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PROLOGUE

The final whistle blows, and Uruguay are the first world champions. Two pale-shirted figures embrace and topple to the mud. A player skips in delight, arms flapping above his head. The stands ripple with flags as cheering fans brandish their hats in the air. Men in suits hasten onto the pitch and hug players. Backs are slapped. The captain, José Nasazzi, is carried on the shoulders of two men, one of them a police officer in uniform jacket and cap. As the squad undertakes a celebratory lap of the pitch, clutching the trophy – a 14-inch-high representation of Nike, the goddess of victory – and a bouquet of flowers, they are joined by boys in shorts.

Soldiers hold aloft their sabres to create a guard of honour; as the players pass through it, the band strikes up ‘La Marseillaise’. Perhaps it’s a tribute to Jules Rimet, the French Fifa president whose idea the World Cup was, but until a couple of years earlier, it had been the official anthem of the Colorados, the party of the president of the republic, Juan Campisteguy. Who are the band celebrating? Football, Fifa, the victors or the politicians who made it happen and whose image was bolstered by it? It’s an ambiguity that was there at the start and that has never really gone away.

Within four years, Mussolini had hijacked the tournament to promote his ideal of a muscular, successful Italy. The Argentinian junta may have inherited the 1978 World Cup, and it may have been a terrible financial burden to them, but they exploited it just as ruthlessly as Mussolini had. Long before the term ‘sportswashing’ had entered the general consciousness, long before Russia and Qatar had shown that you didn’t have to win the tournament to gain a propaganda success, that hosting it was enough, the World Cup was being exploited. Every host has tried to use the tournament as an expression of self-confidence or modernity, or just to prove that they are relevant, a central part of a broader global community.

But it’s not just about hosting. Successes allow leaders to strut and pontificate, to make grand speeches about the symbolic ramifications of victory. Football has, at least if claims made in the moment of glory are to be believed, put Uruguay on the map, reintegrated post-war West Germany into the global community and ended racism in France. It’s almost entirely nonsense, of course, but that doesn’t mean that the assertions are not revealing. And football does matter, does offer insights, often unconscious, into the desires and doubts of a culture, never more so than in the quadrennial snapshot offered by the World Cup. At the very least, it provides collective memories that pervade more broadly and deeply than almost anything else. For the English, does any line from the sixties resonate more than ‘They think it’s all over …’? Maradona’s Hand of God shapes feelings about Argentina just as much as the Falklands War. There is no image more evocative of the shift from hard-nosed Thatcherism to the more sentimental nineties (however conditioned they remained by neoliberalism) than Gazza’s tears. Every country has its equivalents, from Herbert Zimmermann’s West German commentary at the end of the 1954 World Cup final to Papa Bouba Diop’s dance after scoring for Senegal against France in 2002, from Pelé’s volley in 1958 to Saeed al-Owairan’s remarkable goal against Belgium in 1994, from France’s sweat-sodden defeat in Seville in 1982 to North Korea’s improbable victory in Middlesbrough in 1966.

What Rimet began in 1930 has developed into a vast global spectacle, the final the most watched sporting event in the world. The Champions League may represent the highest level of football, but it is the World Cup that has the attention, that stirs the passions of nations, that confers lasting glory. But as was apparent even from that first iteration, an awkward coming together of thirteen teams in Montevideo, what is popular is powerful and what is powerful will always attract politics and politicians, interests beyond the game.

This is a book about the World Cup, about great players and great goals and great matches, but it is also about football as a tool for self-projection and for influence-peddling, about the role it has played in nation building and about the role it increasingly plays as countries negotiate their positions in a globalised world.

From its inception, the World Cup has been a vehicle for far more than football.




1930

THE DREAMERS

The Conte Verde, an ocean liner named after Amadeus VI, count of Savoy, was built in Dalmuir near Glasgow in 1923, and sunk for the final time in 1945, by which time she was in the service of the Japanese navy and known as Kotobuki Maru. The twenty years in between had been extremely eventful. She carried the Chinese Olympic team to Berlin in 1936 and a year later ran aground in a typhoon at the eastern end of Hong Kong. She helped 17,000 Jewish refugees flee Nazi persecution for Shanghai and was used in a mass exchange of interned diplomats and other citizens between Japan and the US in 1942. And in 1930, she took the national teams of France, Belgium and Romania, four referees (one of them was the Romania coach Costel Rădulescu), and the Fifa president Jules Rimet across the Atlantic for the inaugural World Cup.

‘It was like a holiday camp,’ said the France forward Lucien Laurent, who would go on to score the first goal in World Cup history. ‘Not until years later did we appreciate our place in history. It was just adventure. We were young men having fun.’1 His brother Jean was also in the squad. For them, going to Uruguay to play in the World Cup was a tremendous lark, an almost incomprehensible opportunity to break the monotony of everyday life at the Peugeot factory in Sochaux, for whose works team they and their international team-mates André Maschinot and Étienne Mattler played.

The voyage took just over a fortnight. ‘There was no talk of tactics or anything like that, no coaching,’ said Laurent. ‘It was just running about the boat on the deck … Down below we would do exercises – stretching, jumping, running up stairs, lifting weights. There was also a swimming pool there, which we all used until the weather got cooler. We would be entertained by a comedy act or a string quartet.’ They would train early in the morning so as not to disturb other passengers.2

The Romania forward Constantin Stanciu spoke of how the French seemed obsessed by fitness, something that troubled his team-mates enough that they began to join in. Although a lot of players suffered from seasickness, there was, he said, ‘excellent camaraderie’ on board. He found Rimet ‘very charismatic’ but knew he was ‘disappointed’ that so few European teams had travelled. ‘He believed the football World Cup could only be a force for the better,’ said Stanciu.3

That belief might have been challenged had Rimet spent much time with France’s captain, the elegant Algeria-born centre-half, Alexandre Villaplane. Amid the innocence and the excitement, there was evil. Villaplane changed clubs regularly, drawn by offers of greater and greater benefits at a time when French football was theoretically amateur, and was later sanctioned after his Antibes side was found to have fixed its championship play-off against Lille in 1932–33, the first season of professionalism in France. Villaplane didn’t play for France after the World Cup, as the French federation had realised that, for all his ability, he was an extremely troublesome figure. Even in the twenties he had been an habitué of the demi-monde, blowing his wages in cabarets and casinos and at the racetrack. He was jailed for fixing horse races in 1935, and was in and out of prison for a variety of offences before being convicted of racketeering and blackmail shortly after the Nazi occupation of France in 1940.

It was then that he got his big break, being recruited as a driver for the notorious Henri Lafont, who was put in charge of the French Gestapo after destroying the Belgian resistance.4 He rose through the ranks and was set to eradicating the Maquis in the south. He went about his task with cynical efficiency, promising his victims safety if they paid him off, only to let loose his thugs anyway.5 He was captured by French forces later that year and executed alongside Lafont on 26 December, a day after his thirty-ninth birthday.6

Whatever Rimet thought of the young Villaplane, he seemed to have fun on board, attending humorous talk-ins with the Belgian referee John Langenus and his quieter colleague Henri Christophe,7 and winning a dancing competition after making a cardboard hat for his partner with a blue star on a red background so it resembled the funnel of the ship.

When he got to Uruguay, he was invited to an asado with President Campisteguy; the political role of the tournament was apparent right from the start. The World Cup has always been a vessel for far more than football.

Fifa was an organisation rooted in expediency. Perhaps there was some idealism when it was founded by football federations from Belgium, Denmark, France, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland in 1904 but there was a reason its formation was driven through by the Frenchman Robert Guérin. He was a representative of the Union des sociétés françaises de sports athlétiques, one of the three bodies that sought to organise football in France at the time. Being France’s representative at Fifa gave them legitimacy; the first of Fifa’s articles of association is that members should mutually recognise each other ‘as being the only associations governing the sport of Association Football in their countries’.8

By 1920, Fifa was organising the football tournament at the Olympics. By then, in the aftermath of the First World War, sport’s role in the world had begun to be questioned.9 It had taken on a nationalistic aspect, perhaps inevitably so given the overt sense, in the English public schools, German Turnen clubs and beyond, that it was a useful preparation for war, or at least the rigours of overseas service.10

From 1921, though, Fifa had a president who was determined to challenge that: Jules Rimet. Born in 1873, Rimet was a devout Catholic and had been profoundly influenced by Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical on capital and labour, De rerum novarum,11 which sought to address and alleviate ‘the misery and wretchedness pressing so unjustly on the majority of the working class’.12 Rimet saw sport as a key weapon in that battle and in 1897 founded Red Star in Paris. At his new club, unusually, class distinctions were ignored and political discussion banned. He organised poetry readings to help educate and develop the players and argued against amateurism as a barrier to working-class involvement in football, calling it ‘the antisocial pretension of a privileged oligarchy’.13

He ‘believed that sport could unite the world’14 and saw Fifa as a sort of footballing League of Nations. The British associations remained predictably sceptical: England having the same voting rights as Uruguay or Paraguay, Brazil or Egypt, Bolivia or Pan-Russia, the league official Charles Sutcliffe told an FA meeting in 1919 after a squabble at Fifa over the post-war readmission of Germany, was ‘a case of magnifying the midget’.15

Nor, in truth, at the 1920 Olympics, did the football suggest an activity the power of which could be harnessed to avert conflict. Czechoslovakia walked off during the final against Belgium in protest at the 39th-minute dismissal of Karel Steiner, resulting in their ejection from the competition and leading to a complicated play-off for the silver and bronze medals. But football was, nonetheless, the biggest draw of any sport at the Games.

By 1924, when non-European sides competed for the first time at the Olympics, football made even more headlines, thanks largely to the excellence of Uruguay. The myth, propagated by Eduardo Galeano – who, whatever his qualities as a writer and political theorist, was never over-troubled by facts – is that the team that travelled to France comprised meat-packers, ice salesmen, marble-cutters and grocers, but it is not true. They may not have been openly professional – the Uruguayan league was officially amateur until 1932 – but neither were they working full-time in other trades. One of the reasons Argentina didn’t send a side was a concern over whether their players would be considered amateur, and it’s not clear Uruguay’s would have passed the test but for the intervention of Rimet after an appeal from their football federation.16 When the Fifa vice-president Gabriel Bonnet praised Switzerland, the side Uruguay beat in the final, as ‘true amateurs’, the implication was obvious.17

Whatever the qualms about their status, though, Uruguay were brilliant.

Uruguay had been established as a buffer state between Argentina and Brazil with the help of Britain, formally declaring independence in 1830. The remainder of the nineteenth century was bloody as those of European descent first massacred the indigenous peoples and then fell to a series of civil wars between the Blancos, the conservatives championing the rights of landowners, and the Colorados, the liberals based largely in Montevideo. Although the Colorados won every election held between 1865 and 1958, it took a long time for that to equate to stability. By 1900, Uruguay had suffered around fifty coups and uprisings.18

Football had been introduced by the British, with the first official match in Uruguay taking place in June 1881 as Montevideo Cricket Club took on Montevideo Rowing in a match refereed by the British consul-general, Edmund Monson. Central to the spread of the game was William Leslie Poole, a Kent-born Anglo-Scot, who arrived in Montevideo in 1885 at the age of eighteen and became a schoolteacher at the English High School, which served the sons of both British residents and the local elites. Regarding football as essential for instilling physical resilience, teamwork and the capacity to handle victory and defeat with equanimity, he would take his pupils by horse-drawn tram to the fields of Punta Carretas, where the Rio de la Plata meets the Atlantic, to learn and play the game.19

Poole became a leading player for Albion, the first football-specific club established in Uruguay, and later served as president of both the Uruguayan Football Association (AUF) and the league. He is widely recognised as the father of the Uruguayan game, carrying the spirit of Muscular Christianity he had experienced at school and at Cambridge University20 and finding it married easily with the Comtean positivism* that shaped education in Montevideo.21 Sport took on an even more central role after the expulsion of Spain from Cuba in 1898, which led to widespread fears that Latins would yield inevitably before an Anglo-Saxon takeover. ‘Our education,’ said Pablo De María, the rector of the University of the Republic, ‘is not virile like that of the people of northern Europe and north America.’22

Football took on a curious role: diversion, stiffener of sinews and symbol of fraternity, something that could be appreciated by both sides as civil war continued to simmer. On Easter Sunday 1897, for instance, the day after the battle of Cerro Colorado, a record crowd of 1,500 turned out to watch Albion, one of the leading clubs, take on a combined British Navy XI.23 Punta Carretas, the newspaper El Dia proclaimed, became a ‘true public space, a meeting place of society’, football an ecumenical sphere in which men and women, black and white, rich and poor, young and old, British and criollo, Blanco and Colorado could mix24 – off the pitch at least; on it, players were universally male and white.

The death of the blanco leader Aparicio Saravia in 1904 brought an end to a further episode of civil war, and José Batlle y Ordóñez’s second term as president finally brought peace and stability. There was investment in sanitation works and the electrification of the tram network, an overhaul of labour rights, the introduction of universal suffrage and, as exports of beef boomed, high-school education was made free to all while sport was promoted through the National Commission of Physical Education.25 Under Batlle’s government, there were also the beginnings – slow and extremely tentative – of a recognition of Uruguay’s black population,26 leading to the eventual selection of the half-back Juan Delgado and the forward Isabelino Gradín for the national side. Both were key members of the squad that won the inaugural Campeonato Sudamericano* in 1916.

But the politics of football remained complex, with the two most popular clubs, Peñarol and Nacional, constantly in dispute. In 1922, Peñarol were expelled from the AUF for playing a friendly against the Argentinian club Racing, who had disaffiliated from the Argentinian Football Association. Peñarol then established their own federation (FUF), so that in 1923 two rival Uruguayan championships were staged. The AUF’s decision to affiliate to Fifa that year was largely conditioned by a desire to resolve the schism by making themselves the officially sanctioned authority. The foreign minister Pedro Manini Rios, one of the founders of Nacional and a leader of the AUF, wired the minister plenipotentiary of Uruguay in Switzerland, Enrique Buero, and asked him to attend the Fifa Congress in Geneva to secure Uruguay’s accession. While there, Buero took the unilateral decision that Uruguay should enter the following year’s Olympics.27

There were two major issues. First, given the schism, it was unclear which players would be available for the tournament. And second, nobody knew how the AUF was going to afford it. But what was significant was the involvement of Manini Rios, which suggested Uruguay’s participation in the Olympics was sanctioned, perhaps even encouraged, at the highest political level.

No players from either Peñarol or Central, both members of the rebel FUF, were selected, while Uruguay’s passage across the Atlantic was paid for in part by Atilio Narancio, the president of the AUF, who put his house up as collateral for a loan. Although the later perception was of great camaraderie, the players left to general disinterest. There were no great crowds to wave them off, food on board was poor and there was limited space to train.

To generate revenue, Uruguay played nine friendlies in Spain, winning them all, playing a style of football that combined individual flair with organisation and structure. A report in the Spanish newspaper El Eco described them as ‘full of method … a true collective … rarely lifting the ball from the ground. Fast … very open, great movement. But the truly captivating aspect … is the quality of the pass.’28

In Paris, Uruguay stayed near the Stade De Colombes in Argenteuil, a north-western suburb, in a villa that had been used as an occasional headquarters by the German General Staff following the occupation of Paris in the Franco-Prussian War. They continued the form they had shown in Spain, hammering the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes,* the USA and France by a combined score of 15–1. After a 5–1 victory over the hosts in the quarter-final, Le Figaro was moved to write of Uruguay’s ‘precision, speed and good combinations … supported by the marvellous defence of [Pedro] Arispe and [José] Nasazzi’.29 The essayist and novelist Henry de Montherlant compared Uruguay’s play to the writing of the seventeenth-century fabulist Jean de la Fontaine: ‘great art,’ he said, ‘is always simple.’30 An indication of their style is given by the Catalonian writer Enrique Guardiola Cardellach, who described a move in that game of ‘seventeen or eighteen short passes in a row without the ball having been stopped for a single moment’ that involved every outfield player and ended with Héctor Scarone hitting both posts.31

Uruguayan football has always prided itself on its ‘garra’ – literally ‘claw’, although the term encompasses toughness, resilience and streetwiseness and has often been used to justify the worst excesses of the Uruguayan game – but, as the poet and essayist Aldo Mazzucchelli argues, there is little to suggest the team of the 1920s was unusually reliant on the characteristic, appealing as the concept of garra may be to explain how such a small country could lead the world.32

The Dutch were beaten 2–1 in the semi-final, despite a remarkable performance from their goalkeeper Gejus van der Meulen* who kept a toy rabbit in his net and made so many saves that Scarone began to believe it held magical powers.33 By then, Uruguay were big news.34 As journalists flocked to Argenteuil to uncover the secrets of the Uruguayans, the players amused themselves by pretending their dribbling ability came from chasing chickens at a young age, a claim that was dutifully repeated by a surprising number of newspapers.35

The captain and full-back José Nasazzi, who played always in a homemade knitted white hat, and the inside-forward Héctor Scarone were players of great ability, while the centre-forward Pedro Patrone, with his immaculately brilliantined hair, was rapid and a fine finisher, but the Uruguayan who attracted most attention was the midfielder José Leandro Andrade, commonly described at the time as football’s first global superstar.36 Beyond his obvious ability as a free-ranging centre-half, and the fact he was one of four players to play in both Uruguay’s Olympic triumphs and the World Cup success, Andrade now seems more myth than man, his life a collection of implausible stories. He was also black.

Andrade was born in Salto in 1901 to an Argentinian mother. His father’s identity is unknown, although it was said to be José Ignacio Andrade, supposedly a ninety-eight-year-old African-born expert in magic who had escaped slavery in Brazil and whose name appeared on the centre-half’s birth certificate as a witness.37 At an early age, Andrade moved to Montevideo to live with an aunt. He earned money shining shoes and selling newspapers on street corners but also found work as a musician and was gifted enough to lead the drum corps for a carnival comparso.38

Football, though, was his great skill. He was quick and athletic, at least early in his career, but dominated games more through his understanding of space and angles than by physically imposing himself. He was reputed to be an extremely clean tackler and to have developed a technique called la tijera (the scissors) in which he would go to ground with left leg extended and play the ball with his right. But it wasn’t just his talent that made him stand out in Paris. Before 1924, there had never been a black footballer at the Olympics and, to French fans and European journalists, that gave him an air of the exotic. Add his charisma and good looks, and the result was a potent celebrity.

The writer Colette, later best known for her novella Gigi but at the time notorious for an on-stage lesbian kiss at the Moulin Rouge, was sent by Le Matin to report on a party at Uruguay’s villa in Argenteuil to celebrate the second-round win over the USA.* To the backing of an Argentinian orchestra, in Paris to perform at a musical, Andrade and his team-mate Alfredo Zibechi dressed in elaborate costumes and demonstrated a range of dances. ‘Uruguayans,’ Colette wrote, ‘are a strange combination of civilisation and barbarism.† Dancing the tango they are wonderful, sublime, better than the best gigolo. But they also dance African cannibal dances that make you shiver.’39

It’s striking how much of the coverage focused on Andrade’s race. When a photograph of him appeared on the cover of L’Auto* in June 1924, for instance, the accompanying text described him as ‘the marvellous and black half-back’.40 It’s clear as well the extent to which descriptions of Andrade were shaped by primitive modernism,41 the popularity of which, expressed through the work of painters from Picasso to Chagall, the writing of Apollinaire and the music of Stravinsky, was at its height in Paris at the time.42 Nothing better embodied the belief that ‘black’ or ‘African’ culture was simultaneously primitive and modern than jazz and so there was a certain inevitability about the meeting of Andrade with a singer who had also attracted the nickname ‘the Black Pearl’, Josephine Baker. Two years later, she would draw global fame for her danse sauvage, performed in nothing more than a skirt comprising sixteen bananas and some strategically arranged necklaces. That Andrade and Baker danced a tango together is well-attested; whether their relationship went further is unclear.

There certainly were liaisons with wealthy and fashionable French women, even if the suspicion must be that many stories were exaggerated and embellished. Andrade often left the villa at night and, when concerned officials sent his team-mate Angelo Romano to track him down one evening, he found Andrade ‘in a luxury apartment in one of the most exclusive areas of the city, surrounded by beautiful women, like a sultan in his harem’.43 By the time Andrade returned to Montevideo, he was dressing as a dandy, wearing leather boots, yellow gloves, a silk cravat and a top hat.

Andrade continued to enjoy the high life and regularly missed training sessions with Nacional. On a tour of Europe in 1925 he fell ill and, visiting a doctor in Brussels, was diagnosed with syphilis. He fled to Paris to recuperate and by the time he returned to Montevideo had lost weight and much of his sparkle. At first he decided he didn’t want to travel to Amsterdam for the 1928 Olympics, but had a change of heart when he saw his team-mates boarding their steamer to cross the Atlantic. Again he played a key role, despite an incident in the semi-final in which he ran into a goal-post. Some say it was as a consequence of that that he later lost the sight in one eye; others that it was the syphilis.

The 1930 World Cup final was the last game Andrade played for his country. After it, he left Nacional for their great rivals Peñarol. As his playing career came to an end, he struggled. He was unreliable, drank too much. He couldn’t hold down a job and slipped into poverty. He was a guest of honour at the 1950 World Cup, where his nephew Victor Rodríguez Andrade – who insisted on using the maternal as well as the paternal surname as a mark of respect for his uncle – had a vital role in Uruguay’s victory. Six years later, the German journalist Fritz Hack tracked Andrade down in Montevideo. He was living in desperate conditions, unable to follow Hack’s questions. A few months later, penniless and alcoholic, he moved into an asylum. He died soon after, at the age of fifty-six. Even the basic arc of his story, from poverty to glory and back to poverty again feels mythic. Paris was the zenith of his career.

Demand to watch the final in Paris was vast. Officially, just over 40,000 were admitted, although the true figure may have been higher, while around 10,000 were locked out. Those who did get in saw Uruguay cruise to a 3–0 win over Switzerland. While many in Europe revelled in the accomplishment of the champions, of the possibilities that they had demonstrated for the game – the great journalist Gabriel Hanot, a former France international, famously dismissed suggestions that Britain might still be the world leader by saying ‘it is like comparing Arab thoroughbreds to farm horses’44 – what mattered to Uruguayans was that Uruguay was being talked about at all. ‘You are now the motherland, boys …’ wrote Lorenzo Batlle Berres in El Día, ‘the symbol of that little dot, nearly invisible on the map … which has been getting larger, larger, larger.’45

But this was more than simply a newspaper celebrating its country’s victory. El Día was the newspaper of the Colorados. Moreover, Batlle Berres was the nephew of the former president José Batlle y Ordóñez. The sense was that Uruguay’s victory was a victory for battlismo and the values of modernity, liberalism, rationality and Uruguayan exceptionalism it represented. ‘In South American diplomatic circles,’ El Día reported, ‘it is said that the performance of the Uruguay team … has done more for the fame of Uruguay than thousands of dollars spent on propaganda.’46

When the Uruguay squad returned home, a national holiday was declared for state workers and half-price train tickets to the capital arranged so the whole country could join the party. For days the streets of Montevideo heaved in celebration. The post office, emphasising that this was a victory for the national project, produced a stamp to salute the Olympic champions. The illustrated magazine Mundo Uruguayo, meanwhile, claimed that Uruguay would no longer be ignored or confused with its larger neighbours; the football team had proved it was a ‘civilised nation’ that could export culture as well as meat.47

There was a sense that Uruguay had not merely overcome the anxiety of European influence but reversed it, returning the European game to the metropole in more sophisticated form. If there was not quite the same Oedipal frisson as would be suffered by, say, Spanish literature in the face of Latin American modernism,48 it was only because the game’s true parents in Britain had absented themselves from the Olympics and the possibility of defeat. It would eventually arrive in the form of the rivalry between England and Argentina.

The praise for Uruguay was deeply annoying for Argentina. If only they had sent a team to Paris, ran their logic, surely they’d have beaten their little neighbour – even though at that point Argentina had won one Campeonato Sudamericano to Uruguay’s four and had beaten them in only five of their previous twenty-four meetings. A home-and-away tie was arranged to determine, in the Argentinian mind at least, who the real champions were.

The game in Montevideo ended 1–1; the second leg, in Buenos Aires, was chaos. Overcrowding at the Estadio Sportivo Barracas led to a postponement of four days. For the rearranged game, fences had been erected at the front of the stands but the outcome was still disorder. Argentina went 2–1 up – their first goal having been scored direct from a corner by Cesáreo Onzari, the origin of the term ‘gol olimpico’* – but as the game became increasingly violent, their defender Adolfo Celli suffered a broken leg. Fans responded by hurling stones at the Uruguayans, particularly targeting Andrade. Uruguay’s players returned fire and, as police intervened, Scarone was arrested for kicking an officer. Uruguay walked off, and Argentina declared themselves the victors. Hostilities continued the following day on the dockside as Uruguay set off for home with their players and an angry crowd hurling coal at each other. It had all been deeply unsavoury.

In 1928, Argentina had the chance to win an Olympic medal for real as they sent a team to Amsterdam. They surged to the final, beating USA 11–2, Belgium 6–3 and Egypt 6–0, with Domingo Tarasconi scoring at least a hat-trick in each game.

This time, with Peñarol players reintegrated, Uruguay had been seen off from the docks in Montevideo by adoring crowds, and were greeted in Le Havre and then Amsterdam by fans who were almost as enthusiastic. Enrique Buero, who had moved from Bern to become ambassador for Belgium and the Netherlands and who was, by this point, fully on board with the idea that football was part of his remit, booked an old country house for the squad about forty-five minutes outside Amsterdam. This, though, was not Paris. Uruguay were not a curiosity to be marvelled over; they were the best football team in the world and were there to be beaten.

Prince Consort Henry of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, the husband of Queen Wilhelmina, made the draw and, after pairing the hosts with Uruguay, immediately apologised and asked, presumably jokingly, if he could have another go. Van der Meulen and his rabbit proved stubborn again, but Uruguay won 2–0. The quarter-final against Germany was an ugly, violent game in which Nasazzi and two Germans were sent off as Uruguay won 4–1. Italy, having beaten France and Spain, could reasonably claim to be the best side in Europe, and took the lead in the semi-final, but Uruguay fought back to win 3–2. In the absence of Great Britain, which had refused to send a team after 1920 because of a dispute over definitions of amateurism, and with the mass exodus of players and coaches from Hungary prompted by the various political and economic crises,49 few doubted that rioplatense football was the peak of the world game and a meeting of Uruguay and Argentina in the final a true clash of the best sides in the competition.

Throughout the tournament, huge crowds had gathered outside newspaper offices in Montevideo and Buenos Aires to listen to updates of games. Correspondents at the stadium would send fifteen-word telegrams back to their offices – La Nación claimed the fastest arrived in just 52 seconds50 – which would then be relayed to those waiting outside via loudspeaker. Interest was hardly less keen in Europe. There were around 250,000 requests for tickets to watch the final, at a stadium that held an eighth of that. Football, indisputably, had become a mass phenomenon across the globe.

‘Argentina,’ wrote the Italian journalist Gianni Brera, ‘play football with a lot of fantasy and elegance but the technical superiority cannot compensate for the abandonment of tactics.’51 This, it should be said, is a characterisation rejected by Aldo Mazzucchelli, who argues there is an element of back projection from later in the century, by which time Uruguay had become a team that relied far more on stubbornness and organisation.52 In 100 años de fútbol, a collection of magazines published in the build-up to the 1970 World Cup, the Uruguayan writer Julio Bayce suggests Uruguay were a largely counter-attacking team,53 but Mazzucchelli rejects that as well, suggesting he had been influenced by the radio commentaries of Esteban Elena, who would essentially invent action to fill the gaps left between cables he was receiving from the ground. The truth is that where video evidence is lacking, it is very hard to tell, particularly given the slipperiness of terminology, especially when shifting between languages, and the variability of expectation. All that can be said is that the footage that does exist from the 1930 World Cup makes Uruguay look a very technically accomplished short-passing team.54

After an injury to Héctor Castro, who had lost his right hand in a buzzsaw accident when he was thirteen, Uruguay played much of the game with only ten men. They drew 1–1, then took the lead in the replay, a goal that was greeted in Montevideo by the sounding of sirens. It was a wet day – photos show the majority of the crowds outside the newspaper offices clutching umbrellas – but they stayed on as Argentina equalised before Scarone got the winner with 17 minutes remaining.

He was probably the greatest player of that generation, short and quick, noted for his choppy stride and the spring that made him surprisingly good in the air for somebody who measured just 5ft 6in. He was regarded as high-maintenance, but it’s a measure of his importance to Uruguay that Scarone started every international for which he was fit between 1917 and 1930.

For Uruguay, those Olympic successes are as good as World Cups – which is why they wear four stars on their shirts; two for their World Cup wins, but two also for the Olympic golds. ‘They were in fact real world championships,’ Rimet agreed.55 The quality and variety of teams in Paris in 1924 and in Amsterdam in 1928 was little different to the intra-war World Cups, and that Uruguay won them in Europe arguably makes them a greater achievement than the World Cup they would win at home in 1930.

Fifa had been aware for a while that it needed its own tournament. English football had been professional since 1885 and, by the mid-1920s, Austria, Hungary, Italy and the USA were paying players, making them ineligible for the Olympics. Uruguay and Argentina weren’t the only countries that operated in a grey zone somewhere between amateurism and full professionalism. It was clear that, as the Fifa secretary Henri Delaunay put it, ‘football no longer fits entirely within the framework of the Olympic status and that many countries could no longer have their best footballers represented at the Games tournament’.56 The Olympics anyway struggled to accommodate football, staging the competition in 1928 between 27 May and 13 June, when the main part of the Games did not begin until 28 July – an issue caused by the difficulties of juggling various league seasons and a shortage of accommodation.57 In May 1928, at the seventeenth Fifa Congress, in Amsterdam, it was agreed that a tournament should be staged in 1930.

Senior Uruguayan political figures soon decided that they should bid to host it; it was, after all, a pleasing coincidence that 1930 would mark the centenary of Uruguay’s independence. Fifa had hoped that Germany might volunteer as host, but it had taken a firm stand against professionalism. Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden had all expressed an interest, which led at the 1929 Congress in Barcelona to the sort of self-interested politicking for which Fifa would later become notorious.58 Buero was an excellent negotiator59 but although he secured the votes of the central European bloc, led by Italy, he suspected they thought Uruguay a useful backwater for Fifa’s tournament while they pursued their own tournaments for national and club sides, the Central European International Cup* and the Mitropa Cup. In truth, Italy might have travelled but for an unfortunately timed power vacuum at the Italian Olympic committee after its leader, Augusto Turati, was forced to resign following revelations he frequented a sadomasochistic brothel.60

Uruguay, having promised to subsidise travel for all competing sides, won the vote, but that was only half the battle. There was much bitterness in the country about the reluctance of European sides to travel, and dark talk of boycotts, but most European federations, like Argentina in 1924, lacked the resources or organisational will to undertake a lengthy voyage. Getting European sides to commit remained difficult, even after it was agreed that the first round would be played on a group system so nobody would have to make the trip for a single fixture. Rimet could guarantee France would travel, although their coach Gaston Barreau and their leading centre-forward Manuel Anatol stayed at home. The Belgian Fifa vice-president Rudolf Seeldrayers, and a media campaign orchestrated by Buero, persuaded his national team to go, although they were weakened because their great star, the forward Raymond Braine, had opened a café in breach of their football federation’s definition of amateurism – and football in Belgium was still an amateur sport. Romania sent a team only because the newly crowned King Carol II insisted upon it, selecting the squad himself and guaranteeing the players three months’ paid leave. Only Yugoslavia seem to have travelled with anything approaching enthusiasm.

The two Asian invitees, Japan and Siam, both withdrew – Japan would have been represented by the Imperial University’s team – while Egypt, Africa’s sole representatives, who had achieved notable results at the Olympics, beating Hungary in 1924 and reaching the semi-final in 1928, were held up by a storm in the Mediterranean and so missed their connection in Marseille; they should have travelled with Yugoslavia on the pleasure steamer Florida. As a result, the first World Cup went ahead with thirteen participants.

In 1930, before the full impact of the Wall Street Crash had been felt, Montevideo was a thriving, culturally vibrant city. Le Corbusier had visited in 1927 and approved of the modernist capital. The poster for the tournament was produced by the painter Guillermo Laborde, one of the founders of planism, the characteristic austere geometric lines of which are evident in the image of a goalkeeper stretching to save a shot heading for the top corner.

Juan Antonio Scasso, an architect, director of public works in Montevideo and later a president of Peñarol, was appointed to design a stadium that would not merely be the centrepiece of the World Cup but would also celebrate the centenary of Uruguay’s independence. He produced the world’s first stadium in reinforced concrete, the four double-tiered stands supposedly opening like a flower to represent the blooming of Uruguay. What made it instantly identifiable, though, was a tower, its nine storeys reflecting the nine stripes of the Uruguayan flag, thrusting up from the main stand to a height of more than 100m above the sunken pitch.

There were only two problems. The 1929 Crash had squeezed the budget, so the proposed capacity of 90,000 was reduced to 69,000, while heavy rain delayed construction – establishing what was to become a very familiar World Cup theme as local organisers raced to complete infrastructure – meaning, after early-morning snow, that the inaugural World Cup fixtures were played simultaneously at the 20,000-capacity Estadio Parque Central and the 10,000-capacity Estadio Pocitos.

It was the smaller stadium that had the honour of seeing the first World Cup goal in the game between France and Mexico as the goalkeeper Alex Thépot, of Rimet’s Red Star, played the ball long for Augustin Chantrel; he helped it on to Ernest Libérati, who cut it back for Laurent to score – on Bastille Day – with a controlled volley after 19 minutes. Chantrel, a right-half, had to play the final hour in goal after a head injury to Thépot but France still won 4–1. El Día was not impressed, saying the game ‘completely disappointed the public’.61

At the Parque Central, the USA beat Belgium 3–0. El Diario dismissed the counter-attacking US style as ‘monotonous and sometimes childish’.62 There was a clear sense among Uruguayan observers of what football should look like, and what they had seen on the opening day of the World Cup was not it.

An eccentric schedule forced France into action against Argentina forty-eight hours after their opener. Despite being effectively reduced to nine men by injuries they held out until the 81st minute when the Argentina captain Luis Monti drilled in a free-kick. But France’s Marcel Langiller was reputedly clean through when the Brazilian referee Almeida Rêgo blew for full-time – with six minutes still to play. As gleeful Argentinian fans invaded the pitch, the French players protested and the game was, eventually, restarted. Argentina held out to the disgust of Uruguayans in the crowd, whose reaction was so hostile that Argentina threatened to withdraw from the tournament before being placated by a personal guarantee of safety from Campisteguy.

There was an element of farce about much of that first World Cup. Fifa may have turned its back on amateurism, but football remained endearingly amateurish. Penalty spots were marked in the wrong place, police encroached on the pitch, much refereeing was suspect and the identity of certain goalscorers remains unclear. Argentina’s captain and centre-forward Nolo Ferreira, meanwhile, returned to Buenos Aires to take his law exams after that first game, and was replaced for the second match, against Mexico, by the 5ft 6in centre-forward Guillermo Stábile, who scored five times in the group games against Mexico and Chile.

Yugoslavia took control of their group by beating a shambolic Brazil who seemed to relish neither the cold wind nor the mudbath the Parque Central had become as overnight snow melted. It was Brazil’s first full international for five years and an internal power struggle meant only players based in Rio de Janeiro took part, the Santos forward Araken Patusca getting round the Paulista boycott by registering before the tournament for the Rio side Flamengo, for whom he never played a game. A 4–0 win over Bolivia followed and ensured Yugoslavia’s place in the last four.

The first player to be sent off in World Cup history was Plácido Galindo of Peru, dismissed by Alberto Warnken of Chile after breaking the leg of Romania’s Adalbert Steiner. Only 300 were there to see it, though, still the lowest ever World Cup crowd. There were rather more in attendance for Peru’s second game, as they faced Uruguay in the hosts’ opener, delayed until 18 July so they could begin their World Cup campaign 100 years to the day after the signing of the Uruguayan constitution. Around 57,000 were admitted to the Centenario, capacity having been cut because of safety concerns at the not quite completed stadium.

For eight weeks before the tournament, Uruguay had been sequestered in the Prado hotel in a park in Montevideo to prepare. The players seem to have found seclusion stifling and the goalkeeper Andrés Mazzali, who had married earlier in the year, was caught, shoes in hand, trying to sneak back into his room having broken curfew to meet his mistress. He had won two Olympic gold medals but was kicked out of the squad, his place in the team taken by Enrique Ballestrero. Nacional players threatened to withdraw from the squad in solidarity before Mazzali himself persuaded them to stay on.

They beat Peru only 1–0, Castro’s shot half-saved and dribbling apologetically over the line. Had the soft pitch affected them? Had they been overwhelmed by the occasion? Or had their coach Alberto Suppici overdone it with his fitness drills?

Romania had beaten Peru 3–1 but as Uruguay clicked in the final group game, shifted to 21 July to coincide with a general strike, a 4–0 defeat meant they missed out on the semi-final. On the boat home, the midfielder Alfred Eisenbeisser (also known as Fredi Fieraru) fell in love with a seventeen-year-old Brazilian girl who was heading to Paris with her tutor. ‘She finished me,’ he wrote in a journal belonging to his captain Rudy Wetzer. ‘She is more beautiful than Pola Negri.’* Determined no one else should dance with her, he forced himself to keep going despite sweating profusely and experiencing stabbing pains in his back.63

Eisenbeisser was examined by a doctor who diagnosed double pneumonia. He had a fever, was coughing up blood and lost weight rapidly. A priest, called to administer the last rites, asked him to confess his sins. ‘Something,’ he said, ‘told me that if I could make fun of the gravedigger in front of me, everything would be all right … “Father, it’s true, I made a big mistake against Peru when I thought the ball would go out of play. [José María] Lavalle crossed the ball and that cross led to a goal …”’64

When the ship docked in Genoa, Eisenbeisser remained behind in a sanatorium, whereupon reports began to circulate that he had died. His grief-stricken mother arranged a funeral and was at the wake when, the story goes, Eisenbeisser strolled in, having made the journey by land. Not only was he not dead, he recovered sufficiently to win three league titles with Venus Bucharest and to come thirteenth in the pairs figure-skating at the 1936 Winter Olympics in Garmisch-Partenkirchen.

Argentina thrashed the USA 6–1 in the first semi-final, a game that was perhaps not quite so one-sided as the scoreline might suggest. Ralph Tracey missed a couple of chances for the US before Monti put Argentina ahead but was forced off at half-time with a wrenched knee. The goalkeeper Jim Douglas then hurt his leg in the second half and matters were further complicated as the midfielder Andy Auld was apparently temporarily blinded when their physio Jack Coll dropped a bottle of chloroform while giving him treatment for a split lip.65

Uruguay ended up winning their semi-final against Yugoslavia comfortably enough, but it was not without controversy. It too finished 6–1 but Yugoslavia felt a clear sense of grievance.

That meant the final everybody had expected and perhaps hoped for, a rematch of Amsterdam 1928, the 111th rioplatense derby, the biggest football match that had ever been played. There was a huge demand for tickets on both sides of the estuary. An estimated 15,000 Argentinians poured onto steamers and the transatlantic liners that docked in Montevideo on their way to Europe. Thousands more saw them off at the port, chanting ‘Argentinos, sí! Uruguayos, no!’ Fog, though, meant that very few from Argentina made it across the River Plate in time for the game. Offices closed, although many workers stayed behind to listen to the radio together; General Motors shut down its production line, and the Chamber of Deputies abandoned its afternoon sitting; while an estimated 50,000 gathered outside newspaper offices to hear updates relayed by telex.

The official attendance was 68,346, although some estimates suggest perhaps as many as 25,000 more squeezed in, with huge crowds packing the streets around the stadium. Fans were searched for weapons on their way in, while the Belgian referee John Langenus was so concerned for his own safety that he had an escape route planned to a ship moored in the harbour. Even before the game, he had to settle a dispute, with Argentina protesting about the ball Uruguay wanted to use: the first half, Langenus decided, would be played with a ball favoured by the Argentinians (made in Scotland) and the second half with one favoured by the Uruguay (made in England).* That wasn’t the only inconsistency that looks bizarre to eyes familiar with the hyper-regulated branding of the modern game: Juan Evaristo, Argentina’s right-half, played in a beret and Nasazzi in his trademark white hat, while Andrade, rather than wearing black shorts like the rest of his team, played in a white pair. Langenus himself, a huge man who towered over both captains, wore a blazer, plus fours and a striped yellow tie.

Two days before the game, Monti received a death threat that he took so seriously that he initially refused to play. For Argentina that was an enormous problem, not only because their captain was such a fine player, tough and skilful, but because the obvious candidate to replace him, the experienced half-back Adolfo Zumelzú, was injured. Eventually, on the morning of the game, Monti decided he would play. Preparation and morale, though, had been affected.

Even eight decades later Pancho Varallo, Argentina’s inside-right, had not forgiven him. ‘The Uruguayans beat us because they were sly,’ he said. ‘They took advantage of being the hosts. Luis Monti was a great player but that day he was totally pale.’66 Varallo was the last survivor of the 1930 final, which gave him the advantage of being able to shape the narrative long after those who might have contradicted him had passed on. His recollection of Monti’s performance, though, is corroborated by the report in El Gráfico, which described Argentina’s captain ‘standing, literally soulless, without being the great playmaker that in normal circumstances he would have been’.67

Varallo played despite a knee injury, having passed a fitness test that involved taking shots in a henhouse near the hotel on the morning of the game. Varallo’s father was one of the few Argentinians in the stadium but even he ended up wrapping himself in a Uruguayan flag to ensure he could leave safely.

Uruguay took an early lead, as the one-handed Castro, selected only after Anselmo suggested that, being more of a fighter, he was better suited for the centre-forward role against Argentina, reacted first to a blocked Scarone shot, and rolled the ball to his right for Pablo Dorado to smash home. But going behind seemed to settle Argentina and Ferreira, back from his law exams to slot in at inside-left, released the winger Carlos Peucelle to level before Stábile put Argentina in front before half-time. It was Stábile’s eighth goal of the tournament, making him its top scorer; remarkably, the four games he played at the World Cup were his only appearances for Argentina.

‘We were winning comfortably,’ said Varallo. ‘We were making them dance.’68 Argentina had chances to make it 3–1, first through Stábile and then through Varallo. ‘I got the ball on a counter-attack,’ he said, ‘took a shot and it went past the keeper, directly towards the top corner … The stadium was silent. It hit the angle of crossbar and post and then it went out. The worst part is that the shot was so fierce that I injured my knee properly. I kept playing crippled. That goal would have changed everything.’

Within a few minutes, Uruguay were level, Pedro Cea nudging in Scarone’s clever hooked pass. Then Ernesto Mascheroni dispossessed Varallo, advanced and played in Santos Iriarte, whose low shot was past the Argentina keeper Juan Botasso before he had dived. ‘We lost it because we lacked guts,’ Varallo said. ‘Some of our players really felt the intimidation and became chickens.’69 A looping header from Castro in the final minute sealed Uruguay’s 4–2 victory.

Rimet presented the trophy to Raúl Jude, the president of the Uruguayan federation, Langenus made it safely to his ship and Uruguay revelled in an investment that had paid off. They did not know, could not have known, what the World Cup would become, but they were the inaugural champions, their status as the world’s greatest football team, established by the Olympic successes, emphatically confirmed. This was a triumph for Scarone, Nasazzi, Andrade and Cea, the four players who played in all three finals, but it was also a triumph for the batllista vision of Uruguay.

Whatever feeling of positivity was generated, though, could not endure the economic consequences of the Crash. Campisteguy was succeeded in 1931 by Gabriel Terra who, with the financial picture worsening, split from batllista leaders in November 1932 and led a coup on the night of 31 March 1933, ruling as dictator until elections in 1934 when he won a mandate for his presidential reforms.

Meanwhile, in the immediate aftermath of the World Cup final, the mood in Buenos Aires turned ugly. The Uruguayan embassy was attacked and a woman on a balcony who waved a Uruguayan flag as disappointed Argentinian fans paraded past was pelted with stones. An editorial in La Prensa blamed ‘men who fall at the first blow, who are in danger of fainting at the first onslaught even if they are clever in their footwork’. ‘These “lady-players”,’ it said, ‘should be eliminated.’70

Others looked outside as they sought reasons for their defeat. ‘Langenus let the Uruguayans go unpunished with violent challenges,’ wrote Alfredo Rossi in El Gráfico. ‘I also complain about the off-pitch behaviour of the Uruguayans, threatening players with anonymous calls and letters.’71 Critica declared Argentina the ‘moral champions’, setting a template that would be pursued repeatedly in the decades that followed. How justified the protests were is almost impossible to know. As Mazzucchelli points out, it wasn’t until two days after the final that the first complaints began to be heard from Argentinians, mostly from the dandyish head of their delegation, Augusto Rouquette.72

Rimet had envisaged the World Cup not only as a tournament for professionals but as a way of fostering a spirit of brotherhood between nations. It didn’t take long for those ideals to be subverted. ‘The World Cup is over,’ read the editorial in El Gráfico. ‘Triumphantly for Uruguay and happily for everybody because, it must be said, the development of this competition brought not only an unpleasant atmosphere, but also an ungrateful one.’ Were international tournaments, El Gráfico asked, worth the hassle at all? ‘Football has been again … a vehicle for great shows of a lack of culture, for violent behaviour, passion and insults … It looked as though in these twenty-two men trying to kick the ball in the opposition goal lay the future of a nation.’73

The pattern was set.




1934

THE TRIUMPH OF FASCISM

In August 1933, the Austrian chancellor Engelbert Dollfuß flew to the Italian beach resort of Riccione for crisis talks with Benito Mussolini. German radio stations were broadcasting anti-Dollfuß propaganda and, given the growing possibility of a Hitler-inspired coup in Austria, Dollfuß needed to know that he had Mussolini’s support. When he got to Riccione, though, he found that Mussolini was swimming in the sea, showing little inclination to return to shore. Deciding it was undignified to wait, Dollfuß hired a skiff and rowed out to Mussolini who swam a few strokes alongside him and then clambered aboard. As they arrived back on the beach, holidaymakers cheered.1

As they walked together up the sands, Mussolini’s purpose was clear. Wearing just his trunks, he towered over the 4ft 11in Dollfuß, who was formally dressed. Through the appearance of their leaders a clear message was conveyed: Italy was powerful, athletic and modern; Austria was fussy, weak and old-fashioned.

Later that day, talks continued at the Grand Hotel. Dollfuß agreed to Mussolini’s plans for a trading bloc joining Italy, Austria and Hungary and in return Mussolini guaranteed Austrian independence. Five months earlier, Dollfuß had suspended parliament to a run a Catholic corporatist regime that owed a lot to the example of Mussolini.

Six months before that, Italy had been named as host of the 1934 World Cup. For Mussolini, it represented a tremendous opportunity. The idea of Italy as a vigorous, muscular nation lay at the heart of his conception of fascism and he was often pictured skiing or riding a horse bare-chested.

Sporting success was a necessary part of the projection of that image.2 ‘When you compete abroad,’ Mussolini told Italian athletes, ‘the honour and sporting prestige of the nation is entrusted to your muscles and above all your spirit.’3 At the 1920 Olympics in Antwerp, the Italy squad had been a dishevelled bunch who had sung ‘The Red Flag’; by 1932 in Los Angeles they marched into the opening ceremony wearing black shirts and singing ‘Giovinezza’, the official hymn of the Italian Fascist party, and went on to finish second in the medals table.

Mussolini was no great football fan,4 but he recognised its power both in terms of projecting an image of strength and in bringing the country together (it had been politically united only in 1861). Accordingly, at the end of 1925–26, journalists and senior figures from Italian football met in the Tuscan resort of Viareggio to discuss the future of the game. Southern teams were admitted to the league, paving the way for the coming of professionalism and the advent of Serie A, a truly national competition, in 1929–30. Foreign players were banned from the 1927–28 season to try to raise the level of Italian football and stimulate the growth of an Italian football culture, although foreign coaches remained and clubs soon began to evade the ban by signing South Americans of Italian descent – the oriundi, as they became known, the ‘returners’.

The Viareggio conference wasn’t the state’s only involvement in football. Vast sums were invested in stadium infrastructure, while municipalities often insisted on the merger of local clubs to create one entity that could represent the city in the national league. To an extent it worked. Having lost to Switzerland in the quarter-final of the 1924 Olympics, Italy claimed bronze in 1928. Although they didn’t travel to Uruguay for the inaugural World Cup, Bologna showed what progress had been made with victories in the Mitropa Cup in 1932 and 1934. The meaning of such successes was clear; as early as 1928, the Fascist newspaper Il Littorale insisted that victories overseas were ‘clear signs of racial superiority that are destined to reflect in many fields outside of sport’.5

Bombast and intent, though, could only carry a country so far. Mussolini was desperate that Italy should offer an affirmation of the greatness of his regime by winning the World Cup. With Uruguay declining to travel, their likeliest rivals for that title were Austria. Mussolini could dominate Dollfuß; getting the better of Hugo Meisl and the Wunderteam was rather less straightforward. The point had been underlined as Austria beat Italy 2–1 in Vienna in the Central European International Cup in March 1932, both their goals coming from their slight, cerebral centre-forward Matthias Sindelar, a player whose very lack of physical robustness seemed a refutation of Mussolini’s vision of sport and the world.

The footballing leaders of Italy and Austria had met for the first time in Stockholm in June 1912. Italian football was still in its infancy, their appearance at the Olympic Games their first at an international tournament. Their coach was Vittorio Pozzo, a twenty-six-year-old enthusiast who had become obsessed by the game in England, and their first match was against Finland. The referee was Meisl, five years Pozzo’s senior, but a man from a similar middle-class background with similar Anglophile instincts. Meisl could speak Italian; Pozzo could speak German. They would become good friends, despite fighting on opposite sides on the Isonzo front during the First World War.

Italy lost the game 3–2 after extra time, casting them into the consolation tournament. Meisl, as well as being president of the Austrian football association (ÖFB), was the senior member of their selection committee. In the consolation semi-final, his side met Italy, the first direct match-up of the two great coaches. Austria won 5–1 but Meisl recognised in Pozzo the same zeal and passion for football that he felt. Managing a national team, the Austrian told the Italian, was a difficult and thankless task. Pozzo replied that he had no intention of doing it in the future, to which Meisl responded with a knowing smile.

Twenty-two years later, they would meet again in a far more consequential semi-final.

It was while working in Bradford that Vittorio Pozzo had fallen in love with football. He had been a gifted 400m runner, taking gold at the Piedmont Student Games, and had played a little football as a student but had had no notion it might be anything other than an occasional recreation. He had been a fan, though, and aged twelve he and some schoolfriends had sold their Latin textbooks to travel from Turin to watch Internazionale de Torino play Genoa in the final of the inaugural Italian championship. He studied at the International School of Commerce in Zurich, where he learned English, French and German, then moved to London before his father’s influence secured a position in West Yorkshire for him to study the manufacture of wool. Pozzo threw himself into the English way of life. Although a Catholic, he would attend the local Anglican church on a Sunday, work for five days, and then go to watch football on a Saturday. In the routine, he found a sense of purpose and was so inspired that when his parents called him home to work at his brother’s engineering firm, he refused to go. His father cut off his allowance, so he made ends meet by offering language lessons.

His favourite team was Manchester United, with its fabled half-back line of Dick Duckworth, Charlie Roberts and Alec Bell. After games he would hang around by the players’ entrance, eventually becoming good friends with Roberts. Pozzo also befriended Herbert Chapman, who responded to the 1925 change in the offside law by developing the W-M formation, withdrawing a midfielder into the defensive line and then pulling back two forwards to compensate, effectively transforming the old 2-3-5 to a 3-2-2-3.6 While the Arsenal manager made the centre-half into an ‘overcoat’ to sit on the shoulders of the opposing centre-forward, Pozzo wanted him still to resemble the elegant, playmaking Roberts. And so, when he finally became a coach, Pozzo developed what he termed the metodo, a refinement of the W-M formation (sistema as he termed it) that was effectively a W-W in which the centre-half, although dropping deeper than in the classic 2-3-5, retained a creative function.

Pozzo went back to Italy for his sister’s wedding in 1911, after which his family prevented him returning to England. He started writing about football for various newspapers, then found work at the Italian football federation (FIGC) and was asked to lead the national side as comisario tecnico at the 1912 Olympics in Stockholm.

He served just three games, resigning after the defeat to Austria. He worked for Pirelli, continued his journalism and took a job with Torino, leading them on a tour of South America. They left shortly after the assassination of Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo. By the time they returned, Europe was at war. As their steamer neared Gibraltar, it was stopped by a British cruiser looking for German reservists returning to fight. They found two, and thought they had found a third when Pozzo, not realising the seriousness of the situation, jokingly spoke to them in German. Only a rapid switch into English and a discussion of Manchester United persuaded a Royal Navy officer to allow him to continue.7 The following May, Italy entered the war on the side of the Allies, hoping to seize Austro-Hungarian territory around the north edge of the Adriatic to complete, as they saw it, the process of Risorgimento. In August, Pozzo was drafted as an officer and served in the Alps until, the following March, he was recalled to Genoa and, because of his facility with languages, given a role checking foreign mail for the military censor.

When his wife Caterina died a few months after he had led Italy to the quarter-final of the 1924 Olympics, Pozzo resigned. Moving to Milan, he worked for Pirelli and spent his spare time walking his dog in the mountains. When he was dismissed by AC Milan in 1926, he resolved never to work in football again.

After Italy took bronze under Augusto Rangone at the 1928 Olympics, Leandro Arpinati, a leading Fascist who was president of the FIGC and podestà of Bologna, told Mussolini that the national team needed Pozzo back. By then, Pozzo was an executive of Pirelli and a regular writer for La Stampa, and had little interest in returning to the stress of football management. Rangone had effectively ensured he would be dismissed by publicly complaining that he had not been allowed to call up Julio Libonatti, an Argentina-born centre-forward who had joined Torino in 1926 as the first of the oriundi. Although Libonatti had already played for both Argentina and Italy before the Olympics, and although he was officially left out for fears he might breach rules on professionalism, there was a clear implication that he had been omitted for not being sufficiently Italian for Mussolini’s project.

With Rangone gone and Pozzo refusing to take the job, Arpinati turned to the Alessandria coach Carlo Carcano, who retained his club job while leading the national side. Carcano is one of the great mysteries of Italian football. He joined Juventus in 1930, led them to four successive league titles and looked set for a fifth when he was dismissed without explanation in December 1934. Although there is no definitive proof, it now seems widely accepted that he was gay* and that his abrupt departure was occasioned by a suppressed scandal.8

Quite how much control Carcano had over the national side is unclear and it may be that Rangone was still running things in the background. But after defeats to Austria and Germany in April 1929, Carcano was removed and Arpinati stepped up his campaign to appoint Pozzo. Finally, in November, Pozzo agreed to take the job, although he refused a salary and retained his positions at Pirelli and La Stampa.

The first competitive game of Pozzo’s third stint as national coach came away to Hungary in May 1930, in what was effectively a play-off for the Central European International Cup. On the way to Budapest, Pozzo took his players to the First World War battlefields of Oslavia and Gorizia, where Italy had fought Austria-Hungary, and stopped at the monumental cemetery at Redipuglia. Fired with patriotism, Italy won 5–0, with Giuseppe Meazza scoring a hat-trick. Given Italy had never previously beaten Hungary away and had
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