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For my family. Siempre.




‘I was a rebel on and off the field. And I always say I did more damage to myself than to anyone else.’

Diego Armando Maradona




PRÓLOGO: KILLING MARADONA

(2020)

It is not long past noon on 25 November 2020 when the siren of a private ambulance cuts through the warm air of a spring day in Tigre, in Buenos Aires province, just north of the capital city of Argentina itself.

Argentina is, like almost every country around the world, in the middle of the global Covid-19 pandemic. The lockdown in Buenos Aires had officially ended by 25 November, and the Argentine Football Association (AFA) had even approved the restart of the country’s top tier professional football league – the Liga Profesional de Fútbol’s ‘Primera División’ – from 10 August, although the country had by now recorded well over a million cases of Covid and far in excess of 30,000 deaths from the respiratory disease. The health system was still under unprecedented pressure, and a private ambulance speeding down a residential street was not uncommon. But this was no ordinary call out, and it would prove to be nothing to do with Covid.

At 12:16pm, a call had been placed to the emergency services by a gentleman identifying himself as Doctor Leopoldo Luque, requesting an ambulance to a private house in San Andrés, where a 60-year-old man was unconscious and unresponsive. Just one minute later, at 12:17pm, the emergency line of private clinic +VIDA (Masvida) receives an almost identical call requesting medical assistance, and a private ambulance is dispatched.

At 12:28pm, the +VIDA ambulance pulls up to a two-floor house in the exclusive, affluent gated community of San Andrés. On entering the property, the medics find a temporary bedroom set up in one of the ground-floor rooms, containing a TV, a chemical toilet, a massage chair and, on the bed, a short, stout man, clearly unconscious, his abdomen visibly distended and swollen.

In the dingy, disorderly and makeshift bedroom, the +VIDA medical staff attempt to resuscitate the man, as in the street outside, a growing fleet of ambulances and medical vehicles descend on the house, lights flashing, like a swarm of fireflies. By 2pm, two things have become indisputably clear. The man is Diego Armando Maradona, the greatest footballer who has ever lived. And he is dead.




PART ONE

FROM THE GUTTER TO THE STARS

(1960–86)
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CLIMBING OUT OF THE SHIT

(1960–73)

Human waste. Effluent. ‘Mierda’. Shit and piss and everything else. The stench fills his nostrils, burns his throat. He struggles instinctively, and the viscous, dark liquid merely hugs him tighter in its evil embrace like quicksand. The contents of the giant, communal cesspit are strangely, disconcertingly warm, fermenting beneath the Buenos Aires sun, but he shivers involuntarily as he battles to keep his head above the surface. The little boy, the one they call ‘El Pelusa’ – the hairy one, he was born with a fine down of dark hair over his body, and quickly developed a thick, dark mane on his head – is only a toddler, and this is the first (but far from the last) time he’ll come close to death.

Before he sinks beneath the slime, he hears a voice call out: ‘Dieguito, keep your head above the shit!’ It is his Uncle Cirilo, who spotted him step too close to the open sewer beside the ramshackle, hand-built structure little Diego and his family called home, topple in and vanish from sight.

Cirilo runs over to find his little nephew up to his neck in sewage. But he pulls him from the filth, and the boy survives, his uncle handing him over to the lad’s mother, Doña Tota, to take over the less glamorous job of cleaning the excrement from the dripping child.

This trauma will become a badge of honour, a metaphor and a motivator for the man Dieguito will become: the boy from the Buenos Aires slum of Villa Fiorito who climbed out of the shit and reached for the stars. Diego Armando Maradona. And he will become the greatest footballer the world has ever seen.

In 1927, Diego Maradona – the man later known as ‘Don Diego’ or ‘Chitoro’ – is born in the city of Esquina, on the banks of a river in the southwest corner of an Argentine province that shares its name: Corrientes. He is of indigenous (Guaraní) and Spanish (Galician) descent, and bears the name of his mother (Maradona), not his father – who left them when he was just a child. Three years later, in 1930 and in the same city, some 350km (220 miles) from Buenos Aires, Dalma Salvadora Franco enters the world, born with Croatian (her grandfather Mateo Kriolić was born there) and Italian blood in her veins. Their teenage meeting, in the turmoil of 1940s Argentina, where ‘Peronism’ is in the process of being born, seems written in the stars.

The couple, both from poor families, wed. Dalma, who will forever be known as ‘Doña Tota’, gives birth to two daughters and, in the 1950s of Juan Domingo Perón, moves with one of them – María – and her mother, to the capital city in search of work. They are just three more in the multitudes of the nation’s rural poor who descend on Buenos Aires as part of the president’s plans to re-energize Argentina. The three generations of women wash up in Villa Fiorito – a sprawling shanty town separated from the city proper by the dangerous and dirty Riachuelo, a stretch of the Río La Matanza that is the most polluted waterway in all of Latin America, having been the dumping ground of Buenos Aires for decades. Villa Fiorito has no paved roads, just dusty tracks for the horse-drawn carts, wells to supply the majority of homes that do not have running water, and next to no electricity. It is also something of a den of iniquity, the bad part of town where the robbers live – it’s a popular hideout for criminals and lowlifes, everyone from pimps and thieves to assassins and killers, and is the scene of numerous shootings and murders.

And yet, with Tota finding work as a ‘domestic’, eventually Chitoro leaves behind his beloved Esquina and his own livelihood fishing, ferrying cattle, trading and labouring on the far more idyllic Corrientes River to join them, taking a river steamer to Buenos Aires and bringing daughter Rita with him. In Fiorito the couple will have a third daughter, and then a fourth, before – on Sunday 30 October 1960 – Doña Tota gives birth to their first son: Diego Armando Maradona. At 07:05am, just minutes after Tota arrives at the Polyclínico Evita in Lanús, opened in 1953 and one of a trio of hospitals built as part of the president’s 1947 ‘Plan Analítico de Salud Pública’, the public healthcare drive that was a key element in his political ideology, the child, the first-born son, arrives. It is claimed he came out ‘kicking’, and that the medical staff at the somewhat dilapidated hospital who had delivered nothing but baby girls that day, spontaneously cried out ‘goal’ when he, the first boy, was born. Whatever the truth, baby Dieguito is healthy and born with a covering of dark, downy hair that will lead to his first nickname – ‘El Pelusa’. On the way to the hospital, Tota had stopped to buy a small star-shaped brooch. The fact that it was shiny on one side and dark on the other comes in time to symbolize, for a family that puts a fair stock in omens, the duality that the couple’s eldest son will eventually display – the light and the dark, the good and the bad, Diego and ‘Maradona’.

The Argentina into which Diego is born is a turbulent and troubled place. The saintly Eva ‘Evita’ Perón had died of cervical cancer, despite a hysterectomy and chemotherapy, in 1952. Her husband, President Juan Perón, was deposed in a military coup in 1955. By 1960, the country is suffering from major economic stresses caused by an austerity plan created by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the accompanying political and social upheaval that leads to numerous strikes and six further coups in just five years between 1958 and 1963. Like millions of others, the Maradona family is struggling and needs money, and Chitoro takes a poorly paid job at the Triquimol bonemeal factory. Every day, he crosses the Riachuelo – the inlet where Pedro de Mendoza had initially founded Buenos Aires, now the turgid border between rich and poor, city and slum, where bodies wash up as a matter of course – to get to his shift crushing up animal bones, often with the odd human one mixed in too. It’s backbreaking and exhausting work.

It is in this period of their lives in Villa Fiorito that the young Diego, still just a toddler, falls into the cesspit and is rescued by his Uncle Cirilo. But if there is one single action that can compete with saving his nephew’s life, it is what his ‘tío’ does on the occasion of Diego’s third birthday. Cirilo presents the boy with a gift that seems heaven-sent: a leather football. It is his only real toy, and immediately his pride and joy. Diego will not let the ball out of his sight, and sleeps with his arms wrapped around it that night. Soon the whole neighbourhood grows accustomed to the sight of the boy with the ball, inseparable morning, noon and night. His parents insist he still goes to school, but every day, as soon as he is back, he heads to the ‘potrero’ – the dusty wasteland just behind their shack at 523 Azamor (hand-built out of corrugated iron, bricks and cardboard by Chitoro years earlier) that passes for a field – to kick, dribble and practise his skills. On the weekend, he is there for ten hours at a time, until it’s too dark to see. Even when he is at home, he spends his time knocking the ball against a plant pot.

Diego grows up in poverty, one of the city’s ‘cabacitas negras’ – the ‘little blackheads’, those from indigenous or mixed heritage, and adopts the lifestyle of a typical street urchin. He dodges the fare on the train into Buenos Aires, where he earns the odd peso opening taxi doors for people, or collecting and selling on the scrap he finds in the streets – especially lucrative prove to be the foil slips from discarded cigarette packets. He doesn’t break the law, though – too fearful is he of the firm, unflinching and potentially violent morality of his father. Nor does he join a gang – the fate of many of his peers. His parents, despite their labours, are often unable to earn enough to feed the whole family. But they are determined that their golden boy will eat – making sure he gets the biggest portion and the choicest cuts of meat, relatively speaking, and going without themselves on innumerable occasions. Only 45 years later will Diego, in an interview for a documentary, reveal that it took him years to realize that the stomach pains his mother suffered when he was a child were hunger pangs from skipping meals to allow him to eat. He will tell the camera that he felt like killing himself when he finally worked that out.

With food in his belly, Diego gets strong ferrying large cans of water to and from the pump – there’s no running water at Casita Maradona. And he starts to learn the art of football: watching, and playing for, the local team founded by Chitoro: ‘Estrella Roja’ – ‘Red Star’. He starts out as a defender, and imagines himself developing into a ‘libero’ – a free-playing ‘sweeper’ type, able to launch attacks from deep with the whole pitch laid out ahead of him. Then again, he will also later claim that as a kid he said he was going to be a doctor. In his own, typically blunt, words: ‘What a moron, right?’ For it is football that is his first and only true calling. And his big break comes when he is just eight.

Gregorio Salvador Carrizo, known as ‘Goyo’, is a young boy, just nine days older than Diego, who lives nearby in Villa Fiorito and attends the same school as the young Maradona, albeit not in the same class. He has seen first-hand El Pelusa’s skills, whether it was kicking his beloved football or even, on occasion, a bag filled with biscuit wrappers. In 1969, Goyo has just started playing for the under-nine side of local professional football club Argentinos Juniors, a club with strong socialist roots and based in the working-class Buenos Aires neighbourhood of La Paternal. The youth team, known as ‘Los Cebollitas’ (‘the Spring Onions’), is coached by Francisco Cornejo, known as ‘El Negro’ or ‘El Zurdo’. Having abandoned any hope of making it as a footballer himself after having been left with a limp following a botched operation, Cornejo has taken on training this youth side for Argentinos Juniors alongside his day job as a cleaner. When El Negro’s star player, Goyo, tells his coach that there’s one boy in Villa Fiorito who is even better than he is, El Negro asks why this kid has never come to a trial – and Goyo’s honest response is that he couldn’t afford the bus fare. El Negro gives Goyo ten pesos and tells him to bring his friend to the next trial.

It is a rainy Saturday in 1969 (or according to the memory of some, 1968 – in the tale of Diego Armando Maradona there are more than a handful of inconsistencies, and objective truth is never quite within one’s grasp) when Diego, accompanied by his father Chitoro, who falls asleep standing up as they take two buses across town, arrives at the site of the trial. But the heavy rainfall has made the pitch unplayable. Undeterred and desperate to see this potential new recruit play, Cornejo has the whole squad hastily relocate to Parque Saavedra. Diego, with no money left for another bus ride, is grateful to see that they are to be ferried there by local truck driver, José Trotta. Here, a legend is born, as ‘El Pelusa’ bewitches the opposition, his teammates and the watching Cornejo with his preternatural skills, speed, agility and footballing brain.

El Negro cannot believe that this boy is only eight. He is convinced, given his skill and his footballing maturity, that he must be a dwarf masquerading as a child. Trotta helped out El Negro with Los Cebollitas – and has heard about Diego from Goyo’s dad, Cariso. Diego has been playing for Chitoro’s ‘Estrella Roja’ side against Cariso and Goyo’s ‘Tres Banderas’ on the potrero, games on bumpy pitches with dug-out ditches for lines, where betting was rife and guns and threats were a regular occurrence. It is agreed that Trotta will drive Diego – and El Negro – back to Villa Fiorito, where they can check his age. They are welcomed into the tiny three-room Maradona home, where Doña Tota proudly produces her son’s documentation. The proof is there in black and white. He is eight. Cornejo and Los Cebollitas have themselves a player.

And what a player. From March 1969, Diego, sporting his first pair of proper football boots, bought for him by Cornejo himself, will help inspire his new team as they embark on an unprecedented run – 136 games unbeaten. But, before he is even a teenager, the trappings that accompany his footballing success will already begin to manifest themselves, and mark him for good. Fame and fortune are on the horizon – but so too are those who will seek to align themselves, for better or worse, for good or ill, with this new golden child, this goose who will surely lay the golden egg.

Diego is not yet ten years old, and already decisions begin to be made on his behalf, supposedly with his best interests at heart, that will set dangerous precedents – their impact magnifying over the years. The first is instigated, it seems, by Cornejo – and in his defence is not something exceptional at a time when youth sport was dangerously unregulated. Seeing how small, scrawny even, his malnourished young star from the slums is, he convinces Diego’s parents to consent to allow him to take their son to see a doctor who might be able to help him ‘bulk up’. This doctor is Roberto ‘Cacho’ Paladino, who is used by club side Huracán and by the businessman and boxing promoter (and owner of the famous ‘Luna Park’) Juan Carlos ‘Tito’ Lectoure, who has him treat his stable of fighters, including Carlos Monzón and Víctor Galíndez. The doctor, a relative newcomer to the ‘unregulated’ field of sports medicine, treats the young Diego by administering vitamins and other drugs in both pill form and via injections. We will never truly know what impact, if any, this had and whether there were any lasting effects from these treatments on Maradona’s body and on his physical, mental and emotional health, but this may unwittingly have been the first step on a long road of substance abuse, both legal and illegal, sporting and recreational, that will haunt Maradona for his entire adult life. ‘Cacho’ enjoyed a long and highly successful career that included working with tennis star Gabriela Sabatini and being part of the back-room team that helped River Plate win the Copa Libertadores and the Intercontinental Cup in 1986.

1971 is a year of highs and lows for Diego, when further foundations of the life he will lead are laid down. It is in September that year that fame first beckons for the fledgling footballer – as he is encouraged onto the pitch at half-time during an Argentinos Juniors game. He juggles the ball with such skill, panache and artistry, such total confidence, that the crowd are spellbound – among them a journalist from national newspaper Clarín. The reporter publishes his story on this remarkable boy on Tuesday 28 September 1971, a glowing account that marks the small and scruffy but magically skilful boy as a potential future star. The only wrinkle? The minor fact that they got his name wrong: ‘He’s left-footed but knows how to use his right foot. Diego Caradona, ten years old, earned a warm round of applause at halftime of the Argentinos Juniors vs Independiente match, showing off his rare skill for playing the little game.’1 Still, Caradona was not far off …

Alongside the fame came an inevitable backlash. Los Cebollitas were so successful, and Diego so impetuously skilful, that the opposition began to resort to increasingly roughhouse tactics. As the spectators and scouts at their games grew, so did the fouls on their magical number ten. Man-marked, shoved and kicked, heckled and insulted – Diego could never have known that this would be a feature in his footballing life from this moment on. As would the next big blow – his first serious injury. A giant of a defender lands flush on Diego’s knee during a game. That night, the joint balloons and the boy’s temperature hits 40 degrees. Come morning, he is rushed to hospital, where a doctor – for the first but far from the last time – inserts a giant needle into the swelling, and draws out a syringe full of ‘black blood’.

Another of the most influential figures in Diego’s life enters the story at this point: Jorge Cyterszpiler. Just as Francisco Cornejo has seen something unique in how Diego plays the game of football, Cyterszpiler is the very first to see the future star potential of Maradona, and the vast wealth this one-of-a-kind player might be able to generate in a world where the commercialization of the global game is just starting to really get going.

Cyterszpiler is a young man, still only a teenager himself, just a couple of years older than Diego. His family have only recently arrived in Argentina from Poland, and own a shoe factory near the Argentinos Juniors ground. Jorge had contracted polio as a child, had lost a leg as a result, and walks with a limp caused by his prosthetic. His older brother Eduardo, a promising footballer for Argentinos Juniors, had died tragically of cancer aged just 23. For a year, young Jorge was inconsolable and retreated from the world. The thing that brings him back? Football, specifically his role helping Cornejo with Los Cebollitas, and the arrival of a boy with such skill that his heart leapt for joy to behold him – Diego Armando Maradona. In a sense, Diego saves Jorge’s life. He gives him hope, joy, purpose. In return, Jorge becomes a big brother figure to Diego and Goyo. He lives opposite the Argentinos Juniors ground where the lads play on Saturdays, and soon they begin to stay overnight at his place on the Friday before their home games. After training, Cyterszpiler regularly buys Diego a bottle of Coca-Cola and a sandwich from the ‘tienda’ opposite the stadium, knowing the boy might not get much, if any, dinner when he gets home to Villa Fiorito.

Two very different experiences in the very early 1970s set out in stark contrast the challenges Diego will face. First, while taking part in a major Youth Championship in Uruguay, he is billeted in the shanty shack of an unemployed black man. There is no running water. And yet his teammates, from better backgrounds than Dieguito, are afforded much nicer digs. It is a prejudice he will suffer, and fight against, throughout his life.

Then, in late 1973, he travels to Chile – the team are the guests of the newly installed dictator General Augusto Pinochet, who had seized power in a military coup just weeks earlier. Diego is the star attraction in this cynical PR play – the team is given rooms in the five-star Hotel Carrera, and Maradona is gifted a sumptuous suite. It is just one of the many occasions on which Diego Maradona is used as a political tool, a vital piece of propaganda to help prop up a regime – whether it is an Argentine junta, a Chilean dictator, a Cuban general or the men behind the biggest teams and most powerful organizational bodies in the game of football. On this occasion, as on many others, Diego does not seem to notice – or if he does, he cares not a jot. He orders room service, just for the hell of it. And when it’s time to take to the field, he runs riot, scoring four goals.

As the young star in Cornejo’s thrilling Cebollitas side, Diego is a model footballer – he listens to his coach, follows his instructions and his assigned role to the letter, is never late for training, let alone a match. But he does learn at a very early age that he is special, and that for those such as him the rules can be bent. He is too young to play in the team above, but joins the squad as a ‘ringer’, under the false name ‘Montaña’. In one game, he comes on at half-time with his side 3–0 down. He scores a hat-trick, but one of his teammates accidentally calls him ‘Diego’. He’s already so well-known for his talent that the opposition clock the subterfuge instantly. But he’s so good, and Cornejo and his sides so well-respected, that the rival coach laughs it off.
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THE CAGED BIRD

(1974–78)

It is the team doctor, Ruben Dario Oliva, one of the key members of staff at the Argentina squad’s training camp, who catches the eye of the teenage, strutting Diego as he warms down after a session in May of 1978. The good doctor waits for his professional rival and nemesis on the medical team, the physical trainer Ricardo Pizzarotti, to disappear around a corner, then beckons the young man over, and proceeds to lead him further away from the group. It seems he wants a private word with the young ‘crack’ – Latin American slang for a superstar, a baller, a gamechanger. But when they get clear of prying eyes and out of earshot, a second man appears – Settimio Aloisio, the vice-president of Maradona’s club side Argentinos Juniors.

It is Aloisio who has engineered this covert meeting, for he fears his star player, the jewel in the Argentinos Juniors’ crown, might be about to become too big for them to hold onto. He is certain that it will be at this training camp that national team manager César Luis Menotti will confirm that Maradona will be part of his final, trimmed-down squad for the 1978 World Cup, which is due to start in just a few weeks, on 1 June, in Argentina. Even though Maradona has, for the last 12 months, often been excluded from Menotti’s squads for the procession of friendlies and has instead featured in a lacklustre campaign for the nation’s youth side, he has been in scintillating form for Argentinos Juniors, and is the new darling of the footballing press and the ‘fútbol’-mad public. The wily Aloisio predicts a future in which Maradona is crowned as the newest, brightest star in Argentinian football, eclipsing even Ricardo Villa, Osvaldo Ardiles, Mario Kempes and Daniel Passarella. With his contract running down, if Diego shines at this home World Cup, he will be able to name his own price. A rival at home or abroad will offer him riches with which the Buenos Aires side cannot compete. After everything they have invested in the little magician from Villa Fiorito, it is inconceivable. It cannot be allowed to happen.

And so, in the guise of good news, Aloisio woos the impressionable and still naive Maradona. A brand new and improved contract is on the table. The teenager is delighted. After all, he just wants to play football. It all seems too good to be true. But both Aloisio and Diego are unprepared for what comes next.

At the culmination of the training camp, ‘El Flaco’ Menotti – ‘Skinny’, as he is known – calls the squad together and announces his final 22, the players who will represent Argentina in this, their first-ever home World Cup. Tall and slim, his long hair loose, wearing his archetypal tracksuit, a languid Menotti reads out the list of names. But Maradona is not one of them. Menotti has left Diego out. The coach has opted for the experience of Villa, Ardiles and Kempes over the raw talent of 17-year-old Dieguito. With a squad already packed with attacking superstars, he has no need for one more, it seems. Menotti loves Kempes especially, and also saw value in including River Plate star Norberto Alonso in the squad. He has, perhaps deliberately and wilfully, ignored the public clamour for El Pelusa. Some suspect the hand of the junta in the decision. Others might speculate that El Flaco is keen to show the journalists and everybody else that he is his own man and that it is he who ultimately calls the shots, that he is not one to bow to public pressure. Perhaps he even resents the rise of this young whippersnapper and feels a certain jealousy that all the talk is of Maradona and not of Menotti. The kinder theory is the canny Menotti suspects it is all too much, too soon for the boy from the slums. That El Pelusa is still developing, and is too physically and emotionally immature for this level of exposure. That he is shielding him, protecting him – and that he has plenty of time, his moment will come. Perhaps he even understands a little of the ‘bronca’, the anger and fire that burns inside Maradona and fuels him, motivates him beyond all else. If it’s all a mind game, if he is manipulating Diego, then at least his motivation is a touch less selfish than that of some others around him, Aloisio included.

Whatever the truth, Diego is shattered by the body blow of his exclusion from ‘La Albiceleste’ – the white and sky blue, the nickname of the Argentina side. He locks himself in a room at the training camp and bursts into tears. He can’t leave quickly enough, and when he is back home, he is so crushed by this apparent betrayal that his first reaction is to quit. He cannot forgive Menotti, and – in typically melodramatic fashion – he feels he can no longer even bear to play football any longer. He threatens to walk away from the game for good. Luckily, his father and his closest advisor know him better than almost anyone. Chitoro and Cyterszpiler, who has seen Maradona’s potential and taken on an increasingly important role in guiding his decisions, know that the way to Diego’s heart is through his stomach – something that will become an increasing issue as he gets older. But on this occasion, the takeaway they order in and ply him with does the trick. They talk him off the ledge over pizza, and convince him not only not to give up but to knuckle down and show El Flaco just how wrong he is.

In his very next league game, Maradona inspires Argentinos Juniors in a 5–0 rout of lowly Chacarita. Many reported he scored a hat-trick alongside an assist; others claimed he notched two goals and provided two assists. Either way, his man-of-the-match performance earns him a perfect ten in El Gráfico and Goles. El Pelusa has found the perfect way to channel his disappointment, unleashing his anger in a whirlwind of irrepressible footballing artistry.

In the early 1970s, Argentina is a country in turmoil. Juan Perón returns as president in October 1973, but dies nine months later. At the same time, Diego is happily distracted, busy winning the championship with the all-conquering Cebollitas. Juan Perón is replaced as the country’s political leader by his third wife, the ‘first lady’ and vice-president, Isabel Perón. But in March 1976, she is ousted in a military coup d’état and placed under house arrest. It is a political power play that will have huge repercussions for Diego, for Argentina and beyond. The military junta that has taken power in the coup immediately cracks down on the symbols of liberal intellectualism. They start a campaign to arrest, and then ‘disappear’ priests, students, doctors, journalists, political opponents and many more. The ‘disappeared’, as they will become known, are secretly imprisoned, tortured and killed. Meanwhile, as his country embarks on one of its darkest chapters of violent repression, Dieguito, still aged only 15, has become the undisputed star of the Argentinos Juniors youth set-up and has been promoted through the ranks in record time.

In May, at an Estudiantes vs Huracán game in La Plata that features Argentina star Osvaldo Ardiles, a large banner criticizing the country’s new military leadership, and promoting the ‘Montoneros’ – the leftist splinter group of the Peronistas – is unfurled. Balloons filled with helium, and bearing the Montoneros name, are let fly. At half-time, the stadium security teams move to tear the offending banner down, and the police from the surrounding streets rush into the stadium and open fire as a struggle breaks out. The regime will claim the Montoneros opened fire first, and fans will attest that the police just began shooting in the air to scare the protestors. Gregorio Oscar Noya, a 38-year-old public auctioneer and Huracán fan, is just returning to his seat after going to the toilet when a stray bullet hits him in the back and punctures his lung. His 16-year-old son is at his side. Less than 24 hours later, Gregorio succumbs to his injury. His death is barely reported, passing without comment in the official accounts and press reports of the incident. On Tuesday 18 May 1976, he is buried in a small family ceremony, just another victim of the tide of violence unleashed on the country by the junta and its leader, General Jorge Rafael Videla.

Diego remains seemingly blissfully unaware, almost deliberately ignorant of the surge in political repression. He is, after all, just a teenage boy from Villa Fiorito who is obsessed with football. On signing his first professional contract with the club, young Diego’s first thought is perhaps now he can finally afford to buy a second pair of trousers. The reality of his newfound professional status is beyond what he can yet comprehend. But one man is already seeing the potential. Jorge Cyterszpiler, who had worked at the Argentinos Juniors offices as a schoolboy, enrols at Buenos Aires University to study Economics. When the pair visit the offices of Argentina’s largest newspaper, Clarín, they deny they have a business relationship – but it’s a lie, Cyterszpiler has already become Diego’s financial representative. Barely much older than his one and only star client, Jorge is himself still a teenager – and yet is now the agent and manager of the hottest prospect in Argentinian football.

As a reward for his stellar progress, and to help make life easier for him and his family, the club rents an apartment for him at 2746 Calle Argerich in Villa del Parque – much closer to the Estadio Argentinos Juniors. Diego is not only the family’s main breadwinner, he is also literally putting a roof over their heads. He is also finally getting paid travel expenses, so his sisters no longer have to steal change from their husbands for Dieguito to afford the bus fare to get to training. The property is a so-called ‘chorizo’ apartment – one of a long line of flats with a communal corridor. Dieguito moves into a rear apartment of the building with his family. As fate would have it, the front apartment is occupied by the Villafañe family, and it doesn’t take long for Diego and the family’s young daughter to catch each other’s eye.

Soon after moving into his new home, Diego is given the news by his manager, Juan Carlos Montes: he is ready, he is going to make his full first-team debut for Argentinos Juniors. When he tells his family, they weep with joy, and the young man sees first-hand the impact his success has on those he loves.

It is Wednesday 20 October 1976, and Diego is ten days from turning 16. Even though he will start the game on the bench, El Gráfico has reporters at the Estadio Argentinos Juniors to cover the expected debut of ‘El Pelusa’ against Talleres de Córdoba. If he plays, Maradona will make history, becoming the youngest player ever in the Primera División. The coach of the Argentine national team, César Luis Menotti, is also in attendance – Montes had met with Menotti and told him he had a ‘crack’ who was going to make his debut. Another invested spectator in the crowd is Don Diego, who was due to be working but has been allowed to finish his shift early in order to see his son take to the field. Diego is given the number 16 shirt, red with a diagonal white slash and, with Argentinos Juniors 1–0 down at half-time, is nervously warming up on the sidelines during the second half when he finally gets the nod from Montes.

El Pelusa immediately wins over the crowd, drawing a loud ‘olé’ from the fans as he nutmegs his marker, Juan Domingo Cabrera. The prodigy has arrived. And yet, despite his best efforts and a highly promising debut, the introduction of Maradona is not enough to turn the tide. Argentinos Juniors lose the match 1–0. But this baptism of fire will stand Diego in good stead – he has had his first taste of the men’s game at the highest level and he knows he is good enough, knows he is meant to be here. The watching press too take note of his abilities; he is a diamond in the rough but still outshines his more experienced teammates. His first start, against Newell’s Old Boys of Rosario, is another defeat, but only serves to reinforce the opinion that Maradona has everything needed to perform on this stage. Maradona plays the full 90 minutes in a performance of invention and joy, playing without fear yet with a maturity far beyond his meagre years. It is clear he has already learned a lot and is perfecting his ability to dodge kicks and win fouls as his bigger and older opponents do their best to stop him in his tracks by any means necessary.

Just weeks later, on 14 November 1976, a now 16-year-old Diego scores his first goals as a professional footballer, netting twice against San Lorenzo and adding two assists in a 5–2 away win in Mar del Plata. In scoring his side’s fourth goal, beating three opponents, then playing a one-two and planting the ball into the bottom corner with his left foot, and then snatching the fifth to ensure the win, he had changed the game. And his impact didn’t go unnoticed by Argentina’s footballing press.

They will be his only goals in that first season, but he makes a total of 11 appearances and establishes himself in the side. His emergence brings with it the full attention of the national media: interviews with journalists, features in newspapers and magazines; for the teenage boy, it’s a lot to handle. He is inundated by press commitments. In his short, quietly and softly spoken and often modest replies, Dieguito reiterates his commitment to training diligently, remains fiercely loyal to his friends and teammates and works hard not to come across as arrogant. His main dream is to play for his country – and in the 1978 World Cup. With the spotlight firmly on the kid from Villa Fiorito, he is forced to try to grow up fast. Perhaps too fast.

Barely three months after his Argentinos Juniors debut, Maradona is playing for the Argentina youth team against the senior squad in a training session. His progress has not gone unnoticed by Menotti – and the coach pulls him aside to tell him he is calling him up to the senior squad for the upcoming friendly against Hungary. But El Flaco warns his young protégé not to tell the press, as he will only come on in the game if the result is going their way. He needn’t have worried.

It is 27 February 1977. Sixty thousand spectators are packed into La Bombonera in Buenos Aires, home of Boca Juniors, as Argentina race into an early lead against the visiting Hungarians. Two–nil up after just 18 minutes, the home side are 4–0 ahead at half-time and stretch their advantage to five within minutes of the restart. Menotti gestures to Diego, and the youngster begins to warm up on the sidelines. The crowd spot him, and begin to bellow out their chant: ‘Maradooooó!’ Hungary pull a goal back on 61 minutes and El Flaco responds immediately, making his first changes. With 62 minutes on the clock, Diego Maradona makes his international debut, taking to the field to replace two-goal striker Leopoldo Jacinto Luque. Black and white footage shows El Pelusa sporting the striped number ten shirt that will soon become his trademark, tucked into his small, tight shorts. Encouraged by mentor Menotti to play with freedom, he comes close to scoring and is also unlucky not to get at least an assist. It’s an introduction full of promise.

Just four months after his professional debut he is now a fully fledged international footballer. And, just like his Argentinos Juniors bow, he has become the youngest in the history of football in Argentina to make his debut. Watching it back, and in an interview given to El Gráfico, he is very self-critical, picking up on the most minuscule of his mistakes, and harshly judging his on-field decision-making. It speaks of his perfectionism but also hints at a darker, more negative aspect. It also comes across as (perhaps understandably) a bit immature still. Despite the growing influence of Cyterszpiler, the teenage Diego is a touch naive and lacking in media savvy.

Although he is as obsessed as ever with football, and doesn’t drink (yet) or smoke (yet), and in fact at this young and tender age is still keen enough to even love training, Diego does still find time for some ‘extra-curricular’ activities. He asks out Claudia Villafañe, the girl next door, in June 1977, and soon they are going steady and seemingly smitten. But even in the salad days of their budding romance, Diego is unwilling to be entirely constrained or faithful, continuing to go on nights out with his friends and acting like a single lad playing the field. His attitude doesn’t go unnoticed, and the local ironmonger, Don José, warns Claudia’s parents that they should not let their young daughter fraternize with this boy from Villa Fiorito. Diego’s tendency for inopportune extravagances leads the person with the biggest stake in the young man’s continuing success, his manager Jorge Cyterszpiler, to take matters into his own hands. The 19-year-old Cyterszpiler takes to sleeping on the floor beside Diego’s bed on any night when his golden goose has an important commitment the next day to make sure he doesn’t slip out to go dancing and carousing into the early hours.

Alongside football and his love life, there is a third and burgeoning area of interest for Diego: money. More specifically, the commercial opportunities now coming his way as the newest, youngest star of the global game. Opportunities that are being maximized by the tenacious Cyterszpiler, who has been studying the work of other foreign and non-football professional agents avidly and has hired advisors to help with accounting. The pair fly to the German headquarters of Puma to sign his first sponsorship contract, taking Claudia with him.

With the 1978 World Cup, to be hosted by Argentina, on the horizon, it seems the world is his oyster. And so it is easy to overlook the growing influence of the country’s regime, even when it leads to an overseas transfer ban on the top Argentine players. After all, it was an idea suggested by Menotti himself, albeit backed and enforced by the junta, the military dictatorship led by Jorge Rafael Videla that had ousted Isabel Perón in the 1976 coup. Maradona is on the list, but he’s happy at Argentinos Juniors, so what’s the harm? He’s also on regular painkilling injections to ameliorate the knocks he continually picks up as he is hacked and fouled all over the pitch every game. He might only be a teenager, but it’s all sanctioned by the club and their doctors, and is commonplace in the league. And, in a bid to separate his personal and private life from his professional persona, he has taken to referring to himself in the third person in his numerous interactions with the broadcast and printed press. In private, he was still Diego – but to the outside world, he projects a new persona, that of ‘Maradona’.

By 1977, there are already a plethora of individuals and organizations with a huge and growing stake in the continuing success of ‘Maradona’. Diego and his family, of course, but also Cyterszpiler, Claudia, Argentinos Juniors, the national football press, and now even Menotti and the Argentine football association, the AFA, not to mention the country’s military dictatorship. And the extent of their desire to control Diego soon becomes clear.

The teenage Diego has come a long way from his childhood in Villa Fiorito already, and he has brought his family with him. He has a new family home and a girlfriend, a contract with Argentinos Juniors and a sponsorship deal with Puma – negotiated with the help of his new manager Jorge Cyterszpiler, who himself has broken the mould and become the first manager of a footballer in Argentina while himself still only a teenager.

Then comes the first big blow to Diego and to Cyterszpiler’s project – as Menotti cuts Maradona from his final 22-man squad for the home World Cup. El Flaco also overlooks many of the players from the Copa Libertadores champions Boca Juniors – seemingly because they are a tough, physical side who don’t fit Menotti’s blueprint for beautiful football. But there are also rumours swirling that their physical prowess and footballing success might owe more than a little to a cocktail of drugs. We may never know if El Flaco shunned them, and possibly even Maradona too, due to a distaste for any illicit use of substances, but it seems naive to think other players in his squad weren’t also getting the benefits of some substances intended to give them a competitive edge.

Diego is devastated. It is the first serious blow to his confidence, his ego, his self-belief. Fortunately for him, and for the history of the game beloved the world over, it shakes but does not shatter him. Instead, it forges in him the desire to prove Menotti and everyone else wrong, his bronca burning white hot. The experience of seeing his heroes, idols, rivals and teammates embark on a World Cup campaign, in Argentina of all places, is brutally painful, but he will use it to motivate himself for years to come. He eventually finds it in himself to go to the World Cup as a fan, joining the crowds in the game against Italy and again for the final against the Netherlands. He puts aside his disappointment to celebrate his country’s triumph. But he knows he was good enough to have been part of it, to have contributed.
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THE GILDED CAGE

(WORLD CUP ARGENTINA ’78)

It is just after 7pm local time on 21 June 1978 in Rosario, 300km (185 miles) northwest of the Argentine capital Buenos Aires. Over 37,000 spectators pack the Estadio Gigante de Arroyito, recently refurbished and extended by the regime of Lieutenant General Videla to fulfil FIFA’s requirements, the costs borne by the club, Rosario Central, not the junta. They are there to watch Argentina’s final second-phase group match of the World Cup, against Peru, with the home side’s progression to the knockout stages hanging in the balance.

The door of the away side’s dressing room opens, and the likes of captain Héctor Chumpitaz, Argentine-born goalkeeper Ramón ‘El Loco’ Quiroga and midfielder José ‘El Patrón’ Velásquez look up from their final preparations to see none other than the home nation’s infamous dictator General Videla enter. He is flanked by a man some of them recognize as one of the planet’s most revered statesmen – Dr Henry Kissinger. Kissinger is a guest of the regime, and seemingly another pawn in Videla’s quest for legitimacy, although others will later claim he was a key figure in the shadowy ‘Operation Condor’, a collective plan of political repression involving the leading right-wing dictatorships of South America.

Videla reads out a message from Peruvian president and fellow fascist military dictator, Francisco Morales Bermúdez: do not forget the importance of the common bond between the people of Argentina and Peru. Videla wishes the Peruvians luck, but is at pains to stress how much the people of Argentina are anticipating the game, how much it means to the country. The words of the two all-powerful dictators, and the looming legitimizing presence of Kissinger, hang heavy in the air. It is a surreal and troubling moment just minutes before kick-off in the biggest game of these players’ lives. Why are these two men here talking to them? Why aren’t they visiting the home changing room? What is going on?

With the words of their leader, delivered in the voice of the man who is governing the country in which they currently find themselves with an iron fist, still ringing in their ears, the Peruvian players head out to take to the pitch.

Argentina had been awarded hosting rights for 1978 way back in 1966 in London as part of the World Cup in England. The tournament logo had been designed in 1974 and was inspired by the famous arms aloft gesture of the then-president, Juan Perón. But in 1976, the military junta had taken control and, by the time of the tournament, were desperate to use this platform for their own political gain. General Jorge Videla had never appeared to be a fan of ‘el fútbol’ but in the build-up has attended seven matches in just a single month. A World Cup in Argentina is worth its weight in gold in terms of political capital and global reputation. A home win would be a massive deal for the regime.

To this end, the junta are prepared to turn a blind eye when it suits them. If he wasn’t a world-class coach, El Flaco Menotti would be at risk of becoming one of the ‘disappeared’. He had grown up in the relatively radical town of Rosario and was himself a bit of a hippy, a liberal and leftist. As a player, he had won a title with Boca Juniors and played in New York and with Pelé for Santos in Brazil, winning 11 caps for his country. He had also been a journalist (that most hated of professions for a military dictatorship) and had returned to Argentina in 1973 to coach Huracán to a championship at the same time as Juan Perón had returned to power. He had been hired as the national team coach in 1974 after Argentina had failed relatively spectacularly at the World Cup in West Germany that year – winning only one of their six games (against Haiti) and losing 4–0 to a Johan Cruyff-inspired Netherlands. He was very much not the regime’s man. But they made an uneasy truce with him, encouraged by his footballing philosophy and patriotic attitude to the game, his belief in the innate skill and artistry of the Argentine players, a sense that Argentines were in some crucial way ‘superior’. And so he was not replaced in 1976, and by 1978 he was vital to the junta’s dream of a World Cup triumph on home soil.

One person who will not be at Argentina ’78 is the Netherlands star Johan Cruyff. Just four years earlier, he had led a rampant Holland to the World Cup final, where they had come within a whisker of their first World Cup trophy, falling 2–1 to hosts West Germany in the tournament’s final game. He had won the third of his three ‘Ballon d’Or’ and dazzled the world with what would be forever known as the ‘Cruyff turn’. But that Dutch team were targeted by three bomb threats and had to have increased security throughout the 1974 tournament, all rumoured to be due to the Netherlands’ pro-Israel stance. At the same time, there were suspected plots to kidnap one of Cruyff’s children. A former West German police officer was charged with leading the security detail that protected Cruyff and the Dutch, but at the time the players were kept in the dark regarding the threats to their lives.

Now, in 1978, Johan Cruyff is at Barcelona and at his peak, and is preparing to lead the ‘Oranje’ into the World Cup in Argentina, where they are among the pre-tournament favourites. Can they go one better, inspired by their masterful number 14? Then, seemingly out of the blue, Cruyff pulls out of the Dutch squad, boycotts the finals, retires from football and leaves Barcelona.

A gunman had entered the Cruyff family home in Spain and held the family hostage. Many see it as a desperate ransom attempt, a violent get-rich-quick scheme by a lone criminal. Others suspect it might be linked to the Dutch stance on the Middle East. But there is another theory – that it was a political move, to ensure one of the world’s greatest players boycotted a finals held in Argentina, where a military dictatorship was embarking on a bloody purging of all dissent and was desperate for their country to be victorious.

In Buenos Aires, as the tournament approaches, General Videla and the regime pause their campaign of torture and interrogation, the Escuela Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA) military school that housed the ‘disappeared’ falling eerily quiet for the duration of the World Cup. In a double-breasted grey pinstripe suit, white shirt and dark tie, sporting a thick moustache on his top lip, his thinning hair combed back, Videla looks and sounds every inch the Latino Hitler as he announces: ‘Under the sign of peace, I officially declare inaugurated this 11th football World Cup 1978.’ As soon as the football starts, the appeals of the relatives of the disappeared in the Plaza de Mayo are largely forgotten by the international press and the Argentine public. Football is everything.

Argentina’s initial group is a tough one, but victories over France and Hungary mean the host nation is guaranteed to progress regardless of the result of their final game against Italy. A 1–0 defeat sees Menotti’s men finish second, and they are forced to travel to Rosario instead of staying in Buenos Aires for the second group stage. Here they beat Poland 2–0 before grinding out an ill-tempered, infamous and brutal 0–0 draw with group rivals Brazil. In contrast to the first group stage, the host nation is far from guaranteed to progress. In the other four-team group, the final round of matches are played simultaneously, with Austria vs West Germany and Italy vs the Netherlands both kicking off at 13:45 in Córdoba and Buenos Aires, respectively. But in Group B, Brazil’s game against Poland kicks off in Mendoza at 16:45. Argentina are scheduled to play their last game against Peru in Rosario – but their kick-off has been set for 19:15, giving them the chance to assess the result in the earlier game and plan accordingly. Brazil sweep Poland aside 3–0 and move to the top of the table. Argentina now have to beat Peru by four clear goals to leapfrog Brazil and finish on top – and take their place in the final against the Group A winners and thus finalists, the Netherlands. Second place in the second group stage will only be good enough to enter the third and fourth place play-off.

This match, on 21 June 1978, will go down as one of the most controversial in the history of the sport of football. It is shrouded in rumour, innuendo and accusation. It is alleged that in the days before the game, the Argentinian government agreed to donate 35,000 tonnes of grain to Peru – the kind of amount you’d expect if their fellow South Americans had been hit by a major natural disaster or humanitarian catastrophe. This deal was reputedly thrashed out 48 hours before the game, at a secret meeting at the Sheraton Hotel in Buenos Aires involving key members from the two footballing nations. After the meeting, a local journalist was told not to worry, that manoeuvres were in play and that everything would be taken care of. Many years later, Fernando Rodríguez Mondragón, the son of Gilberto Rodríguez Orejuela and nephew of Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela, the brothers who led Colombia’s infamous Cali Cartel, would reveal that his uncle had told him about how he had acted as a mediator in the deal in which Argentina’s military government bribed the Peruvian political leadership to ensure their football team capitulated.

Then, moments before the players leave the changing rooms, comes the visit of General Videla and Kissinger to the Peruvian team and the rather unambiguous coded message delivered by way of the words read out by the Argentine dictator on behalf of his fascist friend Morales Bermúdez. It’s at the very least a disquieting way to emerge into a stadium filled with over 30,000 hostile home fans who know only a huge home win will be enough.

Peru are a decent side and have no recent history of shipping a huge number of goals. They qualified for the World Cup with just one defeat (1–0 to Brazil) in six qualifiers in which they only conceded a total of three goals. In four recent games against Argentina, the Peruvians may have lost every game but never by more than two goals. In the first group phase of this World Cup, they have beaten both Scotland and Iran and drawn with the Netherlands. In the second phase, Group B, they have lost 3–0 to Brazil but only succumbed 1–0 to Poland. They know they’ll be going home after this game, but nothing points to a rout. They make a decent start and with 20 minutes gone, it’s still 0–0. Then the prolific Kempes scores. As half-time approaches, Argentina are still three goals shy of the scoreline they need to reach the final. Then, two minutes before the end of the first 45, Alberto Tarantini calms a few home-crowd nerves when he makes it 2–0. Still, Menotti’s men are only halfway there and cannot afford to concede. But it all looks signed, sealed and delivered when Kempes and Luque score on 49 and 50 minutes respectively. With the game seemingly up, Peru manager Marcos Calderón hooks influential midfielder José Velásquez. ‘El Patrón’ is nonplussed, and for years struggles to understand why he was subbed off. In the end, Peru capitulate entirely and two further goals see the game finish 6–0 to Argentina. The home nation have qualified for the final with two goals to spare. Brazil are relegated to the third and fourth place play-off.

The final takes place at the Monumental in Buenos Aires, just a few hundred metres from the concentration camp where the Videla regime have been busy ‘disappearing’ anyone opposed to the junta. Menotti’s Argentina will face the Netherlands, coached by Austrian Ernst Happel and featuring star midfielder Johan Neeskens – but shorn of Barcelona superstar Johan Cruyff. Protests in Holland meant that when the Dutch squad finally set off for Argentina, without Cruyff, they had been forced to board their flight in secret. In Argentina, they had stuttered their way to the final – losing to Scotland and drawing 0–0 with group winners Peru before wins over Austria and Italy and a draw with West Germany saw them top the phase two group and reach the final.

The Netherlands score a late equalizer to cancel out a first-half goal from Kempes, and the game goes to extra-time. But another from Kempes and a late strike from Ricardo Daniel Bertoni mean no replay will be needed (there was no provision for a penalty shoot-out back then). It finishes 3–1 to Argentina. The squad are ecstatic, the crowd triumphant, but it’s a bitter pill for young Diego to swallow.

In winning the trophy for the first time, Argentina become the third team from South America to become world champions, joining Brazil and Uruguay. It’s a huge victory not only for Menotti, and a vindication perhaps of his decision not to include Maradona, but also for the Videla regime. The junta have extracted every possible ounce of positive PR out of their World Cup win on home soil. If they had any doubts about the power and utility of football, they harbour them no longer. It is an association that they will return to, with Maradona in particular, in the years to come.

It is perhaps unsurprising that, with no proper FIFA-led anti-doping controls in place, urine tests administered and overseen by the Argentine officials come back clean. The rumours are that doping is rife in Argentinian football, that clubs freely give amphetamines to their players and even that some of the Argentine stars were so high still after one game that they had to carry on exercising for a full hour after it had finished just to work it off. It is even suggested, years later and denied by El Flaco Menotti, that the pregnant wife of the team’s official ‘water boy’ provided the clean urine for the players’ tests. One player tests positive, though. But he’s no Argentine. Scotland’s Willie Johnstone, seemingly made a fall guy, a sacrificial lamb to show that testing was occurring, is found to have the stimulant Fencamfamin in his system, innocently taken as a constituent part of over-the-counter medicine Reactivan. The unlucky Scot had not even been selected to give a sample, but had stepped in when Archie Gemmill was deemed too dehydrated to pee in the unmarked test tube. He is sent home from the tournament and banned from football for a year.

Rather suspiciously, just ten days after the World Cup final, the Argentine government sanctioned Decree No. 1463/78, which granted the Republic of Peru a ‘non-refundable credit’ – a cash gift of some $50 million. Decades later, Genaro Ledesma, a former Peruvian trade union leader and politician, gave evidence to a Buenos Aires judge that his countrymen had thrown the game against Argentina as part of something called the ‘Condor Plan’, an alleged agreement dating from the 1970s made between like-minded South American dictators who promised to help each other where they could. This is the same Operation Condor that Kissinger will later be linked to. Ledesma had been arrested in Peru and deported to Argentina, where he had been threatened and tortured by the Videla regime on behalf of Morales Bermúdez and the Peruvian state. The alleged throwing of the game against Argentina has been suggested as partial recompense for the torture of Peruvian dissidents by the Argentine junta.

Many Peruvian players will go on to claim they were offered bribes and that some of their teammates accepted them. An anonymous Argentine civil servant will claim that his country fulfilled their promise to ship grain to Peru after the World Cup. Even several of the key Argentinian players, who always maintained they knew nothing of any nefarious machinations behind the scenes, will later admit they ultimately concluded that the match was ‘arranged’ and that they were unwittingly used as pawns by the regime.

Having missed out on the glory of a home World Cup triumph, a bitter Diego is still considering quitting the game. But by now, there is the carrot of the 1979 Youth World Cup in Japan being dangled, and Diego is still only 17 – there will be other World Cups and other chances to prove Menotti wrong and show Argentina and the whole world what he is capable of.

Just months after watching his teammates win the World Cup in their native Argentina, Dieguito gets a much-needed reinforcement of the sense that his footballing prowess can and will change not only his life but the lives of those closest to him. In October 1978, on the occasion of his 18th birthday, Argentinos Juniors gift Diego with his first property – the press there to record, in grainy black and white, Diego receiving the keys, as his family crowd around him, to a six-room house at Lascano 2257 in La Paternal. The property is just three blocks from the club’s stadium and, even though he moves his whole family in, including Don Diego and Doña Tota, it’s big enough that he is able to have a bedroom all to himself. He is even able to finally move his grandmother out of Villa Fiorito and in with them. With the newfound relative wealth afforded by his pay packet, Diego treats himself to a modest Fiat Europa. But when the fans club together and buy him a far more ostentatious and fun red Mercedes-Benz 500 SLC, it is just the beginning of a growing interest in fast cars.

Then a new opportunity appears from the unlikeliest of sources – Sheffield …
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A PAWN OF THE JUNTA

(1978–79)

The man, well-built, in his 50s and with the air of a ‘gringo’, is busy pottering around his Buenos Aires hotel room, absent-mindedly half-packing, his case open but seemingly never getting any fuller, when there is a knock at the door. He checks his watch. Almost time to leave for the airport. Who can this be at the door? Maybe one of his colleagues?

The man is the new manager of Sheffield United, Harry Haslam. The 11,000km (6,800 miles) trip to Argentina’s capital has been organized by Haslam and his Argentine coach at the Blades, Oscar Fulloné Arce. Haslam is one of football’s innovators and a true maverick, and is doubling up as a fixer and working with Argentine 1966 World Cup player Antonio Rattín to facilitate transfers between some of the top Argentinian sides and a handful of English clubs. Terry Neill of Arsenal had pulled out of the trip, to be replaced at the last minute by the local Sheffield journalist Tony Pritchett, but Keith Burkinshaw of Tottenham Hotspur is along for the ride. When, just days earlier, Haslam had tried and failed to land his top targets, Argentine World Cup winners Ricardo ‘Ricky’ Villa and Osvaldo ‘Ossie’ Ardiles, in part due to the quoted combined fee of £750,000, he might have been distraught to know that Burkinshaw would famously end up signing the pair for Spurs. But any initial disappointment has been short-lived. He is buzzing.

Just a few days ago, he had watched a young Argentine by the name of Diego Armando Maradona play here in Buenos Aires for his club side Argentinos Juniors. Argentina had just won the World Cup, but Maradona had not featured. But Ardiles had tipped Haslam off about ‘El Pelusa’ – who was just a kid when he had joined the Argentinos Juniors squad, watched the older players pull off a trick and then copied it, and improved it, just seconds later. Ardiles told Haslam that this kid was the real deal. And boy, was he right.

Harry has no doubts that he has just discovered the next great talent. The ground and facilities at Argentinos Juniors were shockingly basic, but somehow they had unearthed a superstar. Haslam is certain that Maradona is more than man enough to step into the boots vacated by United’s departing star, Tony Currie, who had left for Leeds United when the Blades had been relegated.

The day after watching him play, he had conducted a secret meeting with Jorge Cyterszpiler at Mar del Plata. The pair, kindred spirits – innovators, entrepreneurs, wheeler-dealers – had hit it off. There and then, Haslam had agreed a £150,000 transfer to take Maradona from Argentinos Juniors in Buenos Aires to play Second Division football in Sheffield. Diego, for his part, was keen. He knew Sheffield United had been relegated and were not Tottenham Hotspur or Manchester United, but he liked Haslam and felt the project had potential. He liked the idea of going to play football in England. That was just a
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