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PREFACE

The human wave started in a town in South Africa, watched by a worldwide audience of more than a billion people, and gathered force as it swept up the continent, before crossing the Mediterranean and rolling across the stark landscape of Castile–La Mancha and crashing onto the streets of Madrid. The heat and dust of a suffocating local summer were refreshed by sheer human effervescence, as more than a million Spaniards filled the center of the Spanish capital, celebrating the return of their heroes, the winners of the 2010 Soccer World Cup.

After being honored by King Juan Carlos and Queen Sofia at the royal palace, the players boarded an open-roofed double-decker bus and began a slow progress toward the banks of the Manzanares River. The route took them from the palace of the prime minister, José Luis Zapatero, and through the Plaza de España, the square that has at its center a monument to Cervantes, creator of Don Quixote. In that short journey, the character of a nation seemed defined.

Throughout its turbulent history, pockmarked with foreign invasions, coups, and civil wars, Spain has had its fair share of great and disastrous monarchs, political leaders, and failed missions. But whereas Zapatero was once a popular socialist leader who was on his way to being politically sunk by his administrative incompetence in the face of Europe’s financial crisis, King Juan Carlos endured as a symbol of  national reconciliation. It was this king who had assumed the role of head of a democratic state after the death of the dictator Franco in 1975 and resisted an attempted army coup six years later. This defiance of the army was in startling contrast to his grandfather Alfonso XIII, who in the 1920s had passively accepted the bloodless uprising of General Miguel Primo de Rivera. Perhaps the most significant aspect of the 1981 coup was not that it happened but that it failed. Spaniards woke up to the benefits of democracy and rallied around it. Spain had changed irrevocably since the dark days of Franco, and there was no turning back. Yet it was the statue of the fictitious literary figure Quixote that still served as a reminder that this was a nation personified in a “hero” whose nobility and achievement—so celebrated by Spanish philosophers seeking to place their country on a moral and political pedestal—proved delusional.

In the lead-up to Spain’s bloody civil war in 1936, Manuel Azaña, the then president of the Second Republic, remarked that in the defeat and disappointment of Don Quixote was the failure of Spain itself. He might have added—with an eye to the future—that Spain’s soccer had for much of its history also mirrored its politics, touched as it was with its tales of individual brilliance, occasional collective effort, but ultimate underachievement of the national squad in contrast to the international success of rival clubs. Yet in the summer of 2010, beyond Quixote’s statue, thousands lined the streets and avenues before closing in as the victory bus made its slow progress, each individual citizen stretching out their hands in collective admiration—or, rather, making sure they were not dreaming.

This was no ordinary homecoming. For starters, the celebrations extended across the country, from Seville in the South to Barcelona in the North, a reflection of the rich mix of regional identity represented by the champions. In the Basque Country, where the terrorist organization ETA was still waging a bloody campaign for independence  from Spain, a shopkeeper was beaten by thugs for celebrating the team’s victory, while right-wing Spanish “patriots” covered a statue of a Basque nationalist politician in the red and yellow of the Spanish flag. In Catalonia a few radical Barca fans who also wanted independence from Spain refused to watch the World Cup and staged a counterdemonstration. But these were isolated incidents. The pervading image was of an explosion of Spanish flags all over the country, even in the most nationalistic anti-Spanish neighborhoods, as if the shared and successful enterprise in soccer had for a moment at least set aside the seemingly irreconcilable political, social, and cultural prejudices that had separated Spaniards from different regions and backgrounds for much of their history.

This was not only the first Spanish team to win the World Cup in the tournament’s history but one that had done so with an artistry that many believed represented the best soccer ever played. La Roja, the Red One, was how the team had been nicknamed. The name was aired almost as a matter of fact in an early press conference given by Luis Aragonés, the national coach under whose command a new creative and winning style of soccer came to be played by Spain in the run-up to its victory in the European Championship of 2008. Red had been one of the main colors of shorts and shirts worn by the national squad as long as most Spaniards could remember; only politics had seemed to get in the way of accepting it as a brand like, say, the Azzurri in Italy or the Bleus in France. When he used the word, Aragonés felt that enough water had flowed under Spain’s political bridge for Spaniards to call a spade a spade, or a team’s gear by its proper color. But even in 2008, those old enough to remember the civil war and to have supported Franco found Aragonés provocative. To be a Rojo in the civil war was to be anti-Franco, and whereas Real Madrid played in white, Barca had red in its colors and the Catalan more red stripes than the Spanish flag. As for Zapatero, Real Madrid fans were not pleased to have in power  the first Spanish prime minister ever to declare himself publicly a Barca fan—even if he was born in the very Castilian town of Valladolid.

The summer of 2008 was the honeymoon period of the Zapatero socialist government, prior to the global banking crisis detonated by the collapse of Lehman Brothers. That spring Spain’s Socialist Party had again triumphed in elections, giving Zapatero a fresh mandate to pursue his agenda of sweeping social, political, and cultural reform. Despite a bitterly fought campaign, the election victory appeared to endorse Zapatero’s boldest decisions, such as the withdrawal of Spanish troops from Iraq, the granting of more autonomy to the regions, and the legalization of homosexual marriage.

The future looked red. To that extent, Aragonés stood accused of political opportunism by certain elements of the Right. But then Aragonés was not a politician. In fact, he had a reputation for saying what he felt like when he felt like saying it, however politically incorrect, as when he incensed the English media with his racist jibes against English black players. But somehow La Roja caught on and grew in popularity, not because of Aragonés but despite him (before the World Cup campaign was under way, Aragonés had been replaced by Vicente del Bosque), as if the term appealed subconsciously to a national mood, of marking the point at which Spain had moved from being a failed state to being a civilized nation, which could also be good at soccer and find in this a sense of common purpose.

 

The incisive English traveler Richard Ford rode on horseback the length and breadth of Spain in the mid-nineteenth century before penning arguably one of the best books ever written on the country by a foreigner, A Handbook for Travellers in Spain and Readers at Home. Ford reached the conclusion that one of the fundamental characteristics of the Spanish people was their incapacity or unwillingness to pool their energies for the common good, what he called their “unamalga-mating” tendency. “Spain is today as it always has been,” Ford wrote, a “bundle of small bodies tied together by a rope of sand, and, being without union, . . . also without strength.”

La Roja was the passion that ran through the nation’s veins, but, in its modern context, one that was life-giving. This was the color of a sporting achievement recognized by fans across frontiers, not the red of execution squads that for centuries had set Spain apart from the rest of the world. It was soccer played by players with style and unity of spirit and purpose. One for all, and all for one.

The World Cup tournament in South Africa would be remembered for many things—the deafening vuvuzelas, England’s abject failure, the United States’relative success, the humiliating exit of France amid a major dressing-room revolt, Maradona’s eccentricities, the brutishness of the Dutch, the pervasive good cheer of the local people—but most of all for the fact that the best side won. I don’t know how many soccer fans around the world remember where they were at the precise moment in overtime when in Johannesburg’s Soccer City stadium Spain’s Andrés Iniesta coolly controlled a bouncing ball from Cesc Fàbregas and then drove a beautifully struck half-volley into the Dutch goal. But I will never forget where I was, watching it live on television, under a starlit sky on a beach in southern Spain near where a group of Englishmen had played the first game of soccer on Spanish soil back in 1887. When Iniesta scored, we knew Spain had finally done it and broke out into a collective dance.

The Dutch had played in their traditional orange, the Spaniards in dark blue, shedding their usual red for the sake of visual clarity. But the Spanish team stuck to their nickname, La Roja—the Reds. It had brought them success, after many years of agony, making them first European and finally world champions—the Red had prevailed. Viva La Roja!






INTRODUCTION

I blame Mendizabal for giving me an enduring obsession with Spanish soccer. He was a Spanish boy of Basque origin (I only remember calling him by his surname) who brutally interrupted my first serious attempt, age seven, at trying to engage with the beautiful game. I had just begun to run with the ball toward the opposite goal when the venture ended as abruptly as it had begun. Mendizabal, taller than me and twice my weight, hacked me from behind and sent me tumbling onto the frozen turf of a school playground near London’s Hammersmith Bridge.

Mendizabal, my classmate from Bilbao, got a cautionary warning from our English physical education teacher, Mr. Atkinson, while I was left nursing a bleeding hole where part of my knee had once been and clutching one hand in agony. Now in middle age, I wear my permanent scar on the leg and my broken finger like a badge of honor—my rites of passage into a game that was destined to remain an inseparable part of me through childhood, youth, and adulthood, although I admit only as a fan and an amateur, not a pro. My dreams of becoming a professional player evaporated that day Mendizabal’s boot broke my run as easily as the windmill shattered Don Quixote’s lance.

I now see that my experience of the game had been defined from birth. I was born in Madrid to a Spanish (Castilian) mother and a   father with mixed Scottish, English, Basque, and South American blood. It meant that when it came to soccer, my allegiances and interest were destined to wander between continents and within Spain in its full geographical, cultural, and political diversity.

If the Argentine Alfredo Di Stéfano was my first soccer hero, it was because childhood—except the times I studied at an English prep school with Mendizabal—was spent for long periods with my mother in Madrid, during the 1950s. This was a period when Franco’s Spain struggled on account of its isolation from the rest of Europe. It was days before mass tourism, when Spain, and Madrid in particular, was still regarded by most foreigners as a sinister, backward, and repressive place. Spain’s national soccer squad barely resonated beyond the Spanish border, but these were golden years for Real Madrid, when the club attracted an enthusiastic following that defied political and national barriers. My mom remained a lifelong Madridista and to her dying day could never understand why my loyalties were never permanently anchored at the Bernabéu. The answer lay in the fact that although the hospital where I came bloodied and screaming into this world was a couple of blocks away from the Bernabéu, my mom never took me to the stadium. She took me to bullfights instead, and my visits to the Bernabéu were dependent on the occasional acts of generosity of an old friend of my grandfather Gegorio, an eminent doctor who had kicked the ball around in his youth, in the early days of Spanish soccer.

I remember on my first visit, looking up at the giant stadium, glowing in the dark like an illuminated cathedral and dwarfing all the buildings nearby, and being touched by the genuine warmth and excitement of the crowd. Of Real Madrid, I remember the dominating presence of Di Stéfano, around which not just a team but a whole game revolved. Whereas most of the players seemed to stick to their positions, Di Stéfano seemed to be all over the field, tracking back  and supporting his defense or leading endless attacks on the opposite goal. He had extraordinary energy and superb skill, and the crowds loved him.

I found the atmosphere of Madrid’s main bullring, Las Ventas, and the Bernabéu to be very similar, each as respectful of skill and domination as it was brutally dismissive of blunder and submission. Di Stéfano carried on his shoulders the destiny of a game as surely as a star torero that of a corrida. In time I would see other analogies between bullfighting and Spanish soccer—in the fury and the grace, in the perfect kill and perfect goal, in the scrappy cape movement and failed pass, in the ease with which the emotional pitch of the crowds could switch from roar of celebration to a litany of abuse, in the sense of life and death, in the precariousness of achievement. Only the use of white handkerchiefs marked a difference. Whereas in Las Ventas they were brought out to petition trophies, in the Bernabéu they symbolized disgust, with a referee’s decision, with an off-form Real Madrid, with a game that was played without guts and ended in humiliation.

In adulthood my horizons broadened, and I followed Spanish soccer wherever I felt I could see it best played, and that meant continuous visits to Camp Nou, where certain Dutchmen, notably Johan Cruyff, cast their own particular magic spell on Spanish soccer. Yet to have even a drop of Spanish blood during the 1950s was to be aware that Di Stéfano was the best player there had ever been and Real Madrid the best club in the world. Real Madrid was a goal factory in those days, and its players fought like lions to score as many goals as they could—and it was Di Stéfano whose stickers I collected on the many days I was left imagining him. To watch him now on YouTube is to barely glimpse the greatness of a player who occupied space and time, dominating a game with his personality and skill. Thank God for the memory of our elders.

I might have spent those early childhood years at some London stadium or becoming, like Mendizabal, a fan of Athletic Bilbao, the best of the premodern Spanish clubs, were it not for the fact that my father, who spent much of his time in England, was never really interested in soccer; his school days had been spent playing tennis, rugby, and cricket. No tribal loyalties there. In adulthood he lost interest in sports altogether, partly because he slipped a disc, but mainly because he spent the war years as a spy rather than watching Stanley Matthews and then spent the rest of his life using up his spare time with books, painting, and chess. But school and vacations in Spain and later work as a journalist gave me plenty of experience of seeing how a variety of Spaniards of all ages played, and they seemed to play a great deal of soccer whatever the regime in power.

This is a story about how one of Europe’s most impoverished nations endured political turmoil to become a creative melting pot of sporting talent. Over the years I have reported on soccer in Europe and South America, and I came to realize how the development of soccer in Spain could only really be explained within the country’s political and social context and its openness to foreign influences from the Old and New Worlds. This book covers a period of history during which the geographical epicenter of the game, with its early English influences, has moved over the past century from the Basque region across the Atlantic to South America and back again to the antipode of Madrid and Catalonia, where two clubs, Real Madrid and FC Barcelona, respectively, not only share a majority of local fan clubs around Spain but also command a mass global following, live, on television, and on the Internet.

From its early beginnings when the first soccer was played in the mining towns of southern Spain and near the shipyards of Bilbao by British engineers and sailors, through the influx of South American stars and other Europeans, the engagement of foreigners with homegrown Spanish talent overcame political adversity and produced soccer of sublime skill, passion, and huge entertainment value. But it proved a long road.

This book takes us on a journey through some of the extraordinary characters, and games, that have defined Spanish soccer from the early days when a few enthusiasts developed their talent for kicking a ball on a piece of industrial wasteland to the emergence of professional native talent, groomed, among others, by expatriate Englishmen. The story continues with the cross-fertilization of Spanish and foreign players and the profound impact on the success of clubs like FC Barcelona and Real Madrid—among the most powerful and successful sporting institutions in the world—and major contributors to the first Spanish national team ever to win the European Nations Cup and World Cup.

This is a journey through some of the landscapes, cities, people, myths, and real circumstances that contributed to Spanish soccer’s transformation from pupil to master. La Roja is about how world soccer’s great underachiever became world soccer’s great champion. It is about the country I was born in and how its soccer became beautiful.

 

London/Madrid/Barcelona/Sitges 
February 2012
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CHAPTER 1

La Furia

During Franco’s dictatorship between 1939 and 1975, soccer was a pastime that was actively encouraged by the state—that is, as long as it was not exploited by the enemy. And the enemy ranged from communists, Freemasons, and free thinkers to Catalan and Basque nationalists, most of them decent human beings whose clubs were rooted in local cultural identities. It gave Spanish soccer, when I was growing up, its political edge; it separated us soccer lovers into democrats and fascists.

Franco was brutal on and off the field. Far from magnanimous in his hour of victory, Franco emerged in 1939, at the end of the Spanish Civil War, determined to rule his country with an iron grip. Spaniards were divided between those who continued to support him and his military rebels and those who had fought against him on the side of the democratically elected Republican government. The former were rewarded with jobs, social security benefits, and new houses. The latter faced imprisonment, execution, and social exclusion, including exile.

Culturally, Spain was reduced to a playground, carefully controlled. With an increasing number of Spaniards migrating from the countryside to the big cities, in particular Madrid and Barcelona, and the spread first of radio and then television, soccer overtook bullfighting as the most popular pastime, tolerated by a regime that saw sports through the prism of self-preservation, a vehicle for defusing antagonisms of a dangerously political ilk. Of those years, one of Spanish soccer’s most eminent native commentators, Alfredo Relaño, has written, “Soccer kept growing. Spain began to rebuild itself after the war. It was a time when there was little to do except work as many hours as possible . . . pick up the pieces from the ruins, and on Sundays go to the soccer match. These were hard years, of shortages, cold, and few diversions. There was a radio in each house (the invention of TV was on its way), a cinema in each neighbourhood and soccer. At times there were cycling competitions, boxing fights, and bullfights but above all soccer, and not much else.”

During the 1920s, when Spain’s first professional players began to make their marks, it was the direct, aggressive, spirited style of the Basque team Athletic Bilbao that set a benchmark, although the term furia (fury) that came to denote the style could not claim originality. Basques played the way they did because they were taller and physically stronger than other Spaniards and because they were accustomed to playing in wet conditions, whereas much of Spain was a semidesert. In the old days of emergent Spanish soccer, few fields were covered in turf.

Spaniards at the time were quite happy to recognize that the aggressive, spirited game of soccer had its roots in Britain and the English teachers that came to Spanish clubs. Under Francoism things changed, and the term Furia Española (Spanish Fury) became part of the regime’s militarist nomenclature. La Furia was redefined and promoted by the state’s propaganda machinery as one of the leading virtues of the New Spain. It was resurrected from the mythology of conquest and glory that belonged to the country’s imperial past, such as the recovery of Muslim Granada by the Catholic kings and the creation of Spanish America by the early conquistadores—conquering warriors. It also drew on the national stereotype mythified in the literary figure of Don Quixote, the incarnation of the spirit of noncompromise, with his hopelessness and failure forgotten beside his nobility of purpose.

As the Falangist newspaper Arriba wrote in 1939, a few months after Franco had emerged triumphant from the Spanish Civil War: “The furia española is present in all aspects of Spanish life, to a greater extent than ever. . . . In sport, the furia best manifests itself in soccer, a game in which the virility of the Spanish race can find full expression, usually imposing itself, in international contests, over the more technical but less aggressive foreign teams.” In other words, soccer was to be played as if the ground was a battlefield and the players soldiers. What mattered were courage, sacrifice, and above all the physical annihilation of the opponent. Neither skill nor creativity, let alone fair play, was part of the armory.

Franco liked the phrase La Furia—The Fury—because he felt it exemplified the essence of Spanish nationhood. Unsurprisingly, it was a Basque-born player sympathetic to the regime who became emblematic of the cause. The occasion was the 1950 World Cup in Brazil, when Spain faced England in the group stage. The player in question was Athletic Bilbao’s Telmo Zarra. The leading scorer in six Spanish championships, Zarra had already achieved the popular iconic status previously attained by the legendary Spanish bullfighter Manolete, killed in the bullring of Linares three years earlier. It was popularly said that Zarra played with three legs, the third being his  devastating head. Zarra rammed home with his foot rather than headed Spain’s winning goal, having beaten defender Alf Ramsey off a cross from Agustín Gaínza. When the match was over, Spanish soccer’s top official, Armando Muñoz Calero, told Franco, “Excellency: we have vanquished the perfidious Albion.”Thus did Franco’s Spain get its own back for the defeat of the Invincible Armada of 1588. Well, up to a point.

It proved a Pyrrhic victory. In a four-team final mini league, Spain’s chances of winning the World Cup ended after being beaten 6–1 by Brazil. This perhaps explains why Franco consoled himself with the thought that the crowning moment of soccer achievement was when Spain showed a lot of Furia and beat the Soviet Union in the final of the 1964 European Nations Cup, the only major trophy the Spanish squad won during the three and a half decades of Franco’s dictatorship.

Long after Franco died, there would be no shortage of Spanish commentators who would blame Spain’s failure not on La Furia but on the lack of it among certain players on the national squad. Yet bad luck and a dearth of inspired coaching at the national level as much as politics lay behind Spain’s record of underachievement. With the exception of its gold medal in the 1992 Olympics, democratic Spain had to wait until 2008 before it won the European Championship again, after enduring years of pain and disappointment under a succession of mainly lackluster coaches.

By then Spain’s national team had caught up with the quality of its great clubs, found a decent coach, and forged a consensus around how soccer could best be played in a way that was not only effective but also wonderful to watch. I myself had become a Barca fan, a conversion that got under way in the 1970s when Johan Cruyff came to Catalonia. Like Di Stéfano, his personality and way of playing influenced a whole generation of players, although his presence proved more enduring. And to fans like me, he came to personify in soccer the best of Spain after Franco. It helped fuel my later enthusiasm for La Roja and the way it refined La Furia into a new aesthetic, where the nobility of purpose became entwined with creative play as a winning formula.





 



A very British exploitation
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CHAPTER 2

British Roots

The piece of land where the first game of soccer in Spain was played lies buried underground in an abandoned mine in southern Spain. To find it, I set off one chilly winter morning from London’s Victoria Station on the Gatwick Express. Four hours later I was in a rental car, driving out from the Seville airport, the local Olé radio station blaring flamenco music, a warm sun struggling to break through the Atlantic clouds. I drove toward the hills of Aracena, through olive groves and strawberry fields and pastureland where fighting bulls grazed.

Off the main highway to the Portuguese border, a secondary road took me to the giant open-pit mines of Rio Tinto, one of the oldest mining areas in the world—the site, some say, of the legendary King Solomon mines—where generations of men have carved their enduring and brutal imprint on a once beautiful landscape. It is as historian David Avery vividly described it more than thirty years ago, “a labyrinth of strangely sculptured and brilliantly coloured interlocking valleys where hands and machines long ago tore the hillsides apart  into gigantic fissures and carved them into a series of deeply descending angular terraces.”This is not just a multicolored cavity in a desolate landscape. It is nature consumed by man’s advance. Whole mountains, valleys, and villages have disappeared, making any sense of orientation that much more difficult. While the rain pelted down, the countryside seemed to subside, and down the hillside and across the fields ran water stained, like the river, bloodred by the oxidized mineral residue.

Thankfully, it had stopped raining by the time I reached a magnificent viewing point over the Corta Atalaya. Under fading daylight, the open-pit mine presented a kaleidoscope of colors: a pinkish rock face speckled by lines of leaf green and gold, high escarpments of black and purple slag, and the leveled banks of silver-gray pyrites. My guide was José Antonio Delgado, the young bearded former mayor of Rio Tinto, the local town that owes its existence to the foundations laid by some British pioneers in the second half of the nineteenth century. Antonio was not a soccer fan. He was a socialist who knew something about the Spanish Civil War graves recently dug up in the nearby village of Nerva.

One of those buried there was Luis Ruiz, a local veterinary surgeon who had played as a goalkeeper for his local village team in the lead-up to the Spanish Civil War in 1936. A year before the outbreak of the conflict, the vet denounced the local butcher to the health authorities for selling meat from diseased cows. The butcher never forgave Ruiz for the fine he had to pay and the lost trade. When the village was taken over by Franco’s forces, the butcher accused the vet of being a “red.”The vet was taken away and summarily executed. I met his niece Pilar in a cramped first floor apartment near the village square. Chain-smoking and with a face that seemed already at death’s door, she told me how her family got their revenge many years later when the butcher was gored to death by a fighting bull. “The bull was  called Justiciero, the Just One,” she said before she was gripped by a coughing fit.

José Antonio wanted to share with me his concern about more contemporary issues—the decimation of the local environment, the growing youth unemployment, and the local drug trafficking. He then pointed to the mine’s slag. “Spain’s first soccer field is buried in there somewhere,”Jose Antonio said.

I then met Rafael Cortes, a sepulchral-looking local historian who knew something about soccer. “Soccer is part of our heritage,” Cortes told me. We sat sharing a bottle of red wine and a large piece of roasted local pork with José Reyes Remesal, the president of the local soccer club, Riotinto Balompié, a genial rogue who looked like a man who spent much of his day enjoying himself. Cortes had no doubt that Rio Tinto was the true cradle of Spanish soccer, although he bemoaned the fact it had never received sufficient recognition from the state or from the world of soccer generally. Part of the problem was that since the mines stopped operating in the early 1990s, Rio Tinto had lost its way. The majority of the local bars had been turned into fan clubs of Real Madrid and FC Barcelona. The only other club in town was because the Basque Country shared a mining tradition. Usually drunk on the local firewater, the unemployed villagers watched the most popular matches on television. “People here follow Real Madrid and Barca because they can afford the best players, win the most trophies,” said Cortes.

His friend Remesal later took me to the local soccer stadium. It dated from the early 1930s, when the British had built a new town for the workers after gradually destroying the old one. Of the earlier period little remained, except a few picturesque houses and an Anglican church from the exclusive British neighborhood of Bella Vista, named after the panoramic views that only the senior managers and engineers were able to enjoy. The stadium was eerily empty. With its ragged turf  and stone perimeter, with standing room for about three thousand fans, it resembled a giant sheep pen. It was easy to mistake the two small changing rooms for public bathrooms. The local club played in a minor regional division. Being its president, Remesal admitted, was more of a hobby than a full-time occupation. But he proudly showed the “trophy room.” It was filled with a few cups dating back to the “glory days” of the early 1930s, when Riotinto Balompié won an in-tervillage championship.

 

Precisely where that first game on Spanish soil was played and who contested it remains a subject of dispute, for it is not just a soccer field but a whole town, originally known as Minas de Rio Tinto, that today lies buried under a slag heap. However, early photographs suggest that the most likely playing field was near where the Rio Tinto English Club had its offices, at 2 Calle Sanz, near the mayor’s office, along a street of whitewashed and red-tiled houses. It was there that the Rio Tinto Soccer Club gathered its players for their inaugural kick-around on the local feast day of San Roque in August 1887. San Roque, or Saint Roch as he is known in France, was a medieval saint who has a popular cult following on both sides of the Pyrenees. Legend has it that he was struck down by the plague but endured thanks to a piece of bread brought to him by his faithful dog. The saint’s image, pointing to an open sore on his thigh, and the dog by his side, was once displayed in practically every Spanish church, before falling victim to the ravages of the Spanish Civil War.

Nonetheless, that first soccer game in Spain proved an innovative act in a country that had largely fallen behind the European mainstream from its heyday as the world’s most powerful nation in the sixteenth century. Having squandered the immense wealth derived from its American empire, Spanish power in Europe had gone into steady decline, thanks to a series of long, costly wars and internal revolts. Although some parts of northern Spain benefited from a belated industrial revolution and overseas trade, and gathered a growing number of migrants to its major towns, a majority of the country remained a largely rural, semifeudal society steeped in mainly Catholic traditions and vulnerable to foreign predators.

It was an investor from London named Hugh Matheson who one February morning in 1873 financed the purchase of the moribund copper mines of Rio Tinto from the Spanish state. At the time Spain was immersed in one of its periodic dynastic struggles between conservatives and liberals after the overthrow of the Bourbon monarchy and its temporary replacement by a republic prior to the restoration of Alfonso XII. Matheson took advantage of the extended period of political instability and financial weakness of the Spanish state and cut a good deal. Of the £3.5 million he paid, a first installment in gold coins was transported by train and bullock-drawn carts. Railways came belatedly south of the Pyrenees, so many parts of Spain, not least the South, remained in a primitive state of underdevelopment.

Matheson then used the capital he had raised in London to secure not just mineral rights—and one of Spain’s prime assets—but also powers for the compulsory acquisition of land for the building of railways linking the mines to the sea, along with the absolute freehold in perpetuity of all land and buildings owned by the Spanish state within the Rio Tinto boundaries. On March 29, 1873, the Rio Tinto Company was registered, thus beginning a process that was to transform the run-down works into one of the most profitable and ruthlessly exploitative mining enterprises in Europe.

Over the following decade, the population of Rio Tinto and its neighboring village Nerva grew from one thousand to ten thousand, with the local farming population swamped by the influx of new migrants from surrounding Andalusia and beyond, including a strong contingent from the northern region of Asturias, where there was  similarly high unemployment. The enduring traditions of the nearby pueblos (villages) were subsumed into a working class subjected to the pressures and tensions of a cash economy driven by ruthless managers. The mining camp coalesced into a community that felt itself subject to rather than a part of the foreign presence. The new miners were nicknamed by the old villagers los mohinos, a word that has several meanings in English. The most relevant are “stubborn” and “prone to violence.” On the other side of the social divide, the surveyor of the north-lode open pit in those early days was a man named Douglas Gordon, who carried out his inspections astride a jet-black horse and wielding a riding crop. The miners called him Don Diablo.

In 2011 the only native English speakers I came across in Rio Tinto were a couple of wild-boar hunters from some US shooting club in Wisconsin. But then the mines—nationalized by the Spanish state during the 1950s—had long since ceased to function, and whatever sense of community that had once resided there had had the stuffing knocked out of it.

But let us return to the time of that first soccer match in 1887, a time when poverty and rootlessness contributed to the violence that was rife among the miners. Under the influence of the local firewater made from potato spirit, knife fights easily broke out among the men. The feast days of San Roque, patron saint of the sick and the disabled, was an occasion for the local population, however poor or oppressed, to indulge in some collective fun, with an extended fiesta lasting over the course of two days. Daytime entertainment, when the men were still sober enough to keep standing, included a local version of tug-of-war, donkey and mule races, and climbing a greasy pole.

When the British acquired the mines, they extended the railway line through the site of the local bullring but quickly built another one just outside the village, in the style of Seville’s Maestranza. It was inaugurated in 1882 with a huge, enthusiastic crowd turning up in support of the two stars of the ring, Currito Cúchares and El Morcilla (the Black Pudding). While the newly arrived Brits looked down at the fiesta and the activity of an uncouth underclass of local natives, they had the good sense not to boycott it—at least not right away. Two years after the bullring was built, the company bought it from its Spanish owner and pulled it down, claiming it had become a gathering point for prostitutes and drunks. Within three years, a group of mining staff, including managers, chose to mark the day of San Roque with a soccer match between two teams picked exclusively among non-Spaniards.

The early kick-around of the English expatriates on Spanish soil almost mirrored the primitive folk years of soccer in England, the land where it had all first begun. As Hunter Davies records in his social history of the British game, Postcards from the Edge of Football, soccer in its early days in England was usually held on festive holidays, with two teams of unlimited numbers trying to get a ball from one end of a village or neighborhood to another and reaching a designated goal. “Kicking each other, fighting, settling old scores, using weapons or any sort of physical violence was allowed, and people did get badly injured and, sometimes, killed.” The first soccer match recorded in Spanish history near the mines of Rio Tinto was almost as loosely played, although Los Ingleses aspired to bring a culture of civilization to one of the least-developed areas of Europe, with its backward feudal economy and endemic political turmoil.

When not forming the focus of a loose scrum, the hard-won leather ball was kicked as far as possible from one end of the field to the other. Heading was a widely used if awkward tactic of a game the British played in cloth caps to protect them from the harsh local sun. Spaniards watched from the sidelines. No written account or oral tradition survives that might have fleshed out the details of that particular game on the feast of San Roque. But one can imagine the local  crowd being initially unimpressed by the crude physical antics of the foreigners. The game seemed to ape the violence into which their drunkenness occasionally descended. It also lacked both the creativity and the brinkmanship of the one popular local entertainment they could claim as their own but to which the company had effectively laid waste—the bullfight.

The myth would have us believe that this first game was born as a gesture of sportsmanship that reached out and engaged Englishmen with Spaniards. The reality was rather different. These early expatriate pioneers played soccer much as they might have played polo, rugby, tennis, or croquet: as a way of asserting their difference over the natives. The British who kicked a ball around locally for the first time were watched by the Spaniards like visitors from another planet, the banter of the players—cries of “Hooray!” and “Jolly good!” would no doubt have resonated around the makeshift soccer field—as foreign to them as the Anglican church, bereft of images, and the Victorian home-county villas the managers built for themselves in the privileged quarter of Bella Vista.

The faded photographs that survive from the period are evocative of the British Raj of imperial India, with the men’s and women’s uncompromising dress code—white flannels, large hats, voluminous silk dresses, and parasols—and tea habits contrasting with the stark surrounding landscape and roughly hewn shirts and trousers of the Spaniards. Other museum pieces that survive remind one of the relative luxury enjoyed by the British: the general manager’s private train compartment, its interior resplendently carved in mahogany wood and furnished in leather, and the casa grande (palatial home), similarly decked out in the style of a colonial governor.






 



Huelva: A monument to the unknown soccer player
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CHAPTER 3

Spanish Roots

The primitiveness of the poor Spaniards who first set eyes on a soccer ball is not difficult to imagine. It was made vivid by Antonio, a local taxi driver from the port of Huelva whose grandfather had been a miner. Antonio told me of an enduring ritual to which a local cuckolded man resorted in order to “cure” himself of his wife’s alleged infidelity. It involved having a local witch identify the wife’s lover by smelling her panties after she returned from her latest liaison and then burning them. Along with “evil spirits” and brujeria (witchcraft), it was bullfighting, flamenco, saintly relics, weeping Virgins, and bleeding Christs, that the locals of the villages and towns near Rio Tinto were familiar with, not the sight of uptight white-skinned Anglo-Saxons and Celts in rolled-up sleeves and variously colored shorts kicking a ball around and barging into each other on a patch of wasteland marked out with poles referred to as “doors.”The game was played by the British according to their language and their rules, and when the game was over, the players returned to their clubhouse, with its portrait  of Queen Victoria, billiard table, and back issues of the Times and the Illustrated London News to which no Spaniard had access.

The early history of Spanish soccer—and its legacy—would have been very different had the Rio Tinto Football Club not evolved gradually as a local Spanish club, under native management and recruiting from an increasing pool of players within the mining company. The breakdown of barriers in the region was facilitated by the increased flow of personnel between the mines and the nearby port of Huelva once the railway connection had been built and inaugurated in 1875 with fifty miles of track, ten bridges, and four tunnels. Soccer then began to attract the growing interest of much larger segments of the local population, not just as spectators but also as participants. Small ad-hoc teams began to spread among the surrounding villages. Soccer belatedly took on a Spanish identity.

The Rio Tinto Soccer Club for a while tried to maintain its self-imposed exclusivity—registered as a British sporting entity, just as the mining company had been registered as a British company. However, in Huelva the British community found itself forming an alliance—out of sheer economic self-interest—with local representatives of the landed and trading classes, several of whom had been educated in English schools and had learned to play soccer.

From the early 1870s, a small but thriving British community made this corner of the southwestern coast of Spain—a half day’s sail, on a good wind, from where Nelson confronted the French in the Battle of Trafalgar—their home for much of the year. In early July, led by their women and children, they displaced to Punta Umbria, a hitherto undiscovered beach where they built their well-appointed vacation homes on a stretch of virginal sand. In the 1870s, British investments in Rio Tinto were given protection by a garrison of the English army, as Spaniards fought Spaniards over the future of their monarchy in the Carlist Wars. “Marched out of Huelva on Wednesday. Played soccer with some railwaymen for about an hour out. The only diversion we truly had,” wrote a British officer, Captain W. F. Adams, in September 1874.

In Huelva, as in Rio Tinto, the British tried to monopolize the game as long as they could. A local newspaper report on a game played near the mines between Rio Tinto and a team of visitors from Huelva on May 6, 1882, shows that a majority of players on both sides were Englishmen and Scots, with names like Brady, Campbell, Stourton, Higgins, Simpson, Crump, and Alcock. A journalist from the local La Provincia newspaper wrote, “On a beautiful afternoon and before a large crowd the long awaited game between the teams from Huelva and Rio Tinto were played. We may have to wait for some time before we witness another match as well organised and balanced with teams of equal strength. Although Rio Tinto had some tough players, Huelva played with greater subtlety and craftiness. Huelva was on the attack right through the game, but at the last minute it was Rio Tinto that slipped in the winning goal.”

The Huelva Recreation Club (later renamed the Recreativo Club de Huelva) was officially founded in December 1889 by Alexander Mackay, a Scottish doctor employed by the Rio Tinto Company. Unlike its rival based nearer the mines themselves, El Recre, as it came to be known, was quickly registered as a Spanish entity—a move that would eventually lead to its incorporation into the nascent Spanish Soccer Federation, with entitlement to participate in official competitions across the country. The club played its first game a year later in Seville against employees of the British-owned and -operated Seville Water Works at the Tablada hippodrome. El Recre passed into Spanish hands in the first decade of the twentieth century and then disappeared from the map of topflight soccer, as the focus of the sport shifted elsewhere in Spain.

To this day Huelva disputes with Rio Tinto its claim to be the cuna del futbol español (birthplace of Spanish soccer). Although El Recre has  foundered relegated to the Spanish second division in modern times, a large monument to an unknown soccer player stands at the entrance to the town. It is cast in a similar mold to the one that stands near the soccer stadium in Rio Tinto. Both projects display that boldness and foolhardiness that characterized a mining community while risking great hubris, much like the big statue of Maradona that stands defiantly at the entrance to the Boca Juniors stadium museum in Buenos Aires. The province of Huelva, like Argentina, hangs on to its great myths, although the reality is that the game was exported years ago.

What is beyond dispute is that by the early twentieth century, Recreativo had ceased to be foreign, with Spaniards making their presence increasingly felt in its club administration and its team. Among the most influential of the Spaniards involved with Recreativo’s early development was Manuel Pérez de Guzmán, a landowner originally from Jerez who moved to Huelva and developed business ties with the British. Pérez de Guzmán became vice chairman of the club in 1906, while four of his sons joined as players. Of the siblings, the most legendary was the third born, José or“Pepe,”who shared his love of soccer with an equal passion for flamenco and bullfighting.

In the interwar years Pepe achieved a reputation as a gifted musician and writer and of the local fandango, characterized in its dance form by slow arching and spiraling movements played to distinct guitar rhythms and sung verses dedicated to the beauty of the Virgin of El Rocio. Pepe also liked to bullfight on horseback and developed a close friendship with the hugely popular Ignacio Sánchez Mejías, one of the most famous and cultured bullfighters in the history of the “sport.” Sánchez Mejías’s fame as a bullfighter grew when most of Europe was fighting the First World War and Spain remained neutral. The bullfighter would later defy the traditional cultural norms that inspired his profession and forged strong friendships among the so-called Generation of ‘27, a movement of left-wing young poets who  experimented with new forms of writing and living in an attempt to break out of the repressive hold the Catholic Church and the military traditionally had on Spanish society. Sánchez Mejías was badly gored on August 11, 1934, in the bullring of Manzanares and died soon afterward of gangrene, his life and death forever mythified in the moving eulogy written by his friend the poet Federico García Lorca. Local soccer fans also honor him as the onetime president of Real Betis, one of the two rival clubs based in Seville.

Before leaving Andalusia, I drove back to Seville and caught up with Sol, an old childhood girlfriend, who was one of Manuel Pérez de Guzmán’s descendants. Although not a great soccer fan herself, she had agreed to introduce me to some friends who were, in the old Gypsy Quarter of Triana, on the left bank of the coiling Guadalquivir River. She took me down a narrow street lined with balconies filled with geranium pots. It was midday, and a small group of mainly middle-aged men sat propped up in a bar decorated in colorful tiles. The walls were covered with religious icons and soccer posters. Two images appeared to be the subject of particular veneration. One was the neighborhood’s favorite virgin, Esperanza de Triana, whose statue is carried across the bridge every Good Friday in a moment of high emotion at the culmination of Holy Week. The other was of the Virgin of the Kings, who, legend has it, appeared in a dream to King Fernando of Castile, Saint Fernando, the Spanish monarch who began Andalusia’s fight back against occupation by Arab Islamists in the thirteenth century by taking Seville first. Every local soccer fan knows the battle hymn she inspired by heart: “A tus plantas se postra Sevilla por rendirte homenaje . . . Reina aquí, pues tu Sevilla, que Fernando conquisto” (At your feet Seville kneels . . . our Queen, for it was this Seville that Ferdinand conquered). Near both virgins was a giant poster of the Betis team of 1935. It was the only league championship Betis had ever won, and they did it the year before Franco’s military uprising sparked the  Spanish Civil War. The next trophy the club won was more than forty years later—the King’s Cup—when Spain had become a democracy. “We were given the title royal by the king’s grandfather Alfonso XIII in the 1920s, but we never owed our victories to Franco,” said Cayetano, a gaunt-looking and somewhat intense schoolteacher.

Next to him, his elderly companion, a long-retired dockworker with the girth and ruddy face of Sancho Panza, was prompted to share a different if somewhat contrasting piece of history. He recalled following a Spanish national-squad team in Franco’s time in the Cold War years to a game behind the iron curtain. “The stadium was full of Russians—all looking rather serious and severe. So I and my mates started singing some flamenco to try to humor them. The Russians thought we were crazy.”

Another member of the group, a young off-duty taxi driver with Gypsy looks, called José Maria, tried to explain why he was a Betis fan: “To be a Betis fan means supporting the team even if it loses. It’s a sentiment that goes beyond success or failure. Our colors are predominately green—which represents hope.”

One of Lorca’s most stirring refrains and one of my favorites focuses on the color green as a powerful image of nature at its most essential and prolific:

green I want you green

Green the wind and green the boughs

The ship upon the ocean seen

the horse upon the hill . . .

I often wonder what might have happened to Lorca had he not ended up being shot and buried in an unmarked grave near Granada after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. Perhaps this sensitive and vulnerable gay artist would have detested the whole mythology of La Furia and the self-conscious virility of soccer during the Franco years. On the other hand, his presence at the occasional match might have  helped counter the macho image of its more radical fans, indeed helped produce one of the more lyrical rallying chants in soccer, embellishing still further the sound of rhythmic flamenco that thankfully is the more dominant sound one hears these days whenever one or the other Seville clubs play—or when La Roja plays in Seville.

Some Betis fans admitted that their fathers or sons belonged to the city’s other club, Sevilla FC—mainly because it was a club that had proved more successful in Spanish and international club soccer. Sevilla FC won the first-ever Copa del Generalissimo after Franco came to power. Although the losers were Racing del Ferrol, the club from the Galician town where Franco was born, the cup was handed out by the new sports minister, General Moscardo, one of Franco’s most trusted generals, and in the Montjuïc stadium in Barcelona, home to the city’s other club, Espanyol, whose loyalty to the new regime was never in doubt. Sevilla FC also won the league title for the first and only time in the 1946–1947 season before securing four Copa del Rey and two UEFA Championship titles over the next sixty years (2005–2006 and 2006–2007), mainly thanks to foreign players.

Tradition has it that Betis was the club of the people, with its roots in a neighborhood once famous for its poverty and radical politics, as opposed to Sevilla FC, the club of the señoritos, the upper-crust rich kids. Betis was given the royal title as a way of restoring some social balance between the two rivals and defusing class conflict. Such token patronage proved unnecessary. Social distinctions between the two clubs blurred anyway over the years with shifting patterns of immigration and urban development. Today each has a separate stadium in upscale neighborhoods of the city, and class and political divisions between their soccer fans here are as deceptive as in other parts of Spain.

The Spanish can be very proprietorial over their soccer, not inclined to acknowledge outside influences. I met Juan, a middle-aged Andalusian shopkeeper who supported Sevilla FC. He was adamant  that “Spanish soccer belongs to us just like our bullfighting and our flamenco music. It comes from our soul.” When I mentioned the English roots, he insisted that it was the “Basques that owe their soccer to the English.” He did acknowledge that it was Basque players who made up the spine of Betis’s championship team. Still, I was intrigued by Juan’s comments, so I flew to the Basque capital of Bilbao.






 



Bilbao: Athletic Fan Club
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CHAPTER 4

Basques

The Basque people claim ownership of their very own ball game, pelota. They say it came into existence long before the English kicked their first soccer ball. Played with the hand or a basket scoop against a wall, it demands great skill as well as strength and endurance to keep hammering the hard leather ball in unexpected directions at great speed. Pelota figures large in local mythology. The jentilak, legendary Basque giants, are reputed to have played their own version of a ball game, kicking and throwing the great boulders scattered by glaciers on upland meadows in the Pyrenees and the Cantabrian mountains. Other contemporary mythmakers suggest that the first soccer players in the Basque region were Neolithic shepherds. However, the first documentary evidence of pelota in the Basque Country is a 1509 prohibition against the sport being played in the Cathedral of Santiago in Bilbao. But it was the coming of the English that was destined to make soccer even more popular than pelota, even in the Basque Country.

The UK link existed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when Bilbao’s old port of El Arenal was the gateway for the wool trade between Castile, London, and Flanders and for the Basque manufacturing trade. Nearby woodland provided charcoal for smeltering iron. Then, when the forests were exhausted, coal was imported from England, on ships that exported iron, and later steel on the return journey.

As in the south of Spain, the British connection in the nineteenth century asserted itself on the Cantabrian coast in the context of political instability and economic underdevelopment. During the Peninsular War in the early nineteenth century, Wellington’s Eighty-Fifth Infantry regiment “liberated” the Basque city of San Sebastián from Napoleon occupation only to proceed to sack it. The pillage lasted all day and into the night, during which the darkness was dispelled, so bright was the light from the burning buildings. The population felt abused and humiliated at the destruction of the city by their “allies.” It was, they suspected, a deliberate act to stifle northern Spain’s commerce with France.

British troops would make some amends in 1833 when they helped defend the town during the First Carlist War, one of Spain’s periodic nineteenth-century dynastic struggles. The war pitted the supporters of Don Carlos, the brother of the late autocratic pro-French king Ferdinand VII against the regime of the more “liberal” and enlightened regent Maria Christina, supported by the ill-equipped British auxiliary force.

Many of his soldiers did not survive to tell the tale. Some of the bodies of the English volunteers lie discreetly in a small cemetery above the city of San Sebastián on the slopes of Monte Urgull. The memory of Wellington’s sacking was not easily eradicated from the local memory and partly explains why local club Real Sociedad has  never claimed to owe anything to Los Ingleses. During the Carlist Wars, British troops also died in Bilbao, but this town they chose not to pillage. Those killed in liberating it from the French were buried on a piece of wasteland on the banks of the river Nervión. The area, today the site of the Guggenheim Museum, is still known as the Campa de los Ingleses (the Field of the English), and it was where the British kicked their first ball around in the late nineteenth century. By then, the invention of the Bessemer furnace, which converted low-phosphorous iron—Bilbao’s specialty—into high-quality steel, had turned the Basque capital into an industrial dynamo.

As in Rio Tinto, the first games of soccer in Bilbao were linked to the nearby mines, and the English who exploited them. Nevertheless, whereas Rio Tinto was run like a mining camp set in a Victorian colony, with the natives effectively segregated, Bilbao’s industrial development was never fully surrendered to the British, and soccer in its beginnings provided a vehicle for integration between the foreigners and the local Basque shippers and industrialists who formed the vanguard of Spain’s entrepreneurial class. Several of the more prominent Basques were educated in English public schools. Bilbao also created an urban working class, which along with their employers refused to submit themselves to the rule of a British colony and whose pay and conditions, while still miserable, were generally better than those down south. To this day the ritual chant that rises from the belly of San Mames, the stadium of local soccer club Athletic Bilbao is “Aliron, Aliron, Athletic Campeon.” The Royal Spanish Academy’s official dictionary says that Aliron comes from the Hispanic-Arabic al’ilan, meaning “proclamation,” and that is its most common usage in Spanish soccer—except in the Basque Country. At Bilbao’s mining museum you will be told that the word derives from the phrase “All Iron,”  which an English mining technician would write in chalk if a mined rock was found to have more than 70 percent iron content. Such a discovery earned the poorly paid Basque miner a bonus and was a source of some contentment, if not jubilation. Thus did Aliron make its way from the mines to the soccer field.

The game’s Anglo-Saxon roots in the Basque Country had to contend from an early stage with a strong sense of local culture and political identity, as I discovered when visiting this part of Spain over many years. On a return visit to Bilbao early in 2011, I was invited to lunch by the city’s main soccer fan club in a building they owned in the Casco Viejo, or Old Quarter. The so-called Siete Calles, or seven (narrow) streets, is a tightly knit community of tapas bars and other hidden temples to Basque gastronomy. Ours was no ordinary soccer lunch over endless rounds of beers and cheap snacks. It began with several glasses of Rioja at the entrance to a bar and developed into a feast lasting all afternoon in the large basement of an anonymous building equipped with a large kitchen and several dining tables and chairs. This was the fans’ private club or gastronomic society, known colloquially as txoko.

There was more Rioja to be drunk, along with several bottles of Patxaran, the local Pyrenean liquor made from anise and blueberries. But the focus of activity revolved around the dishes prepared by our host—a fanatical soccer fan turned in an instant into a master chef. For our meal he produced several plates of tapas—from cured meats and tortillas to stuffed peppers and prawns—and followed this with a large cod baked in green pepper sauce. Then came the cheeses, and the ice creams, and the cakes.

Food enough to indulge one’s culinary tastes proved the perfect complement to our soccer conversation, this txoko’s favorite topic. I began asking my host, Juan Maria Arana, the president of Athletic’s association of fan clubs, why he was a fan. He replied I was nine years old when I went to see my first match in our stadium, San Mames, in 1946. My father was in the navy and spent most of the time at sea. But my grandfather took me along with my brothers. It was after the war—what we called the years of hunger because of the postwar food shortages. But somehow watching Athletic lifted the spirits. We beat Oviedo 4–2. The two goals were scored by a Basque player, which felt like a bit of betrayal! We weren’t allowed to speak our language then, or wave our flags—but we had our red and white colors, and that was the reason of our existence. It still is.





According to local artist and writer Juan Antonio Frade de Villar (K-tono to his friends), every hidden street and avenue and bridge and streetcar line and bus and subway route in Bilbao leads you to San Mames stadium if you just know the way—and he did. From the moment I had landed in Bilbao, the inimitable K-tono—with his Quixotic beard, cape, and learned head forever covered by a txapela (typical Basque beret)—had guided me through the town’s secrets. There was not a corner of the city that was unknown to his inquisitive eye, his passion for Athletic and its world reflected in a book of vignettes and sketches he liberally gave out to his friends like a Bible. Early in the day, K-tono had taken me to visit the magnificent Ibaigane Palace, which houses the club headquarters. Commissioned and owned by the Basque business magnate Ramon de La Sota in the early twentieth century, the palace was turned into a military headquarters during the Franco regime. “I remember my days as a conscript there, doing night guard duty in the garden, listening to the military governor, General Santamaria, standing on the balcony in his pajamas and barking orders before he rode out to exercise at La Campa de los Ingleses.”

But it was his beloved San Mames—named after an early Christian martyr mauled by Caesar’s lions—that had endured within him long after General Santamaria had been consigned to the dustbin of history. “I cut my soccer teeth kicking a ball in the nearby streets, and I’ve been going to that stadium for more than sixty years. I will also treasure memories of great triumphs and hundreds of games fought by legendary players, and the tears shed, sometimes from disappointment, others from pure joy.”

Others began to chip in, pledging that they would remain fans to their dying day, even though these days the club did not produce teams like FC Barcelona and Real Madrid. Perhaps Athletic needed to loosen up a bit on its Basques-only policy, I suggested. I was told by one of the veterans present that the policy of restricting access to the team only to those born in the Basque Country had been applied only during Franco’s time, not because the old dictator had any respect for Basque nationalism but because he thought only the Basques were pure Spaniards. Things had changed since democracy, and these days you could be born anywhere in the world and join the club as long as you had some Basque blood running through your veins. “In my humble opinion, the policy is more nuanced, and it has changed through history,” suggested Iñigo Gurruchaga, a Basque journalist who lives between Bilbao and London.

It was then that Xavi, one of the younger guests, butted in rather drunkenly and accused them all of mythmaking. Suddenly, the tone of the gathering changed and threatened to become not just political but dangerously so. “The only reason we can’t compete is because of Athletic’s policy of recruiting only players with Basque blood in them. Athletic is the most xenophobic club in Spain!” It was the point at which the camaraderie began to disintegrate, as Xavi found himself having to fend off accusations of belonging to dark forces from  Madrid—a member of the center-right Partido Popular, or worse still an unreconstructed fascist and a closet Real Madrid fan—all of which he virulently denied. Later I stumbled into the night, well fed, well drunk, yet sensitive to the fact that no one had once alluded to the British connection—a reminder that Spanish soccer, whenever it was played, had achieved some kind of unilateral independence, and been given a further edge by local politics.

When it comes to Spanish soccer, I have been on a learning curve for a while now, and this was another lesson learned. A previous visit to the region was in 2003 when I was following David Beckham, during his first season at Real Madrid. I was struck by the radicalism of the local fans when the team played away in Pamplona against Osasuna. During Pamplona’s famous bullfighting festival, the soccer fans ran the bulls and mocked the conservative families that occupied the best seats. At Osasuna’s El Sadar stadium they occupied the stands behind the north goal, waved Basque nationalist flags, and chanted slogans in support of ETA, the Basque terrorist group, when not shouting abuse at Beckham and the other Real Madrid players. At one point a young ball boy threw a missile at Beckham while he was taking a corner. Beckham looked back and gestured like a teacher admonishing a wayward pupil. The gesture generated an uproar among the local fans. They weren’t going to learn any lessons from Beckham, or any other Inglés for that matter.

Seven years later, in Bilbao, I sat in an old library in the city’s British-style gentlemen’s club, delving into old newspapers. I discovered that Basque soccer’s declaration of independence came one spring day in 1894 when a group of Bilbainos published an advertisement in a local newspaper challenging the team of Los Ingleses to a soccer match. Los Ingleses—not just Englishmen but Scots-, Welsh-, and Irishmen too—won the toss and chose to play the first half with the  sun behind them. They played a very physical game—felling their opponents on several occasions with heavy tackles or barges that surprised and angered the Bilbainos and allowed Los Ingleses to secure a two-goal advantage by the time the halftime whistle blew at approximately eleven o’clock.

At this point the Bilbainos’ low spirits were lifted by the surprise delivery to their locker rooms of eleven exquisitely roasted chickens, a gift from their opponents. The match was delayed to allow the local team to enjoy their meal, just as Los Ingleses had planned. By the time play resumed, the sun was setting, and it was still once again facing the Bilbainos. Blinded by the light, pushed, and bruised, and somewhat indigested, the Bilbainos lost 0–6. Only belatedly did the Bilbainos realize the trickery of a team that boasted to be the teachers of fair play. The locals pledged then and there to build a team that would never again suffer such humiliation, either on or off the field.

The year that game was played is mostly remembered by present-day Bilbainos as the day Sabino Arana, the Basque Country’s most influential ideologue, founded his party, the Basque Nationalist Party (PNV). By the time he died nine years later, at the age of thirty-eight, the PNV had become a significant force that was to endure to the present day. Arana left behind not only an ideology but also a flag, an anthem, and a name for a new and ancient nation, Euzkadi.

Arana started off proclaiming the party’s goal to be total independence from Spain, but before he died he ended up apparently accepting that “maximum autonomy” within the Spanish state was more desirable. Despite such ambiguities, the spirit of nationalism that he engendered had an impact on local soccer from its early beginnings. In 1898, four years after the fateful chicken match, a group of Basque  soccer enthusiasts were confident enough about their own abilities to form their own soccer club, called the Athletic Club. By then soccer had spread from the Basque Country across northern Spain to Catalonia and up from the south to the capital, Madrid.
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