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  Praise for Feet of the Chameleon


  ‘For those familiar with Ian Hawkey’s clever, witty and authoritative football writing in the Sunday Times, this book is a feast. He gives African football the full treatment. History blends effortlessly with anecdote and Hawkey’s wry observation is never far - glory be! - from the surface. From the Med to the Cape, the African game is lavishly yet page-turningly covered. Nothing, as our thoughts turn to Africa’s first World Cup, could enhance the experience more than to have this by one’s side.’

  Patrick Barclay, chief football commentator, The Times


  ‘This is a masterful work, meticulously researched and written with a fine blend of empathy and analysis. Hawkey takes the reader from the colonial beginnings of the sport on the continent, through the moments of self-affirmation and the moments of disgrace, the genius and the scandal, the black magic and the brilliance, to arrive at a modern era in which it is unusual for top European sides not to feature African players. It is a book for which football has been crying out.’

  Jonathan Wilson, author of Inverting the Pyramid


  Written with warmth and understanding, the book for which African football has been crying out.

  FourFourTwo


  The stand-out football book of 2009.

  The Independent


  Feet of the Chameleon is joyful, and will appeal as much to those interested in the history and geography of Africa as it will to aficionados of the sport.

  The Financial Times
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  A note on names:


  Countries are identified throughout by their names during the period described. Belgian Congo was the state that became Congo (1960), Zaïre (1970), Democratic Republic of Congo (1997). Likewise, French Congo/Congo-Brazzaville (1960), Dahomey/Benin (1975), Rhodesia/Zimbabwe (1980) and Upper Volta/Burkina Faso (1984).


  The Maghreb is the region made up by Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla.
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  PROLOGUE


  On the morning of 15 May 2004, Nelson Mandela woke early, as usual. It was a habit he had formed young and rigorously maintained during 27 years in South African prisons. Overnight, Mandela had been thinking back over details of the first period of that incarceration. He would later share some of them in a short speech about life on the notorious Robben Island, where leaders in the struggle against apartheid had been isolated.


  Mandela was in Zurich. He had travelled there against the advice of doctors concerned at the taxing schedule of global diplomacy pursued by the ex-president of South Africa even in his 86th year. Mandela felt his presence in Switzerland might help sway a decision of great importance. The 24-man executive committee of Fifa, football’s world governing body, would vote on who should host the 2010 World Cup and South Africa had spent six of its ten years as a democracy in determined and costly lobbying. Their delegation had reason to be apprehensive about the process. A bid for the 2006 tournament had ended in narrow and controversial defeat at the poll when a meek Fifa member abstained, enabling Germany, by a single vote, to stage sport’s most watched event in Europe. A World Cup had never been organised in Africa, seldom goes to the southern hemisphere, never to the developing world. So when Fifa guaranteed the tender for 2010 would be open only to Africans, nobody could rationally challenge the fairness of the idea. In the hours before the final, secret ballot, Mandela would eloquently put the case for sub-Saharan Africa against various Mediterranean states. The actor Omar Sharif had arrived to speak up for Egypt, the Gaddafi family to represent Libya’s ambitious joint request with Tunisia. Morocco had a strong manifesto and lobbied shrewdly, appealing to those suspicious of African capabilities by emphasising its proximity to Europe with the help of a former prime minister of Spain.


  In his suite at the Dolder Grand Hotel, Mandela dressed, putting on a colourful shirt: silk, with a racy design of flowers and ribbons on a background of gold. He had breakfast and, accompanied by his assistant, a blonde Afrikaaner woman named Zelda la Grange, they took the elevator down to the lobby. In the lift the pair would be joined by one of the vice-presidents of Fifa, an individual whose own vote might not only be decisive in what looked a tight run-off against Morocco but had the political clout to bring other delegates with him. Mandela bade the Fifa official a friendly good morning, and with the gentle ease anybody who has met Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela more than once would recognise, they settled into a small-talk that left the Fifa man with the gratifying sensation of Mandela’s sincere delight at seeing him again, that they shared a special, informal intimacy which cut across hierarchy. When the lift doors opened, the man in the blazer assured Mandela South Africa could count on his vote and those of his allies. They wished each other luck.


  Mandela soon found himself in the company of lifetime acquaintances. Bishop Desmond Tutu had arrived in Zurich to lend more gravitas to South Africa’s case, to remind Fifa that just in case all the country’s hardware advantages – the stadiums, roads, hotels, a sophisticated tourist industry – seemed unpersuasive, their nation had saints and Nobel Peace Prizes in its line-up. When Mandela, charming and lucid, addressed the Fifa personnel in the final, formal presentations, he avoided sentimentality, but he did ask them politely to allow him a little nostalgia. He took them back to life on The Island, his prison off the Cape of Good Hope, and described the value he and other detainees had given the game of football. Their days there, Mandela recalled, had been filled by arduous physical labour in the lime quarry, their nights with regular humiliations. Among the rights prisoners lobbied hardest for had been to play and follow football. A Robben Island league had been established; another breakthrough had been the inmates’ limited access to radio and newspapers. Keeping abreast of local football, of the fortunes of clubs like Orlando Pirates and Moroka Swallows had lifted spirits, Mandela told the men in blazers. ‘On Robben Island,’ he said, ‘football was the only joyful release for the prisoners.’ He went on to congratulate Fifa for its decision to expel South Africa from its membership in 1976, a boost to his movement’s opposition to apartheid. He reminded its executives how the country had transformed since his release in 1990, and that it was now in their gift to celebrate the joyous transformation from white rule to Rainbow Nation with an event that would show off a renascent Africa, in the land with the continent’s most developed infrastructure.


  In Africa, people waited, impatient, expectant. Giant screens had been erected in Johannesburg and Cape Town to broadcast the announcement. State television in Egypt and Morocco cleared their schedules for live coverage of the ceremonial opening of the winning envelope. Presses had been readied to bring out exceptional, afternoon editions of South Africa’s major newspapers. Architects had already designed a Nelson Mandela stadium for the city of Port Elizabeth.
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  In Zurich, Fifa said yes to South Africa 2010. In the auditorium where the decision was announced, Bishop Tutu hooted with delight and promised: ‘I will buy all the Fifa executives first-class air tickets to heaven! But first, I shall go outside and dance.’ Mandela, clutching the 18-carat World Cup trophy next to his gold shirt, declared: ‘I feel like a young man of 15 again.’ The president of Fifa, Sepp Blatter, trumpeted: ‘This is Africa’s right. It is a global game,’ as if to answer in advance the next six years of intermittent scepticism from the rest of the world about Africa’s capacity to steer the juggernaut that is a World Cup.


  Six years later, the first World Cup in Africa would confound its doubters. It was staged successfully, efficiently, supported enthusiastically and although most the African teams involved would fall a long way short of the fairy-tale scenario in which the continent would witness the coronation of Africa’s first world champion, an assured and talented Ghana side, a hair’s breadth from making a semi-final, would set a new benchmark for African progress at World Cups.


  Of Africa’s excellence at football, there can be no scepticism. It is manifest in the ubiquity of its professional footballers in the theatres where the world’s most popular sport reaches its biggest audiences, the competitions beamed by television to the rest of the globe. At the moneyed end of the game, in Western Europe, the sport scrambles for African talent rather as it scrambled for most of the continent’s resources in the 19th century. It mines it as enthusiastically as it forages around the principal football cultures of South America, Brazil and Argentina, and does so because it finds something unique in the way Africans interpret the game. Across the vast space of the continent, it is perilous to generalise too boldly what that may be, except that, from Alexandria to Cape Town, you hear Africans stubbornly arguing for their favourite game’s specific, African identity, a purity and daring they want preserved. In Africa, a certain generalisation is also encouraged. No continent aspires more often to gain strength from the shared experience of its 900 million people by promoting Pan-Africanism and there are not many activities which as regularly and cheerfully connect distant parts of the continent as football. Sometimes, it can seem like the only thing that brings together the people of the north of the continent and those below the great sandy frontier that is the Sahara.


  The stories told here come from various territories, and make no claim to be an exhaustive history. There is a bias towards the areas that have taken most successfully to football. I draw on material gathered from over three dozen countries, from tough nations that rub up awkwardly alongside one another in the west, from desert lands and equatorial ones, from Cape Town on the opulent south-western tip, to Cairo in the north-eastern corner. Not much about Africa’s rich football history has been written down, so most of what’s here comes from talking to people, from knowing parts of Africa because I lived in them, and learning about others through reporting from them, usually about the continent’s favourite, shared passion. I found the sport casts light here and there on how Africa works; or how it doesn’t work. Africa fails sometimes and its shortcomings tend to command more news space than the areas at which it thrives. This is not a book about a continent doomed, or to be pitied. It’s about something Africa enjoys, generously shares, and is very good at.


  CHAPTER ONE

  BIG GAME HUNTING


  The call to prayer from the Muley El Mehdi mosque started just before kick-off, the sound carrying into the Alfonso Murube stadium just as the chief cheerleader for the home team took up his own chant through a loudspeaker. As it was carnival time in the Christian calendar, the man with the amplifier was dressed up, made up as a clown, face painted white, his hair a dark black curly wig. He was stirring up the partisans for their biggest home fixture of the season, the game the citizens of this sliver of Morocco’s coastline call the North African derby. A few thousand had come to watch, so it was hardly Wydad Casablanca against Raja, or Cairo’s Al Ahly versus Zamalek. Ceuta against Melilla is a peculiar sort of North African rivalry. The teams contesting it come from cities over 150 miles apart. The visitors, Melilla, had travelled more than twice that distance to be here, via a flight to Spain, a long bus ride through Andalucia and then a ferry back across the Mediterranean. ‘The Moroccan roads are not good enough to go overland,’ explained the Ceuta coach Carlos Orúe, as he beamed over the home side’s 3-0 victory. It may be the only match in professional football where both clubs play their home games on one continent while belonging to a league from a different one. Ceuta and Melilla earn their professional living in the Spanish second division and take a plane or a boat every other week to honour their fixtures in Europe. The enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla are anachronisms, officially Spanish, the last European colonies on mainland Africa, two tiny tufts on the quiff of the continent.


  Fewer than 150,000 people live in Ceuta and Melilla. Probably the most famous living citizen of the territories happens to be a footballer, a ceutí who played in derbies far bigger than his native city’s showdown against Melilla and on stages far broader than the Alfonso Murube. His name is Mohammed Ali Amar, although few people address him as that. To his friends and his fans he is Nayim; in certain parts of North London, he would be better known by his full honorific, chanted title: Nayim From The Halfway Line. The song of those words is popular with supporters of England’s Tottenham Hotspur and commemorates a spectacular goal Nayim scored in the final of the European Cup-Winners Cup in May 1995, for Real Zaragoza against Arsenal, a lob that he launched high into the sky from a point close to the halfway line and the right touchline of the Parc des Princes. It was struck with less than a minute remaining of the 120, the scores tied at 1-1. As the ball hung in the Paris night, there seemed an uncertainty into which arrondisement it might finally fall. By the time it dropped, the clock had ticked on significantly, the extraordinary trajectory of the shot taking it behind the back of the luckless goalkeeper, David Seaman, and into his goal. Zaragoza had won. If the strike was bizarre enough, the identity of the scorer made it a double blessing for enemies of Arsenal. Nayim had played for several years with Spurs, their principal London rivals.


  A dozen years after his celebrated goal, Nayim happily tells the story of it, as he must have done hundreds of times. In Zaragoza there is a street called Calle Gol de Nayim. Nayim proudly tells me that in New York he was recently approached by a stranger who introduced himself singing Nayim From The Halfway Line and wanted to discuss the goal that fell down as if from orbit. Had Nayim struck it so high on purpose? Of course he had, he confirmed, adding that in his native barrio in Ceuta there were folk who could testify that as a child learning his football, he was forever trying ambitious stunts with the ball. Ceuta must have been an unusual place to grow up, I suggested. It was an unusual place, full stop, Nayim agreed: mosques and churches cheek to cheek, the sound of Arabic one minute, andaluz accents the next. Part of Ceuta looks like a twee, unspoiled Costa del Sol town, though with a markedly high proportion of men strolling around in army fatigues: Spain’s rationale for owning these parts of Africa is military. Yet the interior of Ceuta could be an outskirt of Casablanca or Oran, densely populated, with a vivid street life. There you hear it called not Ceuta but Sebta, its Moroccan name, and see graffiti demanding the end of Spanish occupation. Ceutís like Nayim have grown up with a strange dual existence. ‘I am proud to be African,’ he says, ‘and proud to be European.’


  From the harbour in Ceuta, where the ferries criss-cross from continent to continent, you can see the outline of the rock of Gibraltar, so close that with a good breeze it seems no further away than a sturdy Nayim volley. As a child, Nayim boarded the boats that cross these Straits regularly, answering invitations to go and show his football talent in places like Seville. He was barely a teenager when he was selected to join Barcelona’s youth system, and though he was born a Spanish citizen, and some notable North Africans had played successfully in Spain at that stage, he was aware he looked different from his contemporaries. Sometimes, a lout in the crowd at junior matches would shout ‘Moro’, a derogatory insult. After an English coach of Barcelona, Terry Venables, took Nayim to London and to Spurs, he encountered less casual racism. This was the late 1980s and, in Britain, foreign footballers counted as a small minority; footballers from the African continent made up a tiny fraction of them. Nayim was regarded as exotic and likes to think he brought a refined sort of skill and flair to the English first division.


  After Nayim had shared some of these recollections, he gave me a short guided tour of his native enclave, and I went down to the frontier, where the daredevils, the desperados and the traffickers lurk. The peculiar political status of Ceuta, as with Melilla, means Africa has a land border with Europe, a short, heavily fortified one. Tens of thousands of Africans try to cross it illegally every year; the fences get built to tower up ever higher, cast-iron barriers to stretch further out into the sea, and the corkscrews of razor wire get tightened to look more and more menacing. The ingenious and the patient still look for ways through. Sometimes they wait for moments of inclement weather to make their surge into the perceived Promised Land that is a life in Europe. Or they wait for nights when they suppose the troops on the border might be distracted, watching television. When Spain played Italy at the European Championships in the summer of 2008, the attempted breaches were unusually high.


  Some just keep trying, failing and trying again. Paul, who comes from equatorial Africa, did that. We’ll call him plain Paul because he now lives in Spain and, having arrived there illegally, he prefers to give out pseudonyms for himself. He used to play football semi-professionally in his native country and earned a good living, between £200 and £300 a month, from the match-fees he collected for clubs in the top division. Still a young man, an able athlete, stocky, full of stamina and the kind of player who would galvanise the centre of midfield, Paul set off north one day, by bus and by hitch-hiking, and eventually he reached Morocco. Once there, he made his way to the frontier at Melilla. Thirteen times he tried to cross, to sail or to swim around the fence, and each time he was apprehended or had to retreat at various points of his escapade. The fourteenth bid worked. Once on Spanish territory, inside Melilla, he kept a low profile, encountered small kindnesses and people willing to pay for his cheap labour so that he had enough to pay his way by ferry to the mainland. There he scrapes by, and has found a benefactor in the shape of the president of a football club in Spain’s lower divisions. Paul is one of the team’s best players; he is playing at a standard well below what he was used to. Had he the right papers, he might be playing in a division of Spanish football where the matches are televised and the footballers handsomely salaried. As it is, he is grateful for the gig. The president of his suburban club ‘looks after me when I need money,’ he says, though there are days he would still appreciate a balanced meal. Nor would it be morbid to imagine that among those Paul encountered on his determined, intrepid journey, some may not have been as lucky as he was. Of the thousands of Africans who travel by raft, boat and canoe across the Mediterranean or via the Atlantic to Spain’s Canary Islands, often paying a fee to an unscrupulous broker, most are eventually stopped, detained or deported. Many perish en route.


  Among the African men and boys who try to enter Europe each year, a wildly disproportionate number do so in the belief their talent as footballers will hasten them through the red tape that distinguishes an illegal immigrant from a welcome one. They have, at an informed recent estimate, at least 2,000 reasons for believing: that’s the number of Africans working as professional footballers in Europe. You can add another thousand who might be doing so semi-professionally. The figures have zoomed upwards in the 21st century.


  When Nayim, the African proud to be a European, the Spaniard proud to be a Maghrebi, began his final season with Tottenham, he was one of just over a dozen first-team players in England’s 22-club Premier League from outside the British Isles. By the middle of the 2008–09 English Premier League season, its 20 clubs were between them employing 44 African players. A schoolboy following British football from Africa need only glance at the leading goalscorers in the widely-broadcast Premier League to turn starry-eyed. One season, say 2006–07, the list would be led by the Ivorian Didier Drogba followed by the South African Benni McCarthy; the next a Togolese, Emmanuel Sheyi Adebayor, was heading the chart. That schoolboy need only glimpse a Monday newspaper in Francophone Africa to see that, on a typical weekend in France’s championnat, one in every three of the footballers on a typical weekend there come from Africa, or their parents did. He could then turn to Spain’s La Liga and see that when Barcelona score goals, the likeliest man to have done so was the Cameroonian Samuel Eto’o. Our schoolboy could have watched Sevilla winning back-to-back Uefa Cups, spearheaded by the strong, elegant Malian, Frédéric Kanouté. He might note that when Real Madrid spend vast amounts on a single transfer, it is no longer on a David Beckham or a Ronaldo but on a Mali midfielder, Mahamadou Diarra; that when Chelsea became the most prodigal spenders in professional football, they soon devoted a third of their matchday salaries to African footballers: to Drogba, to Ghana’s Michael Essien, Nigeria’s Mikel John Obi, to the Ivorian Salomon Kalou. African success stories in European football have just about as high a global profile as African success stories in any other profession. And unless you are in the top-salary band at a club in Egypt, Tunisia or South Africa, a job in Europe means a financial step up, even if the job is in Moldova, or the Bulgarian second division.


  The dream, rags to riches, rough diamond to shimmering jewel, has become part of Africa’s wishing-well, a motif in its cultural shorthand. You find it not only in the stories African footballers tell about themselves but in films like the Malian director Cheikh Doukouré’s Le Ballon D’Or, which follows a boy living in a remote Sahel village, his adventures with his first ball, his dealings with the shifty businessman who sees in his talent opportunity, with the benevolent foreign aid worker who helps him; with the local mystic and the cheerful dwarf who advise him, with the challenges that await him when he reaches Europe on the cusp of his professional career. The story begins with villagers gathered around a broadcast of a Cameroon match at the 1990 World Cup and it has a cameo part for Mali’s greatest footballer, Salif Keita, whose own odyssey created the prototype for such stories.


  Keita was once the teenaged star who lit up the inaugural African Champions Cup final in 1965 playing for Stade Malien against Cameroon’s Oryx Douala. Word of his delicate touch, lean frame and exceptional balance reached France. Keita stole away out of Mali one day in 1966. His route took him overland to Monrovia, Liberia, where in a storyline that would later be taken as an eerie premonition, he was housed not far from where, a few days later, George Weah was born. Keita had been offered a job at Saint-Étienne, in the French championnat; the Malian authorities were likely to have forbidden the flight of this national treasure, so he escaped in secret. Arriving in Paris, Keita stepped out at the airport and showed a taxi driver the address of the Saint-Étienne stadium. The cabbie told him it was 350 kilometres way. Keita insisted. The driver shrugged and an odyssey had begun. In 1970, Keita became the first African Footballer of the Year; his professional life thrived outside Africa, took him not only to France, but to Spain, and Valencia, where nobody thought it politically risqué to call him La Perla Negra, The Black Pearl.
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  Cross the border from Ceuta into Morocco, sweep down the coast and you reach Casablanca. Here, professional football did some of its earliest panning for Africa’s pearls. Here, in the melting-pot hub of what was then French North Africa, ‘scouts looked under the stones in poor places.’ So wrote Helenio Herrera, who grew up and played in Morocco in the 1930s, later to become one of the more influential coaches in football’s history. Here, Africa’s first global superstar, Larbi Ben Barek emerged, and came into the professional game just as celluloid and Pathé could bring his talents to a mass audience and emphasise his difference from others. Born in Casablanca sometime during the First World War – there is some doubt about the precise date – Ben Barek was the son of a boat repairer and grew up in the dense district of Ferme Blanche, close to the walls of the city’s oldest Medina. An energetic boy, he played barefoot street football as a child, swam in the sea at Ain Diab, paid scant attention to his lessons at the Muslim école. His gifts, notably then his close-control dribbling and two-footedness, would be his living. The Moroccan club who first took him on gave him a job repairing petrol pumps and at weekends lined him up alongside players of Italian, Spanish and French roots as well as Maghrebi Muslims. Ben Barek stood out, not just because he would show himself a footballer of exceptional capability, but because of what reporters from France’s L’Auto, increasingly excited by this young talent, would regularly refer to as his ‘darker taint’, his ‘Senegalese aspect.’ The scouts looking under stones had found their first Perle Noir, France had its ‘Black Pearl’.


  Ben Barek knew he was special. When Olympique Marseille offered him terms to cross the Mediterranean, he first said no, prepared to wait, sensing an auction would develop. By 1938, it had. He put on, according to his biographer, ‘his smartest djellaba and his fez’ and boarded a ship called the Djenne, to take him to Marseille. Paris-Soir anointed him ‘the finest acquisition ever from North Africa’ and regretted that he had only come to France a few months after the country had hosted a World Cup, in which he might have improved the fortunes of the national side. He embarked on a career with the Les Bleus, the France team, that would set a record for endurance, some 16 years passing between Ben Barek’s first cap and his last. Herrera, his fellow Casablancan, then hired him at Atlético Madrid, paying a handsome sum. It seemed a daring move. Few French footballers crossed the border to work in Spain in that period, let alone an African, entering General Franco’s republic. Quickly enough, Spanish football celebrated its ‘Perla Negra’, or as the paraphernalia produced by Atlético cast him, ‘El Prodigio’.


  What he had was something beyond the exotic. If his dribbling, full of feints and shimmies, had first caught the eye of the French, the footballer with whom Madrid was in thrall was a protean player, who could play in various positions in midfield and the forward line. Herrera, a sharp critic, struggled to find fault with Ben Barek and thought him as fine a footballer as he had or would work with in France, Spain, Italy or North Africa. Ben Barek had an ego, too: ‘He improved once he came to Spain and that was because he saw the standard here was higher than he was used to,’ wrote Herrera. ‘He would never let himself feel bettered by anybody.’ In Madrid, he seldom had to. Atlético won two league titles with Ben Barek. The France team were still calling on him as he approached 40 years old.


  Europe’s scramble for African talent turned catty in the 1960s. Benfica and Sporting, the most powerful clubs and rivals in a Lisbon then flexing its muscles on the grand theatre of European football, fought one another all the way to the High Court for ownership rights to the son of an Angolan railway worker and a Mozambican mother. Eusébio da Silva Ferreira had been spotted in Lourenço Marques, in then Portuguese East Africa. In his teens he was The Phenomenon of Mafalala, the working-class district where he grew up; by his 20s he was The Black Panther. By 23, Eusébio had been voted Europe’s Footballer of the Year and when Benfica won their second successive European Cup final in 1962, he was one of two Mozambicans and an Angolan who between them scored four of their five goals against Real Madrid. When Portugal went to the World Cup in 1966, half their outfield team were often players from Africa. Eusébio’s combination of balance, a ferocious right foot, courage, stamina and speed made him as close to the ideal modern forward player as the game recognised. It put him, in many minds, on a par with his contemporary, the Brazilian Pelé.


  Eusébio had not been long at the summit of local football when the Sporting-Benfica squabble broke out. Sporting assumed and argued Eusébio belonged to them by virtue of his having passed through their satellite club in Lourenço Marques. Through stealth, Benfica won a legal battle that had developed into quite a soap opera on two continents, animated by vivid descriptions in the pages of A Bola and Record of the exploits of the player. Sporting decried Benfica’s ‘kidnap’. Benfiquistas would over the next 15 years brag about the coup: Eusébio scored 473 goals in 440 matches for the club, he played in five European Cup finals and scored 40 times for Portugal.
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  In the new millennium, the ‘search under stones’ that unearthed Ben Barek assumes an almost industrial scale. In the scramble for African talent, tawdry fights still erupt between European juggernauts over the contracts of Africans. In 2003, Manchester United and Chelsea had a litigious spat over the teenaged Nigerian footballer Mikel John Obi. United’s Mozambican assistant-coach Carlos Queiroz self-consciously evoked the Eusébio affair when he referred to Chelsea’s ‘kidnap’ of the footballer.


  Instances of the expatriated, exploited and vulnerable young African, chasing his dream abroad, are many. When the Senegal national team reached the 2002 World Cup quarter-finals, they did so with a squad entirely of footballers who worked abroad. African football celebrated their achievement; a few voices drew attention to another life they represented. ‘Now the entire world knew that our sportsmen, busy recovering our national pride, live in France, how could we dissuade young people they ought to go and seek triumphs there?’ asked Fatou Diomé in The Belly of the Atlantic, her moving novel about a boy who wants to be a footballer in Europe. ‘Let our valiant players tell their supporters at home, the boys dreaming of European clubs, how they sit most of the time on the bench, or played out of position, so the senior players could thrive.’


  Recruiting African players directly from Africa means they are cheaper than any others, and regarded as more dispensable. They are also more tolerant. Desperation breeds resourcefulness. Countless coaches working in the wealthier parts of Africa’s football economy, in South Africa, Tunisia, Egypt or Morocco have been button-holed by players from the west or middle of the continent, and presented with a team-group photo which shows the face of the applicant alongside one or two recognisable players from his country. Sometimes, his own face has been superimposed. Or there’s the flexible age, a notorious trick: the 20-year-old, say, who passes himself off as 16 to join a youth club with a strong record for getting good players the right connections to Europe. Nigeria were banned from a series of Fifa youth tournaments in the 1980s for irregularities over the ages presented by some of their players. It was not a one-off. Other countries have entered national teams into age-group tournaments in Africa with several players all registering exactly the same birthday on their official documentation. Players have turned up for a series of major tournaments in their careers and been accredited there with several different birthdays. A Cameroonian defender called Toby Mimboe gained a special fame for his Peter Pan paperwork as he pursued his varied career through clubs in South America, Turkey and the Far East; an odyssey that in turn began to fascinate Italian publishers who had set about the Herculean task of producing an accurate statistical annual for African football. They found Mimboe was officially 31 when he went to the 1996 African Nations Cup in South Africa. By the time he later joined Genclerbirligi of the Turkish first division, he was in his very early 20s. When accreditation staff at the next African Nations Cup, in 1998, took down Mimboe’s details they noted the same birthday, 30 June, as the South Africans and Turks had seen, but a new year of birth entirely: not 1964, nor 1974, but 1970. He had aged rapidly since moving to Ankara, yet checked in rejuvenated from the man he was two years earlier.


  Then there are the victims not of false paperwork but false promises. Take the story of Ayi Nii Aryee, a Ghanaian teenager, who in the summer of 2006, just over a month after the Ghana national team had reached the last 16 of the World Cup, set off for Singapore from Accra. He had been offered a professional contract in the relatively wealthy Singaporean S-League, a wage of US$1,000 a month. At 18 years old, it was an opportunity, perhaps a stepping-stone to elsewhere. On arrival in Singapore, it turned out the offer was a chimera. The club who had recruited him wanted him, but at $100 a month. He refused to sign. Without a return fare, he applied for a student visa that would enable him to stay in Singapore, where he thought he might renegotiate with the club or find another berth elsewhere. He had a friend in Manila, so he travelled there in the meantime. On trying to return to Singapore, however, he was detained at the airport, and deported to the Philippines, from where he had flown in. Surreally, Ayi Nii Aryee spent the next five months in the no-man’s land of the airport terminal at Clark International airport in Manila, without a visa to proceed, without funds to go home, without diplomatic representation in the country in which he found himself stranded. He was like the Tom Hanks character in the film, The Terminal, dressed in a Juventus replica shirt, befriended by Filipino airport workers. And stuck.


  The tale of Ghana’s best-known teenage genius is a little less cinematic, but no less dramatic and ultimately sad. Nii Odartey Lamptey was registered as 14 years old when he went with the Ghana national under-17 team to the world championships in Scotland in 1989. At the next edition of the tournament, Ghana’s Black Starlets won the championship, and the 16-year-old Lamptey outshone a teenaged Italian, Alessandro Del Piero, and a starlet Argentinian, Juan Sebastián Verón to be named the world’s outstanding footballer of his age. From then on, his career would be a series of mishaps, fights over his ownership and personal tragedies. His childhood had been brutal, his father a violent alcoholic who used to punish his son by burning his skin with lighted cigarettes, his parents divorced. He says he often slept rough to avoid being at home. As a very young boy, he found himself in a religious dilemma, too, obliged, as he tells it, to convert from Christianity to Islam in order to play his football for one of the youth clubs in Kumasi, where he grew up. He grew up tough, but naïve. ‘I lacked education,’ Lamptey recalls when he describes his odyssey and the unfulfilled career of a boy who was supposed to become the best African footballer of his generation.


  His epic story began one day in Kumasi in 1989, and it started with an argument. Billeted in a Ghana national youth squad training camp, he clutched a business card given to him by the Nigerian national team captain of the time, Stephen Keshi. It had the name of a middleman in Lagos on it, an agent Keshi had recommended to Lamptey to facilitate Lamptey’s move to the Belgian club, Anderlecht, where Keshi then played. Lamptey put it to the Ghanaian Football Association that he wanted to travel abroad to sort out his future. They forbade it and as they held his passport, he was stuck. So he ran away, collecting together the bonus money he had saved from his performances for the Ghana youth team, and negotiated with a taxi driver to take him to Lagos. It was a long drive, along the road to the Togo border, passing the forested villages where the wares made from local timber are put on show next to the highway and an eerily large number of coffin manufacturers tout their carpentry. At the frontier crossings at Lomé and either side of Benin, Lamptey concealed himself below eye level behind the driver’s seat. Eventually, he found his new ally in Lagos and swiftly a Nigerian passport bearing his image was produced. It had him down as ‘Stephen Keshi junior’. His fake dad eagerly embraced him. Together they boarded a flight to Brussels.


  Lamptey told me this story in Accra, where he lives and runs a school, not a football academy like the hundreds dotted around that city but an institution he hopes will provide for Ghanaian children the education he feels very painfully he missed, the means he never had to control some of his own destiny. He smiles at the subterfuge he used to make his escape the day he fled Ghana but not because he feels proud of his artfulness. ‘At first when I arrived at the training ground, Anderlecht were not sure I was the Lamptey they were looking for,’ he remembers. ‘On the TV screen they thought I looked bigger. They argued with Keshi and said “It’s not him!” Everyone was there, board officials, the club president. I think my first two touches of the ball confirmed that it was the real Lamptey.’ The real Lamptey is quite a short man, but the teenaged Lamptey was also lithe, fast and with a particular sweet sense of timing when he met a ball on the volley with his right foot. Those were the images that Anderlecht’s coaches had seen on television and conformed with what they quickly saw from ‘Stephen Keshi junior’.


  The Ghanaian consulate in Brussels gave him a proper passport. Anderlecht had him sign a five-year contract. ‘I don’t remember what the money was, because it was so small. But I didn’t even care. I just wanted to play football. When I really started to make money from football was when I signed a personal contract with adidas. That was 1991–92, after my first season with Anderlecht. My first season was very good.’ Events the following summer, to the delight of his sponsors at adidas, promoted Lamptey still further. Ghana’s under-23 team won a bronze medal at the Barcelona Olympics, the 17-year-old Lamptey dazzling in their midfield. The following year, Lamptey captained Ghana to second place at the world youth championship. European agents had also swooped on most of his contemporaries by then. The defender Sammy Kuffour would go to play at Bayern Munich, Germany’s grandest club, for a decade.


  Lamptey had by 1993 moved to Holland, and PSV Eindhoven, a step up from Belgian football. His upward rise seemed to be continuing. At PSV he scored 10 goals in 22 matches from midfield. After only a year there, he made a surprising move, initiated as he recalls, by the agent with whom he had signed a contract, an Italian named Antonio Caliendo, who in the early 1990s was given a 10-month suspended sentence by an Italian court for corruption. Lamptey transferred to Aston Villa in England and the next year to Coventry City. One detail of the negotiations sticks in his mind. ‘I didn’t even know I had a right to a signing-on fee. The manager [of Aston Villa], Ron Atkinson, told me, and in the club office they gave it straight to me. Two weeks later, my agent came over and I think he went to the club to get the money. They said they had given it to the player. He was very upset with me. So many things were happening behind my back ever since I was 16 and too young to sign papers so an agent came to Accra to get a signature from my parents. In the end there were so many people cheating me in my career, just looking after their own interests.’


  By the time he reached England, Lamptey the athlete also showed symptoms of burnout. His prodigious talent had meant the demands on him by the Ghanaian Football Association were doubled. Eligible for their youth teams, he was also wanted by their first-team, two sets of commitments in between trying to fulfil the demands of his European clubs. In the English Premier League he was never consistent, and frequently injured, and his last season there would be interrupted by Ghana’s commitment at the African Nations Cup of 1996. There he played his last competitive match for the Black Stars, aged just 21.


  Lamptey finds people respond to him in two ways when they meet him now. ‘Some of the players who have moved abroad thank me because they say I opened the doors to Europe,’ he says. For others, his name is a parable for the exploitation of young African footballers. Tales like his led Fifa to prohibit the international transfer of players under 18. His own story teaches its lessons to the 400 students at the school he established in Accra. On the walls of the library are some of the press cuttings from his era as the game’s child sensation: full-page features on the pink newsprint of Italy’s Gazzetta dello Sport, articles in French and Spanish, panegyrics from the Barcelona Olympics. The classrooms in his school are each named after a country he worked in as a player: Belgium, the Netherlands, England. Then the tailspin years: Italy, Argentina, Turkey, Portugal, Germany, China, Saudi Arabia. Beholden to his agent, chasing a 25 per cent share of each new contract, Lamptey kept moving, year after year, his brilliance seldom recaptured for long enough to give him a sense of momentum. No longer the poster boy for a sportswear manufacturer, he started to feel cursed. While in Argentina, Lamptey and his wife lost a son, Diego, who died as an infant. In Germany, they lost another child. Lamptey’s mind went back to the fights that raged around him when he was barely more than a boy. ‘They say there is all this juju in football and I remember in Kumasi when some of the Muslim people I was with were angry with me and telling others: “We’ll see if he plays for the national team again”. And it came to pass. Since 1996, I have not played for Ghana. Sometimes I will be in my room and I will cry about it, that the great Pelé once said I was the player who would step into his shoes. It’s really painful when you can see that there is something you can still do, but that thing has been taken away from you.’


  [image: ]


  If you drive now down the road that 15-year-old Lamptey travelled when he escaped to Nigeria, you’ll pass signposts to ‘Football Schools’ or ‘Soccer Academies’, or some variant or other, occasionally misspelled, often claiming to work on behalf of the Lord. These are dream factories catering to young West Africans and the claims and promises of many are dubious. ‘Football is totally a business in these places,’ says Lamptey. ‘If you want to take a kid into an academy, you probably have to spend a lot of money. They will chop your money and maybe not even give you what they are supposed to give you.’ At the worst ones you might even disappear. In December 2006, 34 families in Ivory Coast discovered the dream of a professional career in Europe for their sons came with a nasty sting. They had enrolled the boys in a football ‘academy’ in Abidjan and, at a cost of around 300,000 CFA francs each, paid an intermediary what he called the costs of facilitating the teenagers’ trip to Europe where, they had been told, a series of trials with leading clubs had been arranged with a high likelihood most would be taken on. Four months later, police in Sissako, a city in neighbouring Mali, found the 34 footballers, aged between 16 and 18, crammed into a house, many sleeping on the floor, many complaining of hunger.


  Ghana has some genuinely inspiring places that, through football, enhance the lives and educational opportunities of hundreds of young West Africans, like the Right to Dream school just outside Accra. It also has a centre set up by a major European club, the Feyenoord Academy, which takes orders from Rotterdam and the principal interest of which is to find and train the best young footballers from the region, provide a sophisticated working environment for them and bring the very best to Holland or on to the European marketplace. France’s Monaco had the idea earlier, investing in a football school in Dakar, Senegal, through which half a dozen of the players who represented the Senegal squad at the 2002 World Cup would emerge. Ajax Amsterdam bought out the franchise of a club in Cape Town, and renamed it Ajax Cape Town, who are a competitive team in the South African Premier League, Africa’s richest domestic league and every so often a productive talent factory for Holland’s most famous football club.


  Other European clubs have ventured to more remote sites. Head north out of Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso, and you used to see a small sign directing you off the tarred carriageway to somewhere called Planète Champion International. This was once the project of Paris Saint-Germain, PSG, who thought they would formalise the career trajectories that lead a number of African players out of the sub-Saharan region, to better salaries at a North African club, in Tunisia, Egypt or Morocco and then onto Europe. PSG took a stake in the Burkina Faso site, with its simple dormitories, schoolrooms and dry earth pitches and made arrangements with Espérance, a successful club in Tunisia, and Servette, of the Swiss league, to funnel players north, step by step, then welcome the best of them to Paris. It was all a little too schematic, and PSG’s interest soon declined. But Planète Champion remained a beacon for young Burkinabe players, 13 of whom passed through its gates and onto professional careers in various places around Europe in its first decade of existence, a startling figure when you consider how seldom impoverished, remote, landlocked Burkina Faso registers on anybody’s map of world football.


  There is a barely disguised imperialism to these projects. One coach of Ajax Cape Town’s first team had the feeling he was being controlled remotely from Amsterdam, when he received instructions on what formation to play from a Dutchman living 6,000 miles away. More and more, the notion that Africa’s football exists in service to Europe’s professional game dictates the type of athlete clubs, schools and academies promote. ‘Sooner or later when you speak to a coach in Europe who might be interested in a young player,’ says one scout employed to survey African talent for a leading British club, ‘they ask you “So what’s his aerial elevation like?” They want big, tall, strong players, first of all.’ There is a prevalent stereotype among recruiters that the best sort of footballer to look for in Africa is the quick striker or the muscular defensive midfielder. In the European Champions League of 2008–09, Chelsea, Barcelona, Real Madrid, Juventus, Internazionale and Olympique Lyonnais all had West African-born players in the so-called ‘holding’ position. Europe’s acquisitive eye shapes the very shape of an aspiring African footballer.
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  The most celebrated star factories in football in the 21st century tend to be the big institutions, those who invest heavily in recruitment, market themselves to parents and schoolboys. Manchester United’s class of the 1990s would be a celebrated example, Barcelona’s class of the noughties another. But not far behind ranks the Association Sportive des Employés du Commerce of Abidjan, better known as Asec Mimosas of Ivory Coast. Channel-hop across a weekend of football in the major leagues of Europe in early 2009, and you would find a dozen footballers whose careers began at Asec’s Sol Béni Academy. There are two, Kolo Touré and Manu Eboué, playing for Arsenal, the team most praised for the stylishness of its football in the English Premier League; there’s another at Chelsea, Salomon Kalou; another, Didier Zokora, at Spurs. At the top of the Spanish league, another, Yaya Touré, is in the midfield of Barcelona, and another, Ndri Romaric plays for Sevilla. In the French first division, there are a further three or four, including the prolific goalscorer Aruna Dindane and the Marseille striker Bakari Koné. There are Asec graduates in leading teams in the German Bundesliga, the Dutch Eredivisie and in Belgium, which at one point became the routine stop-off point for young Ivorians, following the super-highway to fame and fortune.


  At Asec’s headquarters in Cocody, Abidjan, they feel proud of their long list of alumni. It stretches back to the greats of the sepia era of African football. The club were founded in 1948, and in one of the long bungalow buildings that accommodates the young footballers practising, learning and living at their academy, pictures on the wall serve as a Hall of Fame. Next to the photographs of the many modern exiles who wore their bright yellow strip, are monochrome portraits of footballers like Laurent Pokou, whose exploits as a goalscorer at African Nations Cup tournaments – he contributed 14 goals – set a record that stood unbroken for nearly 30 years. Asec have a feisty city rivalry with Africa Sports, Abidjan’s next strongest club, and a record of achievement in African club competition that, though eroded by the exodus of their best players to Europe, means it is still a rarity when they are not among the last 16 or eight in the African Champions League. They have spacious, enviable premises next to the Ebrié lagoon, from where storks and egrets glide into land on the grass football pitches and pick around hopefully in the shade under mango trees. To Asec’s gates file a regular stream of young visitors, boys who have sometimes travelled across West African frontiers to try and find a place among the Asec academicals.


  The president of Asec Mimosas is the urbane Roger Ouégnin, an Ivorian lawyer who had the idea in the early 1990s that Asec should attract the best Ivorian footballers not simply because they were the Real Madrid of the country but by offering the best facilities for them to develop and study there. Sitting on a terrace overlooking the club’s premises, he told me how the story of African football’s greatest modern star factory began with a single match. It was the African Super Cup final, in February 1999, a hot day in Abidjan, a contest between the winners of the previous year’s African Champions Cup, Asec, and of the African Cup-Winners Cup, Tunisia’s Espérance. The Tunisians had been considered outstanding favourites for the Super Cup on the basis of their experience and the fact that Asec’s XI were so startlingly young, most of them 17 or 18. ‘We had no choice but to field a team of kids,’ recalls Ouégnin, ‘because, of the side that had won the Champions Cup only a few months before, almost all the players had gone straight to Europe or to North African clubs on the back of that success.’ Ouégnin grins at the recollection: ‘I remember the Espérance goalkeeper, Chokri El Ouaer, who was quite a figure
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