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      Praise for Behind the Curtain:

      
      ‘This is a blissful book, lovingly and stylishly written’

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘A fascinating documentary of post-Communist Eastern Europe … a compelling read. That Wilson writes with humour and charm
         makes it all the more engaging’ Independent

      
      ‘Wilson captures the essence and the magic that Eastern European football has brought to European soccer as a whole, while
         documenting the heartache, corruption and decay that now degrade a once noble past. If you love the romance and the history
         of the beautiful game and have a passing interest in the complex geo-politics of the former Eastern bloc, then the cover price
         is a mere bagatelle in comparison to the pleasure you will derive from reading and owning Behind the Curtain’ Tribune

      
      ‘Wilson writes captivatingly with humour … anyone with an interest in Eastern European sport will be consulting this book
         for years to come’ Financial Times

      
      ‘Intriguing, entertaining history-cum-sports-travelogue of postwar Eastern Europe through the lens of the beautiful game’
         Metro London

      
      ‘Terrific’ Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Jonathan Wilson brilliantly plugs the gaps in our knowledge … Wilson is an observant and witty guide to life in Eastern Europe
         as seen through the lens of the beautiful game’
      

      
      Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

      
      ‘A painstakingly researched and skilfully told journey into previously uncharted territory, which sheds much light onto a
         fascinating topic’ FourFourTwo

      
      ‘In this part-travelogue, part-history Jonathan Wilson captures the contemporary chaos of the region’ Observer Sport Monthly

      
      
      ‘[A] fascinating and perceptive travelogue … includes a fine collection of anecdotes too colourful for fiction’ Sunday Times

      
      ‘Superbly researched … Wilson breaks up the prose with wittily observed travel writing’ When Saturday Comes

      
      ‘I have a confession. This is the first book about football I have ever read. On this evidence, that is my loss. I shall certainly
         look out for any more books by Wilson. With style and erudition, Wilson proves that football is a metaphor, an allegory, and
         much more than just a game’ The Times
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      The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible
         to say which was which.
      

      
      George Orwell, Animal Farm

      



      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      It is a little after six when the train pulls into Belgrade. After the overwhelming heat of the previous day, it is refreshingly
         cool as I stumble out of my compartment. An early-morning mist hangs over the station, mingling with the smoke and fumes of
         the trains to form a haze that is tinted yellow by the sun as it slants through the iron-girdered roof. A Serbian folk song,
         piped through the loudspeakers, plays in the background. As I peer up an almost deserted platform, indistinct figures scurry
         in the distance. The fact of the railway aside, there is nothing by which to date the scene; I could be stepping off the train
         at any time from about 1920 onwards. It is probably the music that gives the moment a filmic feel, but I almost expect a mysterious
         figure to appear at my elbow furling an umbrella and commenting meaningfully on the daffodils in Moscow this spring.
      

      
      As it is, the first person I speak to that morning is a taxi driver. I don’t need a taxi – I’ve already arranged to meet two
         journalist friends in the station restaurant at nine – but I know he will know a backstreet money changer. It turns out he’s
         in that line of business himself, and so, after a brief haggle conducted in the dust on the bonnet of his car, I change my
         Slovenian tolar into Serbia-Montenegrin dinar at a rate significantly higher than that offered by the station bureau de change,
         which is closed anyway. I return to the ticket office, and book myself on a train departing for Budapest that evening, then
         make for the restaurant. It occurs to me as I sit there drinking coffee after coffee and eating small, bitter sausages, killing
         time until Milena and Ljiljana, my two Serbian friends, turn up, that mornings like this are exactly why I like eastern Europe so much.
      

      
      It’s the question people always ask when I mention that I’m heading off to Romania or Ukraine or wherever for a holiday that
         doubles as a research trip – why there? I’m not sure there is an easy answer. There are the obvious pragmatic reasons, of
         course. It’s cheap, for one, which is a major bonus for a freelance. There is, at least compared to Africa or Italy or South
         America, very little competition. And, given the widespread corruption, there are stories in abundance. Plus, there is the
         fact that when I worked for onefootball.com, I developed a range of contacts across the region. In many cases, they are now
         friends.
      

      
      But it’s also true that something in me warms to eastern Europe, and I rather suspect it’s related to my affection for the
         classic thrillers of post-war espionage. There is, to my mind at least, just something plain romantic about taking a rattling
         old night-train from Ljubljana through Zagreb to Belgrade, about sipping thick Russian coffee in a St Petersburg café watching
         ice floes drift down the Neva, about buying raspberries wrapped in newspaper from an Armenian peasant on a mountain pass in
         the Caucasus. There is a magic even in the names: Odessa, Tbilisi, Szombathely. I fear that sounds frivolous, almost condescending:
         I hope not. I hope there is a Serb version of me, delighting in his journeys from London to Ipswich to Blackburn, smacking
         his lips at the thought of another lukewarm station pasty and revelling in the poetry of the Tyne-Wear Metro as it ploughs
         through Brockley Whins, East Boldon and Seaburn before finally pulling into Stadium of Light. At heart, for me, it’s probably
         little more than nostalgia for a world I’ve seen only in films. Certainly Belgrade that morning had the feel of a novel by
         Greene or Le Carré.
      

      
      Such is the spy-novel theory. My parents, I suppose, should also take some of the blame. Until I was seven we took every summer
         holiday at Patterdale in the Lake District. Then we started going to Slovenia, which is probably as close as abroad gets to Ullswater. There were differences, though. Very few Keswick tea shops, in those days, had pictures of Marshal Tito
         on the wall. And then there were borders, and dinars, and breakfasts of black bread and cheese – all fine, enticing things.
         I’m not saying that if I hadn’t gone to Bohinj in 1984 I’d now be writing a history of football in the Lake District, but
         there’s no question that those holidays made me far more aware of Communism, and particularly of Yugoslavia. Certainly I was
         the only person in my class who wanted Red Star to win the 1991 European Cup final against Marseille, with their Sunderland-supporting
         former Newcastle winger Chris Waddle.
      

      
      And then there is the style of football played in eastern Europe. I’m not sure there is any particularly good reason for this,
         but I just prefer precise, technical football. If I’d been a decade older I’d probably be one of the many Dutchophiles who
         grew up on Johan Cruyff and Rinus Michels. As it is, my benchmarks were Valeriy Lobanovskyi and Dragan Stojkovic. I suppose,
         my brain having always been more adept than my body, I naturally look to those who try to make football a cerebral pursuit.
         In October 2002 I saw Vojvodina beat Sartid Smederevo 5–1 in Novi Sad with some wonderfully fluent pass-and-move football.
         After the match their coach asked me what division Vojvodina would be in if they were an English side. Technically, I said,
         they were as good as pretty much anybody in the Premiership; physically they would be destroyed by even an average first division
         side. The emphasis is just on a wholly different part of the game.
      

      
      I am also, I confess, largely a pragmatist when it comes to sport. I may condemn it, but deep down I quite admire cynicism,
         and there will never be a greater blend of cynicism and sublime skill than that Red Star European Cup-winning side of 1991.
         I’m not sure I will ever love a side as much as I loved that one. If you can, get a video of their 2–1 victory away to Bayern
         Munich in the first leg of the ’91 semi-final. FIFA clearly deserve praise for the way they have made football more open in the past decade by doing away with the tackle from behind and the backpass, but that game shows how
         beauty could flourish despite the brutality, and how, being harder earned, it was somehow worth more. If Dejan Savi[image: image]evi[image: image] and
         Brian Laudrup were that good then, with defenders hacking at their every stride, they would be truly extraordinary players
         today.

      
      And so, predisposed to eastern European football, I joined onefootball.com, where I was given the chance to do something about
         it. What had been an interest became a passion, if only because it is far more stimulating to write pieces involving match-fixing,
         prostitutes and assassinations, than yet another transfer rumour concerning Mario Jardel.
      

      
      And if it sounds self-centred and flippant to take to a country because it does good scandal, the other side of the coin is
         that there is just a chance that my publishing a story in Britain about corruption in, for instance, Romania may make some
         impression on the ground in Bucharest. And however meagre that impact is, writing that kind of article still seems far more
         worthwhile than the ‘St Mirren full-back strains hamstring’ sort of story. Maybe that’s just the guilt of an easy-living football
         journalist talking.
      

      
      This, then, is the book of my work covering eastern European football, first for the late onefootball.com, and then as a freelance.
         It isn’t a history of eastern Europe, or even of eastern European football. In some ways, it isn’t even about football per
         se – at least not in the sense of goals and bookings and corners – even if football is at the same time the ostensible purpose
         of my travels, the lens through which events are viewed, and the agent that binds the whole thing together. It is a personal
         book, a record of my trips to eastern Europe, of the people I met there, and of the tales they told. In that sense, it is
         a testament to the extraordinary cultural fact of football, its universality, its ability to draw together people from utterly
         different backgrounds.
      

      
      Primarily, though, it is the story of how eastern Europe has changed since the Berlin Wall came down – told through football. Vestiges of the old system coexist uneasily with the new,
         and the result isn’t working: whatever else has changed for the better, the football – with the possible exception of the
         game in Russia – has grown immeasurably worse. So inevitably, this is also, in an indirect way, the story of capitalism, and
         its effect on the socialist economies of the east, the story of how football has dealt with the new ideology and its new set
         of masters.
      

   



      
      
      1 UKRAINE

Playing the System

      [image: image]

      
      Stark and black, a statue of Lenin strides along Artema, the main street of Donetsk. Stand in front of him, beside the fountains
         in the square, and it is as though nothing has changed since the city – noticing about eight years too late the way the wind
         was blowing – abandoned the name Stalino in 1961.
      

      
      Walk behind Lenin, though, and the perspective changes. Incongruously, he now appears to be marching straight towards the
         McDonald’s. Perhaps he intends to give them a piece of his mind, to overturn the tills and the deep fat fryers as Christ slung
         the money changers from the temple, but a glance around would tell him he is fighting a losing battle. To his left is a German
         bank, to his right an Irish pub, and straight ahead, just over the road from the McDonald’s, is the Donbass Palace, a luxury
         hotel with rooms costing between $250 and $2,500 a night. And this on a street named after a hero of the 1917 Revolution.
      

      
      Everywhere you go in Donetsk there is building work, and most of it, at least in the centre of town, seems to involve neon
         lights. Having watched Shakhtar Donetsk reserves draw 0–0 with Chornomorets Odessa reserves one Tuesday, I headed out for
         a couple of quiet beers, but my conservative soul was soon driven back. Even in the middle of the week, the nightlife throbs.
         There is a disconcerting brazenness to it, but there is also a great energy, a palpable sense of a region on the up – even
         if there are persistent concerns about the traditional heavy industries. Again and again people say to me with a shake of
         the head, ‘Ah, but you should have seen it two years ago …’, should have seen it, in other words, back in the old days, back
         before the boom.
      

      
      Back then, Donetsk was little different from how it had been in Soviet times, just another grimy industrial city churning
         out coal and steel to further the socialist dream. So rooted was it in industry that, until Stalin had it renamed in 1924,
         the city was known as Yuzovka, after John Hughes, the Welshman who established the first ironworks in the area in the late
         nineteenth century. When a football team was established in the city in 1936, it was called Ugolshchiki – or ‘Coal-workers’
         – but by the summer it had been renamed Stakhanovets in honour of Aleksey Stakhanov, the local miner who produced such prodigious
         quantities of coal that he was lionised by the Soviet regime as an example to other workers. For years Shakhtar (‘Miner’),
         as they finally became known in 1946, were just another Ukrainian team, chugging along in the wake of Dynamo Kyiv, winning
         four Soviet Cups but little else. All that, though, is in the past: the team is as upwardly mobile as the town and the face
         of Ukrainian football is changing. ‘When I came to Shakhtar,’ as their captain Anatoliy Tymoschuk put it, ‘I dreamed of being
         champion; now I want to be champion of champions.’
      

      
      I went to see Shakhtar play Dynamo in Kyiv on the opening day of the Ukrainian season in 2004. It was July, but the weather was hideous, a stiff wind driving across the Valeriy Lobanovskyi
         Stadium and drawing with it grim curtains of rain. None of the ground was under cover, so I huddled in the press box under
         half an umbrella. Under the other half was Taras Hordiyenko, who was once onefootball’s correspondent in Ukraine and on that
         trip was acting as my fixer. He learned his English from technical manuals, and, at least when he’s detailing plans, it shows.
         ‘What we shall do today is the following,’ he said when he turned up at my hotel that morning. ‘Number one: make some phone
         calls. Number two: leave the hotel. Number three: buy our rail tickets to Lviv. Number four: have breakfast …’ The effect
         is rather like Orwell’s instructions for making a cup of tea, or perhaps the catechism: it may sound a bit stilted, but at
         least you know where you stand.
      

      
      On the way to the ground Taras had insisted on making a detour into an expensive ladies’ clothes shop to buy a carrier bag
         each. We could, clearly, have popped into a supermarket and picked up bags for far less than the one hryvna (12p.) we ended
         up paying, but in Ukraine carrier bags are a symbol of status. It is very rare, for instance, to see a Ukrainian on a night-train
         who is not clutching a Hugo Boss carrier bag. ‘What we shall do with the bag is the following,’ Taras said. ‘Number one: place
         it on the seat. Number two: sit on it.’ A fine plan, which at least meant I was never getting wet from underneath, but with
         the rain dancing and swirling beneath the defences of the umbrella I was nonetheless soon drenched. With the possible exception
         of a Sunderland game at Grimsby when I stood out in the sleet for two hours selling the fanzine, only for the game to be abandoned
         after seven minutes (a day that was so cold that my mate Iain, after a quick dash to the toilet, couldn’t get his fly buttoned
         again), I’m not sure I’ve ever been so miserable in a football ground. It’s one thing to get soaked on the open terrace at
         the Roker End as a teenager, revelling in some half-baked notion of suffering for the team and knowing that within a couple of hours you’ll be back in the warmth of your gran’s front room drinking coffee and eating
         ginger biscuits, quite another to do so a decade later in a press box in Kyiv with only the nebulous thought of a book to
         write for consolation.
      

      
      At the same time I was aware that what was happening on the pitch was, at least in terms of Ukrainian football, of seismic
         importance. Shakhtar gave Dynamo a pasting. Admittedly they only wrapped the game up when Igor Duljaj made it 2–0 nine minutes
         from the end, and Dynamo did have the odd chance to equalise early in the second half; but Shakhtar, as their coach Mircea
         Lucescu said afterwards, could easily have been three up by half time. No matter, the result was significant enough: Dynamo
         had never previously lost a home league game in the Ukrainian championship by more than one goal.
      

      
      Dynamo, naturally, attempted to play down the defeat. ‘The way our team is prepared in the summer means we are not in peak
         physical form at the beginning of the season,’ their midfielder Andriy Husyn explained. ‘We have certain problems because
         of that, but if you look at the past few seasons, the evidence is that the system is correct.’ The belief in systems is characteristically
         Ukrainian, and there is an element of truth in what he says: Dynamo have made a habit of late-season surges (and Shakhtar
         of late-season collapses). There appeared more to this defeat, though, than early-season teething. For much of the game, Shakhtar
         were utterly dominant, and only when the thought that they might actually beat Dynamo occurred to them did they begin to look
         vulnerable. For half a century Dynamo reigned supreme in Ukrainian football, and everybody else still lives in their shadow.
      

      
      ‘In the Soviet period, Dynamo were almost sure of beating other Ukrainian teams,’ József Szabo, a former Dynamo player who
         was appointed coach for a second time shortly after the defeat to Shakhtar, explained. ‘It was like a pyramid in Ukraine with Dynamo at the top.’ Crucially, the patron of the club through the seventies and eighties was Volodymyr Scherbytskyi,
         the leader of the Ukrainian Communist Party. ‘He was a great football fan,’ Szabo said, ‘and if there was a good player at
         Dnipro or Shakhtar or some other Ukrainian club he would make one phone call and the player would be in Kyiv – no money, or
         anything like that.’
      

      
      It would be difficult to overestimate the extent to which Dynamo dominate the psychological landscape of Ukrainian football.
         In Soviet times, they effectively represented the whole of the republic, and fans from across Ukraine rejoiced when they got
         one over on central authority, as represented, however tenuously, by the Moscow clubs. That gave them a significant advantage,
         because the Moscow clubs, as well as being hated by teams from outside Russia, all squabbled among themselves, whereas the
         likes of Shakhtar and Dnipro Dnipropetrovsk had a tendency to roll over for Dynamo. The major clubs in other republics – Ararat
         Yerevan in Armenia, for instance, or Dinamo Minsk in Belarus – had a similar function as national symbols.
      

      
      ‘In Soviet times,’ the former Dynamo and USSR defender Andriy Bal told me, ‘one of the ways each republic presented its face
         was through its best football team. Every team had its own way of playing. The Caucasus states and Uzbekistan could be recognised
         by their technical ability, the way they kept possession of the ball and their movement – just like the South Americans. Latvians,
         Lithuanians and Belarusians played like Germans. Moldova was similar to Romania. Ukrainian and Russian sides combined Western
         features and technical ability.’ Dynamo, though, had a particular emotional hold because of events during the Nazi occupation.
      

      
      Just on the right as you come out of the main door of Dynamo’s stadium is a curious sculpture, a blockish structure bearing
         in relief the images of four footballers. You wouldn’t know unless somebody told you, but it commemorates the Dynamo players
         killed after the notorious ‘death match’. Its subtlety is appropriate: no game has ever been so submerged in myth and counter-myth. After the Second World War, the match
         became the stuff of Communist legend, the ‘official’ version claiming that the Luftwaffe challenged Dynamo to a match, and
         responded to losing by having every Ukrainian player summarily shot at the final whistle. Various embellishments were added,
         the wildest of which had German soldiers shooting at Dynamo players during the game. As inconsistencies in the various accounts
         were exposed, and the issue of whether the players were in some way collaborators was raised, there were even those who claimed
         the match had never happened at all.
      

      
      The truth, as Andy Dougan sets it out in Dynamo: Defending the Honour of Kyiv, is rather more complex, but hardly less tragic. Several Dynamo players, and three from Lokomotiv Kyiv, ended up working
         in the same bakery during the occupation, and they entered a re-established Kyivan league as FC Start in 1942. They won every
         match, beating, among others, Hungarian and Romanian garrison sides. Flakelf, a team representing the Luftwaffe, then challenged
         them to a game, which Start won 5–0. A rematch, with an SS referee, was hastily arranged, but despite some brutal tackling
         from the Germans, Start won 5–3, Flakelf’s humiliation being compounded when Oleksiy Klymenko, a young defender, rounded the
         keeper, dribbled to the line, then, rather than score, ran beyond the ball and hoofed it back towards the middle of the pitch.
      

      
      Gradually, after the game, the eleven Start players were rounded up for interrogation. Mykola Korotkykh, who had served in
         the NKVD (the forerunner of the KGB), died after twenty days of torture, while the other ten were sent to the prison camp
         at Syrets, near Babi Yar, the ravine where thousands of Jews and others undesirable to the Third Reich were massacred. Being
         physically fit, the players survived atrocious conditions for six months, until, in reprisal for an attack on a plant that
         repaired motorised sleighs, Paul Radomsky, the camp commandant, had one in three prisoners executed. Klymenko, Ivan Kuzmenko, the huge centre-forward, and
         Mykola Trusevych, who still wore his goalkeeping jersey, were shot in quick succession. Another player, Pavlo Komarov, who
         is believed to have collaborated, simply disappeared. The myth may have been better known than the truth, but the effect was
         the same: Dynamo became a rallying point in the darkest days of occupation, and, at least until fragmentation, retained a
         patriotic value as the team of all Ukraine.
      

      
      A little further away from the stadium is another statue. If the first is difficult to decipher, there is no mistaking the
         second. Perched on the end of a bench, chin propped on hand, it is emphatically Valeriy Lobanovskyi – the Colonel – Dynamo’s
         greatest manager and the man who, appealing to nationalist sentiment three decades after the death match, gave Dougan his
         subtitle. It is a remarkable work, its sharp angles, surprisingly redolent of the young Brian Clough, hinting at the revolutionary
         energy of Lobanovskyi’s early managerial self. Even the yellowish bronze in which it is cast seems to recall the gingery tinge
         of his hair.
      

      
      Bizarrely, the day after the Shakhtar match I was asked to ape the pose for Ukrainian national TV news, not on the bronze
         replica outside, but on the actual blue plastic bench inside the stadium. Not for the first time in eastern Europe, I found
         locals bemused that a British journalist should have come to watch one of their league games. I still treasure a small clipping
         from a Serbian sports paper topped with the implausibly dull headline: WILSON WILL REPORT (perhaps in Serbian it’s a clever
         pun) after I’d gone to Belgrade to see a Red Star–Partizan derby. Nonetheless, I’d never been the subject of a TV news report
         before, so I unhesitatingly acceded to the crew’s demands that I wander around the stadium gazing whimsically into the middle
         distance, as though the concrete bowl itself shimmered with the ghosts of Blokhin and Belanov, and then fold myself into Lobanovskyi’s place in the dugout. Only later did it occur to me that I might have
         been the victim of some weird candid camera programme in which unsuspecting foreigners are gulled into impersonating famous
         Ukrainians, but if I were, nobody ever told me.
      

      
      Lobanovskyi died in 2002, but his genius still presides over Ukrainian football. I met him only once, at a Champions League
         game eight months before his death, when the ravages of time and cognac had left him white-haired and red-faced; overweight
         and wheezing. He was sixty-three when he died, but he looked twenty years older. After that 2–1 defeat to Liverpool, though,
         even as he slumped behind a press-conference desk, answering questions with a splenetic reluctance that made clear he was
         there only because UEFA demanded he should be, his authority – the unthinking deference with which he was treated by Ukrainian
         journalists – was obvious.
      

      
      In a coaching career that lasted thirty-three years, he won eight Soviet titles, six Soviet Cups, five Ukrainian titles, three
         Ukrainian Cups and two European Cup-Winners’ Cups. But, more than that, Lobanovskyi defined Ukrainian football. If one goal
         can encapsulate a philosophy, Dynamo’s moment of self-expression came in Lyon in 1986. With five minutes remaining in the
         Cup-Winners’ Cup final, and Dynamo leading Atlético Madrid 1–0, Vasyl Rats advanced down the left, drew two men, and played
         the ball inside to Ihor Belanov. Belanov took two touches, and, as the centre-back moved across to close him down, he, without
         so much as a glance, laid the ball right for Vadym Yevtushenko. He moved one pace forward, forcing the full-back inside to
         close him down, then instinctively flicked the ball right for the overlapping Oleh Blokhin, who ran on to his pass, and, as
         the goalkeeper came off his line, lofted the ball over him to make it 2–0. Three minutes later Yevtushenko added a third,
         and Dynamo had their second Cup-Winners’ Cup.
      

      
      It is the second goal, though, that has become the image of that final. It was quick, instinctive, and utterly clinical; once Rats had initiated the move, there was something almost
         inevitable about its conclusion. It was a goal conceived in the laboratory, and practised relentlessly on the training pitch,
         until, when the opportunity arose at the highest level, it could be executed without a thought. It was Lobanovskyi’s scientific
         football in its purest form.
      

      
      To speak of scientific football in Britain can be misleading. It was a supposedly scientific approach with which the former
         FA technical director Charles Hughes and Wing Commander Charles Reep tried to convince us that football is at its most efficient
         when it consists of whacking endless long balls into Positions of Maximum Opportunity, the damaging theory that became orthodoxy
         at the FA in the eighties. Lobanovskyi’s conception was far more subtle and lethal than that.
      

      
      It is overly simplistic to claim that Lobanovskyi and the prevailing ideology turned players into little more than cogs in
         a machine, but there is no denying that his Dynamo were a discernibly Soviet side and it is probably not inaccurate to say
         that they played a Communist version of the Total Football of Rinus Michels and Johan Cruyff, which emerged in the West at
         roughly the same time. The key difference, I would suggest, was less in the philosophy itself than in how it developed: Lobanovskyi
         thought up his systems and imposed them on players, whereas the Dutch model was more organic, growing out of the happy accident
         that several of that Ajax side had played together for years, having grown up in the same district of Amsterdam.
      

      
      The tenets, in essence, were the same: hard pressing when out of possession, rapid movement of the ball and interchange of
         players while in. Control of space was still the key, but whereas the Dutch had great individual skills, and in Cruyff a brilliant,
         charismatic leader, the prime asset of Dynamo was their fitness. ‘Since Lobanovskyi’s time,’ Szabo said, ‘we have used the
         same training programme, which was produced from a special laboratory that we developed. In former years when our players were lacking technical skills compared to western European players, the feature we had was our ability to
         run a lot.’ Although not, if Husyn is to be believed, early on in the season.
      

      
      The idea recurred whenever I asked what was distinctive or unique about Ukrainian football, yet strangely a number of the
         Ukrainians who have moved west have been notorious for their laziness. The former Rangers manager Walter Smith once dismissed
         a question about Oleksiy Mykhailychenko’s lack of work-rate by referring archly to his ‘economy of movement’, while Serhiy
         Yuran at Millwall became a byword for the flabby foreign star, picking up his wages and lapping up the lifestyle while contributing
         little or nothing to the club. In fact, only Andriy Shevchenko could truly be said to have prospered having left the Lobanovskyi
         fold. Oleksandr Zavarov was a flop at Juventus; Serhiy Rebrov did nothing at Tottenham (although he is not alone in that);
         while Belanov’s form over his first two seasons in Germany was so bad that, when his wife was caught shoplifting, Borussia
         Mönchengladbach offloaded him to Eintracht Braunschweig of the third division.
      

      
      For all their fitness, though, Dynamo were not, as the Western press liked to portray them, a machine. Yes, they practised
         set moves, but as Professor Anatoliy Zelentsov, Lobanovskyi’s great collaborator, has always been at pains to make clear,
         more in the manner of chess players, ready to adapt to circumstance, than of robots. And while they may not have had a leader
         as overt as Cruyff, constantly marshalling and cajoling, it would be nonsense to suggest they were little more than a clockwork
         model programmed to do Lobanovskyi’s bidding. ‘Have you seen how bees fly?’ Zelentsov once said. ‘A hive is in the air, and
         there is a leader. The leader turns right and all the hive turns right. It turns left and all the hive turn left. It is the
         same in football. There is a leader who takes a decision to move, say, here. The rest need to correct their motion to follow
         the leader. Every team has players which link “coalitions”; every team has players which destroy them. The first are called on to create on the field, the latter to destroy
         the team actions of the opponent.’
      

      
      In such a system discipline is paramount, yet Lobanovskyi the player was the image of the dilettante left-winger, taller than
         most, and slower, but blessed with sublime close control and one of the best left feet the Soviet game has known. In the Moscow
         press, they called him ‘Cord’, because of the way the ball at times appeared to be tied to his boot laces. He was innovative
         as well, studying the great Brazilians of the late fifties and developing his own version of Didi’s ‘falling leaf, a means
         of imparting backspin on to the ball such that it loses pace mid-flight and drops. Talk to older supporters and they recall
         how they used to go to Dynamo matches to watch Lobanovskyi take corners. Dynamo won the Soviet title in 1961 and the Cup three
         years later, but although Lobanovskyi was popular with the fans, he never got on with Viktor Maslov, who took over as coach
         in 1964. Yet Maslov was effectively Lobanovskyi’s precursor, a fearsome disciplinarian who introduced the notion of a tight
         pressing game to the Soviet Union. After early opposition – one newspaper printed a picture of four Dynamo players closing
         down an opponent with the caption ‘We don’t need this kind of football’ – he led Dynamo to three successive titles between
         1966 and 1968. By then, though, Lobanovskyi had gone.
      

      
      ‘As a player, Lobanovskyi could do almost anything on the pitch,’ his Dynamo team-mate Viktor Serebrennykov said. ‘But he
         didn’t like to fulfil the routine work, and he was very clever and keen on tactics; that was why he fell out with Maslov.
         But this difference of opinion forced Lobanovskyi to re-evaluate his conception of football, and that was what made him the
         great coach he became.’
      

      
      Lobanovskyi played just nine times in the Cup-winning season of 1964, and the following year moved to the comparative backwater
         of Chornomorets Odessa. After two years there, he joined Shakhtar. In 1968, as Maslov won his third straight title with Dynamo, Lobanovskyi finished fourteenth. At the age of twenty-nine, utterly disillusioned, he retired
         from football. ‘That’s it,’ he told club directors. ‘I’m leaving. I’m sick of playing anti-soccer.’ Again it is easy to see
         the similarity with Clough. He too was a brash and brilliant forward whose playing career ended at the age of twenty-nine.
         He too developed a style of play so distinctive that when players left it they tended to struggle, and he too had his battles
         with alcohol.
      

      
      Lobanovskyi could have drifted out of football, but later that year he met Zelentsov, in those days a young academic brimming
         with enthusiasm for the statistical methods he believed could be employed to improve standards of coaching. Lobanovskyi quickly
         warmed to the idea. He was a qualified plumber, but he had been a talented mathematician himself, graduating from high school
         with a gold medal, and even after joining Dynamo Kyiv as a nineteen-year-old, he continued his education at the Kyiv Polytechnic
         Institute. ‘All life,’ he once said, ‘is a number.’
      

      
      Zelentsov, with his chunky jumpers and faintly absurd Michael-Caine-as-Harry-Palmer-style glasses, is almost a stereotypical
         academic, but even in 2005 he was presiding over Dynamo’s laboratory. ‘Lobanovskyi and I became really inseparable,’ he said.
         ‘He once told me in public at a party: “You know, if not for you, I might not have come off as a coach. I owe you my formation,
         my knowledge, skills, understanding and realisation of football.”’
      

      
      Lobanovskyi took charge of Dnipro Dnipropetrovsk, then in one of the four parallel second divisions, in 1969, and immediately
         set about applying his new methods. ‘If you want to be a good coach, forget the player you were,’ he said. ‘My relationship
         with Maslov didn’t turn out well, but that’s not important. He was a great tactician who taught his players how to play football.’
         Lobanovskyi, the man who as a player had called himself an artist and demanded the artisans did his running for him, came
         out in favour of a hard pressing game. ‘To attack,’ he said, ‘it is necessary to deprive the opponent of the ball. When is it easier to do that – with five players
         or with all eleven? The most important thing in football is what a player is doing on a pitch when he’s not in possession
         of the ball, not vice-versa. So when we say that we have an excellent player, that comes from the principle of one per cent
         talent and ninety-nine per cent hard work.’
      

      
      Dnipro won promotion in 1971, and, two years later, Lobanovskyi returned in triumph to Kyiv, winning the league and cup double
         in his first season. Then, in 1975, Dynamo became the first Soviet side to win a European club competition, beating Ferencváros
         of Hungary in the Cup-Winners’ Cup final.
      

      
      There were, though, flaws to his method, which were highlighted at international level. ‘I don’t want a team of stars,’ he
         always maintained. ‘I want to create a star team.’ He had that at Dynamo, but, in the limited time international managers
         are given to work with their players, he found it impossible to create the same fluency or understanding with the USSR. There
         was an obvious solution, and Lobanovskyi took it in April 1975, sending the USSR out for the 200th international in their
         history – a European championship qualifier against Turkey – with a team comprising eleven Dynamo Kyiv players. The Soviets
         won 3–0, but Lobanovskyi, mindful of the potential political dangers if a team of Ukrainians was seen to let down the USSR,
         repeated the experiment only once – in a 2–1 win over the Republic of Ireland the following month. When he tried to impose
         his regimen on players from other clubs, though, they resisted, and his first spell in charge of the USSR ended after players
         went on strike following defeat to East Germany in the semifinals of the 1976 Olympic Games, in protest at his exhausting
         training methods. The closest he came to international glory was in the 1988 European Championship in Germany, when the USSR,
         having beaten Holland in the group stage, lost to them in the final, missing a penalty and suffering that ludicrous Marco van Basten volley as they did so. Football is full of what-might-have-beens, but there is no doubt that the
         USSR struggled without their sweeper Oleh Kuznetsov, who was suspended for the final; as Zelentsov says, without its leader,
         the hive cannot fly.
      

      
      At club level, though, the success never ended. Lobanovskyi’s genius was to continue developing his system as the game evolved,
         and he also proved remarkably adept at adapting to the changing political climate in the late eighties. In Soviet times Dynamo,
         like all clubs with the name, were the team of the secret police, and so were run by the Ministry of the Interior. As glasnost
         took hold, though, Lobanovskyi saw huge advantages in turning professional, in becoming a proper, commercial enterprise. If
         he could achieve the success he had with a group of Ukrainians who were technically still amateur, what would he be able to
         do if he could buy players from abroad and pump even more money into developing the laboratory? And how much more expensive
         Armenian cognac would he be able to buy?
      

      
      Lobanovskyi lobbied Scherbytskyi, for whom Dynamo had built a five-storey underground palace, and he pulled strings until
         the politburo gave Dynamo permission to privatise. Given that sports clubs were exempt from taxation, that proved hugely profitable,
         as Dynamo set up joint ventures with Western companies and began what was effectively an import-export business. They had
         licences to deal in gold, platinum and parts for nuclear missiles; and those were not obtained without the involvement, or
         at least the blessing, of organised crime. Nobody who made a profit when the USSR fragmented did so entirely legally, but
         there were constant rumours – many, admittedly, emanating from Russia – that Dynamo were the team of the Ukrainian mafia.
      

      
      After a poor World Cup in 1990, Lobanovskyi left Ukraine for the UAE, but he was persuaded to return in 1996. As other eastern
         European teams, deprived of state subsidies, crumbled, Dynamo thrived. ‘We were fortunate that three things came together,’ Serhiy Polkhovskyi, their urbane vice-president, told me. ‘We had the generation of Shevchenko, Luzhny and Rebrov,
         we had rich investors, and we were able to persuade Lobanovskyi to come back. Of course the fact we had rich investors persuaded
         the generation of Shevchenko, Luzhny and Rebrov to stay, and the fact we had that generation and rich investors persuaded
         Lobanovskyi to come back.’ So in the end, it all came down to the money – often, it was felt, rather too directly. In 1995,
         Dynamo were banned from European competition for three years after an attempt to pay off the Spanish referee Lopez Nieto ahead
         of a Champions League game against Panathinaikos. The ban, though, was lifted after a year because UEFA decided that suspending
         Dynamo was hampering the development of Ukrainian football; that is how dominant Dynamo were.
      

      
      With Shevchenko, Luzhny and Rebrov, Dynamo reached the semi-finals of the Champions League in 1999, and it would have been
         they rather than Bayern Munich who met Manchester United in the final had they not squandered 2–0 and 3–1 leads in the first
         leg. Quarter of a century after he had first become coach at the club, Lobanovskyi was still performing miracles. Polkhovskyi,
         though, believes that it was not long after that that the warning signs began to emerge.
      

      
      I first met Polkhovskyi at Dynamo’s Champions League game against Liverpool in October 2001. Gérard Houllier, then Liverpool’s
         manager, was in hospital after collapsing with a ruptured aorta at a league game against Leeds the previous Saturday, and,
         given that Lobanovskyi had recently had heart surgery, it seemed not unreasonable that he might offer a few words of sympathy
         and support. Most managers would leap at such an easy opportunity to satisfy the press, but Lobanovskyi didn’t turn up at
         the pre-match press conference, sending instead the Serbian sweeper Goran Gavranci[image: image], who had neither had cardiac problems
         nor been heard of in England. So I asked Polkhovskyi if he could perhaps phone Lobanovskyi for a quote. Absolutely not, he said, with a weary resignation that bordered on the apologetic.
      

      
      These days, Polkhovskyi admits that working with Lobanovskyi was a nightmare. ‘He was like Kha from the Jungle Book,’ he said. ‘You never knew what he was thinking, and he was always ready to pounce.’ Bolstered by his statistics, Lobanovskyi
         was notoriously dogmatic and authoritarian. ‘When I was a player it was difficult to evaluate players,’ Lobanovskyi said.
         ‘The coach could say that a player wasn’t in the right place at the right moment, and the player could simply disagree. There
         were no real methods of analysis, but today the players cannot object. They know that the morning after the game a sheet of
         paper will be pinned up showing all the figures characterising their play. If a midfielder has fulfilled sixty technical and
         tactical actions in the course of the match, then he has not pulled his weight. He is obliged to do a hundred or more.’
      

      
      Inevitably his attitude led to conflict. Oleksandr Khapsalys, who played for Dynamo in the late seventies and early eighties,
         recalled how Lobanovskyi would simply shout down any perceived criticism. ‘It was better not to joke with Lobanovskyi,’ he
         said. ‘If he gave an instruction, and the player said: “But I think …”, Lobanovskyi would look at him and scream: “Don’t think!
         I do the thinking for you. Play!”’
      

      
      Oleh Blokhin, the star of the 1975 side, never enjoyed the warmest of relationships with his coach and neither did Ihor Belanov,
         who won the European Player of the Year award in 1986. ‘My relationship with Lobanovskyi wasn’t hostile, but it wasn’t friendly
         either,’ he said. ‘It was simply professional. But he did a lot for me. He invited me to Dynamo and persuaded me to play his
         way. We had quarrels, but we were aware that we were doing a great thing.’ As if to prove there were no hard feelings, Belanov
         named his son Valeriy.
      

      
      As the world moved on, though, the distance between Lobanovskyi and his players grew. The age difference didn’t help, but
         the problem was more the difficulty of having increasingly to deal with players who had not been brought up in a Communist society. ‘He had internal torments,’ Polkhovskyi
         said. ‘Previously, a word or a glance was enough to assert his authority and explain what he wanted. Maybe it was typical
         of the Communist system, but now players have a greater freedom and an individuality. They become stars – like Beckham, what
         is Beckham? A pop star? – and so they do not put the team first.’ In other words, Lobanovskyi, a product of socialism, struggled
         to come to terms with the advances of capitalism. In that, he is far from unique.
      

      
      For all their off-field activities, on the pitch Dynamo continue to play the socialist football Lobanovskyi and Zelentsov
         developed in their laboratory. I remember the bewilderment in the press box at Highbury during a Champions League game between
         Arsenal and Dynamo as we tried to identify the blond bloke who’d just put in a cross from the left. ‘Georgi Peev?’ somebody
         suggested, reading his shirt number from the replay on the TV screen and checking it against the team-sheet. ‘Can’t be – he’s
         the right-back,’ came a dismissive shout, but it was: at its best, their movement can still delight. Football, though, has
         moved on from the days when teams would be mesmerised by protean opponents.
      

      
      When Lobanovskyi died in May 2002, Oleksiy Mykhailychenko, who had been his assistant since 1997, took over and Shakhtar promptly
         won their first Ukrainian title. Dynamo won the next two championships, but nobody ever seemed convinced by Mykhailychenko.
         He was, in fairness, in an impossible position. How, after all, do you replace a national icon; a man so popular that over
         a million Ukrainians flooded the streets on the day of his funeral to pay their last respects? When Bill Shankly resigned
         from Liverpool in 1974, Bob Paisley, feeling his authority undermined by his predecessor’s continued presence, had to ban
         him from the training ground. Ghosts, though, are not so easily banished. Lobanovskyi’s genius was to keep the club in a state
         of perpetual evolution, but any change Mykhailychenko made became a major risk, fraught with the possibility of a failure that would be seen as a betrayal of Lobanovskyi’s tradition. And so Dynamo stagnated.
      

      
      After the defeat to Shakhtar, Mykhailychenko was downbeat to the point of moroseness. ‘Don’t blame the players,’ he said.
         ‘Blame me.’ Dynamo did, and after a Champions League defeat to Trabzonspor a month later, he was sacked. The laboratory, though,
         will go on; Szabo, the man who replaced him, had been acting as vice-president with a responsibility for football and had
         coached the club between Lobanovskyi’s second and third stints as manager.
      

      
      When I met him in his office in the Valeriy Lobanovskyi Stadium, he was quite open about the fact that in his first spell
         in charge he remained in the great man’s shadow. ‘The laboratory would develop some plan and would propose it to Lobanovskyi,’
         he explained. ‘He would look at it and then change it according to his opinion. It was the same for me. I took something from
         the lab and we introduced some changes according to what I thought. But I knew what Lobanovskyi would think, and tried to
         do the same.’ And now? ‘It seems that times have changed, and so it may be necessary to introduce some changes to our playing
         style.’ Their socialist football has been superseded by Shakhtar, the thrusting capitalists from the home of Ukrainian socialism.
         Polkhovskyi, ever a man for a literary allusion, compared them to Rastignac, the ambitious youth created by Balzac who first
         appears in Pére Goriot.
      

      
      I arrived in Donetsk at lunchtime four days after Shakhtar’s victory in Kyiv, having taken an early-morning train from Dnipropetrovsk.
         Having expected the industrial heartland to resemble a bleak Beamish – all grim terraces huddling in the drizzle – I confess
         I was slightly disappointed by its modernity. There wasn’t even any miserable Dickensian weather, just a baking sun that had
         pounded relentlessly through the train window leaving me in desperate need of a shower. ‘The things we shall do today are
         the following,’ said Taras. ‘Number one: go to the hotel. Number two: take a room. Number three: you will take a shower. Number four: meet Mark
         Levytsky …’
      

      
      In fact, we had barely had time to complete numbers one and two when Levytsky turned up at the hotel. He was an imposing bear
         of a man, who, with his pale linen suit, neat grey moustache and gigantic spectacles, could have been a Greek shipping magnate,
         but was actually a vice-president of Shakhtar, a post he took after an illustrious career as a sports journalist. He immediately
         offered a tour of the training base. These are normally necessary evils, diplomatic plods round empty fields while a painfully
         enthusiastic groundsman lists the ‘x’ pitches, ‘y’ of which have undersoil heating, and ‘z’ of which floodlighting, but Levytsky’s
         tour was different. For one thing, he gave me a lift in a vast chauffeur-driven car with blacked-out windows; for another,
         even through the medium of a translator, Levytsky was outrageously funny. He had an aura of gravitas, but seemed to revel
         in puncturing it with conspiratorial stage whispers (the serious leather-bound notebook in which he made regular jottings,
         I noticed, was decorated with pictures of Britney Spears). And for another, Shakhtar’s training base was like no other I had
         ever seen.
      

      
      The pitches were immaculate, the weights room modern and spotless, the players’ quarters spacious and comfortable, but it
         was the extras that were extraordinary. There was, for instance, an aviary. ‘Some of the players and a couple of the coaches,’
         Levytsky explained, ‘like birds.’ It is easy to imagine a director in England uttering the words with dread, but Levytsky’s
         meaning was entirely ornithological. Players have a stressful job, they need to relax, and so the club has provided the means
         for them to do so. And if the aviary doesn’t do it for them, there is also a huge fishing lake, specially stocked with swans,
         a basketball court and a myriad other distractions. The effect is more five-star resort than boot-camp. Perhaps, though, it
         needs to be. How else would the club attract players to the blasted industrial east?
      

      
      
      These days, barely a summer goes by without Shakhtar smashing the Ukrainian transfer record to sign the likes of the Nigerian
         striker Julius Aghahowa or the Brazilian midfielder Matuzalem, and they have brought in coaches of the international stature
         of Nevio Scala and Mircea Lucescu. For much of their history, though, they were just another provincial club, whose sole distinguishing
         feature was the passion of their support, the local miners turning out in sufficient numbers that Shakhtar regularly won the
         trophy awarded by the Soviet authorities for having the largest average home gate. Everything changed in October 1995 during
         a home game against Tavriya Simferopol.
      

      
      Shakhtar tend to play home games these days at the Olympic Stadium, which is passably modern, but back then their home was
         the crumbling and faded Shakhtar Stadium, which still hosts reserve games. There is something striking about the scale of
         the construction and the resolute functionality of the design, but the overriding impression, even on a sunny day, is of drabness.
         Being there was like viewing everything through a grey wash: there wasn’t a bright colour anywhere, apart, that is, from the
         area immediately around the VIP box, where the plastic seats were new, and screamingly orange.
      

      
      Tavriya were the first champions of the independent Ukrainian league, but their visit to Donetsk three years later should
         have been unremarkable. The match, though, was immediately given an edge when Shakhtar’s president Oleksandr Bragin (or Alik
         the Greek, to give him his underworld nickname), having missed a number of games following an attempt on his life, decided
         he would put aside security concerns and attend. He and his right-hand man, Rinat Akhmetov, went first to the nearby village
         of Dokuchayevsk to see the reserve side play, then hurried back to Donetsk for the main game. By the time Bragin got there,
         the match had kicked off, so, deciding not to wait for Akhmetov, who had been held up in traffic, he and his bodyguards rushed straight up the stairs to the VIP enclosure.
      

      
      ‘It was a very humid day,’ Levytsky told me. ‘I was leading the TV broadcast and I was sitting in the commentators’ cabin
         just below the VIP lodge. We saw before the game that Bragin’s security people had gone through the place, but I can’t remember
         whether they used sniffer dogs as Akhmetov does now.’
      

      
      It was pronounced safe, but a few seconds after Bragin had opened the door and entered the passage leading into the box itself,
         there was an almighty explosion. ‘They had recently constructed the roof on the main stand,’ Levytsky said, ‘and when the
         bomb went off there was such a sound that I thought one of the girders must have snapped. The game went on for maybe twenty
         or thirty seconds before the referee realised what had happened and took the players off.’
      

      
      It was almost a decade after the incident that I spoke to Levystky, but he clearly still found it difficult to discuss, constantly
         taking his glasses off and rubbing his eyes. ‘I stopped commentating and went upstairs to see what had happened,’ he said.
         ‘I saw a TV reporter running away and asked him what was going on. He told me not to go into the VIP lodge because it was
         too terrible to look at. Then I saw Ravil Safiullin who was the brother of Bragin’s wife and at the time was Shakhtar’s vice-president.
         We went into the lodge together. There were bits of bodies everywhere. Then Safiullin saw a severed arm, and recognised that
         the watch around the wrist was the president’s, and that was when we knew he was dead.’ Four bodyguards were also killed.
      

      
      In 2004, at a trial in Luhansk, the one surviving member – or so he claimed – of the group that carried out that attack explained
         how they had tailed Bragin for several days before planting the bomb and detonating it remotely. ‘As to who ordered it,’ Levytsky
         said, ‘there is no clear answer, but in the early nineties criminal groups were dividing up the territory of the former USSR, and it was rumoured in Donetsk that the assassination was something to do with that.’
      

      
      A year later, Akhmetov replaced his former mentor as president. Thanks to his metallurgical interests, he is now the richest
         man in Ukraine. He owns the Donbass Palace Hotel and, quite aside from the redevelopment of the training facilities, has spent
         in excess of £50million on players. He is, as anybody in Donetsk will tell you, the Ukrainian Abramovich, except that he has
         invested at home. So emotionally attached to the club is he that in September 2000, after Arsenal had come from two down to
         beat Shakhtar at Highbury with, of all things, two late Martin Keown goals, he was the last person to leave the ground, slumping
         in his seat as the lights went out around him. ‘He has
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