Rink, seemed to take personal offence. ‘The men from Karlsruhe,’ he wrote, ‘played like they’d taken the day

  off sick.’




  Meiderich again grabbed the initiative in the second half. Every time Werner Krämer’s opposite number, Rolf Kahn, tried to move up into an attacking role, Krämer just said thank

  you for the extra space this left; no sooner had Kahn come forward, the Karlsruhe attack broke down, the ball was lost and was heading back, via Krämer, towards the Karlsruhe goal.

  Kahn’s signature gesture of frustration, a show of the teeth above his jutting chin, only became famous decades later, in the person of his son Oliver, the German international goalkeeper,

  who inherited his father’s angrily grinding lower jaw.




  At the final whistle it was 4-1. Werner Krämer, who no one called Werner, they all just shouted Eia, had scored twice. ‘Krämer directed the game brilliantly while also acting as

  goalscorer with a mighty shot, with excellent support from the blond-haired Höher,’ wrote Rink in Kicker. ‘Höher’s technical brilliance was convincing,’

  declared the upmarket Süddeutsche Zeitung, which had deigned to run a report of the match to mark the start of the Bundesliga. Heinz Höher got his share of praise from all sides.

  But he himself did not share the general enthusiasm about his showing. On the outside, everything seemed fine, but in his heart he was, for some mysterious reason, unhappy. Maybe it was because

  Gutendorf had played him out on the left wing, rather than the right, as if giving a signal that here in Meiderich, he was no longer the star he had been in Leverkusen, but just the supporting act

  for Krämer and Rahn? Or was it because of what happened when Sepp Herberger visited them in the dressing-room after the match?




  Germany’s manager congratulated each one of them individually, with a silent shake of the hand. To Heinz Höher, he spoke. ‘Heinz,’ he said, just that one word, with warmth

  in his voice, followed by a short smile and a squeeze of the hand, and off he was to the next man. It was no secret that Herberger was there to watch Eia Krämer. Heinz Höher

  couldn’t suppress the thought: he won’t be coming for your sake, ever again.




  It had been back in 1958 when Sepp Herberger first invited Heinz Höher to come for training with the national team in Grünwald, and Höher had to get permission from his school to

  go. At 20 years of age, he was still in the upper sixth at the Carl-Duisberg-Gymnasium, because in the meantime he had tried to start two apprenticeships and broken them both off in boredom.




  At the training camp with the national side in Grünwald they practised the basic techniques: heading a ball suspended on a rope, shooting with the instep, passing with the side of the foot,

  one repetition after the other. The only way to get better was by endless repetition, said Herberger. His assistant, Helmut Schön, threw the ball to Heinz Höher at waist height so he

  could practise volleying on the turn. Heinz Höher swivelled his body halfway around and took a mighty kick. He hit the ball cleanly mid-air with his instep and as he did so, the speed of his

  foot multiplied together with the speed of the ball and it blasted straight into the top corner of the net. Sepp Herberger took Heinz Höher by the shoulder. Your volley on the turn is the best

  of the lot, said the national manager. Heinz Höher was confused. Why was Herberger saying that? Albert Brülls had a far better volley on the turn.




  Over the following days, as that sentence echoed about in his head, Heinz Höher thought he understood what it meant: Herberger thought a lot of him, Herberger was counting on him. In the

  evenings, alone in his room, that praise grew ever more significant in Heinz Höher’s daydreams: maybe Herberger wanted to train him up to be Fritz Walter’s successor!




  On one of their free afternoons, they took a trip to the Zugspitze. At 9.15pm, their bus was going to pick them up from the ski station in Garmisch, at the foot of the mountain, and take them

  back to the training school. Three minutes before it left Heinz Höher climbed in, he’d been wandering through the place with another young player till the last minute. Look at that, said

  Herberger, the youngest ones come in last, yet again. Heinz Höher took it with an embarrassed smile. He hadn’t actually been late, had he, he asked himself. As he clambered into his

  seat, he looked at his watch just to check. There was a bang. Herberger had smashed his fist on the window by his head.




  How dare you look at your watch, roared Herberger, are you trying to be clever? I have never seen such cheek in all my life! What an arrogant lack of respect!




  But the storm passed. Herberger named him for the international against Scotland in Glasgow on 6 May 1959.




  Can I have your passport please, asked the general secretary of the German FA, Georg Xandry, at the training camp in Duisburg.




  I’ve already sent it in to get a visa for the Under-21 international in Poland in two weeks’ time, said Höher. He had his ID card with him.




  Oh yes, of course, said Xandry, and took the ID card.




  On the day of the flight, Xandry went to the Lufthansa desk at Düsseldorf airport, carrying the stack of passports, to book seats for the team. It didn’t take long. When he came back

  he said now, there’s a problem. They wouldn’t let Heinz Höher into Great Britain without his actual passport. There was nothing he could do about it.




  While the national team flew to Glasgow, Heinz Höher sat alone in the suburban train to Düsseldorf’s historic city centre, had a couple of beers and a shot, and, while he was

  doing so, fell in with a group of 10 or 12 fashion models. He had a pretty good evening after all.




  Heinz Höher continued to receive Herberger’s round-robin letters to the national team (‘Dear Comrades and Friends!’) and was named in the 40-strong longlist for the 1962

  World Cup in Chile. ‘He liked you,’ says Herberger’s assistant coach Dettmar Cramer when he meets Heinz Höher again five decades later – they are now 88 and 74.

  ‘He just loved your volley on the turn. He wanted someone who could do more than just run and battle.’




  One particular image comes back into Cramer’s mind: in the great Hall of Schloss Oberhausen, 1961, the amateur international teams from Germany and the Netherlands were sitting down to the

  obligatory banquet after an international game. For starters they had rolls of smoked ham stuffed with egg salad and asparagus, and after their steaks the pudding was Fürst Pückler Eis

  with cream. Of course, Cramer doesn’t remember all that, but that’s what it says on the heavyweight invitation card, embossed with the emblem of the German FA, which Heinz Höher

  has kept by him. After the meal, Herberger, Cramer and the Dutch manager sat down together to coffee and fine biscuits.




  Your boy Höher, now there’s someone I could do with, I haven’t got anyone like him, he’s something special, said the Dutch manager. Sepp Herberger turned to Cramer and

  said: See?




  ‘He just wasn’t quite sure that you had the mental strength,’ says Dettmar Cramer, five decades later, to Heinz Höher.




  After that first Bundesliga game in Karlsruhe in 1963, Heinz Höher had a sneaking suspicion of what Herberger had meant by a lack of mental strength. No matter how he

  tried, or how hard he trained, he could never get rid of that inconsistency in his performance.




  Unlike everyone else at Karlsruhe that day, he didn’t have the feeling that something great was just beginning. Herberger’s visit had reminded him of what had already finished. Heinz

  Höher’s international career ended after that first international against Scotland in which he never played.




  But there you go, he said to himself, and now it was about time to go for a beer with the team.




  The train back to Duisburg didn’t leave Karlsruhe till 11pm. They had time for some fun, and they wanted it too. It was a big thing to be out so far from home, even Frankfurt was a foreign

  country to them, thought Manfred Manglitz, if we’re in Karlsruhe for once let’s see what it’s got to offer. So they went to a whore-house.




  ‘But we didn’t do any whoring’, says Manglitz.




  In the brothel they were playing the latest hits, ‘I want a cowboy for my husband’, the players drank beer and laughed to hide their nervous excitement whenever the girls talked to

  them. The sports editors of the three local newspapers, which were reporting the Meiderich game, had come along with them. They belonged there. Their manager, Rudi Gutendorf, an authority on all

  aspects of life, took the chance to talk about prostitutes in Tunisia, ivory-skinned Arabesses and girls from central Africa with extended earlobes, their skin so dark that it shone blue.

  Let’s just say, their manager explained, they were the most unbelievable whores.




  

    [image: ]




    He didn’t just have ideas – he was alive with ideas: Wim Thoelke, first great presenter of Das aktuelle Sportstudio.


  




  





  Meanwhile, Still in Year Zero:




  THE SECRETARY PLAYS DISC-JOCKEY




  In a barn in Eschborn, on the edge of the Taunus mountains, a railway station clock was ticking inexorably forward. At 9.20pm, while

  Meiderich’s Bundesliga debutants were enjoying themselvs in a brothel, over half a million Germans were watching as the second-hand on the clock advanced. On the dot of the third beat of the

  accompanying jingle, the TV cameras swung from the station clock onto an advertising hoarding. This announced the international track-athletics competition between Great Britain and West Germany,

  the big horseracing week at Iffezheim and the Bundesliga games in Saarbrücken, Frankfurt and Munich. And now the host, Heribert Meisel, was delighted to welcome his viewers to the first

  edition of Das aktuelle Sportstudio. They’d given him the barn at the edge of the Taunus as a temporary studio.




  The railway station clock was supposed to show just how up to date and on the ball the programme was. It was a symbol – at any rate that’s what the sports editor of German TV’s

  Channel 2 thought – for movement and urgency. The directors never asked themselves whether viewers could actually tell that the clock came from a railway station anyway. Hardly any of them

  had the slightest idea about television. And that, although they didn’t know it, was the luckiest thing for them. In their enthusiasm, and with the blessed ignorance of pioneers, they dared

  to have a go at things which a trained TV director would never have tried.




  In the winter of 1962, a second German television channel had been founded straight off the cuff. There simply weren’t enough experienced TV people to run it. A few adventurous TV

  journalists, most of them young, such as the 28-year-old Karl Senne from WDR, had allowed themselves to be tempted away from the regional stations which together produced the first, until then the

  only, national TV channel. In any case, it was mainly to be newspaper journalists doing the sports programme at Channel 2. They were journalists too, after all. In overall charge of sport were

  Horst Peets from Die Welt and Willi Krämer, who had indeed worked for a time at the Neue Ruhr Zeitung, but whose main qualification was more likely his experience as a combat

  swimmer in the Second World War. These two hired just whoever they liked, among them the former chief executive of the German Handball Association, a man by the name of Wim Thoelke, and Dettmar

  Cramer, one of Sepp Herberger’s coaches. They soon all agreed: they were going to do something completely new, something never seen before. The dawn of the new Bundesliga on 24 August 1963

  seemed to be the ideal start-date for a brand-new TV format.




  What if we invited sportsmen to be on the programme?




  What, bring them here to the studio, to the barn?




  Yes, let’s give the audience the idea that the sportsmen are sitting with them, at home, on the sofa. Let’s make them feel: in Sportstudio I’m really getting to know the

  stars.




  No one in TV ever invites guests actually onto the programme.




  So let’s do it!




  No one ever said: they won’t let us do that. We can’t do that.




  Their pioneering spirit was fired by the fact that they had been sent away from the station’s headquarters in Mainz – which was still under construction – to this village in

  the Taunus. They were the boys out there in the trenches, they said. Their studio lot was an old farmyard. Their offices consisted of a few huts in the fields. Anyone who came to the studio, to

  their barn, when it rained, had to drive through puddles as big as a car. In their first winter here, their temporary studio, with its draughty, wood-plank walls, had already earned the nickname

  TeleSiberia.




  In Eschborn there was a pub where the chips tasted like they had been recycled from the plates of yesterday’s guests. So the young programme makers in the group, who gathered around Karl

  Senne and Wolfram Esser and who were making themselves a name within the organisation as a Rhein-Ruhr mafia, preferred to meet in the afternoons in what they called Schnitzelsville. In the

  neighbouring village of Steinbach there was a little restaurant where the schnitzels were bigger than the plates. They could sit there for ever and talk about the Sportstudio that they were

  going to make. After work, they met again and talked late into the night about their Sportstudio.




  Wim Thoelke’s suggestions were amazingly bold. He was a classic larger-than-life figure. He rarely had only one thing on the go. As chief executive of the German Handball Association, and

  later of the Bavarian Transport Association, he’d also worked on the side as a radio reporter and a financial advisor. He had founded a charter airline and had patented trousers with an

  expandable waistband for men whose stomachs went up and down in size. He wasn’t yet 35 years old. Thoelke didn’t just have ideas, he spouted them.




  He wanted to invite the entire German and Swiss national tug-of-war teams to the Eschborn studio to fight it out there. They had to have music in the show, it couldn’t just be a sports

  programme, it had to be entertainment too.




  Wim the Teak, the younger ones called him. Thoelke was the only one who had a carpet and a teak desk in the huts at Eschborn. Suddenly, even before Sportstudio had started broadcasting,

  his younger colleagues saw him on the TV screen. He was playing anchorman for the Channel 2 news programme Today. How had he got that job?




  Thoelke, whose body was neither broad nor fat, but powerful, who could be sharp-tongued one minute and charming the next, was chosen by Channel 2’s chief of sport, Peets, as the host of

  Das aktuelle Sportstudio. But for the first edition they needed an experienced hand and a big name. They hired the Austrian radio sports commentator Heribert Meisel. On 24 August 1963, the

  railway clock had done its ticking, and after the host Heribert Meisel had navigated his way through a few sections of the programme, he handed over to the secretary of Channel 2’s sports

  editing team. The camera swung around onto Uschi Stöhr, a young, pretty and, of course, blonde woman. As the TV audience watched, Uschi carefully laid a disc on the turntable, then scratched

  the needle into place, and Stevie Wonder’s hit ‘Fingertips’ rang out. As the song played, the camera stayed tight on the revolving turntable.
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