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Introduction

In the autumn of 1996 I was among dozens of journalists waiting for Diego Maradona to give a press conference. He was in London for a Puma promotion and when he entered the room the usual flurry of activity ensued. Suddenly I heard someone call my name and before I realised what was happening an arm was guiding me to the table where Maradona sat; I was to be his interpreter.

I handled it quite well until someone asked a question in Spanish. Without thinking, as if on automatic pilot, I turned to Diego and repeated the question in English. He laughed, patted my head, and said with the slightest raise of an eyebrow: ‘I can understand Spanish.’

I have been writing about Argentina and its football and footballers for an English audience for almost fifteen years. Trying to explain us to you has been my objective – from the cultural significance of the game to the interpretation of the rules both on and off the pitch, from the codes of hooliganism in each country to the subtleties influencing the elite players’ game, always working on the premise that despite the many differences in tactics, technical style and speed it is actually the similarities between both countries in their love and respect for the game that are the most interesting. As Jorge Valdano so aptly puts it, England vs. Argentina is the one game where the Mexican wave doesn’t stand a chance. For us both, it is too serious a matter.

Naturally, Diego Maradona has been the focus of my attention time and time again. That press conference was neither the first nor the last time we have been face to face. I first met him while he was still playing, although his glory years were over by then. However, I belong to the generation that grew up watching him on the pitch. We weren’t told he was the best in the world; we actually saw him in action. A lifelong Boca Juniors fan – like my father and my grandfather before me – I was a teenager experiencing the buzz of the terraces the season Diego helped us pick up the cup. Getting up at ungodly hours with my school friends in order to watch the 1979 Youth World Cup is one of my earliest memories of adolescence. I saw every minute of every subsequent World Cup match he played. By the time I finally met him personally, almost ten years ago, I had accumulated a debt of countless moments of joy and national pride, like my fellow countrymen.

Professionally too I am indebted to him. Hanging out with him for a couple of days in Paris, in 1995, resulted in my first cover story for a national glossy. Subsequently, being a Maradona ‘expert’ has awakened the interest of publications as far afield as Japan, Mexico, Israel and Holland. Once, a Dutchman told me he thought that second goal in 1986 was the only miracle of the twentieth century. He was dead serious. I remember researching a story while working for the BBC World Service when he was kicked out of the 1994 World Cup: several hundred people in Bangladesh had attempted mass suicide as a result.

It is impossible to overestimate the scope and intensity of Maradona’s popularity, and the range of sometimes contradictory emotions he evokes. Nowhere more so than in Argentina, where his place in the collective national psyche is worthy of lengthy volumes of analysis. From god to political manoeuvrer, from saint to machiavellian drug abuser, from villain to victim and back, every possible interpretation has been covered somewhere along the line. Even in England Maradona stirs extreme reactions. Despite the bitter aftertaste left behind by his handball in 1986, the general public continues to vote the second goal in the same match the best ever scored in a World Cup. When FIFA recently decided to name the best footballer ever they had to hand out two awards; one for officialdom’s choice: Pelé. The other went to the people’s choice: Maradona.

Diego Maradona, the genius who would blow a million-dollar meeting if he felt like it, the rebel from the slums who travels without a tie, the archetypal hero from a millennium fairytale, has never been afraid of speaking his feelings, let alone his mind. He’s a crazy little giant who dices with death and toboggans into hell on a daily basis, since for him any compromise is just too painful. But the years have gone by, and taken their toll on his body; his resilience has diminished.

In April 2004, just as this translation was coming to an end, Maradona collapsed with arterial hypertension. He was admitted to an intensive care unit in a Buenos Aires hospital. Fans mounted an impromptu vigil outside the hospital while the world’s news wires went into overdrive; the people of southern Italy lit candles in makeshift shrines and offered prayers for their hero. His condition was broadcast to the world in the form of daily medical reports. Reportedly, when it was rumoured he might need a heart transplant there were offers of donations . . .

He did not die and his own heart is still beating inside him. A few years ago, during another of Maradona’s scandalous outbursts, it was once again Jorge Valdano who found the words to convey his ordeal. ‘Poor old Diego,’ wrote Valdano. ‘For so many years we have told him repeatedly, “You’re a God”, “You’re a star”, “You’re our salvation”, that we forgot to tell him the most important thing: “You’re a man”.’

In this autobiography it is the man who finally speaks.



 The complexity of translating Maradona is manifold. On the one hand, as befits one of the greatest geniuses of our time, Maradona has a unique use of language. Born and raised in poverty, he has never abandoned the jargon of the streets. His narrative is peppered with the dialect known in Argentina as lunfardo, a repertoire of terms brought into the country mostly by Italian immigrants before the First World War, fused with words of peasant origin, and some indigenous terminology. Adopted at first by the working classes and to a large extent by prisoners, so that the guards wouldn’t understand what they were saying, lunfardo typically inverts syllables. It became the language of the tango par excellence but nowadays it is as commonplace among the literati and the jet set as it is among the slum dwellers. Translating these words posed the first of many dilemmas. One option would be to pick similar slang terms in English but there came a point where Maradona’s discourse started to read more like a cross between My Fair Lady and Lock, Stock & Two Smoking Barrels . . . a strangely foreign cockney rhyming slang. It was decided that, to retain the sense of Maradona’s voice, some of these might best be served by being left in the original Spanish.

‘Bronca’ is a case in point. Bronca, probably derived from inverting the Spanish ‘cabrón’, is a very Argentinian word to denote anger, fury, hatred, resentment, bitter discontent . . . For Diego Maradona it is the most familiar of emotions, and he is constantly referring to it as his motivator, his fuel, his driving force.

Argentinian expressions such as ‘chau’ and ‘viejo’ have also been left in the original Spanish form. Chau, from the Italian ‘ciao’, is frequently used in the same way as ‘end of story’ or ‘that’s all’. Viejo means ‘old man’ but its colloquial usage is equivalent to ‘mate’. It is a very Argentinian way of speaking, and so it seemed right to preserve the original term throughout.

I have done the opposite with several curious expressions which have been entirely made up by Maradona himself. Although they are not common usage in Argentina, people tend to understand what he’s saying when he’s saying them. (That said, when I’ve quoted them in isolation professional translators and football fans alike have reacted with puzzled blankness.) I have translated these literally in the hope of getting across a certain style which is peculiar to Maradona’s way of speech, believing they will have the same effect on English-speaking readers as they do on their Spanish-speaking counterparts. The first use startles, but by the end of the book it is so obvious what he’s saying – there is no other way to say it:


Vaccinate – literally meaning to inject or jab, Maradona uses it in the same way as ‘fuck’, both literally and figuratively. Thus, if he vaccinates a woman he has had sex with her and if he vaccinates an opponent he has scored a goal;

Thermos-head – someone who is stupid or slow;

Take the cat’s milk – this is generally used in a sense similar to ‘take the piss’, or ‘be out of order’. It also suggests stealing, doing something illegal;

Let the tortoise get away – this suggests someone who has reacted slowly, been not with it, not on the ball;

Give the dog its face back – someone who is dog-faced, disqualified from or lacking in authority to pass comment.


Above all else, Diego Maradona is the greatest footballer who has ever lived. His reading of the game is amazing – unique – and his ability to see everything that is going on on the pitch as if from above is uncanny. His descriptions of every move, every detail of every passage of play he has been involved in, or seen, are expert, accurate, and concise. Translating these has been the greatest challenge and I have tried to avoid leaving words in the original Spanish. However, there are times when the descriptive richness of Argentinian football terminology has no English equivalent. I have drawn on the help of many fellow football lovers in the hope of conveying as precisely as possible what Maradona tells us. I have asked footballers to physically show me the action described, then demonstrated the same move to English writers. Sometimes the reply has been, ‘We don’t have an English word for that, probably because no player here can do it.’

Translating Maradona has been a strange journey into the language of football and, in so far as language reflects thought, into the mind of the greatest talent I have known.

The Argentinian writer Juan Sasturain says Maradona is an artist, because he didn’t interpret but rather, like all great poets and painters, he created something where there was nothing. His rags-to-riches-to-hell story is as full of drama, suspense and excitement as the greatest works of fiction. His storytelling is informal, hilarious, and almost poetic. I have tried to remain as faithful to that voice as possible in the hope of conveying its uniqueness. Alas, it may be well the case, as Robert Frost claims, that poetry is what’s lost in translation.

I am indebted to Klaus Gallo, Alejandro ‘El Huevo’ Figueroa, Julia Napier, Pedro Arnt, Laurence Allan, Nick Hornby, Alex Aberg-Cobo, Esteban Nofal, Facundo Sava, Juan Sebastian ‘La Brujita’ Verón, Daniel Arcucci, Ariel Scher, Robert ‘El Chango’ Newman, Mercedes Guiraldes, Georgia Garrett, Rachel Cugnoni and Beth Coates for their part. And to Giles and Sebastian for everything.



 Marcela Mora Y Araujo

London, July 2004




Reader’s Note

The names of the main football tournaments in each country have been kept in their original languages. Hence, Serie A and scudetto in Italy, La Liga and Copa del Rey in Spain, and so on.

Argentinian Football

In Argentina, when Maradona started playing, the main local tournament was the Metropolitano, which was played among the Buenos Aires clubs plus a cluster of the main clubs from other provinces. The season started around February and ended in August. In the second half of the year the Nacional was played, a nationwide competition which finished in December. In the mid-’80s the Nacional was abolished, and the Metropolitano included more teams from round the country.

From 1991, and by the time Maradona ended his career playing for Boca Juniors, the main league was divided into two halves, the Apertura and the Clausura. The Clausura is played in the first half of the year and the Apertura in the latter part of the year. Both winners qualify for the Copa Libertadores, South America’s answer to the Champions League.

During the summer break, usually between early December and late February, what’s known as ‘summer tournaments’ are played. They usually take place in beach resorts and other cities away from the capital, and they are quasi-friendlies. But they serve as pre-season training for the teams and are an important source of revenue for the clubs.

Argentinian club football has nine youth divisions: ninth, eighth, seventh, sixth, fifth, fourth, third, reserves – there is no second – and then first. Roughly, British equivalents would be under-15s (ninth), Under-17s (reserves), etc. Children under the age of fourteen may be attached to a club, but they cannot play in the ninth division until their fourteenth birthday.



 The Copa América is the South American equivalent of the European Championships. Until the late 1980s it took place every four years. Since then it has been held every two years.


Footballing Terminology

Barra brava: Organised gangs of violent fans. Literally, ‘tough gangs’.

Bicho: a term used to denote an Argentinos fan. Means insect.

Bombonera: Boca’s stadium. ‘Bombonera’ means chocolate box, and the name derives from the shape of the stadium. The pitch is enclosed by steep, high terraces which are very close to the playing field.

Bostero: a pejorative term used to denote a Boca fan. Relates to manure.

Cebollitas: the name given to a pre-Ninth Division group attached to Argentinos Juniors. All the tournaments in which the Cebollitas participated are amateur tournaments (the Evita tournament, for example) played by pre-Ninth Division kids from various clubs. Argentinos Juniors’ biggest claim to fame is the number of top flight players who have emerged from their lower divisions.

Concentración: both at club and international level, players are required to gather on the eve of every game and spend the night either at the training ground or at a hotel. This is known as ‘concentrating’, hence, ‘concentración’, which denotes the place where they are gathered. It also applies to the hotel or training ground where players stay during international tournaments. Hen: a pejorative term used to denote a River fan. In Spanish, ‘gallina’.

Monumental: River’s Stadium. Since 1978, when it was renovated to host the World Cup Finals, it has been the ground most frequently used to stage international games.

Superclásico: Boca Juniors vs. River Plate – the Buenos Aires derby, contested by Argentina’s two biggest clubs.



 For an explanation of the language Maradona uses, see the Introduction.





1

The Beginning

Villa Fiorito, Los Cebollitas, Argentinos Juniors, the National Side




 Sometimes I think that my whole life is on film, that my whole life is in print. But it’s not like that, it’s not like that at all, there are things which are only in my heart – that no one knows. At last I have decided to tell everything. Even though I’ve already said so much, I don’t think I’ve ever told the important stuff, the most important stuff.

Here in the Havana night, while I learn to savour Cuban cigars, I begin to remember. It’s good to look back, when you feel well, when, in spite of your mistakes, you have nothing to regret. When you’ve come from the very bottom and you know that everything you’ve ever been, are, or will be is entirely due to your own struggles.

Do you know where I come from? Do you know how all this started?

I always wanted to play football, but I didn’t know where or how I wanted to play. I had no idea. I started out as a defender. I always was and I still am seduced by playing as a líbero, even now that I’m hardly allowed to touch a ball for fear of my heart exploding. As a líbero you see everything from the back, the whole pitch is in front of you, you get hold of the ball and you say pim let’s go that way, pim, let’s look from another perspective. You’re the owner of the team. But back in the beginning, líbero schmibero. All I wanted was to run after the ball, to get hold of it, to play. Playing football gave me a unique peace. And that same sensation has been with me always, even today: give me a ball and I’ll have fun, I’ll stand my ground, I’ll tussle. I’ll want to win and I’ll want to play well. Give me a ball and let me do what I know best, anywhere. True, people are important and people motivate you but people are not on the pitch. And that’s where the fun is: on the pitch with the ball. That’s what I’ve always done, whether at Wembley or the Maracana, with a hundred thousand people watching. And that’s what we did in Fiorito.

Villa Fiorito is the poor neighbourhood on the outskirts of Buenos Aires where I was born and grew up. I was born there on 30 October 1960, my parent’s fifth child and their first son. I was covered in fluffy baby hair – pelusa – so that, or ‘Pelu’, became my nickname. My parents were humble working folk, and when I was christened my mother’s request to God was simply that I ‘grow healthy, and be a good person’. That was her ambition for me.

The first challenge in Fiorito was the sun. My old girl, La Tota, who was always spoiling me, used to say: ‘Pelu, if you’re going to play . . . play after five o’clock, when the sun’s going down.’ And I would answer: ‘Yes, Ma, yes, Ma. Don’t worry.’ And I’d leave the house at two o’clock with my friend El Negro or my cousin Beto or whoever, and at quarter past two we’d be playing, on and on, under the most intense heat of the sun. We didn’t care about anything, we were killing ourselves. At around seven o’clock we’d stop for a bit, ask for some water in a nearby house, and then carry on. We played in the dark as well. Sometimes now when I hear someone going on about how in such and such a stadium there’s no light, I think: I played in the dark, you son of a bitch! I don’t know if we were street children: I guess we were ‘potrero’ (waste ground) children more than anything. If our parents were looking for us, they knew where to find us. We would always be there in the potrero, running after the ball.

Saturdays and Sundays were spent like that all day long. Weekdays too, but only from five o’clock, because during the day I had to go to school. I went to the Remedios de Escalada de San Martin, opposite Fiorito train station. I went to school because I had to, because I didn’t want to let my old man, Don Diego, and La Tota down, and because I suspected that there I might get an opportunity to go to a club or to play football. Everything I did, every step I took, was because of the ball. If La Tota sent me on an errand I would take with me anything that resembled a ball: it could be an orange, or scrumpled-up paper, or cloths. And I would go up the steps on to the bridge that crossed the railway, hopping on one foot, the right one, and taking whatever it was on the left, tac, tac, tac . . . That’s how I walked to school as well. People on the street passed me and stared, but those who knew me weren’t surprised. They were my friends, the kids with whom I shared everything, even a slice of pizza. Four or five of us would go to La Blanqueada, next to the Alsina Bridge, which to me felt like the gateway to the big city, to the centre of Buenos Aires. We would buy a single slice between us – we couldn’t stretch to more – and we ate it together, one bite each.

I have happy memories of my childhood, although if I had to define Fiorito with just one word, it would be ‘struggle’. In Fiorito, if it was possible to eat, people ate, and if it wasn’t, they didn’t. I remember the winters were very cold and the summers very hot. Our house had three rooms. It was made of solid materials, a real luxury: you went through the wire gate at the entrance and there was a patio, of earth; then the house. There was a dining room, where we cooked, ate, did our homework, everything, and then two bedrooms. On the right was my parents’; on the left, measuring no more than two metres square, was ours, all eight of us kids. When it rained we walked around dodging the leaks; you got wetter inside than out. Forget about a sink: we didn’t even have running water. That’s how I started weight training. We would use empty twenty-litre cans of oil to fetch water from the only tap in the street, so my mum could wash, cook, everything. That’s how we bathed, too: we would take water from the can with our hand and pass it over our face, our armpits, our balls, between our fingers. Washing our hair was more complicated, and in winter it was best avoided.

The truth is we didn’t have much to do for fun, but sometimes I made and sold kites with El Negro. And I had the ball, of course. The first ball I had was the best present I’ve ever received in my life: my cousin Beto gave it me. It was a leather number one; I was three years old and I slept with it hugged to my chest all night.

I was a professional footballer from the start, I would play for the team that picked me first. Of course, I wasn’t allowed to play whenever I wanted, and sometimes at home they wouldn’t let me go. I would cry like mad, but five minutes before kick off La Tota always gave in. Don Diego was harder to convince.

I understood my old man. He was breaking his back to enable us to eat and study, and that’s what he wanted, for me to study. In 1955 he had come to Fiorito from Corrientes, a province north of Buenos Aires, because one of my aunts, Sara, who already lived in Fiorito, had said that they would be better off in the capital. La Tota had come first, with my sister Ana strapped to her back. My dad had stayed waiting for news in Esquina, the small town where they lived, with my other sister Kity and my gran, Mamma Dora, who was a phenomenon. Don Diego was a boat man, he worked for Don Lupo, a man who owned some animals, mostly cows. My dad would carry them over to the islands of the Paraná Delta, to graze. He rowed the cows out in little boats when the river was low and sailed to pick them up again when the tide was coming in. His life was on the river and he knew all its secrets. He still knows them. He had a lot of the things he liked there, things we still share today: fishing, asados or barbecues, and football. Even today one of my favourite things to do is go out fishing. No one will ever make a tastier asado than my old man. And, according to what I’ve been told, he was really good at football, he hit the ball like a mule. But when La Tota called for him, he set off for Buenos Aires to get a job, and he got one. Job is a loose description, he worked in the Tritumol mill pounding cattle bones from four in the morning to three in the afternoon.

They settled in Buenos Aires as best they could. It wasn’t easy, not at all. First they rented a shed. Then they moved to another one, a little bit better. And finally they managed to move into a house with a lot of corrugated iron and wood and some bricks, near the corner of Azamor and Mario Bravo, in Fiorito. It still stands there today, that little house, practically the same. That’s where the rest of us were all born: Elsa, María (La Mary), then me, Raul (El Lalo), Hugo (El Turco) and Claudia (La Caly).

It was hard work feeding all those mouths, and my old man nearly killed himself doing so. That’s why I tried not to fuck up too much, but it was hard. Sometimes, after dad picked up his paycheck, he’d buy me a pair of trainers which I would ruin immediately because I played football all day long. It could make you weep! And in fact I would weep because not only would my trainers be wrecked but on top of that the old man would thrash me. But I don’t hold it against him. They were different times and different customs. My dad didn’t have the time to talk to me, so he had to smack me. He didn’t have the time to say, like I can now to my daughters Dalma and Gianinna, ‘Come over here, I want to explain this to you.’ My old man had to catch up on at least a little sleep so he could get over to the factory at 4 a.m. If he didn’t, the whole household would fall apart and we wouldn’t have enough to eat. It wasn’t unusual: many families were and still are forced to live this way. In fact, it was a very valuable experience for me. My skin got thicker because of what I lived through in Fiorito and elsewhere, but my feelings never changed.

Don Diego is the kindest person I’ve ever met in my life. The truth is that thanks to him I never lacked a meal. That’s why I had strong legs, even though I was thin. Perhaps, in other houses, the kids didn’t eat every day, so they got tired before me. That’s what made me different from the others: I had good legs and I ate. I never ever thought that I had been born to play football, that everything that later happened to me would happen to me. I had my dreams, sure, like the one that got recorded on TV, when I said that my dream was to play in a World Cup and be a champion with Argentina, but it was the same dream every child had. I did feel, however, that with the ball I was different from all the others. Any picado or kickaround that I was chosen for, I always won it. The same way you make choices in life, you make choices in picados; the two eldest kids chose and that’s how the whole thing got started. Pelusa always got chosen first in the picados.

We always played round the corner from my house, in the Siete Canchitas, the Seven Little Pitches. They were enormous patches of waste ground; some pitches had goals and some didn’t. The Siete Canchitas! It sounds like one of those sports complexes you get now, with synthetic turf and all the rest. There was no grass, synthetic or otherwise, but to us it was wonderful. The pitches were made of earth, really hard earth. When we started running we stirred up so much dust that we felt as if we were playing at Wembley in the fog.

One of those little pitches was Estrella Roja’s, Red Star, my dad’s team, where I played come what may. Another pitch belonged to Tres Banderas, the Three Flags, my mate Goyo’s dad’s team. Red Star against Three Flags was like Boca Juniors v. River Plate. That was very common, in those days, and I think maybe also now: fathers who were really into football built teams and made their kids play – sometimes even for money. And we were the neighbourhood derby. But everything was fine between me and Goyo. So fine that one day, in mid-1969, when we were nine-year-old classmates, he ran up to me, very excited.

‘Diego, Diego, on Saturday I went to train at Argentinos Juniors and they told me to bring more kids over for a trial. Do you want to come?’

‘I don’t know, I have to ask my dad. I don’t know . . .’

I wanted to go more than anything in the world, but the truth was that I knew if I asked my dad to take me it meant he would have to spend money on two bus fares and the trip would eat into his rest time. So that held me back. But of course, I did what I always did when I needed something from Don Diego: I told La Tota that I really wanted to go and she did right by me, as ever. My old man decided in the end that we ought to find out everything about it and that he would take me . . . I ran off to Goyo’s house faster than Ben Johnson. It was about three kilometres away, I had to go through the Siete Canchitas, and I got there, breathless: ‘Goyo, I’m coming, I’m allowed to come with you!’

A few days later my dad and I picked up Goyo and Montañita, another kid from the neighbourhood who played well. The trip itself was an adventure. I had never travelled that far from Fiorito. For the first time I took the route that I would eventually repeat thousands of times. We left Fiorito on the green bus, which is what we called the number 28. When we got to Pompeya we took the number 44 bus to Las Malvinas, where Argentinos trained, on the corner of Tronador and Bauness. The trip had taken almost two hours. I swear that crossing the Alsina Bridge felt to me like crossing Brooklyn Bridge. I swear.

When we arrived at Las Malvinas, it had been raining so much that they told us we wouldn’t be able to play in case we ruined the pitch. We were so disappointed. I think if we had all burst into tears we really would have flooded the place and it would have been impossible for anyone to play on it ever again. Then Francis, who ran the show there, said: ‘Don’t worry, let’s take Don Yayo’s truck and go to Parque Saavedra, we’ll be able to play there.’

Francis Cornejo was the manager of Los Cebollitas (the little onions), a group of kids born in 1960 whom he would train and enter for every single tournament possible before we reached fourteen years of age. At this point Argentinos could register us with the AFA, the Argentine Football Association, to take part in the ninth-division tournament, the lowest of the official youth divisions. He knew then that when the time came, we would be ready. Don Yayo (José Emilio Trotta) was Cornejo’s assistant, a man more or less the same age as Francis and who owned the pick-up truck in which they drove us everywhere.

At Parque Saavedra they picked two teams. Goyo and I played on the same team and we went on in the second round. On the Siete Canchitas we were always rivals, but we understood each other perfectly and we wiped the floor with the others. I did nutmegs, back-heel flicks and sombreros (where I chipped the ball over the opponent’s head and recovered it on the other side). I scored a few goals; I can’t remember how many. What I do remember is that Francis told Goyo that I should keep coming, that he wanted to see me again. But he didn’t believe that I was nine years old. He confronted me with a serious expression on his face, saying:

‘Kid, are you sure you were born in 1960?’

‘Yes, Don Francis ...’

‘Let’s see your ID.’

‘I haven’t got it, I left it at home . . .’

It was true, but he didn’t believe me. Much later, once he had become friends with my dad, he confessed that at first he’d thought I was a midget.



 My dad trusted Francis Cornejo and Don Yayo as if they were family. It’s because of that trust that I ended up with Argentinos rather than another team. Living where we did, I could have gone to Independiente or Lanus, possibly River Plate. If I could choose now I would always choose Boca, Boca. But in those days, while I was developing as a player, I was in love with Ricardo ‘El Bocha’ Bochini, the best player in Independiente’s history. I fell madly in love and I confess that I supported Independiente in the Libertadores cup of the early 70s, when I was about to go up from the Cebollitas to the ninth division, because Bochini seduced me so. Bochini . . . and his legendary team-mate Daniel Bertoni. The one-twos between Bochini and Bertoni are so imprinted on my mind that I would put them among the greatest playmaking in the history of football. I also really liked Beto Alonso because he was left-footed and I think us left-footed players are easier on the eye. As is the case with Rivelinho, the best example. I think that’s the only thing that let El Bocha Bochini down, he didn’t have a left foot. But he dummied with his foot over the ball, and defenders fell over themselves. I used to think: It can’t be, it’s inexplicable. I cut back to get past a guy, face him, and I have to move the ball to pass him. Bochini didn’t move it, he simply leant over a little, and the ball stayed where it was, and the defenders fell on their arses anyway. In those days my dream was to play with Bochini. I got over it later.

I watched them all and I learnt. In the meantime, Los Cebollitas were beating everyone we played against. We won 136 matches in a row; I’ve got the details written down in a notebook Francis and Don Yayo gave me. My wife Claudia still keeps it like a treasure. If the goals I scored back then counted, I’d have more than Pelé under my belt! Sure, it can’t be proved, but I know I scored them. We travelled all over the place to play. We were such a great team. That’s when I started becoming a true footballer. In Fiorito all I’d really done was run after the ball.

I always played for Los Cebollitas, no matter what state I was in: even once with seven stitches in my hand, which was wrapped in a huge bandage. I had been about to sit down to eat at my house with Goyo, and La Tota asked me to go and buy a bottle of water. I ran to the shop with Goyo, and on the way back, as we turned the corner, I fell badly. The bottle smashed and I got a huge cut. I was in pain, not just because of the cut but because I knew what lay in store: La Tota’s fright, my dad’s thrashing and above all the next day’s match. We were to play away at Banfield, another Buenos Aires club. They took me to a hospital and I got stitches and the huge bandage. I looked like a mummy.

The next day I went with the other kids in Don Yayo’s truck. I was afraid that Francis wouldn’t let me play, and that he might give me a telling-off. The respect we had for him resembled fear. In the dressing room Francis called me over and said:

‘What happened to your hand, Maradona?’

‘I fell and cut it, Don Francis, but I can play . . .’

‘What? No way! You can’t play like that.’

I turned round and went back to the bench, biting my lip so as not to cry. Goyo saw me and went to Francis.

‘Go on, Francis, let him play, at least for a little while. Don Diego said he could.’

Francis frowned and groaned something like, alright, but just for a bit. My soul returned to my body. I didn’t just play for a little while. I played all ninety minutes. We beat them 7 – 1 and I scored five goals.



 Mono Claudio Rodriguez played in our team, and he was an exceptional number eight. Goyo wore the number nine shirt, I was the ten, and Polvora Delgado the eleven. But Rodriguez’s dad was very linked to another Buenos Aires club, Chacarita, and when we became old enough to go into the ninth division he took his son there and dismantled our team. Francis had to play Osvaldo Dalla Buona, who was one of my best friends but a terrible troublemaker. So the derby of the inferiors was born: our Argentinos against the Chacarita of Pichi Escudero and Mono Rodriguez. We would win because we made the difference on the left. A typical formation was: Ojeda; Trotta, Chaile, Chammah, Montaña; Lucero, Dalla Buona, Maradona; Duré, Carrizo and Delgado.

Those days of the Cebollitas marked me for ever. Nowadays there’s always such a fuss about age, like when the Brazilians field older players in their youth teams, but I have to admit the same happened to me, only the other way round: I was twelve years old, three years younger than the rest of them, and Francis would sit me on the bench anyway. If things weren’t working out, he sent me on. The first time was against Racing, on their own turf: there was half an hour left, we were drawing 0 – 0 and nothing was happening; he sent me on, I scored two goals and we won. Palomino, the rival coach, knew Francis very well and he asked him: ‘How can you have that kid on the bench? Look after him, he’s going to be a genius.’ Francis showed him my ID and Palomino couldn’t believe it. Another time, against Boca, Francis did the same thing but this time, because by then I was fairly well known in the youth circles, he wrote my name down as Montanya. We were 3 – 0 down, I came on, scored a goal, then we started pressing them and we drew. But my team-mates grassed me up: Nice one, Diego! they shouted until the Boca manager cottoned on. He confronted Francis: ‘You played Maradona . . . I’ll let it go this time, I’m not going to report you. You really are lucky. That kid is wonderful.’

There were times when I didn’t make it into the team for reasons other than my age. In 1971 we went to a championship in Uruguay. It was the first time I had left my country. I couldn’t play because I had forgotten my documents. I wanted to die! I had my picture taken with the team, wearing long trousers and a grimace on my face that said it all. That year was the first time my name appeared in a newspaper: On Tuesday 28 September Clarin published a little insert saying a boy had appeared ‘with the demeanour and class of a star’. According to them I was called Caradona. Incredible, the first time my name is published and it’s a typo. I was also invited to do tricks with the ball on Sabados Cirlculares, a TV programme everyone in Argentina watched.



 The people who went to see Argentinos knew me well – not by name, but because one day, when I was ballboy in a first-division match, Francis had the bright idea of throwing me the ball at half-time, so that I could show off my skills. I got the ball and began to play with it, as always: bouncing it from instep to thigh to back heel to head to shoulder, and back again, on and on. Francis started leading me to the centre of the pitch. I was getting embarrassed because the other kids couldn’t follow me and I realised people were staring. They started clapping and it turned into a classic event. But the best time was during an Argentinos – Boca match, in 1970, at the Vélez stadium. Us kids played all week with a broken ball, a disaster, so come Sunday when we saw the official Pintier ball from the first-division matches our little eyes went all shiny . . . we always had a kickabout at half-time and one time I shot from outside the area and the ball bounced and hit Don Yayo on the head – he was standing on the other side of the goal. People in the crowd noticed and began to laugh, so I started with my skills, tac-tac-tac-tac, and the crowd started clapping along and the first team players returned, the ref came back, but the crowd started shouting: ¡Que-se-que-de, que-se-que-de! (let him stay, let him stay!) It was the whole crowd shouting: not only the Argentinos fans, but the Boca fans too, even louder. The Boca fans, that’s one of my happiest memories of them. I think that’s when I started feeling what I still feel for them now: I knew then we would come together one day.

Los Cebollitas lost the final of the Nacional championship in Rio Tercero, Córdoba. We were beaten by a team from Pinto, from the poor northern province of Santiago del Estero, managed by a man called Elías Ganem. When his son, César, saw how upset I was he came up to me and said: ‘Don’t cry, brother, you’re going to be the best in the world.’ People still believe he gave me his medal but no way: he kept his medal and he deserved it too.

There’s a well-known photograph of me from that tournament. I’m kneeling down, comforting an older boy who is weeping. The boy was Alberto Pacheco, he played for Corrientes, and they’d lost a match against Entre Ríos. We’d become good mates because Don Diego, like a good Correntino, went to watch all their games. Even in those days I loved playing against River and beating them. I remember three matches: a 3 – 2, in a four-way in which Huracán and All Boys also played. A 7 – 1! And the best of all, a 5 – 4 in the final of the Evita championship 1973. If I was to seek a precedent for the goal I scored against England I find it there: I dribbled past seven and scored; I vaccinated them.

I scored a forerunner of the other goal, the hand of God, while I was at Los Cebollitas. I scored a goal with my hand; the opponents saw and launched themselves on top of the ref. In the end he allowed the goal to stand and it was mayhem. I knew it wasn’t right at the time, but it’s one thing to say so in the cold light of day and quite another to take a decision in the heat of the match: you’re trying to reach the ball and the hand moves independently. I always remember a referee who ruled out a handball I scored against Vélez, many years after Los Cebollitas and many years before Mexico ’86. He advised me not to do it again. I thanked him, but I also told him I couldn’t promise anything. I don’t know whether he cheered our victory over England or not.

A week after that match against River the president of the club, William Kent, asked my dad to name my price, he wanted to buy me. Don Diego turned him down in no uncertain terms: Dieguito is very happy playing for Argentinos, he answered. But it wouldn’t be the last time River sought me out.

* * *

By the time I was fourteen years old and playing in the ninth division for Argentinos I had met Jorge Cyterszpiler, who would come to play a crucial role in my life. He’d always followed Argentinos’ lower divisions because of his brother, Juan Eduardo, who was apparently a genius with the ball. But he died of some terrible disease, and Jorge was very shaken. He never came back to the club. He stayed away until someone, a friend, I don’t know who, told him that there was a kid in the Cebollitas who was something else. That kid was me, and Jorge came out of his hibernation. He became something of a coordinator of the lower divisions. Whenever we had important matches he would take us to his house to make sure we rested properly, ate well. He lived in San Blas Street, in La Paternal, close to Argentinos’ stadium, and many Fridays I would sleep over at his place. We played Scrabble, Monopoly, and that’s how our friendship started . . . I used to sleep in Juan Eduardo’s bed, I became like another family member. It wouldn’t be long before Jorge became my manager.

I see now it all happened very fast for me. In 1974 Los Cebollitas won the ninth-division championship. I was fourteen years old. The following year I went up to the eighth division with the same team, and once we had a lead of about ten points I got promoted to the seventh. In the seventh I played two matches and moved up to the fifth; four matches there and immediately on to the third. I had my debut against Los Andes, in their stadium, with one goal. Two more matches and pum, first team just before my sixteenth birthday in 1976. All that in two and a half years.

A lot of people claim that they were there on 20 October 1976 when we played Talleres de Córdoba at home. The truth is, if everyone who says they were there for that match – my debut in the first team – had actually been there it would have had to be played at the Maracana, not La Paternal. By then I had already started training with the first team on the Comunicaciones pitch. One Tuesday during practice the manager, Juan Carlos Montes, came up to me and said: ‘Listen, tomorrow you’re going on the bench with the first team, OK?’ I was speechless; all I managed to mutter was: ‘What? How?’ And he repeated: ‘Yes, you’ll be on the bench . . . and please be well prepared because you will be played.’ I ran all the way home with my heart in my mouth to tell my old man, my mum. And of course, two seconds after I had told La Tota the whole of Fiorito knew that I was playing with the first team against Talleres the next day.

By then Argentinos had started renting an apartment for me in Villa del Parque, at 2746 Argerich Street. But I still kept some of my stuff in Fiorito, and my grandmother Mamma Dora continued to live there, refusing to move. So that was where everyone went, my cousin Beto, my cousin Raúl, they all went by the house to find out if there was a game, and if I was playing. They always did that because they always tried to go and watch me play, even in the lower divisions. If they had money for the bus fare they would come, and if they didn’t, they didn’t. Same with me really. Sometimes I wouldn’t have enough to go training and my married sisters, Ana and Kity, would steal the bus fare from their husbands. That was until Argentinos started to pay for my travel expenses, which was the case by the time of my first-division debut.

When my cousin Beto, the one I loved the most, heard I would be playing in the first team he burst into tears and we couldn’t stop him. At that moment the penny dropped that the next day was going to be huge for me. And I realised too that because the next day was a Wednesday, my old man would be working. He was going to miss that day we had dreamt of together so much. I prepared to go to the game alone.

Wednesday 20 October 1976 was hot. Or at least it felt that way to me. I put on my white shirt and the turquoise corduroy trousers with the big turn-ups; the only pair I had! There’d been so much talk about the prize money and I thought: Well, in such a game there’ll be a bit for the sub, and if I come on, a bit more even . . . And I’d do my sums: Maybe I could buy myself another pair of trousers, or something else. To me, my debut in the first division meant the possibility of buying a second pair of trousers.

La Tota walked me to the door. ‘I will pray for you son,’ she said. And the cherry on the cake was when she told me that my old man had asked permission to leave work early – he could come to watch me play after all. I can’t remember the exact time of the match, if it was 3 or 4, but I do remember that before I went on the pitch I was told that Don Diego had arrived in time.

The first thing that made an impact on me was seeing the Talleres fans. There were Cordobese folk everywhere! The Argentinos players had got together for lunch before the game, across the road from the stadium. We had the classic steak and mash with our manager Montes’s technical chat for pudding. Then we crossed the street and walked to the stadium with the crowds, among all the people. Nobody knew who we were! They were all from Córdoba. I’m Taaaaaaaeere, Taaaaaeeeeeeeeeeerre I am!! they’d sing to that unmistakeable tune. They had a great team: Luis ‘El Hacha’ Ludueña, Ocaño, Luis Galván, Miguel Angel Oviedo, Jose Daniel Valencia, Umberto Bravo. We didn’t have that many stars. In truth they should have scored eighteen goals against us. I remember our squad by heart: Munutti; Rona, Pellerano, Gette, Minutti; Fren, Giacobetti, Di Donato; Jorge López, Alvarez and Ovelar.

The Cordobese lot were really leading us a merry dance and in the twenty-seventh minute El Hacha Ludueña scored for them. Just before the end of the first half, Montes, who was at the other end of the bench, turned towards me and fixed me with a stare, as if he was asking me, Do you dare? I held his stare and that was my answer. I started the warm-up immediately and I came on for Giacobetti in the second half, with a number 16 on my back, on the red shirt crossed by a white stripe. I used to love that shirt! It was like River’s but the other way round. On the touchline, Montes had said to me: ‘Go on, Diego, play like you know how . . . and if you can, nutmeg someone.’ I did as I was told: I received the ball with my back to my marker, Juan Domingo Patricio Cabrera. I dummied and kicked the ball between his legs. It went clean through and I immediately heard the Ooooolé . . . of the crowd, like a welcome. Not everyone who says they were there was there on my debut, but still, the stands were packed out, you couldn’t see the tiniest section of terrace. I remember the thing that struck me the most was the lack of space: the stadium seemed small compared to the youth team’s. But the knocks were big. I was used to getting the shit kicked out of me when I played with the kids, but here I would soon learn that I had to jump in time; you had to dribble round a player, jump over his kick and continue with the ball. If you don’t learn that, after the third kick you can’t go on. I was a fast learner.

We lost that first match, yes, but I was fifteen years old, and I had started a long and beautiful history with Argentinos, an unforgettable history. I always say, in football terms that day I touched the sky with my hands. I knew something very important was starting in my life. I played another ten matches in the Nacional tournament, eleven in total, and I scored two goals, both against San Lorenzo of Mar del Plata, at the San Martin stadium, on 14 November 1976.

I began to be noticed, newspapers interviewed me, journalists wrote about me. I remember one headline in particular, because it summed up everything that was happening to me at the time: At the age most kids hear stories, he hears ovations, it said. In only three years I had gone from Fiorito to the magazines, the TV, the media. It was all too fast. I used to get nervous in interviews. I didn’t buy my own hype, I didn’t feel I was anybody special, and I always ended up repeating the same things: where I was born, how I lived, and who my favourite players were. I had to grow up too fast. I got to know other people’s envy, I didn’t understand it, I’d lock myself in my room and weep. I had to grow up quickly. I started to watch what I said but it wasn’t easy. Nobody could have imagined then what I’m going through today. Too much was happening to me, it was a different world and it came very suddenly. I realised I had left behind a time of enormous effort and sacrifice, not just on my part, but my family’s too. The days when my father and I shared our dreams on the bus were over. Now I had the possibility of parking my car at my own front door. Even my oldest dream, the dream of playing for my country, came true immediately, when I had played just eleven games in the first division.

Like everything in my life, things were unfolding too fast. It was early 1977, hardly three months after my debut with Argentinos. I was with the national youth team, training against the first team. I’d been called up by Don Ernesto Duchini, who was a master, a true master, and we played against the first team, against the great names: Daniel Passarella, René Houseman, Mario Kempes, monsters the lot of them! Which is how César Luis ‘El Flaco’ Menotti, who was already the manager of the national squad’s first team, got to see me play.

In one of those training sessions apparently I excelled, because El Flaco singled me out to speak to. Each one of his words echoed inside me; it was almost a religious experience. El Flaco was a god – and there he was, talking just to me. He told me that I would play in the friendly against Hungary, that I would make my debut in the national first team.

He called me to one side and said: ‘Maradona, when you leave here today I want you to go straight to the hotel with the rest of the squad. The only thing I ask of you is that you don’t tell anybody. If you want to, you can let your parents know, but don’t let the press get hold of it. I wouldn’t want you to get nervous.’

I went to the concentración where the squad were gathered in preparation for the next day’s match. I stayed calm. The following morning Menotti spoke to me again: ‘I want you to know that if the game goes well, and if our team scores, it’s possible you’ll come on.’

Still, I stayed calm. I don’t know why, but I did. After all, everything depended on how the team played. On Sunday 27 February, the day of the match, I didn’t have any breakfast. I wanted to rest as much as possible, so I got up at eleven. I had a bath and watched TV in my hotel room until twelve. Then I went downstairs and chatted with the lads until lunchtime. I went back to my room and stayed a bit longer watching TV. We left for the Bombonera, the Boca Juniors stadium where Argentina played most of its home games at the time, at 3.30 p.m.

It was only when the coach parked at the Bombonera that I began to realise where I was, what was happening to me. So many people were coming up to us, patting our backs, shouting advice that I started to feel my legs trembling . . . it’s amazing how scared people can make you feel.

First the players in the starting line-up got changed. Then us, the subs. When I stepped out on to the sidelines and heard the crowd’s roar, I thought that they were all cheering for me, that they were all shouting Maradona. The truth is probably no one noticed me, but that’s what I felt.

The game started and bang! Penalty! So I thought: This is the goal, get ready, Diego. But the goalie saved it and I realised that it was going to be hard for me to go on. Then Bertoni scored a great goal, and then came a second and a third, and with every goal we scored I felt a shiver run down my spine. If we carried on like this I would come on, no doubt about it.

I sat on the bench with my team-mate Roberto Mouzo; Ricardo Pizzarotti, our physical trainer; Doctor Fort and Menotti himself. We were twenty minutes into the second half when El Flaco called me over. I got up and walked to where he sat. I knew I was going to play. ‘You’ll go on for Luque,’ Menotti told me. ‘Do what you know, stay calm, and move about all over the pitch, OK?’ That gave me courage. I started warming up and I heard the stands chanting my name. Maradoooó, Maradoooó! I don’t know what came over me. My legs and hands were shaking. The crowd’s roar was so loud. Menotti’s words were echoing in my head, and my team-mate Perez was egging me on, ‘Come on, Diego, give it everything!’ It was all mixed up in my head. I’m not kidding, I was shitting myself.

I got my first touch immediately. Hugo Orlando Gatti, the goalkeeper, kicked it out to Américo ‘El Tolo’ Gallego who passed it swiftly on to me. He did it on purpose, I could tell; it was a sign of great camaraderie. I put Houseman into space with a pass between two Hungarians. And then I began to calm down. Ricardo Villa was cheering me on, Gallego was looking after me, Carrascosa was shouting, ‘Well played! Well played!’ Even if it wasn’t.

When the match finished the first to hug me was Gallego. ‘That’s how I want to see you always, Diego! Like this!’ I couldn’t believe it. It was all over. I went home with dad and Jorge Cyterszpiler. I had dinner and turned the TV on to watch the match. I realised I’d made several mistakes: I passed it to Bertoni on the right while it was in fact Felman who was free, on the other side; I tried to dribble around a Hungarian but my cutback was too short. I remembered that on the pitch I’d thought about playing it longer and then changed my mind. I also saw the kick a Hungarian had given me, but it hurt less watching it on TV. Then I went to bed. I didn’t dream at all. I slept like never before.

By now my family and I had settled into the house on Argerich Street. It was a typical Argentinian neighbourhood house, one of those old ones with an apartment at the back and one at the front. We lived at the back and at the front was the Villafane family: Don Coco, a taxi driver and avid Argentinos supporter, Doña Pochi, a housewife, and their daughter, La Claudia. I think we started eyeing each other up on the very first day I moved in, back in October 1976. She used to watch me through the window every time I left the house and I clocked her all right although I played dumb. I only dared ask her out eight months later. On 28 June 1977 I went to a neighbourhood dance: the Social y Deportivo Parque. This was the local sports and youth club and some great parties took place right there, on the same pitches where all the little monsters who would end up playing for Argentinos trained. After two in the morning, the slow dancing started, and that would be the great moment. I parked my red Fiat 125 outside the front door and headed straight for her . . . she was already inside, with her school friends. She was in her last year of high school. We both knew we had been watching each other so I barely had to nod my head and she accepted. Without a word we started dancing, and straight away the song ‘I propose’ by Roberto Carlos came on, thank God! It saved me from having to think of the right words to say, which wasn’t exactly my forte. From that very moment on, we were El Diego and La Claudia. And we don’t know how to live without each other. She had to get used to some things, and I don’t just mean the concentraciones.

One time I came home very late, it was morning, in fact. I didn’t sleep: I showered and straight away left for training. Don Diego heard me but kept quiet and then, at lunchtime, when I came back, I saw him talking to Claudia, almost shouting: ‘You can’t keep my boy up so late, you have to look after him a bit more, he has to train, you know?!’ I wanted the earth to swallow me; I hadn’t been out with La Claudia that night.
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 I think I could have played in the 1978 World Cup: I was up for it, I was readier than I’d ever been. When I found out I hadn’t been selected, I cried a lot, I cried so much. Not even at USA ’94, with the drug test, did I cry so much. I see both events as terrible injustices. They’re different, but they’re both injustices. I have never forgiven Menotti for it, nor will I ever – I still feel he let the tortoise get away from him – but I’ve never hated him. Hating is not the same as not forgiving. In spite of everything, I’ll never forget the wisdom El Flaco Menotti showed in guiding me over the years.

It was raining on 19 May in the town of José C. Paz, at our concentración on Natalio Salvatori’s estate. El Flaco Menotti called all twenty-five of us to the centre of the practice pitch. I could see it coming, I could see it coming. The squad had five players competing for the number-ten position: Villa, Alonso, Valencia, Bochini and me. I think El Flaco liked Valencia the most because he had discovered him; and then Villa; Alonso was included in the team because there was a tremendous campaign by the press and I don’t know who, and El Bocha Bochini got the nod before anyone. As for me, well, my time had come.

The day before, Francis had been to visit me at the concentración and he’d found me crying in my room – as I said, I saw it coming. When the news broke that Humberto Bravo, Lito Bottaniz and me were left out, only a couple of the players came over to comfort me: Leopoldo Luque, a great guy, and El Tolo Gallego. No one else. At the time they were too important to waste a word on a kid. I’m not saying they were wrong in anything they did; everyone wanted to play their first World Cup and everyone was looking after their own interests. Someone had to be El Flaco’s snitch. That’s how it works with the stars in football. What happened to me was something that could happen to any new kid on the block. That’s how it was, I was just another kid. Now, with hindsight, it’s a different matter. I didn’t stay another minute when I heard the news: I no longer felt a part of that group. If you’re in, you all pull forward together. If you’re out, best to get out.

It was terrible when I got home. It was like a funeral. My mum was crying, my dad was crying, my brothers and sisters were crying. They kept telling me that I was the best, that I shouldn’t worry because I would play five World Cups. But they were all crying. That was the worst thing. On that day, the saddest of my career, I swore I would get my revenge. It was the biggest disappointment of my life, it marked me for ever, it defined me. I felt in my legs and in my heart and in my mind that I would show them all. I would play in many World Cups. That’s exactly what Menotti had told me, but at the time I wasn’t able to listen to reason. I lived through Argentina ’78 like any other Argentinian – I even went to a couple of matches: against Italy and the final against Holland. When Argentina were crowned World Champions, I went out in Claudia’s father’s van to celebrate all over Buenos Aires. But I kept thinking that I could have been a part of that squad. I was sure I could have made a contribution.

At that point, when I was left out of the final squad of twenty-two I realised that bronca, or anger, was a fuel for me. It really got me revved up. I played best when I was after revenge. Two days after El Flaco broke the awful news to me, I put on the Argentinos strip and went out on to the pitch: we beat Chacarita 5 – 0; I scored two goals and made two assists. I remember that, after scoring one, Huguito Pena, a great guy, may he rest in peace, came up to me, put his arm round my shoulder and whispered in my ear, ‘Dieguito, if I wasn’t wearing a different strip I’d celebrate with you . . . Don’t worry, kid, you’re going to play in many World Cups and you’re going to shut everyone up.’

There, at Argentinos, I learnt what it means to fight your way up from the bottom, to challenge the big guys when you’re small. To leave aside the word relegation in order to dream of a championship title. Our form picked up, against everyone and against everything. We came fifth in the Metropolitano championship of ’78, and I was top scorer with twenty-two goals. I hardly played in that year’s Nacional but I made the most of it: I played four games and scored four goals.

By then I had formalised my relationship with Cyterszpiler. From my time with Los Cebollitas until 1977 we had handled everything on the basis of friendship, not a single piece of paper was signed. But the story had changed too much and the time had come to turn the friendship into something professional. I wanted someone I could trust, and I trusted him. We had offers from everywhere, from brands wanting me to represent them, as well as football clubs. There had even been an offer from England: one million and forty thousand dollars for me and Carlitos Fren. One million and forty thousand dollars! So one day, walking out of my house in Argerich, when I was sixteen and he was eighteen, I said to Jorge: ‘I want you to handle my affairs.’ And that’s how it all started. He had dropped out of college where he was studying economics – after the second year I think – and came with me when I played for Argentina’s youth squad in the South American Youth Championships in Caracas, Venezuela, in 1977. It was a complete disaster: no one supported that team, everyone was thinking about the 1978 World Cup and only that. We weren’t a bad team, but we were lonelier than Adam on Mother’s Day.

It wasn’t until after Argentina ’78 that they remembered us. Argentina had won its first World Cup and Menotti turned his attention to the national youth team as soon as the victory lap was finished. His idea was to coach us for the first Youth World Cup which was to be played in Japan in 1979, thereby grooming a whole new generation of players ready for the 1982 World Cup. Our youth squad was a spectacular team, chosen by the master Duchini: Sergio García was the goalkeeper, from Tigre; Abelardo Carabelli, who had played against the Cebollitas with Huracán, now with Argentinos; Juanchi Simón and El Gringo Sperandío, from Newell’s; Rubén Juan Rossi, from Colón; Huguito Alves and Bachino, from Boca; Juancito Barbas and Gaby Calderón, from Racing; Osvaldito Rinaldi, from San Lorenzo; Pichi Escudero, from Chacarita; Ramón Díaz, from River; Jorge Piaggio and Alfredito Torres, from Atlanta; El Flaco Lanao, from Vélez; Tucu Meza; Barrera . . . We went all over the country playing against the biggest teams, we scored non-stop, the stadiums were full. We were the business.

In November 1978 we beat the famous US Cosmos 2 – 1 in Tucuman, in a packed stadium. I scored one goal and Barrera the other. At the end of the match I swapped shirts with Franz Beckenbauer.

El Flaco had promised us that he would always be with our youth team. And he kept his word. He came with us to a tournament in Montevideo, which was really tough. That’s where we qualified for the Youth World Cup. I was incredibly proud to be a part of Menotti’s team. He was the architect of the team, responsible for getting it into our heads that all that stuff about being moral champions was useless. When I went to register myself at the AFA at the age of twelve I didn’t see a single World Cup trophy there – all the cabinets were empty . . . Now, thank God, we have a couple and El Flaco had something to do with that.

We were really up for it in Montevideo. We thrashed Peru, we drew against Uruguay, and we drew against Brazil. That Brazil side was constantly passing the ball, they never lost possession. At half-time Menotti gathered us in the centre of the pitch and said, ‘Do what they do!’ And it was a great match. The little black guys played, taca taca, reached the box and had some great shots which shaved the post; then we’d get the ball, taca taca, and we would light up their penalty area. We drew 0 – 0 but we knocked them out, eventually qualifying along with Uruguay and Paraguay.

At the end of that championship I turned another dream into reality, maybe the most important one: I took my whole family to see the sea for the first time. We spent a few days in Atlántida, in Uruguay, and there and then, on the beach, when we were all together, I asked my old man for a very big favour: I pleaded with him to stop working. He was fifty, he had done enough for us. Now it was my turn.

El Flaco started fielding some of us youth team players in the national squad first-team games. He was getting us ready to reach the Youth World Cup in tiptop form. He played me and Barbas against Bulgaria, at the River stadium, in the first match after the World Cup. We won 2 – 1. Then he took us to Berna, to play a game against Holland, for a FIFA party or something. I went out on to the pitch to play against Neeskens, against Krol, against that incredible team. We drew 0 – 0 and then we won on penalties: I took one of them, and Barbitas took one too. We were kids, sure, but we felt important.

Around this time, Argentinos declared me non-transferable. The problem was how they would manage to pay me and keep hold of me, given the offers that were coming in from abroad. So a deal was struck with Austral, a domestic airline now gone bust: they put their logo on the Argentinos strip and that’s how I managed to stay. Otherwise I might have played in Argentina even less than I eventually did. By then I was already the face of Puma, of Coca-Cola, of Agfa, of a whole bunch of brands that two years previously I hadn’t even heard of. Soon after I played another match with the national first team, against Italy, in Rome. By then I was ready to dive head first towards my objective.

When we arrived in Japan we knew we couldn’t lose. I was adamant; I had decided to take revenge for the 1978 World Cup. That team in Japan was, by a long way, the best team I have been a part of in my career. I’ve never had so much fun on the pitch. At the time it was the greatest joy of my life and the truth is, with the exception of my daughters, I can’t think of anything quite like it, we played such beautiful football. And everyone followed us. Ask any Argentinian what they remember about that team and I bet they’ll say: ‘It was amazing. We’d get up at 4 a.m. to watch them on the telly . . .’ And that’s what it was like: for a fortnight we got the whole country out of bed in the middle of the night.

Argentina was under a military dictatorship at the time, a junta headed by Lieutenant General Jorge Rafael Videla, and still high on the 1978 World Cup victory, people were really clinging on to the joy football can bring.

I don’t know if the military who were in power at the time used us, I just don’t know. Some people seem to think the fact that the military government relished our success belittles what we achieved. I’m sure the military did try to turn our popularity to their advantage because that’s what they did with everything. But one thing shouldn’t take away from the other: it’s not right that our triumph should get dirtied because of the military. There should be no doubt as to what I think about them, though. Videla and his cronies, who made thirty thousand people disappear, don’t deserve anything, least of all to tarnish the memory of the success of a group of kids. People complain about me, they say I’m contradictory, but what about Argentina? In our country there are still people who defend Videla but far fewer who defend Che Guevara. Far fewer! They’ve not even heard of him. Videla dirtied Argentina’s reputation abroad; Che is someone we should all be proud of. But in those days Videla was in charge. And if there is a picture of me shaking hands with him all I can say is: I didn’t have a choice.

In terms of the relationship with the military dictatorship I will always remember the attitude of the Argentina and River Plate goalkeeper Ubaldo ‘Pato’ Fillol towards Admiral Lacoste. Lacoste was a member of the military government who liked to pull his weight in Argentinian football. And particularly so with River Plate. The story was that Pato had got stubborn about signing – he was a tough cookie when it came to money! – and Lacoste tried to get involved and put pressure on him to sign. Pato wouldn’t budge. Once, just before kick-off, when we were all lined up ready for the national anthems, this guy Lacoste came before us to shake hands, one by one. When he reached Fillol, Pato stayed still, completely stiff, refused to shake his hand. Unbelievable! I thought he was phenomenally brave – it was the best way to make his feelings clear.



 In the summer of 1979 the Japanese adopted us immediately, they warmed to us. In our opening match on 26 August, we scored five against Indonesia, 5 – 0, in Omiya, where we headed our group. From then on we were unstoppable: 1 – 0 against Yugoslavia, on the 28th, and 4 – 1 against Poland, on the 30th. We won our group easily. We played so well, with such style. I was the captain and I loved it: every time I spoke on the phone to Claudia she said that when I wore the captain’s band I carried my right arm higher, lifted it up. She called me ‘El Gran Capitan’. I did feel more responsible, although there were things that I couldn’t control, things to do with my personality. I was so fixated on revenge that I had resolved to play every single match of the Youth World Cup, all ninety minutes of every match, I didn’t want to miss a thing. When we played against Algeria in the quarter-final, El Flaco substituted me. I was so pissed off. At first, I sat on the bench sulking. Then I stormed into the dressing room. And it was there I really lost it, I wept like a baby. When the match was over and the others came in with another 5 – 0 under their belts they realised something was up, that I wasn’t well.

They asked me what was wrong and I confessed – I was devastated by my substitution. They were all trying to comfort me, especially El Flaco. He said: ‘But Diego, you always want to play. I was thinking of taking you off against Poland. Don’t you realise I want to rest you?’ Rest me my arse! I wanted to play, I wanted to play every match. That evening I nearly didn’t go down for supper but I thought about the captaincy, about the responsibility. My bronca didn’t disappear until two days later, when we faced Uruguay in the semi-final, on 4 September. That’s what I was like, even in those days.



 That match against Uruguay was like any match against Uruguay. It had all the ingredients of a classic River Plate derby. They kicked the shit out of me and if we won it’s because we outsmarted them with the ball: we didn’t abandon our style and it ended 2 – 0, with a goal from Ramón ‘El Pelado’ Díaz and one from me, a header. When El Pelado scored the first I ran out celebrating like a madman and suddenly I realised I was right in front of the Uruguay bench. It looked like I was taking the piss and I apologised after the match. But I was crazy with joy. It was my team and we were in the final, against the USSR. I was obsessed with the idea of returning to Argentina with the cup. I imagined walking down the airplane steps with the cup in my hands, it was like a film going round my head all the time. But I knew it might not come true. Not because we could lose in the final against the Russians – I was sure we would beat them – but because El Flaco had already told me I would be playing on tour with the first team, which meant I might have to go straight from Japan to join them, not giving me enough time to fly home . . . I wanted to die: I didn’t dare refuse to play with the first team but I also didn’t want to miss out on my dream of returning to Argentina holding the cup. You know what saved me? Military service. That’s right. I was a conscript in those days and me and Juan Barbas, who was in the same boat, had an expiry date on our military licences . . . so we had to fly back come what may! I heard the news the day before the final, so everything was perfect.

I shared a room with Barbas, a guy I love very much. The final was to take place on 7 September, at 7 p.m. Tokyo time. Juan and I tried to take a siesta but we couldn’t sleep: our eyes were fixed on the clock. Bastard, it was for ever 3 p.m.! We were so anxious. Those waits always killed me. I preferred to play in the afternoon because I liked to sleep until midday so I didn’t have time to get anxious, but playing in the evening meant you couldn’t avoid it. The only consolation was that back in Argentina the fans didn’t have to get up so early. The final would be shown at 7 a.m.

We took the coach to the National Stadium, in central Tokyo, and there we began to enact each and every one of our unnecessary rituals. Before the game against Uruguay, César had been about to start the technical chat and I had got delayed. Rogelio Poncini, the assistant, called me: Diego, the only one missing is you. So, before the game against USSR, I played the fool and hung around, holding myself back on purpose so as to repeat history, until Poncini realised what was going on and called me over. And then there was this mania Menotti had: he used to tap the wall with his fingers and it sounded like he was making music. On the last match he seemed not to be doing it so I asked him: ‘César, aren’t you playing today?’ And El Flaco started beating his fingers, on and on. I had another ritual, more intimate: I would go into the last shower and pray; I would ask God for my mum’s help, and for Him to play with me, and for La Claudia to pray for me, and finally that we win.

We won of course. We won the final of the first FIFA Coca-Cola Youth World Cup against the Soviet Union by three goals to one, on that unforgettable 7 September 1979, and I wrote it all down in a travel diary I kept.

At no point in the first half did I think they could score against us. And even though we didn’t get into their area much, when we did so we were better than them. In the second half, when they scored their goal, we had five or six minutes of uncertainty. I started thinking about the match against Uruguay, when we seemed unable to find the net however hard we tried: we’d shoot from inside the six-yard box and it would hit the goalie’s knees. Unbelievable! But the main thing was that we didn’t despair. When Tucu Meza came on, he managed to lead us all, give us all direction. He played the best match of his life. The atmosphere was less tense than against Uruguay. It was a much less physical game, mainly because the Russians have absolute confidence in their strength. When they go after the ball they do so firmly, but always fairly.

We continued without losing our heads, without kicking long balls; we tried to impose our skill and that helped us; we didn’t play rough. We did everything with clarity, simply. And we equalised with a goal from Alves, a penalty kick. That’s when I knew we were going to win. I was convinced. Even when we were down 1 – 0 we never lost faith in ourselves. With the equaliser I knew that if we continued like this, the cup was ours.

Everything happened within the space of a few minutes. First El Pelado Díaz scored, and then I took a free kick. I sized it up, saw the gap, and then ... goal. There we were at last. I couldn’t believe it, we were World Champions!

Calderón was the first to cross my path. Then I hugged my dad, then Jorge, the other lads, and immediately after I looked upwards to give this championship to La Tota. I thought back to being left out of the 1978 World Cup and I savoured my revenge. I got ready to go and lift the trophy. I saw the president of FIFA, João Havelange, stretching his hand out to me. I asked him if I could lift the cup, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. I took it from him. I took a step back and made a reverential bow, Japanese style, and we looked for Menotti, who at that point was not with us. We ran towards him with the cup, we gave it to him, we lifted him in the air and we started our victory lap. All around us we could hear the Japanese joining us and shouting Ar-gen-tina! Ar-gen-tina!!

Suddenly the lights went off and a beam lit us all the way round the pitch. At that point we burst into tears, like children. It was madness, people were asking us to raise the cup and show it to them as if they were Argentinian.

When I returned to the dressing room, there was dancing and partying. We didn’t want to leave the stadium, but the celebrations were continuing back at our hotel, so we had to go. And there I had a very special moment: El Flaco Menotti tying the knot on my tie and saying very quietly, as if he didn’t want the others to hear: ‘Diego, you’ve been chosen as best player of the tournament. You will be awarded the Balon d’Or.’ It was all too much for me.

We finished in the early hours, all of us in Poncini’s room, drinking mate, the traditional Argentinian tea, a very strong brew which is passed round the group like a ritual. As if we were in Argentina, as if nothing had happened. Then I remembered a phrase of Francis Cornejo’s, a phrase he had used to define me, when my name started to become known the world over. Francis always said that I could be at a gala dinner, with a white dinner jacket on, but if I saw a muddy ball coming my way I would stop it with my chest. And what’s more: if it was coming towards my head, I would knock it with my forehead, and if it fell near my left foot, I would start playing keepy-uppy among the dinner tables. And that’s it: that’s how I felt playing with that beautiful team in Japan – we were just kids, drinking mate in our room. That’s how football was for me. I had wanted, at all costs, to return to Argentina, to step down from the plane, with the cup in my hands. I managed it, and it was one of the most beautiful moments of my life.

And I managed to shake off the military service to boot: all of us who were doing it, Escudero, Simón, Barbas, the lot of them, they all asked me to get them out of it. So I became the spokesman. When I met with the officers in charge of conscription I saluted and said to them: ‘We’ve given you the title, would you give us an honorary discharge?’ Incredibly, I pulled it off. Another triumph. It wouldn’t have been right to leave shouting and punching the air, but I wanted to.



 Almost as soon as I stepped off the plane, I put myself at El Flaco’s disposal once again. How could I not? All my dreams were coming true, one after the other. I went on tour with the Argentinian first team. In Glasgow at Hampden Park on 2 June 1979, I celebrated my first goal in the blue and white of the first team. We beat Scotland 3 – 1 and I felt I could beat the world. During that tour poor Negro Ortiz had to return to Argentina because he had some sort of attack that left him half-paralysed. He acted as a generous postman for me, and took Claudia all the letters I’d been writing to her, every day. On 25 June, a year after the 1978 World Cup final between Holland and Argentina, the final that I should have been a part of, a celebration match was played: us against the Rest of the World. I made myself noticed, yes: I scored one of the finest goals I can remember against Brazil’s Emerson Leão. I curled it with my left, from outside the box, and nailed it in at an angle . . . Fucking motherfucker, why wasn’t I on the pitch a year earlier, just a year earlier, was I that much younger, for fuck’s sake?

I swore I would never ever again miss an Argentina game, wherever I was, whatever happened. I didn’t care who my opponents were. England at Wembley weren’t any old rivals, though, and that’s where we were heading next. We lost 3 – 1 but I nearly scored what would have been a great goal against them. In fact, what happened in London in May 1980 helped me, six years later, to score the best goal of my life. I dribbled past all of the England defenders at Wembley, but instead of dribbling past the goalie I tried to finish too soon . . . and it just missed the post. My little brother, El Turco, who was only seven years old, told me I’d made a mistake. In the World Cup in Mexico I remembered his advice.

In the meantime I was still struggling with Argentinos Juniors. During the Metropolitano championship of 1979 I scored twenty-two goals along with Sergio Elio Fortunato, and we finished joint second with Vélez. We had to go on to play a decider for second spot. I’d been suspended after a referee took a dislike to me in a friendly I’d played a couple of weeks earlier. It was the first time I had to watch an Argentinos decider from the outside and sadly it wouldn’t be the last. We lost, 4 – 0.

I was top scorer in the Nacional of ’79, with twelve goals, and in the Metropolitano ’80 also, with twenty-five, but once again I missed the crucial match: this time I was ill for the final against Tigre and went to the stadium wearing jeans and a sweater rather than the club strip. Although we lost we celebrated coming second. It must be the only runners’-up title I’ve ever celebrated in my whole career. For Argentinos, in those days, coming second was like becoming champions.

In the Nacional ’80, the last one with Argentinos, a couple of unforgettable things happened to me. On 14 September, at the age of nineteen, I scored my hundredth goal, against San Lorenzo in Mar del Plata. Then I had a famous falling out with Boca goalkeeper Hugo ‘El Loco’ Gatti.

It was towards the end of October, the Nacional championship was coming to its conclusion. Hugo Gatti had been interviewed in a Santa Fé newspaper, and La Razón, a national newspaper which had a very wide circulation in those days, picked up the interview. They published it on the Saturday, the night before the match we were due to play against Boca. Gatti had said that I was quite a good player but that the press were hyping me up . . . and that I was a fatty, or I was going to be a fatty. I was furious because I’d at last got my chance to play in a deciding match and he came out with that. We’d played on the Wednesday against Union, in Santa Fé; and the very next day, we played a friendly in San Justo, nearby. Now we had the possibility of qualifying for the finals of the Nacional if we beat Boca on Sunday. I answered Gatti with everything I had: I said to the press that it was a question of jealousy, that in my view he had been a great goalie but now he was a nobody, that he let in stupid goals and that was why he was picking on me and on El Pato Fillol (he had also said El Pato only saved goals because he was lucky). In reality, I was surprised at Gatti’s comments because I thought there was a good vibe between us. During another Argentinos – Boca game we were asked for a picture together and it was cool, no problem. But Gatti pissed me off. And since Cyterszpiler had already noticed that the angrier I was the better I played, he started winding me up.

‘OK, today you score two goals against him and that’s the end of the matter.’

‘No, Jorge, not two; I’m going to put four past him!’

Before the match Hugo came up to me and said that he hadn’t said what had been reported, that he thought I was a phenomenon. But by then I didn’t care, I just wanted to keep my promise to Jorge. In the end, I vaccinated him four times.

The first time I received the ball from the left, got it to the centre of the box with a left-footed back-heel flick and it hit Hugo Alves on the arm. I took the penalty gently, towards Gatti’s right; he dived towards the left.

The second time, I started off down the right, four or five metres away from the corner flag, and took the ball in diagonally towards the centre of the pitch. Ruggeri fouled me and their defenders lost a little bit of concentration. I took my opportunity and shot immediately. The ball went high and inside the far post.

For the third goal, Pasculli took the ball out wide. I ran down the middle and he placed a perfect pass to me on the edge of the box, beating Abel Alves. I brought it down with my chest and then I moved a little towards the right. When Gatti came out I swept it gently into the far post with the inside of my foot.

For the final goal I played a one-two with Pasculli. I went down the middle and Abel Alves fouled me from behind. I thought I was already inside the box but the ref called it outside; just right of centre. Vidal stood in front of Gatti, taking advantage of the fact that they had Hugo Alves on the post playing him onside. I kicked it hard, towards the post where Gatti was standing, and the ball went in over him.

I answered Gatti in the best possible way, and I also achieved something valuable for Argentinos: qualification for the quarterfinals of the championship. Also, the Boca terraces shouted my name for the first time: Maradooó, Maradooó! It was enormously emotional: those were the same fans who had sung to me a few years back, ¡Que-se-que-de que-se-que-de! Something very special was beginning to happen between us . . . Love, they call it. After the game, I took my whole family to the USA, to Disneyworld. From Fiorito to Disneyworld in four years.

Many thought that this was the best spell I’d had with Argentinos Juniors since I’d started playing in the first division. It’s possible. For me, the most important thing was that the fans loved me, probably because Argentinos was a small club. But the national squad also wanted me and once again I was left unable to play important games with Argentinos. Uruguay was soon to host El Mundialito: a FIFA-organised tournament between the six World Champions to that date (Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina, Italy, England, Germany) and Argentina had a long way to go to prepare. In Montevideo we beat Germany, we drew with Brazil and were knocked out . . . It was 1981 and I would not play another championship with the strip that had launched me into my world, the world of football. Argentinos Juniors was over for me.
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