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I

Who’s Who in the House of Barça

For days at a time during my visits, the Camp Nou became my workplace. I got used to wandering around the giant empty concrete husk, going to meet someone in an adjoining tapas bar, or inside the club’s offices of power behind Gate 11. One day, just opposite Barça’s museum, I discovered the soul of the club: the ice-rink café with its cheap wooden tables where Barça staffers meet for coffee and intrigue. Next door is the clubroom for socis (the dues-paying club members, ‘socios’, in Spanish) – a place where old men play cards and a poster advertises the Christmas lottery.

I came to see that Can Barça, the ‘House of Barça’, is inhabited by four overlapping castes: directius, socis, employees and players. For such a big club, these castes are surprisingly local. Barça people have often known each other since childhood. The former president Sandro Rosell, Pep Guardiola, Carles Puyol and Andrés Iniesta were all once ball-boys in the Camp Nou. The club is run by and for people who expect to hang around the club until they die.

Certain things follow from that. Firstly, personal relations inside Barça are often lifelong and intense. Secondly, Barça people instinctively take the long view. The staffers in the ice-rink café care about the under-13s team, because they expect still to be around when the kids are old enough to play in the first team.

In short, Barça is very different from English football clubs, which are limited companies run by highly paid interim executives. Barcelona is a genuine club: a local voluntary association of members. That’s a very Catalan beast. Catalonia has strong trade unions, cooperatives and the Real Automóvil Club de Cataluña, the biggest car club in Spain, with about a million socis. In a region where the Spanish state has historically been weak, people have learned to organise themselves.

Barça’s ruling caste, the directors, is drawn from the Catalan merchant class, the ‘burgesia’ or bourgeoisie. Barcelona has had the most functional economy on the Mediterranean for centuries, and the merchants are its main beneficiaries. For generations they have done their business looking outward from Spain towards the sea. Their caste traditionally considers itself more cosmopolitan, modern and European than supposedly primitive, savage Spain.

Catalonia (population: 7.6 million) doesn’t have its own state, or much of an aristocracy, so the burgesia sits at the top of the pecking order. The peak of Catalan society is probably the boardroom (and de facto government) of FC Barcelona. The club emphatically isn’t a working-class institution; merchants have run it since 1899, when the Swiss immigrant accountant Hans Gamper placed a 63-word advert in a local sports newspaper inviting anyone who wanted to arrange football matches to show up at the newspaper offices.2

Gamper founded Barça in the middle of the ‘tancament de caixes’, the ‘closing of the cash boxes’, in 1899, when hundreds of local businesses in Catalonia shut down in a tax strike against the Spanish government. Madrid responded by declaring war on Catalonia, though no troops were ever sent.3 Even then, the conflict between the rebellious region and Madrid went back centuries. Catalanisme, Catalan nationalism, infused Barça from the start. Hans Gamper himself went native and catalanised his first name to Joan.

The Catalan merchants sat out both world wars. Their big twentieth-century trauma was the Spanish Civil War of 1936 to 1939, and the postwar reprisals by the winner, the fascist General Francisco Franco. The historian Paul Preston has estimated that Franco’s ‘White Terror’ killed 200,000 Spaniards. One of them was Barça’s 38-year-old president, Josep Sunyol, who was on his way to visit Republican troops near Madrid in 1936 when his chauffeur unknowingly crossed the frontline into Nationalist territory. Stopped by troops at a checkpoint, Sunyol and his two companions innocently called out the standard greeting, ‘¡Viva la república!’, not realising that the soldiers who had stopped them were Fascists. Sunyol was shot in the back of the head even before being identified.4 Almost forgotten for decades, he finally entered Barça’s mythology as the ‘martyr president’ in the 1990s.

When Franco’s troops approached Barcelona in January 1939, hundreds of thousands of locals fled to France, often on foot, recounts Preston. ‘Women gave birth at the roadside. Babies died of the cold, children were trampled to death.’5 Families were torn apart, or destroyed. Many exiles would never return home.

After the Fascists took Barcelona, they conducted open-air executions at the Camp de la Bota in the Poble Nou district.6 In later decades, 54 mass graves containing 4,000 corpses would be unearthed in the city.7 Franco banned the Catalan language. Signs urged the population to ‘speak Christian’, meaning Spanish.8 Certainly initially, the Fascists ruled Catalonia as if it were occupied enemy territory.

Some Catalan merchants, like Nicolau Casaus, suffered under Franco, but most made their peace with ‘El Caudillo’. In fact, many merchants welcomed him as an antidote to the anarchists and communists in Barcelona who had been plundering their mansions, seizing their factories and lining them up against the wall. The left probably executed more people in Catalonia before and during the war than Franco did afterwards.9

By summer 1945, Franco was the most murderous dictator left standing in Europe west of the Soviet Union. By then his rule had softened, but the memory of his killings – hardly ever mentioned in Spain in his lifetime – would silence almost all Catalans for decades to come.

The local author Manuel Vázquez Montalbán (himself jailed under Franco) said that ‘in the fourth place of the organisations that were persecuted, after the Communists, anarchists and separatists, was Football Club Barcelona’.10 ‘Persecuted’ is probably too strong, but the Fascists did keep close tabs on Barça. In 1940, they forced it to replace the English ‘Football Club’ in its name with the Spanish ‘Club de Fútbol’.11 At first, the regime selected the club’s presidents. Gradually, though, CF Barcelona and the franquistas learned to live with each other. In 1949, the club was even allowed to restore the Catalan flag to its crest.12

The merchants of Barcelona turned inwards under Franco, devoting themselves to their families, their businesses and their football club. Only in the waning years of his regime did some of them start bucking his will. When he finally died, in 1975, they drank the city’s stores of cava dry.13 Once he was safely buried, everybody joined the anti-Franco resistance. Many Catalans came to buy into a false historical myth: that their region had been uniformly anti-Franco, and that the city of Madrid had been pro-regime.

The truth was much less black and white. In fact, Madrid, like Barcelona, had fought against Franco’s troops in the Civil War, while Real Madrid was briefly run by revolutionary communists.14 Franco’s regime had executed thousands in Madrid as well as Barcelona. Each city had also contained its fair share of franquistas. The Civil War wasn’t Catalonia versus Spain, but that’s the way some modern Catalan nationalists have chosen to retell it.15

The sense of Catalonia versus Madrid still underlies el Clásico, the Barça–Real Madrid game. When the match is played in the Camp Nou, fans visit the adjoining cemetery beforehand to ask dead family, friends and footballers for good luck.16 For them, Real Madrid is the archrival. The people who run Can Barça take a gentler view: they see Real Madrid as a sort of twin brother. The directors of the two clubs generally get on, with lots of hugging at pre-match banquets. The relationship is a mixture of complicity and jealousy, with constant paranoia in Barcelona that the other sibling is being unfairly favoured, and suspicion in Madrid that Barça is overpraised.

Still, a club is what it means to its fans, and especially during Clásicos, Barça become what Vázquez Montalbán called ‘the unarmed army of Catalonia’, fighting the eternal battle against Madrid. For much of the last century, the main outlet for catalanisme has been the Camp Nou on Sundays. Instead of a nation-state, Catalonia built a nation-club. Catalans poured so much love and money into Barça that the second city of a midsized, economically struggling European country was able to produce the world’s highest-grossing sports club (in 2018).17

Barça’s motto, ‘more than a club’ is more than a self-congratulatory marketing slogan (though it is that as well). The franquista club president Narcís de Carreras seems to have coined the phrase in January 1968, saying, ‘Barcelona is something more than a football club. It is a spirit that is deep inside us, colours that we love above all else.’ Under Franco, he wasn’t free to be more specific, but what he was talking about (in Spanish, of course) was the spirit of catalanisme.

The meaning of the phrase ‘more than a club’ has expanded over the decades. It now also stands for Cruyffian football, for homegrown players and for a general sense of dignity and ‘valors’ (‘values’), exemplified by Barça’s charitable foundation and by President Joan Laporta’s decision in 2006 to put UNICEF on the team shirt rather than a sponsor’s name. Laporta summed up ‘more than a club’ as ‘Cruyff, Catalonia, Masia, UNICEF’.18

Barça changes, but the burgesia always remains in charge. Today’s ruling merchants are ‘Catalans de tota la vida’, lifelong Catalans. (When I asked one senior former Barça director to define the burgesia, his own class, the first thing he said was: ‘to be Catalan – two generations at least.’) Their families belong to the Reial Club de Tennis Barcelona, go on holiday in Cerdanya in the Pyrenees mountains, listen to music at the Liceo opera and watch Barça from the ‘tribuna’, the grandstand. The poshest seats at the Camp Nou are filled by directors’ relatives and local notables; the ones at the Bernabéu in Madrid by ministers, corporate tycoons and judges.

Members of the burgesia aren’t all very rich – they include architects and professors – and they certainly don’t flash their cash. Their understated outfits in quiet colours exude rather than scream wealth. Most of them live in beautiful apartments (ideally built by Gaudí), often handed down by their grandparents. They spend summers in their second homes in the Catalan countryside. They are cosmopolitans who send their children to English- or French- or German-language schools, and later to American-influenced business schools. So prestigious is foreign schooling here that, during his time at the club, Messi drove his children to his local Colegio Británico every morning.

The language of Barça’s boardroom is Catalan. That’s a class marker: the city’s proletariat mostly speaks Spanish at home. Historically, Barcelona’s working classes have been imported from poorer Spanish regions such as Andalusia. Some of them display a disconcerting tendency to support Real Madrid. Migrants can integrate by learning Catalan at school, eating pa amb tomàquet and supporting Barça, but they almost never ascend to the boardroom.

A typical example of the burgesia is the family of Barcelona’s centre-back Gerard Piqué. His grandfather was a Barça directiu. Piqué’s mother is a neuroscientist. His father, a debonair figure in an impeccably wound scarf, introduced himself to me in English as ‘a fellow writer’: he dabbles as a novelist, while running a family company that exports construction materials.

Gerard Piqué himself is a born merchant. He bought control of tennis’s Davis Cup, and is chummy with Mark Zuckerberg. Over dinner in San Francisco in 2015, he helped persuade another business pal, Hiroshi Mikitani, founder of Rakuten, the ‘Japanese Amazon’, to become Barça’s chief sponsor.19 At times, Piqué gives the impression of treating football as a side-hustle. A soci from birth, he registered his son Milan at birth too. Piqué used to sing Milan the Barça anthem at night (though as Milan got older, he came to prefer Disney’s Mickey Mouse song). Piqué is touted as a future club president. He certainly has the genes for it.

You need money to be a Barça directiu. A seat on the board is unpaid, and you generally have to take years off work (often in the family company) and put up a personal guarantee worth millions of euros against the club’s potential losses. As of spring 2022, a new Spanish law was in the works that was about to scrap the need for a guarantee, but until then, if the club lost €100 million during a board’s tenure, then each of the fifteen directors was on the hook for nearly €7 million. Sometimes a rich directiu would help out poorer friends on the same slate by guaranteeing, say, €40 million off his own bat. Still, if Barça hit bad financial times, a directiu could potentially lose his home. Several directius joked to me that their wives were furious that they’d joined the board. (Almost all board members are men.)

Barça’s directius often come from intertwined families, and have known each other for ever. The population of the Barcelona metropolitan area is over five million, but that of the city itself, where the burgesia clusters, is only 1.6 million. When locals describe Barça or their city, they often use the word ‘endogámic’, which means, roughly, ‘inbred’. While interviewing the vice-president Jordi Cardoner in 2020, I discovered that he was the grandson of Casaus, the cigar-puffing first vice-president whom I had interviewed in 1992. Cardoner was registered as a soci by Casaus on the day he was born. He also just happened to be a schoolfriend of the club’s president, Bartomeu. And Cardoner’s sister had sat on the board before him.

On nights when everyone is singing the Barça hymn together in the directors’ bus after a win in Madrid, these ties feel deep. But personal connections don’t prevent incessant boardroom infighting. Whereas Real Madrid under Florentino Pérez resembles an autocracy, Manchester United has come to operate like a corporation, and Manchester City like a family office, Barça is a democratically elected oligarchy.

Barcelona prides itself on being the only democracy among the world’s biggest football clubs. (Barça people are often privately snooty about English clubs selling themselves to foreigners.) But presidential elections every six years create inbuilt instability. Firstly, the previous directors leave with all their hard-earned knowledge, while the new president installs his team of newbies. The executive committee of twelve to fifteen people – day to day, the club’s top decision-making body – can suddenly find itself with just a couple of old-timers. Imagine trying to negotiate with the hardened industry veterans of Real Madrid or Manchester City. To make things even more complicated, many of the president’s board members aspire to become president themselves one day. The small-town squabbles at this global club are traditionally fought on the endless post-midnight sports broadcasts on local radio, or in the city’s newspapers. (The burgesia still reads newspapers.) Prowl the overlit offices in club headquarters, and you’ll see copies of El Mundo Deportivo or La Vanguardia (the Catalan edition) overflowing from desks. The club will sometimes take out a bulk subscription to a newspaper, or invite journalists on a cushy foreign trip, in the hope of buying gentler coverage. (Declaration of interest: the only presents I’ve received from Barça other than cups of coffee are two club shirts with my name on. For the second one, I remembered to donate the equivalent of the shirt’s price to UNICEF.) More than one past president paid newspapers a secret stipend in exchange for kinder coverage. Under Josep Lluís Núñez, president from 1978 to 2000, recalcitrant journalists reported receiving warnings or even thumps.20

Barça’s blandishments don’t always work. Leaks from club people to old friends in local media frequently turn the club upside down. Sometimes local journalists know more than the head coach about what’s going on. When I asked Rosell whether being president had been a happy time for him, he said, ‘A lot of people want to be president of Barça, and they do everything to destroy you. So every day when you wake up in the morning, you expect a bomb – normally fake news.’

All club presidents in the post-Franco era have been panned in the media, even though they ruled during the period when Barça ascended from mediocrity to top rank. The job is simply too big for whichever local merchant happens to inhabit it. Catalans discuss the Barça president with the same contemptuous fascination with which Britons discuss their prime minister.

Ferran Soriano, who was Barça’s chief executive before moving to Manchester City, wrote that directius and footballers in Barcelona read all the local sports coverage every day. ‘Whether their name appears in the corner of page 7 or not, whether they are words of praise or criticism, or whether they are mentioned more or less than others – this is important and affects their mood for the whole day.’21

Gary Lineker, the English striker brought to Barcelona by manager Terry Venables in 1986, recalled for me, ‘There’s two local newspapers that just covered sport. You’d get 30, 40 pages every day of stuff about – everything. I remember the news was so short one day, the frontpage headline was: ‘Venables has diarrhoea’. When they say it’s més que un club, it’s not just the fact that it’s an enormous football club. It’s also a football club that is occasionally bonkers.’ The joke inside the club is that the pressure from what Cruyff named the ‘entorno’, the surroundings, drives every Barça head coach a little bit crazy.

The entorno weighs on all sports at Barça. The club’s handball coach Xavi Pascual grumbled, ‘Some people put on pressure thinking they aren’t putting on pressure, thinking they are helping.’ I asked, ‘But surely the pressure in the handball team is less than on the football team?’

‘The budget is too,’ he replied.

The directors know that no matter how much money they make in a lifetime in business, their name will be made or broken during their nerve-shredding few years on the Barça board. Directius live under daily pressure, not just from the crowd in the stadium and the newspapers and radio but from their children at home, their business partners and even the people who serve them their morning coffee. Directors might spend €100 million on a footballer, then sit in the Tribuna biting their nails every week watching him flop, while everyone else says, ‘Told you so’. One director told me, ‘When the club wins, the players win. When the club loses, the board loses.’

Anxious directius can make unpredictable interventions in club management. For instance, if a footballer’s agent asks the sporting director for a new contract, and the sporting director says no, the agent might try his luck with the club president. The sense that personal reputations are on the line encourages rule-stretching: unaccounted payments in the purchase of Neymar in 2013; illegal signings of underage foreign players, punished by FIFA in 2014; and the allegations in 2020 that Barça’s board had made secret payments to the Uruguayan company i3 Ventures to attack the president’s opponents including the club’s own players on social media. (Barça said i3 was merely monitoring social media.)

•

The biggest caste within Barça are the 150,000 socis (or ‘socios’ in Spanish).

About half of them hold season tickets. In the days before television rights, it was their subscriptions that made Barça into one of Europe’s richest clubs: more than 60 per cent of the club’s revenues in the late 1970s came from season tickets. By 2020, that proportion had fallen below 5 per cent. The socis don’t care: they still consider themselves the club’s ‘owners’.

The socis elect the directius, though their choice is limited to rival members of the city’s upper class. Like the directius, the socis are overwhelmingly local, conservative and Catalan. For all the marvelling about official fan clubs from Los Angeles to Shanghai, 92 per cent of socis live in Catalonia and 60 per cent in the metropolitan area of Barcelona. Ten per cent are in Les Corts, the middle-class neighbourhood around the Camp Nou.

The parochialism is deliberate. When Rosell was president, he stopped an international drive by the club to reach a million socis: he feared that one day a majority of Chinese socis might elect a president who lived in Beijing. Immigrants to Catalonia from Latin America, North Africa or Pakistan rarely become socis even if they’ve lived in Barcelona for decades. In this newly global city, where 26 per cent of inhabitants are now born abroad, Barça remains a local concern.22

Being a soci is a family affair. Rosell said it was a misconception to think that 150,000 socis elect the president. ‘No, 20,000 families vote.’ A family will generally unite behind one candidate after discussing the matter over a traditional Catalan multigenerational Sunday lunch, he said.

Many socis have inherited a specific, treasured seat in the ground from parents or grandparents. If a soci dies without assigning his seat in his will, his children might go to court to dispute it among each other.23 Your soci number shrinks each year with seniority: the longest-serving soci (or their heir) is number one. The lower your number, the higher your status.

Very few socis are diehards who insist on seeing every second of every game. Some will pop into the ground twenty minutes after kick-off, just to make sure the team is still playing the right kind of football, watch in silence and leave early. They routinely skip games, especially on school nights, renting out their seats online to visiting foreigners. There are socis who don’t even like football; they just love Barça. A couple of thousand hardly ever turn up to games at all.24 Only for the Clásico is everyone there, as raucous and anxious as football fans anywhere on earth. Yet being a soci, or culer (‘culé’ in Spanish, meaning a Barça fan, literally ‘backside’) is always part of who they are. The 550 Barça ‘penyes’ (fan clubs) in Catalonia alone are hubs of social life for a big chunk of the region’s population.

A Dutch friend who regularly holidays in a Barça-mad village in the Pyrenees was there once when Barcelona were playing a Champions League final. Half the villagers went around in team shirts all day, yet when the match kicked off that evening, he and his wife were the only people sitting in front of the village’s big screen. The first locals began arriving a few minutes later, and even then they spent much of the game chatting and smoking, or cooking outdoors for the post-match celebratory banquet. On the other hand, they did all sing the club hymn together after the game. For them, Barça was about community, not so much about football.

The socis’ representatives sit in the Assemblea, the club parliament, so their wishes constrain the directius. The Assemblea tends to be sceptical of exciting new commercial schemes. Socis don’t want a European Super League, and they don’t care much about profits. Their priority is cheap season tickets. Barça aims to have the cheapest in all of top-class football. In 2017/18, season tickets in the Camp Nou started at the equivalent of £87.78; Arsenal’s cheapest cost more than ten times as much.25 Barcelona froze real prices for ten years in a row until 2020, which goes a little bit of the way to explaining the club’s gargantuan gross debt (just over £1 billion by spring 2022).26

•

The third caste inside the club consists of the regular, or non-playing employees. In 2003, just before the Messi era, Barça had about 150 non-playing staffers, almost all of whom knew each other. But from then until 2019, as the club became a global business, its revenues jumped six-fold to €841 million. By the time the coronavirus shut down football in 2020, Barça employed about 500 full-timers, and approximately as many occasional workers (match stewards, security staff and the like). The club had become overstaffed, with perhaps a third more employees than autocratic Real Madrid, because it’s always nicer to hire someone new than sack a lifer.

Whenever a new merchant faction takes over the board, new executives come in, but always drawn from much the same local pool. Barça’s directius attended the city’s most prestigious universities and schools, where they got to know fellow students who became the local psychologists, data analysts and brand managers. They hire these people as senior executives. When done well, this creates a melding of the local knowledge economy and the club that you’ll rarely find in English football.

But often directius appoint their pals rather than the best candidates. One ex-president told me that he had continued to employ a semi-competent old friend because he was worried about him. A local advertising man, a soci himself, remarked that competence among Barça executives was so iffy that he wouldn’t work at the club for fear of damaging his professional reputation. Taking a job there was ‘a career elevator that only goes downwards’, he told me.

The club’s employees include a hard core of lifers, some of them socis. One ex-staffer explained to me that the lifers are the unseen powerbrokers who really run things at Barça, the equivalents of the senior civil servants in the TV series Yes, Prime Minister. They form a kind of priestly caste that stores traditional knowledge in-house, like the gnarled old coaches in Liverpool’s now demolished ‘Boot Room’. The lifers have even learned their way around the labyrinthine Camp Nou, a task that can take decades. Most of them are Catalans who will fight for their positions with everything they have. They know they wouldn’t get hired at another big club.

Only at the very top of Barça’s staffing pyramid do you find many foreigners. By football standards, Barça has a decent record of hiring black ex-players in big jobs: Frank Rijkaard was head coach here, Eric Abidal sporting director, and Patrick Kluivert ran the Masia.

The embodiment of Barça’s culture is the septuagenarian thinker on sport, Paco ‘El Druida’ Seirul·lo, possibly the club’s most influential employee, even if hardly anyone outside the Camp Nou has ever heard of him. Seirul·lo (yes, he really does have a floating full stop in his name) started out in Barça’s handball wing, coached the thirteen-year-old Guardiola, became Cruyff’s right-hand-man, is a professor at the University of Barcelona, speaks like a Parisian Rive Gauche philosopher, sports a magnificent mane of white hair, and is a sort of walking USB-stick containing the club’s institutional memory. ‘I am the only one remaining – the others have gone!’ he chuckles. When I met him, he was running the ‘metodologia’ department, which trains Barça’s coaches in Barça’s own traditions.

I interviewed Seirul·lo and a few other employees in Spanish, but most staffers of the newer generation speak excellent English (unusually for Spain). They need it to do business and absorb best practice from around the world. Many of them have MBAs or PhDs. Older employees sometimes refer to them by the disparaging English nickname ‘clusters’, a word that connoted high-tech modernity before it became associated with the coronavirus. (Soriano, the club’s former general manager, co-founded a company called Cluster Consulting and brought some of its bright young sparks to Barça.) In the Camp Nou’s cafés, the clusters favour energy drinks, whereas older staffers eat ‘bocatas’, the heavy baguette sandwiches you find in working-class Spanish bars.

In certain offices, Barça looks like a multinational knowledge company, where young people with MacBooks chase monthly revenue targets. Mostly, though, it doesn’t. Barça’s rise to the top was not propelled by a brilliant, dynamic front office. One former employee said of his time at the club: ‘It didn’t feel like a corporation at all. It felt like you were a functionary working for a local council.’ He said staffers would show up at about 10am, fetch coffee and swap gossip, then settle down to work at about 11. Salaries were relatively low, because working for Barça was a privilege that enhanced staffers’ status in town. This man said the main question informing every internal decision was not, ‘How much money will this make the club?’, but ‘How will this affect the president’s standing with the socis?’

•

The highest-status caste in Can Barça are the athletes in the various sports. They spend most of their working lives fifteen minutes’ drive from the Camp Nou, at the closely guarded Joan Gamper training complex just outside town. The Gamper lies in a dip, sandwiched between an industrial area and the highway, and is accordingly polluted, but because it’s sealed from the outside world, it’s an intimate place. One morning, I interviewed a club psychologist in the Gamper café over a breakfast of coffee and two mini-croissants (total bill €2.20) while the handball general manager and staffers and coaches in different sports chatted at the neighbouring tables. Outside, an older, bald employee known as ‘the mayor’ of the Gamper was doing his daily round, hugging colleagues.

The Gamper is a place of exchange between coaches and players from the various sports. Barça has longstanding basketball, handball, futsal and other non-football wings. These generally lose money, and every now and then a decision-maker will propose closing one of them down. (Conversely, a staffer in indoor sports jokes that if he ever becomes Barça president, he’ll shut down the football team). Still, I saw how much Barça benefits from the crosspollination of different sports. Cruyff and Guardiola, who each chose a former water polo player as right-hand man, were always getting ideas from Barça’s other sports. Cruyff would often go for coffee in the ice-rink café with the club’s all-conquering handball coach, Valero Rivera. Guardiola as a young footballer even trained with the handball team. I came to understand FC Barcelona as a ‘multisports’ rather than a football club.

Many of the players are lifers, too. Sergio Busquets’ dad Carles kept goal for Cruyff’s Barça, not always reliably. Several other first-teamers have been here since entering the Masia as children, and remain dutiful Catalan sons. Even after Piqué had reached his thirties, his dad sometimes drove him to games. Jordi Alba’s father drove him to training sessions, as if the left-back were still a ten-year-old in the Masia’s ‘Benjamin’ team. Alba grumbles that Real Madrid’s centre-back Raphaël Varane once teased him during a Clásico, ‘Rat boy, you don’t have a driver’s licence.’ It’s possible to remain a Barça footballer in spirit all your life, or even longer. Local ex-players meet at the Gamper for weekly kickarounds. Some foreign stars, like Ladislao Kubala, Cruyff and Kluivert, settled in the city after retiring. Kubala now lies in the graveyard behind the Camp Nou.

The lifers in Barça’s football squad tend to feel a connection with the club and its ordinary employees (though not with the board). That helps explain why the first team, under Messi’s leadership, agreed to protect the salaries of non-playing staffers by taking a pay cut during the sport’s shutdown in spring 2020. One staffer said Messi joked to him afterwards, ‘You haven’t thanked me yet, have you?’

Still, the first-team footballers exist at a remove from the club, like a world-class department grafted onto the city council. The working language of Barça’s changing room is Spanish, not Catalan – and not even the Catalan-accented variety. New signings are often urged by the directius to learn some Catalan, but few bother.

This is not one of those business self-help books that will reveal ‘How you and your company can win the Barcelona way!’. I don’t believe a normal company can learn much from a great football club, because there is one unbridgeable difference: the outsized role of the talent in football. In most normal companies, when a senior executive leaves, a new one comes in, and hardly anybody notices the difference. But top-class footballers who can function within the Barça system are almost irreplaceable. The logic is that they and not the directors can end up running the club.

For decades the four castes of Can Barça fought out their battles with Real Madrid and with each other, mostly ignored by the world outside Catalonia. For the first 70-odd years of its history, Barça was a big club that didn’t even entirely aspire to be a great one. It was a bastion of regional pride, like Newcastle United or Schalke 04, rather than a winner of trophies. Then Cruyff came along and turned it into a great club. He played here from 1973 to 1978, was head coach from 1988 to 1996, and hung around as a kind of godfather until his death in 2016. He shaped Barça’s playing style, its academy and even its institutional mindset. Xavi called him ‘the most influential person in FC Barcelona’s history’.27 But his influence has spread far beyond the club. Guardiola said Cruyff was ‘the most important person in the history of football’.28
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II

The Man Who Talked on the Ball

When his death was announced, in March 2016, videos of the ‘Cruyff Turn’ filled social media. Playing for the Netherlands against Sweden at the 1974 World Cup, Cruyff backheeled the ball so suddenly past his own leg that the Swedish defender Jan Olsson almost fell over. Olsson told me decades later: ‘I thought, “Now I have the ball”, and then I thought, “Where is the ball?” I didn’t understand. I think many people laughed about it. It is very interesting.’

It is, but Cruyff did much more interesting things than that. In the full span of his oeuvre, the Cruyff Turn barely registers. There’s nothing surprising about it for Dutch or Catalan fans, who saw him (at least in brief TV highlights) every week. Nor is there for a rootless cosmopolitan like me who happened to spend a decade of his childhood in the Netherlands, or for Michel Platini, who grew up in Lorraine in eastern France and so was one of the few French people able to watch Cruyff’s great Ajax of the early 1970s. ‘We, the lucky ones, received Radio Télé Luxembourg,’29 gloated Platini. We lucky ones also have years of Cruyff’s moves and decades of his interviews stored in our brains. The total Cruyff is our secret. Whereas Messi belongs to global culture, Cruyff belonged almost only to Dutch and Catalan culture.

It’s hard now to recapture how little international football used to be shown on TV. Nick Hornby writes in Fever Pitch that until the World Cup of 1970, ‘a good three quarters of the population of England had about as clear a picture of Pelé as we’d had of Napoleon one hundred and fifty years before’.30 Cruyff was equally elusive until the World Cup of 1974. Most of the planet’s football fans of his day only saw him at that one tournament – the only month of his career that was televised worldwide. Angela Merkel, a football-mad nineteen-year-old East German in 1974, said decades later, ‘Cruyff impressed me. I don’t think I was the only one in Europe.’31 But she probably never saw him play again. Sadder still, foreign fans never heard Cruyff either. Few foreign journalists visited the canteen of the old Ajax stadium to nab him for a lunchtime interview over cigarettes.

Anyone trying to discover Cruyff from YouTube will be disappointed. The supreme footballer of his day, he could pass like Messi, but he wasn’t in Messi’s class as a dribbler, and his shot was weak. Physically, he was a stick-thin chain-smoker. To appreciate his genius, you had to watch him for a whole match, and in the stadium rather than on TV, so that you could see him change his team’s tactics and point teammates where to go even while he was dribbling past opponents.

In most of the world, where he was consumed without the soundtrack, Cruyff was little more than a picture. He belonged, with people like Richard Nixon and David Bowie, to the wallpaper of the 1970s. Even the globalised version of his name, ‘Cruyff’, creates distance. (I wanted to use his real name, ‘Cruijff’, in this book, but eventually gave up: it would have been too confusing given that ‘Cruyff’ is ubiquitous everywhere outside the Netherlands.)

When he died, many reimagined the grocer’s son as a long-haired left-wing hippie idealist. ‘L’icône des 70’s: L’aura d’une rock star’, was the headline over the tribute in French sports newspaper L’Équipe. Yet even his image wasn’t instantly recognisable. The cover portrait on the Guardian newspaper’s memorial supplement was of his stick-thin, long-haired Dutch teammate Rob Rensenbrink.

Cruyff’s most enduring creation is Barça. Much of the club’s style and approach today derive from his brainwaves and personal quirks. Any understanding of today’s Barcelona starts with Cruyff, the player, the coach, the teacher and the person. But to understand him, it’s necessary first to understand his formative decades at Ajax.

•

Hendrik Johannes Cruijff was born in 1947 in Betondorp (‘Cement Village’), a neighbourhood of model working-class homes in Amsterdam-East, a few hundred yards from the old Ajax stadium. His parents, both descendants of Amsterdam market traders and shopkeepers,32 ran a grocery shop that supplied Ajax with fruit and veg. His father, Manus, even had business cards printed with borders in red and white, Ajax’s colours, proclaiming himself ‘court purveyor’ to his beloved club.33

Johan and his older brother Hennie were always playing football and baseball on the almost car-free cobblestoned streets of Betondorp. They would play one-twos off the pavement edge, and dodge tackles so as not to fall and ruin their trousers.34 ‘I had the elegance of the street,’ Cruyff said in old age. ‘My whole philosophy of coaching rests on the memories of the techniques of the street.’35

From about age four, he would toddle across the road to the Ajax stadium. On matchdays he helped the groundsman raise the flag and draw the white lines. He’d sit in the first-team changing room before the match and at half-time, listening to players talk tactics or money. ‘I was part of the household, like a child in a family,’36 he recalled shortly before he died.

People at Ajax called him ‘Jopie’ (a diminutive of Johan) or ‘Kleine’ (‘Little One’) – nicknames that would follow him all the way into the Dutch national team. Aged six, he’d come and watch Ajax’s ten-year-olds play, hoping someone wouldn’t show so that he could get a game.37 During school holidays he’d sweep the stands. (Looking back from the peak of his stardom, he’d complain that he had only been paid 25 cents per shift.)38 When he was ten, the board enrolled him as a club member. He hadn’t even applied.39

The Ajax of Cruyff’s childhood was a genuine club like Barça, a local voluntary association that offered multiple sports. The young Cruyff occasionally played cricket for Ajax, and became a renowned catcher and stealer of bases in the club’s baseball section.40 He treated all sports as variants of each other. As a catcher, he recalled later, ‘You had to know where you were going to throw the ball before you received it, which meant that you had to have an idea of all the space around you and where each player was before you made the throw… You’re always busy making decisions between space and risk in fractions of a second.’41 He later captured this need for anticipation in one of his aphorisms: ‘Before I make a mistake, I don’t make that mistake.’42

Little Jopie was a brilliant footballer, always playing in older age groups. Manus once joked to an Ajax director, ‘One day, that Kleine will cost you 50.000 guilders!’43 But one summer evening when Johan was twelve, Manus died of a heart attack, aged 45. He was buried on the stadium side of the cemetery so that he could hear the crowd cheer Ajax’s goals.44 Each time Johan cycled past, he’d talk to his dead father. Well into adulthood, he continued to hold conversations with Manus’s spirit.

The father’s death plunged the family into precarity. The grocery closed, and the boys’ mother, Nel, had to clean Ajax’s changing rooms. (She later married the Ajax groundsman whom her toddler son used to help.) Johan, bereft without Manus, dropped out of school in early adolescence. Looking back, he said his father’s death left him with the feeling: ‘I must have security. I later want to be able to give my children everything I want.’45

It didn’t look then as if football could provide. Ajax at the start of the 1960s was merely the neighbourhood club of Amsterdam-East, and Dutch football was a part-time affair. Players earned little more than match bonuses. When I interviewed Cruyff in 2000, he recalled his childhood worship of English clubs like Manchester United and Liverpool: ‘English football, in the time I was growing up, was three houses above everything else. They were already pros when we didn’t even know the ball was round, in a manner of speaking.’

A small boy in a world of men, he had to find ways to cope. Looking back, he realised his physical weakness was a strength: it forced him to think. Being little, he had to react faster than anyone else.

From childhood on, Cruyff had complete control of the ball so he didn’t need to look down at it. He played with his head up, scanning the field. He always believed that the one thing he had over other players was his reading of the game. ‘Football is a game you play with your head,’46 he said.

Aged seventeen, in November 1964, Cruyff made his official debut for Ajax’s first team. Already he was irritating veteran internationals by telling them where to run. He never just let his feet do the talking. He felt entitled to say what he thought, partly because he saw more than other players did, and partly because he had the characteristically Dutch Calvinist belief that anyone of any status could possess the Truth.

Ajax in 1964/65 were fighting relegation. Two months after Cruyff’s debut, they sacked their English manager, Vic Buckingham. His replacement was a 36-year-old former Ajax forward named Rinus Michels, who worked as a gym teacher for deaf children. Ajax had hired him to give three evening training sessions a week. Michels pulled up at the little stadium in a second-hand Skoda, and told a journalist, ‘We have to start at zero.’47

The new manager had a crazy plan: the neighbourhood club was going to conquer Europe.48 Michels and his eighteen-year-old forward got talking tactics. They discovered a shared desire to innovate that Cruyff would describe with hindsight as typically 1960s.49

Michels could be a witty and cheery fellow, who liked to sing arias at parties, but he rarely showed that side to his players. They called him ‘The Bull’ at first, because he looked and behaved like one, and later ‘De Generaal’. (He once said that ‘top-level football is something like war’.50)

‘Michels was the father and we his children, whom he raised with a hard hand,’ analysed the fatherless Cruyff. The coach thought his players were softies. He often accused them of having ‘a typical Dutch mentality’, meaning that they were unambitious, unwilling to suffer, and didn’t kick opponents enough. Every preseason he put them through three training sessions a day, followed by an evening friendly match. De Generaal wanted to speed up the slow Dutch game. The ball needed to move much faster, and so did the players. In case extra energy was required, the team doctor John Rolink, an amphetamine user himself, provided a variety of nameless pills. (There were no drugs tests in Dutch football at the time.)51

Many Ajax players in the 1960s worked as shopkeepers, teachers or driving instructors.52 Cruyff for a time hauled bales of textiles in a warehouse. Michels wanted his men to become full-time professional footballers, so they could train more often. The transition was financed partly by the club’s motley crew of financiers: a few Jewish businessmen who had survived the war and found a kind of ersatz family at Ajax, and the two Van der Meijden brothers, contractors known as the ‘bunker builders’ who had made a packet working for the German occupiers during the war, and were now laundering their reputations through football.

Most Dutch coaches in those days were sentimental in their dealings with players, many of whom were lifelong club members. Even in 1973, after Michels had moved to Barcelona, nobody at Ajax dared tell the ageing outside-right Sjaak Swart that he needed to cede his place to Johnny Rep. Eventually a typically Dutch compromise was found: Swart would play the first half of matches, and Rep the second. Ajax at that point were European and world champions.

Michels, though, was unsentimental. Each season after Ajax were knocked out of European competition, he got rid of the weakest players, usually without daring to tell them in person. Cruyff was tougher still. For six-a-side games in training, he and the other captain would take turns picking players, like in street football. That way every player always knew his place in the hierarchy.

As with Lennon and McCartney, the Michels–Cruyff relationship was equal parts inspiration and irritation. Cruyff drove Michels mad. The kid was always disobeying the manager’s tactical orders, shouting at teammates, smoking to excess, going out late and, in those first years, frequently failing in big matches. Michels also suspected him of faking injuries.53 But none of that stopped Cruyff and Michels creating something extraordinary at Ajax. By 1970, they had developed a revolutionary new brand of football, one that would help shape the game for the next 50 years, especially in the Netherlands and Barcelona. Ajax people didn’t really have a name for the style, but foreigners called it ‘total football’.

‘Total football’ meant that every player both attacked and defended. Ajax’s players changed position so fluidly that it became hard even to speak about positions. Ajax’s game evolved into what Cruyff called ‘a controlled chaos’.54 Every player had to think for himself nonstop, adapting his position second by second depending on where every other player was. The ideal of a totally fluid football team went back to the ‘Danubian Whirl’ of the 1930s’ Austrian Wunderteam. Ajax had reinvented it for a new era.55

The dominant style of the 1960s had been defensive Italian catenaccio. Ajax took the opposite approach: they played in the opponents’ half, passing one-touch at top speed, with players changing positions all the time. They positioned themselves so the man on the ball always had at least two diagonal passes to choose from. A pass that goes straight ahead is easy for an opponent to read, while a square ball is usually pointless, and can be fatal if intercepted. But no single opposition player can block two diagonals simultaneously. So Ajax made triangles, prefiguring the great Barcelona teams of Cruyff himself and Pep Guardiola.

Cruyff saw football as geometry, a question of space. When Ajax had the ball, they made the pitch wide: he said wingers had to have ‘chalk on their boots’. When Ajax lost possession, they shrank space: several players would ‘press’ the opponent on the ball, aiming to win it back at once. That was the perfect moment because a team that had just won the ball was usually disorganised, with players out of position. If you could rob them, you could have a clear run on goal. And if your opponents never got a chance to build, they grew demoralised.

Pressing, or ‘hunting’ as Ajax called it, required almost military coordination. Each player had to occupy exactly the right spot, and everyone had to join the press. Ajax’s attackers were the first defenders. Conversely, the goalkeeper was the first attacker, starting moves with incisive passes. He played like a ‘fly keeper’ in street football, patrolling his entire half as if he were a defender in gloves. This meant that Ajax used all eleven players, whereas other teams played with just ten.

‘Nobody had overturned the codes of football like we did,’56 Cruyff said later. Arrigo Sacchi, coach of ‘il grande Milan’ of 1987–1990, would comment, ‘There has only been one real tactical revolution, and it happened when football shifted from an individual to a collective game. It happened with Ajax.’57

Cruyff marshalled the collective. He could pass in any direction because he was, in the phrase of his great biographer Nico Scheepmaker, ‘four-footed’:58 he used the insides and outsides of both feet, curling the ball like a snooker player. He clocked at a glance which foot a defender had planted in the ground, and accelerated past him on that side. He always said that speed wasn’t about running fast, but about knowing when to run – a claim that denied his own astonishing acceleration.

On the field, Cruyff was everywhere. Ajax’s trademark changes of position were in part an adaptation to his penchant for roaming. He was an extreme version of what we now call a ‘false nine’: a centre-forward who constantly abandoned his position, dropping back into midfield or the wing or even central defence, losing his markers to find space and opportunity. He once explained, ‘If they don’t follow me, I’m free. If they follow me, they’re one man short in the defence.’59 Ajax’s midfielders would burst into the space he vacated. His legendary shirt number, fourteen, encapsulated his unclassifiable role, even though he had taken it almost randomly after a return from injury.60

Michels chose the players and wrote the tactics on the blackboard. On the field, minute by minute, it was Cruyff who ran the show. Sometimes he’d turn to the bench and demand a substitution: ‘Rep must come on!’61 Football was like Hollywood, Cruyff explained: there were stars (Pelé and Eusebio, Richard Burton and Brigitte Bardot) and there were supporting roles. He added, ‘Often the supporting roles are much better acted, in football as in film.’62 He himself always played the lead, and also directed the movie. He later said, ‘Generally, if you see great teams, you know they’re all good footballers, but at most there’s one who sees something.’63

But seeing was a terrible responsibility. Cruyff reflected later, ‘That was the worst thing about my career: that you see everything, and so you always have to keep talking.’64 On the field and off it, he was always talking (ungrammatically) with his mouth, his hands, his shoulders, his whole frail body. Even while he evaded the flailing boots of opponents, he was telling teammates where to run.

Arsène Wenger, an admirer of 1970s Ajax, told me the team’s system was impossible to replicate because it required having Cruyff on the field, coaching dynamically the way a manager on the bench never could. A good footballer controls his zone of the field; Cruyff controlled the entire field. He would order two midfielders to switch positions, then fifteen minutes later tell them to switch back. He was always working out which Ajax player wasn’t functioning on the day and needed to be ‘hidden’, and which opposing player was the weakest link, the man who had to be left unmarked to receive the ball – and then pressed. Anyone could play well if given time on the ball. You had to let bad players play badly.65

Sometimes Michels would scream at him for changing his tactics, ‘Well, goddammit, Cruyff, who asked you to meddle?’66 In retirement, Michels would admit, ‘I sometimes deliberately used a strategy of confrontation. My objective was to create a field of tension, and improve the team spirit.’67 Cruyff would end up copying the ‘conflictmodel’, turning the dial up to eleven. Asked years later to describe his relationship with Michels, Cruyff held two fists against each other.68

But the neighbourhood club kept getting better. In 1971, they beat Panathinaikos 2-0 at Wembley to win the European Cup. Ajax’s ambitions began to expand. For the first few years, winning had been their only aim. Beauty was an unintended by-product.69 But Cruyff began to notice that outsiders perceived beauty. He was flattered when artists interpreted his feints as artistic creations: ‘That’s so nice. It’s funny, really funny.’70 The French mime artist Jacques Tati told him, ‘You are an artist. Your way of playing greatly resembles mine. We are two people who try to react instantaneously to situations that we haven’t initiated ourselves.’71 The ballet dancer Rudolf Nureyev told Cruyff he should have been a dancer. (In real life, as his wife Danny pointed out, Cruyff was an appalling dancer.)72

One of the things he liked best about Ajax’s system was that he never had to run long distances. He spent most of each game within 30 yards of the opposing goal, and when Ajax lost possession, he didn’t have to track back; the forwards held their lines and pressed. The trick was to take the one or two steps that snuffed out an opponent’s passing line, or that gave your team a new passing diagonal. ‘The difference between right and wrong is often no more than five metres,’73 he said. Running was good only if you ran in the right direction.

This game suited Cruyff partly because he could see the right steps, and partly because he was a chain-smoker who couldn’t run far. In the biographical documentary Nummer 14, made in 1972, there’s a scene in which the Ajax squad are running up a hill in the woods. Each player is wearing a tracksuit of a different brand or colour. Cruyff, in a camel-coloured Puma tracksuit, grumbles to a camera, ‘There is no play element in it. At this moment I see it as a profession, not at all as a hobby.’ Reaching the top of the hill at the back of the pack, he walks the last steps, exclaims ‘Jesus’, bends over, hands on his knees, panting and coughing. You can feel his lungs burning. Other players sprawl over each other on benches, speechless. It’s like a punishment scene in a prison movie.

They performed this ritual multiple times a week.74 Sometimes Cruyff hid in the woods and joined his teammates on the last lap. If Michels caught him, he had to get up early the next morning and run alone.75 Left to his own devices, Cruyff moved as little as possible. An English tailor who often made clothes for footballers, and once measured Cruyff after training, reports that he was the only player he’d ever seen come off the field without a drop of sweat.76

But playing like Cruyff in the 1960s and 1970s took courage. At the time, fouling was considered an integral, even an admirable, manly part of football. Here is the BBC’s Kenneth Wolstenholme, commenting on the Milan–Ajax European Cup final of 1969, when an Italian foul spoils a Cruyff dribble: ‘Oooh, and he was beautifully tripped by Malatrasi, the sweeper! Really caught his ankle… Just caught him, just in full stride! Takes a genius to do that.’ A year later the DWS defender Frits Soetekouw injured Cruyff by sliding in on him with a raised leg, then told Dutch TV, ‘I also blame it a bit on him. [Beats] three, four men, a slalom. He’s asking for it a bit, isn’t he?’77

By this time Michels had moved to Barcelona. Ajax’s players were postwar babyboomers impatient with old people telling them what to do, and De Generaal had become too strict for them.78 Barça had offered good money, and he had never spat on banknotes, Michels recalled decades later.79

His replacement in Amsterdam was Stefan Kovács, former coach of the Romanian army team. Cruyff, who had been transformed by his wife Danny from buttoned-up grocer’s son with slicked-back hair into a 1970s fashion-plate, asked Kovács what he thought of long hair. The man from behind the Iron Curtain replied, ‘You could grow it even longer as far as I’m concerned, but I’m not here to be your hairdresser.’80

Under Kovács, an Amsterdam Spring blossomed. The kindly Romanian gave the players freedom on the field, and by this time, they had the maturity to know what to do with it. In 1972 they won the European Cup again. In the footage of their homecoming, the players ride in open cars down the tram lines of Amsterdam-East, Cruyff’s old neighbourhood, where a couple of rows of people line the suburban streets.81

Watching the video of Ajax beating Independiente in that year’s World Club Cup final, there’s a shock: half a century on, their game doesn’t look embarrassingly ancient. It has something of the pace, and the sprints off the ball, and the fullbacks powering down the wings, of modern football. Michels and Cruyff had invented the future. In 1973, Ajax won a third straight European Cup.

Even then, the players were still treated in Amsterdam as local boys. The egalitarian Netherlands didn’t have a category for superheroes. Stars were expected to act ‘normaal’. Many Amsterdammers felt they had the right to stop ‘Cruijffie’ on the street and debate football with him for half an hour. He himself shared that expectation. ‘People from Betondorp don’t have airs,’ he explained. His wife complained that if a kid called and asked to interview Cruyff for the school magazine, Cruyff would give him the whole afternoon.82 Much as he welcomed almost any opportunity to talk, it was draining. He had grown too big for the Netherlands.

Nor was he paid like a superhero. Ajax’s league games often drew just 10,000 people, most of them arriving on Tram 9 or by bike. Cruyff, then considered the best footballer on earth, was earning 95,000 guilders a year gross (just over €150,000 in today’s money, corrected for inflation). The Dutch state took 72 per cent. Once at a reception Cruyff tried to lobby Queen Juliana for lower taxes – the only political position he ever seems to have held. ‘You’re the queen and maybe you can arrange something for us,’ he suggested, while Michels sidled off trying to stifle his laughter. ‘Mr Cruyff,’ replied Juliana, ‘you should speak to my minister of finance.’83

Cruyff’s conflicts with teammates and Ajax’s club directors ground him down, too. Leading a bunch of anti-authoritarian Calvinist babyboomers was exhausting. Cruyff had a knack for arousing irritation and jealousy in others, and over the years Ajax’s players spent too much time together.

In July 1973, it got out of hand. In training camp in a rural hotel in the eastern Netherlands, the players decided to hold an election for the captaincy. At a meeting in the hotel’s recreation room, Cruyff, the incumbent, received seven votes. His old friend and mentor Piet Keizer got eight. Cruyff walked out of the room. Ajax’s midfielder Gerrie Mühren would compare the moment to the breakup of The Beatles three years earlier.84

Cruyff picked up a phone on the hotel corridor wall, rang Cor Coster, his father-in-law-cum-agent, and told him, ‘Call Barcelona.’85 The vote had changed the future of two great clubs.
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III

FC Barcelona – from an Original Idea by Johan Cruyff

Cruyff and Barça had been flirting for years. England was his childhood idyll, but it didn’t admit foreign footballers, and the money was in Spanish football. He and Danny had begun vacationing on the Costa Brava and in Mallorca in the late 1960s, as Spain became fashionable among northern European tourists. New to holidays, he found the Spanish weather enchanting.86 In June 1970, the Revista Barcelona magazine published a ten-page exclusive on the couple’s visit to the city. The coup de grâce was a photograph of Cruyff posing on the grass of the Camp Nou in Barcelona kit. Danny told the magazine, ‘A wonderful city, really everything that we’ve seen. And we especially like that it’s on the sea.’87

Spain was then still ruled by Franco, but Cruyff saw no issues with moving to a dictatorship. He told an Amsterdam newspaper, ‘I’ll be rich within two years in Spain, a millionaire within four.’88 His tax rate would drop to 10 per cent in Spain, wrote his biographer Scheepmaker.89

Michels was still in Barcelona, and despite everything, was desperate to be reunited with his bossy former pupil.90 After Spain’s borders were opened to foreign footballers in May 1973, and Cruyff lost the Ajax captaincy in July, Barcelona jumped.

Real Madrid tried to hijack the deal, just as they had pinched Alfredo Di Stéfano from under Barça’s nose twenty years earlier. However, Cruyff refused Madrid’s offer, in part to spite Ajax’s board, which had already accepted it. The socis’ membership fees gave Barça an income unmatched in northern European football, and the club raised them by 25 per cent for two years to help cover Cruyff’s world-record $2.3 million transfer fee.91 So high was the sum that to get around import regulations, Barcelona registered him as a ‘bien semimoviente’, ‘livestock’.92 The salary they paid him remains a mystery. When his business adviser Harrie van Mens checked years later, ‘I found three or four different versions of Johan’s contract: one for the taxes, one for the press, one for Johan himself, and so on.’93

•

At 3.05pm on August 22, 1973, Cruyff landed at Barcelona’s ramshackle little airport on KLM flight 254, unaware that he would be spending most of the rest of his life in Catalonia. At the time he may not even have known what Catalonia was.

In the bus to the terminal, Danny pointed at a crowd of people inside: ‘What’s going on?’ she asked him. ‘No idea,’ he replied.

They were waiting for him. ‘Cruf!’ they cried, with a very un-Dutch awe, reaching through his protective cordon of policemen to try to touch him.94 Watching the video of the scene, it’s as if an emissary from the 1970s – long hair, bony smoker’s face, necklaces and wide-lapelled shirt (undoubtedly chosen by Danny) – has landed in the 1950s. Cruyff came from what the author Vázquez Montalbán called ‘northern Europe, first-class Europe’95 – the modern, wealthy, democratic continent that Catalans aspired to join.

In footballing terms, too, Cruyff was taking a step backwards: the world’s best player was exchanging the world’s best team for a club of losers in a decrepit provincial city, in a backward league, in an impoverished dictatorship.

Compared with Ajax, Cruyff’s new teammates were refreshingly pleased to have him around, but they were anachronisms who gave slow square passes. Michels was amazed that such a rich club had such a tactically ignorant and undisciplined team. Nor did it have a proper training ground; he had to requisition a local golf course.96

Franco’s Spain lacked even a language to analyse football. ‘There was only one word, ‘furia’ [rage, aggression], which isn’t a football concept but a state of mind,’97 recalled the Argentinian Jorge Valdano, who arrived in Spain to play for second-division Alavés in 1975. (Valdano would later become a world champion alongside Maradona, then a coach, technical director of Real Madrid, and a wonderful writer on football.) Spaniards were expected to play with furia and anything else was considered over-intellectualising. The international performances of Spanish teams suggested that it wasn’t enough.

Barça was perennially out of favour with Franco. In the 1950s their wonderful team starring Ladislao Kubala frequently outdid Real Madrid in the Spanish league, yet were overshadowed by Madrid’s five consecutive European Cups. In the 1960s they went into decline. When Cruyff landed, the club hadn’t won a Spanish title in thirteen years. The culers, schooled in defeatist victimhood by decades under the Caudillo, would take their seats in the stadium muttering, ‘Avui patirem’ (‘Today we will suffer’).98 The club’s animating spirit was ‘madriditis’, an anxious obsession with Madrid.

But by 1973, Franco was 80 and dying. While Catalans awaited ‘the biological fact’, they prepared for self-rule. In October, 113 members of the new ‘Catalan Council’ – trade unionists, members of political parties, students and merchants – were arrested. Many of them listened to Cruyff’s debut against Granada on October 28 clustered around a radio set in prison, and even those who didn’t like football cheered Barça’s four goals.99

In these final Franco years, the Camp Nou had become a political arena, full of forbidden Senyeres (Catalan flags), with announcements made in Catalan.100 In 1971, Franco had summoned Barça’s president Agustí Montal and board members to his palace, El Pardo, to tell them to tone down the catalanisme.101 Yet Catalans were no longer so obedient. In 1973, Montal was re-elected on the slogan ‘more than a club’.

This ferment mostly passed Cruyff by. His first priority was house-hunting. Barcelona at the time was a rundown and dirty city with slums that stretched to the seafront, and no beaches. It was known as ‘la Barcelona grisa’, ‘grey Barcelona’.102 Property developers such as the future Barça president Josep Lluís Núñez had got rich replacing ancient buildings with cheap ugly new ones.103 Cruyff and Danny had dreamed of living on the coast in Castelldefels, but were
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