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Prologue

Zurich, December 2007

Two of the greatest soccer players who ever lived sat awkwardly in a Swiss opera house wondering why they’d bothered to show up. There was the floppy-haired Lionel Messi in a dark suit that draped over his narrow shoulders. And there was Cristiano Ronaldo with diamond studs in his ears and wearing a tuxedo, even though the event was expressly not black tie. Neither of them wanted to be there. Neither of them was allowed to leave.

The reason they slouched like punished schoolboys was the empty seat between them.

At their first ever FIFA World Player Gala—an annual celebration of dazzling skill, relentless drive, and uncomfortable banter—Messi and Ronaldo had both been voted not quite the best men’s player of 2007. Instead, that honor had gone to a Brazilian playmaker named Ricardo Izecson dos Santos Leite, or Kaká for short, who was now up onstage collecting his trophy. He was older than Messi and Ronaldo, and as far as they were concerned, he was also worse at soccer.

At least two other people in the velvet opera house seats that night agreed.

One was a Portuguese former nightclub promoter named Jorge Mendes, who was remaking himself as a slick-haired soccer agent by moving Iberian and South American players around Europe as casually as he juggled his many cell phones. Putting Ronaldo on that stage was a key piece in his master plan to make his client the richest athlete on the planet.

The other Jorge in the room was even more outraged. That would be Jorge Messi, father of Lionel, who still spent much of his time in their hometown of Rosario, Argentina. It had been barely seven years since he bundled his sobbing son onto a flight to Spain in the hopes of impressing some coaches at FC Barcelona. Now the former supervisor at a metal factory was an agent too—with one client who happened to share his last name—fumbling his way through the most cut-throat business in sports.

That night, they all learned a vital lesson. Award shows like this one had never counted for much in soccer before. The trophies that mattered were the ones handed out on the field, at the end of a struggle, with everyone wearing shorts, not designer suits. But that was about to change. The game they grew up with had never known an era-defining rivalry between two soloists. What no one could predict in Zurich that night was that the guys who finished second and third were about to transform soccer into an individual sport. Award shows would become their unlikely battlefield—just as soon as Messi and Ronaldo could start winning them.

Still, Messi, Ronaldo, and the Jorges couldn’t get over the fact that this event, with potential long-term effects on transfer fees and sponsorship deals, was run like Sepp Blatter’s personal cocktail party. Long before he was found to be paying himself tens of millions of dollars in illicit bonuses—which is to say, while he was still enjoying those bonuses—the longtime FIFA president concocted the awards ceremony as yet another way to surround himself with soccer legends and supermodels. And this year, for the first time, the gala was being broadcast live, in its entirety, with Blatter playing his favorite soccer role that wasn’t center forward: center-stage emcee. Next to him was a pair of Swiss TV personalities whose job it was to keep the proceedings moving and repeat Blatter in French, English, and German. But to present the marquee award of the night, the FIFA president needed more heft. He called on none other than the most prolific goalscorer and soccer pitchman of all time, the three-time World Cup winner Pelé. It was the FIFA equivalent of the Grammys trotting out Paul McCartney.

The organization that Blatter had built up from a small promoter of soccer tournaments into a global monster of marketing and television rights was sitting on roughly half a billion dollars in cash at the time. In its day-to-day operations, FIFA was more like a record label or a medium-sized insurance firm than a sports body. And just like any self-respecting record label, it held a vital stake in manufacturing its own stars.

The problem was that in the mid-2000s the soccer skies were a little dimmer than usual. The four men who had shared every award from 1996 to 2005 were now in their twilight years. Age and weight had caught up to the Real Madrid Galácticos—Zinedine Zidane, Luís Figo, and the Brazilian Ronaldo. The two-time winner Ronaldinho, meanwhile, was barely finding time to play matches for Barcelona between all-night beach parties. Things were so thin at the top of the soccer food chain that in 2006 the distinction for the world’s best, most exciting talent went to Fabio Cannavaro. He was a defender.

Now, it was Kaká’s turn. The clean-cut, middle-class kid from Sao Paulo ran AC Milan’s midfield with an easy grace that belied what a nightmare he was to face. Kaká, a freshly minted European champion, had been the golden boy before Cristiano was the golden boy and long before Leo had finished growing to five-foot-seven.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the crucial moment. I have some practice to open envelopes,” Blatter said, without a hint of irony. “Ladies and gentlemen, the winner of the FIFA World Player 2007, of this gala here in Zurich, is Kakaaaa.”

Kaká got up. Pelé, a man who had shilled for everyone from American Express to Viagra, proudly endorsed his countryman. Messi and Ronaldo stayed benched.

Making matters worse for the sulking pair, they’d been through the same drill two weeks earlier in Paris at the Ballon d’Or, a separate player of the year award that would later be unified with the FIFA prize. So the element of surprise was somewhat dampened. “To be honest, I was expecting it a little bit,” Kaká said. “I won the Champions League and was the competition’s top scorer . . . . That is the key. You have to play in a winning team.”

Not that Messi and Ronaldo were playing for pub sides. Messi, 20, had broken into the starting lineup at Barcelona under the former Dutch great Frank Rijkaard, who was doing his level best to figure out what position this dribbling Argentine actually belonged in. And Ronaldo, 22, was a bona fide star at Manchester United, where his manager, Alex Ferguson, had spent four years toughening him up to become the most complete attacker in the game. Messi and Ronaldo were already world-class, with Champions League and Premier League winners’ medals at home. Yet Kaká had captured more votes than both of them combined. As a final indignity to the losers, Blatter invited them up onstage to pose for photographs. Pelé handed each of them a little trophy, smaller than Kaká’s, only to realize that he’d mixed them up.

Somehow he’d handed the second-place prize to Ronaldo and the third-place trophy to Messi. Blatter had to intercede, shuffling between the soccer geniuses to make sure everyone was holding the right hardware. “Second, second for Lionel,” said one of the two other hosts onstage, in the kind of generic European accent that populates world soccer. “Could you change it please?”

For a moment, Ronaldo came as close as possible, for him, to feeling embarrassed. He had discovered something even more awkward than showing up to this event and losing: showing up to this event and being made to turn his trophy over to Messi. They traded second and third places while Ronaldo hoped for the opera house to open up and swallow him whole. When that didn’t happen, he endured one last shot. “You tried, you tried,” one of the hosts said as the crowd giggled. “But you didn’t manage.”

He didn’t manage a smile either. Ronaldo and Messi were forced to stand onstage through the end of the show until an orchestra played them off with “The Impossible Dream” from the musical Man of La Mancha. They hadn’t come to the opera for Broadway numbers. And they certainly hadn’t come to not win.

As it turns out, that wasn’t a problem for long. By the time someone not named Ronaldo or Messi won the award next, it would be 2018, 11 years later. No matter what Kaká said about winning teams, this prize was the ultimate yardstick for individual achievement in the world’s favorite team sport—and the award Messi and Ronaldo cared about most.

This was also the rare arena where they could be compared independently of their teammates or circumstances. Here was a live measure of all-time greatness, Messi or Ronaldo, Ronaldo or Messi. For an entire era of the game’s history, one man or the other would claim soccer’s top individual award every single year—a decade defined by their personal duels, their staggering numbers, and the wreckage they left behind.




Part 1

Two Geniuses




One

Across the Sea

IT WAS NEARLY 1:00 a.m., and Cristiano Ronaldo was winding down in the cool of the Sporting Lisbon locker room as if nothing had happened. Out there, in the summer heat of 2003, fans were still giddy about what they’d just seen: a ceremony to christen the club’s new stadium, a 3–1 victory over Manchester United, and mostly, the performance of the youngest guy on the team.

Even Ronaldo’s teammates were beside themselves as they ripped the tape off their ankles and tried to make sense of the past two hours. Can you believe Cristiano?

The 17-year-old with blond highlights in his hair and pimples on his face had been sending signals for days that something big was on the way—his teammates could see it at practice. Ronaldo oozed hair gel and intensity. Sporting manager Fernando Santos had told him he’d be in the lineup for the big exhibition against Man United, and he’d been locked in ever since. “Cristiano didn’t have to say what he wanted or what he had in mind,” says João Pinto, who scored two of Sporting’s three goals that night. “It was clear in his face how he felt and what he wanted.”

What he wanted was for Manchester United to take notice.

Down the hall the cramped visitors’ locker room was in chaos. The United players were sunburnt, jet-lagged, and also trying to make sense of the past two hours. They could barely tell what time it was or where they were, having landed in Portugal from their US preseason tour at 4:00 a.m. the previous day. All they were certain of was that they’d been taken to the cleaners by someone who looked like he owed a teacher some homework in the morning.

Every time the ball came to Ronaldo, electricity ran through his feet. He tore up and down the wing, beating defenders with so much speed and skill that, as United manager Alex Ferguson said, fullback John O’Shea came in at halftime with a migraine. Roy Keane, a combative midfielder, was less charitable. O’Shea, he felt, had played like a “fucking clown.”

“It was not just the fact he was going past him,” says defender Phil Neville. “It was the stepovers, the tricks, the flicks, and the confidence of this guy that struck me more than anything . . . . It was chest out, ‘This is my arena.’”

The United players didn’t want to be there before they’d been embarrassed by some kid in a friendly, and they definitely didn’t want to be there now. They were only in Portugal as a favor. United and Sporting had signed a memorandum of understanding years before to increase cooperation between the clubs, though really it was to allow the English powerhouse to keep tabs on any players coming through the Portuguese youth system. So when Sporting asked if United might grace the new Estádio José Alvalade with its presence on opening night, it made sense to oblige. The whole affair was very much a Sporting showcase—the team even switched out its kit at halftime from the traditional green-and-white home jersey to its gold away shirt. The United players hardly registered the wardrobe change since they had no idea who the guys across from them were anyway.

Forty-five minutes later, they’d noticed at least one of them. Senior players hounded Ferguson at full-time to hand a contract to this kid, the one who’d made their night so miserable. “We need to sign him, boss.” What they didn’t realize was that the plan was already in the works. Everyone down the hall was in the loop on Ronaldo’s immediate future. “By the end of the match,” Pinto says, “we already knew it was very likely he would go to Manchester. It was all we talked about.”

Beyond the Sporting dressing room, three other men in the stadium knew exactly what was going to happen that night: Alex Ferguson, an agent named Jorge Mendes, and Cristiano. All over Europe, anyone in the business of paying attention to these things also had an inkling. United’s gobsmacked players may have been the first outside Portugal to feel what he was capable of, but they might have been the last to learn his name.

By the summer of 2003, Cristiano Ronaldo was a secret to no one.

THE CRISTIANO RONALDO origin story is soccer’s equivalent of Peter Parker getting bitten by a radioactive spider. Years later, everyone has heard the tale of the unknown kid who took down Manchester United and earned a move to the most famous club in the world.

The truth is far different. Ronaldo’s superpowers had been incubating for years. Inside Portuguese football, they were already comparing him with some of the game’s greatest players. The academy kids at Sporting had nicknamed him “Kluivert,” because his rangy frame and technical gifts resembled those of the famed Netherlands striker. The manager of FC Porto would name-check a different Dutch goalscorer. “The first time I saw him play, I told my assistant, ‘There goes van Basten’s son,’” says José Mourinho. “I didn’t even know his real name.”

Ronaldo’s reputation grew so fast that it reached a former video-store clerk who was busy trying to carve out his own future in the game. Jorge Mendes was starting out as a soccer agent. Not long after, Cristiano Ronaldo would become his most important client.

Mendes was still relatively new to the profession in the early 2000s, but he’d already grasped the secret to the whole game. Instead of waiting for buying clubs to approach him with an offer, he would work in cahoots with the sellers and create the markets himself. In late 2002, he informed Sporting Lisbon’s general manager, Carlos Freitas, that Cristiano would not be renewing his contract, which had 18 months left to run. It was time to put clubs on alert that he was available.

Mendes had nailed the timing. He knew that most of Europe’s top clubs were tracking Ronaldo, including much of the cash-rich Premier League. Led by Man United and riding a new wave of television and commercial income, English teams were on their way to becoming the most powerful in Europe, ending more than a decade of Italian supremacy. Arsenal had brought Ronaldo out to train in North London, and the club’s vice chairman, David Dein, flew to Portugal to make an offer. Newcastle United was sniffing around him too, having shopped successfully at Sporting for a player named Hugo Viana the year before. Liverpool was watching Ronaldo closely and actually made a move, though it worried privately that fans might take it badly if the club signed another young prospect when it was supposed to be chasing silverware. Even Everton, the second most famous team in Liverpool, knew about Ronaldo. The club had the chance to buy him for £2 million in 2002 before deciding that it was happy sticking with the awkward teen it already had on the books, a boy named Wayne Rooney.

At one point, Mendes and Sporting ginned up a deal to take Ronaldo to Juventus in Italy in a cash-plus-player arrangement, only for the transfer to collapse because Chilean striker Marcelo Salas refused to move in the opposite direction, Freitas says. The same problem occurred when Sporting offered Ronaldo to Olympique Lyonnais in France: the mullet-haired French striker Tony Vairelles wouldn’t make the jump to Portugal. Mendes also held talks in Lisbon with Real Madrid director Ramon Martinez, though they went nowhere.

The most lucrative proposal came from the Italian club Parma, which offered single-digit millions to Sporting and sweetened the pot with an extra €4 million to Mendes personally and another €4 million to Cristiano.

Except it wasn’t about the money. Not yet. There would be plenty of time for all that, for the big house, the 400-diamond watch from Jacob & Co., the Bugatti, the other Bugatti, and the custom cryotherapy ice chamber.

Mendes knew that what Ronaldo needed then was something much harder to acquire than cash. He needed minutes.

SPENDING EVERY POSSIBLE minute playing soccer was pretty much all Cristiano Ronaldo dos Santos Aveiro had wanted to do since learning to walk.

As a kid growing up on Madeira, a craggy lump of volcanic rock in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, Ronaldo was just three years old when he was given a soccer ball as a Christmas gift. For the remaining nine years he lived on the island, he was almost never seen without it. The ball went everywhere with him. It followed him on the way to school most days, and it followed him on the way definitely not to school on other days, when he skipped class to play with the older kids in the narrow street behind his family’s home. He took it with him to church, to meals, and even to bed, in the tiny room he shared with his older brother and two sisters.

All of which is perfectly standard behavior for soccer-obsessed kids across the globe—and perfectly standard origin-story stuff in the retelling of any footballer who makes it—except for the part about a lump of volcanic rock in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Situated 650 miles off the Portuguese mainland, closer to Africa than Europe, Madeira is an island with many qualities, including its temperate climate, exotic flora, and charming harbor, where Margaret Thatcher stayed on her honeymoon. But its roads are completely bananas—steep, crooked, uneven, and often perched on the edge of a cliff. It was on those twisting, treacherous streets that Cristiano Ronaldo learned to dribble a soccer ball, and if his childhood precocity teaches us anything, it’s that nothing forces you to master the fundamentals of close control like knowing a heavy touch could send your ball careening two miles down a hill. At six, Ronaldo was able to maneuver so expertly that adults would come to watch him perform tricks behind his house in the evening. “The ball never touched the ground,” says a neighbor who lived across the street. “It was as if the ball was attached to his foot.”

When he joined the local soccer club at age seven, the other kids quickly came to the same conclusion. Not that it would have taken much to cause a stir at the club he joined, a tiny semipro outfit named Andorinha. Nestled high in the Madeiran hills and deep in the fifth tier of Portuguese football, Andorinha CF amounted to little more than a ramshackle clubhouse, a couple of small dirt fields covered in potholes, and a coffee stand. But Ronaldo’s father, Dinis Aveiro, was the equipment manager there, which explains how the most famous soccer player in Portuguese history began his career at a club so obscure that even most people on Madeira had never heard of it.

With Cristiano Ronaldo on board, Andorinha didn’t stay obscure for long. Word of his talent made its way to the other clubs around the island. In 1993, CS Marítimo made the first formal approach, submitting an offer of 50,000 escudos, roughly $300, to sign Ronaldo to its youth team. It was a preposterous sum for an eight-year-old, more than most people on Madeira earned in a month. It was also rejected immediately. Andorinha executives knew they had a rare talent on their hands. They weren’t going to let Ronaldo go until they received a truly blockbuster offer, one that better reflected his immense potential. That offer duly arrived the following year from Marítimo’s main rival. This one was much more valuable to a club like Andorinha—its beleaguered equipment manager, in particular. In the summer of 1994, Ronaldo joined Nacional in exchange for two seasons’ worth of fresh kit and training equipment.

The move to Nacional represented a major step up. The facilities were better, the coaches were better, the other players were better. But the results were just the same. Matches and training sessions consisted mostly of Ronaldo running around with the ball and everyone else failing to take it off him. That was partly down to his superior skill, and it was partly down to his new habit of dropping deep into his own half, picking up the ball, and attempting to dribble past every opposing player before launching a shot on goal. It was an exhilarating sight, one that drove Ronaldo’s opponents crazy, and Ronaldo’s teammates only marginally less crazy. No matter how many opposing players encircled him, he never passed them the ball. “They asked me to pass, but I could never see anyone to pass to,” Ronaldo says. “I’d only see the ball.”

Not only was it practically impossible to get the ball off Ronaldo, it was also highly inadvisable. On the rare occasions he lost it, or on the even rarer occasions he lost a match, he would invariably burst into tears and could be found sobbing inconsolably even hours after the game was done. “Even if the team won a game, if he thought he hadn’t played well, he would cry,” says Pedro Talhinas, the Nacional youth coach. “He couldn’t deal with any failure.”

Fortunately, failure didn’t happen very often to Cristiano Ronaldo. Within a year of his arrival, he had led Nacional to the regional championship, which was a cause for great celebration for everyone except the Nacional coaches. They were already resigned to the fact that Ronaldo would soon be moving on. The boy who had gotten his first soccer ball for Christmas clearly had a gift.

“We knew he could not stay,” Talhinas says. “A player like this does not stay for long in Madeira.”

EVERY PORTUGUESE KID who ever dreamed of making it as a pro soccer player invariably winds up at one of the country’s three big clubs: Benfica, Porto, or Sporting. Known as Os Três Grandes, the Big Three have won all but two of the championships in the 88-year history of professional soccer in Portugal.

Yet all those titles tell only part of the story. As much as the Big Three have had the Portuguese title on lockdown, their grip on the country’s top young talent has been even stronger. Almost every Portuguese player of note in the past 40 years has come up through one of their youth academies, and the competition to recruit the best young prospects is as fierce as anywhere on Earth. That’s because the quest for talent is as much an economic priority as a sporting one. In Portugal, where TV and sponsorship money is substantially lower than in the other top European leagues, even the likes of Porto and Benfica can’t afford the astronomical transfer fees and salaries needed to lure the best players from overseas. Rosters are mostly composed of homegrown players, who are recruited as young as nine, housed in dorm rooms, and carefully molded into professional soccer players. By the age of 17, those who are good enough are fast-tracked into the first team, while those who fail to make the grade are encouraged to sign with one of the other 15 clubs in the Primeira Liga. Which helps to explain why Os Três Grandes end up taking home the championship every year.

This intense focus on youth development has made footballers Portugal’s most popular export this side of sardines. When Europe’s richest clubs go in search of the next big thing, they invariably start by looking in Portugal and at the rosters of its Big Three clubs. For young Portuguese players, the Big Three aren’t just the best chance of glory in the Primeira Liga. They’re also the gateway to Europe’s top leagues and all the riches and fame on offer there.

So there was no doubt that Cristiano Ronaldo would eventually find his way to one of the country’s Big Three clubs. The only question was which of them would find him first.

A road-worn veteran scout named Aurélio Pereira was already on the case. For almost his entire adult life, it had been his mission to traipse around Portugal and sign the country’s most promising kids for Sporting. By the spring of 1997, that mission had progressed with remarkable success. While Sporting had fallen behind the other members of the Big Three on the pitch, with no league title in 15 years, the club was in the midst of a golden age of youth development.

That was almost entirely down to Pereira, a quiet, watchful man with thick eyebrows, a thick mustache, and a rapidly thinning hairline. As a coach at Sporting’s academy, Pereira had personally recruited some of the most talented youngsters that Portugal had ever produced. Paulo Futre and Luís Figo both joined the club under his watch and developed into world-class players. Jorge Cadete, Luís Boa Morte, and Simão Sabrosa were among more than a dozen other kids brought to the club by Pereira who would become mainstays of the Portuguese national team. In 1991, when Portugal won its second consecutive World Youth Championship, its squad was composed largely of Sporting players, including Emílio Peixe, who was named the tournament’s best player. Pereira had first spotted him when he was nine.

It was a gift Pereira had always possessed, going right back to his own days as a 14-year-old hopeful in the Sporting youth team. The first person to realize that Aurélio Pereira wouldn’t make it as a top-flight player was Aurélio Pereira. Yet all those years later, he still struggled to explain how exactly he could watch a bunch of scrawny adolescents chase a ball up and down a field and instantly pick out the one diamond from the rest. Often it was some minuscule detail other scouts didn’t notice, like the way a kid shaped his body to receive a pass, or how he carried himself on the field. Pereira says he knew that a 12-year-old Figo was destined for stardom from the way he tied his shoelaces.

Even in a country with more than 100,000 registered youth players, Pereira was certain he could identify the best of them. His only challenge was covering enough ground to lay eyes on them all with the one staffer he was assigned when he headed up Sporting’s newly formed Youth Recruitment and Training Department in 1987. So Pereira did what any top executive does when presented with insufficient resources and an impossible workload. He outsourced it.

Not long after taking up his new position, Pereira wrote to every one of Sporting’s 90,000 members, or socios, asking them to recommend the sharpest young prospects in their local area. The missive proved to be a masterstroke. He was tapping into every soccer fan’s deeply held belief that they possessed a cultured nose for talent. Within a few days replies were flooding in, and within a few weeks Pereira and his thoroughly overworked assistant began collecting and categorizing the tips, organizing them by age and location. Within a few months Pereira had assembled the most comprehensive database of young talent that Portuguese soccer had ever seen.

What started as an improvised workaround quickly turned into an invaluable resource. Over the next 10 years, Pereira’s network of wannabe scouts established recruiting pipelines that stretched the length of the country. The socios would bring Pereira the best players from their region, and he would bring the best of those players to Sporting. No recommendation was too obscure or too remote. He once made a 300-mile drive to the mountain town of Bragança, on the northeast border with Spain, to follow up on a young player. It took Pereira three minutes to decide whether the boy would make it. He had seen enough and got straight back in his car to drive the 300 miles home.

SO AURÉLIO PEREIRA thought nothing about taking a cold call on a cold February afternoon from someone claiming to have a tip for him, a man named João Marques de Freitas, who had been a lifelong Sporting diehard despite living 600 miles away on the island of Madeira.

“Mestre Aurélio, I have one for you,” de Freitas said. “There’s a kid who they say is extremely talented.”

Pereira got dozens of tips like this every week, but he still considered each one carefully. Sporting’s youth academy had gotten very successful in the last 10 years, but it had also gotten very expensive. The best youth players required the best youth setup, and with all the upgrades to the pitches and training facilities, running the academy now cost more than $1 million each season. Pereira knew he couldn’t afford to ignore clues about a possible talent. Besides, if word about a kid had reached him, even a kid as far away as Madeira, it wouldn’t be long before the scouts at Benfica and Porto found out about him too.

“How old is he?” Pereira asked, already envisaging a new entry in the database.

“He’s 11.”

Pereira grimaced. “That’s very young.”

“He’s small—very slight and fragile,” de Freitas added.

Pereira wasn’t worried about how big the boy was. In fact, smaller was better. At that age, bigger kids could rely on their physical superiority to stand out. Pereira preferred to recruit the ones who hadn’t developed physically yet. Once they caught up, their skill would shine through. Of much greater concern was where the boy was. Pereira was wary of kids from Madeira. He’d seen it happen too many times: the transition to the mainland proved too tough, and the distance made everything more complicated. At the first sign of difficulty, they always ran back home to the middle of the Atlantic.

“He’s with Nacional,” de Freitas continued. “The coaches say he’s very good.”

Pereira paused. Nacional made for an interesting wrinkle. The Madeira club owed Sporting some €20,000 after recently signing a defender named Franco—a kid Pereira had recruited as a teenager almost a decade earlier. He turned it over in his mind. Maybe they could come to some sort of arrangement if this kid was as good as they said.

Pereira reluctantly agreed. He told de Freitas that he’d have one of the “Pereira Army” scouts stop by to take a look. If the boy showed promise, he would come to Lisbon for a short trial. And if things went as he expected, Cristiano Ronaldo would be back home on Madeira within a day or two. The only cost to Sporting would be the price of his airfare.

It didn’t take Aurélio Pereira much to work out if Cristiano Ronaldo had what it took—and this time it had nothing to do with the way he tied his laces.

On the second day of the trial, Pereira left his office and wandered down to the training ground next to the club’s Alvalade stadium to lay eyes on the boy himself. Ronaldo’s technique was immediately apparent. He could play with both feet, and he was a natural athlete. Pereira noted how quickly he moved in possession, as though the ball were an extension of his body. But more than the way he controlled the ball, what caught Pereira’s eye was the way he controlled the other kids. Ronaldo was already directing them on where to run and where to pass the ball—which was usually directly back to the feet of Cristiano Ronaldo. He’s coaching his teammates through the game, Pereira thought. The boy was fearless, totally unfazed. Nothing like the shy, introverted island kids from Madeira he’d known before.

Pereira always said there were good players, great players, and pure talents. With the right training and the right attitude, a good player could be transformed into a great player. But no amount of training could turn a great player into a pure talent. That required something else—a certain strength of character, an inner confidence. It required charisma. As Pereira watched Ronaldo, it was like marveling at a matinee idol. Not for the last time, a bunch of guys who had just been humiliated by Cristiano Ronaldo immediately began clamoring for their coach to sign him up. “The older kids all felt that he was there,” Pereira recalls, “that he was different, extraordinary.”

That night he drafted a memo to Sporting’s senior executives urging them to bring Ronaldo on board, even if it meant waiving the debt they were owed by Nacional. He knew it was an unusual request. Sporting was not accustomed to paying transfer fees for kids fresh out of elementary school, let alone a fee that amounted to tens of thousands of euros. But Pereira was insistent. “It may seem absurd to pay so much for a 12-year-old boy, but he has enormous talent,” Pereira wrote. “It would be a great investment for the future.”

Two days later, Pereira received word that the deal had been approved. The club’s finance director told him he was crazy.

IN CRISTIANO RONALDO’S mind, he was already on the way to living the life of a professional soccer player. Sporting, though, reminded him that he was 12.

As an academy prospect, he was expected to attend classes every morning and was required to stay on top of his schoolwork. Anyone who fell behind had to stay down and repeat the year. Youngsters were expected to show respect and courtesy at all times. Unfortunately for Sporting, educating Cristiano Ronaldo proved to be even harder than defending him one-on-one.

The transition to life in Lisbon was rough. He was only 600 miles from home, but it felt like a different planet. The other boys teased him mercilessly for his heavy Madeiran accent, and he got into a series of bust-ups and scrapes in the schoolyard. When Ronaldo felt that a teacher was making fun of the way he spoke in class, he threw a chair at her.

He was lonely and homesick. He cried every day for months. Bad marks and improvised absences began to add up, and the Sporting directors threatened to send him home if his attitude didn’t improve. Ronaldo thought about quitting. The situation dragged on like this for almost a year before eventually resolving itself in the age-old way that difficulties for gifted athletes usually do. The club and player came to an agreement, and Ronaldo was quietly allowed to drop his studies. “I always felt that I wasn’t cut out for school,” Ronaldo explained later. “So what was the point?”

With schoolwork out of the way, Ronaldo used the time he would’ve spent daydreaming through math or chemistry to work on something he felt a genuine passion for: himself.

Still slender as a goalpost at age 14, he understood that anyone bigger than he was could easily knock him off the ball. He also noticed that pretty much everyone was bigger than he was. But Ronaldo had picked up enough biology to know that the solution to his problem was straightforward enough.

“I was skinny. I had no muscle. So I made a decision,” Ronaldo wrote. “I was going to stop acting like a kid. I was going to train like I could be the best in the world.”

If only Sporting would let him. The club’s academy had strict limits on the amount of time young players were allowed to work out. It was one of the golden rules passed down by Aurélio Pereira himself. “We never put children in gyms,” he said. “That’s one of the secrets behind our players’ long careers. It’s important to let them grow naturally.”

Only Ronaldo had spent 14 years growing naturally, and it wasn’t having the desired effect. He started sneaking out of the dormitory at night to lift in the gym. When the Sporting coaches caught him, they punished him with detention. When he kept sneaking out, they started to padlock the gym every evening. Still Ronaldo wouldn’t listen. He took buckets into the showers after training, filled them with water, and used them as weights for squats and push-ups. When they took the buckets away, he began strapping weights to his ankles and racing cars away from stoplights on the street. And when the coaches even took the balls away after training to stop him from overdoing it, he found a bowl of fruit in the cafeteria and practiced ball juggling with oranges.

“He always wanted more and more and more,” says Carlos Bruno, Sporting’s fitness coach. “Most players, when the training goes on too long, they say, ‘Hey, Coach, too much water kills the plant, you know?’ Cristiano was a guy who always wanted more water in the plant.”

Ronaldo’s physique soon blossomed into something closer to what he was going for. No one outmuscled him on the field anymore, and the snickers he once heard from opposing players about his size had stopped. “Now they would be looking at me like it was the end of the world,” Ronaldo wrote. Usually it was. Ronaldo’s improvement alerted the national team, and he made his debut for Portugal’s under-15s in early 2001, scoring in a 2–1 win over South Africa. He played 11 more games for his country that year, bagging nine goals, and returned to Sporting convinced that he was firmly on his way. Ronaldo told his teammates, “I’ll be the best in the world one day.”

The coaches at the academy had reached that conclusion months earlier. Aurélio Pereira was so sure of it, he had even informed the top brass. “He told me, ‘We have the best 15-year-old player in the world,’” says Carlos Freitas, the former general manager. “Of course, I thought maybe he was just a little excited.”

In the summer of 2001, Ronaldo’s rapid ascent hit a roadblock. The team that finally slowed him down was a squad of physiologists in the Human Kinetics Department at the Technical University of Lisbon. They put him through the tests that Sporting required of any under-18 player to assess his readiness for senior football. Measuring bone density, growth rate, and physical maturity, they concluded that playing regularly against grown men might stifle his physical development. The physiologists recommended that Ronaldo stay with the youth team for another season to make more natural progress.

In order to fast-track nature, Sporting devised a special strength and coordination regime to make Ronaldo more explosive—not like the haphazard weight training he’d been sneaking off to do on his own. The first-team coach, László Bölöni, wanted him as strong, versatile, and dangerous as possible before he put him in the lineup. “He was going to very quickly come up against very strong defenders who were going to try and kick him to Brazil,” Bölöni says. “He understood that what’s important isn’t just the technical prowess that the Portuguese love so much and overemphasize sometimes.”

In the summer of 2002, the poindexters at the university could no longer hold him back. His time at the academy was over.

RONALDO WASN’T THE finished article quite yet. That much was apparent when he joined up with Sporting’s senior team for preseason in the summer of 2002. He was so anxious during his initial training session that the first time someone passed him the ball he did something utterly out of character: he passed it straight back. “I was really nervous because I was playing alongside some of my heroes,” Ronaldo recalled later. If that experience wasn’t intimidating enough, Ronaldo also had reason to feel a little sheepish around the club’s star striker, Mário Jardel. Just a few weeks earlier, Ronaldo had started dating Jardel’s little sister.

The spark between Ronaldo and László Bölöni took a little longer to materialize. Bölöni, a gruff Romanian in thick glasses, had joined Sporting the year before, leading the club to the league and cup double in his first season in charge. Now he had set his sights on making a run in the Champions League, and he was far from convinced that another one of old Aurélio’s academy kids was going to make that happen.

A few days into preseason, he was even more skeptical. By then, Ronaldo had overcome his nervous habit of passing the ball as soon as he received it. The problem was that he no longer passed the ball much at all. “He has no tactical awareness as an individual or team player,” Bölöni wrote in an early coaching report on Ronaldo, bemoaning the youngster’s excessive reliance on dribbling and penchant for stepovers. Bölöni signed off the report with a single word, underlined twice: “Selfish.”

At that stage, it looked as though Cristiano Ronaldo would face a longer road to regular first-team football than his academy teammates Hugo Viana and Ricardo Quaresma, who had gone straight from the youth team into Bölöni’s starting lineup a year earlier. But two circumstances that summer conspired to clear a path for Ronaldo. First, Sporting’s star striker, João Pinto, punched a referee during Portugal’s World Cup defeat by South Korea and was banned for four months by FIFA. Second, when Bölöni asked Carlos Freitas how much he could spend on a replacement, he was told in no uncertain terms that there was no money for one. The club was broke.

So Bölöni set to work on incorporating Ronaldo, his replacement for a replacement. The first thing he did was move him from center forward to the wing, where his dribbling and stepovers would be more effective. The second thing he did was instruct him to cut down on the dribbling and stepovers. He knew better, however, than to have Ronaldo eliminate them completely. “My task was to tell him that dribbling past one or two players is fine,” Bölöni said. “But five was too many.”

It wasn’t long before Ronaldo was back doing what he did best. His first senior goal for Sporting came in an exhibition game against Real Betis, when he was still so unknown that the TV station broadcasting the match credited the strike to someone called Custodio Ronaldo. They managed to get it right for his first Primeira Liga appearance though, off the bench on September 29, 2002. Eight days later, Ronaldo made his first start and scored twice. The first goal was a spectacular strike after a couple of stepovers.

Up in the stands, his mother nearly fainted.

DOLORES AVEIRO WASN’T the only person in the stadium feeling a little overcome. Les Kershaw, Manchester United’s chief scout, was also present that day, on his latest mission to Lisbon to check in on Cristiano Ronaldo and his teammate Ricardo Quaresma.

United had been tracking the duo for two years already but had stepped up their interest lately. That was largely at the behest of Carlos Queiroz, a former Sporting manager born in Portuguese Mozambique who had joined Manchester United as Alex Ferguson’s assistant manager that summer. One of Queiroz’s early conversations with the new boss concerned the best young talent in Portugal, and in particular the pair of teenage prodigies at his old club. Queiroz responded with a full-throated endorsement of Ronaldo and Quaresma. Pressed on which of them United should sign, he was unequivocal: “There is no doubt,” he said. “Both.”

Kershaw felt sure they both had the talent to make it at Old Trafford. He was less sure about each player’s temperament. Quaresma was outrageously skillful but appeared tactically ill disciplined and was constantly winding up opponents. In the derby match against Benfica that season, he’d lasted just nine minutes before he was sent off for stamping on a defender and then making his point by headbutting him too. Ronaldo was more disciplined on the pitch, but had a habit of drifting out of the game when things went against him.

As Kershaw followed Ronaldo over the course of the 2002–2003 season, those concerns slowly disappeared. Ronaldo became a regular with Sporting, and that summer Kershaw watched him light up the Toulon tournament, leading Portugal to the title despite being the youngest player on the field. (In what would become a theme of his career, Ronaldo narrowly missed out on the best player award to a diminutive midfielder from Argentina. This one was named Javier Mascherano.)

Kershaw’s final scouting report on Ronaldo was plain. It was time for United to act. Now 18, he was entering the last year of his contract, and in light of its precarious financial position, Sporting was determined to cash in. Quaresma had already been offloaded to Barcelona earlier that summer, and Barça had since joined the long list of clubs interested in Ronaldo. Txiki Begiristain, Barcelona’s director of football, had even made arrangements to scout Ronaldo in person by attending one of Sporting’s exhibition games that summer, a red-letter preseason showdown to mark the opening of Sporting’s new stadium. The opposition would be Manchester United.

IT WAS A little after 4:00 a.m. when Manchester United touched down in Lisbon on a red-eye from Philadelphia.

The Sporting match was 40 hours away, though United’s players hardly knew what day it was as they trooped off the plane. They had been on the road for nearly three weeks now and were about to play their fifth match in a third different time zone. Alex Ferguson sent his players straight to the hotel and told them to rest up. There would be no team activities that day. Everyone was far too exhausted for training. And besides, Ferguson had plans of his own.

The United manager, a gruff Scotsman from the shipyards of Glasgow, hadn’t turned himself into the most dominant manager in English soccer by being a brilliant tactician in the dugout. Instead, he had gone from former hard-nosed striker and onetime pub landlord to the top of the Premier League thanks to two fundamental qualities. The first was his irresistible power of motivation, which he sometimes supplemented with a shouting treatment known as The Hairdryer. The second was his uncanny ability to know exactly when his squad needed a shake-up. Landing in Portugal was one of those moments.

Ferguson just had time for a change of clothes before heading out to Cascais, a small beach town west of Lisbon. He wasn’t looking for a suntan. He was there to meet with Jorge Mendes for what seemed like the first time. Though there had, in fact, been a previous encounter, it had proved more memorable for one man than the other.

One year earlier, Mendes had gotten word that Carlos Queiroz was looking for a backup goalkeeper. Mendes didn’t have any clients who fit the bill at that time, but in the world of European soccer agents that counted as only a minor inconvenience. He wasn’t about to miss out on a chance to make inroads with Ferguson. So Mendes made a few calls, and soon he had inserted himself as an intermediary in the proposed transfer of a keeper named Ricardo from Real Valladolid to Old Trafford. Crucially, Mendes was among the party of agents and advisers who would travel to Manchester to close the deal.

At least, that was the plan. The night before the trip, Mendes was making the long drive back to Porto from Madrid with his girlfriend when the rear axle came loose from the truck in front of them. Mendes swerved to avoid a collision and lost control of his Porsche. The car spun 90 degrees and smashed into the guardrail on the side of the road. Airbags saved their lives, but Mendes’s face was covered in blood. When paramedics arrived on the scene, they found that the skin around his ear had been completely torn off.

As soon as an ambulance delivered him to the emergency room, Mendes informed the staff that he had no time to be examined by doctors. Instead, he ran to the nearest pharmacy, grabbed four rolls of gauze bandages, and ordered a car to take him to the airport. There was a flight to Manchester that morning, and Mendes was aboard, stuffing a wad of gauze into his ear to stop the blood from dripping on his suit.

The journey was excruciating, but Mendes made it. He even positioned himself at the table in such a way that Ferguson wouldn’t see the unsightly mess that used to be his ear. It was a heroic effort, but to no avail. Mendes, his ear throbbing and heavily bandaged, uttered no more than four words the entire meeting. One year later, Ferguson had no recollection of him being there at all.

This time Jorge Mendes had more to say.

He knew that Manchester United needed a marquee signing. The club was flush with cash and in the market for attacking options. Unlike in US sports, where players are traded, international soccer talent is bought and sold during two set periods in the calendar. That summer’s transfer window was due to close in three weeks, and even the senior United players were itching for Ferguson to make a move.

Mendes was also under pressure. He’d convinced Ronaldo—and Ronaldo’s mother—that he was the right man to mastermind his career. Now he needed to deliver. After all, this was the pitch he had used to poach Ronaldo away from another agent named José Veiga, whose client list included everyone who was anyone in a Portugal shirt. When Sporting had three youngsters tipped for stardom—Hugo Viana, Ricardo Quaresma, and Ronaldo—Veiga snapped them all up. But Veiga was too old school to care about looking after teenagers. He had superstars moving between Barcelona and Real Madrid to worry about. So when Ronaldo complained about Sporting taking too long to pay him or for not arranging extra comp tickets for his mom, Veiga passed him off to an assistant.

Mendes sensed an opening. He took Ronaldo out to dinner and spent the whole time putting on the doting son-in-law act for Dolores. He knew he’d made the right impression a few weeks later when Ronaldo split with Veiga via fax.

The challenge for Mendes wasn’t drumming up interest in Ronaldo. It was securing the right offer. Mendes understood that a wrong move could jeopardize his entire career—and would probably hurt Cristiano’s too. Man United was the right offer.

Like any good agent, Mendes opened the negotiations with a completely ridiculous proposal. Ronaldo would sign for United if Ferguson could guarantee he would play in 50 percent of the club’s first-team games that season. Some clubs might have accepted. But Manchester United was categorically not one of them. When it came to negotiating, Ferguson wouldn’t guarantee that Wednesday came after Tuesday. The training ground was the place to decide who played and how often. In a managerial career that seemed like it began in the early Cretaceous period, Ferguson had never once promised playing time to a new recruit. And he certainly wasn’t about to start with an 18-year-old with less than one season of senior football under his belt.

With anyone else, Ferguson might have walked away then and there. But he could see that times were changing, that a new breed of agents like Jorge Mendes controlled the future of the game and United’s chances of staying relevant in the transfer market. So he played along. If Ronaldo signed, Ferguson guaranteed he would play six Premier League matches.

Six matches. Mendes thought it over. This was some way short of 50 percent. In fact, it was some way short of 20 percent. But it was also Manchester United. Six games there were worth entire seasons elsewhere. The 61-year-old Scot and the 37-year-old Portuguese shook hands. Small matters like the transfer fee, a world record for a teenager, would be left to Carlos Freitas and Peter Kenyon, United’s chief executive. The important business was done.

Later that night, Mendes visited Ronaldo’s Lisbon apartment to deliver the news. Cristiano was ecstatic about moving to the team he’d admired since it scooped up three trophies in the same season in 1999. “Let’s go celebrate!” he told Mendes.

But Mendes demurred. His mind had already moved on, gears whirring on the next deal. Besides, he told the 18-year-old, there was a match the next day to prepare for. Cristiano Ronaldo needed to show his new teammates who he was.




Two

The Farm System

AMID THE CHATTER of agents, Lisbon executives, and his own players, there was one more thing nagging away at Alex Ferguson on the night he signed Cristiano Ronaldo. It had been bothering him for more than two weeks now. Even as he pulled off one transfer coup, Ferguson was still upset about missing out on a different one. Right before United took off on its preseason tour, the club had been snubbed by a different Portuguese-speaker with a taste for stepovers and male jewelry. His name was Ronaldinho, the Brazilian World Cup winner and Paris Saint-Germain star who had run rings around every soccer club in France and seemingly closed down every nightclub in Paris.

Ferguson had wanted him to be United’s new icon, someone to make Old Trafford forget the ugliness of David Beckham’s 2003 exit, which followed the bizarre incident of Ferguson kicking a stray boot in the dressing room and hitting Beckham above the eye. But the Ronaldinho saga kept dragging. Ferguson even made a trip to Paris to close the deal himself when he felt PSG was dithering. PSG felt instead like he’d come to bully them. Both sides were probably right. While this dance went on, Spanish giant Barcelona saw an opportunity to cut in. “In many ways I think the player would prefer to come to Barcelona for the weather and other factors,” a smug club spokesman said at the time. “It’s closer in culture to the Brazilian way of life.”

Barcelona, as a club, was also closer in culture to the Brazilian way of chaotic financial management. It was carrying more debt than at any point in its 104-year history and staring down the barrel of possible bankruptcy. For an institution that viewed itself as a pillar of Catalonia as much as an organization that fielded 11 soccer players in blaugrana stripes on a Saturday—along with teams in basketball, handball, and roller hockey—this went way beyond an economic crunch. Barcelona was facing an existential crisis. Again. (The club seemed to stumble into one every 20 years or so.) Ronaldinho’s arrival was supposed to herald a reset right when the club needed it most.

Barcelona had gone four consecutive seasons without a trophy of any sort, but that was only the tip of the iceberg. Much more troublesome was the sense that the club, one of the charter members of La Liga in 1929 and one of only two genuine superpowers in Spanish soccer, was growing stale and dusty. It boasted the largest stadium in Europe, but the club’s members, known as socis, who’d been born into fandom and received their membership cards as ritually as first communion, simply weren’t coming anymore. The club had 95,000 seats and no one to fill them.

The indifferent members had a point. Even if no Catalan worth his pan amb tomaquet would ever admit it, a second-place finish behind Real Madrid was at least digestible. It had happened more than a dozen times in the past, and it would happen again. At least the general order of the universe still made sense. In the 72 seasons since La Liga’s foundation, one or the other had been Spanish champion 45 times, with Real racking up 29 titles to Barça’s 16. No one else had won more than eight. But what Barcelona fans couldn’t tolerate was the depressing slide behind the likes of Mallorca, Celta Vigo, and Deportivo La Coruña. Between 2000 and 2003, Barça finished fourth, fourth, and sixth. That last indignity cost the club its spot in the pan-European Champions League, where a deep run was worth more than €30 million.

The Barça Dream Team of the early 1990s—which had lifted its name from the gold medal–winning US basketball team at the 1992 Olympics in the city—now seemed a long way away too. No one felt it more than Johan Cruyff, the Dutch master and architect of that team who had shaped every notion about how the club should play soccer and elevated it to a near-religious experience in Barcelona. A silky playmaker who epitomized Dutch cool—despite his ability to pick a fight with nearly anyone—he’d arrived at Barcelona from Ajax in 1973 after falling out with the boyhood team that had nurtured his gift and turned him into a world-beater. The reason was a dispute over the captain’s armband. Cruyff’s teammates, fed up with his ego and exhausted by his constant nagging, had voted him out of the role.

In the Barcelona locker room, he found a more receptive audience. Comfortably the best player anyone there had ever seen, Cruyff often acted as if he were the team’s coach. And by 1988 he actually was, after trading in his short-shorts for an oversized trench coat. During his eight-year stint in the dugout, Cruyff led the club to four straight Liga titles and its first European Cup, preaching a playing philosophy that Barcelona took as gospel. As his player Pep Guardiola would say later, Cruyff “built the cathedral.”

Now, in the early 2000s, Cruyff spent his time outside the congregation, sniping at new management from his newspaper column. Fans echoed his complaints about uninspiring players and Barça’s high crime of fielding a team without a discernible style. Where was the swagger? Why were they so dull on the pitch?

What the fans should have been more worried about was the brewing disaster on the club’s books. In 2003, Barcelona was carrying debt of €186 million, which accounted for 151 percent of the club’s annual income. “FC Barcelona was in an untenable situation and at serious risk of missing the train to globalization being taken by the world’s main clubs,” wrote Ferran Soriano, who took over as Barcelona’s chief financial officer in 2003. “The club was almost bankrupt. The team, the product, we were selling was neither attractive nor did it offer any guarantee of success.”

Any other company would have turfed out the directors and begun begging for mercy from creditors. Only Barcelona isn’t structured like any other company. The club is run as a nonprofit and owned by the dues-paying members. Decisions are made by a board of 20 or so directors and a president elected every six years. The men who vie for the top job—and they are always men—manage their campaigns as if they’re running for the US Senate in a midsized state. They glad-hand around town, agree to every interview, and use that platform to make outrageous promises.

For a fast-talking lawyer named Joan Laporta, the crazy pledge in 2003 was to put Barça back on track. He was going to address both of the club’s pressing issues—its lack of style and money—the same way most soccer problems are solved: by burning more cash.

As Laporta’s campaign gained momentum, he had trained his sights first on an English pop icon who sometimes played soccer, David Beckham—except it was already too late: one of the summer’s hottest targets was already on his way to Real Madrid. These things happen when a disturbance ripples through the Spanish transfer market—one club inevitably messes with the other’s plans. Laporta brushed it off. Without hesitation, he pushed all of his chips onto Ronaldinho. If anyone was worth digging deeper into debt for, he figured, it was the Brazilian who seemed to control the ball with his mind.

This was going to be Barça
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