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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2026 EDITION

Rereading Football Against the Enemy now, I almost feel as if it had been written by someone else. Just as most crimes have a statute of limitation, partly because there comes a point when you’re no longer the same person who did the deed, that’s also true of books. In Samuel Beckett play Krapp’s Last Tape, an older man listens in horror and embarrassment to monologues he recorded earlier in life: ‘Hard to believe I was ever that young whelp. The voice! Jesus! And the aspirations!’

A third of a century after I wrote Football Against the Enemy, it embarrasses me only occasionally. I find the prose over-polished. The tic I had at the time of writing ‘for’ when I meant ‘because’ now feels affected. On the other hand, I’m in awe of the physical endurance and chutzpah of this kid who went around the world on £5,000, without a press card, talked his way into interviews with Roger Milla, Bobby Charlton and Argentinian generals, and got home without losing his notes.

Above all, I’m proud that the book is still read. A publisher once told me that few books live even ten years – or as long as a dog or a car. One book of mine got sandbagged by events and only survived two months. But as I write this, Football Against the Enemy is a healthy 31 years old. I think that’s largely because it said something new and true. It was published at a time when very little had been written about the social and political significance of football. In the early 1990s, the game was still treated as only a game. I wanted to show that it was a social phenomenon. Maybe football didn’t change the world, but I thought it could help explain it.

In what follows I want to revisit the book’s origins, and then ask how it stands up in today’s very different world and football culture.

I got the idea for Football Against the Enemy at some point in the late 1980s. One inspiration was the Holland-West Germany semifinal at Euro 1988, which for Dutch people was suffused by distorted memories of World War Two (see Chapter 2). At the time I was eighteen years old, but already working as a journalist on the side. I’d grown up in the Netherlands, spoke Dutch, and after following my parents to London aged sixteen, I had begun writing articles about Dutch football for World Soccer magazine. I got paid £30 or £40 a piece, which was good money for a teenager in the 1980s. But I realised I didn’t have the c.v. to pitch a book. I filed the idea away in my mind, telling myself I would write it when I was old.

Then I got lucky: in 1990 I was mugged in San Francisco by a guy named Calvin. I wrote up the experience for The Independent newspaper’s student travelwriting competition, and won. After The Independent published my story, I got a letter from a literary agent asking whether I had a book I wanted to write. I told him I did. Calvin, if you’re reading this: thank you.

I should also thank the writer Pete Davies. He spent the 1990 World Cup as a sort of writer-in-residence to the England team. He stayed in their hotel, won the players’ trust, and wrote about them as if they were sentient human beings – something few fans had suspected at the time. Davies’ book All Played Out appeared in 1991. Suddenly ‘football book’ was no longer considered an oxymoron. Some publishers were even willing to listen to a pitch from a naïve twenty-one-year-old who had never published an article longer than 1,000 words. One or two of them told me, ‘We know that intelligent football books can sell, because All Played Out did.’ The copy of the book I have today is one that a publisher gave me in 1991. He said he hoped I could write about football like Davies did.

Davies has been called the John the Baptist to Nick Hornby’s Jesus. Hornby’s Fever Pitch came out in 1992. I read it while writing Football Against the Enemy, and it gave me confidence that football books could say something about life outside football. Davies and Hornby started a new wave of football literature, which I rode. That first wave of books was greeted with a degree of suspicion. Some sceptics felt that a working man’s game was being invaded by high-falutin ‘writers’ who dressed it up in pretentious nonsense. These people said: ‘Football is just twenty-two grown men in shorts running around kicking a piece of leather. How can it be a subject for literature?’ I never bought that argument. By the same token, you could say that writing is just tapping bits of plastic while sitting in a chair; playing the piano is just hitting bits of ivory while sitting on a stool; and so on.

The person who did most to help me envision this book is a remarkable German called Helmut Klopfleisch (chapter three). It happened like this: I spent the university year 1990–1991 studying in Berlin, and a publisher who was considering my book proposal asked me to write a sample chapter. I had no idea what to write about. I only had the vaguest idea of what the book should be. I’d never been a reporter. I didn’t know how to go and interview actual people. The very thought scared me.

So I phoned the fan club of the biggest Berlin club, Hertha, and said, ‘I want to write a book about football and politics. Do you know anyone I should interview?’ It was a terrible, vague question, and 999 times out of 1000 I wouldn’t have got a reply. But amazingly, a man from the fan club rang back. He said, ‘We know someone you should speak to. He’s a Hertha fan who was persecuted by the East German secret police and then expelled from the country for supporting West German football clubs.’  I visited Klopfleisch in his apartment in Berlin (I saw him again in the same flat during Euro 2024; we’re still friends) and he told me his story of going around Eastern Europe watching western teams while being tailed by secret  policemen. I sat on his sofa listening with my mouth open. His stories about football’s connections to life and politics were better than anything I had imagined. I thought, ‘There is a book here, but it might be too big for me to write.’ Both thoughts were probably correct.

On the back of my specimen chapter about Klopfleisch, Bill Massey at Hodder & Stoughton gave me a book contract. The advance was only £3,500, not enough to go around the world doing research, but I arranged with my agent that I’d write articles from the road, which he would sell to magazines. Freelance journalism still paid in those days. So, one morning in July 1992, I took a ferry from Harwich to Hook of Holland with a typewriter in my rucksack. I had planned my route, but had little idea how to research the book. In hindsight, there were two big difficulties: I hardly knew anyone anywhere, and the internet hadn’t been invented yet. There was almost no football writing at the time beyond match results and player interviews, so it was hard to find out anything interesting about football in, say, Cameroon or Russia, without actually going there.

All this meant that I was flying blind. I’d arrive in Buenos Aires, find some coins for the telephone, call a number that somebody in London had given to me a year ago, say, ‘Hola? Hola?’, and in my nonexistent Spanish (or Estonian, or Lithuanian, or whatever language) try to arrange to meet the friend of a friend who had never heard of me. Sometimes the person on the other end of line would say, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Sánchez is dead,’ or ‘He moved away 20 years ago.’ I became proficient – for the only time in my life – at just going up to people and saying ‘Hi’. It’s a useful ability, and I’m sorry I’ve since lost it.

Football Against the Enemy is a young man’s book. It probably benefited from being written in night trains and youth hostels, when just getting an interview with someone was an adventure in itself. If I were writing it now, I’d email interviewees beforehand, and arrange to meet them in clean cafés or hotel lobbies. The book would be better informed, but it would lose something. Back then, I was so scruffy that I was too scruffy to be a journalist. ‘You don’t look like a journalist,’ said a suspicious press officer at a Hungarian club, and I walked around with that thought all the time, despite my precious photocopied letter from World Soccer in my rucksack. I was 22 to 23 years old (I celebrated my birthday alone with a falafel in Barcelona), staying in youth hostels, and claiming on very little evidence to be writing a book. I had to rely on the kindness of strangers, and most people I met were kind. Some gave hours of their time to answer my questions, and only a few seemed motivated by egomania.

Most of the nine months I spent travelling, I was scared. I worried that when my book appeared, the reviews would be terrible, and that everyone I knew would read them. I’d sit in some cold youth hostel with dirty showers wishing I was back talking rubbish with friends at university. I often wished I hadn’t got the book contract. I was also travelling on an even more frugal budget than I’d expected, because I wasn’t selling freelance articles. My agent in London never picked up the phone. Only when I returned home from my travels did I discover that he’d disappeared. He seemed to have had some mental-health breakdown, and ditched agenting (before popping up again as an agent years later). When I came home, my publisher, Bill, seemed surprised that I’d actually been to all those countries and had got some interviews. By this point he’d moved from Hodder & Stoughton to Orion. He took the book with him, and persuaded Orion to bump up the advance to a massive £5,000. It meant that I’d almost broken even on travelling the world.

I finished the book at 2 a.m. on the night of 5 September 1993, months after Bill’s deadline. I was moving to the US to study for a year the next day. I printed out the pages, commissioned my sister to drop them off at Orion’s offices (thank you, Hannah), and got on a plane. The book then appeared just before the 1994 World Cup, and only the Sunday Times review (from which I can still recall entire passages) was terrible. The assumption underlying the book, that football can reveal something about a society, seems a truism today, but it struck many readers in 1994 as new. I’m still not sure that Football Against the Enemy is a good book – I worry it’s an unstructured jumble – but it was an original book. It appeared just as the connection between football and politics was entering mainstream consciousness. In May 1994, a couple of weeks before publication date, Silvio Berlusconi, the owner of AC Milan, became Italian prime minister. His party, Forza Italia, was named after a football chant. He started a global trend: since then, the Liberian footballer George Weah, the Argentinian businessman Mauricio Macri (former president of Boca Juniors) and most recently Georgia’s Russia-friendly puppet leader Mikheil Kavelashvili, former striker of Manchester City, have all used football to become presidents of their countries.

Football Against the Enemy was shortlisted for the William Hill Sports Book of the Year. The prize was to be awarded at a reception at Sportspages bookshop in London. By then, I had joined the Financial Times (where I still work today) and they had sent me on the world’s worst journalism course, in Hastings. I begged the people who ran the course to let me go to London for the award ceremony, and they reluctantly agreed. I knew I wasn’t going to win, but I thought I’d at least get an afternoon out in London. At the reception I was chatting to real writers, feeling unspeakably glamorous, when Matthew Engel, the head judge, began his speech. I told myself: you definitely won’t win. When he said, ‘the winning book is a fresh book, a young book’, I realised I’d won. I shook his hand and said, ‘It couldn’t have happened to a poorer man’. I was a student journalist on a stipend of £150 a week. Buying the train ticket that day had been a stretch. Suddenly, Matthew was handing me a cheque from William Hill for £3,500.

I spent the rest of the afternoon drinking with Nick Hornby and the most famous sportswriter of the day, Hugh McIlvanney, in a terrible pub on Cambridge Circus. Afterwards I got the train back to Hastings, walked into the pub where all the journalism trainees used to gather on Wednesday nights, and shouted, for the first time in my life, ‘Drinks are on me!’

Nick Hornby had said he’d tell his Dutch publisher about me. The next day, at the training course in Hastings, a call came through for me on the only phone in the building. A Dutch publisher said: ‘Mr Hornby told me I have to translate your book.’ A couple of dozen other translations followed in the next few years, including, I eventually discovered, one in Farsi. One morning I was googling myself (an excellent way of keeping up with the news) when I found a semi-accurate description of the book on the website of the Teheran International Book Fair. The final words were: ‘“Football against the Enemies” is presented by Cheshmeh Publications in 430 pages and price of 80.000 Rials.’ Cheshmeh Publications hadn’t told me. I was outraged: even the Russian publisher had paid for the translation, though admittedly years late. I contacted the person at Orion who handled translation rights. ‘Nothing you can do,’ she said, trying not to chortle at the thought of my flying to Teheran to enforce my intellectual property rights. Rogue states get to steal other people’s books with impunity. Still, each translation thrilled me, though none could match the time that Coach Beard in the Ted Lasso series was shown reading the book in his office.

The book also encouraged other writers to explore the nexus of sport and politics. I’m proud that Franklin Foer and Alexander Wolff cited Football Against the Enemy as an inspiration for their respective books How Soccer Explains the World and Big Game, Small World: A Basketball Adventure.

Like a person, a book that survives changes with age. When Football Against the Enemy appeared, it was a kind of travel book. Over time, it morphed into a snapshot of a lost era: the world as it was just after communism and apartheid, and just before the internet. In the first eighteen months after publication, I added two new chapters: chapter 19 on the World Cup 1994, which I experienced as the lowliest employee of the American host broadcaster, ABC; and chapter 20 on Croatia after the Yugoslav wars.

But I soon realised that I couldn’t add any more. The era described in the book had ended. I now think of Football Against the Enemy as a humble example of the young British explorer’s genre, something like Laurie Lee’s As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning (1969) or Patrick Leigh Fermor’s A Time of Gifts (1977): it describes a world that no longer exists. I didn’t know while I was writing it, but the national football cultures I was charting were dying. The supporters I met in towns like Glasgow, Moscow and Buenos Aires were mostly homegrown fanatics. Because these countries were isolated, their football cultures were quite different from each other. Each place had its own fan rituals and style of football. At the time, rivalries tended to set tribe against tribe: Dutch against Germans, or Scottish Catholics against Scottish Protestants. The football stadium was then still a place to uncover suppressed ethnic, religious, regional and class tensions.

I realised that something fundamental had changed one day in 1999, when I was back in Glasgow, researching the Old Firm again for a potential TV documentary. I met a hardcore Celtic fan, a Catholic who at first seemed to be telling the sort of tribal story that I felt familiar with. Whenever Celtic played Protestant Rangers, this man shouted outrageous abuse at the ‘Prods’. He had named his second son for every member of the 1967 European Cup-winning Celtic team (‘The subs wouldn’t fit on the birth certificate’). It sounded like the usual story - except that this man was married to a Protestant. While his wife was recovering in hospital, he had sneaked to the town hall to name their son. When she found out, she had kicked down a door in rage. He showed me a picture of the baby at two days old, dressed in the Celtic home shirt, in the arms of his elder brother who was wearing the Celtic away shirt. ‘Put it this way,’ said the father triumphantly, ‘the boy will never play for Rangers.’

This man had no problem with Protestants. To him, Celtic vs Rangers was no longer about religion. Nor was it by then to many other Celtic or Rangers fans, who had stopped going to church and were merrily marrying across sectarian divides. In other words, although Celtic and Rangers fans still shouted sectarian slogans at football matches, they usually no longer meant them.

And this was becoming true all over Europe, and probably beyond. When I wrote the book, football conflicts in Europe still reflected religious or class or regional passions. Just as FC Barcelona used to stand for Catalan nationalism, the Dutch in 1992 still carried around the trauma of the German occupation. But over time, these passions weakened. Most Europeans stopped believing in God, class divides narrowed, the Dutch learned to love the Germans, and Barcelona went from being a Catalan club to a European club to a global club. So when Barcelona fans now wave Catalan flags, or Glaswegian fans sing sectarian songs, they are mostly just using traditional symbols to express a football rivalry. That Glaswegian father had stronger feelings for Celtic than for his ethnic group. What you hear in European football stadiums today is no longer the echo of other passions. Rather, football has become a cause in itself.

When I travel around watching matches now, I see the same things everywhere. On the pitch, styles have been globalised. One question I set out to answer in Football Against the Enemy was ‘how the life of a country affects its football. What, in other words, makes Brazil play like Brazil, England like England, Holland like Holland?’ But that question has become outdated. Thirty years on, all the leading countries are converging on the same kind of football. In fact, England in the mid-2020s often look more ‘Dutch’ than Holland do, something that would have astounded Bobby Robson (see chapter eleven). Even in South Africa, as I saw on a return visit in 2024, the old languid ‘piano and shoeshine’ style (see chapter 14) has been replaced by the kind of fast-passing collective game that’s played everywhere else.

And the stands have been globalised too. You now see the same face-painted fans and hear the same chants around the world. Just around the time that Football Against the Enemy appeared, the game was spreading to the final holdouts. Between 1993 and 1996, Japan, the US, China and India acquired national professional football leagues. More and more people in these countries began watching football. But they weren’t ‘blood-and-soil’ fans, like the Celtic or Barcelona supporters I had seen, who followed the team of their local tribe. Globalised fans fell for global teams. In 2008 I returned to my country of birth, Uganda, for the first time since I was a baby, and felt surrounded by the symbols of English football as I never had in England. Many of the country’s ‘matatu’ minibus taxis were painted in the colours of English clubs. A typical logo might read, ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone: Liverpool Football Club’. Men went around their daily business in pirated English club shirts. One day, walking down a dirt path in a village, I stopped the umpteenth Ugandan wearing a fake Arsenal shirt, and asked, ‘Can you tell me why Ugandans love Arsenal?’

He said, ‘I myself support Manchester United.’

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

‘That’s just to wear,’ he explained.

You see the new international model of fandom on social media: there are people in Kuala Lumpur or Soweto who identify themselves as ‘1000% Man Utd’.

I’m wary, as a writer, of retracing my tracks. I’ve always tried to write a kind of book that I haven’t written before. But I’ve made a quiet promise to myself that if I’m still alive and healthy in 2040, aged seventy, I’ll start researching the 50-year sequel to Football Against the Enemy. If I do write the book, I won’t sleep in youth hostels. I’d probably also go to Asia, which I never even considered the first time around. I envisage a book in the same spirit as the first one, but about a different world: less about tribes and enemies, and more about the quintessentially 21st-century experience of falling in love online.

Paris, 1 December 2025.


Chapter 1

CHASING FOOTBALL AROUND THE WORLD

No one knows how many football fans there are. World Cup USA 1994, Inc. has put out a booklet claiming that the TV audience for the Italian World Cup was 25.6 billion (five times the world’s population), and that 31 billion are expected to watch the American World Cup.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2

FOOTBALL IS WAR

Things may change when Serbia first play Croatia, but for the moment the greatest grudge match in European football is Holland vs. Germany.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A few months later, a Dutch book of poetry appeared under the title, Holland–Germany. Football Poetry. Some of the poems are by professional poets, and others by professional footballers.

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

wrote A.J. Heerma van Voss. The Rotterdam poet Jules Deelder, in a work called 21–6–88, finished with these lines on Van Basten’s goal:

Those who fell
Rose cheering from their graves.

Hans Boskamp wrote:

Dumb generalizations about a people
Or a nation, I despise.
A sense of proportion is very
Dear to me.

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

The poems by players are mixed in quality. The worst are by Arnold Mühren, Johan Neeskens and Wim Suurbier. Jan Wouters’ effort is the most sophisticated: blank verse with enjambements in cliché-free language. Ruud Gullit’s poem, two lines long and untranslatable, is the best by any player, and one of the best in the whole collection. Johnny Rep’s poem ends with:

P.S.
That new shirt is only really worth
Wiping your bum with.

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

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

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

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

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

In his poem ‘How Deeply It Runs’, Erik van Muiswinkel wonders how to explain Good and Evil to his daughter:

Adam, Eve, apple?
Hitler, Florence Nightingale?
I don’t know, I’m agnostic.
And preferably amoral.

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

The German players were Evil and the Dutch were Good. Or: the Germans were German and the Dutch were Dutch.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The contrast was perfect in 1988, which is why Holland vs. Germany never used to be a grudge match: never before had our players been so much more noble than theirs. True, in 1974 Holland were the best team in the world. (‘I liked very much what my chauffeur said. He said, “The best team didn’t win.”’, the Dutch Prince Bernhard, a German who fought in the Dutch Resistance, told Cruyff after the final.) True, even then the Dutch were individuals. Van Hanegem played the tournament in boots so worn that when his feet tapped the tune to the national anthem, his toe poked through a hole. But the Germans of 1974 had charm too: Beckenbauer noticed the toe and asked the Dutch kit suppliers whether they had run out of boots. These were Good Germans. Hamburg, by contrast, was World War II all over again.

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

‘In the match against Germany, you pulled the injured Völler’s hair.’

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

‘No?’

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

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

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

In 1940 they came
In 1988 we came,
Holadiay,
Holadio.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 3

THE FOOTBALL DISSIDENT

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

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

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