
[image: More Than A Shirt: How Football Shirts Explain Global Politics, Money and Power by Joey D'Urso. Quote: 'Brilliant' Chris Mason and 'Wonderfully Written' Martin O'Neill. The front of a red football shirt, in the centre is a mock badge in the form of a map of the world, with words such as 'Money, Conflict, Democracy and War' where the oceans would be.]


For Mum and Dad


MORE THAN A 
SHIRT

How Football Shirts 
Explain Global Politics, 
Money and Power

JOEY D’URSO

[image: Sevendials publisher logo]

CONTENTS

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

1. Putin’s Wars
 FC Schalke 04 & Red Star Belgrade

2. Criminal Connections
 Envigado FC & Parma FC

3. The Global Gamble
 FC Goa & Nottingham Forest

4. World on the Move 
Changing Lives FC & France National Football Team

5. American Exceptionalism 
Houston Dash & Inter Miami

6. Beyond Oil and Gas 
FC Barcelona & Real Madrid

7. Democracy’s Limits
 Prisoners of Robben Island & Newcastle United

8. China’s Rise and Retreat
 West Bromwich Albion & Guangzhou Evergrande

9. The Other Half 
England Women’s Goalkeeper Shirt & SC Corinthians SP

10. Borders 
Rangers FC & Club Deportivo Palestino

11. Financial Times 
Beşiktaş J.K. & Australia Women’s Training Shirt

Postscript

Acknowledgements

Endnotes

Picture Credits

Orion Credits

Plate Section

Copyright




INTRODUCTION

I hope this book changes the way you see the world. If that sounds a pretentious goal, allow me to be a little more specific. I hope this book changes the way you see the world when it comes to the football shirts you see out and about. There is more to them than meets the eye. Every shirt tells a deeper story about the world we inhabit.

This book has taken me on a journey to a dozen countries on five continents to tell the story of twenty-two different football shirts, enough for two teams of eleven players. I have travelled from Colombia to Cape Town, from Dallas to Doha, from Germany to Goa. Each chapter tells the story of two shirts which give a window into a big global topic, from geopolitics to immigration, nationalism to oil and gas. Wherever you live in the world you likely see football shirts worn by people on the street, or by footballers themselves as you watch games on TV, either intentionally or by catching a glimpse in the corner of a room somewhere. Spotting shirts in the wild is more common in some parts of the world than others, but the world’s most popular sport is ever-growing in popularity, and will be bigger when you come to read this paragraph than when I sat down to write it. Soon after reading this you will spot a football shirt in the wild. It may be the next time you leave the house. You may even be able to spot one from where you are reading this right now, perhaps in a cafe or on public transport. After finishing this book I hope you will see something deeper in every shirt you see. I hope this book gives you the tools to learn something new from every shirt. It may only become clear after some extra research, but there will be something, because every football shirt tells a story.

For billions of us, some of life’s most powerful memories are footballing ones. These may be jumping up and down in the stands, being drenched with beer in the pub, or hugging relatives in front of the television. Football shirts can do more than just inspire sporting memories or teach us about the game itself. They can also be a device to better understand the world around us beyond football, giving an insight into things that initially appear unrelated. A German shirt sporting the logo of a Russian gas company can be a way of telling one of the century’s biggest stories: how Russia slid into dictatorship under Vladimir Putin, reawakening conflicts that were thought long finished. In Medellín in Colombia, a football shirt featuring the silhouetted face of a drug warlord is a way of understanding that country’s fraught history as well as highlighting why football around the world is so often associated with organised crime. In England’s post-industrial north-east, the local team Newcastle United have worn a shirt in the green of Saudi Arabia’s flag, paying homage to the authoritarian state which bankrolls their club. This tells a bigger story about the oil and gas that powers our world and what may happen when it all runs out.

I am not arguing that football is the main force behind all these global trends. The sport is one narrative strand among countless others. But it is one that is perhaps more likely to engage and intrigue us than dry economic statistics, or news stories about distant politicians with names that are hard to remember. Of course not everything important can be explained by football shirts. Finding a shirt to explain the rise of artificial intelligence or the dangers of antibiotic resistance feels a stretch at the time of writing this book, although things could change. Yet as the game becomes ever more global with the proliferation of satellite television and high-speed internet, the world’s biggest sport looms larger in international affairs than ever before, and the game’s links to politics are growing deeper and more numerous. Football can provide a way into understanding things that are otherwise too abstract, too big or too distant to fully grasp. Football shirts can help us think about topics that may be more life and death than football, but are not bigger than football – because there isn’t anything in the world that is bigger. Nothing can be truly universal in a world divided by language, religion and geography, but football comes pretty close, closer than anything else. The football shirt in all its varieties, is close to a universal object, one which we can use to help understand the world.

We all remember our first football shirt. Since the age of four I have been going to watch Aston Villa in my home city of Birmingham in England. My first game was a 2–2 draw with Arsenal in 1996. I still have the programme, its cover featuring future England manager Gareth Southgate who played for Villa back then. My childhood photos are full of all sorts of claret-and-blue paraphernalia, the club’s colours dating back to 1888 when chairman William McGregor founded the world’s first-ever football league. I never had an actual replica shirt until the age of ten. That changed when my grandmother moved house after my grandfather died, freeing up some cash. She gave each of her grandchildren £100 with the stipulation that, rather than it being sensibly saved somewhere, we should be allowed to spend it on whatever we wanted. I was old enough to know exactly what that was.

Aston Villa’s 2002–03 shirt was claret with blue sleeves and a claret-and-blue striped V-neck. The shorts were white and the socks, unusually that season, were claret rather than blue. I bought the full kit and barely took it off. The logo on the front of the shirt was for Rover, the iconic car company based in Longbridge, just a couple of miles from where I grew up in Bournville, which is the home of Cadbury’s chocolate, another great British industry. Rover and Villa were a perfect brand match, representing Birmingham’s role as the centre of the UK’s motor industry which was famous around the world in the twentieth century. That season’s white away shirt featured the logo of MG, another famous British car manufacturer and part of the MG Rover Group. At the time of the Villa deal, Rover was the last UK-owned car manufacturer catering to the masses. It didn’t last much longer, though. Over decades, manufacturing jobs had been drifting eastwards to places like Eastern Europe and Asia where labour was cheaper. The Longbridge factory could not survive. In 2005, after lengthy takeover negotiations, Rover went into liquidation, a year after the company’s logo was replaced on Villa’s shirts by German finance firm DWS Investments. For the first time in decades cars were no longer being made at Longbridge, with 6,000 MG Rover employees losing their jobs alongside many more job losses in the supply chain.

At the time, I played football in a junior league not far from Longbridge, wearing my Villa kit whenever I could for training. The sense of loss hung over the entire place. A few years later there was a similar feeling in Bournville. Cadbury’s was founded by benevolent Victorian capitalists who constructed my home neighbourhood as a ‘model village’, with greenery and other amenities for workers at a time when such conscientiousness was uncommon. In 2009, the company was sold to an American conglomerate. Chocolate is still made in Bournville under the Cadbury’s name, and the area has fared far better than Longbridge, but things feel a little different now. These things changed in my city but Aston Villa, in its essence, did not. Football clubs provide many of us with a constant in a world where everything else seems to change – companies rise and fall, relatives live and die, houses are bought and sold. No family member of mine lives in the same house as they did when I was born, but Villa Park is still there, the only geographical constant in my life. Even when clubs move stadiums the team remains, a North Star in an ever-changing world. The changes in my own team’s claret-and-blue shirts over my lifetime tell stories about the place where I grew up, and some bigger global stories too, but this is just my own niche example. You will have your own.

Fans have only been able to buy replica shirts for around half a century. In October 1973, John Griffiths was managing director of British sports manufacturer Admiral. One day he drove 100 miles from his factory in Leicestershire for a morning meeting at a mail-order catalogue company on the outskirts of Leeds. The meeting was not a success but following a consolation breakfast, Griffiths and his colleague spotted some footballers training across the road. The team was Leeds United, at that time in their heyday under legendary manager Don Revie. Griffiths collared Revie, showed off some shirt samples in his office over a cup of tea and came up with a revolutionary idea.1 Before this meeting, football clubs simply bought generic kits ‘off the peg’ from retailers in a preferred colour. Griffiths suggested that Admiral and Leeds work together on a kit. Revie made clear that Leeds’ all-white home kit, copied from Real Madrid, was sacrosanct, but he said the company could do what they liked with the club’s yellow away kit, and training jerseys. Griffiths proposed a bespoke Leeds kit made by Admiral, which could be sold to fans as well as being worn by players. He came up with a yellow design with an Admiral logo on the chest on the opposite side to the Leeds badge, as well as a training top with ‘Admiral’ emblazoned on it, which players would wear before kick-off. The deal was a huge success, with replica shirts flying off the shelves in West Yorkshire and beyond. For a while, football-mad English children could only buy the shirts of Leeds United, but other clubs and the rest of the sportswear industry quickly copied the idea.

Many but not all of the shirts in this book tell a story because of the sponsor’s logo they carry. When it comes to sponsors as opposed to kit manufacturers, Uruguayan club Peñarol are thought to be the first club to carry a logo on their shirts back in 1950, but this was swiftly discontinued.1 For most of the twentieth century, many countries had bans on sullying shirts with anything as grubby as a corporate logo. Football back then was hugely popular but not nearly as slick and corporate as it is today. The first definitively established sponsorship deal came in 1973, the same year that Leeds partnered with Admiral to make their kits, when German club Eintracht Braunschweig started carrying the logo of local spirit manufacturer Jägermeister – the spirit served alongside Red Bull to make a Jägerbomb cocktail.2 Red Bull is now a key player in football, not just sponsoring but owning teams in Leipzig in Germany and Salzburg in Austria, as well as New York City, and having a minority stake in Leeds United.

These days, alcohol sponsors are common in South America, but no major European club has a booze brand on the front of their shirt. It brings up awkward questions regarding advertising to children, and football is far more globalised now. Liverpool’s star player in recent years has been Mohamed Salah, an Egyptian and a proud Muslim. This could have caused issues if he had scored his countless Liverpool goals while wearing the logo of Carlsberg, the Danish beer brand that sponsored the club’s shirts between 1992 and 2010, and still has a commercial deal with Liverpool.

During the 1970s, sponsorships continued to take off in Germany with Bayern Munich, the country’s best-supported team, signing a deal with Adidas which became both kit manufacturer and shirt sponsor. In England, there was some resistance when Derek Dougan, the bombastic chairman of little Kettering Town, reached a deal for a ‘four-figure sum’ with local automotive firm Kettering Tyres. Kettering played Bath City in the lowly Southern League in January 1976 with the offending two words written across their chests. A stern letter from the FA led to the club changing the logo and dropping some letters so the shirt read ‘Kettering T’, which Dougan claimed stood for ‘Town’. Eventually, with the threat of a fine, he backed down.

Dougan and others made the case that continental clubs were benefiting from this cash while English sides were leaving money on the table. A couple of years later the FA relented and dropped the ban. In 1979, Liverpool became the first top-flight club to get a shirt sponsor, with Japanese electronics manufacturer Hitachi paying £100,000 over two years.4 Other clubs soon followed despite a ban on showing shirts with sponsors on the BBC, a restriction that soon fell by the wayside. If you watch the weekly highlights show Match of the Day these days, you will see hundreds of sponsors’ logos, not just on shirts but on billboards around stadiums as well as on the walls in front of which managers and players are interviewed. This is all despite the BBC’s strict domestic ban on TV advertising in the conventional sense.

The rise of shirt sponsors was slow and uneven. Aston Villa became champions of Europe in 1982, sadly a decade before my birth. In the photos of the club’s greatest ever night, in Rotterdam, when captain Dennis Mortimer lifted the trophy after a surprise 1–0 win over Bayern Munich, neither Villa’s nor Bayern’s shirts had commercial logos despite the German side being sponsorship trailblazers. The following season the new European champions were sponsored by local Birmingham brewery Davenports. Sponsors in those days were often very local and many deals were for a relative pittance in an era when there was little football on TV and far less cash flowing through the game in general. Club chairmen were grateful for anything to boost the coffers.

After the Davenports deal expired, Villa went sponsor-less for a couple of seasons which happened a lot in the early days of shirt sponsorship. Deals were worth relatively little, so it did not matter hugely either way. The club’s first long-term deal, lasting from 1984 to 1993, was with Mita Copiers, a Japanese electronics company. This was an era when such firms played a huge role in English football, from Sharp at Manchester United, JVC at Arsenal, and Brother at Manchester City. The Japanese economy was booming at the time and exporting electronic goods around the world. This slowed by the middle of the 1990s, known as the ‘Lost Decade’ for the Japanese economy, and the Premier League deals duly dried up. Villa then cycled through a series of sponsors including Müller, a German yoghurt company, AST, a US computer firm, and the telecoms firm NTL at the dawn of a new millennium when UK consumers were first getting broadband connections and mobile phones.

After Rover, then DWS Investments, and a couple of years with the 32Red online casino, Villa’s next sponsor was an oddity that went against the tide of an increasingly commercialised game. Eccentric American chairman Randy Lerner decided to forgo a traditional sponsor and carry the logo of Acorns, a local children’s hospice, between 2008 and 2010. This shirt is fondly remembered by fans, not only for its wholesome sponsor, but because it was worn through a successful period that included three successive sixth-place finishes, plus Europa League football and a League Cup final. I still have mine although the Acorns logo has largely rubbed off after fifteen years of sweat and washing powder. Villa were not the first English club to highlight a charitable cause on their shirts rather than a regular sponsor. In the mid-1980s, local rivals West Bromwich Albion partnered with the West Midlands Health Authority as part of an anti-smoking campaign. The club’s shirts carried a picture of a cigarette with a red cross through it (even though smoking was still allowed on the terraces at that time). Still, Villa’s choice twenty-five years later was an unusual one. They were emulating Barcelona, who had done similar a year or so earlier by putting a logo on their famous red-and-blue shirts for the first time – that of UNICEF, the United Nation’s children’s charity. They later replaced UNICEF with Qatar Airways, a rather less virtuous sponsor – more on that later.

This bout of altruism did Villa no good on the pitch. Lerner had spent hundreds of millions without Villa breaking into the elite and he soon turned off the spending taps, starting a slow and steady period of decline. Villa realised they needed sponsorship cash and, like many Premier League clubs, had a succession of gambling sponsors, including the period of time when the club dropped into the Championship, England’s second division, between 2016 and 2019. Gambling sponsors have become increasingly prevalent in the Premier League and other parts of Europe and have remained on Villa’s shirts through the club’s remarkable resurgence since 2018 which included qualifying for the Champions League in 2023–24 for the first time in four decades. In October 2024, I was at Villa Park for a repeat of that famous scoreline: Aston Villa 1–0 Bayern Munich, the best memory of my life as a football fan. Through most of my adult life, proudly supporting an underachieving provincial team has been a core part of my identity while working in London. Villa becoming suddenly brilliant upon the arrival of Spanish manager Unai Emery was magical, if a little discombobulating at times. Wearing a Villa shirt in a London gym, as I have done often, represented something very different compared to a few years earlier.

Two years after I finished university I moved to the city of Lyon for a few months, where I studied French while working part-time. At one point my classmates included a fellow Brit, a couple of Germans, lots of South Koreans, two Japanese people, and various South American nationalities. One day, we played a game probably familiar to you. One person writes a celebrity’s name on a note and sticks it to another’s forehead. That person then asks the other players ‘yes or no’ questions. Is it a man? Are they a singer? You keep going like this until you get the answer.

Such an international crowd made this game tough. There were few common references. Even names I thought would be universal – Beyoncé, Madonna, Tom Cruise – faced the barrier of producing all their work in a language that most of the world does not speak. Queen Elizabeth II, US president Barack Obama and then-presidential candidate Donald Trump were truly universal names. But beyond that auspicious trio there were two more: Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo. Both men stand a good claim to being not just the best footballers of all time, a debate Messi surely won with his World Cup win in 2022, but the most famous humans to have ever lived. It is hard to appreciate music in a foreign language, even harder with TV and films, but football can transcend this as one of the world’s few true universal interests. Messi has now become a huge celebrity in the USA despite rarely speaking English in public. It is hard to think of anyone else who has managed this. In the USA football has long lagged behind the country’s domestic sports while in India, cricket is dominant, but the picture is changing fast in both those countries. Globally, no sport comes remotely close to football. Wherever you go in the world there are not many things that you will see almost everywhere. The Coca-Cola logo is one. The Monobloc, the white plastic chair with curved arms and vents down the back, is another. And then there are football shirts. They are usually made of cheap polyester sold to consumers in the West for upwards of $100 but made (or illegally copied) for a fraction of that, often by workers earning a pittance in parts of the world where labour laws are limited.

The idea behind this book – using football shirts as a tool to explain the world around us – is one that has been brewing in my head for a long time. After beginning a career in 2016 as a journalist covering British politics, I started a new role four years later as an investigative reporter at sports media website The Athletic, now owned by the New York Times. Digging into football’s grubby side, I uncovered wrongdoings in the sport, from Premier League clubs advertising illegal gambling in Asia, to the embrace of crypto-currency products which were fleecing fans. Often an idea for an article was sparked by looking up a curious sponsor I had spotted on a TV screen, shirt or a billboard, the money sloshing through the game telling deeper stories about our world. After that I moved to The Times and Sunday Times, where I work as a data journalist, writing about politics, sport and other topics, using numbers to tell stories.

This book is intended for football obsessives, those who have deep emotional attachments to particular shirts and want to understand some of the bigger forces behind the global game. It is also intended for those with a keen interest in politics and international affairs who don’t necessarily follow football closely, but know that it is more than just a game these days. I hope this book is of interest to people who want to understand more about what the World Cups in Qatar and Saudi Arabia mean for the geopolitics of the Middle East, about China’s efforts to use football as a foreign policy tool, and about football’s role in the story of immigration and integration in Europe. Sometimes it is not a sponsor but something else about a shirt which makes it tell a wider story, such as the blue of France representing that country’s uneasy relationship with the immigrant communities who now dominate the national team, or what the unsponsored England women’s goalkeeper shirt tells us about changing gender roles around the world. As someone obsessed with both football and politics, I hope to write for an audience with an interest in either subject, but not necessarily both.

A paradox of football’s rise to world domination is that despite the ever-increasing popularity of the game globally, the attention and the money is flowing mainly to a small group of clubs based in Western Europe. Several of them infamously attempted to peel off in April 2021 to form the European Super League, which imploded on launch after a furious backlash from fans. These clubs’ shirts can be spotted on streets around the world, though often the garments are of dubious authenticity.

Another common sight these days, and a booming global industry, is retro shirts. Just as there is nostalgia for the designs and bright colours of an earlier period of football, there is nostalgia for sponsors which seem more tangible, more grounded in the communities where the teams are from, compared to the modern era where several Italian clubs have been sponsored by cryptocurrency companies which have gone bust. This nostalgia can be rose-tinted. Italian club Parma are a plucky underdog of Italian football who had a great spell of success around the time of the new millennium, but these glory years are inextricably linked to fraud by the dairy company that owned the club and sponsored its shirts. The logos on the front of football shirts continue to tell stories of financial scandals as well as geopolitical ructions.

In October 2021, Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund bought Newcastle United, then an underachieving English side with a big fanbase. A struggling club suddenly became the world’s richest, on paper at least. Although Premier League spending rules complicate the picture, Abu Dhabi’s Manchester City and Qatar’s Paris Saint-Germain – Champions League winners in 2023 and 2025 respectively – could at some point in the future be battling it out with Newcastle in what is effectively a Middle Eastern proxy war, the rivalries and alliances of that desert region playing themselves out on muddy football pitches in the northern European winter as part of these energy superpowers’ attempts to ‘diversify’ away from fossil fuels in a world where natural resources are finite, and burning them is damaging the climate. Football shirts can have a role in global power games playing out thousands of miles away.

When I tell people I am writing a book about the football shirts that explain the world, they sometimes assume this means the most famous shirts worn by the biggest European heavyweights. This is not the approach I have taken though. I have chosen some big names, like the iconic blue and red of Barcelona and the all-white of Real Madrid, as well as the blue of the French national team, the most successful national side of modern times. But there are also shirts from Serbia, Chile and India. There is a shirt worn by South African political prisoners decades ago, and one that tells the story of Australia’s women’s team having a branded nickname. I have tried to choose shirts that tell stories. It is possible to make the case for all sorts of other football shirts that tell stories about the world we live in. This is a book written from my own vantage point. I tell these stories as someone who understands football in England better than anywhere else, so England is discussed the most, woven in with travels around the world. This is not the worst thing given the Premier League’s global dominance, but people from other places would see some of these stories differently and would pull out different meanings from different shirts. Every football fan could come up with a different list. If you have a drawer of football shirts, riffle through it and have a go at this yourself. Look at the badges, the colours and the sponsors, and find out why your shirt looks exactly the way it does. Every shirt tells a story.

This book will grapple with many weighty topics, including the power structures of football itself and the decisions taken by men in suits that can make football feel increasingly removed from the game we learned to love as children. Frankly, some of it is a bit depressing. But I want to end on a note of optimism before we begin. Football is brilliant. In the past, I have been asked why I love it so much, and I have a simple answer.

You know that feeling when your team scores a last-minute winner? There is nothing else like it in the world. The pure elation that makes you scream yourself hoarse, punch the air while sat alone on the sofa, or hug strangers in the row in front of you. I have been writing about football for a while now, but generally watch games from the stands rather than the press box, and have rarely had to exercise the professional detachment necessary for the full-time match-going journalist. I love supporting my club and my country and making strange noises when I do. Nothing is quite like the emotion of watching football. All sorts of other things give pleasure and joy in life – romantic love, the warmth of family, a brilliant piece of art, the taste of wonderful food and drink. These things are all great, but are pleasurable in a different way to that back-of-the-net euphoria. Nobody ever punched the air and shouted ‘Come on!’ after a delicious glass of wine, or even the birth of a baby. Football gives access to a whole plane of emotions that are otherwise not part of the human experience. I’m sure this can exist in other sports too, but there are far fewer people to share it with.

Different people appreciate different aspects of football. For some it is about family, belonging and emotion, others love analysing tactics and quoting statistics. The thing that most grips me about football is the culture of it. I love speaking to people from faraway places about what football means to them, and how it interacts with weighty topics as well as daily life. I have grown up pickled in the brine of football culture, which now increasingly plays out on social media as much as in pubs or workplaces. It is a shared language – I once spent several hours in a bar in Armenia at the time Leicester City were surprisingly running away with the Premier League in 2016. We had virtually no shared language but could repeat the words ‘Jamie Vardy’ and ‘Riyad Mahrez’ while looking at clips on a mobile phone.

What is so special about football culture is that it is becoming more universal while culture more broadly is not. In most countries a handful of terrestrial channels have declined in importance as a web of streaming services has emerged. Curated music playlists mean the biggest pop songs are less well known than they once were. The biggest TV series, films and albums are appreciated by fewer people. Football, though, is getting ever-more popular. Around the world the game is conquering new territories, spreading its wings, penetrating the rare gaps where it is not already loved, as I understood when researching this book, spotting shirts everywhere and speaking to people about Premier League ups and downs, from the seafront of Cape Town in South Africa, a slum in Medellín in Colombia to the back streets of Goa in India. ‘The game has a global audience,’ football writer David Goldblatt wrote of football in the mid-1980s, ‘but one restricted in number and reach by the absence of television sets and signals in much of the rural, global south, especially China and India.’1 These constraints are disappearing. When I visited India in 2023, I heard about the breakneck speed that cheap mobile internet is reaching the country’s rural areas. There are people who lack safe sanitation facilities but can stream the latest football highlights on their phone.

I am a football optimist. This is in many ways a golden age for a sport which is more and more popular around the world. Where I live in England more people are attending matches every week than ever before, not just in the Premier League but way down the divisions. The game is becoming increasingly inclusive and diverse on and off the pitch. The women’s game no longer feels like an afterthought; it is here to stay as a key part of the global game, growing at a breakneck pace. The world’s only truly global sport is more global than it has ever been, but less global than it will be tomorrow. It is the biggest thing and it is growing ever bigger. Yes, the money sloshing around it, and where it comes from, has its negatives. But it also means the quality of the product is incredibly high. It is a privilege to be able to watch the likes of Lionel Messi, Erling Haaland and Kylian Mbappé play a sport that is an intricate battle of talent and tactics, where shocks frequently can and do happen. Modern football is flawed for sure, but it is wonderful and constantly changing, while remaining fundamentally the same game invented a century-and-a-half ago, that billions of people have since fallen in love with. It is the most popular thing on the planet and still growing in popularity because it is so brilliant. It is a privilege to write a book about football.

Let’s talk about some shirts.
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PUTIN’S WARS

FC Schalke 04 & Red Star Belgrade

‘Listen, you have to stop. I’m not a politician. I have never experienced war. Even to talk about it I feel bad because I’m very privileged. I sit here in peace, and I do the best I can, but you have to stop asking me these questions, I have no answers for you.’

Chelsea manager Thomas Tuchel, February 20228

‘There were yellow balloons everywhere,’ recalls Roman Kolbe, pointing into the middle distance at the sky above the shallow hills that surround the German city of Gelsenkirchen. It is October 2023, and we are standing on the steps of the Veltins Arena, home of Roman’s beloved FC Schalke 04, one hour before a match kicks off. Kolbe is wearing a blue-and-white Schalke scarf with the club badge and an image of a smashed swastika. He is the editor of Schalke Unser, a fan publication which has long been a vocal voice not only on tactics and team selections, but also the politics of this club – of which there are a lot.

Those yellow balloons were released into the sky back in 2010, when the Ruhr region in the west of Germany was recognised by the European Union as its Capital of Culture, at a time when Schalke were flying high in the German Bundesliga. The award was a big deal for this unfashionable industrial heartland area of five million people scattered across several towns and cities including Dortmund, Essen and Duisburg, as well as Gelsenkirchen. Those balloons hovered above the region’s 350 mineshafts, the holes in the ground where workers once crawled in the dark and the dirt to haul up the coal which powered Germany’s industrial revolution from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. The balloons were a recognition of what the mines had done for this region.1

But since the 1950s, the number of people working in the Ruhr coalfield has fallen from almost half a million to virtually nobody. It is now far cheaper to import coal and other forms of energy from elsewhere. The last two mines closed in 2018. The region has pivoted to new industries, such as financial services and clean energy, but Gelsenkirchen remains an unflashy place, a far cry from the slick offices of Frankfurt, the hipster cafes of Berlin or the wealthy industrial parks of Munich. It is a place that has seen better times and there is not a great deal going on in town as I get a pizza and a beer on Friday evening ahead of Schalke’s game the following day against FC Hannover 96 in the Bundesliga 2, Germany’s second division. In 2021, Schalke were relegated for the first time in thirty years. They bounced back up but were immediately relegated again in 2023.

When I watch them, Schalke are in the process of setting an unfortunate world record. The club’s average attendance during the 2023–24 season was the highest in history for any club in the world outside their country’s top division, beating fellow German side Hamburg who set the record the previous season. The Veltins Arena is an incongruous venue, designed for the pinnacle of elite entertainment rather than Germany’s second tier. It has a retractable roof and capacity of 62,000 and hosted the 2004 UEFA Champions League final as well as a World Cup quarter-final two years later, and more recently concerts by the likes of Taylor Swift, U2 and the Rolling Stones. For football, fans flood into Gelsenkirchen from all over Germany and even further afield, desperate to experience the atmosphere at one of the country’s most historic and best-supported clubs, with strong fan traditions and deep roots in the Ruhr coalfield communities. Not long ago, Schalke were regulars in the Champions League, reaching the semi-finals in 2011, and winning several domestic trophies in the early twenty-first century as well as heartbreakingly losing the Bundesliga on the final day of the 2006–07 season. But all that feels a distant memory now.

When Schalke are playing well, it’s almost impossible to get a ticket here. On this occasion, it isn’t, because things are going badly – very badly. Not only are the club competing in the second tier, but Schalke have won only one of their first nine games and hover above the relegation zone, with fans seriously starting to worry about dropping down to Germany’s third division. It is early in the season, but the fear is real. Another relegation would threaten Schalke’s very existence.

Nevertheless, the stadium is almost full, meaning the Veltins Arena hosts one of the biggest crowds in European football that weekend despite being outside the top flight. Despite the midday kick-off time a couple of thousand fans have travelled from Hanover, three hours to the north-east. Germany’s football culture runs deep, only rivalled by England for travelling away fans and high attendances below the first division. Many Schalke fans wear the iconic German terrace gear of sleeveless denim jackets covered in pin badges. Although the coal mines are no more, heavy industry is still a deep part of the club’s identity, and some fans walk around in white hard hats as a tongue-in-cheek nod to the Ruhr’s roots. The reason I am here is not coal, though. This story is about a different natural resource that has also powered German homes and businesses: gas. Gas from Russia.

As blue-and-white replica shirts stream past me on all sides on my way into the stadium, many carry a familiar logo, written in white, alongside a picture of a gas flame. The Russian gas company Gazprom sponsored Schalke’s shirts between 2007 and 2022, a period in which the company became ubiquitous in European football through a long-running sponsorship deal with the UEFA Champions League, club football’s most-watched competition. The Gazprom logo is a visual accompaniment to some of modern football’s most iconic memories, plastered across stadium billboards throughout the extended brilliance of Cristiano Ronaldo at Real Madrid and Lionel Messi at Barcelona, as well as the long-awaited lifting of the trophy by global powerhouses like Bayern Munich, Liverpool and Inter Milan. UEFA and Schalke both dramatically ditched their deal with Gazprom in February 2022 when Vladimir Putin’s Russia invaded Ukraine. Putin and Russia became international pariahs overnight with Gazprom suddenly viewed for what it was – an arm of the Russian state. Ordinary people from Germany and other countries realised that, by importing Russian gas, they were indirectly funding Putin’s war machine.

The story of Gazprom goes back to the early 1990s when the Soviet Union collapsed and split into fifteen successor states, of which Russia was by far the biggest and most populated. At the top of the to-do list for the new Russia, led by the charismatic but erratic Boris Yeltsin, was dealing with the USSR’s vast state-run industries. Yeltsin and his advisers’ solution was to end Soviet nationalisation through a voucher system. One-third of the oil and gas industry was immediately privatised and each Russian citizen given a voucher that could be used to buy stakes in industries, a version of the shareholder capitalism that had caught on in Western countries in the 1980s, with the masses supposedly profiting from the shift in public to private ownership. But Russia’s scheme was bungled and ordinary people, desperate for cash as the economy imploded all around them with alcoholism and violent disorder ravaging the country, sold their shares for vastly less than what they were worth. Although the USSR had been an oil and gas powerhouse, few ordinary Russians appreciated the sheer scale of the country’s natural resources and how valuable the oil and gas fields would become when combined with investment and technical expertise. The average voucher was sold for $20 and some for as little as $7, the price of two bottles of cheap vodka. Others were put into ‘voucher funds’ which turned out to be shams. Others were sold in rigged auctions.2

The privatisation of Gazprom, the USSR’s state gas company which owned one-third of the world’s natural gas reserves at the time, was particularly egregious, writes journalist Peter Conradi. ‘Those who wanted to buy shares could do so only in the tiny Siberian and Arctic villages where the company had its energy deposits. The management also reserved the right to buy outsiders’ shares at a price it dictated. The result was that only Gazprom people ended up buying the company, with the managers, who were the only ones with any money, benefiting from the auction.’3 When Gazprom issued its shares, the company was valued at $250 million, but three years later, the stock market valued the company at $40.5 billion. This was widely seen as a lowball figure given the sheer scale of Russian reserves but nevertheless meant a 16,192 per cent rate of profit for the lucky and well-connected few who hoovered up cheap shares at the right time. The voucher system proved to be ‘one of the most unfair that could have been chosen,’ says Peter Conradi. ‘The state effectively sold off a large chunk of its assets for a fraction of its market price.’ This meant a massive redistribution of wealth from the state to a tiny number of men who would come to be known as the oligarchs. One of them was Roman Abramovich, later owner of Chelsea, who acquired a controlling interest in oil company Sibneft for $250 million in 1995. He would later sell it back to the Russian government for $13 billion a decade later.

After the chaos of the 1990s, the relatively unknown Vladimir Putin replaced Boris Yeltsin as president of Russia on New Year’s Eve, 1999. He moved quickly to bring the oil and gas industries under direct state control, shifting away from a system where oligarchs operated beyond the power of the state. While the structure of the oil industry was complex, the gas industry was more straightforward – a state-controlled monopoly straddling the biggest gas reserves on the planet. The chief executive of Gazprom was Rem Vyakhirev and on his watch huge sums of money were plundered from the company and syphoned into the pockets of board members. Putin did not like this. Little more than a year after taking office he summoned Gazprom bosses to the Kremlin for a meeting which his biographer Philip Short describes:

[Putin] had no intention of interfering in the affairs of a private company, he said, but Gazprom played an exceptional role in Russia’s economy and, if nobody objected, he would like a few words with Rem Vyakhirev before the meeting took place. They spend about an hour together. When Vyakhirev emerged, he told his colleagues that he had decided to step down.4

In his place, Putin would appoint Alexei Miller as CEO of Gazprom while Igor Sechin became chair of state oil firm Rosneft. Both were close Putin allies dating back to his days as mayor of Saint Petersburg, a theme for many of those who became fantastically wealthy in the new Russia. ‘It was blatant cronyism, but it meant that Putin had men he trusted in charge of the state enterprises which generated the biggest financial flows,’ says Short. ‘Putin had moved quickly to bring Gazprom to heel because of its importance to the economy and as an instrument of foreign policy.’5

This allowed Putin’s inner circle to gain huge profits at the state’s expense. It meant Gazprom could no longer be seen as just a private company and it became a tool of the state under the de facto control of President Putin. By 2005, the Kremlin directly controlled the company – it was effectively renationalised. Gazprom had long given Russia influence over its Soviet neighbours, particularly Georgia and Ukraine, which did not have gas reserves of their own. In the mid-2000s these countries were diplomatically and culturally moving out of Russia’s orbit and towards the EU and US. ‘For the most part, Gazprom had doled out gas at heavily discounted prices, just as it had when they were part of the Soviet empire,’ explains Catherine Belton in Putin’s People, her forensic account of Putin’s inner circle. ‘Ukraine, above all, stood out as a vital transit corridor for the continent’s needs. But now that its leadership had taken a westward tilt, the Kremlin indicated that it intended to put an end to any more subsidies.’6 Gazprom became a foreign policy tool. Ukraine’s gas was switched off on New Year’s Day 2006 after brinkmanship over prices. A deal was eventually reached but sparked corruption allegations, sowing discord among Ukraine’s pro-Western leadership and giving a boost to Viktor Yanukovych, a former prime minister who was closer to Putin than his rivals. He would later become president before being toppled by the Euromaidan protests of 2013–14, which was followed by Putin’s invasion of Crimea.

The link between German football and Russian gas also began in 2006, a time when Vladimir Putin had a better reputation in Western capitals than would later be the case. That year, out of nowhere, news emerged that Schalke had received a lucrative offer from a prospective new shirt sponsor. A curious image was published showing Putin holding up a blue Schalke shirt with a Gazprom logo, in a boardroom full of men in dark suits. The meeting took place in the German city of Dresden, east of the former Iron Curtain, where Putin had served as a KGB spy for five years in the 1980s. These years gave him a deep understanding of Germany and fluency in the language. One of the men in the photo was Schalke president Clemens Tönnies who had his own reasons for building a relationship with Putin. He was keen for his meat processing company, Tönnies Holding, to make inroads to the east. Incomes in Russia were rising as the country rode the wave of a commodities boom. After trying a few people who worked for Schalke during this era, I managed to speak to one who was well placed to comment on the unusual link between a German football club and the Russian state. The photo of Putin and Tönnies has aged badly, said this person, who spoke to me on condition of anonymity. ‘In hindsight, it was quite strange that the head of the Russian state would be in that picture. It’s even stranger now than it was then. Schalke, being a very famous club, was a symbol of this German–Russian business relationship.’ A news report from the time said the deal was worth 20 million euros, eclipsing Bayern’s with Deutsche Telekom.7

Back to 2023 and many of the Schalke fans streaming past on the way into the stadium wear the club’s latest shirt which carries the logo of Veltins, a local brewery which also gives its name to the Veltins Arena. Many others are wearing older shirts featuring the logo of Gazprom, which sponsored the club for sixteen years. A small number of fans in these older shirts have taped over the Gazprom logo with stickers in a matching shade of blue. These stickers were handed out by fan groups in the aftermath of the Ukraine invasion in 2022, when Schalke shirts became an unwitting symbol of Putin’s war crimes. Many fans had long felt uncomfortable with the sponsorship deal forged by Clemens Tönnies, unpopular for presiding over a period of on-field decline and financial mismanagement, as Russia’s actions in Europe were becoming increasingly objectionable. In 2008, tanks rolled into Georgia and six years later, coinciding with the Winter Olympics in the Russian city of Sochi, Russia annexed the Ukrainian province of Crimea. Both events sparked outcry but no changes to Schalke’s shirts.

In a bar inside the Veltins Arena, over a late-morning beer and bratwurst sausage, fanzine editor Roman Kolbe tells me his fellow supporters were bemused and confused when Gazprom came along to replace a local insurance company on Schalke’s shirts. Most advertising deals follow a simple logic: a company wants to sell a product. In general, companies market their product in a way which they think will boost sales, be that through TV advertising, social media banners or plastering their logo on a football shirt. Look at other sponsors of the UEFA Champions League in recent years – McDonald’s, Heineken, PlayStation – all tangible consumer products that a football fan watching in the stands or on the sofa might go out and purchase. The same is also true for companies offering less tangible services like insurance, banking or online gambling. Nobody watching a Champions League or FC Schalke match is going to go out and buy a cubic metre of Gazprom gas, though (I do remember people joking at the time that seeing the adverts made them crave a cold pint of Gazprom). Nobody, that is, beyond a small circle of powerful people who were working to open the German market to Russian gas on a massive scale. ‘In the beginning, we thought [Gazprom] wanted to get to the end customer, but I don’t think this was ever the game,’ says Kolbe. ‘I think they wanted to get a platform to talk to politicians and to “greenwash,”’ he says, using a word to describe polluting companies attempting to deceptively bolster their public image.

The relationship between German politics and Russian gas goes back a long way. Back in the 1970s when the Soviet Union was at the peak of its powers, Russian gas started flowing in big volumes. Back then, extraction methods were rudimentary and the Cold War barriers limited trade. During that time there was a quid pro quo. Russia was offering gas to heat German homes and businesses at a time when the Ruhr coalfields in places like Gelsenkirchen were in terminal decline. In return, Germany could offer investment, as well as talent and expertise, to help the USSR efficiently extract gas and sell it to the world.

From 1969, West German chancellor Willy Brandt embarked on Ostpolitik, the normalisation of relations with the Soviet Union and the Soviet-allied state of East Germany. Governments subsequently viewed close relations with Russia as necessary to prevent another war in Europe, underpinned by the belief that this would lead to a more democratic Russia and a more peaceful continent. This was accompanied by deepening economic links and the notion of change through trade – Wandel durch Handel – an idea that assumed Russia’s economy would become ever more closely entwined with those of Germany and the rest of Europe. After the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, leading to the union of communist East Germany with its confidently capitalist Western neighbour, the gas-fuelled bond between Russia and Germany deepened. ‘Germany’s stance towards Russia has long been influenced by its guilt over the death and destruction caused by the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, and by gratitude for [last Soviet leader Mikhail] Gorbachev’s role in allowing reunification,’ writes Peter Conradi.8

Relations deepened further in the 1990s and 2000s, and, in Putin, the Germans thought they had found someone they could work with. ‘With hindsight, the notion of ever-closer economic ties with Russia was the Achilles heel of Ostpolitik,’ says Bernhard Blumenau, a lecturer in international relations at the University of St Andrews. ‘Trade was meant to deter Putin from aggressive power politics, but it increased Germany’s dependence on cheap Russian gas and other raw materials. The heyday of European–Russian relations ended in 2006. From then on, the prospect of Russia using Europe’s huge dependency on its gas as a potential instrument of blackmail loomed ever more threateningly.’9

Constantin Zerger is an energy expert and lapsed Schalke fan. When I spoke to him over the phone from his home in the German capital, he was getting ready to go and watch his adopted local team FC Union Berlin, who had had a remarkable rise from playing in the fifth tier of German football in 2005 to Champions League matches against Real Madrid in the 2023–24 season. His day job is as an expert and campaigner in the field of German energy and how it relates to politics. He told me that Germany’s core policy was ‘buying cheap gas from Russia and using this to create a competitive advantage against other industries and other countries’, adding that reliance on Russian gas became even deeper from 2011 when Chancellor Angela Merkel dramatically announced Germany would be winding down its nuclear power plants in response to the Fukushima disaster in Japan. This sent Germany on an opposite trajectory to many of its neighbours. In France, a huge proportion of energy – around 70 per cent in 2025 – comes from nuclear power, which is very clean in terms of carbon emissions and does not rely on foreign powers.

Germany went in another direction and, in the years leading up to the Ukraine war in 2022, the proportion of German energy coming from natural gas rose steadily to around 55 per cent of the total. This amounted to about €200 million, or $220 million, in energy payments sent every single day from German households and businesses to Russia, via Gazprom and other companies directly or indirectly controlled by the Russian state. Zerger says politicians from both the left-wing Social Democrats and right-wing Christian Democrats were responsible for this situation.10 After the Ukraine invasion, it is a source of embarrassment, he says. ‘Nobody really wants to talk about it. It’s, like, let’s look ahead, not at the mistakes of the past.’

Germany is, of course, not the only country to have made moral compromises to keep the lights on, and Schalke is not the only football shirt with moral complexities, otherwise this would be a short book. The UK and USA have given little in the way of pushback on human rights abuses in countries like the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, which have vital reserves of oil and gas. There’s a football link to all that, of course, which we will come back to. In defence of the German public and political class, they reacted swiftly and decisively once Putin launched an outright invasion of the whole of Ukraine in February 2022. A few days later German chancellor Olaf Scholz, who had replaced Angela Merkel two-and-a-half months earlier, gave one of the most consequential speeches in modern German history. He ripped up decades of Ostpolitik and Wandel durch Handel in one go. The speech has become known as the Zeitenwende, or ‘historic turning point’, referencing Scholz’s description of Putin’s invasion. Germany had had an ultra-cautious defence policy since the shame of the Second World War, its small military rarely engaging in overseas operations. This was upended in 2022, with Scholz pledging €100 billion to modernise the German Army. He vowed that Germany would increase defence spending above NATO’s target of spending 2 per cent of gross domestic product. In 2025, the target was hiked to 3.5 per cent, a huge increase.11 The USA, in particular President Trump in his first term, had long been frustrated at Germany for undershooting this, accusing them of freeriding, but 2022 changed everything. ‘We are living through a watershed era and that means that the world afterwards will no longer be the same as the world before,’ Scholz told the German parliament in Berlin.

With public mood shifting quickly, Schalke ditched their deal with Gazprom. UEFA did too. More significantly the gas taps from Russia to Germany were switched off. ‘People became aware that Germany was basically funding the Ukrainian war through this, because it’s directly feeding Putin’s budget,’ energy expert Constantin Zerger told me. ‘There was a huge consensus that gas should not be imported from Russia any more. For the first time, energy poverty became a real issue and not just a theoretical debate for many households.’ He says Schalke’s deal always felt strange because Gazprom did not have any connection to German consumers. ‘They were only doing business-to-business stuff. For them, it was only about image. The return on investment was that Gazprom was seen as the friendly neighbour,’ he says. ‘It was a mind-fuck to have a Russian company that’s fuelling Putin’s budget after he attacked Crimea. To see that on television in Germany and no one’s really asking questions … It normalises it.’

The links between Gazprom and Schalke went deeper than the former paying the latter to carry its logo. A Reuters investigation into Clemens Tönnies alleged that the club’s owner was ‘at the centre of Gazprom’s influence campaign’ in Germany, his relationship with Putin and other officials ensuring ‘red carpet treatment’ for his meat firms in Russia: ‘Executives at Gazprom’s Berlin office collected names of politicians and businesspeople to invite to Schalke’s VIP box at home matches’.12 There was lucrative business to be done.

In the early 1990s, shortly after German reunification, transporting gas from Russia to Germany was a long and expensive ordeal, with canisters loaded on the back of lorries which drove through many other countries, throwing up a host of logistical and political complications. Solutions included the Yamal–Europe pipeline, which took gas overland from Russian gas fields in Siberia, through Belarus to the European Union. Another set of pipelines passed through Ukraine.

In 1997, Germany and Russia began exploring an even more direct solution, a 1,200km (750-mile) underwater pipeline. The Nord Stream pipeline would go underneath the Baltic Sea from Vyborg in Russia’s far west, close to the border with Finland, all the way to Lubmin, a seaside resort on Germany’s Baltic Coast. This had the advantage of transporting gas directly from Russia to Germany, bypassing political instability in other countries at a time many former Soviet states were in varying situations of chaos. The pipeline was not popular with many in the United States and Ukraine as well as Poland – in 2006 the country’s defence minister Radek Sikorski angered German politicians by likening the pipeline to the 1939 Nazi–Soviet pact. Opponents feared that getting Germany hooked on Russian gas would create a security problem in Europe, and that bypassing Ukraine would diplomatically isolate the country, meaning Russia would lose a reason to maintain good relations with the West. Germany had a much more receptive attitude to Russia though, and this came right from the very top.

At a game between Schalke and Duisburg in 2011, German president Christian Wulff and his successor Frank-Walter Steinmeier were in the VIP area often frequented by Gazprom officials. In July 2014, a few months after Russia annexed Crimea and was well on its way to becoming a pariah state, Schalke played a friendly match in the German state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern where the Nord Stream pipeline made landfall. Gazprom officials were in attendance, as was the region’s interior minister who later said the match was to raise money for a local anti-hooliganism campaign and that, if Gazprom saw the match as a lobbying opportunity, he was not aware. Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, a rural state in Germany’s far north-east bordering Poland and the Baltic Sea, is a key part of the Gazprom story. The island of Rügen was represented in the German parliament by Angela Merkel for three decades. Russians were regular visitors to the state in the early twenty-first century.

Gerhard Schröder was Germany’s chancellor from 1998 to 2005 before Angela Merkel’s sixteen-year stint in charge. Just ten days before he was voted out of office in 2005, Schröder agreed a deal for the first Nord Stream pipeline, known as Nord Stream 1, signing a €1 billion loan guarantee with state funds. Remarkably, within weeks of being replaced by Merkel, Schröder was directly advising the Nord Stream project as chair of its shareholders’ committee. Opposition politicians in Germany, and critics overseas, especially in the US, condemned the move. But the gas issue was not a big deal at the time, with Russia edging closer to the West diplomatically, and Cold War rivalries fading away. In 2009, Schröder joined the board of TNK-BP, a Russian oil company which four years later was acquired by oil firm Rosneft, owned by the Russian state. He later became a director of the board at Rosneft. Astonishingly, in early 2022, just a few weeks before the invasion of Ukraine, Schröder joined the board of directors of Gazprom, the company whose little flame logo was on Schalke shirts for fifteen years, as well as the billboards of thousands of Champions League games.

After war broke out in 2022 the New York Times reported on how Schröder, ‘Putin’s man in Germany’, got a phone call after leaving office in 2005 from his ‘friend’ the Russian president, offering him the role at Nord Stream which would net him more than $1 million a year lobbying for Russian gas interests in the country he recently led.13 Catherine Belton describes Schröder as the Russian president’s ‘staunch ally’ and not just on energy issues, explaining that he has been ‘richly rewarded for his labours defending Putin’s actions in Ukraine and Syria, and (Putin’s) clampdown on democracy at home’.14 The Nord Stream 1 pipeline was eventually completed in 2011 and Schröder attended the ceremony at Vyborg in Russia with Putin, and in Lubmin in Germany alongside his successor Angela Merkel. Eleven years later, when full war broke out, the outcry against Schröder was swift. His entire twenty-person staff resigned, and his hometown of Hanover stripped him of his honorary citizenship. Schröder was criticised when he left office for signing up to work for a foreign company so quickly, but the Nord Stream project itself was uncontroversial, he accurately pointed out. ‘The next government continued with it seamlessly. Nobody in the first Merkel government said a word against it. No one.’ Schröder has been unrepentant, saying the gas deals benefited both countries. ‘[Others in Germany] all went along with it for the last thirty years,’ he said. ‘But suddenly everyone knows better.’

The Revierderby, Schalke vs Borussia Dortmund, is one of the spiciest head-to-heads in world football. It has taken on a rather one-sided nature in recent years as Dortmund have chased titles and gone deep into European competitions while Schalke have fallen into the second division. Nevertheless, back in Gelsenkirchen, as Schalke crowds stream past on their way to the Hannover game there are plenty of badges and shirts sporting the phrase ‘Dortmund scheisse’ (shit) or depicting a cartoon man in the blue-and-white of Schalke urinating on the black-and-yellow shirt of their rivals. Like many of the world’s great football rivalries, Schalke and Dortmund fans have more in common than they might care to admit. In 2024, Dortmund fans used the biggest club football game in the world, the Champions League final which they lost 2–0 against Real Madrid, to protest their team’s sponsorship deal with arms manufacturer Rheinmetall AG. ‘Rheinmetall’s 2024 deal with as romantic a club as Borussia Dortmund was a naked attempt to normalise an arms manufacturer, because of the realistic prospect of war with Russia,’ writes journalist Miguel Delaney. ‘Club chief executive Hans-Joachim Watzke … defended the sponsorship out of concern for how “freedom” itself must be protected in Europe.’15

Both Dortmund and Schalke come from the Ruhr region and champion their industrial heritage proudly. Germany has always been relatively resource-poor compared to its neighbours, a problem which became more acute in the second half of the twentieth century as the coalfields became uneconomic, the industry that gave the Ruhr its identity gradually disappearing. Germany’s status as a big manufacturer and exporter required lots of energy. This meant a reliance on Russian gas, something Putin was well aware of as the drumbeats to war grew louder in early 2022. ‘Let German citizens open their purses, have a look inside and ask themselves whether they are ready to pay three to five times more for electricity, for gas and for heating,’ Putin said in a press conference with Olaf Scholz in the frantic days of shuttle diplomacy just before war broke out. ‘If they are not, they should thank Mr Schröder because this is his achievement, a result of his work.’16

Gerhard Schröder is a lifelong Borussia Dortmund fan, but a few days after the Ukraine war broke out the club cancelled his honorary membership with immediate effect, describing his role at Russian companies as ‘unacceptable against the background of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine’. Despite Schröder’s footballing affiliation to Schalke’s fierce rivals, he played a hand in the club’s deal with Gazprom by working closely with Clemens Tönnies according to the Reuters investigation which quoted a former Gazprom executive as saying the Schalke deal was inspired by Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich’s purchase of Chelsea.17

Nord Stream 2 is a second pipeline, running parallel to the first, designed to increase the vast quantities of gas funnelling from Russia to Germany every day in return for cash flowing in the other direction, from wealthy Germany to less wealthy Russia. Gerhard Schröder was a well-remunerated manager of the project. Construction began in 2018 and was completed in 2021, but never entered service after war got in the way. Mecklenburg-Vorpommern saw lots of lobbying in favour of the pipeline, by Gazprom and other Russian companies. The region’s volleyball team, one of the best in Germany, had ‘Nord Stream 2’ on their orange jerseys. After the fallout of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine it was reported that Russians had been pumping cash into the region for years, including setting up an innocuous-sounding ‘foundation’ which served as a conduit for at least €165 million in lobbying, including the hosting of a ‘Russia Day’ in the former communist region.18

Far from where the Nord Stream pipeline makes landfall, a thousand miles to the south-west and far closer to Germany’s borders with the Netherlands and Belgium than with Poland, kick-off is approaching in Gelsenkirchen. I speak to die-hard fan Susanne Hein-Reipen and her husband Gunter about their beloved FC Schalke, or ‘Null-Vier’ (zero-four) as many fans call their club, referring to the year the club was founded. Susanne wears a branded Schalke puffer coat and is putting a brave face on the club’s dire predicament by explaining that she and her husband remember following Schalke in the second division in 1980, when things were even worse. Like every other Schalke fan I speak to, Susanne is highly knowledgeable about the financial situation of the club, from the controversial loans taken out by Clemens Tönnies to the Gazprom issue. She says she supported the sudden binning of the Gazprom sponsorship, but believes suddenly removing a huge chunk of revenue at a time when the club was already struggling created a ‘domino effect’, directly contributing to Schalke’s second relegation and making it harder for the club to bounce back. Susanne and Gunter are typical of German fans in being deeply engaged in the idea of their club as a social institution with responsibilities far beyond winning on the pitch.

I make it inside the stadium and sit high up in the western stand with an excellent view of Schalke’s Nordkurve, the famous terrace behind one goal where the club’s hardcore supporters stand for the entire ninety minutes making lots of noise. Susanne and Gunter used to have seats there but, now older, have moved elsewhere so they can sit down. In true European style, there is a drummer at the front of the Nordkurve who faces away from the pitch and towards the stands, never taking a glance behind him even when a goal is scored, focused only on setting the rhythm for his fellow fans. The crowd’s ramshackle homemade banners are a striking contrast to the slick modern stadium.

Hovering just above the relegation zone after about a quarter of the season, the home fans are hoping for a win to lessen the alarming possibility of relegation to the third division. Moments before half-time, Schalke take the lead and the mood becomes raucous despite the early kick-off time. With the score 1–0 at half-time, I get a reasonably priced beer and enjoy it in my
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