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About the Book

When speaking of the greatest footballers of all time, we hear the names Pelé, Best and Maradona. Yet each of them bowed to Alfredo Di Stéfano, the magician behind Real Madrid’s five European Cups in a row.

Over 20 years, Di Stéfano was the defining force at epoch-making clubs across two continents: River Plate in his native Argentina; Millonarios of Bogotá in Colombia; and, from 1953, the greatest Real Madrid team that was ever assembled. On the pitch, Di Stéfano transformed the way the game was played – he was tactically versatile, technically innovative and a goalscoring phenomenon. Off the field,  he took on the establishment – his fame and aura helping reshape attitudes in the post-war Spain that became his adopted nation.

This is the complete story, including candid and exclusive interviews, of a pioneering journey from humble beginnings in South America to Di Stéfano’s arrival as one of sport’s first truly global superstars.
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PROLOGUE

On a street corner close to the centre of Madrid, nestled into the shoulder of perhaps the most famous stadium in Europe is a small café. Its ceilings are low, the décor functional, the brightness of its strip-lights a little harsh on the eye. But the churros, the long, ridged doughnuts that are the signature elevenses in the capital of Spain, are fresh and the coffee fortifying.

Proximity to the Santiago Bernabéu arena makes the place a convenient ante-room for anybody with an appointment at Real Madrid. It still always seemed a surprise to find the club’s honorary president and most celebrated former footballer there, often on his own. Alfredo Di Stéfano’s main job, in his later years, was to have the red carpet rolled out for him, to be feted by Real Madrid as the greatest individual who ever played for the most successful club in the world’s most popular sport. It would be hard to imagine anyone more instantly recognisable to three or four generations of madrileños than he was. Yet, on red carpet days during one of the most ostentatious periods of Real Madrid’s starry history, the first decade of the twentieth century, Di Stéfano would regularly choose this understated café as his retreat, his walking stick hanging on the brass bar just below the counter.

He would sip at his espresso, almost incognito. I first met him there by chance, and then slipped into a habit of seeking him out for half an hour or so before we both set off for work at the stadium: he as the figurehead VIP, the grandee among whose roles, in his seventies and eighties, at modern Madrid was to welcome the multi-million euro recruits into the club, endorsing their status as they posed for photographs and he handed over their new white jerseys; I as a correspondent, posted to Spain by the British newspaper the Sunday Times to report on, among other things, Real Madrid’s bold, determined, impossible effort to make themselves as dominant as they had been when Di Stéfano graced the Bernabéu pitch, and commanded it in the 1950s and 1960s.

Some people found Di Stéfano gruff and stand-offish. Many of those people were his team-mates and his closest friends. He could certainly be sharp, brusque and held firm opinions, but my experience was usually of a personable man, albeit one who made sure it was he who guided the direction of conversation. That might be along any number of tangents: a jocular grumble about English referees, a bane of his career. It might be his view of the prospects of the contemporary Manchester United team or an off-the-cuff observation about a young footballer who had caught his eye. Di Stéfano had a trove of stories to tell about his own past but never, at least until the very last years of his life, seemed cocooned in them. His enthusiasm for his sport, the essence of it, beyond its commercial paraphernalia, acted as a powerful antidote to grumpiness.

Di Stéfano may, as many argue, be the finest footballer who ever earned a living from the game. He set standards very few have been equipped to emulate. He pushed the boundaries of what it was to be a professional, in how he interpreted the geometry of the pitch, in how to win and to keep winning. He raised the bar for what he and those around him should aspire to. He raised his voice to let others know when they fell short. He pushed at some closed doors beyond the field, too, a truculent trade-unionist who had helped redefine the rights of footballers in his native South America well before Di Stéfano the globetrotter established the European Cup as the summit of the game in an entirely different continent.

Di Stéfano elevated Real Madrid from the higher foothills of Spain’s sporting hierarchy into the modern era’s pre-eminent club. He gave Spain itself something, a sporting prowess it could parade to the world with pride and a sense of superiority at a time when it was a country reminded by its neighbours, and from within, of its political and economic backwardness. Di Stéfano, the Argentinian who became a Spaniard almost by accident, never sought to be a nation’s lodestar, less still to be remembered as the key battle site in what has since become sport’s most notorious rivalry, between Barcelona and Real Madrid. But he did more than just live through interesting times, through South American coups and a political kidnapping, through the Cold War and Francoism. He defined his times and his milieu, as much a shaper of a game and a place as Donald Bradman was to cricket and Australia, or Muhammad Ali to boxing and the United States.

At Real Madrid, there is plenty of appreciation of that, even if, for a period he was almost persona non grata there, the consequence of a prickly departure once his powers as an athlete had diminished and his sense of his own authority, seldom fragile, had not. But Di Stéfano’s story does not begin at the point where he arrived in Europe, tussled over between Catalonia and Castile, nor with the rapid transformations he brought to football in Europe as it began to be televised. The time spent in his hinterland, in Argentina and Colombia, was as eventful as anything that followed, and my research for this book, which began shortly before his death in 2014, focused as much on that as on the stories behind the famous Di Stéfano: the ‘complete footballer’, the game’s first great global superstar, the peerless pioneer.


CHAPTER 1

SPRINTS

As the crow flies, the distance between Calle Salmún Feijóo, the Buenos Aires street which was Alfredo Di Stéfano’s first home, and Calle Filiberto, a narrow lane leading off Plaza Garay, is around two kilometres. Take a brisk walk between the two now, through the suburb of Barracas, dipping under the railway line and pausing at an Avenida Brasil heavy with traffic, and the distance will be covered in a little over 20 minutes. By the time the young Di Stéfano had established enough independence to make the trip on his own, he was doing it a great deal quicker.

‘He was always running,’ Norma Di Stéfano recalls of her older brother. ‘He could be a rascal but he was also quite a shy child, quite ordered, as well as energetic.’ Alfredito, or Little Alfredo, as he was known around the house, was five years old when Norma was born, three years after her other brother Tulio, and the most eager run he would soon be making was from their home in Barracas to that of their paternal grandparents Miguel and Teresa Di Stéfano on Calle Filiberto. The prospect of a visit to their handsome three-storey house with its substantial garden would put wings in his heels.

His grandparents were very present in the life of Alfredo junior, from his birth on 4 July 1926, the first child of Alfredo Di Stéfano senior and Eulalia Laulhé. Evidently, Miguel Di Stéfano had a talent as a raconteur, a gift for the compelling yarn that, when he was in trusted company, his grandson inherited.

Alfredito loved to listen to his Miguel’s adventures. His grandfather had been among more than a million Italians to emigrate to Argentina in the nineteenth century, and settled there via a roundabout route. He was born on the island of Capri, one of at least six children of a family with military connections and some means, thanks to various business interests, including shipping. Miguel Di Stéfano had a difficult relationship with his stepmother, and by the time he was 17 had put a distance between himself and Italy. Following up a commission abroad on behalf of the family business, Miguel settled briefly in the United States, though he soon determined it was at the other end of the Americas that he would build his new life.

His wide-eyed grandson admired his intrepid spirit. Alfredito enjoyed the stories of Miguel’s fleet of boats, with their romantic names, like El Fiel Destino (True Destiny), and the voyages they made through a South America that promised its new arrivals from Europe all sorts of exciting possibilities, as well as perils. He heard tales of daring and risk, of the hazards of navigating the River Paraná in stormy conditions. Miguel also had funny stories to tell his grandchildren: on one occasion, after he had delivered produce to a remote site, his customers asked for seeds so they could plant and cultivate for themselves the delicious spaghetti the Italians had introduced them to.

Once he had started at school in Barracas, Alfredito would dash as quickly as possible to his grandparents’ house after classes, to spend his siesta time there. Most lessons held limited interest to a somewhat mischievous child keen on the outdoors. In time, though, he would enjoy reading, particularly one of Argentina’s defining texts, Martín Fierro, José Hernández’s epic poem about a courageous frontiersman, his duels, his friendships, and the betrayals and setbacks he endured.

Living in Barracas in the mid-1920s felt like living on a frontier of sorts. Di Stéfano’s father, Alfredo senior, Miguel’s fourth son, had chosen as his first family home a bungalow in Barracas just a few blocks from La Boca, a barrio or neighbourhood at the mouth of the Río de la Plata, and even on Calle Salmún Feijóo – then known as Calle Universidad – it could feel that this was a home wrestled from nature. Should the river burst its banks, the danger of flooding was real. Being close to the port also meant a daily reminder that Buenos Aires was a city whose population was swelling rapidly. New immigrants, freshly disembarked, seeking work and opportunity, were conspicuous in Barracas in the 1920s and 1930s.

Alfredo senior had made the most of his opportunities, and worked his way up in the Buenos Aires collective of potato dealers. He spent most of his days at the central marketplace, and some of his evenings making plans for a future outside the city, closer to the farming communities whose representatives he met with regularly. He was a hard worker, and a principled man, keen that his children should grow up industrious and responsible. He could be strict, his children recalled, and protective.

The atmosphere at the big, imposing house on Calle Filiberto was different. Miguel and his wife, Teresa Ciozza, also from Italy but born in the north, were sociable grandparents. Relatives and friends would come round to make use of the outside oven, cooking pizza and focaccia, sometimes to retail to paying customers. Alfredito would clamber up the fig trees in the garden to pick fruit, and, in gleeful conspiracy with his grandfather, conceal some of his harvest from his grandmother, Teresa. Her side of the family had come from Genoa, Miguel would remark with a smile, telling his grandson this meant she had a stingy streak, like all Genoese. In the words of her granddaughter, Norma, Teresa could come across as ‘bit straight-laced’. When the grandparents travelled on Sundays to visit Alfredito’s family in Barracas, Donna Teresa would not be sprinting, helter-skelter, across Plaza Garay and through Parque España like Alfredito. She would dress smartly. They would catch the number 43 tram. Her son and grandchildren would be there at the tram stop to watch her regal descent from the vehicle.

Alfredo Di Stéfano senior’s tastes owed much to his Italian roots. At a time when tango was establishing itself as the national music of Argentina, opera remained his great love. Photos of Enrico Caruso and Titta Ruffo decorated the Barracas home, and he played 78rpm records on what was then a sophisticated gramophone. The house filled with arias of an evening. Meanwhile, not far away, the bars and theatres of the city were animated by a different sound, the rhythm of tango and the voice of its leading artist, Carlos Gardel.

From his father, Alfredito inherited an interest in football, and good genes for the sport. From his mother’s side of the family, the young Alfredito inherited other enthusiasms. Eulalia Laulhé was the granddaughter of immigrants from southwest France, not far from Catalonia, and from Ireland. Many of her closer relatives made homes inland of Buenos Aires. Holidaying in his summers outside the city with his maternal cousins and uncles and aunts, Alfredito would learn to ride horses, and develop an appreciation of the countryside. It was to his mother’s Irish line of the family that he owed the physical feature that set him a little apart from most of his Argentinian contemporaries and generated several of his nicknames: before Alfredito became ‘The Blond Arrow’, an instantly recognised shorthand for the rising star of River Plate, he was known to his friends and amateur team-mates as ‘El Alemán’, ‘The German’ – again simply because of his light thatch.

Alfredo senior and Eulalia had started their family in a time of relative prosperity in Argentina. When Alfredo junior was born, Buenos Aires was a boom town for those who showed enterprise. Though agricultural exports, a mainstay of national prosperity, had suffered after the outbreak of the First World War in Europe, unemployment remained, officially, low even into the first years of the Great Depression. The national capital became better connected, barrio to barrio, with the founding of the Metro, in addition to the tram network. Social life centred less and less on ghettos of immigrant communities with similar cultural backgrounds and more and more on shared professional or leisure interests. Sport, and particularly football, was gaining a firmer and firmer hold on the public imagination.

Just one block to the south of Calle Universidad stood the Estadio Sportivo Barracas, until the mid-1920s probably the best arena in Buenos Aires. It had hosted a much-celebrated fixture between Argentina and the Olympic champions, Uruguay, in 1924, and by the end of that decade was busy increasing its capacity to answer swelling demand for tickets, and to try and keep up with other grand stadiums being constructed, extended or designed across the city. In August 1928, El Gráfico, a popular magazine catering mainly for Argentina’s football followers, petitioned the sport’s patrons to ‘urgently increase the capacity of stadiums’. El Gráfico, whose tone tended towards hectoring, added: ‘We expect this to come from the clubs because we cannot hope the official authorities, who are always so slow, to do it.’ The cry was heard loud and clear. Within the next decade, work was progressing at the sites of what are now River Plate’s El Monumental and Boca Juniors’s La Bombonera.

Elite club football in Argentina had turned professional at the end of May 1931, following industrial action by players, who at one point marched through Buenos Aires to put their demands for better working conditions to the head of state, General José Félix Uriburu. One of four different presidents in a five-year period of political instability, Uriburu had become accustomed to manifestations of radicalism by organised labour and referred this one to the office of the mayor of Buenos Aires, José Guerrico. Although the players’ aspirations for freedom of contract would not be satisfied and indeed would continue to form the basis of a long-running gripe for decades, Guerrico did make some concessions. A streamlined league was formed, centred on clubs from the capital, leading to ever higher standards and the emergence of superstars.

For the opera-loving, hard-working Alfredo senior, the transformation of football from amateur to professional, from a hobby practised by like-minded colleagues and friends to a glamorous, politicised mass entertainment business, would have seemed startling. His own relationship with the sport was deep, but nuanced. He had loved it as a young man, and thrived at it. If you delve around the archives of River Plate, one of the two most celebrated clubs of Argentina, you find his name among the pathfinders of the club’s period of greatest growth, a harbinger for the so-called golden era of Argentinian club football.

Alfredo Di Stéfano senior played five competitive matches for River Plate between 1913 and 1915. River played in shirts of vertical red and white stripes in those days and their line-ups featured some Anglo-Saxon surnames, like Simmons and Penney. Di Stéfano senior was a forward, and one good enough to help transform a River team, following a disappointing 1912 Buenos Aires campaign, where they finished lowest of six clubs in the then amateur league, into a more respected opponent. He scored two goals in his three appearances in the zonal group stage of the 1913 championship, in which River were undefeated but finished just shy of Racing Club de Avellaneda at the top of their table. Two years later, Di Stéfano senior, by then aware that a knee problem was going to prevent him from exploiting his talent to the full, appeared once for third-placed River in the far more cumbersome 25-club league, and he played a single match in River’s unsuccessful defence of the Buenos Aires Jockey Club’s Competencia Cup.

Alfredo senior’s appreciation for the sport stayed with him. But his view of the game as a possible profession for any of his offspring would be cautious. He recognised ability in Alfredito and Tulio from an early age. In a 1963 interview, he told the Buenos Aires correspondent of Spain’s ABC newspaper: ‘I knew my son, almost from birth, had everything to become a genuine “crack”, a star.’ He saw young Alfredito’s athletic gifts develop young, noted the ‘lightness’ of his movements, and presumably noticed the rapidity with which he could dash the 13 or 14 blocks between his own home and that of his grandparents. What Alfredo senior doubted, in the 1930s and early 1940s, was whether football was a proper aspiration or vocation for a young man growing up in Argentina at that time, particularly one with solid alternatives and the kind of comfortable background his father was hard at work building for his family.

He would not have been the only father at the time who thought of football as a chequered career path. One of the most popular Argentinian feature films of the early 1930s, Los Tres Berretines (The Three Diversions), captured aspects of the zeitgeist, and did so with a full soundtrack, including dialogue, then a novelty in a country whose cinema industry was only beginning to emerge from the silent era. The film, directed by Enrique Susini, tells the story of a father who owns a shop, of his wife, who loves the movies, and their three sons, all with distinct ambitions, but none of them to follow their dad’s line of work. There’s Eusebio, who aspires to write tango music, a fashionable pursuit of the time. There’s Eduardo, who has made progress as a would-be architect, a savvy choice of career in a country with a rapidly expanding urban population, and space to build. A third son, Lorenzo, meanwhile, worries and infuriates his father with his drive to become a footballer. It strikes him as a frivolous dream, until Lorenzo makes it, and his father has his epiphany, watching his son score a goal in front of a big crowd in an important fixture. Better still, Lorenzo earns a lavish enough salary in his sport to sponsor Eusebio’s songwriting, and his new contacts with men in thrall to the sport and its heroes lead to Eduardo being given the job of designing a new stadium.

The part of Lorenzo in Los Tres Berretines was played by one Miguel Ángel Lauri, already something of a star well before he went into acting. Lauri had been a player with Estudiantes, the Buenos Aires club. A publicity photograph for the film, published in Crítica, a leading newspaper, shows rather splendidly the real-life glamour Lauri had access to as footballer turned movie star. Taken at the headquarters of Estudiantes, it shows Lauri wearing his pale suit, reclining on a bank of grass, surrounded by 16 young women, all in swimsuits.

The Di Stéfanos were River Plate supporters by inheritance. Alfredo senior felt strong links to the club he had represented in their early, amateur era. Norma Di Stéfano remembers the thrill of anticipation as they caught the tram – three children, parents and sometimes other relatives – to River’s stadium, an arena they would see expand rapidly. Alfredo junior, a regular spectator from a very young age at Sportivo Barracas matches, reckoned his first River versus Boca Juniors experience in the flesh would have been when he was about seven or eight years old.

By then, the city’s most resonant fixture had all the accoutrements of professionalism: stars with auras and their own thrilling backstories. River’s leading goalscorer in the early 1930s was Bernabé Ferreyra, alias ‘The Beast’, a rugged, stocky centre-forward with gelignite in his boots, famous for once shooting so powerfully at a goalkeeper in a tour match in Peru that the poor keeper had been knocked unconscious. River had paid a record 35,000 pesos to Tigre to sign Ferreyra, and to put him on the end of passes supplied by another star they had recruited, Carlos Peucelle, a creative winger whose passing and imaginative reading of a game could stimulate the imagination of an attentive student just as much as Ferreyra’s ferocious shot. Alfredito Di Stéfano, talented ball-player, distracted schoolboy, non-stop runner, had his heroes. Peucelle would be one, Ferreyra another, and like many Argentinians of the 1930s, he admired Arsenio Erico, the prolific Paraguayan striker at Independiente.

Sport was his chief passion, but he had others. He enjoyed the cinema, an interest he would maintain all his life, and there were regular excursions to the local bioscope. On one such visit, there was a moment, he came to reflect, that might have sent his life in quite a different direction. At his local picture-house, whenever a child bought a ticket for the main feature, he or she was often entered for a lucky dip. Each ticket bore a unique number and before the screening began, a compére would organise a sort of tombola, picking out the winning number. The game, like bingo, had certain codes, known to the caller and to the audience: number 15 was the ‘pretty girl’, 44 was known as ‘the prison’; 12, ‘the soldier’; 22, ‘two little ducks’.

Alfredito had gone to see a western with a group of friends, and they swapped and bartered their numbers ahead of the draw. Alfredito had in his hand number 14 – shorthand: ‘the drunkard’ – after one of his mates decided he wanted a different number, and, being a rather shy ten-year-old, heard it read out loud by the compere with a mixture of anticipation and embarrassment. He was suddenly the centre of attention, the winner of a prize. It was a good prize, too, for a keen sportsman, though not quite perfect. It was a nice leather ball, only it was oval. He had won a rugby ball.

It is diverting to imagine what might have happened had this become the beginning of a sporting love affair. Rugby had its niche, and strong following in Argentina, legacy of the immigrants from the British Isles who left a mark on much of the country’s infrastructure and indeed its landowning class. Organised club rugby claimed several pages in every edition of El Gráfico. What it did not do was absorb the pre-teenaged Alfredito Di Stéfano. He and his friends enthusiastically took the new toy into the street, and laughed at the confounding bounce. ‘It jumped around like a chicken,’ the ball’s new owner later recalled.

The more illuminating part of the story is what happened when he took the ball back to his barrio, and showed it to some of the older boys he knew and used to play casual games of football with. A new leather ball represented a valuable possession, but what he presented to the Barracas lads met with their disapproval. Moreover, they believed they should do something about it. A delegation of boys, with Alfredito pushed to the front of the group, the backstreet generals behind him putting on an air of studied menace, returned to the cinema with the oval ball and demanded that the proprietor replace it with a round one. The mob appeared threatening enough that a football was rummaged out of the prize cupboard and handed over instead.

The story stuck with him, a parable for what strength in numbers might achieve. Years later, after Alfredito had become the worldly Alfredo Di Stéfano, he spoke of the musketeer spirit among the youths of the barrio of Barracas. He said to his friends that ever since he could remember, in times of confrontation, he would repeat to himself the phrase, as a reflex, a touchstone: ‘Never back down!’

By the age of eight, he was aware that he had a special gift that was appreciated by older boys, keen that he represented their teams in scratch matches on the street, or on the patches of park space they commandeered. Visit the area around Calle Salmún Feijóo now and the nearest urban space given over to children’s activities lurks underneath a motorway flyover. In the early 1930s, there was a good-sized park adjacent to the Águila chocolate factory. Its workers would sometimes play football there, and Águila employees on breaks would often provide a substantial audience for junior kickabouts. The bounce of the ball, often worn and misshapen, tended to be irregular, but there were benefits to that: the sharpening of reflexes, and resourcefulness bringing it under control.

Alfredito the urban footballer was honoured, before his tenth birthday, with a nickname. The older kids christened him ‘Minellita’, Little Minella, after José María Minella, a central midfield player who had represented Argentina and joined River Plate from Gimnasia y Esgrima La Plata in the mid-1930s. The resemblance was largely physical: Minella was slender, wiry. Like Bernabé Ferreyra, he had a famously fierce shot. Ferreyra might have such force in his right boot he could hospitalise a goalkeeper, but Di Stéfano heard talk that a Minella drive could ‘splinter the goalposts’.

To be known as ‘Minellita’ by your elders felt prestigious. To be a pibe, an urchin kid, lining up to play alongside your elders, would have been to feel part of an important tradition for anybody reading the local press in the late 1930s. Argentinian football, enjoying unprecedented popularity and coverage in the expanding medium of radio and across the newspapers, was increasingly self-conscious, looking for signs of self-affirmation, for what might make it unique. Argentina had finished second at the 1928 Olympic football tournament, where Uruguay won the gold medal at their neighbour’s expense. That, followed quickly by the advent of a professional club structure, invited all manner of opinion about how the sport should grow, define itself in a young nation aspiring to greater economic self-sufficiency.

The idea of the fearless, enterprising kid, the pibe who learned his skills and the codes of companionship on rough patches of urban ground with a fraying ball in his native suburb, became a trope. The day after Argentina’s losing Olympic final, in Amsterdam, Crítica gave over a whole page to a composition by the poet Raúl González Tuñón lauding the captain of the Argentina team, Luis Monti, and investing him with a uniquely bonaerense, Buenos Aires spirit: ‘We wait for you, Luis Monti, with our hearts in our hands like an old rag football/We, the raucous lads in the street from La Boca and Barracas, the future champions in a future that is just and fair.’ A year later, an editorial in the same newspaper celebrated the fact ‘nobody can be any doubt that all the barrios in the city should be proud of being the nurseries of great footballers’.

The boy who would become Argentina’s greatest footballer, at least of the first 80 years of the twentieth century, found that belonging to a team helped him cast off what he always maintained was an instinctive shyness. Informal kickabouts in the shadow of the chocolate factory or at Parque Patricios, a few blocks to the west of the family home, would develop into more organised fixtures. The boys of his surrounding blocks got together and called themselves ‘Unidos y Venceremos’, United, We’ll Win, challenged their neighbours to matches and prepared for weekend contests by marching together through the streets and chanting a song they had composed for themselves: ‘I hear the sound of the ball. Who knows what will happen? We are the pibes of Barracas, who have come and are here to win.’

And they would not win quietly. Alfredito, younger and much slighter than his older team-mates, would be positioned out on the right wing, to use his speed and dexterity as a dribbler, but he was still well within earshot of the backchat exchanged by the teenagers around him. The Barracas barrio contests he later described were explosive, pugnacious, peppered with insults and often with episodes of violence. The worst offence? Cowardice. Duck out of a challenge and a player would dread being condemned with the cutting phrase: ‘You sold yourself out for a sweetie.’ Even in these junior contests, spectators sometimes came to blows.

As for the boys, so for the men. Argentinian’s professional football, booming in many respects, did not always set a good example for its minors and its amateurs. The sport confronted several crises over the behaviour of its players and spectators in the 1930s. Fencing between the grandstands and the playing areas of the many new or expanded stadia would become a legal requirement, to combat frequent pitch invasions. In October 1933, a referee was attacked by players in the junior ranks of Independiente, an incident that could scarcely be corrected by an instruction for the miscreants to grow up and behave more like their elders. In the same month, River’s ground had been closed because of fighting on the pitch during a fixture between their reserves and those of Boca Juniors, while ten footballers had been injured in a brawl during a San Lorenzo versus Talleres game.

As La Crítica asked during that heated spring: ‘Who is in charge on the pitch? The police, or the referees?’ Eduardo Forte, one of the senior Argentinian referees in the era around the switch from supposed amateurism to a professional league, had his own ideas. He was notorious for having produced a knife to defend himself during a confrontation with players and for requiring a police escort away from a Talleres match, a procedure that left four officers requiring treatment for wounds inflicted by stones hurled at Forte.

The solution would be sought from overseas. At the same time that Argentina sought and often marvelled at the increasingly indigenous character of its own football, its administrators came around to an idea that, on the field, it might be best governed by foreigners. Isaac Caswell, an experienced referee from the north of England, was the first to be hired. Several more English officials would follow. They were there to represent neutrality in a sport where suspicion of refereeing bias was widespread among fans, and to deliver British expertise, experience and cool-headedness to inflammable situations.

Analogous tensions pulled at Argentinian society. Alfredito Di Stéfano was growing up in a country where the institutions of authority were regarded with suspicion, where the interests of an aspiring, diverse working class rubbed up against those of the old establishment, landed, moneyed, imperial. Changing governments see-sawed over which group to court. There was in the 1930s an Argentina with a determination to make its own way, to celebrate what made it special; there was also another Argentina, a nation anxious not to be left vulnerable, cut off from the Europe with which most of its citizens felt a bond. And it was a country whose cities, like its stadiums, could seem alarmingly lawless.


CHAPTER 2

THE SMELL OF DAMP EARTH

There is something defiant about the handsome two-storey house that stands set back from the rest on Avenida Carabobo, in the Buenos Aires district of Flores. On either side are smart blocks of flats, built in the 1960s or 1970s. They apply a certain squeeze on the property in between, and it answers back with the splendour of its garden, creepers that climb up and up, 20 or 30 feet, gripping the wall of the apartment building to its right. The long-term resident of this, the oldest house on the block, relates how, over the decades, she has received a number of offers to allow her patch of real estate to be turned into flats. She always says no. The home has been in her family for close to 70 years, since 1937 – a house cherished, a cache of vivid memories. Some of the plants in the garden she tends carefully have been there since the Di Stéfanos first moved in, when Norma was six.

The house in Barracas that had been the first home for all the children had become a little too small for the growing family, and this chalet, as the Flores house would have been described at the time, offered a great deal more space, not only for the three energetic offspring but for two dogs, a well-populated aviary and a coop for chickens beyond the arbour at the back of the home. The front garden looked almost as lush and well-maintained then as it would remain under Norma’s watch well into the next century, with lemon trees, cedars and tall rose bushes shielding the house from the broad avenue. Some creepers were already making their way up the façade and towards the first-floor balcony immediately above the front porch. The iron pole on which the balcony was supported has been replaced with a concrete pillar, quite possibly because it suffered wear and tear in the late 1930s, as one very hyperactive boy, vaulting from the first floor, used to slide down it, like a fireman suddenly called into duty.

Alfredo junior, Norma told me one day in 2015 as she pottered about the pretty garden, could be ‘a little devil’ as a pre-teenager. She points to where he used to slip down the pole, now a pillar, and to the spot from where he sometimes threw stones at the trams as they rattled their way down Carabobo, chucking the pebbles and quickly concealing himself behind the garden’s bushes and trees. Those sorts of mischiefs by Alfredo and his friends made enemies. He provoked the ire of the local butcher, whose shop stood on one nearby corner of Carabobo, and whose window displays would be reorganised by the boys while he wasn’t looking. The man once shut Alfredo in his refrigerator, to punish and to frighten him, and he complained about the repeated taunting to the miscreant’s mother, Eulalia.

At school Alfredo was given to pranks, like knotting the sleeve ends of a teacher’s jacket as it hung, unattended, in the classroom, and giggling as the teacher then struggled to put his arms through them. After their move to Flores, Alfredo went to the Montes de Oca educational institution, where at least one incident led to a fierce confrontation between Alfredo senior, the protective father, and a member of staff who had struck his oldest son for some misdemeanour.

Immediately to the left of the house, an archway reaches over the driveway. That, Norma recalls, made for an adequate, if rather high crossbar for games of football, or at least for the shooting and saving contests all three Di Stéfano children would play, often with Norma put in goal. The rest of their equipment was mostly home-made. Alfredo became adept at turning the malleable packaging materials in which his father collected his freshly starched collars from the nearby Japanese tailor-cum-laundry into usable balls.

Even before the family were installed in the Flores house, Alfredo senior and Eulalia decided she need some help with childcare. As Norma Di Stéfano remembers: ‘Usually it would be a girl who would do that sort of work, but at the time, my mother couldn’t find one. So we had a young lad who helped around the house.’ Enrique Losada was about six years older than Alfredo junior, and a Boca Juniors fan. The three children enjoyed his company, and Alfredo in particular appreciated his enthusiasm for football and his tactical and technical advice. Losada organised drills for the boys, including exercises to strengthen their weaker foot, in Alfredo’s case his left. He would never become fully ambidextrous as a player, but would later thank Losada, the cheerful home help, for the tuition and advice that helped give him the advantage of being a two-footed player.

Moving from Barracas to Flores meant a new local team, Imán, and a step into the rugged world of men’s football. Imán’s headquarters was a local barber’s shop where the proprietors had a steady stream of clients and would recruit new players as they talked sport between snips and shaves. Alfredo was initially the youngest member of the side, which included men well into their thirties. Tulio would later turn out for them as well, playing in midfield. Where matches took place would depend on the availability of a ground, or a big enough patch of park, but Imán were serious enough to have their own strip, white with green stripes, and to draw spectators, passers-by and, more regularly, the nuns from a convent next to one of the pitches they used.

Tulio had inherited some of his father’s talent for the sport, though also his vulnerability to injury. That would eventually curtail what had been genuine hopes that he might go far in the game. The brothers were close. ‘They got on but were quite different in a way,’ Norma recalls. ‘Tulio was a perhaps calmer and quieter at home. And they competed with each other: Alfredo was always very competitive about everything.’ The boys were ticked off by their father for boxing too aggressively with one another. Alfredo disliked losing at anything. He would respond to setbacks by imposing his authority, as older sibling. ‘If he ever lost at any sort of game, be it cards, parchís or whatever, to either of us,’ remembered Norma, ‘he’d say: “What do you know about this game, anyway?”’

To his younger brother and sister, Alfredo seemed to know a good deal about a lot of things, and liked to play the sage. In their company, he was a gossip, who often left just enough unsaid to intrigue and tantalise his audience.

Norma recalls in particular some alarming stories he told her and Tulio about a series of incidents which had affected Alfredo senior. It is possible that in the adolescent mind of Alfredito, certain details had become exaggerated, his accounts over-dramatised, but to his sister the vivid descriptions of an attempted extortion against the family seemed very real. Like his grandfather Miguel, the Alfredito who had overcome his shyness could recount a tale, and give it authority. ‘Alfredo,’ Norma remembers, ‘always seemed to know exactly what was going on.’

Later in his life Di Stéfano would describe the same incidents in detail. The menace of the mafia, he called it, and put the dangers felt by his father in the context of the times. The 1930s would come to be known as Argentina’s Decada Infame, the infamous decade, chiefly because of its political upheavals, the threats to functioning democracy of the era’s military coups and a culture of government and corporate corruption. There was also an element of organised crime, thriving in the cracks created by broader social instability. Communities with Italian roots became most sensitive to it. Certain individuals and families had gathered a notoriety, particularly in the city of Rosario, from where there were lurid reports of vendettas and tussles for control of various areas of commerce. Figures like ‘Chicho Grande’ Galiffi, and his daughter, the green-eyed, fearless Ágata Cruz Galiffi, one of the masterminds of an attempted bank robbery in 1939 that involved digging a long underground tunnel, became household names. So were Francisco ‘Chicho Chico’ Marrone and Nicolás Ballestreri. A number of murders and kidnappings for ransom were attributed to these gangs.

Though Rosario remained the stronghold of Argentina’s version of the Mob, there were various attempts to establish a presence in the capital, Buenos Aires. There is evidence the techniques of intimidation and patronage used by mafia groups in Italy, and indeed gangsters in Chicago and on the east coast of the United States of America, reached Argentina in the 1920s and 1930s. While some immigrants were arriving from Mussolini’s Italy, others were moving south from the America of Prohibition and then the Depression, in search of opportunity. Argentina’s organised labour movements and its agricultural collectives looked the sort of institutions a mafia might lucratively penetrate and exploit. A senior official of Buenos Aires’s central market for potato farmers, suppliers and distributors, as Alfredo Di Stéfano senior was, would doubtless have heard the story of José Martire, a potato trader who, having defied a number of threats of blackmail from mafia heavies, had a bomb thrown at his house. He survived.

By the early 1930s the head of the Di Stéfano household was himself under threat. Norma was told by her eldest brother that their father had taken to keeping a pistol in his bedroom, and sometimes carried it on him when he set off for work. The enemies against whom he supposed it was worth protecting himself in this way included extortionists. They were demanding a proportion of the income from every truckload of potatoes that left the central market. From time to time, their menace was expressed by a warning shot or two fired at delivery vehicles. According to Alfredito, members, perhaps leaders, of one gang drew up in their Ford in front of the Di Stéfano home in Flores one day, and engaged him and Tulio in conversation, offering them sweets and small change as they chatted. The boys dutifully called for their mother, Eulalia, who emerged from the house clutching the kitchen knife she had been using to prepare a chicken for supper. The gangsters left in a hurry.

Alfredo senior held a position that made him a natural target and he clearly had means. The handsome two-storey on Carabobo spoke of wealth and social standing. A few months after the family had settled there, a pair of smartly dressed men approached Alfredo senior to offer him twice the sum for the house that he had only recently paid for it. He felt suspicious, particularly when they suggested a meeting over a possible sale, to take place at their premises rather than his. His scepticism grew when they expressed reluctance at the idea that the vendor intended to bring along a notary to the meeting, insisting that they preferred Alfredo senior to come alone. He told Eulalia he felt frightened by the encounter, and evidently he said so within earshot of his alert eldest son.

One of the suspected mafiosi in that escapade had given his surname as ‘Di Carlo’. Alfredito would recall his look clearly, well over 60 years later: a man of short stature, with a well-trimmed beard. Those features stuck in his mind’s eye because of a dramatic episode for the impressionable pre-teenager.

It took place during a train trip to visit cousins in the town of San Nicolás, on the route from Buenos Aires to Rosario. Alfredito, then 11 or 12 years old, was travelling with his father. All of a sudden, he felt sure he spotted the mysterious Di Carlo, seated with three other men at the opposite end of the restaurant car where the Di Stéfanos had taken their places to eat. Young Alfredo would remember the vivid alarm his father showed when his son leaned towards and him and asked softly: ‘Isn’t that Señor Di Carlo?’ The boy was told firmly not to look in the man’s direction, to keep quiet, while his father made a surprising, urgent plan for the end of their journey, some four and half hours later.

The story Alfredo recounted to his sister about what happened next, on the Buenos Aires to Rosario train, might have been drawn from the script of a western, or indeed from any one of the films that at that time were attracting large audiences in Argentina; movies like José García Silva’s Asesinos (Assassins) or Ugo Anselmi’s Bajo La Garra De La Mafia (In the Grip of the Mafia), or from one of the plays that filled the theatres of Buenos Aires, like Maffia and Don Chicho. Shortly before the train drew into San Nicolás, late at night, Alfredo senior discreetly placed his luggage just outside the restaurant car. As the train began to slow for the San Nicolás stop and other passengers made ready to disembark, the two Di Stéfanos remained in their seats, as if, like the four men at the other end of the carriage, they were staying on board all the way to Rosario. In a flash, the father grasped his son firmly by the arm, pushed him quickly through the door towards the exit, and, with the wheels still turning, and the platform still some way ahead, clutched his son by his belt, grabbed his suitcase and they jumped off, the pair of them tumbling through a bush and onto the ground until a fence broke their momentum. There they stayed, concealed behind a hedge, until the rest of the San Nicolás passengers had disembarked by more orthodox means. The train rumbled on, with Di Carlo and the other suspected gangsters still on board, headed for Rosario, the Chicago of South America.

When father and son finally reached the home of their relatives, in San Nicolás, they were greeted with curious questions about why they had arrived so late. Alfredo senior explained. He was advised to sort out his difficulties with the mafia, put an end to the fearfulness that was threatening to shape the family’s lives. He did so. How? Alfredo junior grew up believing his father had eventually yielded to the extortionists, that for some of his time at the potato market, regular sums were given to the mafia heavies, to their protection racket. Norma is not so sure. ‘I don’t know if my father paid, or not,’ she recalls with a shrug.

Whatever the compromise, the Di Stéfanos had their reasons to uproot again, or at least spend most of their time in a more rural environment, at arm’s length from organised crime, the political turbulence and social tensions concentrating in Argentina’s mostly densely populated areas. But when Alfredo senior determined that, although they would keep the Flores house, a more bucolic life would best suit the family, he was running against the tide. The Great Depression was impacting on the Argentinian economy. It negatively affected agricultural exports, and the crisis drove hundreds of thousands from the countryside to the cities in search of an alternative livelihood. Alfredo senior took the opposite path, choosing to go into farming, and bought himself a plot of land around a spacious ranch just outside the town of Los Cardales, about a two-hour journey north-west of Buenos Aires.

It was here that his eldest son would develop several of his passions, notably his love for what he later rather poetically described as ‘the smell of damp earth’. But in setting off there he strongly sensed that the move would make the possibility of his becoming an elite footballer, a professional sportsman, far more remote.

Los Cardales used to be known as ‘Little Cordoba’. That was an endorsement of its charms. Its clean air is appreciated even today by bonaerenses who can afford a second home or bear a long daily commute into the capital. In the first half of the twentieth century it was especially recommended for those whose lungs had suffered in the city, in an era when tuberculosis was liable to shorten lives, painfully. Los Cardales has many delights still, a place of twee boutiques and coffee shops, with country club estates stretching across its outskirts. The Di Stéfanos’ former home could pass as one of those, but remains in private hands, largely unchanged since the family occupied it. The farmhouse, with its terracotta-tiled roof, is set back from the main road, a few miles outside the centre of Los Cardales, at the end of a drive of around 400 metres with maize fields either side.

The relocation to the countryside meant significant change for young Alfredo. By the time he was 14 his formal schooling was effectively taking second place to the vocation lined up for him by his father: agriculture. His apprenticeship would be rigorous. He and Tulio worked hard under their parents’ watch. They rose before dawn and, heaving large oil lamps through the dark, made their way to the dairy to milk the cows. As the herd grew, so the Di Stéfano boys took on greater responsibilities, eventually supervising the work of hired farmhands. They were tasked with managing the pigs. If that sounds a little grim – and it was certainly arduous, mucky work – there was a certain gaucho glamour to the new life. The boys had to be alert to the threat of rustlers and robbers; they had space to explore, territory to tame. Alfredo would pick thistles and gouge out of them the pulpy fruit whose taste he grew to love. He would let his imagination carry him into adventures. He had by then become a devoted reader of the Martín Fierro epics, tales depicting an heroic Argentinian ideal: a courageous, noble, resourceful figure.

The physical demands were considerable. One job the boys took on with some relish would be the breaking-in of horses, a challenge that could carry some perils as well as building up a teenager’s thigh, calf and upper body muscles. Alfredo junior had a series of attritional duels and tugs-of-war with a horse named ‘Sulki’, soon known around the farm as ‘Devil’ for his wilfulness and rebellious instincts. The steed became a project, a combatant he felt determined to overcome. At least one of young Alfredo’s expeditions into town to buy groceries would be abandoned, when, having harnessed Sulki to a tilbury carriage, the horse reared up, broke free of his tether and left the apprentice horse-whisperer ducking away from a carriage wheel that spun violently towards his head.

The Di Stéfanos had arrived in Los Cardales as outsiders, and their new home was located a long walk from the hub of the community. The family aroused some curiosity, particularly at the main gathering point for cardaleños, the bar on the corner of Rivadavia Street and 25th of May Avenue, facing Plaza Mitre. The proprietor, one Alfino Di Yorio, had purchased the elegant corner building in the 1920s and adapted it to his needs and passions. Alfino Di Yorio and his sons Titin and Atilio were keen players of pelota, a sport most associated with the Basque region of southern Europe, exported to Argentina during the wave of immigration of the nineteenth century. A little like open-air squash, but using baskets instead of racquets, it needs a sizeable space with a high wall, one of which was constructed at the back of Bar Di Yorio.

At the front, members of the town’s amateur football team would gather, over coffees or liquor, to talk about selection, plan fixtures, and sigh about the difficulties they faced in matches against stronger teams from bigger towns. As Alfino’s son Atilio, a stalwart of the team from his teens, recounted to his own sons, Alfredo and Alberto, the players became intrigued by the Di Stéfanos. They discovered the new local landowner had turned out in his younger days for River Plate; they saw his two sons had enthusiasm for the game, as well as athleticism, talent and what sounded like a unique practice regime.

Alberto Di Yorio, a vivacious raconteur, describes what first made his father, Atilio, and the other members of the Los Cardales club, interested in the Di Stéfano boys as potential team-mates. ‘They used to do these training drills, which seemed almost professional,’ he recalls his father telling him. ‘Along the drive leading to their farmhouse, there was an avenue of trees planted on either side, at regular intervals. Alfredo senior would stand at one end, giving instructions as the two boys, one of them on either side of the driveway, each dribbled the ball up and down, doing their gambetas, their slaloms, back and forth, controlling the ball either side of the trees.’ Zig-zagging between the cedars, urged on by his father to strengthen his left foot, Alfredito had, it seemed, brought an impressive sort of sporting professionalism to the rural backwater.

Both Di Stéfano boys were soon deemed far too useful to be corralled for long in Los Cardales’s under-18 side. As they had with Imán, the barrio team in Flores, Alfredo and Tulio would spend their weekends with men of various ages, playing and practising, and learning about the region and its rivalries and hierarchies. They heard how matches against the team from the town of Escobar should be approached with caution, and a little awe.

Fixtures were a focus of the town’s social life, with a good proportion of residents gathering on the bleachers set up along one of the touchlines of the town’s pitch, a short walk from the Bar Di Yorio down Los Cardales’s main central avenue. Once Alfredo junior and Tulio were established in the side, Alfredo senior became a distinctive presence, too. He would take up a position on the touchline facing the seated spectators, on his feet throughout and animated. ‘My father used to say he was like a “caged lion”,’ Alberto Di Yorio testifies, a little wide-eyed. ‘He would stand and jump around on the opposite side of the pitch from the rest of the people watching, coaching his two sons, shouting at them: “Tulio, do this!” or “Alfredo, get over there!” But he would only ever give instructions to those two. He wasn’t trying to coach the team, or take over, just trying to teach his sons the right way of doing things.’

If matches meant some stressful moments for Alfredo senior, his sons’ talents made the Di Stéfanos welcome members of the community. Norma gained a reputation as a demanding spectator. As Atilio Di Yorio told his sons, the sister of the starlets used to arrive at the bar with her parents before kick-off, ready to join the other supporters and relatives. She would then announce she would only be going to the game on condition she was given a bag of nuts and sunflower seeds to nibble.

There were other rituals. On matchdays, the Di Stéfanos’ journey, some three miles from the farm to the centre of town, would be undertaken jogging by Alfredo and Tulio. The procession made for quite a spectacle. The boys would lead the way, in shorts and football shirts, as if acting as an escort, ahead of the horse-drawn tilbury steered by their father, with Eulalia and Norma seated beside him. ‘They were professionals before their time,’ explains Alberto Di Yorio. ‘They would use those runs as their form of warm-up for the match. None of the others in the team did anything like that.’

The Di Stéfano boys, although younger than their team-mates, raised standards. Alfredo, mostly used on the wing, from where he could put into practice the gambetas and feints he rehearsed around the trees of
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