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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

15 January 1911: Borussia, still wearing the blue-and-white kit with the red sash, play their first-ever game on White Meadow. The man with the walking stick in the right half of the photo is Karl Hagedorn. His daughter Ilse shares some memories in this book.

1913: Borussia’s first black-and-yellow kit. The change came about when the members of Britannia Dortmund joined BVB and suggested Borussia should adopt their old colours.

1949: Although Borussia have lost their first final for the national championship, the players are given a hero’s welcome in Dortmund. The fans carry them on their shoulders through a city visibly ravaged by the war. (Dortmund City Archive)

In the 1956-57 season, the ‘Three Alfredos’ — from left to right: Alfred Preissler, Alfred Kelbassa and Alfred Niepieklo — led Borussia to the second national championship in a row. Another Alfred (Schmidt) had to bide his time. (Gerd Kolbe)

Friedhelm Konietzka was known to all and sundry as ‘Timo’ due to his trademark crew cut that made him look like Soviet general Semyon Timoshenko. He was one of Borussia’s most dangerous forwards in the first half of the 1960s and holds the distinction of being the man who scored the first-ever Bundesliga goal. (Alamy)

Lothar Emmerich (left) and Sigfried Held linked up for Borussia and the national team (both played in the 1966 World Cup final). They were so lethal that Willie Waddell christened them the Terrible Twins’. (Images Sporfoto)

In 1966, Borussia became the first German club to lift a European trophy when they won the Cup Winners’ Cup final against Liverpool. The man holding the large trophy is captain Wolfgang Paul. Lothar Emmerich, on the far right, has been presented with a miniature version, as he was the competition’s top scorer. (PA Images)

6 September 1969: The infamous ‘Dog Bite’ incident. Schalke’s Friedel Rausch (centre) is being bitten in the backside, while either the same or, more probably, another dog has already sunk his teeth into the leg of Gerd Neuser (left). (PA Images/Sporfoto)

1979: Borussia’s young president Reinhard Rauball (left) has landed a major coup by signing Udo Lattek, one of the most successful coaches in the world. The glass of brandy on the table is Lattek’s. (PA Images)

19 May 1986: Borussia come back from the dead against Fortuna Cologne and the fans invade the pitch, even though all BVB have really done is force a deciding third game in this dramatic promotion and relegation play-off. The player is Ingo Anderbrügge, who set up Jürgen Wegmann’s immortal last-gasp goal. (Horst Muller Ltd/www.foto-horstmuller.de)

24 June 1989: The bananas are in full bloom as Borussia win their first piece of silverware in 23 years. Some 40,000 fans followed the team to Berlin for the cup final and indulged in the inflatable-bananas craze which had reached Dortmund a few months earlier. (PA Images)

28 May 1997: Lars Ricken’s lob from thirty yards stunned a favoured Juventus team in the Champions League final. (In 2009, when Borussia celebrated their centenary, the fans voted this strike the greatest goal of the club’s first 100 years.) (PA Images)

Matthias Sammer brandishes the Champions League trophy. His relationship with BVB fans was and is a complicated roller-coaster ride. Maybe all’s well that ends well — in March 2018, he returned to the club in an advisory role. (Getty Images)

Paul Lambert, on the other hand, was loved immediately and unconditionally by the black-and-yellow army. His farewell in November 1997 was one of the last truly emotional and communal moments at the ground until Jürgen Klopp made emotional and communal moments the norm. (The spelling indicates the sign was made by a German.) (PA Images/Sporfoto)

12 May 2007: Polish striker Euzebiusz Smolarek climbs the fence in front of the South Stand to celebrate his goal that has just decided one of the most fondly remembered derbies. In an otherwise dismal year, Borussia beat Schalke 2—0 and prevented their most bitter rivals from winning the league. (AP Images)

23 May 2008: Nobody knew it at the time, but the next golden era was about to begin, as a certain Jürgen Klopp was presented as the club’s new coach. (And, no, there was no glass of brandy on the table.) (Getty Images)

19 December 2009: On a fiendishly cold day, the fans present a large tifo to celebrate 100 years of Borussia Dortmund. Everybody in that picture is mentioned in this book. (PA Images/Sporfoto)

9 April 2013: More famous, though, is this tifo — and the same goes for the game. Ahead of the Champions League match against Malaga, the fans expressed their yearning for the trophy. Then their team scored two goals in injury time to reach the semi-final. (PA Images/Sporfoto)

28 May 2017: Thomas Tuchel kisses the cup his team has won on the previous day. It was Borussia’s first trophy in five years. In all likelihood, Tuchel knew it would also be his last as BVB coach. (Getty Images)

The Westfalenstadion, now officially named after a local insurance company. Franz Beckenbauer once likened the stadium to La Scala, the famous opera house in Milan, The Times voted it the best football ground in the world and many BVB fans simply refer to it as the ‘Temple’. (Getty Images)






PROLOGUE

Lars Ricken had never seen such desperation on the faces of football fans before – and although he was only nine years old, he would never do so again. He turned around to look at the South Stand. It was not yet the massive, imposing, world-famous terrace it would become later, when Borussia Dortmund defiantly preserved the standing area and even added a second tier to this giant slab of concrete while everybody else went plastic and all-seater. But it was already one of the most renowned stands in the German Bundesliga, noted for the electric and – depending on whose side you were on – either exhilarating or intimidating atmosphere generated by the passion of the people who stood there.

Not now, though.

From where Ricken was – on ground level behind the goal, slightly to the right, his small hands grasping the fence that separated the pitch from the spectators – it looked as if there were some empty spaces on the terrace. How strange. The game was sold out and although there was not more than a minute to go, he wondered why people had left. Then he realised they hadn’t. They had sat down. Ricken let his gaze wander across the stand, trying to count the fans that were slumped down on the steps, unable to watch any longer. There were dozens. Some were staring at the ground, others had covered their heads with flags or scarves. He could see heaving shoulders and realised people were sobbing.

Although he was just a boy, Ricken knew why these people had been gripped by utter dejection. The team everyone here simply called Borussia badly needed a goal. At half-time, local television had reported as fact that Borussia were relegated from the Bundesliga for the second time in the club’s history. That announcement proved slightly premature because a second-half penalty converted by local boy Michael Zorc kickstarted the team and the players in yellow had thrown everything forward, incessantly attacking the goal in front of the South Stand despite the stifling heat. But time was ticking away. In more ways than one.

Ricken was dimly aware that Borussia were having such severe financial problems that the German FA had threatened the club with the deduction of points due to their debts. The members had made a young lawyer by the name of Reinhard Rauball the new president, hoping he could stave off bankruptcy. However, getting the finances in order would be an almost hopeless task with the team in the second division. Some people felt that if Borussia went down now they would never come back.

With 30 seconds left on the clock, Dortmund’s goalkeeper hurried to take a goal-kick and start the last attack of the game. The ball was still in motion when he knocked it to a teammate, but the referee turned a blind eye and didn’t blow his whistle to have the goal-kick retaken.

Unusually for the time, the game was shown live on commercial television. While Borussia hurriedly built from the rear, the commentator welcomed Dortmund’s opponents to the top flight. Yet there was still time for one final, desperate cross. Ricken could make out Zorc’s curly head as the player flicked on the ball towards the left-hand post, not far from where the nine-year-old boy was standing. Through the wire mesh, he saw someone in a yellow shirt make contact with the ball and try a first-time shot from a very tight angle. He heard sharp intakes of breath all around him, as if the air was being sucked out of the stadium. Ricken quickly turned his head to follow the flight of the ball, but all he could see was a confusing clutter of white and yellow shirts, tired players manically stabbing at a loose ball. Then he heard the loudest cheer of his life.


People were jumping up and down, their eyes still misty with the tears of anguish they had been unable to hold back. While the men around him were beginning to scale the fence, others were already running onto the pitch to celebrate.

Ricken had never seen such joy on the faces of football fans before – and although he was only nine years old, he would never do so again.

‘Obviously, when we won the Champions League eleven years later, I was on the pitch instead of in the stands,’ he says. ‘So I don’t really know how happy they were when I scored the winning goal against Juventus. But they can’t have been any more jubilant than we were on that day in 1986.’

Then he falls quiet to reflect on what a roller-coaster ride it has been.






INTRODUCTION

Borussia Dortmund have not lifted a European trophy since 1997, when the Bundesliga side upset a Juventus team starring Zinedine Zidane, Christian Vieri and Didier Deschamps in the final of the Champions League. And they have not won a league title since 2012, when a young team coached by Jürgen Klopp denied mighty Bayern Munich for the second year in a row.

And yet Dortmund are nothing short of a global phenomenon – a magnet for football enthusiasts from all corners of the world and, as the Guardian put it, ‘everyone’s second team’. In October 2014, the BBC reported the club was ‘attracting more than 1,000 fans from England to every home match’. (This should read Britain rather than England, as fan groups such as the ‘Edinburgh Borussen’, the members of which are always conspicuous by their kilts, will hasten to point out.) One month later, in November 2014, Ryanair announced that the airline had now ‘scheduled London– Dortmund matchday specials for UK fans’.

One reason for this irresistible draw is certainly that the football is good. In fact, Dortmund were the only team aside from Barcelona that boasted a positive record against Real Madrid over eight encounters between 2012 and 2016. Another reason is that the club managed to stay competitive at the highest level while still being owned by its members rather than Russian oligarchs, Arabian oil magnates, Chinese conglomerates or, indeed, German car manufacturers. However, the primary reason so many people from abroad regularly flock to an industrial city in Germany’s Ruhr area that can hardly be called picturesque is the atmosphere.


As early as 2009, The Times named Dortmund’s ground – officially the Signal Iduna Park, after a local insurance company, but commonly still called Westfalenstadion by most fans – the number-one stadium in the entire world, saying: ‘This place was built for football and for fans to express themselves. Every European Cup final should be held here. The best atmosphere on the Continent on a game-to-game basis.’ Shortly before Christmas 2015, the Daily Mirror published a video on its website that showed Dortmund fans belting out what the paper called ‘the most amazing rendition of Jingle Bells you’ll ever hear’, calling the team’s support ‘Europe’s finest fans’. Beneath the video, there was a poll: ‘Are Dortmund fans the best in the world?’ Seventy-three per cent said yes.

Echoing these sentiments in April 2016, the Telegraph voted the place some locals simply refer to as ‘the Temple’ the greatest stadium in European club football. The newspaper said: ‘No wonder Jürgen Klopp cried when he left Borussia Dortmund. The German knew that he was leaving behind the most spectacular arena that European football has to offer: the old Westfalenstadion is not only vast (over 80,000 pack in most weeks), but delivers an awe-inspiring carnival of sound and colour, most vividly expressed in the giant murals that rise, with ominous grandeur, from within the famous “Yellow Wall” terrace. A sight every football fan should experience once before they die.’

Indeed, the ground is an impressive sight when full. And it’s never empty. According to the specialist magazine Sports Venues 2016, Borussia Dortmund are the second-best-supported sports team on the entire planet (only the NFL’s Dallas Cowboys draw more people per home game). Which begs two very obvious questions: why and how? Why and how have Dortmund become a club whose fans make the covers of international magazines almost as regularly as their star players do? After all, when Real Madrid travelled to Dortmund in September of 2016, Marca did not announce that they were up against World Cup winners André Schürrle and Mario Götze or flamboyant star striker Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang. Instead, the magazine’s cover said: ‘La BBC Contra El Muro Amarillo’ – Gareth Bale, Karim Benzema and Cristiano Ronaldo against the Yellow Wall. Put differently, why and how have Dortmund become so popular, both in Germany and abroad?

Well, that is a somewhat longer story. Normally, one would start at the very beginning. In this case, though, it might be helpful to start at the point when people began to realise something out of the ordinary was happening.






CHAPTER 1

‘The first time ever?’ Jürgen Klopp wanted to know.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘So far, it’s only been teams from Spain, Italy or South America. And England, of course.’

He let this piece of information sink in, seemingly oblivious to the commotion around us. Mario Götze and Marco Reus, close buddies, were goofing around and doing their worst to distract star striker Robert Lewandowski, who was posing for the camera. Sebastian Kehl, Borussia Dortmund’s captain, was calling his kids back home via Facetime and was walking around the room with his iPhone held aloft, so that they could see what the surroundings looked like. Stefan, the photographer, was shaking his head and rolling his eyes, giving me a glance that was meant to say: ‘See? I told you they would be totally sweet if alone, but a bag of fleas if we try to shoot them together.’ Meanwhile, the editor of FourFourTwo magazine was retreating into a corner, his hands dripping with sweat. It’s not that it was unseasonably hot in La Manga, southeast Spain, on this Tuesday afternoon in January 2013. Rather, he had just been told that the Hasselblad lens Stefan had handed him for safekeeping was worth as much as a nice car, if considerably more fragile.

Suddenly, a deep voice came booming through the room, stopping everybody dead in their tracks.

‘All right, boys,’ Klopp announced. ‘We’re going to be the first German team on the cover of the biggest football magazine in the world. That is an honour. So let’s focus and give it all we got.’

The brief speech didn’t exactly turn his exuberant charges into docile choirboys, but it instilled enough discipline in the players for them to get down to work. Ninety minutes later, we had what would become the cover photo of the March 2013 issue. It was indeed the first time that a German team was going to stare out at unsuspecting customers from newsstands not just across Britain but also in places as far away as Australia, Egypt and Malaysia.

This was no accident. In the previous seven years, starting with the 2006 World Cup, people’s perception of Germany and German football had undergone a dramatic change, especially in Britain. As early as September 2010, Nick Harris, soon to be named chief sports news correspondent of the Mail on Sunday, had written a glowing piece for his Sporting Intelligence website headed ‘What has Germany ever given its football fans? (Except cheap tickets, tasty beer, good governance and international success)’. The London Olympics had proved that you could be an outstanding sportsperson without being overpaid, pampered and out of touch with reality. It was time for a breath of fresh air and the Bundesliga, where you could go and watch the best team in the land for less than £10, seemed the most logical candidate to provide it.

But why not Bayern? After all, the Munich giants had just reached two Champions League finals in three years, were running away with the 2012–13 Bundesliga title and boasted international stars such as Arjen Robben, Franck Ribéry, Bastian Schweinsteiger and Manuel Neuer. The people in London who briefed me couldn’t quite put their finger on why exactly they wanted Dortmund instead. They said Klopp was more charismatic than Bayern’s Jupp Heynckes. They liked the fact this Dortmund team was young and exciting to watch, their aggressive style known in Germany as gegenpressing taking your breath away. They found it fascinating that only a single player in the entire squad had cost more than £4 million. Also, from a business point of view, Dortmund’s yellow shirts would really jump out at people walking past the newsagent’s at Grimsby Town railway station on a drab February morning. Finally, and crucially, there were the fans.


Like most big German teams, Bayern drew an awful lot of people, but their support didn’t capture the imagination in quite the same way as Dortmund’s black-and-yellow army did, mainly because Bayern didn’t have what Dortmund had – a massive terrace that seemed like a throwback to football’s golden age. The South Stand, now widely referred to as the Yellow Wall, holds 24,454 people for domestic games, more than twice as many as Celtic’s fabled Jungle did in the 1960s and only slightly less than the maximum capacity of the Kop at Anfield during the 1970s.

Unlike Jungle or Kop, the term Yellow Wall is not very old. In fact, the Nick Harris piece mentioned above may very well have been the first English-language article to use it. Even the German original, Gelbe Wand, is of fairly recent origin. It didn’t appear on the pages of Kicker magazine, the twice-weekly bible of German football, until the first week of May 2009. Asked about the fact that no fewer than 10,000 fans had travelled with Borussia to a game at Eintracht Frankfurt, Dortmund goalkeeper Roman Weidenfeller told the magazine: ‘It is incredible. Even when we are playing away from home, the yellow wall will be there.’ It would be another 21 months before Kicker began to capitalise the expression, indicating it was now an established term.

While we were shooting the magazine cover on the first floor of Dortmund’s posh team hotel in La Manga, the man who is more or less responsible for coining the name Yellow Wall was a mere stone’s throw away, taking care of the sizeable group of fans who had followed Borussia to this winter training camp in order to combine keeping an eye on their team with escaping an increasingly harsh winter at home. Daniel Lörcher, born in 1985, was working for Dortmund as one of the club’s four Supporter Liaison Officers (SLOs). (Today, five years later, that number has risen to nine. Yes, Borussia Dortmund employ no fewer than nine men and women who, according to UEFA’s definition, ‘are a bridge between the fans and the club and help to improve the dialogue between the two sides’.) Going to La Manga was Lörcher’s first official engagement, as he had become an employee of the club only a few weeks earlier. Before that, he was a leading member of Dortmund’s largest ultras group, The Unity.

In early December 2004, The Unity produced a tifo (a mosaic or mural) that paraphrased an Oscar Wilde aphorism. It read: ‘Many walk through dark alleys, but only few are looking at the stars.’ (The German words for alley and gutter, which is the term used in Wilde’s original, are almost the same.) These were very trying times, as Borussia were technically bankrupt and there was a distinct possibility that the club could go out of business, hence the reference to dark alleys and looking at the stars.

The tifo was impressive, but Lörcher felt the South Stand, being so huge, offered the potential to display something even more stunning and uplifting, providing the ultras – who, despite their high visibility, only numbered a few hundred – could get the regular fans on the terrace to participate. What he envisaged was a vast number of those two-stick flags characteristic of ultras, in bright yellow and distributed all across the stand, not just in the area behind the goal where the members of The Unity are to be found. It would look like a wall.

‘We called a Danish retail chain that has stores all over Germany, because we needed a massive amount of fabric that had the right shade of yellow,’ Lörcher recalled. ‘They sold us more than three miles of this cloth and we produced four thousand flags. We rented sewing machines for weeks on end and then had to learn how to use them. It was hard work, but we had a lot of fun!’

The resulting tifo was spectacular beyond The Unity’s wildest dreams. As the players of Borussia Dortmund and Hansa Rostock walked onto the pitch for the last game of the season on 21 May 2005, ten weeks after the club’s demise had been averted, the flags bathed the entire stand in yellow. A large banner at the bottom of the stand read: ‘At the end of the dark alley shines the yellow wall.’ And a sign mounted under the roof declared: ‘Yellow Wall South Stand Dortmund’. (It should be noted that Yellow Wall – like the club’s marketing motto Echte Liebe, real love – is rarely used by older local fans, who simply call the stand Südtribüne, the South Stand, or just die Sju. The ultras, meanwhile, have their own reason for feeling ambivalent about the expression, but more about that later.)

It is tempting to say that Lörcher has changed sides, from leading the chants for the ultras to working for the club. But that’s not how Borussia look at the people who support them. Lörcher’s predecessor as chief SLO, Jens Volke, is another former ultra. The two men were headhunted because the club was and is honestly interested in how the fans feel and what they want. It is not mere lip service, as the number of SLOs indicates. Involving the supporters has a history at the club that dates back to the 1990s and is, in fact, one of the reasons why the South Stand could become the Yellow Wall in the first place – why it was never converted into an all-seater area in the wake of Hillsborough and the Taylor Report.

The close relationship between the club and its support can produce some strange results, though. On most days during Dortmund’s 2013 winter camp in La Manga, there were two training sessions scheduled, at ten in the morning and four in the afternoon. The pitch was not far from the Hotel Principe Felipe, a popular golf resort surrounded by condos and bungalows for less-well-heeled holidaymakers. This is where the fans were staying. Every day, when the coach took the players to a local club’s training pitch, you could see them coming out of those buildings, following the team like moths flocking to a lamp. With the difference that moths don’t carry six-packs of beer and cheap wine in Tetra Pak cartons.

It was truly a bizarre sight to watch the reigning German league champions – a team that had just remained unbeaten in a tricky Champions League group, finishing first ahead of Real Madrid, Ajax and Manchester City – conduct a training session on a pitch lined by dozens of fans, perhaps as many as one hundred, sipping wine while slouching on folding chairs and exposing beer bellies to the Spanish sun. Klopp and his players acted as if this was perfectly normal, though it’s probably not a coincidence that his successor would conduct his first winter training camp, three years later, in Dubai, 4,000 miles away from Dortmund. (Still, a few fans would make that trip, too.)

I could see why so many fans decided to spend their holidays in a professional football club’s winter training camp, though. It’s not just that they were close to the players. It’s also that the training sessions were truly fascinating and totally different from what usually happened during the season. In Germany, many regular training sessions are still open to the public, so supporters are used to seeing players running laps with that casual gait peculiar to athletes, doing a few stretching exercises and then ending the session with some sort of game. But in La Manga, the sessions were intense drills. In fact, they were so taxing that Klopp interrupted them every fifteen minutes so that the players could catch some breath and briefly relax the mind.

The team was working on its pressing game, especially on moving forward as a unit – instead of retreating – immediately after having lost possession deep in the opponent’s half. Klopp referred to this as gegenpressing, counter pressing, because it was the best way to nip counter-attacks in the bud.

‘The only problem with gegenpressing is that you cannot train it as a tactical measure,’ Klopp explained to me in La Manga. ‘You can’t tell the players: you stand here and if this happens, you run there. Instead, you have to train the impulse. It has to be an impulse to move into a ball-winning position immediately after losing the ball. You don’t teach a situation, you teach the impulse until it becomes a natural action.’

It is a complex approach to the game. If one player fails to do his job, be that putting the man with the ball under pressure or closing down passing lanes, you are flirting with disaster. And so you have to keep teaching the impulse. However, there is normally very little time to do so, because as a coach you are always analysing the last game or preparing for the next while giving your players ample time to recuperate between matches.

‘It’s almost impossible to work on the finer points of the game during the season,’ Klopp said. ‘What should be training is more like talk therapy, where you explain to the players what they are doing wrong and ask them to change it. We just don’t have the time for anything else. So you have to work on these things during the pre-season preparations. However, whenever there’s a big tournament in the summer, your internationals will only join you for the last two weeks before the new season begins. That’s why I’m so grateful for the German winter break. It changes everything.’

Klopp’s teams, especially his Dortmund sides, indeed had a history of doing better in the second half of the season. That would also be the case in 2013. Although Borussia had waltzed through Europe, they found themselves off the pace in the Bundesliga after the first half of the season, trailing both Bayern and Leverkusen. Borussia had thrown away a two-goal lead in Frankfurt, conceded a late equaliser against Hannover and lost the derby against Schalke at home. (Only four days before beating Real Madrid!) It seemed the players were struggling to stay mentally alert, and so Klopp worked on the gegenpressing impulse during those seven days in Spain.

In the first week of February, FourFourTwo hit the newsstands with a cover that showed Lewandowski, Götze, Reus and Kehl flanking a typically mischievous Klopp, while the tagline declared Dortmund to be ‘Europe’s hottest club’. Eight days later, the team travelled to Ukraine to play Shakhtar Donetsk in the Champions League’s round of 16. The hosts had a good team, smartly assembled by coaching legend Mircea Lucescu, that featured some very talented players, including the elegant Armenian midfielder Henrik Mkhitaryan. Still, Europe’s hottest team went into the tie as favourites and seemed to feel comfortable in this role. The inevitable Lewandowski goal and a late Mats Hummels header earned Dortmund a 2–2 draw away from home and the second leg was something of a formality, although the 3–0 scoreline was a bit harsh on Shakhtar.

In the next round Dortmund were drawn against Spanish side Málaga, bankrolled by a Qatari businessman. A few months earlier, the CNN website had reported: ‘Over the last decade, Europe’s football clubs have become the new must-have accessory for any billionaire itching to blow a significant chunk of their wealth. European champions Chelsea, English title winners Manchester City and French team Paris Saint-Germain have all been transformed by benefactors willing to splash out on world-class players. Another example is Spanish team Málaga, which has gone from La Liga also-rans to European Champions League qualifiers in just two years thanks to the riches of Sheikh Abdullah Bin Nasser Al-Thani.’

However, as Málaga were preparing to meet Dortmund, their story had turned from a rags-to-riches fantasy to a cautionary drama. For some reason (the English reporter George Prior told CNN it might have had something to do with Málaga not getting ‘the TV rights they wanted’) the Sheikh had come to the conclusion he should, in the words of the American news channel, turn off the tap. The club’s entire future hung in the balance and the best players, veterans such as Javier Saviola and Martin Demichelis and youngsters like Isco, would soon jump ship.

It was another reason why the Guardian’s minute-by-minute coverage of the first leg in Spain quickly turned into a collection of what the newspaper called ‘paeans to German football’. It began with a statement from economics professor Stefan Szymanski (Simon Kuper’s co-author for the book Soccernomics), who called the tie ‘a metaphor for the economic and political fault lines of Europe’ in which ‘Dortmund represents solid German values, a profitable club from the tightly regulated Bundesliga’. Then, with the game in progress and Dortmund dominating the proceedings, many readers began to leave comments that touched upon broader issues than the match itself. A man named Julian Menz wrote: ‘I miss seeing my PL team play regularly, but I would recommend German football to anyone tired of the lame atmosphere at many Premier League grounds. I get to Fortuna Düsseldorf (struggling) and they regularly get over 50,000. The atmosphere is cracking. Non-stop singing. Plus you can stand. And have a beer and a fag. Oh, and it costs between 15–20 quid.’ Someone called Stewart Todd said: ‘I’ve been to games in Munich and Cologne. And the experience was superb. From the basic things like affordability to the atmosphere at the ground, ability to get a beer and food.’ One Mahyar Shami added: ‘I have gone to a match in Dortmund and it was a brilliant experience. The city has a major buzz before it and there is great chants and banter. I personally thought it was a better atmosphere than going to United v Liverpool or Arsenal v Tottenham and this was just an average Bundesliga match against Hoffenheim.’

The game in Spain finished scoreless and although Dortmund should have been disappointed with the outcome, it was still a good result, so optimism reigned supreme among the support. The atmosphere for the return leg was electric, even by the standards of the Westfalenstadion. As the teams stepped out of the tunnel, they were treated to a truly impressive tifo. For UEFA games, the South Stand loses more than half of its capacity, as seats have to be brought in. It means there were only 11,131 fans in the stand, but they all played their part in the ground’s first Wendechoreo, flip-over or turn-around choreography.

This term refers to a tifo where all the fans in a stand hold coloured cards over their heads to create a pattern. At a given moment, some of them turn their cards around to display a different colour and thus change the pattern into something else. Before the Málaga game, most fans held up yellow cards, only those around the edges of the stand brandished black ones. A banner was unfurled that said ‘On the Trail of the Lost Handlecup’, referring to the Champions League trophy which Dortmund had last won sixteen years earlier. (Due to the trophy’s peculiar shape, Germans call it Henkelpott, which translates as cup with handles, but evokes a chamber pot.) As the players were nearing the centre circle, the giant image of a cartoon character was hoisted over the backdrop of the coloured cards, a grinning man wearing a Dortmund cap and looking through a pair of binoculars. While this was rising into the air, some fans at the heart of the stand turned their yellow cards around to create the black silhouette of the European cup.

It was a truly amazing sight, and to this day the choreography is regularly mentioned when football fans discuss the most dazzling tifos. But for Dortmund supporters, this piece of art has been overshadowed by the 90 minutes that followed. Or rather, by 70 seconds of them.

At first there was no inkling that this would turn out to be one of the most magical nights in the club’s history. On the contrary, Dortmund seemed gripped by nerves and never really found their rhythm. The visitors scored on 25 minutes and although Götze, Reus and Lewandowski linked up for an equaliser of rare beauty with five minutes left in the first half, Klopp’s team now faced an uphill struggle, as they needed at least one more goal to go through.

In the early stages of the second half, Weidenfeller made a string of good saves to keep his side in the game. But eventually Dortmund gained the upper hand. The players in black and yellow were attacking the goal in front of the South Stand, as they always try to do after the break, and created some good opportunities. But on 82 minutes and against the run of play, they were hit on the break. Isco set up Julio Baptista, whose shot would have gone wide if hadn’t been for Eliseu, who poked the ball into an empty net at the far post. He was blatantly offside, but the goal was allowed to stand and neither Dortmund’s players nor the fans protested too much. A feeling seemed to permeate the stadium that this was just one of those nights.

Only it wasn’t. It was a night unlike any other. Half a minute into injury time, a loose ball in Málaga’s penalty area fell to Reus, who knocked it in from eight yards. The Spaniards were still through on the away-goals rule, but they lost possession almost immediately after kicking off. Lewandowski crossed into the box, Dortmund’s Brazilian defender Felipe Santana headed the ball into the path of Reus, who tried a shot at goal but mishit the ball so that it became more of a cross into the goalmouth. There was a chaotic scramble for the ball until Santana, also offside, bundled it across the line from close range. Again the referee gave the goal and Dortmund were among the four best teams in Europe.

‘That’s one of the faces of football,’ a slightly dishevelled Klopp told Sky Sports after the game, groping for the right words to describe his feelings in English. ‘There is one very disappointed team now and one very lucky team. It was unbelievable. It was our worst game in the Champions League in the first half. We showed nerves. We were better in the second half, but they were clever and ran down the clock. What happened then was . . . crazy.’

On 12 April 2013, the draw for the Champions League semifinals was made. It paired Borussia Dortmund with Real Madrid and Bayern Munich with Barcelona. For almost every observer, it looked as if the stage was set for a showdown between the Bundesliga and La Liga in the biggest club competition in the world. However, even at this point, Real and Barça were merely supporting actors. Behind the scenes, a drama was unfolding that was only about Bayern and Borussia and the future of the German game.

The relationship between these two clubs is a lot more complex than people think. Today, they are invariably referred to as ‘rivals’ and their matches have been dubbed ‘the German Clásico’. There is a Wikipedia article called ‘Der Klassiker’ entirely devoted to the antagonism between the two sides. Look closer, though, and you’ll find that this Wikipedia entry was created as late as 2014 – and that it still doesn’t have a German version. That’s because the supposed Bayern–Dortmund rivalry is a very recent phenomenon.


Germany is unique – certainly in Europe, perhaps in the world – in that even though they were a major footballing nation, they did not have a nationwide, professional league until well into the 1960s. Once professionalism was legalised, new powerhouses began to emerge, as the historically most successful clubs – Nuremberg and Schalke, but also Hamburg and Dortmund – found it hard to adapt. Gradually, Bayern Munich and Borussia Mönchengladbach emerged as the leading teams and those two clubs dominated the 1970s. At the end of this decade, Mönchengladbach fell by the wayside – and ever since, Bayern have ruled the roost alone, regularly but only temporarily annoyed by a challenger like Leverkusen, Bremen or, indeed, Dortmund.

Which is why Dortmund supporters who grew up before the mid-1990s still consider neighbours Schalke the one team you must beat. They dislike Bayern with the same intensity (some sort of natural instinct) and for the same reason (because they always win) as any other German football fan – but that’s not the same as a passionate rivalry. Perhaps the situation was best summed up by Hertha Berlin fans. When Bayern lifted the 2014 league title in Berlin, the home supporters sang: ‘You win the league, you win in Europe, you win the cup – we don’t give a fuck!’

Bayern, meanwhile, find themselves in the perverse situation that they try to keep all Bundesliga opposition down while at the same time being acutely aware how much they need a proper domestic rival to stay sharp and alert in order to be competitive in Europe. A few months after the events described in this chapter, I talked about this paradox with Bayern striker Thomas Müller. He told me: ‘Competition is good for business, as they say. If you have strong competition, you’ve got to try harder. And that always helps you to develop and improve.’ Then he added: ‘Dortmund have been very consistent. I think both the club structure they have built and the squad they have assembled over the past years make them a rival you have to take seriously in the foreseeable future. That’s a good thing for us, as a club, because having a strong opponent means you have to be more attentive.’

However, it also means you are suddenly fishing in the same pond as someone else. Bayern had always prided themselves on the fact that the best German players wanted to wear their colours. Which is why Christian Nerlinger, then Bayern’s director of football, declared in December of 2011 that his club was strongly interested in Mönchengladbach’s Marco Reus, adding confidently: ‘If Bayern want to sign a player, Bayern will sign him.’ Two weeks later, Reus signed for his hometown club, Borussia Dortmund. A few months after that, Klopp’s team won the Bundesliga for the second year in a row – and humiliated Bayern in the cup final.

That is the backdrop to the events which unfolded in the build-up to the 2013 Champions League semi-finals. On 19 April, five days before the first leg against Real, and one day before news broke that Bayern president Uli Hoeness was at the centre of a tax-evasion scandal, Jürgen Klopp sat down for a regular press conference ahead of Dortmund’s league game against his old club, Mainz. Suddenly, a reporter asked a question that had nothing to do with the match at hand. ‘There has been a lot of talk during the last days about “Spanish conditions” in the league, with Bayern and Dortmund at the top,’ he said. ‘Is this really something we should be worried about?’

The Bundesliga was indeed resembling a two-horse race again, as those training sessions in La Manga had clearly paid off for Dortmund. Klopp’s side had lost only two league games since January, which was more than enough to climb past Leverkusen and into second place. That is why Hoeness had recently expressed concern about the fact that Bayern and Dortmund were so much better than the rest of the league that they had become the German version of the Real–Barcelona duopoly. Klopp could have replied that, yes, it might look like that at the moment. Or he could have evaded the subject altogether. But evasion is not his strong suit.

Klopp rolled up his sleeves and took a deep breath to gain some time. ‘This is one of the cases where I have to be extremely careful of what I say,’ he replied. ‘Let me put it this way: unfortunately not.’ Then he looked at the journalists. ‘Is there a league where just one team dominates and the rest are left behind?’ One of the writers suggested Scotland and Klopp nodded in agreement. ‘Since Rangers were demoted, yes. OK, so what I much rather fear are Scottish conditions. I think that when the new Bayern squad is announced in the summer we will find that what Hoeness has said isn’t altogether supported by the team that has been assembled.’

Klopp is often rightly criticised for letting his emotions get the better of him, but in this moment he displayed almost superhuman self-control. Like everyone else in the room, he knew that Bayern had signed Pep Guardiola, widely regarded as the best coach in the world, to take over the following season. It was also common knowledge that Bayern were interested in the services of Dortmund’s Robert Lewandowski. But Klopp was the only person in the room who knew that Bayern had just robbed him of his most talented player, the silky-skilled Mario Götze, a 20-year-old who was born an hour west of Munich but had been playing for Dortmund since the age of nine.

Just a few days earlier, on the morning after the legendary Málaga game, Klopp had been approached by Michael Zorc, a former player and now the club’s director of football. According to Klopp, Zorc ‘walked in like somebody had died’ to inform him that Götze was going to activate a release clause in his contract and join Bayern. There were only losers in this story, because the transfer would turn out to be a disastrous career move for Götze, while Klopp was so shocked by losing a player who was obviously enamoured of the club, his teammates and Klopp himself that he later compared the moment to a heart attack. It was certainly a major reason why Klopp, who had already memorably compared the Munich club to business pirates – ‘Bayern go about football in the same way that the Chinese go about industry. They look at what the others are doing, and then they copy it with other people and more money. And then they overtake you’ – would soon tell writer Donald McRae that Bayern resembled the villain in a James Bond film, evoking the image of a mentally unstable billionaire plotting world domination.

For the time being, though, Klopp had to bite his tongue. He could only drop vague hints during the Mainz press conference, because too much was at stake. With the Real Madrid game coming up, he couldn’t afford to break the stunning news and cause a commotion. So it was somebody else who did it.

Thirty-two hours before Dortmund met Real, a tabloid ‘exclusively’ disclosed what it referred to as a ‘sensational transfer’. The news sent shock waves through the team’s support. It’s not that Dortmund fans are naive or blind to the realities of professional football. They have had their fair share of teams made up of highly salaried mercenaries without any emotional ties to the club or the city. But that was precisely the reason why there was a widespread feeling that this Klopp side was different. Some of the players, such as central defenders Mats Hummels and Neven Subotić, were genuinely close friends. The same went for Poles Jakub Błaszczykowski and Łukasz Piszczek. Midfielder Kevin Großkreutz, like Reus a local lad, used to support the team from the South Stand, for which he still had a season ticket. Weidenfeller was in his eleventh season with Borussia. Of course there were players in the squad, Lewandowski most prominent among them, for whom this was basically just a job. But skipper Kehl told me: ‘This team is like a band of brothers.’ (We know each other so well – we have sung karaoke together on a mutual friend’s stag night – that there was no reason for Kehl to feed me a line like that if he didn’t really mean it.)

Klopp called the timing of the news ‘a nine on a scale from one to ten’, with ten being the worst possible moment. It was patently not in the interest of the club or the player to leak the transfer, so most fans immediately assumed that someone at Bayern had informed the tabloid in order to cause turmoil in Dortmund (and divert attention from the Hoeness tax scandal). How the fans would react was now the most pressing problem.

Klopp had barely sat down for the pre-match press conference later that day when an out-of-town journalist spoke up. ‘How is the team dealing with the news?’ the man asked. Then he added: ‘And please refrain from using the cliché that the players have to be professional about it.’

Klopp shot the man a look that could have withered an oak. ‘It’s the first time I see you here, but you’re already making demands,’ he replied. ‘What’s your department? Wildlife films?’ Then he steered the discussion away from the squad and towards the support.

‘We have always said that this is an extraordinary club, now we have the chance to prove it,’ he began. ‘If somebody has forgotten how much we wanted to reach this semi-final, how much blood, sweat and tears we put into it, then I suggest he should stay away from the ground tomorrow. But the people who understand this will support us no matter what. In extreme situations, our fans have always responded in an outstanding manner. I think tomorrow will be no exception.’

And it wasn’t. At least not in the stands, where hardly a voice was raised against Götze. On the pitch, though, it was an exceptional evening. The fans knew that Klopp’s teams had always felt comfortable playing against sides with a lot of individual class but little tactical discipline, yet nobody could have been prepared for a 4–1 mauling of mighty Real. Or for the fact that Lewandowski became the first player in the history of the European cup competitions to score four goals in one match against the proud Spanish team. For once, even visiting coach José Mourinho was forced to eat humble pie. ‘Dortmund were the best team by far,’ he said. ‘They deserved it. They were stronger collectively and in every individual duel. We had so many difficulties. They were better physically and mentally.’

With biblical inevitability, Bayern had thrashed Barcelona in the other semi-final and it now seemed a foregone conclusion that the season would culminate in the first all-German final in the Champions League or the European Cup. At, of all places, Wembley. However, first there was the nail-biter of a return leg at the Bernabéu for Borussia. After riding out an early storm, Dortmund appeared to be cruising into the final until Benzema found the target with eight minutes left. Six minutes later, Sergio Ramos made it 2–0. Real threw everything forward, but the Germans held out.

Until that night, Dortmund had been the only undefeated team in the Champions League, but they could live with being stripped of this distinction. What was a lot harder to take was the fact that Götze had hobbled off the pitch with a thigh injury after less than a quarter of an hour. German legend Lothar Matthäus, now working as a pundit for television, argued that the injury was some sort of psychosomatic reaction to the pressure the young man found himself under due to the controversy triggered by his move. In any case, Götze would miss the final against his future team, a heavy blow for Klopp, whose squad was nowhere near as deep as Bayern’s.

Some 150,000 football fans from Germany, two-thirds of them without tickets, made the journey to London for the final on 25 May 2013. One of them was Lars Ricken
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