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PRAISE FOR Simon Kuper’s SOCCER AGAINST THE ENEMY

WINNER OF THE WILLIAM HILL SPORTS BOOK OF THE YEAR AWARD.

 

Voted best book on soccer ever by Four Four Two magazine

 

Voted as one of the TOP 50 books on sport by the Observer newspaper

 

“The best from the last few years.”

—Nick Hornby, author Fever Pitch and About A Boy

 

“It probably won’t be long before Americans discover the decade’s worth of smart British books about the culture, political history and sociology of the game, like Simon Kuper’s Soccer Against the Enemy.”

—New York Times Book Review

 

“An inspiration.”

—Franklin Foer, author How Soccer Explains the World

 

“How Soccer Explains the World is a good and largely interesting read, but based on the failings that I found within its pages, I find it hard to recommend. A better choice for an interested reader would be Simon Kuper’s  Soccer Against the Enemy.”

—Roger Holland, Pop Matters

 

“If you like [soccer] read it. If you don’t like [soccer] read it.”

—The Times (London)

 

“Highly entertaining.”

—Financial Times

 

“A terrific book.”

—The Guardian
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PREFACE TO THE U.S. EDITION

WHEN YOU DRIVE INTO the air force base, you feel like you’re in a small American town circa 1953. Amit and I putter at about 15 miles an hour past the wooden villas where the air force officers live. Kids are playing on the street. Pedestrians say “Hi” to passing strangers. When Amit parks he doesn’t even lock the car, and leaves the windows open. All this happens in the warm January sunshine of Alabama. It could be an old B-movie starring Ronald Reagan.

Here on the base you’re at the heart of the mightiest military machine in history, but you feel utterly safe. It’s partly because nobody on the base is allowed to carry a gun. You have to hand in all weapons at the front gate. The right to bear arms is honored rather better in the neighboring town of Montgomery.

I don’t spend much time on air force bases. I live in Paris, and I usually consort with wishy-washy liberals. But Amit, a professor at the Air War College here, has summoned me to give his air force officers a seminar on sport. It’s really because Amit is a Dutch soccer nut. We had never met before my plane landed at the Montgomery airport, but I knew Amit from his emails, because for years now he’s been critiquing all my articles about Dutch soccer.

That first evening Amit takes me to eat ribs in a restaurant by the highway and tells me his ideas for the Dutch team as Euro 2008 looms. For a start, Marco van Basten, Holland’s manager at the time, has to recall Dennis Bergkamp from retirement. “He’s retired, who cares?” says Amit, with a very dead pig in his hands. “Van Basten has to go to him and say, ‘Here’s a train ticket, every game you’ll come on as a substitute with half an hour to go, and the other team will go crazy.’”

Amit has lots of ideas. He knows what he’s talking about, too, because he coaches the air base’s soccer team. (Some of his players want to copy the 3-4-3 formation of the great Ajax side of the 1970s.  Amit tells them first they’ll have to learn to kick a ball straight.) All he lacks is a direct line to Van Basten. “He should start a blog, with space for suggestions for the team,” says Amit. Because as things stand, he’s losing patience with Van Basten. Amit used to be a devotee. He and his ex-wife have a pug named Mabel, and when Mabel started having knee trouble she was given the surname Van Basten. (In fact Van Basten’s problems were with his ankle, but perhaps Amit was misled by my articles.)

Amit has only ever spent a total of about two weeks of his life in the Netherlands. While there he visited the club museum at the Ajax stadium, and the tomb of William the Silent and his faithful pug in the town of Delft. William led the Netherlands to independence from Spain in the sixteenth century, or as Amit puts it, “Thanks to that pug Holland remained free to develop its independent soccer style. Otherwise you would now have clubs with names like Real Amsterdam and Celta Alkmaar.”

Amit does not actually speak Dutch, but as soon as the book appears he intends to read the autobiography of the former Dutch international Edgar “The Pitbull” Davids. I suspect Amit is more excited about Pitbull: My Life . . . than about any forthcoming publication on the Indian army, even one written by himself.

Some version of Amit’s story will be familiar to anyone who follows soccer in the United States. Around the nation, people now get up at crazy times to cheer on teams based in countries that they will never visit. You might even say that this cheery little Indian is the New Fan incarnated. Like millions of Americans, Japanese, Australians, Chinese, and even Indians and Canadians, Amit supports teams that have nothing historically to do with him. In recent years the model of fandom that I described in Soccer Against the Enemy  has begun to break down. The homegrown fanatics whom I met in the early 1990s in towns like Glasgow, Budapest, and Buenos Aires are giving way to New Fans like Amit. That, of course, reveals a truth about the changing world that goes beyond soccer.

After I finished this book at 2 A.M. one night in 1993, I had intended to stop writing about soccer. I wanted to devote my journalistic life to important subjects like economics. Those whom the gods want to punish, they give what they ask for: I soon became currency correspondent of the Financial Times, writing a daily report on the doings of the dollar, yen, and Deutschmark. After two years, tedium forced me to quit, and I became a “world football” columnist at the Observer newspaper.

I later drifted back to the Financial Times, where I now sometimes get to write about important subjects, like the vote for “Greatest Belgian,” but I have always kept writing about soccer. My weekly sports column in the newspaper is often a sort of update of Soccer Against the Enemy. The game remains too good a way of understanding the world to discard. Soccer matters as much today as when I made the journey that became this book, but it now matters in different ways.

For a start, the world when I left England by ferry in July 1992, with a typewriter in my rucksack, was a much bigger place. Before the Internet it was hard to find out much about Ukraine or Cameroon, say, without going there. Because these countries were isolated, they were much more different from one another than they are today. Certainly their soccer cultures were more distinctive then. When I travel around watching soccer now, I notice the same things repeated everywhere: the face-painted fans, the Manchester United shirts, and, increasingly, the same style of play. The Dutch, English, Americans, and Cameroonians are all converging on the same kind of soccer.

The meaning of fandom has changed too. When I wrote the book, soccer on the continent regularly set tribe against tribe: Dutch against Germans, or Scottish Catholics against Scottish Protestants. Soccer stadiums were then still the place to uncover Western Europe’s suppressed ethnic, religious, regional, and class tensions.

Then one day in Glasgow in 1999 I met a Celtic fan who taught me that things had changed. This man was hard-core. When “Catholic” Celtic played their “Protestant” rivals Rangers, he  shouted outrageous abuse at the “Prods.” He had even named his second son for every member of the 1967 European Cup-winning Celtic team. (“The subs wouldn’t fit on the birth certificate,” he grumbled.) It sounded like the usual story except that this man was married to a Protestant. While his wife was recovering in hospital, he had sneaked to the town hall to name his child. When she found out, she kicked a door down in frustration.

He showed me a picture of his son at two days old, dressed in the Celtic home shirt, in the arms of his elder brother who was wearing the Celtic away shirt. “Put it this way,” said the father triumphantly, “the boy will never play for Rangers.”

This man had no problem with Protestants. To him, Celtic versus Rangers was no longer about religion. Nor is it to many other Celtic or Rangers fans: almost half of Glaswegians who marry do so across religious divides. Few go to church any longer. In other words, though Celtic and Rangers fans still shout sectarian slogans at soccer matches, they usually no longer mean them.

And this is becoming true all over Europe. When I wrote this book, soccer conflicts on the continent still reflected religious or class or regional passions. Just as FC Barcelona used to stand for Catalan nationalism, the Milan-Inter derby match once set the city’s migrant working classes against the local middle classes, while the Dutch in 1992 still carried around a war trauma about Germans. But today, these passions are weaker. Europeans are ceasing to believe in God, class divides have narrowed, and it is hard to be quite so fanatical about your region now that countries like Spain are decentralized democracies and regions like Catalonia could choose independence if they really wanted.

So when Barcelona fans wave Catalan flags, or Glaswegian fans sing sectarian songs, they are simply using traditional symbols to express a soccer rivalry. For that Glaswegian father, his feelings for Celtic were stronger than any sectarian sentiment he brought to the game. What you hear in European soccer stadiums today is no  longer the echo of other passions. Rather, soccer has become a cause in itself.

When I wrote this book, soccer was still not quite a global game. It didn’t matter in 1992 that I had nowhere near enough money to go around the world to research it. I could safely ignore Asia because Asians barely played soccer. But just then, globalization, especially in the form of cable TV, was starting to spread the game to the last outposts. Between 1993 and 1996, Japan, the U.S., China, and India all acquired national professional soccer leagues. Increasingly, people in these countries began watching soccer. But they weren’t “blood-andsoil” fans, like the Celtic or Barcelona supporters I had seen, who followed the local team of their ethnic group. The globalized fans, people like Amit, often admired the blood-and-soil fans, but they had no local teams of their own. Nor did they particularly need any. Why bother stamping some third-rate outfit out of the Alabama soil when you could support Ajax instead? Many American soccer buffs worry about the lack of interest in Major League Soccer, but someone like Amit has little use for the MLS. Globalized fans tend to want global teams. This is the new “virtual” model of fandom, whereas the MLS with its “real” teams in actual places with appropriate local nicknames (like the Earthquakes) follows the old model.

The first sign I ever saw of the new globalized fans was the day after France won the World Cup in 1998. On the back page of the British tabloid the Daily Mirror was a photo of Arsenal’s two French midfielders Emmanuel Petit and Patrick Vieira embracing beneath the headline, “Arsenal Win the World Cup.” If you were an Arsenal fan, you could now ignore blood and soil and support France. After all, if the players were globalizing, it made sense for the fans to follow.

Over coffee in Montgomery’s only café, founded by a refugee from New York, Amit told me about the New Fans he had met around the world. New Fans live in Shanghai or Melbourne or Saitama, Japan, and had often never cared about soccer until they discovered European games on their cable channels. (Amit now regularly  watches live Dutch league games on American TV. When I was a soccer-mad kid in the Netherlands in the 1980s, there was never a single live league match on Dutch TV.) Some New Fans support Manchester United without even knowing that Manchester is a town in England. Amit told me New Fans often choose their teams for ostensibly random reasons, like the color of the shirts.

I asked him what had made him fall for the glorious Dutch teams of the 1970s and 1980s.

“It didn’t have much to do with the soccer,” he said. “I saw the World Cup 1974, and I thought their names were so nice. Van der Kerkhof! In what other country do people have three surnames? And they were twins, too.”

The motives of New Fans differ depending on where they live. A friend of mine who analyzed the deep divide that runs through Thai society—Liverpool fans versus Manchester United fans—said he thought much of it came down to the desire of people from a developing country to attach themselves to institutions that were indisputably “world-class.”

Rowan Simons in his book Bamboo Goalposts reports that the Chinese often support multiple teams simultaneously but snub Chinese clubs. So keen are they on English soccer that every big English club now has an unofficial Chinese name. Arsenal translates as “Pander to Multiple Payments,” and Spurs “Crazy Irritation,” while Newcastle becomes “Cow Card Ugly.”

For many New Fans in Asia, part of the motive is gambling. Declan Hill in his 2008 book The Fix: Soccer and Organized Crime, about match fixing in soccer, quotes “a recent study for the journal  Foreign Policy [that] estimated the entire Asian gambling industry, both legal and illegal, at $450 billion a year.” An obvious corollary of this is that some New Fans now fix traditional European soccer. In the mostly empty stands at Dutch second-division games, for instance, you can see Asians with mobile phones and earpieces who report every attack and corner-kick to listening ears across the world.

In the States, being a New Fan is often a mark of being a cosmopolitan. Soccer’s advance in the country is an index of how American daily life is globalizing. The two groups of Americans who are probably keenest on the game—immigrants and their direct descendants on the one hand, and the highly educated on the other—are precisely the most globalized Americans. (Amit belongs to both groups, as does the alleged West Ham fan Barack Obama, son of a U.S. born mother and immigrant father.)

Visiting Toronto in December 2009, I discovered a highly educated immigrant city that has quietly gone soccer-mad. That month, the website of Canada’s Globe & Mail newspaper crashed due to excess traffic for the first time in its history: during the draw for the World Cup 2010. I was in town to attend a conference on global soccer at York University—the sort of event that didn’t exist anywhere, and certainly not in Canada, when I first wrote this book—and while there I heard that New Fans are popping up even in the traditional soccer territory of Africa.

This was revealed in a talk by a charming Nigerian academic named Muhammed Musa. He is himself a product of globalization—he lectures in mass communications at the University of Canterbury in New Zealand but during the African Nations Cup of 2008 he had returned to Nigeria and discovered that his fellow countrymen were turning off African soccer.

In recent years soccer “show houses” had opened all over Nigeria, Musa told us. Often the show houses are simple sheds, where people pay entrance fees to watch English games as humble as Fulham versus Bolton on TV. “These places are jam-packed every weekend,” Musa said.

He had visited show houses during the Nations Cup to observe the crowds, he said, “but to my surprise there were not many people there.” Even when Nigeria played, few Nigerians turned up to watch. The proprietors of the show houses told Musa the Nations Cup was ruining their finances. “People are not interested in this  thing,” the owners complained. “We can’t wait for this to end so the Premier League can resume.”

Musa polled customers in show houses and found that 90 percent owned European club souvenir replica shirts, for instance, but not Nigerian ones. But he was particularly struck by what had happened to national TV news. The program had begun at 9 P.M. since time immemorial, and had helped build the nation by gathering all of Nigeria together in front of TV sets. These days, though, the news sometimes moves from its traditional starting time if it clashes with a game between two of England’s Big Four clubs. “Now this national we-ness is built around Liverpool versus Chelsea,” Musa marveled.

Afterward, some of the other conference-goers compared African experiences, and concluded that the desertion of African soccer for the English variety was happening in much of the continent. In Cameroon fans gathered to watch the Premier League in cheap restaurants known as “chicken parlors,” and in Uganda in cinemas. Some countries had followed the English game for decades. In Zimbabwe in 1999, for instance, I saw street vendors selling ancient copies of the British soccer magazine Shoot, and stood crammed among white and black yuppies in a sports bar in Harare watching Manchester United. (What has happened to those people since?)

But African interest in English soccer had grown with cable TV and the Internet. A week after seeing Amit in Alabama, I went back to my country of birth, Uganda, for the first time since I was a baby and felt surrounded by the symbols of English soccer as I never had in England. Many of Uganda’s shared matatu taxis were painted in the colors of big English clubs. “You’ll Never Walk Alone: Liverpool Football Club,” is a typical decoration. Men went around their daily business in pirated English club shirts. One day, walking down a dirt path in a village, I stopped the umpteenth Ugandan wearing a fake Arsenal shirt, and asked, “Can you tell me why Ugandans love Arsenal?”

He said, “I myself support Manchester United.”

“But you’re wearing an Arsenal shirt,” I pointed out.

“That’s just to wear,” he explained.

It could be that this New Fan will one day have an American bomb dropped on his head, but at least he and the pilot will have something in common.

You might dismiss all this as just anecdotal: of course Ugandans and Chinese and Alabamans support English soccer. It’s better than their own domestic leagues. But Musa believes that this support reveals something about changing allegiances outside soccer: people are deserting national symbols and attaching themselves to transnational ones. The Ugandan who supports Manchester United, like the Yemeni who attaches himself to Al-Qaeda, or the German who feels more European than anything else, are all to some degree post-national people. Musa measures these allegiances partly in violence. During some big European games, he notes, tensions in Nigerian cities can boil over. His parents told him not to park his car in a certain place on the day of Real Madrid games, because Real fans in Nigeria were known for their rowdiness. Nine deaths were recorded in one Nigerian town alone when Chelsea and Manchester United met in the Champions League final in 2008. And after Barcelona beat Manchester United in the final of 2009, an angry United fan in the town of Ogbo killed four people when he drove his minibus into a crowd of Barça supporters. Musa told the conference, “We have not seen people supporting their national team with their blood, but we are seeing people support corporate teams with their lives. The importance of the nation is diminishing, and what is replacing it is allegiance to a corporate club.”

This may sound like an overstatement, but then in much of Africa the nation became an important concept only during the twentieth century. In many African countries, the most successful national institution is the national soccer team. When people stop caring about that, then less nation remains. And some version of  that principle probably applies to New Fans in Japan, the U.S., Australia, and elsewhere. When people are developing their allegiances on cable TV rather than in their hometown stadium, they become emotionally more global and less local.

There’s been a lot of talk in this first decade of the twenty-first century about the economics of globalization, but much less about the globalization of the heart. It’s often said that the nation-state loses significance in the age of cyberspace and global trade. Well, if that’s the case, then you would expect nationalism to diminish too. We’re already seeing signs of that at what used to be the world’s great festival of nationalism, the World Cup. For Brazil’s first game of the 2006 World Cup, against Croatia in Berlin, the stadium filled with tens of thousands of people wearing Brazil’s yellow shirts, only a small minority of whom were actual Brazilians. The others were Brazilians of the heart, globalized fans from all over who saw no reason why they should support their own “national” team. And in January 2010, Danny Jordaan, chief organizer of the South African World Cup, reported mournfully that his fellow countrymen had bought more tickets to see England’s games than South Africa’s. “South Africa has more supporters of England than Bafana—the sales for England matches here are higher,” Jordaan admitted. “It will be tragic if this trend continues, and I appeal to local fans to come out and support their country.”

Blood and soil are losing out to satellite TV, and nationalism to globalization. If I was twenty-two again today and willing to sleep on trains, I’d still want to set off around the world (though not with a typewriter) to write a book like Soccer Against the Enemy, because I still think soccer works as a key to the world. However, it would be a different book: less about tribes and enemies, more about the quintessentially twenty-first-century experience of falling in love over the Internet.






 CHAPTER 1

 CHASING SOCCER AROUND THE WORLD

NO ONE KNOWS HOW many soccer fans there are. World Cup USA 1994, Inc., put out a booklet claiming that the TV audience for the Italian World Cup was 25.6 billion (five times the world’s population), and that 31 billion are expected to watch the American World Cup.

These figures may be meaningless. For any recent World Cup final, you can find viewing figures that disagree by billions, and the same booklet claims that Striker, the World Cup’s canine mascot, will have been seen one trillion times by the end of 1994. One trillion precisely? Are they sure?

But for certain, as the booklet states, “soccer is the most popular sport in the world.” They say in Naples that when a man has money, he first buys himself something to eat, then goes to the soccer match, and then sees if he has anything left to find a place to live. The Brazilians say that even the smallest village has a church and a soccer field—“well, not always a church, but certainly a soccer field.” More people in the world go to church than to soccer matches, but otherwise there is no public pursuit to match the game. This book is about its place in the world.

When a game matters to billions of people it ceases to be just a game. Soccer is never just soccer: it helps make wars and revolutions, and it fascinates mafias and dictators. I began writing this book with vague thoughts about how this works. I knew that when  Celtic play the Rangers in Glasgow, Ulster grows tenser, and that over half the Dutch population took to the streets to celebrate when Holland beat Germany in 1988. I had read that the Brazilian team gave the military government a few more years in power by winning the 1970 World Cup (this turned out to be nonsense), and that the Nigerian-Biafran war ceased for a day to allow Pelé, then visiting the country, to play a match. We have all heard of the Soccer War between El Salvador and Honduras.

My first question, then, was how soccer affects the life of a country. My second was how the life of a country affects its soccer. What, in other words, makes Brazil play like Brazil, England like England, Holland like Holland? Michel Platini told L’Equipe, “A soccer team represents a way of being, a culture.” Is that so?

I began this book as an outsider to the world of professional soccer. I had lived and played and watched the game in Holland, England, Germany and the USA, and had written about it in magazines, but I had never sat in a press box or spoken to a professional soccer player. For this book, I traveled around the world watching games and talking to soccer managers, politicians, mafiosi, journalists, and other fans, sometimes even to the odd player. The big names scared me. Interviewing Roger Milla, for instance, I could barely look up from my list of prepared questions. Slowly I grew less starstruck and now, ten months on from the Maracaña, sitting at home in London, I almost miss the soccer life.

I traveled for nine months, visiting 22 countries, from Ukraine to Cameroon to Argentina to Scotland. It was a disorientating time. There are now several languages in which I can more or less say, “I am an English journalist,” but in Lithuanian and Estonian I never progressed as far as that. I relied a lot on friends, and on interpreters when I could afford them.

Then there was the moving about. Once, I flew home from Los Angeles, spent 48 hours in London, flew to Buenos Aires, from  there to Rio, returned to London a month later, spent another 48 hours there, flew to Dublin, took a bus up to Ulster, and then the ferry to Glasgow. I arrived in Scotland a week after flying out of Rio, and five days later I was home again. My small budget—£5,000 for the whole year—made the trip even more complex than the itinerary suggests.

Traveling the world, missing the English winter, and watching soccer was sometimes bearable, but I never lived in luxury. All right: I did in the old USSR, where anyone with Western money is a millionaire who can take taxis, but as soon as I returned to the West I was back in youth hostels. Not that I minded, of course, but I worried what people in soccer would think. Soccer directors, managers, and players are rich, and they respect wealth in others. They were always asking me which hotel I was staying in, and wondering whether my jacket was ripped across the seam because I liked it that way. Josef Chovanec of Sparta Prague asked me for £300 for an interview. They all have expensive hairstyles—which is why they need to earn so much money—and hanging around them, I tended to feel unclean.

But wherever I went I was told, “Soccer and politics! You’ve come to the right place here.” Soccer turned out to matter rather more than I had thought. I found a soccer club that exports nuclear materials and gold, and another that is setting up its own university. Mussolini and Franco understood the game’s significance, and so do Silvio Berlusconi, Nelson Mandela, and President Paul Biya of Cameroon. Because of soccer, Nikolai Starostin was sent to the Soviet gulags, but it was soccer that saved his life there. He was amazed, he writes, that these “camp bosses, arbiters of the life and death of thousands upon thousands of human beings . . . were so benevolent to anything concerning soccer. Their unbridled power over human lives was nothing compared to the power of soccer over them.” Enough has been written about soccer hooligans. Other fans are much more dangerous.






 CHAPTER 2

 SOCCER IS WAR

THINGS MAY CHANGE WHEN Serbia first plays Croatia, but for the moment the greatest grudge match in European soccer is Holland vs. Germany.

It all began in Hamburg, on a summer night in 1988, when the Dutch beat the Germans 2-1 in the semifinal of the European Championships. Back in Holland, the staid nation surprised itself: nine million Dutchmen, over 60 percent of the population, came out onto the streets to celebrate. Though a Tuesday night, it was the largest public gathering since the Liberation. “It feels as though we’ve won the war at last,” a former Resistance fighter said on TV.

Ger Blok, a 58-year-old Dutchman, heard the news in Tegucicalpa, where he was managing the Honduran national team. He responded by running through the streets carrying a Dutch flag. “Hysterical, intensely happy,” he said. “The next day I was ashamed of my laughable behavior.”

In the Leidseplein square, Amsterdammers threw bicycles (their own?) into the air and shouted, “Hurray, we’ve got our bikes back!” The Germans, in the biggest bicycle theft in history, had confiscated all Dutch bicycles during the Occupation.

“When Holland scores I dance through the room,” said Professor Dr L. de Jong, a small gray man who has spent the last 45 years writing the official history of the Netherlands in World War II in umpteen volumes. “I’m crazy about soccer,” he revealed. “And  what these boys have done! Of course it’s got to do with the war. Strange that people deny that.”

Willem van Hanegem, who had played for Holland against Germany in the World Cup final of 1974, told the magazine Vrij Nederland  : “In general I can’t say that Germans are my best friends. Beckenbauer was OK. He seemed arrogant, but that was just because of his style of play. Everything was easy for him.” “What’s wrong with them?” asked the journalist. “Well, they’ve got the wrong ancestors, of course,” answered Van Hanegem. The Dutch word fout, meaning “wrong,” also has the specific meaning of “wrong in the war.” “That’s not their fault,” said the journalist, who was playing the devil’s advocate. “Maybe not,” Van Hanegem replied, “but the fact remains.” He had lost his father and two brothers to a wartime bomb, while Vrij Nederland, which means “Free Holland,” had started life as an underground newspaper in World War II. “A shame the Japs don’t play soccer,” it lamented, largely in jest.

It turned out that Hamburg had purged frustrations all over the world. At the press conference after the match, 150 foreign journalists gave the Dutch manager Michels a standing ovation. A reporter for the Dutch newspaper De Telegraaf (wrong in the war) wrote that an Israeli journalist in the press box had told him he was supporting Holland, and had added, “You understand why.”

Professional soccer players are always polite about their opponents, because they know that they will run into them again somewhere. But the Dutch were not polite about the Germans. Ronald Koeman was furious that they had offered no congratulations after the match. He said that Olaf Thon, with whom he had swapped shirts, was the only nice guy among them. Rinus Michels, the Dutch manager and the man who coined the phrase “Soccer is war,” admitted to “an extra feeling of satisfaction for reasons which I don’t want to sum up now.” Coming out of the tunnel for the second half to jeers from the German crowd, he had raised a dignified middle  finger. Arnold Mühren said that beating Germany meant the same as Ireland beating England, but that was weak indeed.

 

A few months later, a Dutch book of poetry appeared under the title, Holland-Germany Soccer Poetry. Some of the poems are by professional poets, and others by professional soccer players.

the Germans wanted to be world champions 
Ever since I can remember 
and before that 
the Germans wanted to be world champions



wrote A.J. Heerma van Voss. The Rotterdam poet Jules Deelder, in a work called 21-6-88, finished with these lines on Van Basten’s goal:Rose cheering from their graves. 
Those who fell 
Rose cheering from their graves.





Hans Boskamp wrote:And then there was that unbelievably beautiful 
Dumb generalizations about a people 
Or a nation, I despise. 
A sense of proportion is very 
Dear to me.

 

Sweet revenge, I thought, does not exist 
Or lasts only briefly 
And then there was that unbelievably beautiful 
Tuesday evening in Hamburg.





The poems by players are mixed in quality. The worst are by Arnold Mühren, Johan Neeskens, and Wim Suurbier. Jan Wouters’ effort is the most sophisticated: blank verse with enjambements in clichéfree language. Ruud Gullit’s poem, two lines long and untranslatable, is the best by any player, and one of the best in the whole collection. Johnny Rep’s poem ends with:That new shirt is only really worth 
P.S. 
That new shirt is only really worth 
Wiping your bum with.





The poet is referring to Holland’s foul, tiger-striped shirts, but also to the admission Ronald Koeman made after the match: that he had used the German shirt given him by his friend Thon as toilet paper. Almost all the poems make reference to the war.

It is tempting to think that Van Basten (who refuses to speak German in interviews) unleashed the hidden traumas of 43 postwar years by scoring in Hamburg, but he did not. The war has less to do than one might think with European soccer’s greatest rivalry. Before Hamburg, few Dutchmen felt strongly about Germans.

Certainly there was distaste. I lived in Holland for ten years, in Leiden near the North Sea, and I could see that our German tourists were not greatly popular. “How do the Germans celebrate the invasion of Europe?” “By doing it again every summer.” But I also remember that when England played West Germany in 1982 most of the teenage boys in my class wanted Germany to win. Jaap de Groot’s poem in Holland-Germany recalls that not only he but the whole world mourned the German defeat in the World Cup final of 1966. Even the World Cup final of 1974 passed off calmly, though the war was then still quite fresh. Van Hanegem did leave the field in tears, and the match meant more to him than just any old World  Cup final, but the mood of 1988 was absent. In 1974, the players of both teams seemed of a kind. Beckenbauer and Johan Cruyff, the two captains, were friends, and Rep and Paul Breitner thwarted the FIFA ruling against shirt-swapping on the pitch by trading jackets and ties at the post-match banquet. Jan Jongbloed, the elderly Dutch keeper, wrote in his diary afterwards: “A short disappointment which slowly passed into a being-satisfied-with-silver.”

The euphoria after Hamburg took even the Dutch by surprise. The national transformation that occurred that day (June 21st, to be precise) is best observed in Jongbloed, who said on the day before the match that any feelings between Dutch and Germans had evaporated. The day after, on behalf of the 1974 team, he sent the 1988 team a telegram that read: “We have been released from our suffering.” After Hamburg, whenever Holland met Germany the Dutch erupted.

It seems that on the evening of Hamburg, Dutch views of Germans changed for the worse. The evidence supports this. In 1993, the Netherlands Institute of International Relations “Clingendael” produced a report on Dutch teenagers’ attitudes to Germans. Asked to rank EC countries in order of affection, the teenagers placed Germany bottom. (The Republic of Ireland finished second last, probably because the Dutch think that that is where the sectarian murders are. Britain came third last. Spain was the most popular nation after Holland, with Luxembourg in third place.) The report showed that Dutch teenagers hate Germans far more than most adult Dutchmen do. Only those who lived through the Occupation are as antagonistic. “There is reason for concern,” the report concluded. A change had taken place, and its cause lay in soccer itself.

 

In his poem “How Deeply It Runs,” Erik van Muiswinkel wonders how to explain good and evil to his daughter: Look, darling, look at the TV: 
Adam, Eve, apple? 
Hitler, Florence Nightingale? 
I don’t know, I’m agnostic. 
And preferably amoral.

 

 

Good and Evil 
Look, darling, look at the TV: 
Orange, Gullit, White. 
White, Matthãus, Black.





The German players were evil and the Dutch were good. Or: the Germans were German and the Dutch were Dutch.

This had become plain long before kickoff. Bild, Germany’s answer to the Sun, placed a reporter in the Dutch hotel to dig out undermining gossip. In 1974, before Holland and Germany met in the World Cup final, Bild had run a story about goings-on in the Dutch camp, under the headline, “Cruyff, Champagne and Naked Girls.” Cruyff was distraught, Germany won the final, and the Dutch captain decided to skip the 1978 World Cup. In 1988, to keep out of Bild’s way, the Dutch barely left their hotel rooms. Even so, there was no peace to be had. Dutch FA officials had blithely agreed to a German request for the two teams to swap hotels, and so the Dutch had ended up in the noisy Intercontinental Hotel in the center of town.

At 1 A.M. on the night before the match, a German journalist rang Gullit, the Dutch captain, in his room to ask which club he had played for before joining AC Milan. Later that night the phone rang again, and, as Gullit reported, “someone made a ridiculous remark.” Then a German journalist knocked at his door.

The next day, as the two sides inspected the pitch before the match, the Dutch players noticed their opponents sneaking awed glances at Gullit. When the German fullback Andy Brehme, who  knew Gullit slightly, went up to talk to him, the other Germans gaped at their teammate. “They’re definitely worse than us,” said Ronald Koeman. But he added gloomily, “It’s when you have to play them that it gets difficult.” We (my sympathies were not with the Germans) shared his foreboding.

In the first half, Holland played some of the best soccer seen in Europe that decade. They treated the Germans as if they were Luxembourgeois, but failed to score. The Germans came out for the second half with a new tactic: kicking Dutchmen. The Dutch retaliated and the match grew even tenser. Then Jürgen Klinsmann fell over Frank Rijkaard’s legs—it would flatter the clumsy Klinsmann to say that he dove—and Ion Igna, the Rumanian referee, gave a penalty. “Were the Rumanians wrong in the War?” a reporter from Het Parool  found himself wondering. (They were.) Matthãus, grey, po-faced and a diver, scored. Germany 1-0 up thanks to a lucky penalty, taken by their most German player: we had seen it all before.

But minutes later, Marco van Basten collapsed in the German box and Igna gave a penalty. UEFA should have spotted the referee’s deficient powers of observation before, for when they had mistakenly given him and his linesmen plane tickets for Stuttgart instead of Hamburg, the trio dutifully flew to the wrong city. They reached Hamburg only just in time to distort the game.

Then in the 87th minute, in the phase of a match when Germany typically score the winning goal, Van Basten scored. “Justice,” as Gullit said, had unexpectedly been done. Don Howe had a heart attack watching the match, at which point I do not know.

Holland vs. Germany, good vs. evil. Our shirts were bright, if unfortunately striped; the Germans wore black and white. We had several players of color, including our captain, and our fans wore Gullit-hats with rasta hair; their players were all white and their fans made monkey noises. Our players were funny and natural; A Thousand Years of German Humor is the shortest book in the world, and  Rudi Völler had that absurd perm. Our players were individuals; the Germans could barely be told apart by their numbers. They dived. Two days after the match, a German journalist confronted Ronald Koeman with a statement he had purportedly made about hatred of the German people. “I never said that,” responded Koeman. “It’s about players in the German team who constantly ask the referee to give yellow cards, who provoke, roll on the ground for nothing—that irritates us.” But in a way the journalist was right: these were ancient German customs Koeman was insulting.

The two teams, in short, summed up the way the Dutch wanted to see themselves and the way they saw the Germans. We were like Ruud Gullit and they were like Lothar Matthãus. There were obvious flaws in this notion, and so, to make it fit, the Dutch briefly forgot their own discipline, their own staidness, and their own intolerance of Turks and Moroccans and Surinamese like Gullit. “We should really explain to the Germans that we hate all foreigners,” suggested Vrij Nederland, but no one did. The Germans were evil and we were good.

The contrast was perfect in 1988, which is why Holland vs. Germany never used to be a grudge match: never before had our players been so much more noble than theirs. True, in 1974 Holland was the best team in the world. (“I liked very much what my chauffeur said. He said, ‘The best team didn’t win.’ the Dutch Prince Bernhard, a German who fought in the Dutch Resistance, told Cruyff after the final.) True, even then the Dutch were individuals. But the Germans of 1974 had charm too: Hamburg, by contrast, was World War II all over again.

Germany occupied Holland for five years in the war, and as the Dutch tell it, they were all in the Resistance. Naturally then, on the night of Hamburg the decades seemed to fall away. The Germans even still wore eagles on their chests. The Dutch players were the Resistance, and the Germans the Wehrmacht—these comparisons  are absurd, but they occurred to most Dutchmen. It was Gullit who noted after Hamburg that though the Dutch had played as dirtily as the Germans, the stern Dutch press had for once made no complaints. (Never before had Dutch journalists been seen hugging players and sobbing, “Thank you.”) The fouls were sanctioned, even blessed, because they were acts of Resistance. Here is Vrij Nederland  interviewing the full-back Berry van Aerle:“In the match against Germany, you pulled the injured Völler’s hair.”

“Did I pull his hair? I can’t remember that. I patted him on the head. I didn’t pull his hair.”

“No?”

“No. I patted him on the head and he got angry. I don’t know why either. He reacted quite strangely, suddenly jumped up to chase after me, but when Ronald stopped him he fell again and started rolling about. I thought that was strange behavior.”





Both the journalist and Van Aerle knew what really happened, but a Resistance fighter never discusses his heroics. He hints at them, using irony, which Germans cannot understand. As Van Basten said of the Dutch penalty: “Kohler brought me off balance, after which the referee pointed to the spot. And then I just had to bow to his judgment.” The Dutch journalists laughed.

But Wehrmacht against Resistance was not the only metaphor for the match. Hamburg was also a reversal of the invasion: an orange-clad Dutch army drove its cars into Germany and defeated the inhabitants. (In the era of regular England vs. Scotland games, the Scots would come down and conquer London for the day.) The Germans, typically, had allotted the Dutch just 6,000 tickets, but even so the Volkspark stadium was full of Dutchmen. “It would have been better to have played in Germany,” commented Frank Mill, the German striker, in what was really quite a good joke, for a German. People in Holland sang: In 1940 they came 
In 1940 they came 
In 1988 we came, 
Holadiay, 
Holadio.





Hamburg was not only the Resistance we never quite offered but also the battle we never quite won. It reminded us of the war in yet another way: briefly, after Hamburg, all Dutchmen, from captain of the national team to fan to prime minister, were equal. The players set the tone. After the match they danced the conga and sang, “We’re Going to Munich,” a fan’s song, and “We’re Not Going Home Yet,” a popular drinking song, while at the Intercontinental, Prince Johan-Friso, the queen’s second son, joined in for, “O wat zijn die Duitsers stil,” the Dutch version of “Can you hear the Germans sing?” Gullit said he would have liked to have been with the crowds on the Leidseplein square in Amsterdam: “After all, you can hardly have a proper party in Germany.” He coined the noun bobo to describe a useless official in a blazer, and the word has passed into the language. Every day now, people in Holland call each other bobo.

As we were egalitarian, the Germans had to be arrogant. “The way those guys treat you, a colleague, is unacceptable. If they meet you in a corridor one meter wide they can’t even summon the decency to greet you,” complained Hans van Breukelen, the Dutch goalkeeper.

True to type, the Germans completely (but completely) missed the moral of the match. Even Beckenbauer, the good German, who boarded the Dutch bus after the match to congratulate his opponents, called the defeat “undeserved.” (He then weakened his argument by adding, “But on the other hand Holland played so well that I can hardly detract from their success.”) Matthãus thought the referee should have added on more stoppage time. Völler said weirdly:  “The Dutchmen have been praised into heaven as though they came from another planet.” (Not from another planet! From another country.) Only Bild got it right: “Holland Super,” said their headline.

 

The two nations next played each other in Munich, in October 1988. The German players (newspaper readers to a man) met and decided not to exchange shirts after the match. In Rotterdam, in April 1989, a banner in the stadium likened Matthãus to Adolf Hitler.

Holland and Germany qualified for Italy, and met there in the second round. They always meet at World Cups and European Championships, or at least they do when Holland manages to qualify. In Milan, the Germans won 2-1, but that was the least of it. Rijkaard fouled Völler, who dived; the referee showed Rijkaard the yellow card, which meant that he would be suspended for the next match; Rijkaard spat at Völler, ran after him, and spat again. The whole world, the Netherlands apart, was disgusted. Both players were sent off, Völler for obscure reasons. There were riots along the Dutch-German border.

The spitting has been badly misinterpreted. People outside Holland seem to think that Rijkaard is a temperamental character, a kind of Dutch Paul Ince or Diego Maradona. In truth, he is one of the mildest soccer players around. So why did he spit?

Some of the Dutch players claim that Völler made racist remarks to him. Certainly, TV pictures show Völler shouting at Rijkaard after the initial foul. Völler claims he was asking, “Why did you foul me?,” and just conceivably he was. But the main flaw in the German-as-Nazi theory is that Rijkaard disputes it: he insists Völler said nothing racist. Perhaps he is protecting Völler, or defusing the row. (Rijkaard, unlike many Dutch players, does not enjoy rows.) Perhaps he is telling the truth, and the Dutch players who accuse Völler are being hysterical. The Dutch press probed the spitting until Rijkaard said: “Looking back, it’s really quite funny, isn’t it?”

This was sacrilege. Here was the nation, trying to prove that Germans are racist and the Dutch good, and then Rijkaard goes and turns the whole thing into a joke! It turned out that he really meant it when he said he did not hate Germans. And the same is true of most Dutch West Indians.

Gullit, beyond all doubt, hates Germans. But then Gullit has a Dutch mother and a Dutch West Indian father, only found out that he was black when he was ten years old, and once caused a furor among Dutch West Indians by saying that he feels Dutch. Rijkaard is different. His father and Gullit’s father came to Holland together, to play professional soccer, but Herman Rijkaard married a Dutch West Indian woman and Frank Rijkaard always knew he was black. Like Rijkaard, Stanley Menzo, Holland’s third goalkeeper in 1990, born in Paramaribo, Suriname, said he could live with the German victory. “What bothered me most,” Menzo added, “is that Aron Winter, Rijkaard and later Gullit too were whistled at a couple of times when they had the ball. On the other hand, I heard Dutchmen shouting all sorts of things at Germans. It’s all absurd, but I’m powerless to stop it.” The Dutch West Indians are out of this game. They spent the war in the Dutch West Indies, and Dutch patriotism is more likely to worry than enthuse them. When Rijkaard spat the general hysteria had plainly got to him, but he regretted it later. For him spitting was not Resistance, just plain bad manners.

All the same, the incident made the next Holland vs. Germany a bit tenser. The teams met on June 18, 1992, in Gothenburg, at the European Championships, and Ronald Koeman said it was the devil who had brought the two together again.

This time, Matthãus, the arch-German, was out injured. De Telegraaf complained that his stand-in, Andy Moller, was an unsatisfactory stand-in symbol, for “how can a true Dutchman decently hate a German who has even been rejected by his own country?” The Dutch fans managed somehow. It hardly mattered who played for  Germany. As Van Aerle said before the match: “Riedle, Doll, Klinsmann, what’s the difference? They’re all dangerous. All Germans are dangerous.” And, he meant, they are all the same. Ten million Dutchmen watched the match, a new Dutch TV record, and the Ullevi stadium was packed with Dutchmen.

German fans were less interested. Holland vs. Germany had become special to them too, but not that special. After all, Holland was not the only country Hitler had invaded. The Dutch hysteria rather bewilders the Germans. It seems to them just another kind of racism, which, I suppose, it is. “What can my little daughter do about the fact that some people in the past hurt Jews?” Bild writer and former soccer manager Udo Lattek asked Vrij Nederland. Völler blamed the rivalry on “outsiders.” “I’ve got nothing against Dutchmen,” he insisted, missing the point again. “I’ve been to Amsterdam as a schoolboy.” Beckenbauer said, “Matches against Holland have cost me years of my life. But I wouldn’t have missed them for anything. Those matches always breathed soccer of class, emotion, and unprecedented tension. Soccer in its pure form.” To Beckenbauer, the match is just a great derby: it’s what soccer’s all about. To the Dutch, it is a darker affair.

In Gothenburg, as the Dutch team were leaving the changing-room, Michels stopped them and said: “Gentlemen, what I’m going to say now I have never said before. You will score three goals today, our midfield players will score two, and the Germans will score either one or two. I wish you a pleasant match.”

Rijkaard, playing in midfield, scored after two minutes, and two Germans threw a small fragmentation bomb into a Dutch nightclub, wounding three people who for some reason were not watching the match. The nightclub stands in the Dutch town of Kerkrade, on a street called the Nieuwstraat that starts in Holland and ends in Germany.

Then the Dutch lefthalf Rob Witschge scored from a free kick, his shot skidding under Riedle in the German wall, who jumped  upwards and sideways. “You make plans for free kicks,” Michels said later, “but you never know whether the players will stick to them. Fortunately, the Germans did.” Klinsmann scored for Germany, and then Dennis Bergkamp, playing upfront for Holland, made it 3-1. With a couple of minutes to go, Michels and his assistant Dick Advocaat tried to bring on Peter Bosz for Wouters. Wouters refused to leave the pitch, and so did several other Dutch players. In the end the coaches had to take off meek young Bergkamp. “Dennis, we’re giving the fans a chance to clap you,” said Advocaat. Bosz had had to promise his brother not to swap his shirt with a German. The score stayed 3-1, as Michels had said it would. Holland vs. Germany activates supernatural powers.

After the match, at the border by Enschede, and in the Nieuwstraat in Kerkrade, Dutchmen and Germans pelted each other with beer glasses and stones. Five hundred citizens of Enschede crossed the border and started taking apart the German town of Gronau. It was as close to war as things get in the EC. Holland’s highbrow daily, the NRC Handelsblad, complained that the young fans “were using an indignation to which they had no right, and that borrowed moment of indignation has to justify a moment of tasteless bad behavior”—but in fact World War II was not the issue. War, Resistance, and Wehrmacht were just words with which to say that our players were quintessentially Dutch and theirs typically German.

Thanks to the Scots, who beat the former Soviet Union 3-0, both Germany and Holland progressed to the semifinals. Holland had to play Denmark, and Germany Sweden, but both sides expected to reach the final. “I’ve always said we’d meet Germany twice in this tournament,” Michels told the press. “The next time it will be difficult again.”

Michels’ nicknames are The Sphinx, The General, and The Bull. He is, then, no Ally MacLeod, hardly given to hubris, and yet  he forgot that Holland had to beat Denmark in the semifinal first. So did everyone else in Holland. Several charter flights to the semifinal were annulled, as fans saved for the final against Germany. Against Denmark, whole sections of the stands stayed empty. Naturally the Dutch lost. They were just too arrogant. Peter Schmeichel, the Danish keeper, noted with rage that they barely bothered to slap hands when Bergkamp scored their first goal. After the game they were distraught: Germany had beaten Sweden to reach the final. “We’ve saved the Germans’ skin. They’re already world champions and now they’ll get our title. This will give me sleepless nights,” said Van Breukelen.

The Germans lost the final, and in Copenhagen, the Danish players and the crowd sang, “Auf Wiedersehen, Deutschland.” They had been occupied too.

Holland vs. Germany will lose its edge soon. For a few years from 1988, Holland had the most glorious players in Europe and Germany some of the dullest. As Gullit, Rijkaard, Van Basten, Wouters and Ronald Koeman retire from international soccer, Germany will start to beat Holland easily. Perhaps our players will even cease to be better human beings than theirs. When that happens the Dutch will give up on Holland vs. Germany, and the Clingendael Institute will no longer need to worry.






CHAPTER 3

 THE SOCCER DISSIDENT

I MOVED TO BERLIN in September 1990, ten months after the Wall fell. The city then had two big clubs, FC Berlin in the East and Hertha BSC in the West, and Helmut Klopfleisch had already moved from East to West.

FC Berlin had been called Dynamo Berlin. Before the Wall fell, they had played in the Jahn Stadium, ten minutes’ walk from my first flat in East Berlin. The neighborhood, the Prenzlauer Berg, was one of the few in Berlin to have survived the Allied bombs, and was long since decrepit. The last repairmen had called in the 1920s, and in May 1945 the Red Army had had to fight for every street. My building was one of the few without bullet holes, but to make up for that, the window of the front door, a fine example of 1920s art deco, was broken in four places. The wind blew in—the peculiar air in Berlin means it always feels ten degrees colder than it is—and provided relief against the stench of cat urine.

On the landings you could listen to the noises from each flat: the arguments, the coffee being poured, and the coal shovelled. The tenants were usually all home: four of the seven breadwinners in the building were no longer winning bread, and the neighbor, once some species of bureaucrat, had become a cleaning woman. “If it was up to me they’d rebuild the Wall tomorrow,” she liked to say. She had yet to lose the habit of calling East Berlin “Berlin.”

Apart from mass unemployment, neo-Nazi graffiti, and the odd  Rumanian beggar with polio, East Berlin still looked like a Communist capital, and it always seemed to be November. The city is built in khaki, light brown, and endless shades of grey, and no joy is provided by the statues of stern socialist workers, which resemble nothing so much as the statues of Aryans they replaced. In the center of town Marx and Engels survive in stone: Marx sitting, Engels standing. Lenin would presumably be lying down. “Next time it will work out better,” someone had scrawled on the front of the statue, and on the back: “We are sorry.” It was an exciting time to be in Berlin. As an Eastern student magazine grumbled: “Hardly anything is as it used to be and, on the other hand, no one knows what it will become. The only thing that’s certain is that it will change.”

No one knew what Dynamo would become, but they had already changed their name and left the Jahn Stadium, where they could no longer afford the rent. The ground was the smartest building in the Prenzlauer Berg. It lay just yards from the old Wall, and whenever I passed it on my way West to make a phone call I marvelled. Its towering floodlights, twice the height of the stands and quite as gray, gave the ground the feel of a prison camp, which on matchdays it had been. To prevent escapes, soldiers had occupied the stand nearest the border during games. Crowds were small.

Dynamo was popularly known as the “Eleven Schweine.” They were the least loved club in Europe, but they were also the most successful: between 1979 and 1988, they won the East German title ten times in a row.

Dynamo had been founded after the war with the expressed aim of keeping the East German league title in the capital. The club president until the revolution of 1989 was Erich Mielke, the feared octogenarian chief of the East German secret police, the Stasi. Mielke was known as Erich the Elder to distinguish him from Erich Honecker, leader of the GDR, who was Erich the Younger. (Honecker was only in his seventies.) Mielke loved his club and  made all the best players in the GDR play for it. (One was Thomas Doll, now with Gazza at Lazio.) He also talked to referees, and Dynamo won lots of matches with penalties in the 95th minute.

In East Berlin, Union were the workers’ club that Dynamo always aspired to be. The club’s braver fans would intersperse their chants of “Iron Union” with “Deutschland, Deutschland,” and when Union met Dynamo, the ground would be full, with everyone supporting Union. Dynamo always won, and ten minutes from the end the crowd would leave the stadium.

Dynamo’s players were by no means over the moon at winning the league every year, but most of the time they kept their mouths shut. A couple of years before the Wall fell, the club’s striker Andreas Thom was allowed to give an interview to the West German magazine Stern. “A lot of people flee the GDR because they do not like life here,” Thom confessed, concluding timidly: “I believe this is a very unusual country.”

He was still banned from talking to the Western press when the Wall fell. When it did, he and his colleagues immediately joined Bundesliga clubs. Jürgen Bogs, the manager with ten league titles, stayed at Dynamo, but seemed unable to work his old magic.

By the time I arrived in the city, FC Berlin was playing at the tiny Sportforum ground. (I tried to find it one night and failed.) They were by then drawing crowds of just 1,000, so many of whom were hooligans that it was possible to speak of a lunatic majority. These sons of Communist officials and Stasi agents ranked marginally below Colombian drug dealers and Serb ethnic cleansers as the nastiest people on Earth. Because of their contacts, they could travel to the West even in the old days: once, a large group followed Dynamo to Monaco. After the Wall fell, they bizarrely began to combine Communism with neo-Nazism: their favorite chants were “Sieg Heil” and “We love Mielke.” FC Berlin despaired. The club hired a PR company to whiten their name, but were swiftly relegated to the Berlin amateur league. In five years’ time, perhaps  sooner, two lines in a local paper will announce that FC Berlin (East German champions 1979-1988) have folded.

West Berlin had Hertha. Champions of Germany in 1930 and 1931, they were what the Germans call a Tradition Club, and they had once been the team of all Berlin. But on the night of August 13, 1961, the Wall went up, and half of Hertha’s players and fans found themselves sealed up in East Berlin. The club began to buy the wrong players, suffered bribery scandals, missed a teenage winger named Pierre Littbarski who was playing around the corner, and in the mid-Eighties even descended to the Berlin amateur league. They were playing in the German second division when the Wall came down, and hordes of tearful East Berliners in 1950s’ Hertha shirts descended on the Olympic Stadium. Perhaps Hertha’s greatest Eastern fan was Helmut Klopfleisch.

 

Anyone who thinks that soccer has nothing to do with politics should speak to Klopfleisch. He is a large, blond, moon-faced man who was expelled from the GDR for supporting the wrong teams. I met him towards the end of my time in Berlin. It was 1991, he had left East Berlin two years before, and the GDR was no longer even a place on the map, but he could not stop himself talking about Communism. “I can’t sleep at night anymore, my wife can’t sleep at night, because the criminals who ran that country are still free.” It was a theme he returned to every few minutes, quite involuntarily, as his wife to-and-froed with coffee and cake.

I have two sources of information on Klopfleisch’s extraordinary life: he is one, and the other is the bulging file that Mielke’s Stasi kept on him. The new German state has let the victims of the Stasi read their own files. Famous East German novelists have published theirs; Klopfleisch has posted me photocopies of his. It is a credit to the Stasi that their account of his life tallies in every detail with his.

Klopfleisch, both sources agree, was born in East Berlin in  1948, and lived there until 1989. He worked as an electrician in a People’s Company, and later as a window cleaner in a rare private firm. “We were little people because they kept us little,” he told me. He explained that he had changed jobs because in the People’s Company “they told you what to think all the time.”

He likes to talk, or as the Stasi put it, he has “an emotional manner that is founded in his character.” The file warns: “K. has a good mental grasp and is able to recognize connections.” (Had the Stasi not always used his initial, the file would read a little less like Kafka.)

On politics, the file says: “From his comments it is clear that he informs himself from Western electronic mass media. K. glorifies the Bundesliga. In K’s opinion sport and politics have nothing to do with one another.” This was not a view the Stasi shared. When the West German bureaucrat handed Klopfleisch his file, she told him: “It’s all about soccer!”

“The leisure interests of the K. family are largely limited to soccer and their weekend plot of land at . . .” the Stasi reports. Klopfleisch elaborated to me: “The best times in East Germany were in our summer house. It was outside Berlin, quiet, nobody around, no Communist propaganda, and we’d sit there on a summer’s evening watching Western soccer and we’d be happy. When we were in our summer house it felt like being in the West. It was our Little California. Then, when we left the GDR, they took it away from us.” He has been trying for five years now to get it back.

“K. calls himself a fanatical supporter of the West Berlin soccer club ‘Hertha BSC,’ ” the file says. When he was born, three years after the war, Hertha had already moved from the east of the city to the west. But the Wall had yet to be built, and so as a boy Klopfleisch went to Hertha’s home games. The Wall went up when he was 13. “It was a mad, German thing to do. You wouldn’t build a Wall across the center of London, would you?” He had to wait 28 years before he next saw his club play at home.

For the first few months after the Wall went up, he spent Saturday afternoons standing beside it among a mass of East Berlin Hertha fans, listening to the sounds coming from the Hertha ground just a few hundred yards from the frontier. When the crowd at the ground cheered, the group behind the Iron Curtain cheered too. Soon the border guards put a stop to this. Later, Hertha moved to the Olympic Stadium, which lies at the western end of West Berlin, miles from the Wall and out of earshot.

What to do? “We had a “Hertha Society” in East Berlin—illegal of course. We used to meet once a month, in a different place each time. Often we registered as a bingo club, and booked the back room of a café. Every meeting we would get a visit from the manager of Hertha, and sometimes players or directors would come across. I think I’ve met every Hertha manager of the past few decades. We relied on them to tell us what was going on at the club—not the normal things, because we knew those from Western radio and TV, but the inside stuff, the real gossip. We needed information, because otherwise we were on the moon. The managers must have thought we were a bunch of lunatics, but they always said how sad it was for us. We warned them to keep the meetings secret, but they’d go back and write in the match program that they’d been to see Hertha’s loyal fans in East Berlin again. It was plain boasting. So of course the Stasi became suspicious, and they would stop the managers at the border. Once they stripped Jürgen Sündemann naked. Every meeting we’d sit there waiting, wondering whether the manager would get through. It was exciting, an adventure.”

“I supported Hertha, Bayern Munich and the West German national team, but really I used to back any Western side against any Eastern side. I was there when Dynamo Berlin played Aston Villa, when they played Liverpool, when Vorwãrts Frankfurt played Manchester United. I love Manchester United. I remember a Dennis Law header from 20 yards out that was like another player’s shot. When  they beat our teams, our papers would write, ‘The professional soccer players from England . . . ,’ pretending that ours were amateurs!”

It is a minor irony of history that the only match between the two Germanies was won by the GDR: at the World Cup of 1974, they beat the West 1-0. (Jürgen Sparwasser, scorer of the goal, later defected to the West.) Klopfleisch looked away when I mentioned the game. “I just can’t understand it,” he said. “It was a day of mourning in our house. There were big celebrations in East Berlin, even though it was just a lucky win. The worst of it all was the 300 Party bosses in the stands, waving their little flags with the East German sign, clapping at all the wrong moments because they knew nothing about soccer.”

Klopfleisch had had to watch the game on television. He could only travel within the Soviet bloc—and he did. He pulled out a photograph album filled with pictures of himself with various Western greats: Klopfleisch with Franz Beckenbauer, with Karl-Heinz Rummenigge, with Bobby Moore, with Bobby Charlton, with his arm around Roger Milla. The photos are products of his journeys through Eastern Europe to watch visiting Western teams. On a window cleaner’s salary? “It was always incredibly expensive, but because I wasn’t in a trade union, we couldn’t get any other holidays anyway.”

In three decades he saw Hertha play once, in Poland, against Lech Poznan. There was a great queue at the Polish border that day, but the East German border guards knew about the match and were turning cars back. Klopfleisch had anticipated this, and had brought his mother along. At the frontier he pointed at her and said, “She grew up in Poland. I’m taking her to see her old home again.” It was a lie, but the border guards let him through and Klopfleisch saw the match. He thought he had beaten the system, but the Stasi knew about the trip. The game is listed in their catalogue of his soccer journeys abroad. “The family tries to use all opportunities to experience Bundesliga teams live,” warns the file.

The Stasi, sparing no expense, accompanied Klopfleisch everywhere. “K., by his behavior at the People’s Republic of Bulgaria vs. the Federal Republic of Germany, has significantly damaged the international reputation of the GDR,” an agent reported sadly. It mentions a number of other soccer dissidents who likewise blotted the GDR’s noble reputation. Klopfleisch later read in his file that his boss at the private window-cleaning firm had discussed his trip to Sofia with the Stasi. “The comrade was very open and declared himself prepared to support the security organs further,” says the Stasi report of the meeting. Klopfleisch had liked his boss.

Bayern Munich visited Czechoslovakia in 1981, and the Stasi took measures “to prevent the arrival of inimical negative forces/criminally dangerous persons, as also negative decadent young people and youths.” They failed. Klopfleisch’s file reports: “On 18.3.1981 a large number of soccer fans, in large part citizens of the GDR, assembled in front of [Bayern’s] hotel. . . . To restore order and safety, the Czech militia was compelled to clear the hotel entrance, through the use of truncheons, among other methods. The action of the militia . . . was filmed from the window of a hotel room by a male person using a cine-film camera.”

It was Klopfleisch. The file quotes an extract from a letter he later wrote to a man in Munich, probably a Bayern official: “We hid our souvenirs. They searched us at the border again. It makes you feel like a bank robber. Isn’t it a disgrace, just because you go to the soccer to see Bayern you get checked like that.”

 

Then Klopfleisch and the Stasi began to meet head to head. The file contains an account of a “preventive conversation” that Stasi Lieutenant Hoyer held with Klopfleisch on December 12, 1981.

The file reports: “K. arrived punctually, and, so he stated, by public transport, as he does not use his car in this weather [snow/ice].” He was allowed to speak, and did so “in an emotional  manner that is founded in his character.” He demanded to know why his identity card had been confiscated: it stopped him from traveling abroad. Told to calm down, he raised the topic of soccer, and said “that this was his hobby and was accepted as such by his family. He had gone to Prague for the match.” He complained to Hoyer that he had been unable to buy tickets for Dynamo Berlin vs. Vfb Stuttgart. “He claimed that he could not explain this. He asked whether he would be allowed to go to the match even if he did find a ticket. It was pointed out to him that his own behavior would decide this. He replied that he was not a hooligan and condemned their actions, he therefore did not understand why his identity card had been taken away while other troublemakers still had theirs. He mentioned M., who lives at . . . , who is well-known in this respect. He asked whether he was not being confused with M. With regard to a possible match between Bayern Munich and Dynamo Dresden, he stated that for that, too, he would not officially receive tickets. But he claimed he knew the soccer player . . . of Bayern Munich, and if he wrote to him, would be given his tickets. It was then suggested to him that in such a case he should phone and consult Stasi Lieutenant Hoyer, at telephone number 5639289.”

Then Klopfleisch began to sulk: “This did not appeal to him at all, he stated that in that case he would lose all pleasure and interest in the match. He already had the impression of being under control.”

Other “conversations” followed. Klopfleisch told me: “In the file they call them ‘conversations,’ as if we were sitting in a nice room and they were saying, ‘So, Mr. Klopfleisch, what do you think of that?’ Really it was awful. I felt like a hunted animal. Once or twice I was stuck in a cell no bigger than the corner of this sofa,” he pointed. “Each time there was a different interrogator. I suppose they wanted to see if I’d tell each one a different story, but that’s just my guess. I have no idea. I never knew exactly what they wanted to find out, and whenever I asked, the interrogator shouted, “We ask  the questions here!” He hesitated, for in his West Berlin flat, his story seemed barely plausible.

“They always wanted to know who else was in it with me. I made a point of never giving them any names. They probably knew everything anyway, but I wanted them to be sure that they wouldn’t get any information out of me. I always said, ‘Nothing will ever change in the East, you won’t change people’s minds, just please let me out of the GDR because I can’t bear it anymore.’ ” “K. possesses a politically labile stance,” the Stasi found.

What was it that had made him such an enemy of the system? “I don’t know. My grandfather was an anti-Nazi, and he always used to say how terrible the GDR was, so from when I was young I was hearing someone say that. But otherwise, I really don’t know. I knew the West was richer but I didn’t care about that. I just wanted to be able to read what I liked, to see what I liked, to hear what I liked.”

Sometimes he was imprisoned when a Western side came to play in the GDR. “They even locked me up when Schmidt, who was then the West German Chancellor, visited East Berlin in 1981. I suppose they thought I’d go to the airport and wave a German flag or something stupid like that. It was hard enough as it was to get tickets for matches against Western teams. The tickets used to go to Party members—otherwise the whole stadium would have been cheering the Western side. Against Hamburger SV, to make absolutely sure, the tickets were handed out to the comrades just an hour before the match. We always got in anyhow, because most Communists hated soccer, and they’d sell their seats to us.” He mimed an idiotic Party member being talked into giving up his ticket.

He was arrested again in 1985. At Czechoslovakia vs. West Germany, he had presented a toy Berlin Bear, the symbol of both halves of the city, to the West German manager, Franz Beckenbauer, and the Stasi had watched him do it. “They stopped my car at the border on the way back and searched it for five hours. They even took the wheel  caps off—and they found the photo of me with Beckenbauer.” He showed it to me: a few steps behind Klopfleisch, Beckenbauer and the bear, beneath the “Restaurace” sign, an unidentified woman stares into the lens, and we briefly pondered whether she might be the spy.

The Stasi took away the soccer souvenirs he had bought in Prague, but noted that “there were no signs of criminal smuggling. K. stated during the control that he was a passionate collector of such things. He said he considered the control to be harassment, and claimed that he had not seen the likes of it previously.” Klopfleisch never grasped what it was to live in a totalitarian state: for no particular reason, he always assumed that standards of decency and common sense would apply. Then, he told me, “they questioned me, shouting at me, and I could see they were going to throw me in jail. So I said, ‘Leave me alone or I’ll call my friend Franz.’ Naturally I barely knew Beckenbauer, but this worried them. ‘Maybe,’ they thought, ‘this man really is a friend of the Teamchef,’ which is what they called him. ‘It will be all over the Western papers,’ I told them. They were afraid to take the risk, and in the end they let me go.”

It was a Stasi principle to tail West Germans who were in touch with East Germans, and I found in Klopfleisch’s file a “Request for Information of the Person of” a West German named “Franz,” resident in Kitzbühel, Austria. Every German knows that that is where Beckenbauer lives, but because the law says that no third persons mentioned in the Stasi files can be identified, the Western bureaucrats in charge of the files have crossed out the surname. I did not find the information that the Stasi gathered on Beckenbauer.

Klopfleisch was arrested again the next year, just before the World Cup in Mexico, for sending a good-luck telegram to the West German team. “The Stasi asked, ‘How dare you wish the Class Enemy good luck?’ and I told them, ‘Soccer in this country of yours is no better than in Iceland or Luxembourg.’ ‘Will you stand by that statement?’ they screamed, and I said, ‘I’ll sign it if you like.’ Look,  East Germany were rubbish! They only got 5,000 people watching the national team, and even then they had to bus in kids who would have watched anything.”

I was getting ready to leave when Klopfleisch’s son Ralf came in and sat down beside his father. Now in his early twenties, Ralf forfeited the regime’s trust at the age of nine by telling his teacher that his hero was the Bayern striker Karl-Heinz Rummenigge. Rummenigge was a “class enemy,” whose uniform Ralf acquired years later. Professor Scherer, President of Bayern Munich, had arrived at the Klopfleisch flat in East Berlin and had begun to undress. “What’s this?” Klopfleisch had thought—but Scherer was wearing Rummenigge’s Bayern uniform underneath his suit. He had come through customs in it, and he gave it to Ralf.

Ralf grew into a promising soccer player, and at 15 was playing for Dynamo colts and captaining the East Berlin Youth team. Then, at a compulsory Military Defense Training Camp, he fell and tore some ligaments in his knee. Initially he was refused first aid, and later an operation (“because we were ‘enemies of the state’ ”) and he had to retire from soccer. He has never played since. After Klopfleisch told the story Ralf walked out of the room again. “He used to be so happy,” Klopfleisch told me. “We used to laugh at the East together. I always thought they tried to play sport like a machine, so we used to shout, “It’s the balls, you have to play with them!” He had found in his file a record of a Stasi decision: “The boy will not be taken away from his parents.”

 

The GDR dumped its dissidents in the West. In 1986 the Klopfleisches applied for visas to emigrate, and three years later their request was granted. The Stasi had chosen the moment with care: Klopfleisch’s mother was on her deathbed. “I begged the Stasi to let me stay for another couple of days. The doctor had told me that my mother had a few hours to live. I told the Stasi, and they said, “A few  hours, we know. Either you leave today, or never.” So I went and five days later she died. I wasn’t allowed back for her funeral.” The Klopfleisch family spent their first year in the West in a refugee camp.

It was just Klopfleisch’s luck that having spent his whole life in the GDR, the Wall came down months after he emigrated. But at last he could watch Hertha at home. “When I lived in the East I suppose I had a lot of illusions about Hertha. I thought they were a great club, and I have been disappointed. The Wall fell on November 9, 1989. Hertha’s next league match was at home to Wattenscheid, and there were 59,000 people in the stadium! In the second division! The whole of East Berlin had come across. Then, that Monday, we read in the papers that Hertha had invited the directors of Dynamo Berlin and Union Berlin to the match. All those Communists and Stasi chiefs! Because believe me, the big directors, managers and players in the East were all in the Party, whether they admit it now or not. I was a steward for the match against Wattenscheid, and when I saw the Party chiefs march past on the way to their free seats I thought, ‘We fought and suffered for Hertha, and then they go and invite the bosses.’ Hertha announced at the press conference that these people had been at the game, as if it were something to be proud of. That’s why there were only 16,000 at the next match. I immediately resigned my membership, though I still go and watch Hertha. I think they’re the only club in Berlin. Even people who never watch them always check their results. Blau Weiss plays better soccer, but they’re just not Hertha, are they?”

The balance, he agreed, was sad. “I turn 43 this year. I spent 41 years of my life in the GDR, and now it feels like wasted time, though we lived then, and had fun sometimes. And you know, it was a real consolation that West Germany was so successful. They  always beat Eastern teams. That meant a lot to us.”
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