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To my mum who is the strongest person I know
To Maribel, my good fairy
To my dad, still protecting us
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Introduction

Where’s Leo?

That was the question on everyone’s lips in Leo’s classroom at the Juan Mantovani Middle School. His school was situated in the district of Las Heras in the south of the Argentinian city of Rosario, close to his home. Leo had missed a week of school and, apart from brief illnesses, he rarely did that. His desk stood empty, and at playtime, when someone got a ball out, the game seemed even more confusing. There is no football pitch at the Juan Mantovani and there are always too many kids for the small, cramped playground. It did not encourage spacious, expansive games and, with Leo absent, even less so. It had been some days since he had been seen.

It was September, three months before the end of the academic year which in Argentina begins in December. Exams were set around that time and Leo couldn’t be present. Someone asked on his behalf if he could do his exams on another day or if he could be given work while he was away.

No, sorry.

Has Leo come in today?

His team-mates at Rosario club Newell’s Old Boys (NOB) where he played in the lower ranks were asking the same question. He’d missed a number of training sessions at the Malvinas training academy, and he wasn’t he around for the match at the weekend either. ‘Hepatitis,’ said someone at the club. ‘He’s got hepatitis.’ Ah, that’ll be it. Nobody really knew what it was, but it sounded terrible, something that if you caught it meant that you certainly couldn’t play football. ‘Yes, the Maestro has hepatitis.’ That’ll be it.

The Maestro. Messi had at other times also been el Piqui (Titch) at school, but was ‘the Maestro’ to his adolescent peers (as others among them were ‘Clark Kent’, ‘the Galician’, ‘the Greyhound’, ‘the Korean’ because of his haircut): no one had Christian names and surnames in Argentinian football. And that’s how the official squad list was written. Name, date of birth, height and nickname: ‘the Mouse’, ‘the Bitumen’, ‘the Short One’ …

Where has Leo gone?

Adrián Coria looked after this diverse group, Leo’s first 11-a-side trainer, but he too knew nothing of the boy’s whereabouts. Strange to disappear in September. And more than strange, a problem: winning without Leo would be much harder. Someone telephoned Quique Dominguez, his previous coach at Newell: ‘No idea, I don’t know where he is.’ But he assumed that something was happening: he was always a reliable boy but when he had gone for a trial at River Plate just over a year earlier he hadn’t said anything then either. Had River finally taken him on? Someone said he had hepatitis.

The Messi family got a phone call some days before. ‘Come now, bring the boy.’ They had waited so long for this day, and now, suddenly, everything was happening in a rush. They had to prepare to go to Europe.

Newell’s were not told. Not a single coach, technical director or player in the club knew what was going on. Neither Leo nor his dad, Jorge, always looking after the kid’s career, wanted to tell anybody. It was not difficult to keep their own counsel: they are both discreet, equally reserved. Cast in the same mould.

With a sense of premonition the Rosario newspaper La Capital devoted an entire page to the youngster. The first one. It was 3 September 2000. ‘A Very Special Little Leper’ read the headline, ‘Leper’ a sobriquet shared by all his team-mates at the club that had once, in the 1920s, played a charity match to raise money for a leper clinic. And on one side a smiling Leo, head tilted, wearing an NOB shirt. He will always be a Leper, a passionate supporter of Newell’s, the club that was ‘everything’ to him in his youth, where he had just won the title in his team’s age group, a source of pride to him. And with his quiet voice (it was difficult to get the boy to smile for the camera), he shared with the journalist interviewing him some of his dreams. He wanted to be a PE teacher. And to play in the first division, naturally.

And get into the Argentine national youth team. It was a long way away, but yes, of course, to get into the national side, a dream. He liked chicken. His favourite book? Errr … the Bible. The first thing that came into his head. He isn’t one for reading books. If he hadn’t been a footballer what other sport would he have chosen? Do I have to answer that? I don’t know, handball maybe. But, yes, he saw himself as a PE teacher. It was the only class at school that he enjoyed. He could be a PE teacher.

It was the newspaper supplement devoted to the rojinegros (the red and blacks, the colour of the NOB shirt). The text began: ‘Lionel Messi is a player from the tenth division and is the ‘enganche’ [player ‘in the hole’, playmaker] of the team. As a boy, not only is he one of the finest prospects from the Leprosa Academy, he also has a tremendous future ahead of him, because, despite his size, he manages to go past one, two players, dribble, score, but above all he enjoys himself on the ball’. Gambetear (to dribble), enganche, the words, the concepts, all very Argentinian. Leo was not the cover star of edition 97 of that supplement. That was left to Claudio Paris of the first team who had decided a few days earlier to stay with the club.

A black and white photocopy of the article made its way across the Atlantic.

Jorge and his son Leo, and the friend who was travelling with them to Ezeiza airport, discussed the article as they made their way from Rosario to Buenos Aires. The journey of three and a bit hours seemed longer than that as they travelled along a straight, boring road featuring little else but valleys and traffic signs. Leo gazed out of the window from the back seat.

It was 17 September 2000. A Sunday.

From Ezeiza, with the knowledge only of those closest to them and the school principal, they left for Barcelona.

A 24-hour journey lay ahead of them.

‘[The first journey] was good because it was a completely new experience for me. I’d never flown before, never undertaken such a long journey and I enjoyed it all, until the aeroplane started to move about a bit …’ (Leo Messi in Revista Barça).

Memories can play tricks on you. In truth the flight experienced a lot of turbulence. When the first meal was served Leo didn’t eat, sleeping instead, stretched out over three seats. In his short trousers, with his skinny little legs. He felt nauseous, his stomach was churning. He slept fitfully, and felt sick.

Years later, and with great frequency, he would feel the same nausea before running onto the pitch and would sometimes ask himself if that feeling of sickness he had experienced on that flight really had been caused only by turbulence.

The party arrived in Barcelona at midday on Monday, 18 September, seven months after taping a home video that demonstrated in some eyes that Messi was the new Maradona, and in others, more familiar, closer to him, that his was a natural talent that could help him make it as a footballer, if everything went according to plan.

Someone brought Messi a kilo of oranges and some tennis balls. They asked him to practise with them for a week. Seven days later they recorded the VHS tape which showed him making 113 touches with an orange. With the tennis ball it was easier: 140 jueguitos, as they say in Argentina, 140 kick-ups.

There was a table tennis ball lying around. ‘Give it to Leo.’ They gave it to him. Twenty-nine touches in a row. You try it. See if you can reach three. This Leo had an advantage over you: he spent all day, every day, with the ball. Between games, during the game, at home, in the school yard. Every blessed day.

Eight years later, Mastercard released an advertisement using some of those same images. You can see it on YouTube.

And since February, when the video was recorded, the Messi family would ask themselves, ‘When are we going? Where are we going? Are we going?’ It became the daily topic, one discussed both with uncertainty and a hint of excitement.

The video, along with others taken at the Malvinas pitch showing Leo in his Newell’s shirt performing his slalom-like runs and dribbles, landed on the desk of Josep María Minguella, a well-known players’ agent with a lot of influence at Barcelona. And a member of the Catalan club as well. He wasn’t too sure at first; the age and distant location of the youngster put doubts in his mind, and he would not be the only one. In the end, though, months later, convinced partly by the spectacular technical skills Leo showed on the tape, partly by the insistence of colleagues who had faith in the boy’s future, he decided to put all his weight behind the project and persuaded Barcelona to give him a trial.

Just before Real Madrid made their own initial move to try to sign him.

From his office Minguella called Argentina to tell the Messis to get their things together and come to Barcelona as soon as they could. ‘Bring the boy.’ Leo was about to fly for the first time.

And to cross the Atlantic for the first time.

Out of the aeroplane and into a humid Barcelona towards the end of summer stepped a 13-year-old Argentinian boy with talented feet and a suitcase. With the dream of succeeding, against new rivals and with new companions, at a big club far, far away from home.

Those who saw him for the first time, so small, thought that Barcelona had made a terrible mistake. All this effort for … this? How was someone so small ever going to become a good footballer?!

‘I started to follow Barcelona at the time of Ronaldo and shortly afterwards came the opportunity to come here. At that time, to tell you the truth, I was very excited, and very keen to come here, to see what everything was like, because I was seeing it from a long way away. But when I got here I didn’t know how difficult it was going to be’ (Leo in Revista Barça).

It wasn’t Lionel Messi who arrived in Barcelona that day. It was just an excited kid.

Dave Sudbury’s song ‘The King of Rome’ says that when you live in a dump like the West End of Derby you can’t live out your dreams. ‘I know that,’ says someone who wants to challenge destiny. ‘A man can crawl around or he can learn to fly/And when you live ’round here/The ground seems awful near.’ In Rosario in 2000, it was harder than ever to learn how to fly.

Newell’s rejected the chance of helping the Messi family who needed a great deal of money to pay for the hormone injections that Leo so badly needed to help him grow. Had they paid for them, the young Leo would never have left Argentina.

Nobody knew of anyone who had crossed the Atlantic so young in search of their footballing fortune: 13-year-olds certainly didn’t leave Argentina, nor was it usual for European clubs to sign foreign players of such a tender age. No one had ever had such an opportunity so early. Back at Las Heras nobody had the faintest idea what was going on. Leo has hepatitis. Yes? That’ll be it …

In Barcelona, Minguella had been told that if Barcelona were prepared to meet the cost of the expensive growth hormone treatment and his father got a job, thus fulfilling the necessary regulations for the transfer of the youngster, Leo would come to them. There were calls to Real Madrid and Atlético de Madrid but nothing concrete emerged. ‘In any case, if Barça show interest, better with Barça’ was the rationale of all those who had worked to seal the transfer.

Josep María Minguella: Most of us involved in this were not used to dealing with such young players. For example, I came into contact with Pep Guardiola, or he with me, when he [Pep] was 20 years old, so I became his first agent at the time he was coming into the first team. All the machinery that is now in place for players of 12, 13, and 14 years old was not there at the time. So when our contacts in Argentina spoke to us about a youngster who was different, my first reaction was, right, what are we going to do with a boy of this age? I doubted it at first but in the end they insisted so much I started to take it seriously. I received a video, the one where he picks the ball up practically from his own goalmouth and dribbles it past about a thousand people and scores and yes … he struck me as something different. A few months later I spoke with the president Joan Gaspart and Anton Parera [sporting director] and Charly Rexach [technical director and adviser to the president].

Charly Rexach: Playing tennis one day, Minguella told me he knew of a boy who was a phenomenon … a bit similar to Maradona. But I’ve heard that many times … and then later he told me he was in Argentina. I thought, ‘ah, a youngster about eighteen or nineteen years old’. Then Minguella told me he was 13 years old. I said, ‘are you mad, or what? Do you think I’m going to put myself there … No way, no way.’

Joaquim Rifé: I was the director of the academy at Barcelona. And I eventually got offered the boy. Charly Rexach was the technical director of Barcelona and obviously centred more on the first team. What happened was that Charly Rexach is a good friend of Josep María Minguella who was the one who introduced the lad to FC Barcelona, so he listened to what he had to say about the kid.

Charly Rexach: There’s a process here. If they say to me that there’s a kid, for example, in Zaragoza who is a phenomenon, I ask, who is he, where does he play, and where do I have to go to watch him? Then I send two or three people to study him and then if one of them says yes, and the other no, I go myself and have the casting vote. Later you have to try to find him a place in the team and a number of other things. Another possibility is that an ex-Barcelona player, let’s say, Rivaldo, says to me, ‘listen, there’s a twelve- or thirteen-year-old boy in Brazil who is a fantastic footballer’. I will take notice immediately, because [when] it’s someone like Rivaldo who is telling you this, you take it into account. If someone else tells me I will suspend judgement on it for the time being. But even if Rivaldo says, go and see him, I will say no. Let’s do it the other way around. If he’s so small and he’s coming from so far away … send him to me here, we’ll keep him for fifteen days so the coaches at the academy can study him at their leisure. And if in the first few days he is a bit nervous, he’ll get over it. Imagine if we go all the way to Argentina or wherever and the lad becomes ill, or can’t play or whatever. He has to be very good for us to skip the rules and regulations.

Josep María Minguella: The parents and the boy were going to leave Argentina anyway, come what may. If they had been unable to stay in Barcelona, they would have tried other clubs. I told Charly that he was following a course of treatment that the clubs in his country were not paying for and that Barcelona would have to make themselves responsible for this treatment.

Charly Rexach: So Minguella, who I trust very much, said to me: there’s a bloke they tell me is a phenomenon. So how do we do it?

And so since Minguella had received the video that displayed Leo’s keepy-uppy and dribbling skills, the months passed by that way – oh, I don’t know, maybe he is too far, he is too young … That was the confusing message that reached the family from Barcelona. Months of uncertainty for the Messi family who asked what had happened to that tape, the interest and the contacts? What was going to happen to Leo? What should they tell him?

Charly Rexach: So I said to Minguella that I was not prepared to travel so far to see a boy of twelve … Had he been eighteen or twenty … Anyway, that’s when I told him that by Easter, or Christmas, or whenever, we had to find a date for the boy to come over with his parents and stay here for fifteen days.

Rifé: I told Rexach that I had organised a game so he could watch the boy.

Gaspart, Parera, Rifé, Minguella, Rexach … Barcelona royalty to deal with a 13-year-old boy coming from Argentina. Heavyweights. And the significance of the presence of these ‘fathers’ to the young boy did not go unnoticed by the academy trainers who would be responsible for judging and training him for the next two crucial weeks.

Rodolfo Borrell: I remember that one day in the office, someone, I can’t remember who, gave me two black and white, double-sided photocopies, an article from an Argentinian newspaper that talked about Messi. And they told me that this boy was coming over for a trial. I have been looking for these photocopies, I’m sure that they are at my parents’ home, I should find them. And I remember it because it was the first time I heard the word gambeta, dribbling, and the word enganche, which is a very Argentinian word used to describe the player who plays just behind the striker. They told me that the youngster was going to be in my group because he was born in 1987. I have always said that the reason I trained Messi first is only because I was responsible for the training of that under-14 side. I’m sure you have heard that there are 10,000 trainers who claimed to be the first to coach him. No?

Waiting for them at Prat airport in Barcelona was Juan Mateo from Minguella’s office, who took them to the north of Barcelona where the agent was based. In the lift the Messis crossed paths with Txiki Beguiristain, the future sporting director of Barcelona and someone close to Minguella. ‘We’re from Argentina,’ one of them dared to say. And Txiki, ruffling Leo’s hair said, ‘This boy must be good, he is small.’

After talking with the Catalan agent, Jorge and Leo made their way to the Hotel Plaza. It was not Barcelona who paid the expenses for this trip: they never did. Minguella, who knew the owner of the hotel situated in the Plaza España, arranged for the Messis to stay in room 546 of the hotel. With views. From the window they could see the halls of the Barcelona Exhibition Centre, and away in the distance the National Palace and the Montjuïc fountain that lit up at night in a blaze of colour to the sound of synchronised music. Closer were the towers that flanked the Avenida Reina Maria Cristina, erected for the Universal Exhibition of 1929. And in the foreground the fountain of the Plaza España, a classical allegory of the country with sculptures that symbolise the rivers that flow into the three seas that wash the shores of the Iberian Peninsula.

Leo Messi left his suitcases in the room. The young footballer was feeling a little better but still weak after the bumpy flight. Even so, Rifé had let Jorge know that he wanted to see Leo train. Today. At six o’clock. He had to go.

Rodolfo Borrel would be his first trainer at FC Barcelona.

Rodo, now director of the Liverpool FC academy, was for the 2000−01 season in charge of the Infantiles A side that would later become historic. Cesc Fàbregas, Gerard Piqué, Marc Pedraza, Marc Valiente, Víctor Vázquez, Toni Calvo, Sito Riera, Rafael Blázquez … One of the best junior sides that Barcelona have ever had, and now they were adding to it with a player who’d arrived with something of a reputation of his own.

That Monday afternoon those in charge of the academy (Quimet Rifét, Quique Costas, Juan Manuel Asensi, the coaches Rodolfo Borrell, Xavi Llorenç and Albert Benaiges) met on pitches two and three next to the Mini Stadium, one with grass and the other with artificial turf, to follow the progress of the group and especially the new boy.

Charly Rexach was not present, having gone to Australia to watch the games at the Sydney Olympic football tournament that was packed with well-known young players (among them Tamudo, Xavi, Puyol, Zamorano, Suazo, Mboma, Lauren and Eto’o). But in truth the matter of a young Argentinian boy did not require his presence: his prime responsibility lay with making decisions about the first team, not the academy. If down in that cauldron of talented youth they could all agree, then the boy recommended by Minguella would be signed. If not, he wouldn’t. Charly had arranged the trial; for the time being he didn’t have to do much else.

Messi felt calm as he made his way to his first day of training. Still a bit nauseous after the exertions of the journey, but he was there because this was what he had wanted and what he had fantasised about. He had a week at most (he had to go back to school) to demonstrate what he could do with the ball. That was the easy part.

Imagine never having seen the Camp Nou or the Mini Stadium. Leo hadn’t.

Arriving at the pitches adjacent to the Mini, a Camp Nou in miniature, ‘the Flea’ hesitated before entering the dressing rooms. He felt embarrassed walking in by himself. His shyness (no, he is not shy, he is reserved) is extreme. He started to get changed outside the locker room and ended up doing so inside, away from the rest of the group. In a corner with no one nearby. Standing up. Tense.

Imagine never having seen Lionel Messi. Like that group of players of the same age, or those coaches who had only briefly heard of him.

‘He’s so small,’ said the youngsters. Rodo was in the dressing room. ‘Sit down, young man,’ he said to Leo. The kid hadn’t said hello when he entered. Or, the noise he made when he came in did not sound like a greeting; it didn’t seem like a friendly hello.

For Cesc, for Piqué, who were also getting changed, the Argentinian was just another kid coming for a trial with Barcelona. They were rarely foreigners, but occasionally one or two were. A few new boys every month. Rodo approached the group while Leo was changing in the corner. ‘Be careful with him, he’s very small, don’t break him.’

Piqué: In that first week, Leo was isolated, very isolated. If there was a group of people talking or having a laugh, he was on the bench, right at the end, very reluctant. Quiet. Introverted.

Cesc: So many new players came that we didn’t attach any importance to it, but I remember his first day perfectly well.

The young players were giving him mocking looks. Messi was bandaging his ankles.

Piqué: He was very short, he hardly said a word and no one could have imagined what was going to happen.

He measured one metre and forty-eight centimetres − four foot ten and a quarter inches.

Cesc: He had longish hair, and spoke soft, quiet Argentinian so you could hardly hear him. In fact, he hardly spoke at all. He was a noodle. We thought, this bloke is a waste of space. …

That was the general consensus.

One of Borrell’s assistants was worried. He saw how he was putting on bandages and asked him if he was injured. No, no, it’s an Argentinian custom. To prevent sprains.

Leo said nothing.

The jokes kept coming from the group of 12- and 13-year-old boys. ‘The bloke’s a midget.’

Messi ran onto the pitch next to Piqué, who looked twice his size. Leo came up to his waist.

Jorge was in the stands and heard what was being said. ‘He’s very small, he’s too small.’

The group began to warm up. Always with the ball. Firstly, it was all about controlling the ball. One touch, two, three … ten, eleven, twelve … ‘He’s not dropping the ball,’ said one of the spectators. Twenty, twenty-one …

Cesc: When he started to touch the ball we saw that he was different from the rest of the boys who came for trials.

Gradually Rodolfo Borrell set up some one on ones and shots on goal. And when Leo got it … problems.

Cesc: First, he made me look like a complete fool and stuck it in. And as a young player I had a special talent in defensive one against one situations. Now I’d lost it. I used to steal the ball with ease, I don’t know how I did it. Anyway, he made me look so stupid you wouldn’t believe it. Okay, the first time you’re not expecting it, you’re a bit too relaxed. But he did it to me again and again.

Messi was dazzling, with his dribbling, his finishing, his consistency. The youngsters entertained themselves watching the new boy’s moves. He had won the group’s respect. From that moment on, anyone who called him ‘the midget’ did so with admiration, even affection.

From the stands you could hear: ‘Oh, wow. This is something else.’

Leo travelled to the Mini and the pitches adjacent to it by underground from the Plaza España. Four stops on the Green line to Les Corts. As there wasn’t training every day, with his father and one of Jorge’s or Minguella’s colleagues they passed the time strolling beside the port, with an occasional visit to a museum, although he didn’t spend a lot of time in them − they didn’t make a great impression on the kid. The tourist bus took them to the Sagrada Familia, to the port, the zoo. He would tour the Old City. Tuesday was a free day. Monday, Wednesday and Thursday he was part of the group and joined them in the drills on the clay court. Friday they would concentrate more on tactics and he took a less active role. The weekend was also free for him; naturally he couldn’t play official games yet.

It was still sunny in September, the heat less fierce than in August and better for walking at any time of the day. So the Argentinian group would travel to Sitges, spending mornings on the beach, and took in a football match, his first visit to the Camp Nou. The first Saturday of his stay he saw Barcelona play there. The opponents, Racing Santander. Patrick Kluivert scored a brace, Marc Overmars the third. The men of Llorenç Serra Ferrer, not the most popular of Barcelona coaches, won 3–1. Leo took a photo from the stands. The stadium was enormous but the crowd made little noise.

They wanted to go to the Barcelona−Milan group stage Champions League match on 26 September. They couldn’t get tickets. The Italians won 2–0.

The rest of the time Leo was never far away from a ball. They played head tennis in the hotel bedroom and he would take the ball out onto the terrace to weave past imaginary opponents, to play keepy-uppy, to caress it. Television filled the remaining gaps.

Lionel did not say much; he wasn’t timid so much as introverted, charming to any adults who approached him, monosyllabic to his team-mates in those first days. Off the pitch there was a lot of killing time waiting for the return from Sydney of Charly Rexach because no one would give the nod to confirm his signing.

On the pitch he was something else. Next to his new team-mates he didn’t seem like that timid boy who the day before was quietly eating a pizza, or a hamburger or a plate of pasta. Or just walking, lost in his own thoughts.

When he was alone in his room, or just before going to sleep, by the light of his bedside lamp he would take out a thick pen syringe and inject whatever leg needed injecting that day.

And the same routine the following day. Touches of the ball, a visit to the city, pizza, training in the afternoon. An injection.

‘Leo, do what you know. Get the ball, don’t pass to anyone, and head for goal.’ Jorge Messi’s advice was about exploiting the very talents that had brought him to Barcelona, but also a natural reaction to Borrell’s insistence, as a Barcelona trainer, that they should play one- and two-touch football. ‘We have to come with our own game, show you as you are.’ If he knew one thing, it was how to dribble. While the rest of the group passed the ball around and obediently kept to their space, Messi offered something else.

And so it went on. Day after day. He trained with the Junior A group, and at the end of training would play a game with the Junior B side. His father would watch him from the stands or leaning on the fence that separated the two pitches.

One day he scored five goals and hit the post twice.

He played for himself but did so with such conviction, with such talent, that it wasn’t worth trying to correct him. ‘One touch, Leo,’ shouted Rodo, but he was really reminding the rest of the group. ‘One, or, at the most, two touches.’ It didn’t matter what he was told. Leo played as he had always done, with little touches, with speed, with flow, dribbling right and left. A ball player more than a footballer – and there is a huge difference.

Another day he scored six goals.

Jorge wasn’t sure if the pressure was good or bad for his son. At some point a friend of Minguella suggested to him that he should reward Leo’s goals with presents. If there was a rucksack that he liked, some football boots, he would be given them in exchange for goals, let’s say five. His father wasn’t sure it was going to work and preferred not to interfere. But the challenge motivated Leo. He scored four but one shot crashed against the woodwork and appeared to go in. No, no, it didn’t go in, he was told. Leo went crazy – it did go in! There was a complete set of sportswear at stake. A heated discussion followed. He eventually got the present.

After the first week, the former Barcelona player Migueli, who was working in the youth ranks of the club, came round and asked: ‘Who’s the boy who has come from Argentina for a trial?’ Leo, who was training, was pointed out to him. ‘The little feller there, the one in the middle of the pitch.’ He looked at him. He had a ball on top of his left foot. He was awaiting instructions. ‘I don’t have to see him play football; just by the way he is standing you can see he is a good footballer.’ Just like that. Nothing more.

He’d hit the nail on the head.

It was late, around eight o’clock in the evening. Migueli continued watching the session. ‘What are these people doing that they haven’t signed him yet? This boy is the closest thing I have seen to Maradona.’ And he should know. Migueli, a former centre-back, played with Diego at Barcelona.

But the days were passing and no one was saying anything to Jorge.  Nor to Leo. They were waiting for a decision from Rifé and the return of Rexach, who was still away.

But they had to get back to Argentina; they had already lost too many schooldays.  Jorge insisted that they could not be away for more than a week. It was now the eighth day.

Something wasn’t right.

There is one thing in the Messi mythology that has been misinterpreted. It’s said that some of the Barcelona coaches were not convinced of his talent, uncertain about signing him, would say one thing to his face and another behind his back. Their names are mentioned sotto voce because some of them are still at the club. Others have developed successful careers away from the Camp Nou that might be damaged if this was to be revealed. Rexach’s interpretation of the situation further confuses the issue. ‘There was your typical guy who would say: well, he’s too small, the sort of bloke that should play indoor football, a table football player … the usual stuff!’

But in truth, the trial was going well. More than well; it was also decisive. Just five minutes at one of the training sessions was enough to show his talent. From a coaching point of view, Charly Rexach’s appearance at pitch two or three to watch Messi was hardly necessary either. He had no need to make the casting vote.

But in the end Rexach had to be convened and the Messis had to delay their return to Argentina – the first team director should not have been involved in such decisions, but no one, it seemed, was prepared to take responsibility for the possible failure (or even, in the best case scenario, the success) of signing up a 13-year-old Argentinian boy.

How on earth do you explain the doubts?

To begin with, the involvement of such club heavyweights (Rexach, in spirit at least, Minguella, Anton Parera, Rifé) in the potential transfer of a child footballer was proof that this was something special, something unusual. Leo was protected from above and, with so many important names on the case, something was definitely going on. Or at least that’s how it was seen by those looking on from the sidelines. The matter became the talk of the town during those weeks and created great expectations. Rodolfo Borrell’s colleagues spent whatever time they could taking a look at him. The debate was not so much about his talent but how to harness his individuality to the club’s own established and collective game plan.

But this heavyweight interest was not the oddest thing.

In 2000, the very idea of bringing over a youngster from Argentina seemed like lunacy. It simply wasn’t done.

Leo’s talents were obvious for all to see. An anonymous source at the club who saw him during those two weeks described Leo as las ostia en patinete, which means ‘the dog’s bollocks’ (but translates more or less as ‘something that moves like lightning’): ‘he did then’ – that source continues – ‘the same as he does now, but in miniature’. It would be an injustice to history to suggest that the reason they might not have wanted him was because he was too small. There was something else.

These days it is considered quite normal to bring a youngster of whatever age to a club from anywhere in the world, and the battles to sign children as young as eight years old are well documented. But in 2000 they were breaking new ground. Five years earlier, the signing of an Infantile (12−13 years old) from Mataró, Granollers, Santpedor (towns less than an hour from Barcelona) was considered to be bringing them a long way. The Cadetes (14−15 years old) came from all over Spain.

And now they were talking about taking on a young Argentinian lad who had arrived, aged just 13 … hold on a minute!

Many studies have been carried out on the subject, and at that time the general idea was that, no matter how good a player might be at that age, no one could guarantee that he would make it into the first team. Or even end up as a professional footballer. ‘To take him away from his family, his country, his friends, all of that, to put him in a situation where there are no guarantees. Of course, now he has become the best player in the world and it has become a wonderful story but …’ so says another witness to that most unusual of arrivals. It would not be the youth football coaches who would decide his future, but they talked among themselves about the possible dangers of the situation; the club had been reticent even about signing players from distant parts of Spain, taking them from their home environment, their school. The normal thing, the logical thing – it was said – was that Leo should be treated the same. Oriol Tort, one of the most renowned scouts, the leader and ideologist of the Barcelona academy, has always claimed that the preferred age for a player to join La Masía is 15 or 16. That’s how things were in 2000.

So was it, as legend has it, lack of awareness among the coaches, or a sensible reluctance on their part because they knew the effect that uprooting the boy would have on his family?

For example: Andrés Iniesta. As a youngster (12 years old, 1996) he took part in the National Tournament of Brunete with teams from the Spanish first division, LaLiga. As always happens in tournaments of importance, the clubs sent various scouts. The best players on this occasion were, first, Iniesta from Albacete, and second, Jorge Troiteiro from Mérida, at that time both LaLiga clubs. There was no prize for second place, but the debate centred around which one of the two was better. Barcelona took note, spoke with Iniesta’s family, worked out the contractual details with the player before deciding that he should remain at home and that they would monitor his progress from a distance. The idea was to bring him to La Masía two or three years later when he had reached the age of Cadete.

Troiteiro’s father was not prepared to take defeat sitting down, so he set out by car from Mérida, in Extremadura in western Spain, across the country to the offices of Barcelona; his son was going to be a footballer − no question about it. He knew that the club had had positive reports about the boy and the idea of Barcelona appealed to the family. So, either they signed him now or he would go to Madrid or to Valencia, or wherever. Barcelona had told the family about the effect on the boy’s schooling, the upheaval, the relocating, but his father persisted. It was his son and he was going to get him into a big club.

Barcelona, despite their initial objections, yielded to the pressure because the youngster, an extremely skilful left-winger, had a lot of talent, something that he would soon show at the lower levels. But there was no boy of that age at La Masía; in fact there was only one under the age of 16. So what did Barcelona do? They called Iniesta, also from La Mancha, to come to Barcelona to keep Troiteiro company so that he would not be lonely.

Jorge Troiteiro was eventually thrown out of La Masía for indiscipline. Iniesta, who spent a lot of the time crying in his room in the farmhouse in which the players from outside Barcelona lived, would years later score the goal that earned Spain its first World Cup.

There are fears, doubts, promises and today also a methodology in Barcelona’s famous academy, but still there is no guarantee of success.

Someone asked Leo after eight days of training if he still thought it was a good idea to sign for Barcelona? That person was Rodo Borrell. Leo said yes, he liked the training methods, in Rosario it was all much more physical and here most of the work was done with the ball, which pleased him. He was enjoying it. And he could see how massive the club was. And the challenge.

He wanted to stay.

Ten days after the Messis’ arrival at Barcelona, there was little more to see of the city. No more to know about him as a footballer. Everything was done. He had taken nearly two weeks off school and that had never been part of the plan. It was clear that any club would have wanted Leo, but this was a unique experience for Barcelona and no one wanted to take the risk: they had to wait for Charly.

Jorge was ready to return home. ‘Stay one more day, Rexach will be back on Monday,’ he was told.

The president’s adviser finally arrived from Sydney and met up with Rifé. There were a number of issues on the table, among them the matter of the Argentinian boy. ‘Play him in an older group, two years older. I want to see how it unfolds when he plays with the bigger boys,’ said Rexach.

Charly Rexach: I got involved so as to give my casting vote, because if those under me had said ‘let’s sign him’ then I wouldn’t have come down.

The final trial was set to take place on 2 October. At six in the evening. Instead of the clay surface where he had played most of the time, this would take place on pitch three, the artificial surface located behind the bowling alley. Facing the Mini Stadium.

The moment had come. There was no going back. The following day Leo and Jorge were to return to Argentina. Leo, all one metre forty-eight centimetres of him, was to face youngsters two years older than him.

Migueli came to see him. And Rifé, of course. And Quique Costas, Xavi Llorenç, Albert Benaiges, and also Rodolfo Borrell who had had him in his team for the last ten days. They sat on the substitutes’ bench.

The game started. And Charly Rexach still hadn’t arrived.

He was coming late after a lunch. Recently back from Australia, he was between time zones.

Two minutes later, Charly climbs up the steps leading to the pitch.

Charly Rexach: I did the usual; walked about a bit, and stopped when I saw him get the ball.

Rexach comes through the door, passes the corner flag and goes behind the goal.

Charly Rexach: He was easy to spot, because he was tiny, quite a sight, no?

Messi gets the ball in the centre of the pitch and starts to dribble towards whoever stands in his way.

Jorge Messi: Carlos [Charly] came in and Leo made a move.

Charly Rexach: Like I said; I went behind the goal, and kept walking …

Leo dribbles past two, rounds the goalkeeper. Scores.

Jorge Messi: Great play. Goal!

It was their only goal of a game that Leo’s team ended up losing 2–1.

Rexach gets to the substitutes’ bench – not the first but the second – where all the coaches have gathered.

Charly Rexach: It took me seven or eight minutes to complete the lap. I went to sit down on the bench, and …

Ten minutes after he had arrived, Charly Rexach left pitch number three. He had sat down for a couple of minutes on the youth coaches’ bench, turned around and gone out again the way he had come in.

All that waiting. And he hardly saw a thing!

Jorge Messi thought Rexach had not given Leo the attention he deserved after the journey, the days of waiting. Had Charly noticed the couple of things that Messi did? Jorge was asking himself. Surely that was enough to keep him at the club. Hopefully.

At the end of the game, Leo said nothing. Always quiet, he just listened.
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In Rosario
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‘Pass It, Leo!’ But He Never Did

Every Sunday: last one is a rotten egg!

Without fail, Leo would arrive at his grandmother Celia’s house and there, on a small concrete patch in front of the house, would play rondos (toros, or, in English, piggy in the middle) with his brothers Rodrigo and Matías, though in those days it wasn’t called rondos. Or they would play foot tennis. Then his cousins would arrive, Maxi and Emanuel. A third cousin, Bruno, would also be born to Claudio and Marcela, Leo’s aunt and uncle, some years later.

Two rocks served as goalposts. The first to score six goals. So the game began.

Leo’s grandmother and her daughters, Celia and Marcela, busied themselves in the kitchen preparing pasta with a rich sauce. The husbands, Jorge and Claudio, and his grandfather, Antonio, chatted animatedly on the sofa in the small, narrow, dining room, or on the doorstep, ears and eyes ever alert for the children at play. Look at that touch, notice how Emanuel dribbles with the ball, Leo as small as he is and how difficult it is to get the ball off him …

‘Good, Maxi, good, shouted Jorge, who had played in the lower ranks of Newell’s Old Boys until called up for military service.

Time to eat! The children drifted in, hungry but reluctant to leave the game.

Hands had to be washed before everyone sat around the table of that humble two-bedroom house that no one ever wanted to leave, and that served as a meeting point for hundreds of Sundays for brothers-in-law Claudio and Jorge, sisters Celia and Marcela, and for the cousins who always wanted to play football. Sometimes the sofa doubled as a bed for one of the grandchildren, whichever one insisted on staying over on that particular day. They adored their grandmother Celia and it wasn’t just because of the delicious pasta, or the rice, every scrap of which was finished off. Celia was one of those grandmothers who could never say no to her grandchildren.

Food was eaten in a rush. Everything was delicious, but with the ball tucked under an arm, the five youngsters, still savouring the taste of dulce de leche (milk candy), headed off to the square in the Bajada part of town.

And it was there that they would finish what they had started, or start another game of first to six. Once more, giving it their all. Four hours non-stop; sometimes more.

There were never uneven games. Sometimes the bigger boys, Rodrigo, born in 1980, Maxi, in 1984, and Matías, in 1982, would challenge the smaller boys, Leo born in 1987 and Emanuel, in 1988, who was a good goalkeeper. The kicks they received were shared evenly, far more rough and tumble than in the younger football matches. Much more. Leo and Emanuel were at the receiving end from the older frustrated ones. Especially Leo. ‘Matías, careful, man!’ Jorge would shout.

And Leo would run around like a headless chicken after the ball, and then, when he got it, he would refuse to let it go. With veins bulging, his face redder than a tomato – that is how his uncle Claudio remembers him. And watch out if he lost. He would start to cry and throw a tantrum, hitting out at anyone who dared try to console him. He had to carry on until he won.

‘Always ending badly, always fighting. Even if we won, my brother would annoy me because he knew I would get angry. It always ended badly, with me crying and furious.’ So said Leo to the Argentinian magazine El Gráfico.

Often the clashes were between neighbourhoods. The Sunday matches they played in the little square next to grandma’s house were open to anyone. And the Messi/Cuccittini team never lost. Matías explains: ‘At first they didn’t want to play against us because Leo was so small, and so was Emanuel, and they ended up congratulating him. Leo was nine years old and he was playing against eighteen- and nineteen-year-old kids and they couldn’t stop him.’

Is it any wonder that at least a couple of footballers emerged from this rich mix of talent?

Rodrigo was signed by the Newell’s younger section at the age of 11, having previously played – as had all the Messis – for Grandoli. He was a central attacker with a great ability to score, fast and skilful. He was selected for his age group for Rosario in intercity meetings. Leo told the story of his brother’s early football retirement in Corriere della Sera: ‘Yes, he was very good. Sadly he had a car accident where he fractured his tibia and fibia, and in those days if something like that happened to you that was the end of your career.’ That, and perhaps he lacked the tenacity needed to become a professional. His passion, he discovered, lay in the kitchen. He wanted to be a chef.

Matías was a defender in Newell’s lower ranks for a year before deciding not to carry on. But he returned to football years later, and his last club was Club Atlético Empalme Central who competed in the Rosario Regional league and where he played until he was 27 years old.

Maximiliano, one metre sixty-five tall, and the eldest of Marcela and Claudio’s three sons, scores regularly for the Brazilian side Esport Clube Vitoria in the Serie A Brazilian championship, having been in Argentina (with San Lorenzo de Almagro), Paraguay, Mexico and also the Brazilian club Flamengo. In his first training session with his first Paraguayan team, Libertad, he fractured his skull. But he is stubborn. And came back to football. The day after the premature birth of his daughter Valentina, who spent her first few days in an incubator, he scored for Fla. The same evening Messi hit a hat trick for Barcelona against Valencia and dedicated the three goals to Valen.

Emanuel, from Rosario, like all of them, inseparable from Leo as a child and with whom he shared time at Grandoli, started as a goalkeeper and spent a year at Newell’s before making the step to Europe. Now he is a left-sided midfielder. He arrived in Germany in 2008 to play in the reserves of the TSV 1860 Munich side, and the following year made it into the first team. He was also at Girona in the Spanish second division. Now one metre seventy-seven tall, he plays for Club Olimpia in the Paraguayan first division. One day he would like to play for the Ñuls (as Argentinians refer to Newell’s Old Boys) with Maxi and Leo.

Bruno was born in 1996 and missed out on the early street contests, although he enjoyed many other street matches with other youngsters, and was one of the great prospects from the Rosario-based club Renato Cesarini that produced Fernando Redondo and Santi Solari, the son of one of the club’s founders. He looks and plays very much like Leo: the way he runs, his touch on the ball, even the way he celebrates his goals. But you have to be careful with comparisons. Today on his Twitter and Facebook accounts he writes: ‘Life is not the same without football’ (February 2012). He left it all behind him but now he is trying once again to climb aboard the high-speed train that is football.

Leo left for Barcelona aged just 13 and so the meals he shared with his cousins became less frequent. And the football matches naturally became a thing of the past. The boys were growing up, life was separating them. But some of the child remained in all of them, as it does in all of us.

Celia, Leo’s grandmother, died when he was 10.

A river, the meandering Paraná, the Monumento Nacional a la Bandera, the National Flag Memorial, two great clubs. And its people. Above all, its people. This for the visitor is Rosario.

What sort of place is Rosario?

Rosario is 300 kilometres from the capital Buenos Aires, about three hours via a road that runs arrow-straight, cutting through an enormous valley with little between the two cities. Far from the madding crowd, seemingly isolated, a proud little city (the people are not from the province of Santa Fe, they claim, they are Rosarinos) and their local derby is Lepers vs Scoundrels, Newell’s Old Boys vs Rosario Central, half of the city’s inhabitants plus one against the other half plus one, ‘the most passionate game of all’, according to anyone you ask, even though many prefer to forget that sometimes passions become confused and turn to violence.

Leo is a leproso (leper). Newell’s are referred to as such because a century ago both they and Rosario Central were invited to take part in a charity match in aid of a leprosy clinic. Newell’s accepted, Rosario Central did not. Since that day the NOB rivals have been called canallas (scoundrels).

Arriving from Buenos Aires via the motorway, you have to take the exit to the ring road, a large C flanked on the right by an area comprising tin shacks boasting the colours of Rosario Central that tell you that you are entering the city of the canallas. This is soon confirmed − as is the very opposite: no, no, ‘this is the city of the leprosos’ you can read on other walls, daubed in the red and black of Newell’s Old Boys. The statistics and the graffiti disagree with each other. These tin shacks, home to so many families on the outskirts of Rosario, have windows with views over the motorway. The areas around here are poor, with dirt floors, where people ride around on motorcycles without crash helmets; old motorcycles, but not vintage ones. Later, the poverty disappears to be replaced by factories and other large buildings. Every driver seems to be admiring the scenery or taking note of something because none of them seem to be paying attention to road signs or markings. Either that, or perhaps as some Argentinians say, traffic signs are put up merely to hinder your progress.

Before you come to the end of the motorway, you begin to see the outline of an attractive city, with skyscrapers of varying size; the road becomes tree-lined and all of a sudden you espy a gigantic modern factory complete with those labyrinthine tubes on the outside that add a strange industrial beauty to the landscape. The plant is fed by the Paraná River, and this is the first sight of this crucial river artery, bringing with it its fertile alluvial soil, an age-old source of wealth. And after the trees and the factory, then you enter the city through a new park before two-storey houses begin to dot the landscape on both sides. The ring road turns into a great avenue flanked by the outline of a city, tall, stately, old.

It was from Rosario, the gateway to the pampas, a village masquerading as a city, that Che Guevara, the singer Fito Páez, the cartoonist and writer Roberto ‘el Negro’ Fontanarrosa and football greats Marcelo Bielsa and César Luis Menotti emerged to challenge the establishment; and where thousands upon thousands of European immigrants landed. And it was also here that other iconic Argentinian symbols were born: here where the blue and white flag of Argentina was hoisted for the first time, created in 1812 to distinguish them from the Spanish troops they were fighting.

On the way to the centre of town is Independence Park, described by the journalist Eduardo van der Kooy as ‘where the city starts to define its own style and personality. From the park starts the elegant Boulevard Orono which looks like a Parisian postcard. Buried in this mass of mature trees and natural foliage is Newell’s stadium.’ The streets become narrow and at the crossroads − of which there are many − you’re never sure who has right of way: it seems to be the first person to get there. The white walls have turned grey and the cafés have high ceilings, large picture windows and small tables. Inside the cafés many of the men pass the time looking at the pretty girls, while the ladies, including the older ones among them, enjoy admiring the physiques of the young guys, all of whom look fit enough to be footballers.

Everyone says that the most beautiful women in Argentina come from Rosario; there’s that irresistible mix of Serbian and Italian genes that combine to create blonde-haired beauties with olive skins and light coloured eyes. The good food contributes to the overall healthy and lustrous complexions of the inhabitants. Rosario is one of the most productive agricultural regions in the country, surrounded by fields producing cereals and soya oil. The young grow fit and strong.

There are not many football shirts in evidence, neither those of Central or Newell’s or of the national side, although there are football pitches everywhere, sometimes every two blocks. There are five or six leagues and many of the footballers play in more than one: finish one game, pick up your motorbike and then go and play another in a different league. In Rosario, anyone who isn’t a footballer is an organiser, trainer, referee or whatever. Women included.

‘It’s different from other cities because of its unique passion for football,’ says Gerardo ‘Tata’ Martino, former Newell’s manager and now at Barcelona. ‘The area near the city is a conveyor belt of players, a football factory that produces the talents that are central to the objective of Rosario’s footballing dreams. They are what we describe around here as “well-fed” youngsters with an enormous passion for football. That’s why the Rosario academy is so important and has created such great stars as Valdano, Batistuta and an interminable list in which Lionel Messi is the icing on the cake.’

He could also have named Mario Kempes, Abel Baldo, Roberto Sensini, Mauricio Pochettino and many more. Indeed, ten of the regular players in Alejandro Sabella’s squad for the qualifying stages of the 2014 World Cup are from Rosario, including Javier Mascherano, Ever Banega, Ángel di Maria, Ezequiel Lavezzi, Maxi Rodríguez, Ignacio Scocco, Ezequiel Garay … and, of course, Leo.

It was in Rosario that ‘the Church of Maradona’ was formed (half in jest one would imagine), devoted to Diego, whom they consider to be the greatest player in history and in whose honour they have a quasi-religious ceremony every year on 30 October, his birthday, that parodies the Catholic tradition of the country. Maradona had a brief spell at Newell’s in 1993. Leo went to his debut in the black and red shirt.

Football is life in Rosario, and life is football. And to that end the spirit of the city is appropriately reflected in one goal in particular, according to The Guinness Book of Records the most celebrated one in history. It happened on 19 December 1971 in a match played in suffocating heat in Buenos Aires between Newell’s and Central. It was the semi-finals of the National Championship and the only time the two clubs had faced each other in the country’s capital. Neither side was able to find the opposition’s net in a match that was taken up with the battle to win control. Then, 13 minutes from time, there was a foul close to the Newell’s penalty area. Aldo Pedro Poy, the Rosario Central striker, made his way into the area. As he did so he called out to one of the cameramen − what was it? A premonition? A prediction? Call it what you will − ‘Get your cameras ready, this one’s going in.’ And so it happened. Poy, jostling with his marker, before getting away from him, soaring into the air with his body arched, his arms extended. Goal. A flying header. So what if the ball had brushed the stomach of central defender DiRienzo, wrong-footing the goalkeeper. Goal, a definitive one, too: the eternal rival had been knocked out in the semi-finals. Central went on to win the final, the first title the canallas had won in their history, but not as celebrated as Poy’s diving header. The ambitiously titled Organización Canalla for Latin America has for the past three decades met every 19 December on the pitch at the Central stadium: on this day someone crosses the ball and Poy re-enacts his diving header. Lately, however, the problem, as Poy himself says, is not so much making the dive, but ‘getting up again after it’.

This is Rosario. This is football. Messi did not rise out of nothing. Neither did Alfredo Di Stéfano or Diego Armando Maradona. Perhaps it’s not about an Argentinian gene, but one thing for certain is that the three were born in a country where every day football takes you to the bigger glory (the fame, the money) or the smaller one (the recognition of all your neighbours).

But as Martino says in the magazine Panenka, this excellent raw material and passion that is found in the streets of Rosario has to be channelled in one way or another: ‘To this end the work of Jorge Griffa has been vital. A man who, after retiring as player, was quite clear about what he wanted. He had no ambitions to become the manager of a team in the Primera, but rather the creator of players and he never betrayed his original ideas. From the mid-seventies, and for 20 years thereafter, he left an indelible mark on Newell’s Old Boys. Later he went on to become youth coach at Boca, but always with the same idea; to be a forger of players. Griffa has a great talent in this area and a clinical eye for spotting talent. Even to the extent of enlisting assistants. Marcelo Bielsa was one of his assistants in the glory years. He crossed the country from end to end, not just Rosario and the surrounding areas, searching, always searching, for hidden gems. Bielsa travelled thousands of kilometres in his tiny Fiat 147 in this tireless mission that bore so much fruit for the “Leprosos”. His hard work was rewarded. Newell’s were champions in 1988 with José Yudica and in 1991 and 1992 with Marcelo Bielsa as first team coaches.’ Griffa also spotted the talent of Messi at a crucial moment in what had been, till then, a brief footballing career.

You breathe football everywhere in Rosario, but, curiously, the air doesn’t smell of Messi. There are hardly any photos, or pictures, nor even advertisements depicting Leo. Everybody has a story about ‘the Flea’ but the Santaferina city does not seem to want to gloat. It’s almost as if it is considered vulgar to have his face posted everywhere. Or perhaps they have just decided to respect his low profile.

But for Leo, Rosario is everything. When you ask him what his favourite memories are, he is in no doubt. ‘My home, my neighbourhood, where I was born.’

The Messis lived for decades in a small house on the Calle Lavalleja, located in a suburb some four kilometres south-east of the centre of Rosario, known by some as La Bajada or Las Heras. To others it remains nameless; it is just home. It is a typical low-rise community where front doors are left ajar. Cumbia music, chatter and laughter emanate from within. Kids play in the streets. Traffic is rare. Time seems to stand still in Bajada. In this sleepy working-class area, at number 525 on the narrow Calle Estado de Israel, is the house Jorge Messi built with his own hands.

His father, Eusebio, was a builder by profession and Jorge quickly learned to do everything. The two Messis used the weekends to lay brick upon brick on a 300-square-metre plot of land bought by the family. It was at that time single-storey, a similar size to all the other houses in the street, with a backyard to play in. One wall faced the house of Cintia Arellano, who was the same age as Leo and his best friend. Today the road surface has been improved, as has the street lighting and the drains. The house has a second floor, a fence (the only one in the street) and a security camera, but almost always remains closed.

This is where Jorge Messi, Celia Cuccittini and their four children lived in the early years. It was, remembers Leo in Corriere della Sera, ‘Small. A kitchen, living room, two bedrooms. In one bedroom my mum and dad slept and in the other me and my brothers.’

This, then, was Leo’s street, just 200 metres from an uneven piece of fenced-off land covered with rough, wild grass where football was played; next to it, the kiosk where Matías worked when Leo was already in Barcelona, is still there, right next to the house where Matías lived and that he later gave to a relative. Go to the top of the street and there you will see Grandoli. Grandmother Celia lived around here and a little further up were the cousins. And close by are the paternal grandparents, Rosa María and Eusebio Messi Baro, who, at 86, and years after retiring, still gets up every morning to open the humble bakery he installed in a room in the house that they have lived in for the past 50 years.

Everything starts and finishes in that neighbourhood. The family unit is the fertile ground on which the Messis and the Cuccittinis were raised. Leo is devoted to his parents, his brother, his cousins, his uncles. To his mother, above all to his mother: he has a tattoo of her face on his back. ‘He did it without saying anything to anyone. He came around one day and showed us. We almost fainted with the shock. We didn’t have a clue that he was going to do this. But it’s his body and there’s nothing we can say to him,’ his father said in Sique Rodríguez’s book Educados para ganar (‘Educated to Win’) in which the parents of the best-known graduates from FC Barcelona’s La Masía give their side of the story.

From here also come Leo’s best friends whom he still sees whenever time permits. For Messi, Rosario, La Bajada, or whatever you want to call it, represents his childhood, ‘a man’s true homeland’ as the poet Rilke would say. The place where he wants to return (where he returns constantly), the place he has never left; the place he has recreated for himself in Barcelona to make everything easier.

That’s why he returns home to his family whenever he can. It is to Rosario that he escapes when there is a sufficiently long break at any time in the summer, or at Christmas. You don’t see him in the neighbourhood so much now, not since he bought a larger property on the outskirts of the city, but at other times he has been seen cycling there. Sometimes he travels around neighbouring regions, as in the summer of 2013 when he was seen in a supermarket pushing a trolleyful of muffins, wine and breadsticks; he was spending the day in Gualeguaychú, in the south-east of Entre Rios, a sleepy town where, despite the cap he was wearing, he was easily recognised and asked to pose for photos. He’s had to get used to being photographed in the street. He never has any protection.

He even has a long-term girlfriend from his home town. Antonela Roccuzzo, is, like Leo, from Rosario, and is the cousin of his best friend, Lucas Scaglia, who plays for Deportivo Cali in Colombia. He has known her since she was five and today she is the mother of his son, Thiago. But things could have worked out differently. Antonela and Leo stopped seeing each other for a while, when he was just another boy trying to attract her attention and she was a cute little girl who wasn’t interested. Leo went to Barcelona and, on a trip back home for the holidays, the romance blossomed.

Make a note of this: Roccuzzo, Scaglia; Leo is a Messi and his mother’s maiden name is Cuccittini. The family are grandchildren and great-grandchildren of Italian immigrants who came to Rosario from Recanati and Ancona, in the Marche region of Italy. Lionel also has Spanish blood. Rosario attracted Europeans, mainly the Spanish and Italians who made up half the population in the first decades as the city grew. One of Leo’s great-grandmothers, Rosa Mateu i Gese, came from Blancafort de Tragó de Noguera, an area in the Pyrenees near Lleida, and emigrated to Argentina as a child. Crossing the Atlantic she met a man from Bellcaire d’Urgell, José Pérez Solé. When you leave home, new relationships are strong and long-lasting; they are the life raft of the immigrant. This is the real New World, the foundation of a new life. Rosa and José supported each other throughout the transition to a new beginning in a foreign land. They eventually married in Argentina and had three children, one of whom was Rosa María, wife of Eusebio Messi, the parents of Jorge Messi.

Recently, Corriere della Sera carried out an interesting exercise with Leo, reminding him of the Messi family roots.

− They were from Recanati, like Giacomo Leopardi.

− Who was he?

− A great poet: Sempre caro mi fu quest’ermo colle / e questa siepe, che da tanta parte / dell’ultimo orizzonte il guardo esclude.

− I’ve never heard of him. I’m sorry.

− Maybe you’ve heard of the Virgin of Loreto. It’s close.

− No. I’m sorry. Where is it?

− Le Marche. Central Italy. Have you never been curious to go and see where your grandparents came from?

− No. I think my father knows the place. He has been there and has seen our relatives. Maybe one day I’ll go as well.

− Have you at least seen the ‘Hotel of Immigrants’ in Buenos Aires? It’s where most of the Italians who first arrived in the country based themselves.

− No, I don’t know it.

Then the journalist showed him some old black and white photographs of those who’d gone in search of their fortune on the Pampas. ‘Stern-looking women with shawls and long, black skirts. Skinny, barefoot children. Enormous casseroles for food. The men in dark jackets, white shirts and felt hats. The eyes gazing into the void of the unknown, the kind of look that ought to be described in the lyrics of a melancholy song.’

Leo looked at them with some curiosity, but little else.

For Leo, everything starts and finishes in Rosario.

The Messi/Pérez family settled in Las Heras. Close by lived the Cuccittini Olivera parents of Celia, who were also of Italian descent. In the neighbourhood the spark of love between Jorge and Celia
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