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In Baldissero Torinese, with My Friends Alberto (11) and Luca (8)

We’re talking footy with Alberto and Luca, at their house in the hills above Turin. They’re brothers and they’re funny, but they’re as different as night and day.

Their mother is Claudia, and the local dialect has a word for people like her. It’s bogianen, and its literal meaning approximates to ‘immovable’. It signifies stoicism, inscrutability, the age-old intransigence of a mountain people, and it’s about right. Claudia’s not much for travel (literal or figurative) because she understands that she’s always going to end up back here. This is her place, this is where she was formed and this, whether she likes it or not, is who she is. She’s quite fatalistic, but what’s to be done? She’s of Piedmont – literally the ‘foot of the mountain’ – and the mountains are much bigger than her. She’s a hostage to forces – climate, geology, history – over which she has no control. The Piedmontese, they say, are predisposed to vittimismo, and Claudia is Piedmontese to her very marrow. She’s hard-pressed against this hillside, and she knows she has to keep chiselling away at it as best she can. You can’t help but like her, just as you can’t help but like her little Luca.

Unlike her children, Claudia is slightly detached from the quotidian psychodrama that is calcio. However it’s implicit that she’s a fan of Torino FC, just as it’s implicit that her former husband isn’t. His name is Gaetano, and they say that opposites attract. If she’s the reason Luca is Luca then he’s the reason that Albi, his big brother, categorically is not.

Gaetano’s father came up from Puglia during the economic boom of the late 1950s. Like any number of Southern Italians he’d dreamed of la dolce vita, so he climbed aboard a hot, sweaty, heaving train headed emphatically north. He got off it wide-eyed and penniless in Turin, stared long and hard at the neo-baroque masterpiece that is Porta Nuova station, and stepped into the light. It was there that he saw – because you can’t not – Turin’s porticoed majesty, and resolved that one day he’d own a slab of it. Very quickly he found work (or, more accurately, work found him) and he substituted back-breaking days in arid southern fields with the greasy pole of heavy industry.

What was it they used to say about southern Italian immigrants? To know them was to love them? The northerners didn’t understand Pugliese dialect, but he learned their language and sidled up to a girl. They survived a couple of Sub-Alpine winters, then what happens happened, and in 1975 little Gaetano came along. Gateano came along, and he and his family are the story of the Italian century.

How best to put it with Gaetano? We’ll refrain from calling him a gobshite principally because he’s not. It’s just that, for all he was born here, he conforms to the unreconstructed southern stereotype. It would be difficult to argue that he’s cerebral, and certainly he’s not much given to reflection. He knows what he knows though, and in contrast to his ex-wife he’s not at all uncomfortable talking about his accomplishments. He doesn’t say anything particularly profound, but he’s expansive, and still more so when the topic of conversation turns (inevitably it always seems) to him.

He’s a big Juventus fan, but I guess you’d already deduced that.

Smog permitting, you can see right across town from here. In the near distance the great River Po, the bedrock upon which the Romans built Augustus Taurinorum, arcs south-west towards the Alps. The river was once the limit of the city but then, 300 years ago, the torinesi sent the French packing. They celebrated by building a new bridge across it and a whopping great neoclassical church the other side. In time the Gran Madre di Dio would become one of Turin’s more famous landmarks, as anyone who’s seen The Italian Job will testify.

The film, in case you hadn’t noticed, is a metaphor for English isolationism. Michael Caine and his fleet of Minis are anti-FIAT, anti-Europe, anti-anything-and-anyone who’s not a crafty, self-preserving, meat-and-two-veg English ignoramus. Notwithstanding the fact that Turin is a thousand kilometres from Sicily, Caine’s Italian adversary is a mafioso. However, he’s played by a former Torino midfielder named Raf Vallone, and that, given that the pretext for the heist is a football match, seems fair enough.

The Gran Madre scene sees Caine and his Luddite cronies despoil a beautifully choreographed Italian wedding scene. They launch their Minis down the church steps, onto the weir of the Po, and on through Turin’s famous arcades. Later, having stolen Italy’s gold, they flaunt their superiority complex in a low-speed car chase on the roof at FIAT’s massive Lingotto plant.

Anyway Borgo Po, the residential area behind the Grand Madre, became very fashionable. Eager to be both in the city and out of it, Turin’s middle classes began to build their homes there. The higher they built the more they paid, and the more they paid the more equanimity – imagined or otherwise – the houses bestowed. Some are very beautiful, and most are genteel like their inhabitants.

The city centre, mannered and linear, is populated by old Piedmontese families with their old Piedmontese money. It’s pure Savoy, and yet its great emblem is a former synagogue. Not for nothing is Turin known as Little Paris, and the extraordinary Mole Antonelliana, transformed now into a wondrous cinema museum, looks like a precursor to the Eiffel Tower precisely because it was. It was the tallest building in Turin until they allowed a bank to defile the sight lines with a skyscraper in 2011.

Eight northern kilometres from La Mole is a place named Lucento. It’s right on the north-western outskirts, and it’s the Italy they never tell you about. Even the locals are hard-pushed to remember what it’s called, so they just say it’s Venaria because that’s the closest suburb they’ve heard of.

Lucento doesn’t look much, but it’s home to a modern-day Italian icon. In 2003, Juventus bought the Stadio Delle Alpi, the 67,000-seater white elephant of Italia ’90, from the city council. They demolished it just as quickly as they could, and in its stead built a much smaller, much better ground. They added Italy’s best sports museum, a huge medical complex, a shopping centre and an international language school. Collectively these comprise J-Village, but it’s far from finished. A five-star hotel is in the works, so too a wellness centre, and the club headquarters are shortly to be relocated from the town centre. The Allianz Stadium (the naming rights are leased to the highest bidder) is the centrepiece. Though most of the old torinesi I know want nothing to do with it, it’s handy for the motorway, and there’s a metaphor in that somewhere.

Whether they like it or not, J-Village works seamlessly. It’s full immersion, the football club reinvented as a one-stop shop, and as sports marketing-branding exercises go it’s exceptional. It’s designed to feel holistic and ecumenical, and it’s without parallel in parochial, homespun Italy.

Torino’s ground, the Stadio Olimpico, is harder to make out from up here. It’s near the city centre, on the corner of Via Filadelfia and Corso Giovanni Agnelli. That’s the tree-lined boulevard named after FIAT’s founder. It leads south-west to Mirafiori, the FIAT plant inaugurated by Mussolini in 1939. Just across the rail tracks lies Lingotto, so one way or another Toro are a bit hemmed in. Like most of Turin they’re subordinate to the Agnelli power vertical, and they lease the ground from the council.

Little Luca’s room is to the left and Albi’s, quite a bit bigger, is to the right. They each have this season’s Panini sticker album, though Albi is much further along with completing his. His mum says he’s adept at wheeling and dealing, and he has an encyclopedic knowledge of who’s who. He can name the full squad of any Serie A side, and those of all the big English and Spanish ones as well.

Luca tends to be a bit slower because he gets less pocket money, but also because he loses concentration. Albi thinks that’s hilarious and, because he’s the big brother, he wallops Luca from time to time. But that’s life, and Luca puts up with it. Everyone loves him, and his mates are always coming round to play.

So Albi’s impressing me with his Panini husbandry and, inevitably, we start talking about actual football. Albi’s a good player because he’s athletic, quick-witted and wiry, and because he understands that football is a serious business. Luca, though, doesn’t seem to get it at all. He just chases after the ball like the others, and his mum says he doesn’t mind whether he wins or loses.

Luca says he supports Torino because he has fidùcia, faith. His mum told him there’s more to life than winning, and he doesn’t like Juventus because they don’t stand for anything. He also says there are fewer and fewer Toro fans, and a couple of his mates have switched recently. When I ask him why, he says it’s because Juve have Ronaldo, Buffon and Dybala.

Albi tells his brother he appears ridiculous, but Luca counters with, ‘What is Juve though? It’s not even a place, so what are you supporting?’

Albi says Juve is the only club able to compete with PSG, with Manchester City and with Barcelona. He says the ‘philosophy’ is about winning. He asks why you’d even bother doing sport if you don’t start with that attitude, and tells his brother supporting Toro ‘doesn’t make sense’. It’s a joke club for sfigati (losers); the team is garbage and nothing ever happens. Toro never, ever win anything, and all their fans talk about is the Grande Torino. They were the greatest team in Italian history, but that was 70 years ago.

Luca doesn’t really have an answer and nor, if I’m honest, does anybody else.

If you’re right about something, the Italians say you ‘have reason’, and here Albi is incontrovertibly right.

Ha ragione, Alberto.




Chapter 1

Fratelli d’Italia


Turin is a beautiful city. Its spaciousness exceeds, I think, everything that has ever been conceived before.

Mark Twain


At the Royal Palace, with the estimable Rudolf Obermann

The eighteenth-century writer Giuseppe Baretti had this to say about his fellow Piedmontese: ‘One of the qualities which distinguishes them from the other Italians is a lack of high spirits. Travellers visiting Italy will immediately notice that its people are agreeable and cheerful, and seem naturally disposed to noisy pleasures. If, however, he visits Piedmont, he’ll note a certain melancholy, a troubled seriousness.’

And he was right. Everyone in Italy knows the Piedmontese are a bit starchy, but goodness knows there were mitigating circumstances back then. Prior to the unification of Italy, they’d been a scurvy, consumptive lot. In itself that hadn’t been an issue for the House of Savoy, rulers of Piedmont and Sardinia, because taxing them into penury had been company policy. The problem was that there had been wars to fight, they tended to come along thick and fast, and they needed soldiers able-bodied and stupid enough to martyr themselves for the kingdom. However, what with disease, stunted growth and grinding poverty, almost a quarter of the conscripts were unfit for service.

In part it was down to industrialisation. Turin’s cotton mills were productive and highly lucrative, and the employment of women and children had done wonders for profit margins. However, beneath the gilded baroque surface there was typhus and rampant syphilis, alcoholism and generalised squalor. This city of some 130,000 souls was the European capital of sanatoriums and orphanages, drinking dens and brothels. It was opulent and beautiful, but also fetid.

King Carlo Alberto (reigned 1831–49) had a predilection for young, cerebral, liberal sorts. In 1833 he summoned one of them, a hotshot philosopher from Zurich, to the Royal Palace. Rudolf Obermann was expert in the new-fangled ‘gymnastics’, which was evidently all the rage across the Alps. He set about explaining it all to Carlo Alberto, to his sickly wife Maria Teresa and to their hangers-on. He convinced them that gymnastics was the future, but that in the wrong hands it tended to have calamitous psychological and spiritual consequences. It was no good for brainy medics, sensitive students or – heaven forbid – women, and under no circumstances should it become competitive.

On the left bank of the river stood Parco Valentino, Europe’s most elegant public space, and Carlo Alberto had a spare palace there. Obermann told him he’d convert some of it into a ‘gymnasium’, and transform the kingdom’s infantry into Europe’s strongest, bravest, most disciplined fighting force. He’d engender strength and pride in the regiments, but also patriotism and a profound sense of well-being. Strength, pride and discipline – Carlo Alberto liked the sound of that. The palace was duly reconfigured, and his infantry, drilled to within an inch of their lives, improved dramatically.

Obermann stuck around, and by and by the king and his pals joined in. Turin’s aristocrats greatly enjoyed their private lessons, and Obermann greatly enjoyed the largesse they bestowed. On 17 March 1844, he and Count Ernesto Ricardi di Netro founded Europe’s first sports club, the members-only Reale Società Ginnastica. They made out it was an important scientific/philosophical/anthropological exercise, told the landed and the titled that it would confer significant health benefits, and invited them to pay an annual subscription.

Word got round, a second site was added, and with it more disciplines. These included fencing and shooting, but also swimming and rowing on the Po, and over time Obermann’s non-competitive ideal faded. Gradually (and in the way of these things) shares were issued, and the merely very rich nurdled their way in. Given that membership conferred status and influence, the Torino bene – the new-moneyed industrialists – willingly coughed up. By 1861, the year the unification of Italy became a reality, even pallid, delicate, skinny-chested women were joining. Turin, its population now 218,000, was the sporting capital of Europe.

The unification – il risorgimento – had been a Turin project ideologically, but also practically. The Savoys had acquiesced in part because, with 70 per cent illiteracy and no common language, Italy was both disparate and inherently unstable. It was inevitable that Rome would eventually become the capital of the new country, so the Savoys’ realm would disappear. However, there was a decent chance that no one would chop off their heads and they might even become rulers of the whole peninsula, so it was probably worth it.

In the spring of 1864, as Turin’s well-heeled sportivi hopped, skipped and preened themselves in Parco Valentino, the onward travel of the city was altered irrevocably. Florence was anointed interim capital of Italy, and the Torino bene began to haemorrhage power and prestige, money and intellect. Parliament shipped out, and with it the courts, the central bank and the mint. Next the lawyers and their clerks, the architects and notaries, the lenders, the swindlers and the swindled.

On the morning of 21 September, an orderly crowd gathered before the Royal Palace. By lunchtime its numbers had swelled, and the beer halls were open. By dinner time it had become an angry, braying mob. Most weren’t interested in Italy’s grand design, but felt cheated. They were hungry and they were angry, and by the following afternoon 52 of them were dead. Turin was in crisis and so the mayor, Emanuele Luserna di Rorà, created an emergency council. They introduced cash incentives for start-ups and tax breaks for businesses prepared to relocate to the city. They dug new canals and insisted the gloating Florentines finance significant extensions to the railway network.

In October 1865, Luserna di Rorà drafted an appeal to foreign business owners. He had it translated into five languages, printed a million copies and dispatched them to Italian consulates abroad with instructions to pay whatever it took to have them stuffed into local papers. The industrialists of Hamburg, London and Paris read that Turin was the European centre for business, and was offering land at bargain-basement prices. The appeal also appeared in Zurich, Basel and Vienna.

Luserna di Rorà’s initiative was unprecedented, and over time would result in spectacular, unprecedented growth. First came the Remmert family, and then Augusto Abegg took a slug of land at Borgone, transforming it into a factory and ultimately a village. The Gütterman and Ackermann families arrived from Vienna and Alsace respectively. By 1870 the Fréjus rail tunnel was open, and the economy was thriving once more. To the north of Turin, Biella became a centre of the wool trade as the Fila, Zegna and Cerruti families made their fortunes. At Chieri, a thriving mill town fifteen kilometres to the south, they celebrated by building an opulent arco di trionfo in the main square. On Turin’s western fringes and down into the Susa valley, textiles were king. Italian labour was cheap, so vast quantities of cotton could be spun at low cost and freighted quickly across the Alps. This explains why the city is full of families with Germanic names, why they tend to own the poshest houses and why they’re all stinking rich. Napoleone Leumann was the richest of all. In 1876 he built a cotton mill beside the canal at Collegno. He added Italy’s first ‘workers’ village’, taught his employees to read and write and took it upon himself to administer to their physical and spiritual well-being. In return they built him a fortune.

Along the valley road from Collegno stood Sant’Ambrogio. There resided the Bosio family and they too were cotton merchants. In 1886 they dispatched 22-year-old Edoardo to Nottingham, and there he got to kicking a bag of wind around with the guys from the silk works. He brought a load of the bags home with him, took them along to his rowing club, and started showing off with them in Parco Valentino. His pals joined in, and soon they had enough for a team. They called themselves Torino Football and Cricket Club, and their first opponents were Nobili Torino. They were a team comprised entirely of young aristos, so right from the outset all the games were class-based derbies.

There were mergers, fusions and new teams, and it’s fair to say it developed into a sort of movement. Over in Genoa, a bunch of English sailors, clerks and scoundrels worked on and around the docks. They were quite skilled at the ‘football’, so the two groups started arranging matches. Then the milanesi joined in as well, so I guess that was the start of it all …

At the Massimo d’Azeglio secondary school, with the posh kids

Everyone in Turin knows the Massimo d’Azeglio. It’s a secondary school in the heart of the baroque city, and the kids who go there are from ‘good’ (which is to say wealthy) families. It’s synonymous with rigour and achievement, and if you graduate from there there’s a decent chance that your folks have a summer house on the Ligurian coast and spend winter weekends skiing at Sestriere. It’s also highly likely the job you’re handed won’t involve you getting too grubby. You’ll need to dress and network well, but the chances are you’re not going to be lifting heavy things.

In 1897, a bunch of posh kids from Massimo d’Azeglio decided to form a football team. They’d seen all these foreign types playing it in Piazza d’Armi, and it all seemed like a jolly jape. They met in a bike workshop, hummed and hawed over a name, and eventually settled on the Latin word for youth. In the beginning, ‘Juventus’ didn’t have anyone to play against, but that was all right because they didn’t know how to play. Eventually they got themselves some kit, and soon 200 were turning out to watch them. Given that they only did one thing, they soon changed their name from Juventus Sport Club to Juventus Football Club.

By now Turin was home to a small community from Nottingham. By all accounts one of them, Tom Gordon ‘John’ Savage, was a very good player, but he wasn’t happy about the club’s strip. The shirt was worn with a black bow tie and pantaloons, and there was nothing wrong with that. The issue was that it was pink, the colour of the new-fangled Gazzetta dello Sport newspaper. Savage and his mate Goodly thought it all seemed a bit flouncy, so in 1902 they took it upon themselves to order new kit from Blighty. There are any number of theories about what happened next, some fairly persuasive and the majority just plain risible. People get terribly hot under the collar about this sort of thing, so best is probably just to pick one at random and take it with a very large pinch of salt.

Legend has it that Savage sent the order and included one of the existing shirts for reference. The supplier/manufacturer assumed this had been white – because who in their right mind would wear pink to play football? – and that there’d been a washing accident. So, given that the order was urgent, he decided he’d best dispatch the closest thing he had in stock. What he had was a load of red Nottingham Forest shirts and a bunch of black and white Notts County ones. He sent the latter, and the famous bianconeri were born.

Six teams contested the Prima Categoria that year: three from Turin, two from Genoa and one from Milan. Juventus reached the final for the first time, but they had to travel to Genoa to play it. They arrived exhausted, and Genoa rolled over them 3–0 to claim their fifth championship in six years.

FIFA was born in 1904, and the following year the Italian federation was affiliated. The game was still strictly amateur, the Juventus players paying subs for the privilege of competing. By now the club had the best players in Turin and, in the Velodromo Umberto I, the best playing facilities. That spring they overcame the other Turin teams to qualify for the finals of the championship. They took on Genoa and UC Milanese in a round robin, remained unbeaten over the four games, and became champions of Italy.

The problem was that their new chairman, a Swiss named Alfred Dick, was pompous and autocratic. That was problematical for the old Juventini, for whom the game was just a hobby. It was recreational, and that implied camaraderie and fun. They enjoyed winning, and they very much enjoyed the celebrations which followed. For Dick, though, staying up into the small hours to festeggiare was unconscionable. They were men of sport, and his interpretation of what that entailed was at variance with theirs. He demanded that they be serious, ascetic and dutiful, and he wasn’t interested in partying and infantile gratification. Juventus was a vehicle to confer prestige on him and his shoemaking empire, and the players would do well to comport themselves accordingly. Dick was filling his factories – and his football team – with players from Switzerland and Britain, some of them coarse working-class sorts. He was sucking the fun out of it all, and his proles were uncouth and unworthy.

Matters came to a head at the deciding game of the 1906 championship in Milan. Having inspected the playing surface, Dick proclaimed that it wasn’t fit for purpose, and as a consequence Juve wouldn’t start the game. The club forfeited the championship, and that turned the majority of the members against him. They sacked him, so he took his money, half the team and the lease he’d signed on the Velodromo, and founded a new club. The players of Torino FC would wear pomegranate-red shirts, and through them Dick vowed to exact his revenge.

Juve went back to scruffy old Piazza d’Armi, their first home. The two sides met there on 13 January 1907, and Hans Kämpfer, one of the defectors, scored the winner for Torino. They say that Dick didn’t see it – he’d managed to lock himself in the toilet at half-time – but he was present three weeks later for the return. Kämpfer scored four this time, and one’s tempted to think, He who laughs last … That, however, would infer that Dick knew how to laugh, and he was barely able to muster a smirk. Dick’s new team had beaten the husk of his old one, but still he found no peace. Two years later he’d blow his brains out with a pistol in the bowels of the Velodromo, but the club he’d created – and the metaphor its creation embodied – would endure. Torino would remain the team of the disenfranchised and dispossessed.

Shorn of their best players, their neighbours were for the time being no footballing force. That was regrettable, but at least they had remained true to their ideals. Membership of the club was a status symbol, the preserve of the city’s patricians, high rollers and in-crowd. They were reluctant to extend themselves too much in the pursuit of goals, because extending themselves to overcome a bunch of plebeians was beneath their honour. To be seen to be elegant, mannered and well-bred was of much greater importance than winning; football was a game for gentlemen.



No such airs and graces in Vercelli, a town of 30,000 or so set amid the rice fields near the Piedmont–Lombardy border. By then the football craze had spilled over to the toiling classes, and Pro Vercelli was a team full of them. They had no delusions of grandeur, and they loved nothing more than outscoring lily-livered, upper-class twits from Turin. Likewise their compatriots in neighbouring Novara, Casale Monferrato and Alessandria. The area, known as the Piedmontese Quadrangle, was Italian football’s epicentre before the First World War. Pro Vercelli – the ‘White Jumpers’ – would win four national championships on the spin between 1910 and 1913.

Juventus almost folded that year. Football had become so popular that the Prima Categoria comprised three northern sections (Piedmont, Liguria-Lombardy and Veneto-Emilia Romagna) and three southern. The top two from each section qualified for a six-team mini-league, one in the north and one in the south. The respective winners of those played off in a two-leg finalissima, a final of finals which the northern champions always won by a cricket score. The chaff would be relegated to make way for new applicants, and that was where chummy old Juve came in. Much the worst side in Piedmont now, they lost the first Turin derby 0–8 and the second 8–6. They were demoted, having won only one game all season, but in Pino Hess they had a young, enthusiastic and brilliant lawyer as chairman. He exploited a legal loophole to gain them a place in the Lombardy section, and the club was saved from extinction.

Two years later, with Italy on the brink of war, the club launched a radical new magazine. The aim of Hurrà was to keep members abreast of club news regardless of where the conflict took them. In a country still 40 per cent illiterate, that was indicative. Turin was once more Italy’s wealthiest city, and the Juventini were the wealthiest of the wealthy. They were the best-read and the best-bred, but the following year their football team entered a three-year hiatus.

On Giovanni Agnelli’s doorstep, with Sandro Zambelli

Despite all the privations and death it had visited upon ordinary folk, the conflict had been good for Giovanni Agnelli. His company had grown and diversified, and in the process contributed significantly to the war effort. FIAT had produced arms, engines and planes, and the shipbuilding and shipping divisions in particular had been highly lucrative. By the cessation it was Italy’s third-largest manufacturer, and Agnelli was an extremely powerful man. In addition to FIAT he owned RIV, a ball-bearing company he’d founded in 1906, and part of the Turin daily La Stampa. He also had significant interests in textiles and cement, steel and aviation, and even in retail. Rinascente was Italy’s first department store, and is still today her most famous.

Agnelli had made a lot of money relaying American aid to a devastated continent, and in the USA he’d visited the Ford plant in Michigan. He’d seen an automated ‘production line’ and been astonished by the speed and efficiency of it. At FIAT they’d been manufacturing a handful of cars each day, but Ford were making hundreds. The production time of a Model T was 90 minutes, and the build quality and precision were extraordinary. Agnelli resolved to build a line of his own in Turin, but for that he needed new money and new premises. His old headquarters in Corso Dante weren’t big enough, and having workshops, offices and factories dotted hither and thither was inefficient, expensive and cumbersome. FIAT needed one large, fully automated, homogenous plant, and so he acquired a number of fields on the south-eastern edge of the city at Lingotto. He had the great rationalist engineer Giacomo Mattè-Trucco design a factory, and by 1922 it was almost ready.

Six kilometres north-west of Lingotto, another Giovanni Agnelli project was in the works. A director of Juventus, Sandro Zambelli, had been peeved because one of his players, Antonio Bruna, kept missing training. Bruna worked at FIAT, but his bosses were forever refusing him time off to train. This was having a negative impact on the team, so Zambelli cycled to Agnelli’s house, knocked on his door and asked him to make an exception.

Agnelli was a rather cold, rather austere man but he appreciated Zambelli’s candour. He agreed that Bruna could be released as the need arose, accepted an invitation to watch the team play and started going along with his son, 33-year-old Edoardo. Hitherto they hadn’t had much in common, but over time they developed a shared passion for the game. When the club president indicated he was ready to stand down, they asked Giovanni whether he fancied replacing him. He was honoured, he said, but what with work and everything he’d struggle to find the time.

Edoardo, on the other hand, had lots of it. He enjoyed travelling, time-wasting and, notwithstanding the ethereal beauty of his red-haired wife Virginia, womanising. Beyond that, though, he hadn’t located his métier, and he’d no particular inclination towards heavy industry. Football would at least occupy his time, and better still it would keep his father and the prosaic business of making money at arm’s length. Giovanni accepted on his son’s behalf, and agreed to chuck in towards a futuristic new stadium. On 24 July 1923 blonde-haired, blue-eyed Edoardo Agnelli was installed as president of Juventus Football Club.

In his acceptance speech, Edoardo told his fellow board members he’d be hands on. His motto was ‘Even a good thing can be improved,’ and this would inform everything he did. Mostly what he did was what the Agnelli family have been doing for a century since. He threw money – lots of it – at Juventus.

The new stadium, Campo Juventus, was situated close to the FIAT headquarters in Corso Marsiglia. Its design and construction were delegated to one of FIAT’s board members, the engineer Pierino Monateri, and it was the first in Italy to be built from reinforced concrete. The stadium included beautiful Liberty-style offices and, for those with the wherewithal to afford the tickets, covered seats. There were tennis courts and gymnasiums – and floodlights, the first to be used in a sporting arena, would be added later. The city built new tramlines to ferry the ‘supporters’ back and forth, and giant publicity hoardings were installed around the periphery.

Technically, football was still an amateur sport. Players were obliged to prove they lived and worked in the comune of their clubs, and ostensibly at least weren’t paid. It was increasingly popular though, and clubs were charging to watch matches. Where there’s muck there’s brass … And vice-versa. Some years earlier, two Genoa players had been suspended for being paid, found guilty of ‘professionalism’. The clubs sought to circumvent the rules any way they could. Anonymous ‘well-wishers’ would bump into players and hand them bulging brown envelopes. Fans would organise whip-rounds, or stars would get prizes which would immediately be sold on their behalf. Ostensibly this was nothing to do with their clubs, but by hook or by crook the more ambitious owners found ways to look after their players.

There was nothing unprofessional about Edoardo’s vision for his beloved bianconeri. He told Zambelli, Monateri and vice-president Enrico Craveri that together they were going to make Juventus the best team in all Italy. Edoardo Agnelli had a lot of money and a point to prove to his father, and he’d no interest whatsoever in finishing fifth or sixth each year. He started by appointing a coach. Hitherto the players had looked after themselves, but now the Hungarian Jenő Károly would take charge of training and team selection. Like all Agnelli employees he’d receive a salary and a week’s paid annual leave. He’d also get a hefty bonus when the team won. The players would get one as well, and they’d drive company vehicles whether they liked it or not.

The new era began with a pre-season double-header against Pro Vercelli, Italian football’s most successful team. Pro and Genoa had the best players in Italy, while Agnelli had inherited a group of deadbeats. Reinforcements were being added, but the residency rules meant his options were limited. On the surface the game was an innocuous pre-season friendly between the great of Vercelli and the not terribly good of Turin; in practice it would convulse Italian football, and its repercussions are still felt to this day.

Pro took the field without two of their best players. The reason for this is open to interpretation, and that partly explains why it’s been interpreted, reinterpreted and misinterpreted for almost a century since. Everyone thinks they know what happened, but nobody really does. Broadly speaking, two wildly contrasting narratives have emerged. Football, particularly Italian football, is essentially binary, so there’s a Juventus version and an anti-Juventus version. They exist in distinct geostationary orbits, and they are the history of the institution in microcosm.

In the context of the debilitating controversy around money, Pro Vercelli had informed their players that there wasn’t any. Football remained an amateur sport, and the club would continue accordingly until further notice. Anyone who was uncomfortable with the idea was free to go, and evidently two of them were uncomfortable with it. Striker Gustavo Gay and full-back Virginio Rosetta told the founder and co-chairman, Luigi Bozino, that they wanted out. Gay said he’d had enough of provincial, one-eyed Vercelli. He wanted to move to Milan, and asked that he be deregistered and placed on the mandatory transfer list. That left him in a sort of limbo, because the residency laws stated that he couldn’t play for Milan until such time as he could prove he lived there. Step forward the estimable Ulisse Baruffini, director of AC Milan and president of the Northern League.

Baruffini was in possession of a letter from one of his mates which attested that Gay was already resident in Milan and worked in a porcelain factory; it must have just slipped the player’s mind to update his residency papers. Baruffini convinced the rest of the Northern League board members, among them his pal Bozino, that it was all perfectly plausible, and so Gay’s transfer to Milan was expedited. Bozino, believed by some to be in financial difficulty, declared himself satisfied with the outcome, and Gustavo Gay started the new season a Milan player.

The good people of Vercelli found all this bewildering. How had Gay found time to train and play while simultaneously holding down jobs in both Milan and Vercelli? What’s more, if he’d been living in Milan and working at the porcelain factory, then by definition he’d been playing for Pro illegally. Why, that being the case, had nobody reported it? Why hadn’t the league sanctioned him then, and why weren’t they stripping him of his playing licence now? It stank.

Rosetta’s case was the same, but completely different. The Juventus version has it that Pierino Monateri had asked why the full-back was absent for the friendly and been told he’d asked for a transfer. Monateri had subsequently explained to Rosetta that there was a place for him in Turin, and with it a ‘displacement’ fee of 45,000 lire. Rosetta was an accountant by trade, and as chance would have it Sandro Ajmone Marsan, one of the Juve directors, was in need of one of those. Rosetta said he liked the sound of that very much indeed. Obviously he’d been tapped up, just as Gay had been tapped up by Milan. Everyone knew the game they’d been playing, but the system was predisposed to hypocrisy and technically at least they hadn’t broken any rules. If, therefore, Rosetta could provide proof of residency, the way would be clear for him to sign for Juve.

Juventus, though, were a different kettle of fish to AC Milan. Monateri and Craveri understood that Agnelli’s presence represented a clear and present danger to the old cabal who ran football in the north. They viewed Edoardo’s arrival as a declaration of war, and would fight tooth and nail to derail the Rosetta transfer in the first instance and neuter Juve’s influence in the long term.

The case would evolve into a battle of wills and ultimately a contest for political primacy. Numerically at least, the league were in the ascendancy, but Edoardo very well understood that numbers were just numbers. If being an Agnelli had taught him anything, it was that people were for sale. The likes of Bozino and Baruffini were corrupt, and so with time, patience and above all money, they were bound to come round.

On 16 November 1923, Rosetta attended a meeting of the FIGC, the governing body of Italian football. He provided evidence of his job and lodgings in Turin, and they confirmed that they’d sanction his move on condition that it was rubber-stamped by the Northern League. The problem there was that the milanese Baruffini was the league’s president, and he and his lackeys were making it their business to obstruct the transfer in any way they could.

Their reasons were clear. They’re as salient today as in 1923, and in many ways are the story of Italian football. Juventus was being bankrolled by the Agnelli family, rich industrialists from haughty, almost-French Turin. They had a swanky new stadium and fancy new ideas, and if left unchecked they’d use their riches to take over. The clubs of the quadrangle were much closer to Milan than to Turin geographically, linguistically and culturally. Novara is 15 kilometres from the Ticino, the river which divides Piedmont and Lombardy, and 40 kilometres from Milan itself. Priggish, holier-than-thou Turin, 100 kilometres to the west, was further away in every sense. Moreover the league had a lot to lose collectively as well as individually, so it made sense to hold firm and knock Agnelli down a peg or two. They therefore claimed that Pro Vercelli had failed to circulate Rosetta’s availability to all the clubs. Thus his registration as a Pro Vercelli player couldn’t after all be rescinded, and he couldn’t join Juventus.

Agnelli refused to be drawn into a public slanging match, but instead wrote to the FIGC. After a great deal of toing and froing, they overruled the Northern League and decreed that the transfer could go ahead. On 25 November, ‘Viri’ Rosetta made his debut for his new club, at home against Modena. Juve won the match 1–0, but Modena appealed to the league (effectively themselves) and were awarded a 2–0 victory. Juve were now at war with the other clubs and with the press. This turned the public sentiment against them, a development which was (and remains) key to the evolution of the club.

The following week, the mighty Genoa came to town. With the result in the balance at 1–1, the ball fell to … Rosetta. He smashed home the winner, but once more the result was overturned. Once more a counter-appeal was lodged with the FIGC, a battle for the moral and political high ground, the two sides still more intractable. Ditto the following week at Padova, and now rival league tables emerged. The FIGC classifica, the one endorsed by the International Olympic Committee, had Juve clear at the top. The league, however, had penalised them six points, so on 30 December the FIGC declared its board of directors – specifically the owners of Milan, Modena, Genoa and Internazionale – illegal. In response the league convened a meeting of their own and, by 156 votes to 1 (the 1 being Juventus) told the governing body of Italian football to take a running jump.

Eventually Juve were stripped of the player, the points and a championship they’d started to dominate. Technically at least Rosetta was returned to Pro Vercelli’s roster, though as a Turin resident he wouldn’t and couldn’t play for them again.

The old guard had won the battle, but Agnelli was damned if they were going to win the war. From the outset, Craveri and Monateri had warned him that there would be resistance. He hadn’t really grasped that at first, because he’d lead a cosseted life. Football, though, had acquainted him with the tactics of people who wished him ill. He’d been naive, but now he understood that sport and politics were indivisible. He and Juventus would only be successful on the pitch if they were clever off it. They’d need to deploy diplomacy, strategy and political brinkmanship, and from here on in they’d be doing just that. How best, therefore, to exact their revenge?

Italian club sides never ventured abroad. Transport was complicated, time-consuming and uncomfortable, and the players couldn’t afford the time off. In April, however, Juve accepted an invitation from (of all places) Germany. They’d play six matches over twelve days and see to it that the players’ employers were adequately compensated. They’d have to deploy their second string for the final league game against Inter, but in so doing they’d remind the sporting public of The Northern League’s duplicity.

The German adventure was both quixotic and controversial, so it elicited considerable interest at home. That mattered a great deal, and it followed that if Juve performed well they’d augment not only their own prestige but that of Italy. They drew the first game in Berlin, and lost the second in Hamburg. Then, however, they walloped Hannover 6–0, and beat Bremen, Leipzig and Dresden. It was a fantastic return, and it played extremely well with the folks back home. It made them proud to be Italian, and when the players got back they were fêted as conquering heroes. Nothing like it had ever been attempted before, and the symbolism of defeating the Germans, the old foe, was lost on nobody. They’d been successful on the pitch, but more importantly in the circumstances, their victories constituted a political triumph for the country and Italy’s ruling Fascist party.

The 1924 Paris Olympics were around the corner, and Italy had high hopes in the football. Rosetta was one of the stars of the national team, but Bozio, his erstwhile chairman at Pro Vercelli, would be in charge. He’d been the author of the whole sorry saga, and his depiction of Rosetta as a mercenary had been a low blow in the war against Juventus. Rosetta loved his country, but when the team departed for Paris on 20 May he stayed at home. Then, following advice from the Juve board, he wrote to the FIGC. Cleverly he stated that he couldn’t go to France because his boss in Turin was unwilling to grant him the time off work. This confirmed the legitimacy of Juve’s position, and further exposed the hypocrisy of his registration having been returned to Vercelli. It laid the blame fairly and squarely at the respective doors of Bozino and Baruffini, by extension Pro Vercelli and AC Milan.

Italy’s Olympic dream was under threat now, so the case assumed national significance. In an attempt to break the impasse, CONI, the Italian Olympic Committee, beseeched Agnelli to intercede on their behalf. Notwithstanding the fact that Rosetta wasn’t his player, he was apparently able to convince Ajmone Marsan, his boss, to let him fulfil his patriotic duty to his country. Ajmone Marsan was seen to agree, and Rosetta boarded a train to Paris on the eve of the opening match against Spain. At Juve’s behest (as distinct to Pro Vercelli’s) he was seen to play his part as the Azzurri won 1–0, and then again when they beat Luxembourg to reach the quarter-final.

It was absolutely masterful, and Rosetta came home a hero. He was 22, had a long career ahead of him, and the vicissitudes of the preceding months had convinced him that Turin was his home. It was inconceivable he’d be moving back to Vercelli, but he remained, absurdly, a Pro player. That being the case, it was up to them to decide: either they lost him with no recompense whatsoever, or they did some sort of a deal with Juve.

In the event, outsmarted old Bozio accepted a cheque for 50,000 lire. Agnelli didn’t specify what the money was for, but he didn’t need to. Juventus had broken the back of shamateurism, and transformed football into a market.

At the training ground, with four-year-old Gianni Agnelli

Italy was a new country, but also a disparate one. It was possessed of a common language, but hardly anybody used it. Rather its peoples spoke (and still largely speak) a myriad of local dialects. Their climates and customs differed greatly and so, as a consequence, did their foods, their cultures and the ways in which they perceived the world. The north had infrastructure, industry and, it could be argued, the beginnings of a homogenous culture. Cities like Milan and Turin were relatively wealthy and quite evolved. They were ‘European’, while the brigand south, the old kingdom of Naples, was a long way from Berlin, Paris and Geneva literally and figuratively. The Mezzogiorno, broadly speaking everywhere south of Rome, was agrarian, poor and illiterate. It had been haemorrhaging people to the Americas and northern Europe for decades, as had the eastern seaboard regions of Romagna, Marche and Abruzzo. They were impoverished economically and socially, and they were deeply disenfranchised from Rome.

Unification had been all well and good, but national unity never was built by decree. It evolves from shared values and experiences, and prior to the war the denizens of Piedmont and, say, Puglia, had neither. Any ideas they had about nation were theoretical, and they were united only in their antipathy towards and distrust of the capital.

Italy’s war had been truly apocalyptic. She’d lost 1.2 million sons, and a further million had been maimed. However, the Austro-Hungarian empire had been defeated, Trentino and Trieste gained. Furthermore, for all the carnage and all the privations, Italians the length of the peninsula had experienced the conflict together. A literacy programme had enabled citizens to read about life at the front, and by extension to assimilate and disseminate the propaganda. From Venice down to Vesuvius, Milan to Messina, they’d been united in loss, in suffering and ultimately in a victory of sorts. Young Italian males had fought and died side by side, and through the misery of it all they’d discovered that they weren’t so different after all. They were all flesh and blood, they were all fighting for the same cause, and that cause was their country.

Following the armistice, a diplomatic row had developed over the status of an ethnically mixed city on Italy’s north-eastern border. Italians believed that Fiume (now Rijeka in Croatia) was rightfully theirs, because Britain, France and Russia had signed an agreement to that effect in London back in 1915. Instead it had been designated a free state after the war. The Italians had been hoodwinked by perfidious Albion and the arrogant French, and worse still their own government, headed by the liberal Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, had caved in.

The Italian war hero Gabriele D’Annunzio had railed against Italy’s ‘mutilated victory’. He’d gathered together a band of nationalist irregulars and in September 1919 they’d occupied Fiume and demanded it be ceded to Italy. This had provoked a surge in virulent Italian nationalism led by one Benito Mussolini, and like all populists he’d been adept at exploiting grievances for political gain. This had fuelled the ascent of Fascism, and ultimately the March on Rome, which had seen him seize power in 1922.

In the summer of 1924, the great and the good of Italian football had a brainwave. During the occupation of Fiume, D’Annunzio had organised a football match between Italian troops and a group of local civilians. To distinguish themselves, the soldiers had sewn a small Italian tricolour – a scudetto – onto their shirts. This had proved highly popular, so now the FIGC decreed that Italy’s national football champions would henceforth get to do likewise.

With the residency rules relaxed following the Rosetta case, Juve made further signings in advance of the new season. The most significant was a foreigner, the first to play for the club post-war. Károly’s fellow Hungarian, József Viola, was a good though by no means great midfielder, but in time he’d become a legend. The team led the championship heading into April 1925, but defeats against Pro Vercelli and Padova put paid to their title aspirations. Ultimately they finished third as Bologna, the regime’s favourites, qualified from Northern League Group B. Elsewhere Genoa won Group A, and the two played off over two legs for a place in the national final. They drew 3–3 on aggregate, and then decamped to a neutral venue, Milan, for a play-off on 7 June.

By now the clubs had seen the value of having fans travel away from home, and Bologna were subsidising train fares and ticket prices. Thousands of their supporters descended on Viale Lombardia, Milan’s home ground, but amid the various pitch invasions, punch-ups, police baton charges and generalised mayhem, Genoa led 2–0 at half-time.

Referee Gianni Mauro tried to abandon the match at this point, but was persuaded to run the gauntlet once more. On the hour he disallowed a Bologna goal and then, in the vernacular, it all went off. Mauro found himself encircled by rabid Bologna fans. Unconfirmed legend has it that a certain Leandro Arpinati, prominent Fascist and future mayor of the city, was among them. Accounts of what happened next vary, but the long and the short of it was that Mauro was effectively taken hostage on the pitch and told he wasn’t going anywhere until he awarded the goal. He agreed and they carried on the game, but evidently Mauro told the Genoa captain not to worry. The goal would be subsequently disallowed, and the victory awarded to them regardless. Best, therefore, to play out the final 30 minutes and make the swiftest exit possible. On that basis the Genoa players agreed that it was probably in everyone’s interest to finish the game and get the hell out of there. The problem was that Bologna equalised, and now the genovesi refused to countenance extra time. They didn’t trust the ref after all, and figured that if Bologna won he’d renege on his promise. That being the case they’d be hung out to dry, so no extra time and another draw.

It seems that they were right. Mauro forgot the deal he’d made over the goal/non-goal, and the league threw out Genoa’s appeal. To be fair they also threw one out from Bologna, who demanded that Genoa be disqualified for having refused to play extra time. This was no way of carrying on, so they put it down to experience and agreed to try again at another neutral venue.

That venue was Turin. The game itself ended 1–1, but then the directors of the respective clubs came to blows at the train station. The violence escalated, and two Genoa fans were shot in the ensuing riot. Bologna were invited to deliver the culprits to the questura, the police station, and informed that failure to do so would result in Genoa being awarded the win. Produce them – or someone not unlike them – they duly did, and it was agreed they’d give it yet another go at Campo Juventus on 19 July.

Problem now was that the authorities refused to host the game on public order grounds, and they finished up playing it behind closed doors on a mud heap somewhere south of Milan at 7.30 in the morning. Bologna finished with nine men, but managed to put everyone out of their misery with a 2–0 victory. They then beat Roma Alba, the southern champions, 6–1 on aggregate, to claim their first Scudetto. It was all highly prophetic; Italian football was shambolic, anarchic and corrupt, but also utterly compelling.

Over the season Juve had been very good at the back, with Rosetta in particular outstanding. In Gianpiero Combi they had the best goalkeeper in Italy, but the team was short of creativity. Thus, when Agnelli et al. convened to plan the season ahead, it wasn’t difficult to figure out what was needed. Three years earlier, Juventus had played a Christmas Eve friendly against a travelling Hungarian side. Törekvés had beaten them 4–3, and one player in particular had been sensational. His name was Ferenc Hirzer, and although still a teenager, he’d been unstoppable. He’d scored two and made another one, and he’d been just about the fastest thing on two legs. Now Károly made contact, and Hirzer became the fifth of ten new Juventini to sign on.

Predictably enough they nicknamed him the Gazelle, and during pre-season training he received a very special visitor. Edoardo Agnelli’s boy, four-year-old Gianni, loved football, the two of them had a heart-warming little kickabout, and apparently it did Hirzer the power of good. He scored a hat-trick in the opening game against Parma, and thereafter just kept going. He just kept scoring, Juventus just kept winning, and there was not a thing anybody could do about it. They beat Genoa home and away, and between January and April won an unprecedented nine games in succession. In the home fixture against poor Mantova, Hirzer scored five times in six first-half minutes, and he’d finish the season with a (still) record 35 goals.

Juve galloped away with Group B. They scored 68 goals in 22 games, and Combi famously went for 934 minutes without conceding. It earned them a two-legged final against Bologna, the first Italian city to have been taken by the Fascists and the party’s spiritual home. There a new stadium, said to be the greatest of its kind in Europe, was under construction. Commissioned by Leandro Arpinati, it would be Fascist sport’s first great amphitheatre. Externally it would resemble the Colosseum, while inside it would feature a giant bronze statue of Mussolini, resplendent on horseback. There would also be a 42-metre tower symbolising the ardour and spirit of the Fascist athlete, built on the very spot where the nationalist martyr Ugo Bassi had been executed in 1849.

More new stadiums would follow. The old national stadium in Rome would be tarted up and renamed the Stadio del Partito Nazionale Fascista. In Milan Piero Pirelli, tyre magnate and owner of AC Milan, would build a new ground at San Siro. It would be inaugurated on 19 September 1926, and a month later Torino would move into their new home. Their owner, Count Enrico Marone di Cinzano, was a distant cousin of Agnelli, but also something of a rival. He’d acquire a large plot in Via Filadelfia, on the western edge of the city, and on it he’d build a dreamy, opulent, red-brick art deco masterpiece. Though it would hold only 15,000, the Filadelfia would be much more beautiful than Campo Juventus, and infinitely more sophisticated. My stadium’s better than your stadium …

The 1926 grand final would pit the Hungarian Károly against Hermann Felsner, his Austrian counterpart over in Bologna. Central European soccer was by a distance the best, and Hungarian and Austrian players and coaches proliferated across the continent. Bologna had placed an advertisement in a Viennese newspaper for a manager, and then interviewed the applicants. Felsner, apparently possessed of a ‘football degree’ from England, had got the job.

On the pitch, Hirzer would go toe to toe with Angelo Schiavio. Between them they’d netted 60 times in the regular season, and Hirzer added two more as the first leg was drawn 2–2 in Bologna. The second game was 0–0, so they reconvened for a play-off in Milan the following weekend.

What with the political climate and the pressure of the job, Jenő Károly had been operating under a great deal of stress. Now, on the Tuesday morning before the play-off, he began to feel unwell. He went home to Rivoli, west of Turin, but by lunchtime he’d died of a suspected heart attack. With the city in mourning, József Viola, his erstwhile translator, friend and confidant, was placed in temporary charge of the team. On a white-hot afternoon in Milan, Juventus honoured Károly’s memory. Before the party bigwigs – Arpinati included – they won 2–1 to claim their first championship since 1905.

In two seasons, Edoardo Agnelli had first challenged the old cabal, and then upended Italian football’s apple cart. Things, however, were about to become still more complicated. The very next day a new structure would be unveiled, and with it a completely a new footballing realpolitik. It would reward Agnelli’s perspicacity on the one hand, but acquaint him with a foe infinitely more pernicious than the old guard of the Northern League on the other.

At Viareggio, with the Fascists

Prior to the Fascist accession, cycling had been the most popular sport for the man in the Italian street. Only a tiny majority could afford the modernist wonders being produced at Lingotto, and absent a public transport network, ordinary Italians had moved hither and thither on bikes. The sport of long-distance cycling was an extension of that fact, and the Giro d’Italia held Italy in its thrall each May. Now, though, cycling’s pre-eminence was under threat.

Mussolini understood the political value of sports. He loved to be photographed doing them, and he’d particular penchants for tennis and fencing. He also enjoyed being photographed with a horse between his legs or strutting around bare-chested by the swimming pool. He carefully cultivated the image of a consummate sportivo, but he was no lover of bike racing. Its technology was primitive, and its protagonists were overwhelmingly working class. As a populist, Mussolini was obliged to pay lip service to it, but deliberately and famously he described its champions as ‘proletarian’. By deploying the communist term he was deriding them as old-fashioned and unenlightened, and suggesting that their sport was the antithesis of Fascist modernity. The regime viewed motor sport – faster, more dangerous, technically cutting edge – as ideologically superior. It promoted its practitioners as Fascist exemplars, because they were pushing the boundaries of technology and bravery, and their exploits served the national interest. The drivers were sporting visionaries: swashbuckling, buccaneering daredevils who












In downtown Turin, with Luigi Allemandi
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