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Foreword

FC Barcelona versus Real Madrid – El Clásico as it has become known to fans all over the world – is without doubt the biggest club game on the planet: the clash that stirs the strongest passions; polarises families, friends and nations; and enjoys the largest TV audience of any football rivalry. It has become a regular, essential event in the football fan’s calendar and is as likely to spark debate among English-speaking fans as any domestic fixture. El Clásico may be more international than ever but, as this book explains, it’s as partisan as at any point in the past, and in recent times the addition of José Mourinho into the mix is exactly the kind of theatrical confrontation that this symbolic clash thrives upon.

Throughout the previous century, El Clásico was frequently presented as a David and Goliath story, with Barcelona relishing its status as the underdog, while Real Madrid has been more than happy to play the role of the big guy. But how much do those roles reflect reality? Barcelona fans will tell you that their club spent half the twentieth century struggling against the odds to overcome a rival that enjoyed the backing of a brutal dictator; yet, while General Franco was known to have enjoyed a flutter on the pools, his actual engagement with club football was far more limited. In fact, most Barcelona fans forget to mention that in the immediate post-Spanish Civil War years, when the regime was at its most repressive, the Catalan club was considerably more successful than its rival in Madrid. Likewise, after Franco died, Barcelona fans waited a decade to see their side win a league title, while Madrid went on to win four of the first five during that period. On the other hand, those Real Madrid ‘ultras’ who celebrate their club’s Spanish identity in the extreme probably squirm at the realisation that it is FC Barcelona, not Real Madrid, who now provides more players for the national team.

But let’s not let these facts get in the way of the entertainment. The Catalan writer and fanatical Barça fan Manuel Vázquez Montalbán once wrote that FC Barcelona is, for Catalan nationalists, ‘the symbol of St George that periodically goes out and slays the metaphorical dragon of Real Madrid on our behalf – so we don’t have to.’ And as this book brings us up to date, we see how Mourinho has been more than happy to turn up in Barcelona playing the role of dragon, breathing fire, insults and witticisms in the direction of Pep Guardiola, a St George for the modern Catalans if ever there was one.

Of course, Barcelona versus Real Madrid remains essentially a Catalan and Spanish obsession. However, the fantastic level of research and broad spectrum of contributions from all sides of the great divide included in this book mean that you’re holding an incredibly valuable, objective account of this sporting rivalry that is all the richer for being an attempt by a non-Spaniard to comprehend it. For anyone who wants to understand why Barcelona v Real Madrid means so much more than a straightforward match between an unparalleled array of footballing stars, this book should become essential reading.

Guillem Balague, March 2012


Prologue

It was an extraordinary day. On 27 April 2011, the front page of El País, Spain’s newspaper of record, led with a story about Barcelona’s manager, Pep Guardiola. The Catalan is known as a calm person. The previous day he exploded on national television, cursing twice during a 45-minute tirade. He was provoked. José Mourinho, Real Madrid’s manager, had been goading him all season. The sour relations between the two clubs had reached fever pitch during an unprecedented four-game series in 18 days. Later that day, the teams were set to play in their third instalment, the first leg of the Champions League semi-final at Madrid’s Bernabéu stadium.

Spain was consumed by the conflict, which has long been a proxy war in a divided land. Distracted by the match later that day, Spanish national radio’s flagship current affairs programme shelved talk about the country’s collapsing economy so its leading political analysts could hold a 30-minute discussion on a football rivalry. The rest of the world looked on agog. When the teams took to the field at 8.45 p.m., the bones of half a billion people watched on television. The teams were stocked with the men who won Spain its first World Cup and the planet’s two greatest players – Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi.

The aesthetes among those viewing, however, were disappointed. The match was a grim, tense encounter, the football dreary. There were several flashpoints. Just before half-time, Sergio Busquets and Real Madrid’s Marcelo clashed in the middle of the pitch. As they dusted themselves down from their jostle, Busquets was caught on camera twice calling the Brazilian a monkey, or so it appeared, although he was later cleared of racist abuse charges by a UEFA tribunal. When the teams stopped for the half-time interval, a mass scuffle erupted as they made their way to the dressing rooms. Barcelona’s reserve goalkeeper José Manuel Pinto got a red card for a set-to with Chendo, Real Madrid’s suited match-day delegate.

Barcelona continued to hog the ball in the second half; Real Madrid were content to hunker down in their half of the pitch. In the 61st minute, the game’s defining play happened. Pepe, Real Madrid’s midfield enforcer, was sent off for seeming to clobber Dani Alves in a reckless, studs-up tackle. Replay footage showed he mightn’t even have made contact with the Brazilian defender. While the Barcelona full back was being stretchered off dramatically – only to return in rude health two minutes later – Mourinho also got his marching orders for sardonically applauding the referee’s decision. He walked a few steps along the touchline and took up a seat in the stands beside his team’s dugout. He spent the remaining half-hour of play passing written instructions to a lieutenant. Conspicuously, he had to pass the notes through bars in front of his seat. The screeching, whistling and bollocking around the Bernabéu stadium, which had accompanied Barcelona’s keep-ball play throughout, was raised a notch. It was grating, like the shrill sound effects from a bad horror movie.

In the last quarter, some football broke out. Messi got on the end of a low cross on the edge of the six-yard box to open the scoring for Barcelona. With three minutes left on the clock, he did something divine. He gathered the ball by the centre circle in Real Madrid’s half. He found his way blocked by Lassana Diarra. He moved the ball gently forward to Busquets who had his back to goal. His teammate trapped it and swivelled 90 degrees. Then, like a second handing a duelling pistol to a nobleman, he casually presented the ball for Messi who bore down on goal. The Argentinian flashed his way past five defenders before clipping the ball low into the corner of the net. Iker Casillas, Real Madrid’s goalkeeper and captain, who had fallen onto his backside, sprung reflexively back to his feet. His hands were still spread wide in saving mode, as he asked no one in particular what on earth had transpired.

When the final whistle blew, fist fights broke out in the stands. Some irate fans invaded the pitch. Missiles rained down onto it. Police made a shield for the match officials as they fled for sanctuary. Later in the night, Andy Townsend, the ITV commentator who is unfortunate enough to bear an uncanny resemblance to match referee Wolfgang Stark, was set upon in a restaurant by an angry mob. In the clubs’ backrooms, both their legal teams scurried around, hatching cases to be presented to UEFA about each other’s deceit.

The teams’ two generals – and their soldiers – were confined to barracks for a cooling-off period before emerging for the post-match press conference. Whatever the theatrics of Barcelona’s players earlier, they were nothing to the pathos served up by Mourinho. The press room is his domain. He sat back in his throne. He wasn’t angry. He was confused, lurching between indignation and disbelief. ‘¿Por qué?’ he kept asking. Why? He wanted our understanding, our sympathy. He cast about wearily, flicking imaginary fluff from his trousers. He longed to return to the bosom of his family. He was disgusted with this world, he said. He generously gave us insight into his tactical approach, into the ‘organisational moments’ that he seeks to manipulate, like a deity, the fate of a match. But he had just been foiled by the ref, a patsy, like three others he named from the refereeing trade who did the dirty work of larger, mysterious forces. Why was Barcelona spoiled? Was it because of their affiliation with UNICEF, he wondered? Oh, they were a brilliant team, he conceded, toying with our feelings, but when the digs came, amidst his train of conspiracy theories, they were vicious.

Guardiola, his nemesis, had profited from ‘the scandal of Stamford Bridge’ two years earlier when Barcelona benefited from favourable referring decisions in a semi-final against Chelsea. ‘I would have been embarrassed to win that title,’ he said. Now, after ‘the scandal of Bernabéu’, his counterpart at Barcelona was on course for another defiled crown. ‘I hope that one day he can win a proper Champions League. Deep down, if they are good people, it cannot taste right for them,’ he said, twirling his moral compass. ‘I hope one day that Guardiola has the chance of winning a brilliant, clean championship with no scandal.’

The battle lines of El Clásico had just frosted over.


Introduction

National anthems are curious things. The Netherlands played Spain in the final of the 2010 World Cup at Soccer City, Johannesburg. When the Dutch team stood to attention for its national anthem, with the exception of midfielder Nigel de Jong, each team member mouthed the song’s lyrics with gusto.

Then the cameras panned to the Spaniards for their number, a shortened version, as is the norm for a sporting team, of La Marcha Real – the Royal March. As the tune played out, they looked like a bunch of blokes at an airport waiting to find out which gate they were leaving from. They were impassive, stony-faced. Yet unemotional is not a trait you associate with the Spanish, nor bloodlessness, from the land of bullfighting, flamenco and Guernica, a feature of their national culture. Isn’t Spain’s football team, after all, supposed to be the self-styled Furia Roja – the Red Fury?

True, Carles Puyol jigged from side to side a little on his feet, but purely because he was straining at the bit to get on with the action. Xavi, the team’s field marshal, with those hooded eyes of his, was in his own little world. Only Real Madrid’s Sergio Ramos, standing beside him, with his head tilting backwards and eyes skyward, looked moved. It was strange. Two compatriots arm in arm – one absent, with a blank expression, the other on the verge of tears. But then national anthems are adept at casting a light on the fissures of a country’s identity.

La Marcha Real is one of the world’s oldest national anthems. It is also one of the few without lyrics. It has been without words since those approved by General Franco were retired in 1978, three years after his death. A competition was held to come up with new lyrics a few years ago. The words of the winning entry, which was announced in January 2008, didn’t sing enough towards Spain’s regional differences, while its opening line ‘Viva España’ brought back distressing memories of Franco’s rallying cry during his fascist dictatorship. And so, following acrimonious national debate, it was withdrawn. Its four verses lasted five days.

Of the Spanish team that idled its way through the national anthem on the night of the World Cup final, seven were from Barcelona’s ranks. People called the team Barceloña, a play on the words Barcelona and España. Previously, West Germany started the 1974 final against the Netherlands with six players who were on the books at Bayern Munich, including Franz Beckenbauer. When Italy played the 1982 final, their winning captain Dino Zoff was one of half a dozen Juventus players on the team. Now Barcelona was going one better and creating a record for the most players provided by a club side for a team in a World Cup final. But their fans were conflicted. A friend of mine from Barcelona, María José, a 57-year-old retired school principal, was secretly rooting for the Netherlands. Many Barça fans dreaded a win for Spain because of the triumphalism and the waving of Spanish flags it would unleash. A chunk of them in their city, including María José’s son, wore Dutch jerseys, a treasonable act in all but the most divided of football nations.

Walking around Barcelona on the night after Spain’s last-gasp semifinal win over Germany was an eye-opener. You might think they’d be going barmy about it all. But they weren’t. The celebrations were a lot more subdued than, for example, if Barcelona had just won another Champions League title. Sure, there was a fiesta atmosphere. In the narrow side streets off Las Ramblas, the city’s main thoroughfare, you had to watch out for people tossing pails of water out of apartment windows onto the revellers below. The city was sprinkled with people wearing Spanish jerseys and draped with Spanish flags over their shoulders. A lot of them, however, were what Catalans would derogatively call guiris, or Northern European tourists. The old part of Barcelona, the downtown, is very multicultural these days, full of either ex-pats living in the city or their tourist brethren visiting for a few days. Most Catalan natives live on the outskirts or along the northern part of the city.

At the famous Canaletes fountain, where Barça fans cavort to celebrate their club victories, fans assembled in Barcelona and Spanish team jerseys and bantered good-naturedly, chanting ‘Barcelona is Spanish’. There was no animosity. A good thing, obviously, but if you wanted a barometer of the Catalan’s emotion about the Spanish team’s progression to the final maybe the best place to look was the police records. On that Wednesday night, there were five arrests. In comparison, when Barcelona captured its La Liga title the previous May, there were 105 arrests. Riot police flocked the city, leading to bloody collisions in which 120 people were injured. It was as though the Indians were coming – the place was alive with the sound of drums. Blazing firecrackers littered the streets. Cars were tipped over. A giant poster of some of the Barcelona players, which draped one shopping block, was pulled down. For the real Spanish World Cup celebrations, you had to be in Madrid where 300,000 fans flooded the Paseo de Recoletos boulevard to watch the final on giant screens. Catalans just didn’t fully dig the Spanish team. They were ambivalent. One of La Vanguardia’s columnists, writing for the Catalan newspaper before the semi-final with Germany, said that the average Barcelona fan had been watching the Spanish matches in the World Cup ‘out of the corner of his eye’.

For all the hoopla in Madrid and around the villages of Spain for the few days before and after the World Cup final, it masked a lack of conviction behind the team’s fortunes. According to Pegazus Sport Tours España, FIFA’s official Spanish tour operator, only 2,500 to 3,000 football folk, including press, travelled from Spain to support the team over the duration of the tournament. In comparison, Thomas Cook calculates that 10,000 England fans trekked to South Africa for England’s first game alone. Almost ten times as many England fans travelled to see their team’s matches in the tournament compared to their Spanish counterparts. And Spain, as reigning European Championship holders, set off for South Africa as favourites to win the tournament. Why is the country with possibly the world’s most popular football league so blasé in support of its national team?

While rambling around the country, particularly in the south, one of the first things you’ll notice if you wander into a pub is the presence of a Real Madrid team poster or scarf draped on a wall. A report by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas calculated that 33 per cent of the Spanish population supports Real Madrid, with 26 per cent supporting Barcelona and 5 per cent following Valencia, lagging behind in third place. In fact, an internal study conducted by Real Madrid a few years ago found that there are more Real Madrid supporters in Seville than there are for the two cities’ fierce rivals, Sevilla and Real Betis, combined. Can you imagine if Chelsea had more supporters in Manchester than United and City put together?

The pair has a stranglehold over affections globally, too. Added together, they’ve about as many supporters as the population of North America. Barcelona has over 1,400 peñas (supporters’ clubs) around the world, from Al Hoceima to Zutphen. Real Madrid has an even greater number. Whichever way you dice it, they are arguably the world’s greatest clubs. The pair has won the Champions League – the benchmark for club football – six times over the last 15 years. In the annual Deloitte Football Money League, they top the accountants’ tally; Real Madrid has won its title for eight consecutive years, with Barcelona in second place for four years running.

The Madrid–Barça derby, as it’s referred to in Spain, is a unique pairing in world football. Madrid and Greater Barcelona are cities of a similar size. They are the capital cities of two nations, one being a nation in waiting, maintain Catalan separatists, of whom one million marched through Barcelona on the day before Spain played in its first World Cup final agitating for greater political freedom. Perhaps it is this issue of contested nationhood, allied to the presence of the world’s finest players corralled on either side, which makes their rivalry so intense, so compelling. Every year, at least twice a season, it throws the representatives of two ostensible countries into the ring together.

The half-time brawl during the 2011 Champions League semi-final at the Bernabéu stadium wasn’t an aberration in the history of football rivalry. Where do you start in cataloguing the violence over the years at the world’s infamous derbies, of Celtic v. Rangers or Boca Juniors v. River Plate? A Tehran derby between Pirouzi and Estegahl in 2000 was so ill tempered that three players from either side were arrested, not to mention the fleet of police wagons needed to ferry warring fans on the terraces away to custody. Confrontations have occasionally transcended petty turf battles and moved into the realm of international relations. Who could forget June 1969 when neighbouring countries Honduras and El Salvador met each other in the play-offs to qualify for the World Cup? Rioting at the matches triggered a 100-hour war in which thousands were killed, following incursions by both sides’ national armies across their borders.

What’s different about the unsavoury incidents at the Bernabéu is that they involved the two biggest clubs on the globe. We watched agape. When their players lined up, there was over £1 billion worth of talent on display. Spanish football sits on top of the world. Never before has so much talent resided in the clubs’ squads. Ten of the 11 players who started the 2012 European Championships final for Spain are drawn from their number, not to mention their international stars, most notably the most recent FIFA World Player of the Year award winners – Cristiano Ronaldo of Real Madrid and Barcelona’s Lionel Messi. In fact, every FIFA World Player of the Year since 1996 has played for either Barcelona or Real Madrid during their careers. Football is the sporting world’s biggest stage, and these are its biggest actors. The clash between Barça and Real Madrid is, therefore, the defining feud in sporting history. It shines a light
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