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Introduction

I went to Africa to write about the AIDS epidemic but all that people kept wanting to talk about was David Beckham and Real Madrid. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Barely a week had passed since what would turn out to be — with the arguable exception of the outbreak of war in Iraq — the news story with the greatest global impact of 2003: the transfer of the world’s most glamorous footballer to the world’s most glamorous club. But what did take me aback, what did leave me open-mouthed in astonishment as my minibus rattled and bumped through Nairobi’s biggest slum, the AIDS-plagued labyrinth of Majengo, was the depth of knowledge of my travelling companions; the sheer detail with which the dozen other people in the vehicle debated not just David Beckham’s transfer from Manchester United but the other great issue of the day, why Real Madrid’s president had sacked the team coach.

‘Does anybody — anybody at all — understand why Florentino Pérez got rid of del Bosque?’ asked a man seated up at the front, next to the driver. ‘I mean,’ he said, twisting his body around to address the assembled passengers, ‘I don’t see the logic in it.’ The speaker, as I would later establish, was a young Kenyan doctor. The other people in the minibus, English speakers all, were mostly medical staff headed, as I was, to a clinic in the centre of Majengo where they were conducting tests on a group of prostitutes who appeared to be immune to AIDS; who had failed to become HIV-positive despite years of sadly reckless efforts to succumb to the dreaded disease. But no one in the minibus had a clue who I was, no one knew that the tall, hairy white man jammed into the back right-hand corner of the vehicle had not only flown in from Spain the day before but also happened to be a very keen follower indeed of the beautiful game, especially as practised these days by Real Madrid Club de Fútbol. Which of course made it all the more remarkable to me that the subject had come up in the first place; that the man in the minibus had raised the names of Florentino Pérez and Vicente del Bosque in the clear expectation that everybody would immediately know who they were.

Dumb-founded, I shut up and listened.

‘I know,’ said a man sitting behind the one at the front who had initiated the discussion. ‘It’s not exactly as if anyone could accuse Real of having a bad season.’

‘Right,’ said the man at the front. ‘They won the Spanish league and made it to the semi-final of the Champions League. So why then go and fire the coach?’ ‘Especially,’ rejoined the second speaker, ‘after the 6—5 win against Man United in the quarter-finals, and playing the best football anyone in the world can remember anywhere.’ To which the assembled company responded with solemn murmurs and nods all round, and a smile or two of warm reminiscence. Until a man sitting next to me at the back piped up,’Yes, but you don’t understand. The thing about Real Madrid is that they have different standards from other teams. Second or third best is no good. Not acceptable. And especially now with this guy Pérez in charge. Look who he’s bought since taking over the club a couple of years ago: Figo, Ronaldo, Zidane. Now Beckham.’

‘Plus Roberto Carlos and Raúl are already there,’ a voice somewhere in the bus reminded him.

‘Yes, plus Roberto Carlos and Raúl. The best players in the world! So,’ the wise one at my side continued, ‘with that unbelievable collection of superstars you have to win the lot, otherwise the coach gets fired. That’s just the way it is.’

The man at the front grimaced, shook his head and looked out of the window. He wasn’t totally convinced. Or maybe he had come somehow to share in the sympathy the Spanish man in the street felt for Vicente del Bosque, a good soul whose portly bearing, lugubrious dress-sense and 1950s moustache were heroically at odds with the filmstar fashionable footballers he had until three or four days ago coached; del Bosque, far from looking like a man who had himself played in midfield for Real Madrid in his day, evoked images of a kind but world-weary baker leading a life of honest toil in a small town deep in the Castillian meseta. ‘I think Pérez had it in for him, for some reason,’ said del Bosque’s Kenyan defender. ‘I read somewhere that Pérez just didn’t like the look of him. Bad chemistry.

‘No, you are mistaken’ said someone else, a couple of rows up from me. ‘Pérez is too cool a customer to let his feelings get in the way of a big decision like that …’

And so the conversation proceeded, moving from one end of the bus to the other, with me realising very quickly that — on the subject of Real Madrid at least — I had nothing whatsoever to offer these people. Outside our minibus window little children played naked in pools of viscous water, one out of every four adults we saw milling about Majengo’s maze of rusty tin shacks had HIV, but their compatriots inside my bus — and I have no doubt a good number of them outside it — were as up to date on developments at Real Madrid as any of my friends back home in Spain. I could have introduced them to Angel the taxi-driver, with whom I go and watch games live on TV at a bar that’s wall to wall with framed photographs of Real Madrid teams going back to the glorious Fifties, when the legendary Puskas, Gento and Di Stefano bestrode Europe like colossi. I could have introduced them to Pedro the tropical diseases doctor, whose joy should he succeed in his life’s quest to find a cure for malaria would be forever tempered if he failed in his other great mission — to get tickets to watch what he calls this ‘unrepeatable’ Real Madrid side. I could have introduced them to Sebastiàn, who’s been going through a tough marital separation and does not know how he would have made it without the consolation of a season ticket at Real’s hallowed stadium, the Bernébeu. I could have introduced my fellow travellers on that minibus in Majengo to any number of home-grown Real Madrid fanatics and within seconds they would have fallen into conversation as if they had known each other all their lives.

Even if they did not understand each other’s languages, football is so universal a medium of communication that what with the odd grunt, hand gesture and mention of evocative names — Ronaldo, Beckham, Florentino — they’d soon be getting on famously, nodding in furious agreement with each other. And then I reflected, sitting on that bus, that the discussion I was hearing was in all certainty being replicated not only in every corner of Spain, not only elsewhere in Kenya and Africa, but all over the world — in France, Germany, Japan, Russia, China. (How could they not be having this conversation in China when on 29 July 2003 in the city of Kunming, 20,000 fans paid between twenty and a hundred dollars each to watch a practice match between Real Madrid’s first team and reserves?) They were probably even talking about the Pérez— del Bosque polemic somewhere in the United States, that last pagan bastion where the world’s one great unifying religion — the only one to cut across all creeds, races, ideologies, flags — has yet fully to take hold.

The thing about Real Madrid, about this Real Madrid, the one that Florentino built, is that within one team you have the religion’s most venerated deities — the holy trinity of David Beckham, Zinedine Zidane and Ronaldo - and in Raúl, Luis Figo and Roberto Carlos three others who would make it into the dream eleven of practically every serious football coach in the world. Seven out of the last eight FIFA World Players of the Year play in this Real Madrid team. (The time they missed out, when Rivaldo won in 1999, Beckham came second; in 2001 Figo, Beckham and Raúl were first, second and third.) Even more remarkably, even more utterly without precedent, this team contains the captains of not one, two or three but five of the major footballing nations: England, Brazil, France, Spain and Portugal. Never in the one hundred and fifty year history of the game has such a prime collection of the planet’s available talent been concentrated at one club. Football is played in every country in the world. Millions, from the Amazon jungle to the mountains of Tibet, kick a ball around every day. Millions of those millions dream one day of becoming professional footballers. And of all those innumerable souls, six of the best of them, emerged from three continents and ended up distilled — pure gold — at Real Madrid. ‘Los Galácticos’ they call Real’s magnificent six in Spain, as if they were cartoon superheroes. And just that, as players who are larger than life, as stars from another galaxy, is how football’s vast planetary fraternity sees them. It is on the devotion their genius inspires, more even than the humdrum matter of whether they win or lose, that Real Madrid’s global appeal rests. It is the reason why if football were Christianity (though it is much bigger than that — it has far more adepts), Real Madrid would be the Catholic church — the biggest, most lavish denomination there is.

The devotion can be measured in numbers. Big businesses everywhere have been offering big money to link their names with Real Madrid’s. Apart from large increases in income from stadium attendances, TV fees and shirt sales, the club has been making more and more money from companies like Audi and Siemens eager to associate themselves in the minds of their potential clients with the increasingly powerful brand name ‘Real Madrid’ - two words that put side by side have become powerfully evocative, bringing to mind notions of elegance, style and class that in the hands of clever marketing people are tools that can be deployed to very profitable effect. All of these reasons and more explain why at the end of the 2002/2003 European football season, even before the Beckham move, Real Madrid had for the first time outstripped Manchester United, according to World Soccer magazine, as the world’s most profitable club.

Everything would suggest that Real Madrid, boosted by Beckham Inc., will consolidate their ascendancy in the coming years. Everything would suggest that the Florentino Pérez business model will continue to flourish. It is a revolutionary way to operate in football. Pérez’s big idea, right from the start of his presidency in the year 2000, was that if you bought the best players, the very best, you always won out in the end, because they paid their own way. It is the same logic followed by Hollwood producers when they decide to pay vast sums of money to persuade the top box-office actors to appear in their films. ‘We’re content providers, like a film studio,’ explained José Angel Sánchez, Real Madrid’s exuberant director of marketing, in an interview with the Economist. ‘Having a team with Zidane in it is like having a movie with Tom Cruise.’ Such is the drawing power of the game’s most charismatic players that by their very presence they will, at a minimum, cover their own costs. So while Pérez broke the world transfer record to bring Figo in 2000, destroyed it once again to bring Zidane in 2001 and then paid another fortune for Ronaldo in 2002, each year the club’s profits grew.

But there was another side to the Pérez revolution. An enormously successful businessman in his own right, president of the third biggest construction company in Europe, he wasn’t just changing football’s business practices; he was smashing long-standing orthodoxies, altering the whole conception of the game. Every time he bought another superstar, but especially when he bought the golden boy Beckham, the high priests of the game - coaches, former coaches, former players and football writers - muttered that he was making a big mistake; that, sure Beckham passed the ball well, but the priorities lay elsewhere, that the team lacked ‘balance’; that a new centre half was urgently needed, a defensive midfielder — strong, rough men to add ballast to the already overly refined Madrid mix. Pérez — and it really is he who decides things at the club — didn’t believe a word of it. He went ahead and bet all his money, and all his prestige, on talent. Pure football talent. ’Los mejores,’ he says, ’Quiero a los mejores! The best, I want the best. Let the other teams get centre halves and defensive midfielders: against us they’re going to need them!

Fabulously irresponsible. Some would say - especially in Italy where they see football as a more complex version of chess — that the man was suicidal. And it is true that in terms of football’s received wisdom this is no way to run a serious football club. Pérez’s Real Madrid — sometimes known in Spain as el Florenteam — is the sort of fantasy football side that might be picked in a computer game by a tactically unsophisticated ten-year-old boy. Pérez is of the view that, if truth be told, the ten-year-old boy knows as much about the game as the high priests. Though, in fairness to the high priests, Pérez’s brash new philosophy does rest on a premise that they themselves have never even considered. That winning is not the game’s paramount objective. You’ve got to compete, of course. You have to play at the highest level, meaning the European Champions League — a competition that offers a far more reliable index of quality than the World Cup. You have to be perceived always to be a credible candidate to win everything. But whether you actually do win everything or not, whether in the case of Real Madrid you perpetuate the grand tradition of lifting more European Cups by far than anybody else, that is not the be-all and end-all. The chief purpose — Madrid’s wonderfully lucid sports director Jorge Valdano calls it ‘a social obligation’ — is to provide what at Madrid they always refer to as espectaculo: spectacle. To put on the best show on earth. To thrill. More than the transient felicity of victory, what Real Madrid aspires to do is convey something of the enduring quality of art, something that moves all people everywhere, always.

Just go and watch a Real Madrid game, any game, and keep your eyes firmly fixed on Zidane. Watch him spin and glide, all six foot two of him, with the ball at his feet and you will see what Beckham meant when he described him as ‘a ballerina’; you will see the overwhelming reason why the world’s most famous Englishman wanted to play at Real Madrid was for the privilege, the sheer fun of performing in the same dazzlingly talented troupe as his hero — because he is everybody’s hero — Zidane.

Beckham’s most extravagant football fantasies were made flesh in an early league game against Valladolid. The best passer in the game said later that maybe he had never made a better pass — but that most definitely no one had ever scored a more beautiful goal from a ball he had delivered. If you haven’t seen it, do what you can to get hold of the video clip. Watch Beckham’s fifty-yard pass, observe the grace of his movement and the purity of the ball’s trajectory as it rises and drops, like a dead thing, in Zidane’s path; then marvel at the magical way that — on the run, in one flowing movement — the Frenchman picks the ball out of the air with his left foot and cracks it across the goalkeeper into the right-hand corner of the net.

Zidane’s football is art. Art that people will be admiring 500 years from now. And it has the great merit that it is not art reserved for the initiated, for the art historian, the classical music buff, the reader of Shakespeare and Cervantes. It is the one truly globalised art form, accessible to a more ample span of humanity than art has ever been before. Zidane’s magnificent brushstrokes have a wonderfully democratic quality to them. They evoke exactly the same responses — the same admiration, the same delight - in the subsistence farmer in Rwanda as in the banker in the City of London. And like all art, what they do is embellish the human condition, enrich life. They offer inspiration, they offer joy, they offer - whether it be my well-off friend Sebastiàn going through his marital separation or the hungry millions in Africa - consolation for life’s sorrows.

Joseph Conrad might spin in his grave but his definition of art as something that speaks to ‘the solidarity … which binds men to each other, which binds together all humanity — the dead to the living and the living to the unborn’: this definition can apply with as much validity to football as to music, literature or painting when the game is played with the flourish and genius displayed by the men in white of Real Madrid.

There are other fine teams, other great players around in the early twenty-first century. Van Nistelrooy at Manchester United, Henry at Arsenal, Totti at Juventus, Kakâ at Milan, Ballack at Bayern Munich are all individuals capable of elevating the game to a higher plane. It is just that — setting aside tribal considerations and examining what’s available with dispassionate eyes — the players assembled at Real do so more often, more beautifully, on a more elevated plane. That is why that conversation I overheard in the Majengo minibus should have come as no surprise to me, obvious as it was that people were having the very same discussion in minibuses the length and breadth of planet earth.

On my return from Majengo to Nairobi, having spent a couple of hours talking to two of those AIDS-immune prostitutes at the clinic, I went for lunch to the city’s main teaching hospital with a young doctor who was part of the team involved in researching why these women had managed against all odds to avoid infection. The reason I was there in the first place was to write a newspaper story about a vaccine these Kenyan doctors were trying to develop to combat AIDS on the basis of the prostitutes’ remarkable natural defences. Eminent professors I had talked to at Oxford University had said this was the most cutting-edge project of its kind in the world. And, while hardly being one to judge the scientific merits of what was going on, I was mightily impressed by the brightness and dedication of people like the young doctor I was lunching with. Especially as I had been led to understand that a scientist as capable as he, just twenty-seven years old, could be making a lot more money if he were to sell his skills abroad. ‘Ah, yes,’ he explained, ‘but for me it is such a big privilege to form part of this fantastic team of researchers doing such important work for the world. I would not change that for anything. Me joining this team, I feel the way Beckham must be feeling on joining Real Madrid.’

This time I did not react with open-mouthed astonishment, prepared as I had been by the ride to Majengo for out-of-the-blue footballing allusions. It was the doctor, not me, who raised the subject of Real Madrid first. I was there dutifully, solemnly talking about AIDS. But what really did surprise me was what happened next. Something that I shall always recall as a quite unbelievable coincidence. Within five seconds, no more, of my friend the doctor mentioning Real Madrid my mobile phone rang. I picked it up and José Angel Sánchez, the Real Madrid marketing chief— Florentino Pérez’s right-hand man and alter ego, the second most powerful man in the club - announced himself. It was like a voice from another planet, so far removed was the opulence and glitz of the world he inhabited from the spare, grey, concrete vastness of the hospital I was in and the sordid squalor I had seen that morning at Majengo.

Sánchez wanted to know if I could make it over to Madrid the following week to interview Beckham for Real Madrid Television. It was going to be a world ‘exclusive’ to be broadcast in a hundred countries on the day of his official presentation as a Real Madrid player. Today was Thursday, the interview would be on the following Tuesday or Wednesday. What did I say?

This was madness. Here I was in Africa reporting on AIDS and the whole day had been a series of references to Real Madrid and Beckham. And now I was being summoned to Madrid to interview the man himself. Was there some mighty planetary realignment underway, with Real Madrid and David Beckham at the fulcrum? Even in deepest Africa you couldn’t get away from them. Not for one minute.

Yet the answer to Sánchez’s question was not immediately obvious to me. I had just flown in to Kenya, the first leg of a four-country, two-week reporting tour of Africa that I had spent more than a month diligently organising. Was I going to chuck all that work away, oblige myself to start once again the patient task of setting up appointments in Rwanda, South Africa, Angola all over again? And there was another thing. I had come to Africa on a weighty mission. To write about AIDS, nature’s terrorist, the killer every single day, without cease, of twice as many people as died in the World Trade Center on September 11th, 2001. I was also going to write about war and poverty and hunger: about the plight, in short, of the most abandoned, most desperate people in he world. Was I going to ditch this momentous enterprise to go and interview David Beckham? Would my conscience ever let me forget it? Having spent twenty years of my life as a journalist covering wars, denouncing human-rights abuses, standing up, in so far as I could, for the wretched of the earth, would I be accused now of a trite and irresponsible dereliction of duty?

I told Sánchez this was all too much for me to deal with right now and I would call him back. Then I turned to the doctor — this African hero, the noble opposite of the frivolous gadfly I was one step away from becoming — and, embarrassed, I explained my predicament. His first, and rather perplexed response was, ‘Why you?’ Unsurprisingly, he had imagined me to be a foreign correspondent rather than a sports journalist. I said yes, that’s quite rights. Wandering about slums in poor countries and talking to people like him had always been much more my line of business. But in recent years my passion for football had been converging with my professional duties.

I am half-British and half-Spanish and, having spent seven years of my childhood in Buenos Aires (where they are arguably crazier about football than anywhere else on planet earth) it was my destiny to be a lifelong football fanatic. The other country where I grew up was England, where they invented the game. Much later, when I moved to Spain, I was taken by the passion and art of Spanish football, soon coming to the conclusion — shared by most football connoisseurs, I think — that the Spanish league was the world’s best. And so it was that I began writing more and more about football. Inevitably it was Real Madrid that my British editors wanted to hear about. One reason why I had received this remarkable phone call was that in the course of this new writing about football, I had interviewed Pérez and Sánchez at Real Madrid and we had got on well. Being bilingual helped. But the long and the short of it, the main reason why I figured Real Madrid wanted me for this interview, was that I neatly crossed the British and Spanish football worlds, spoke English — and might therefore be expected to put Beckham more at ease than a local Spanish journalist in Beckham’s first big interview for his new team on Spanish soil.

But enough of all this autobiography. What I needed now, and urgently, was advice.’You’re a doctor,’ I said. ‘I trust doctors. I have this big choice to make. So tell me: what should I do?’

He smiled the smile of the good, the wise, the man of crystal-clear principles. ‘My friend,’ he said, his smile widening into a broad, beaming grin, ‘when the train comes, you must take it.’

He was right. I knew he was right. I phoned Sánchez and told him I was catching the train. That I’d be in Madrid on Monday night.

Before that I made a brief stop in Rwanda, spent the Sunday before my return deep in the countryside of this tiny little country in the geographic heart of Africa, interviewing the most traumatised people in the world: the victims and killers of the worst atrocity the world has seen since the Second World War, the genocide that began in April 1994 in which Rwanda’s majority Hutu population rose up against their Tutsi compatriots, killing one million in a hundred days — almost all of them hacked to pieces with machetes. That night I went for a drink with a Rwandan general, a Tutsi who had lost most of his extended family in the genocide, who had himself been shot through the face and had the scar to show it, and had been part of the rebel force that liberated the country and brought an end to the killing in June 1994. But I’d had it with harrowing tales. And so had he. We talked about football. About - what else? — Real Madrid and the Beckham transfer. How on earth did Manchester United let him go for so little money? What was the United coach, Alex Ferguson, thinking? What position was Beckham going to play in? Did he not run the risk of failing horribly alongside such fantastically talented players? And Ronaldo: he was back to his sensational best, but weren’t people worried that he might suffer a recurrence of that terrible knee injury of his? And Roberto Carlos, and Zidane, and Figo, and Raúl: weren’t they all just absolutely great? And, by the way, how come Pérez got rid of his winning coach, del Bosque?

Twenty-four hours later I was in a five-star hotel in Madrid preparing my interview with Beckham. It went fine. A month later, after I had been and gone to Africa one more time, this time finishing my work, I got a call from James, an American friend who works for the UN. He had just been in Sweden with a couple of boys aged eight and twelve, the sons of a good friend who had recently died cruelly young of an illness. Hoping to cheer the two boys up a little and turn their minds to other things, James mentioned that he had a friend who had interviewed Beckham.’Their jaws dropped,’ said James.’They just stood there stunned, mute, in awe and admiration that I — poor, miserable me — should have a friend who had actually sat and talked with David Beckham.’ It was at this moment, or very soon after, that James understood that I had to write a book about Beckham and Real Madrid. He called to tell me and I knew immediately he was right. Here it is.

John Carlin

July 2004





1: Matadors and Bulls

A Brazilian journalist once said that the one-twos between Pelé and Tostão offered convincing proof of the existence of God. The most hardened agnostic might have been tempted to a similar conclusion at the Bernébeu on the night of 8 April 2003 after watching Zidane and Raúl stroke the ball around the congested edge of the Manchester United penalty area, as graceful and unrushed as if they were playing alone in a park.

Sitting in the press box at half-time during the first leg of the Champions League quarter-final between Real Madrid and United at the Bernébeu I remember the reaction of the British football writers. World-weary, weather-beaten journalists, veterans of a thousand games, they were agog at what they had just seen. I recall one journalist in particular, from one of the bigger-selling London tabloids, rising from his seat in a state of elation, as if he had just lived an intense religious experience.’ I don’t think anyone’s played football like that in 30 years,’ he exclaimed. He might have been right. The men in white had scaled peaks rarely reached, if ever, on a football pitch since the great Brazil of 1970: the World Cup-winning team that had always served until then as the benchmark for the sublime. The appraisal needed updating. Players were not as fit or as fast, spaces were not as compressed, in the days of Pelé, Tostao, Rivelino, Gérson and Jairzinho. Three decades later the Real Madrid of Zidane and Raúl and Figo, Roberto Carlos and Ronaldo offered us the wonderfully reassuring reminder that it could still be done, that perfection, or something very much like it, was still possible. That never mind all the money in the sport, the disputes over satellite TV rights, the building of brand names, football — the game itself as originally conceived by some inventively playful Englishmen 150 years ago — was bigger than all of that. Madrid that night at the Bernébeu had the freshness, élan, and sense of adventure of that 1970 Brazil side. Johan Cruyff’s Ajax in the Seventies and the Milan of Ruud Gullit, Frank Rikjaard and Marco van Basten were both in their different ways brilliant, but in a more methodical, rigorous, solemnly professional sort of way. This lot gave the impression that — tactics be damned — they played chiefly for fun.

The impression was deceptive. They were artists but they were tough guys too, focused competitors who had worked hard at their game. Otherwise they would never have made it through the merciless obstacle course that separates a twelve-year-old boy with a talent for ball-juggling from a twenty-five-year-old professional playing regularly in a major European league. For Zidane, disciplined perseverance was what had allowed his genius to soar, taking him to the summit of the world game. The previous season, 2001/2002, he had scored one of the most memorable goals in the history of the game, one that he himself would describe a couple of years later as ‘the goal of my life’. Receiving an awkward cross above waist height from Roberto Carlos on the edge of the penalty area, he twisted and turned and powered the ball, with his weaker left foot, into the roof of the net. If he had done that in training his teammates would have raised their hands to their heads in disbelief. But he did it in the European Cup final against Bayer Leverkusen, before a live worldwide TV audience of 1,100 million, at a point in the game when the Germans were clearly playing with more force and composure. It was the winning goal, probably the greatest ever scored in a European Cup final. Cometh the hour, cometh Zidane. He delivered when his team most needed it. Just as it had been when he won the World Cup for France in 1998, scoring two of the three French goals in the final against Brazil, demonstrating the true champion’s capacity to rise to the big occasion, when the expectations are highest and the pressure is most intense.

The Champions League quarter-final against Manchester United was another big occasion, what English footballers like to describe as ‘a massive game’. More massive, in a way, than that 2002 final against Bayer Leverkusen. The feeling all across Europe was that whoever won this clash of titans would win the European Cup; that the match was the final in all but name. Real Madrid were the reigning champions and clearly possessed the tournament’s best players; and United looked a formidably impressive unit, conquerors of Juventus 3-0 away in the previous round of the competition.

Ronaldo, who seemed to thrive on big games more than anyone, couldn’t wait. ‘The whole of Europe — the whole world — is dying to see these games against Manchester,’ he said. ‘It is the King of Duels.’

Alex Ferguson, the Manchester United manager, had a try at spoiling the majesty of the occasion, striking a graceless note in comments he made to the press the week before the big game. It had to do with the rumours that had been surfacing in the press over the previous month concerning David Beckham’s possible move to Real Madrid. ‘You have to wonder why the stories about Beckham came out at this time, don’t you?’ he said, implying the idea had been to undermine United’s team morale. ‘We have to think there’s some mischief.’

Maybe, but the stories might never have arisen in the first place had the Scot not dealt a blow of his own to United team morale a few weeks earlier. Had it not been for ‘the Flying Boot Incident’, the newspapers would have had a lot more trouble convincing the public that the rumours of Beckham’s transfer were credible. The date was 17 February — six weeks before the big quarter-final at the Bernébeu. Manchester United had just lost 2-0 to Arsenal in the FA Cup and, in the presence of all the other players, Ferguson chose to pin all the blame for the defeat on Beckham. To which Beckham replied by doing the unthinkable in the strict boarding-school environment of the Manchester United dressing room. He snarled back. Initially stunned and amazed, then red with fury, Ferguson took a step towards his player and from the other side of the room, a distance of maybe eight yards, kicked a boot at him. It struck Beckham above the left eye, drawing blood. For Beckham it was the final straw. Over the previous months Ferguson had continually been singling him out for punishment, blaming him when the team played badly, keeping him on the bench for important games. The Financial Times even compared these ‘mind games’ Ferguson practised on Beckham with ‘the ritual humiliation practised by Maoists during the Cultural Revolution’. The measure of how bitter Beckham’s accumulated sense of injustice had become was that he leapt to his feet and, out of control with rage, charged at his boss. Luckily they were not alone in the dressing room. Ryan Giggs, Gary Neville and Ruud van Nistelrooy had to grab Beckham just in time to stop things getting violently out of hand.

Despite the rearguard efforts of a Manchester United spokesman (’Whatever happens in the dressing room remains private’), the story quickly got out. Beckham himself made no effort to conceal what had happened, pointedly displaying the bandage over his small wound to his ever-alert retinue of paparazzis. The story of’Fergie’s Flying Boot’ made it around the world. Everybody quoted Ferguson’s excuse for an apology. It had been ‘a freak act of nature’, he said, and it would never happen again. (Marcello Lippi, the Juventus manager, wryly remarked that he had tried fifty times in his career to do what Ferguson had done and failed. ‘It’s a question of technique, and the Scots must have a better technique,’ Lippi said.) Inevitably the story made big headlines in the Spanish sports dailies. Equally inevitably, the rumours started to circulate in the Spanish and British press that Beckham was on his way out of United and that Spain might be his chosen destination.

Agents talked to journalists, journalists talked to club officials, who spoke to agents and, with newspapers unable to resist some embellishing of their own, the story grew and grew. This time clearly linking Beckham with Madrid. What did it, what made the story too irresistible for the papers to ignore, was that quarter-final draw pitting United against Real. Ferguson, a man once described by the Daily Telegraph as capable of starting a fight in an empty house, was enraged, convinced that Real mischief-makers lay behind the rumours. This time, though, he might have been partially right.

When Roberto Carlos said the week before the game at the Bernébeu that not only was Beckham a great player whom he would be proud to mark but that ‘we [the Real players] have told the club president he ought to sign him’, the Brazilian would have
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