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Foreword

By Mauricio Pochettino

My love of football began on my family’s farm in Murphy, a small town in Santa Fe province in Argentina, about 230 miles inland from Buenos Aires.

Only about four thousand people live in Murphy but, like everywhere else in Argentina, it is football mad. It is the number one passion. Normally one of the first birthday presents you receive is a pelota, a ball. It was the only thing I wanted to play with. Before you learn to run, you start to touch the ball with your feet. Then you start to play with your friends, your brothers, your brothers’ friends—on the field, in the street—and, slowly, you learn to play football.

It’s a difficult sport to explain. Why? Because you play with your feet. In basketball, American football, baseball, rugby, tennis, almost every other sport, it’s about using your hands. In football, everything happens with your feet. You learn to control the pelota and you run with it, making fast actions, almost like you are dancing with it. As you grow up, you learn how to pass the ball, how to time it right, put the right amount of weight on the pass—and how to take the ball from the opponent.

It’s by far the most popular sport in the world. It is played in every country, every city, every town, every village. You don’t need money to play football. You just need a ball and a patch of grass or sand or concrete.

And you don’t need a specific physical profile to play it. You can be tall or short, you can have long legs or not, you can have big muscles or not. We can talk about the importance of a certain physical profile, but some of the greatest players in history—I would argue the two greatest in history, both of them from Argentina—were usually the smallest players on the pitch.

When The Athletic asked me to contribute this foreword, they explained the concept of this book about the 100 greatest male footballers of all time. My first thought was, “Wow! How can you limit this to 100?” We are talking about a sport played in every country. I could name 100 great footballers from Argentina alone.

One of my most vivid early memories, aged six, is of Argentina winning the World Cup in 1978. I watched it on a small black-and-white television. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Mario Kempes was my first football hero, along with others like Daniel Passarella, Osvaldo Ardiles, Ricardo Villa, and the goalkeeper Ubaldo Fillol. These were my heroes, the ones I looked up to and decided I wanted to emulate.

But as I grew older, the footballer I really idolized was Diego Maradona. I had his poster on my bedroom wall. But it was more than that. Every boy of my generation in Argentina regarded Maradona as a superhero.

By the time of the 1986 World Cup in Mexico, I was 14, starting out as a footballer and getting a real feel for and understanding of the sport. I remember every Argentina game at that tournament so clearly. Best of all I remember Maradona’s two goals in the quarterfinal against England—the ‘Hand of God’ for the first and the amazing zigzag dribble for the second. A crowd of 500 of us in Murphy watched on a big screen as Maradona led us to victory over West Germany in the final to become world champions again. Afterward we all went into the main square to celebrate together, and everyone was chanting Maradona’s name.

Seven years later I was a young player at Newell’s Old Boys, in the nearby city of Rosario, when our coach, Jorge Solari, told us there was a possibility to sign Maradona from Sevilla. At that time, I didn’t believe it was serious because Maradona was like someone from another planet.

But a few weeks later the coach said Maradona really was coming. He also said I should call him to welcome him to the club. He gave me Maradona’s cell phone number. I was starting to wonder whether the whole thing was a joke. I was sitting with my girlfriend Karina, now my wife, in a very small apartment in Rosario, staring at the old landline phone. I remember saying to her, “What do I say? ‘Hola, Diego. This is Mauricio.’ And he will say, ‘Mauricio?! Who is Mauricio?!’”

I decided I would call him. He was in a car on the motorway from Buenos Aires to Rosario. The phone rang.

“Si?”

“Hola Diego. Sorry to disturb you. I am one of your new teammates at Newell’s Old Boys.”

“Oh, thank you. Which teammate?”

“Mauricio Pochettino.”

And he said, “Oh, Poche! Thank you for calling me. I’m so happy to be joining Newell’s Old Boys. You’re a very good player, very strong. I hope you don’t kick me in training . . .”

I couldn’t believe it. Maradona knew who I was!

That was a different era. Back then you and your teammates lived in each other’s pockets. We would be on a bus, on the way to a game, all watching the same match or the same movie on a VHS tape on a small TV, laughing at the same jokes, all connected to each other.

I even shared a bedroom with him when we traveled to away games. You would think the great Maradona would have a room to himself, but no, there he was, sleeping away in the next bed. It didn’t seem real. The first few times, I honestly couldn’t sleep. Maradona is sleeping in the next bed!

And, look, this was a difficult stage of his career—he was 32, he had some personal difficulties at the time and he was no longer the same explosive Maradona who had inspired Argentina to World Cup glory in 1986—but his ability with the ball was incredible. In training, we were watching in disbelief. He played only five games for Newell’s but, for that short time, my teammates and I knew we were in the company of true, eternal greatness.

* * *

What sets the greatest players apart?

Of course technical quality is one part of it. But there’s also a different kind of charisma that the best players have on the pitch. Even when you watch young kids playing, you can sometimes see one kid has a totally different energy the other kids don’t have. It’s the same at elite level: certain players are on a totally different level. Even at that stage of his career, Maradona was like that.

With the great players, you see it in the way they touch the ball, the way they pass the ball, the way they control it. With some players, the ball bounces off them. But with Maradona or Lionel Messi, it’s like the ball is connected to them. Watching them in motion, it’s as if you see the ball smiling, like it knows: “This guy will treat me well. This guy is going to give me love.” The ball never looked happier than when it was at the feet of Maradona or Messi.

I was blessed with the opportunity to play in Europe, in Spain and France, and to play for my country, including at the Copa América in 1999 and the World Cup in 2002. With Argentina, I played with guys like Javier Zanetti, Diego Simeone, Juan Sebastián Verón, Pablo Aimar, Juan Román Riquelme, Ariel Ortega, Hernán Crespo, Gabriel Batistuta . . . At Paris Saint-Germain I played with Ronaldinho and Jay-Jay Okocha, who were two of the most spectacularly gifted, most joyous footballers I ever saw. They played with smiles on their faces. Ronaldinho played like he was dancing, like samba. Another one was Iván de la Peña at Espanyol. He doesn’t have the profile of some of the others I mentioned, but he was a genius, another of those players who made the ball smile.

Then there are the ones I played against.

At Espanyol we used to come up against the Real Madrid galácticos side of Luís Figo, Zinédine Zidane, Roberto Carlos, David Beckham, Raúl and the Brazilian striker Ronaldo, or the Barcelona team of Xavi Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, and Rivaldo. Toward the end of my playing career at Espanyol I played against a very young Messi. It was only a brief encounter, but even at that stage, everyone was so excited about his potential, particularly in Argentina.

My coaching career has allowed me to work with so many wonderful players. It is hard to pick out just a few, but I worked with Harry Kane and Son Heung-min at Tottenham Hotspur and Messi, Neymar, Sergio Ramos and Kylian Mbappé at PSG. I would like to mention another two who, like De la Peña, rarely receive the recognition but who were two extraordinary players: Mousa Dembélé at Tottenham and Marco Verratti at PSG. Again, they made the ball smile.

To coach Messi was a privilege. Before that, I had admired him from a distance—even from the opposition dugout—and thought he was the best player I had seen since Maradona. But then to work closely with him, on the training pitch with him for 90 minutes or two hours every day, was an amazing experience. He has the most incredible technique, but also he has this ability to read exactly what is happening on the pitch and what the team needs him to do.

The other thing he shares with Maradona is that special mentality and special energy I talked about. The talent is unbelievable, but so is the motivation. They are different characters off the pitch—Maradona more extrovert, Messi more of an introvert—but they have that same force of personality on the pitch. When they are on the ball, the energy changes.

I mentioned Ronaldinho, who played like he was dancing samba. That to me is a characteristic of the Brazilian people and Brazilian football. They like to play with a smile. In Argentina, it’s more . . . we say grinta, which is something like “grit” in English. Maradona and Messi were both born with the type of talent you might see once in a generation if you are lucky. But that talent is underpinned by grinta.

It can’t be a coincidence that so many of the greatest players have come from South America, particularly from Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay.

One thing is the nature: the physical attributes, coordination, and technical ability you are born with. The other thing is the way we are nurtured. There are some who have one or two ingredients to be a great football player, but I always feel the perfect equation includes passion plus necessity. To be a great football player, you have to need it—the way Pelé needed it, the way Maradona needed it growing up in Villa Fiorito in a poor area of Buenos Aires, when they were playing football to survive, or to find a way to put food on the table for their family. When you add passion and necessity, that is when you have all the ingredients to “cook” a football player.

Maybe the changing social environment means that fewer people feel the necessity that builds that kind of fighting spirit. In the more affluent nations, that brings challenges when it comes to developing players. But great talents keep emerging. Look at, for example, Yamine Lamal, who at the time of writing is emerging at Barcelona as one of the best players in the world while still a teenager.

* * *

For me, it’s hard to rank footballers.

From my perspective, there are two number ones: Maradona and Messi. Someone from Brazil would have Pelé as number one, so that makes three number ones. Perhaps someone from the Netherlands would have Johan Cruyff as number one. Some people prefer Cristiano Ronaldo, another all-time great, to Messi.

I am not old enough to have seen Pelé or Cruyff, but, just looking at Maradona and Messi, it’s so hard to put one of them above the other. Each was the best in his own era. Each of them did things that were out of this world.

If I have to choose just one, I am probably more on the side of Maradona, partly because of what he means to every argentino, particularly among my generation, and partly because the environment of playing football 40 years ago was so difficult. Messi has been an absolutely incredible player—and I know this better than almost anyone—but among my generation, particularly in Argentina, it is hard to imagine there could ever be a better footballer than Maradona.

I don’t envy The Athletic’s writers in trying to pick a top three, never mind a top five, never mind a top 10, never mind a top 100. Some of my favorites will not make the list, I’m sure.

But I look forward to seeing which players have made it and reading about them. I look forward to seeing which player comes out on top—and I don’t think I’m biased in suggesting it should be a fellow argentino.

And I look forward to thinking that all over the world, another generation of footballers will soon be starting to take their first steps, receiving their first pelotas, opening their eyes to the world of football and not yet knowing quite how far their dreams might take them.

Mauricio Pochettino began his playing career with Newell’s Old Boys in his native Argentina. The center-half played in Europe with Espanyol, Paris Saint-Germain, and Bordeaux, and gained 20 caps for his country, featuring in the 2002 World Cup. As a manager, he has coached Espanyol and Southampton, and enjoyed a five-year stint with Tottenham Hotspur, taking the London club to the 2019 Champions League final. He won Ligue 1 with PSG in 2022, spent a season with Chelsea, and, in September 2024, was appointed head coach of the United States national team.




Introduction

By Oliver Kay

In the summer of 1981, six years old and bitten hard by the football bug, I used my pocket money to buy a book from a rummage sale.

I never knew the book’s title. By the time I got my hands on it, it had lost its cover.

But turning its dog-eared pages, causing its spine to creak horribly, felt like entering another world. Besides a chronicle of every World Cup from 1930 to 1974, it contained a list of the greatest players of all time. It was dominated by British players, some of them familiar, but sprinkled among them were exotic names I had never seen before, legendary players from far-off lands.

Some had evocative nicknames: Lev Yashin, an acrobatic Soviet goalkeeper dressed in black from head to toe, was the “Black Spider”; Ferenc Puskás, the scourge of goalkeepers and defenses all over Europe, was the “Galloping Major”; the name Garrincha, a mesmerizingly gifted Brazilian who had been born with a defective spine and crooked legs, meant “Little Bird.”

Greatest of all, the book said, was another Brazilian: Edson Arantes do Nascimento, known universally as Pelé, who had started out kicking a grapefruit around the streets of São Paulo. He had won the World Cup three times, the first of them as a 17-year-old, and ended up scoring more than 1,000 goals in his career. His nickname? “The King.”

That treasured book fell apart in the end. My old football magazines and sticker albums usually went the same way, having been read from cover to cover again and again and again. I was desperate to cram my young brain with knowledge about football and footballers. And . . . what else was there to do? Football was hardly ever on television.

More than four decades later, the world is very different for sports fans. The opportunities to immerse yourself in sport seem boundless. There are TV sports stations offering wall-to-wall coverage. There are dedicated sports websites like The Athletic. There are social media outlets where athletes can communicate with their fans at the push of a button. Video-streaming platforms offer instant access to just about any goal of the hundreds that Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo have scored in their careers.

But has something been lost? With so much attention and energy focused on the here and now, are we losing a connection with those stories and those great names whose contributions have reverberated through the game’s history?

That is what The Soccer 100 is about. It is a celebration of 100 of the greatest players in the sport’s history.

In an ideal world, that last part would read “the 100 greatest players in the sport’s history”—and perhaps it will be marketed as such—but deep down, we know it cannot possibly be that.

Football has been played professionally for a century and a half. It is played and followed in every corner of the world. Comparing players in different positions, across different eras, is fraught with difficulty. How do you even begin to rank players whose careers and skill sets are as diverse as Giacinto Facchetti, Gordon Banks, Gerd Müller, Zinédine Zidane, and Neymar?

Data was not our friend here. Comparing eras is made so much harder by changes in tactical trends, competition formats, and even the world map. The proliferation of fixtures, many against small countries, has seen so many long-standing international appearance and goal records topple over recent years. Puskás, Eusébio, Müller, and the rest never got the opportunity to rack up goals against Lithuania, Andorra, San Marino, and the like.

There might be an algorithm that could take appearances, goals, and trophies won into account, but any such appraisal would be as flawed as it was dull. On paper, Diego Maradona’s goalscoring record does not look spectacular, but anyone who watched him in his prime—indeed, anyone who has taken five minutes to watch some of those goals on YouTube—knows he scaled heights rarely, if ever, reached before or since.

We decided to put it down to a vote among 10 of our most experienced football writers and editors. We started by proposing every great player we could think of, even if that meant trawling the history books and previous lists of this nature. We then cast a vote where each of us proposed our top 100, in order, with points awarded for each ranking position. We put the results into a spreadsheet, looked at them . . . and gasped: “How is he below him?” Seconds later, another gasp: “How is he not in the top 100?”

We debated whether it might, on reflection, be worth deciding the rankings by committee instead. But no, we stuck with the original vote, putting our various gripes to one side, and went off to write the stories of 100 men who have left an indelible impression on the game.

And yes, they’re all men. Women’s football is booming, its popularity growing by the year, and it is hoped that in time we will produce a book about Mia Hamm, Marta, Aitana Bonmatí, and the greatest players in the women’s game. But this one is about the men’s game, a companion to The Baseball 100, The Football 100, and The Basketball 100.

Similarly, the selection very much concentrated on what these players delivered on the pitch. Some in their number have courted controversy off it—wealth and fame have brought their own pitfalls—but this was never designed to be an assessment of their characters. Rather, it is an appreciation of their quality as footballers and the brilliance they provided on the biggest stage.

All of this brings us to our top 100 and the need for us to apologize to some wonderful players who did not make the cut.

The long list extended to hundreds of players, any one of whom would have been a worthy inclusion in this book. But we could have turned this into The Soccer 200—and left the rankings out of it, in the interests of diplomacy—and it would still have upset people.

The difficulty was outlined by John Hollinger in The Basketball 100 when he pointed out that “if we’re covering more than 75 years’ worth of players, more or less, and only naming 100, that’s basically one player a year.”

Consider football’s longer history, its global reach and the depth and richness of the game’s culture in so many countries across the world—and the task becomes even harder.

There was discomfort when we realized only three players from Africa, one from North America, and none at all from Asia or Oceania had made our top 100.

We briefly wondered whether there was a case for putting the voting process to one side in pursuit of a wider geographical spread. Landon Donovan (USA), Abedi Pelé (Ghana), Harry Kewell (Australia), and Son Heung-min (South Korea) are players of global renown, but selecting players on geographical grounds would have been against the spirit of the exercise and there were more contentious omissions than theirs.

Some of the game’s first real stars, such as the Argentinian forward José Manuel Moreno and the prolific Austrian-Czechoslovakian striker Josef Bican, fell by the wayside. It is gratifying that Dixie Dean, Giuseppe Meazza, and Matthias Sindelar made it since their stories, written by Michael Walker, James Horncastle, and Mark Critchley, respectively, are among the most compelling in the book.

Inevitably, there is a slant toward the modern era, but it does not seem to extend to the modern day. Two of our top five are still playing at the time of writing (albeit in the twilight of their glorious careers . . . yes, you know the two), but only one other current player made our top 30. It probably says something about the difficulty of evaluating contemporary players that he, Kylian Mbappé, might have been ranked lower had our ballot been held a few months later after a difficult start to his Real Madrid career.

The only other current players who made The Soccer 100 are well into their thirties. In time, the likes of Virgil van Dijk and Rodri might earn the kind of reverence that has been bestowed on Luka Modrić and Karim Benzema toward the end of their careers. So might, for example, Erling Haaland, Vinícius Júnior, or Lamine Yamal in years to come, but you never can tell.

As for English football’s “golden generation” of the 2000s, only one of them makes The Soccer 100. David Beckham is one of the most famous athletes on the planet. But among the top 100 footballers of all time? Sorry, Becks.

There are 15 Brazilians among our selection, more than any other nation, but arguably there could have been at least another five. There was no place for Sergio Ramos, the defensive linchpin of the Real Madrid team that dominated the Champions League in the 2010s. We could not find room for either Spain’s celebrated Luis Suárez or his Uruguayan namesake; there was an argument for including both.

There is something particularly enduring about that generation of athletes who lit up a world emerging from the darkness of global conflict: Wilt Chamberlain in basketball, Willie Mays in baseball, Rocky Marciano and Sugar Ray Robinson in boxing. The same is true of football: Alfredo Di Stéfano, Puskás, Yashin, names that cropped up in the sports press and then, very occasionally, appeared in grainy footage on television screens as international competitions began to gain prominence.

Their greatness is set in stone. The Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), the game’s global governing body, have named annual awards in honor of Yashin (best male goalkeeper) and Puskás (best goal). EA Sports’ long-running football franchise allows gamers to play with an “Ultimate Team” featuring the likes of Yashin, Puskás, Eusébio, and Pelé (though not Maradona, for licensing reasons).

Such tributes bring a degree of name recognition that might otherwise be lost, but with them comes a danger that they are reduced to a mere reference point. Tim Spiers’s chapter on Yashin brings the goalkeeper’s story to life in a way that, frankly, an “Ultimate Team” rating of 92 and an augmented-reality animation of him cannot begin to.

Rather than a series of profiles, we wanted to tell the players’ stories in a more varied way. Jack Lang wrote about Garrincha’s signature move; Phil Hay explored Johan Cruyff’s genius through the eyes of Swedish defender Jan Olsson, the man on the wrong end of the Cruyff Turn; Sarah Shephard focused on the “otherness” of Sócrates, the chain-smoking Brazilian medic; Michael Cox microanalyzed Maradona’s brilliance through the prism of a career-defining performance against England at the 1986 World Cup; Daniel Taylor went to the Portuguese island of Madeira to learn more about its favorite son, Cristiano Ronaldo; Nick Miller wrote about the goal for Santos against Flamengo in 2011 that announced Neymar as Brazil’s newest fenómeno.

We were lucky enough to interview some of our subjects. I spoke with Kenny Dalglish. Greg O’Keeffe went to Denmark to meet Michael Laudrup. Felipe Cárdenas had an audience with Mario Kempes, the Argentinian goalscoring hero of the 1978 World Cup. Adam Crafton recalled a riotous afternoon in the company of Zlatan Ibrahimović. George Caulkin wrote from the heart about Alan Shearer, once his idol, now a close friend.

It’s not all sweetness and light. I wrote about how the Munich air tragedy hung over Sir Bobby Charlton throughout his illustrious career; Jacob Whitehead explored the trauma that overshadowed Marco van Basten’s goalscoring exploits in his own mind, if nobody else’s; Mark Critchley dug deep in search of the truth about Sindelar, whose death in 1939, as a symbol of the Austrian resistance movement, has been a source of intrigue for decades.

That is the thing. This book is about the stories. The rankings? Not so much, we hope. To quote Joe Posnanski in The Baseball 100, “I don’t care about the rankings. Every one of these players has a fascinating story—about persistence, about confidence, about pure talent, about amazing moments, about the lengths people will go to to become quote-unquote ‘great.’”


Can there ever be a definitive verdict on the greatest footballer of them all? Even during Pelé’s prime, some would argue for Di Stéfano, Puskás, Garrincha, or, later, Franz Beckenbauer or Cruyff. Maradona scaled breathtaking heights with Argentina and Napoli in the 1980s, but his career was pockmarked by controversies and ultimately curtailed by a self-destructive nature. It’s complicated.

For all the fluctuations and contentious omissions from this list, though, the selections higher up were more settled. There was a clear top 20, a clear top 12, and a clear top six of (and let’s keep them in chronological order to avoid any spoilers): Di Stéfano, Pelé, Cruyff, Maradona, Cristiano Ronaldo, and Messi. To return to an earlier point, these names are set in stone.

It was never going to be a unanimous choice, but for The Soccer 100, we settled on a No. 1, a choice that reflects not just greatness but sustained greatness: era-defining greatness, jaw-dropping greatness, the type of greatness that can leave you feeling like you are watching football from another dimension.

Again, it comes back to something Posnanski wrote in The Baseball 100, this time about his No. 1, Mays. “To watch him play, to read the stories about how he played, to look at his glorious statistics, to hear what people say about him is to be reminded why we love this odd and ancient game in the first place,” he wrote. “Willie Mays has always made kids feel like grown-ups and grown-ups feel like kids. In the end, isn’t that the whole point of baseball?”

Posnanski could easily be writing about football there. He could certainly be writing about Messi, Ronaldo (either version), Maradona, Cruyff, Pelé, or so many others featured in this book.

And yes, that is the whole point of sport. It can feel like such a serious business these days, compromised by political and commercial interests, but at its heart, it is still the same old game we fell in love with, illuminated by comic-book heroes, ordinary people with the power to do extraordinary things. This book is about them. 




100.

Uwe Seeler
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“Uns Uwe, loyal und bescheiden—der Größte aller Zeiten.”

By Seb Stafford-Bloor

It is the autumn of 2024 in Hamburg.

The pale sun glints on the River Elbe as it flows beneath the dock cranes and out toward the North Sea. It’s a high-culture city, home today to media companies and a symphony hall that is the envy of the rest of Germany, but it still thinks of itself as a tough, working-class town.

Its football club, Hamburger SV, is a fallen giant. A six-time German champion and a European Cup winner in 1983, they have been mired in the second division—the 2.Bundesliga—for the better part of a decade and are on their seventh attempt to climb out.

In suburbia, brown leaves flutter down from the trees and line the pavements. After HSV’s 2–2 home draw with Paderborn, my brother-in-law is hacking away at one of his garden hedges.

Clunk. Clunk. Clunk. The team’s form weighs heavily on him and the garden is where he goes to shed that frustration—today with an enormous pair of shears.

That garden is where I learned much of my German; the good words and the bad. It’s why I’m most fluent in my second language when talking about porous defenses, wasteful forwards, and coaches who promise to learn from defeats and setbacks but never, ever do.

But it’s also where I first learned about Uwe Seeler and what he means to the city.

For the watching world, Seeler’s career has been condensed into two moments, both against England. He captained the West Germany team that lost 4–2 to Sir Alf Ramsey’s side in the 1966 World Cup final. Among the most famous images from that day are two of Seeler. In the first he is tenderly embracing Gordon Banks at full time. Two great players, one genuine show of respect.

The other, more poignantly, sees him devastated by defeat and being consoled by a local police officer on his way toward the Wembley tunnel.

Four years later, he would be a thorn in England’s side, scoring the equalizer as West Germany recovered a two-goal deficit to derail Ramsey’s defending champions 3–2 in the World Cup quarterfinal.

It was an astonishing goal. Like something from the future. Retreating to meet Karl-Heinz Schnellinger’s driven cross, he somehow managed to redirect a header back across Peter Bonetti and into the England net. The footage is grainy now and that helps imbue it with mystery. Where did the angle or the power even come from?

So, that is Seeler to the rest of the world. But not in Hamburg—his Hamburg—because that is very different. Seeler is HSV’s immortal. He scored 496 goals for the club from 1954 to 1972, 340 more than any other player in history.

Within those goals lies the essence of the player. Right foot, left foot, with power and artistry. Somewhere online there is a compilation set to smooth but playful jazz, and the range of abilities it shows—even today—is astonishing.

Seeler was a craftsman of a goalscorer who could receive the ball nearly anywhere and fashion a shooting chance. He was just 5'7" and had the stocky body and round face of someone other than a world-class athlete. But his repertoire was extraordinary: diving headers, falling volleys, thumping shots. Seeler, in the true, traditional sense, could do absolutely everything and could beat goalkeepers with subtlety, surprise, and booming power.

He played for HSV for his entire career. He also lived in Hamburg’s northern districts for the rest of his life. When he died in July 2022, his hometown fell into mourning. Outside the Volksparkstadion, there is a bronze statue of his right foot and flowers and candles decorated it for months.

In the stadium itself, the ultras said goodbye with a vast tifo, reading: “Uns Uwe, loyal und bescheiden—der Größte aller Zeiten.” (Our Uwe, loyal and humble—the greatest of all time.)

Linguists will note the grammatical error—uns, not unser—but that is a deliberate invocation of regional dialect for a player truly of the north. And that matters because Seeler’s goals gave him prestige, significance, and medals. His 88th-minute winner against Cologne in 1960 gave HSV their first national title in more than three decades, but his symbolism, humanity, and heritage have prevented his legend from dimming.

My brother-in-law has finished with his hedges and we’re now watching his robotic lawn mower prowl the grass.

“What you have to understand is that it was not just him. Seeler is Seeler. His goals—everything—sure. But his dad played for us, so did his brother. Their family is HSV.”

It’s true. Uwe’s father, Erwin, played for the club between 1939 and 1948. Dieter, his older brother, was a HSV player from 1955 to 1965. Uwe and Dieter’s sister, Gertrud, was a member of the club’s handball section when she was a child, too. Their grandfather was a barman who worked on the city’s docks, taking the lineage right to the banks of the Elbe and to Hamburg’s industrial heart.

It matters, too, that Uwe never strayed from those roots. German football only truly professionalized in 1963 when the Bundesliga began. Before then, while players could top up their income with off-contract payments made in clever, clandestine ways, wages were limited. Even when German football entered its professional era, players could only earn a pittance compared to what was on offer in countries that were less suspicious of money’s influence.

“At that time, he could have left. Okay, yes, players could earn a bit of money,” my brother-in-law says, mimicking an under-the-table gesture. “But Seeler could have been a rich man in Italy or Austria. Do you know the story about the university?”

The story about the university is an essential part of the Seeler parable. In 1961, he was offered a fantastic amount of money to join Helenio Herrera’s Inter Milan. The figures are unreliable, but at a time when his wages were officially capped at 400 deutsche mark a month, Herrera’s Inter were reportedly willing to pay him DM 150,000 a year, in addition to a DM 500,000 signing bonus.

To call that potentially life-changing is an understatement. Still, Seeler was not for turning and, according to local legend, his resistance was partly inspired by a letter received from the dean of Hamburg University, emphasizing his worth to the local community.

“If you manage to withstand this temptation,” the dean wrote, “that would be a radiant signal, giving people cause to reflect on their ways.”

Seeler stayed and scored goals for another decade. Money be damned.

“Imagine a player doing that today,” chuckles my brother-in-law as his mower trundles past.

Player name: Uwe Seeler

Born: November 5, 1936

Died: July 21, 2022 (aged 85)

Position: Striker

Debut: 1954

Main teams: Hamburger SV (1954–72); West Germany (1954–70)

Career highlights: One of just five men to score at four or more World Cups, doing so in the 1958, 1962, 1966, and 1970 editions. Hamburg’s record goalscorer.
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Trophies, triumphs, and tireless hard work

By Carl Anka

There are dozens of statistics we can use to articulate the brilliance of Javier Zanetti. His longevity lends itself to fascinating and faintly hilarious tidbits. After all, there are very few footballers who played with both the Brazilian Ronaldo and Lionel Messi.

However, the most straightforward way to explain Zanetti is by relaying the following story. After exchanging vows with his wife, Paula, Zanetti asked if he could go for a quick run before the wedding reception as he wanted to keep on top of his cardio work.

In the player’s autobiography, Giocare da Uomo (Play Like a Man), Paula describes herself instinctively laughing at the request before realizing her husband had packed a change of clothes and running trainers and was actually serious about going for a jog.

She gave her blessing and off he went.

“If I got angry every time Javier went training,” she wrote, “then I would have had a sour face on every day since I was 14 years old.”

This story can go a long way toward answering any footballing question about the Argentinian.

How did he manage the shift from right-back to left-back after the arrival of Maicon at Inter Milan in 2006? Because this is a man so dedicated to his craft that he went jogging on his wedding day.

How did he bounce back after being snubbed by José Pékerman and Diego Maradona for Argentina’s World Cup squad in 2006 and 2010? Because this is a man so dedicated to his craft that he went jogging on his wedding day.

What made him so much of a constant at Inter Milan that 17—seventeen—different full-time head coaches decided they couldn’t do without him? Because this is a man so dedicated to his craft that he went jogging on his wedding day.

And so on. Zanetti’s relentless pursuit of physical precision made him one of the best full-backs the world had ever seen and his intensity and industry kept him there for the best part of a decade. His willingness to embrace hard work owes a debt to an early rejection from his first club, Independiente, due to his perceived scrawniness as a 16-year-old back in 1989.

The teenage Zanetti would then spend two years working as a bricklayer in Dock Sud—one of the toughest areas of Buenos Aires—along with his father, Rodolfo. If money was tight, he took on additional shifts selling milk in the local neighborhood.

“I liked my father’s work,” Zanetti would later recall in his book. “But above all, I liked the idea of doing something concrete and useful. Building a house is a metaphor that I like, it’s at the core of my life philosophy: starting from the bottom and reaching the top.”

It took a few more years before Zanetti reached the heights of top European club football, but, once he arrived, he stayed at that summit longer than anyone thought possible. The full-back/defensive midfielder played 1,102 games over his professional career, making him one of the most experienced outfielders of all time. He could, and probably should, have earned more than his 145 caps for Argentina, too. Those controversial snubs by Pékerman and Maradona cost the man of many monikers—El Tractor, Pupi, La Bandiera, and El Capitano—more opportunities with the national side.

Argentina’s loss was Inter Milan’s gain. Although Zanetti spent three years playing in his homeland for Talleres, in the second tier, and Banfield, he belongs to the Italian powerhouse. He was the club’s first signing after Massimo Moratti stepped in as chairman in 1995. Players of the caliber of Ronaldo, Christian Vieri, and Alvaro Recoba would come and go through the Moratti years. There were trophies, triumphs, and chaotic periods, too. Yet Zanetti was a constant. The true great of the era.

He arrived at the club as a willowy 22-year-old with his shoes in a plastic bag. He departed with five Scudetti, four Coppa Italia wins, a quartet of Italian Super Cups, a Champions League, a UEFA Cup, and a Club World Cup winner’s medal. Of his 19 years at San Siro, he spent 15 as Inter’s captain. His was a stabilizing presence that no manager could do without. He was a shield against the many forces of entropy that swirled around the club.

Zanetti’s unflashy nature, coupled with Serie A’s array of talented defenders, meant he often went overlooked during awards season. Yes, he was not an eye-catching, buccaneering full-back in the same vein as Cafu. He did not go about his defensive duties with the same graceful artistry as Paolo Maldini. Rather, Zanetti was a man who relished the hard work of defending and his relentless training helped set a standard for friends, teammates, and fans alike.

To Zanetti, good things require hard work and sacrifice, but if you properly apply yourself with consistency and effort, then anything is possible.

Make no mistake, he was not a defensive clogger, hacking wingers to pieces to make tackles. Zanetti received only two red cards in his professional career. He remained a gentleman duellist.

At his best, Zanetti turned his respective flank into a dark alley in a bad neighborhood. Wingers walking through there were likely to lose possession, their temper, or both trying to beat the dogged Argentinian. Everything Zanetti did was done with precision and discipline.

Partway through the 2008–09 season, José Mourinho moved the Argentinian into defensive midfield following an injury crisis. Player and manager weathered the storm and ended that season celebrating the club’s 17th Serie A title. A season later, Zanetti started in midfield in the Champions League final and cried as the final whistle confirmed his side as victors. Of Zanetti’s 16 trophies at Inter, 15 of them came with him wearing the armband. The other—the 1998 UEFA Cup—saw him score a rare goal in the final against Lazio.

He was also—crucially—a gentleman. Away from football, he formed the Leoni di Potrero Foundation to support children with social isolation problems. Another charitable group, Fundación Pupi, helps children from low-income families in his native Argentina. Zanetti saw football as a job; a role that must be taken seriously. He also saw it as a means of delivering a ray of happiness and joy to others and worked to cultivate it wherever he could.

His final match in San Siro was on May 10, 2014, against Lazio. Manager Walter Mazzarri brought him on for Jonathan Moreira early in the second half and there was palpable excitement every time he was near the ball, the home crowd doing everything possible to savor their long-standing hero. Then, just as the game approached its final moments, the matchday camera focused on Zanetti.

He was looking at one of the stadium clocks, trying to work out how many seconds he had left on the pitch. You can watch him drinking it all in as his time at the club ticks down. A career well spent; 19 years of hard work where the rewards were worth all that running.

Upon his retirement, Inter Milan retired Zanetti’s No. 4 and named him vice president. Who else could compare?

The scrawny boy who became a hero. A defensive workhorse who regularly outperformed stallions.

Player name: Javier Adelmar Zanetti

Born: August 10, 1973

Position: Right-back, left-back, defensive midfielder

Debut: 1992

Main teams: Talleres (1992–93), Banfield (1993–95), Inter Milan (1995–2014); Argentina (1994–2011)

Career highlights: Captained Inter Milan to the treble in 2009–10. Won Serie A five times.
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“My Ballon d’Or trophy? I doubt Cristiano would use it as a doorstop.”

By Daniel Taylor

It’s when you go up the stairs of Kevin Keegan’s house and into his trophy room that you are reminded of how the sport has changed since the days when he was, by some distance, the superstar of European football.

A few years ago, while collaborating with him on his autobiography, he gave me a personal tour and, as you can imagine for a man of his achievements, his trophy cabinets were filled with all sorts of nostalgic memories.

There were all his medals from those triumphant years when he was the talisman of a Liverpool side at the forefront of English football.

Other trophies came from his three-year spell as one of the first English footballers to show it was possible to flourish on foreign soil, winning the Bundesliga title with Hamburg and making himself one of the most popular players there has ever been in the German league.

I was allowed to hold the Golden Boot he won as the First Division’s leading scorer in 1981–82 when he was wearing the colors of Southampton. There was even a pair of the old Pirelli slippers from the days when Keegan, like no other footballer of his generation, had commercial deals coming out of his ears.

But there were also two trophies that, over time, had discolored through age. One was turning a shade of seaweed green and it came as a surprise, on closer inspection, to discover that these rather unremarkable specimens were actually his Ballon d’Or awards, from 1978 and 1979.

What stuck in the mind was that Keegan, the ultimate team player, seemed remarkably unmoved to have won the award twice. It was, he said, an obvious honor, but he was never obsessed with individual awards and maybe it was also true that, in his days as a player, there was not so much gravitas given to the Ballon d’Or as in the years when Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo were competing for a much more glamorous trophy.

“For my first one, a guy wandered onto the pitch—I can’t even remember who it was—to hand me the trophy before a game somewhere,” Keegan told me. “I shook his hand, put it in my bag, and lugged it home with the rest of my stuff. It never weighed a great deal, like a trophy from a pub darts competition, and it rattles now whenever it is lifted because a bolt has come loose and is floating inside the wooden base.

“The metal is discolored and you can even see the glue where the plaque has been fixed on. I had it valued once and the guy took one look before telling me it was worth a tenner. I doubt Cristiano would use it as a doorstop.”

Modesty aside, Keegan remains the only Englishman to have won the Ballon d’Or on two occasions. Messi has eight, Ronaldo five, and there are three players—Johan Cruyff, Michel Platini, and Marco van Basten—on three wins apiece. Keegan is in the next bracket with Alfredo Di Stéfano, Franz Beckenbauer, Karl-Heinz Rummenigge, and the Brazilian Ronaldo.

By his own admission, the miner’s son from Doncaster was the “least naturally talented player on the list. I didn’t float like Cruyff. I never had the grace of Pelé or the moves of Maradona.”

Yet there is also a reasonable argument that Keegan ought to have had a hat trick of successes by winning the same award in 1977 too—the year he bid farewell to Liverpool by helping Bob Paisley’s team win the European Cup against Borussia Mönchengladbach in Rome.

Keegan scored 20 goals for Liverpool that season and, of the 25 countries voting for the Ballon d’Or winner, 11 picked him in first place, whereas only seven selected Allan Simonsen of Mönchengladbach, the eventual winner.

How did Simonsen get the award? That was because of the scoring system at the time. Simonsen had seven runner-up votes, as opposed to Keegan’s three, and the Denmark international gained extra points by being nominated in third position three times.

“Nobody bothered telling me at the time, which was probably another measure of how different things were back then, and the truth is that I was never obsessed with personal glory anyway,” was Keegan’s verdict in his 2018 autobiography, My Life in Football. “For me, it was the team medals that counted the most.”

There were plenty of them in a career that began with the teenage Keegan being rejected by Doncaster Rovers, his local club, for being too small before finally getting his chance amid the puddles and potholes of lowly Scunthorpe United.

When Liverpool caught wind of his talent, it led to a whirlwind six years at Anfield in which he won three league titles, an FA Cup, the European Cup, and two UEFA Cups, becoming the darling of the Kop.

For a while, Keegan also carried England’s hopes, winning 63 caps in what was a frustratingly bleak period for the national team. He had the most famous perm in football, copied by fans up and down the country.

Then, having helped Hamburg win their first title since 1960, he scored 26 top-division goals in one of his two seasons with Southampton and achieved a lifelong ambition when Newcastle United, then of the division below, fired their Cupid’s arrow in his direction.

Newcastle were the team Keegan’s father had supported and so began a love affair that still exists to this day.

The local newspaper in Newcastle responded to his signing with a front-page headline that simply read “Here he is!” and, always the showman, when Keegan left the club two years later, it was in a helicopter, still in his kit, waving goodbye from the St. James’ Park pitch directly after his farewell match.

He returned, twice, to become the club’s manager, and it is never easy, unless you saw it close-up, to put into words the adulation he received, and continues to receive, from the Newcastle public. Jack Charlton, one of England’s 1966 World Cup winners, summed it up best as another native of the Northeast.

“If Kevin Keegan fell into the Tyne,”1 he said, “he’d come up with a salmon in his mouth.”

Player name: Kevin Keegan

Born: February 14, 1951

Position: Forward

Debut: 1968

Main teams: Scunthorpe United (1968–71), Liverpool (1971–77), Hamburger SV (1977–80), Southampton (1980–82), Newcastle United (1982–84); England (1972–82)

Career highlights: Won the European Cup in 1976–77. Won the Ballon d’Or in 1978 and 1979, the only Englishman to win the award more than once.
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The firefighter who blazed a trail to Milan

By Oliver Kay

Growing up in the small Swedish town of Degerfors, Johanna Reimers could not help noticing that her grandfather was a big deal.

“When you were walking through the town with him, you would never be alone,” she says. “Everyone would stop him and ask for photos and autographs.”

She knew her grandfather had another identity: Gunnar Nordahl, a former professional footballer who had played for Sweden and then joined AC Milan. His home was an Aladdin’s cave of newspaper cuttings, photographs, trophies, and medals. Reimers, her brother, and her sister would explore his treasure trove with a sense of wonder.

But the extent of his reputation and fame only truly began to dawn on her after he died in 1995. “His funeral was at a really small church outside Norrköping,” Reimers says. “We went there as a family and we got there and . . . it was a full house, cameras everywhere, people from all over the world. That’s when we really began to realize what a big star he had been.”

There was another dawning when Reimers, by now a sports journalist, moved to Italy in the early 2010s to report on another Swedish center-forward who had joined Milan.

Zlatan Ibrahimović was a superstar—and, unlike Nordahl, never made light of that fact—but it was gently put to him by the Italian sportswriters in his introductory press conference that he was following in the footsteps of football royalty, such was the reverence in which Nordahl was still held more than 60 years after he joined Milan.

“And it was so strange but so nice,” Reimers says, “to sit there and hear people talk about how respected Gunnar still was and to be able to find out more of that side of my family’s history.”

Ibrahimović is Sweden’s record goalscorer, one of the greatest players of the modern era, but even in Italy, where he excelled for Juventus and both Milan clubs, his legacy cannot match that of Nordahl, who is Milan’s all-time record goalscorer, the third-highest in Serie A history, and the top-scoring non-Italian in the top division.

It is all the more remarkable when you consider Nordahl did not move to Italy until he was 27. He had spent the previous decade playing in Sweden, scoring goals at an absurd rate for Hörnefors IF, Degerfors IF, and IFK Norrköping while working as a firefighter.

The turning point of his career was the football tournament at the 1948 Olympics in London. Nordahl scored seven goals in an outstanding Sweden team that also featured Gunnar Gren and Nils Liedholm, who were to follow him to Milan, and his older brothers Bertil and Knut, the latter of whom went on to join Roma. Sweden won the gold medal, beating Yugoslavia 3–1 in the final.

On the back of that success, Nordahl was offered a transfer to Italy.

Moving was not a straightforward decision because it would mean the end of his international career, given that the Sweden national team had a strict amateur-only policy, but he concluded it was an opportunity he could not refuse.

“He chose to go because of the money, basically,” Reimers said. “He could have stayed in Sweden as an amateur and continued as a firefighter, but he wanted to go and try to make a good living for the future of his family.”

That would only be the case if Nordahl was successful in Milan. It was a gamble as he set off for Italy by rail in January 1949—likewise for Milan, plucking a center-forward from the relative backwater of Swedish football—but one that paid off handsomely for both parties over the next seven years.

Nordahl was an immediate success, scoring 16 goals in his first 15 games for Milan. He was a powerful, brutally effective, clinical center-forward built like a heavyweight boxer. The Italian press soon nicknamed him Il Bisonte (“the bison”) or, in honor of his previous trade, Il Pompiere (“the fireman”).

The available footage of Nordahl throws up few surprises. He has the direct, square-shouldered running style that was common among center-forwards of that era, but what stands out is his finishing prowess. Predominantly right-footed, he was equally confident lashing the ball past an opposition goalkeeper with his left or rising above opposition defenders to score with a perfectly placed header.

There isn’t much subtlety or finesse. Those qualities came from his former Sweden teammates Gren and Liedholm, who arrived in Milan in the summer of 1949. They were very different players—Gren an incisive inside-right, Nordahl a bustling center-forward, Liedholm a playmaker with a supreme understanding of time and space. But they combined to wonderful effect as Milan won the Scudetto in 1950–51, their first in 44 years. Together they were known as Gre-No-Li (Gren-Nordahl-Liedholm).

Nordahl’s pomp came before the “door bolt” ethos of catenaccio took an unyielding grip on Italian football, but his strike rate was extreme, winning the Capocannoniere award as the league’s leading scorer in five of his first six full seasons in Milan.

He remains, at the time of writing, the third-highest scorer in almost 100 years of Serie A, behind Silvio Piola, the star of the league’s early years, and former Roma captain Francesco Totti. But Piola’s 274 goals came in 537 appearances for several clubs, primarily Lazio; Totti’s 250 goals came in 619 appearances; Nordahl’s total of 225 goals (210 for Milan, 15 for Roma) came in just 291 games.

Nordahl’s legacy might have been even greater had the timing been better.

He was a few weeks short of his 34th birthday, in his final season at Milan, when the European Cup was launched in 1955–56. They reached the semifinal, only to be beaten 5–4 on aggregate by the great Real Madrid side who went on to dominate the first five years of the competition. Nordahl scored a hat trick when Milan beat Lille 5–0 in the 1951 final of the Latin Cup, which at the time was the most prestigious European tournament, but legacy-wise it is not quite the same.

“And the thing he was really sad about was that he never played in the World Cup,” Reimers says. “He really wanted to have done that, but going to Italy meant he couldn’t play for Sweden anymore. He always hoped it would change. They changed the rules before we hosted the World Cup in 1958, but by then he was much older [36] and had some injuries and he couldn’t be on the team.”

With a 37-year-old Gren and a 35-year-old Liedholm in their ranks, Sweden reached the final of that World Cup on home soil, where they were beaten 5–2 by a Pelé-inspired Brazil. For someone who had built an illustrious career on being in the right place at the right time, Nordahl was unfortunate that the opposite applied to his international career.

But his legacy in Sweden and Milan endures.

“He changed the course of Swedish football by breaking the ground for so many players to be able to go abroad and play football professionally,” Reimers says. “Before that, it was just amateur football; you couldn’t play football and make money. But he went abroad and showed people in Sweden that, no, actually you can do both.”

Player name: Nils Gunnar Nordahl

Born: October 19, 1921

Died: September 15, 1995 (aged 73)

Position: Striker

Debut: 1937

Main teams: Hörnefors IF (1937–40), Degerfors IF (1940–44), IFK Norrköping (1944–49), AC Milan (1949–56), Roma (1956–58), Karlstad BK (1959–60); Sweden (1942–48)

Career highlights: AC Milan’s all-time top scorer with 221 goals in 268 games. He scored 43 goals in 33 games for Sweden. Won the Olympic Gold medal in 1948, scoring seven goals in four matches.
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The striker who came home

By George Caulkin

For the record, Alan Shearer would like it known that he is very much alive, if no longer kicking. This is the thought—vaguely peculiar if taken out of context—that comes to him when he walks up the hill from the center of Newcastle upon Tyne to St. James’ Park and sees his own likeness, cast from metal and perched on a plinth, glaring down at him. Glaring has always been part of his skill set.

“I have to pinch myself, in more ways than one,” he says. “I have to remind myself I’m not dead yet. That’s when you usually get a statue, isn’t it? No matter how many times I look at it, it still feels surreal, but I’m incredibly proud and very grateful. It’s a weird thing because I’d like to think I’m pretty normal.”

Also for the record: Despite his own caveat, Shearer’s normality never stretched to football, except in the sense of making genius a matter of routine. Asked to list his qualities as a player, he again retreats to the humdrum. “Honest, hardworking, loved scoring a goal,” he says, which in no way encapsulates the obsession, his drive, the will to win, the numbers, his impact, the brutality of his art, the glare that melted defenders and officials.

After one of his goals, Sir Alex Ferguson, then the Manchester United manager, told reporters that Shearer “hit it as if he meant to kill it,” which feels like the perfect description of his essence as a No. 9. He was a classic, all-around center-forward with narrow eyes, dynamite in his boots, a single objective, and murderous intent.

Nobody has done it more in the modern era. Shearer’s 260 goals in the Premier League are a record (before the competition was renamed and repurposed in 1992, there were another 23 goals in the top division for Southampton), which leaves him 47 clear of Harry Kane in second place.

At his peak, he had everything: pace, power, aerial ability, dynamism. His instinct for goal was uncanny, but he was not the kind of striker who lurked around the penalty area and offered little else. He could run the channels. He could hold the ball up and bring others into play. As he grew older and injuries nagged at his body, he became increasingly adept at buying his team time, winning free kicks, and defending set pieces.

Yet goals were his currency, his addiction. “It was pure,” he says. “It was something almost indescribable and I got hooked from a very early age. The first time I did it, I wanted it more and more and the more I did it, the more I had to do it again. Nothing was going to stop me.

“It’s the biggest rush ever, a few seconds of lose-yourself giddiness, a magical drug that takes hold of you and doesn’t ever relent. You always want more. And there’s the counterpoint, too: When I missed, it lingered. It festered. I might have looked and sounded controlled, but I’d get home and wouldn’t sleep.”

Shearer is a living statue because that drug fed his normality. He had left Newcastle, his hometown, as a teenager, traveling to Southampton at the other end of the country in search of a career. By the time he returned to Tyneside for a world-record fee of £15 million in 1996, joining from Blackburn Rovers where he won the Premier League, he called himself “only a sheet-metal worker’s son from Newcastle.”

Shearer’s father was also called Alan. His mother, Anne, worked as a home help for the local council. “There wasn’t a lot of spare cash flying around,” Shearer told The Athletic. “They kept an empty whisky bottle in the lounge and they would gradually fill it with loose change, which was how they could afford to buy me new football boots or shirts, how they paid for school clothes for Karen, my sister. I’ll never forget them emptying that penny jar.”

In Southampton’s dressing room, surrounded by men when he was still a boy, Shearer turned that normality into his superpower. His thirst for goals would not slake itself. “I probably had a better attitude towards graft and commitment than other people,” he says. “I tried harder than most, I guess. I don’t think anyone could outwork me or want it more than I did. And that was my strength.”

The effect was astonishing. On his full debut as a professional at the age of 17 years and 240 days, Shearer became the youngest player to score a hat trick in England’s elite division, but it was when he left for Blackburn, linking up with Kenny Dalglish, one of his early heroes, that he truly blossomed. His £3.6 million fee was then a record for a British club.

His four-year spell at Ewood Park, where Dalglish constructed a team that took on Ferguson’s mighty Manchester United, was breathtaking. In the final three seasons, he scored 31, 34, and 31 league goals, the focal point of a team built with two wingers and made to get the best out of him. Blackburn finished fourth, second, and first in the Premier League during his time at the club.

By 1996, when England reached the semifinals of the European Championship and Shearer, who won 63 caps, claimed the Golden Boot, the biggest clubs in Europe were knocking. Not yet 26, Blackburn offered him the player-manager’s role. Ferguson courted him and Shearer listened but, in the end, the pull of home was undeniable.

This, too, was not normal. It was an era when Newcastle United were upwardly mobile—under the management of Kevin Keegan, Shearer’s other idol, they had just been pipped to the title by Ferguson’s side—but their recent history told a depressing tale of selling their best talent, not buying it. Beating Manchester United to anything was more or less unheard-of. It still is.

Shearer is not an overtly emotional man, but this was a moment that stirred huge emotion. Nor was he a romantic kind of player—too powerful, too brutal, too much hitting it like he meant to kill it—but it could only be a romantic story. Ferocious and forever ours.

Keegan left soon afterward, but Shearer stayed for a decade, reaching a couple of FA Cup finals, falling out with Ruud Gullit, surging again under Sir Bobby Robson, playing and scoring in the Champions League, suffering and recovering from devastating injuries and firing in goals, always goals, until he surpassed “Wor” Jackie Milburn’s total as Newcastle’s record goalscorer.

Manchester United won the lot and Newcastle, infamously, won nothing. “I don’t regret it,” Shearer says. “Why would I? How could I? It was all I ever wanted. It’s what I worked for. It means everything.”

When Shearer’s statue was unveiled in September 2016, its right arm held aloft in perpetual celebration, it was on a patch of ground not owned by the club just outside St James’. It had been paid for by the family of Freddy Shepherd, Newcastle’s former chairman, a reflection of the sourness and strained relationships that were a feature under the ownership of Mike Ashley, for whom Shearer briefly served as interim manager and then never heard from again.

Since Ashley’s departure, the statue has been moved and now stands at a corner of the Gallowgate End beside one of Sir Bobby, the eternal enthusiast who, like Shearer, came home to Newcastle and performed miracles when he got there. For all their contrasting personalities, both represent the best of the club they supported and the city they adored, strong men of purpose, conviction, and principle who believed in work and gave everything of themselves.

Unlike Robson, Shearer did not have to wait until death for his statue, but making the abnormal normal has long been a theme. One more for the record: There has been nobody better.

Player name: Alan Shearer

Born: August 13, 1970

Position: Striker

Debut: 1988

Main teams: Southampton (1988–92), Blackburn Rovers (1992–96), Newcastle United (1996–2006); England (1992–2000)

Career highlights: Scored a record 260 goals in the Premier League and 283 overall in the English top flight—the fifth most in history. Top scorer at Euro 1996 as England reached the semifinals on home soil.
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The showman who opened the door to North American players in Europe

By Felipe Cárdenas

Stardom at Real Madrid can be fleeting. There is no light brighter than the one that shines at the Estadio Santiago Bernabéu and Hugo Sánchez understood that perhaps better than anyone. The former Mexican international, considered the best player his country has ever produced, became a goalscoring icon at La Casa Blanca.

Sánchez was a five-time winner of La Liga’s Pichichi Trophy, awarded to the division’s top scorer. In addition to his consistency as a clinical center-forward, Sánchez became known for his elite athleticism and often acrobatic finishes. His famous chilena, or bicycle kick, was a trademark that defied belief, but one he performed with ease.

However far he was from goal and whether he had time to settle the ball or not, he would invariably score with a spectacular midair volley. Famously two-footed, Sánchez’s left foot produced his most impressive goals. His scissor kick against Logroñes in 1988 at the Bernabéu appeared on every highlights’ tape that kids grew up watching in the 1990s. His tally of similar goals for Real Madrid ran into double figures.

The striker may be most associated with Real Madrid, but Sánchez actually won his first league-scoring accolade while across the capital with Atlético Madrid in 1984–85. There were three successive Pichichis after his move to Real Madrid, with five in six years overall. His final award came in 1989–90 after a 38-goal season, every one of them scored with a one-touch finish.

That glorious blend of volleys, textbook headers, and simple tap-ins were all part of Sánchez’s prolific appetite. It would be over two decades before Cristiano Ronaldo beat Sánchez’s 38 goals with his own 40-goal season in 2010–11.

Even Sánchez’s celebrations were performance art. He would race to a corner flag and spring into a front flip, followed by a two-fisted celebration similar to a bullfighter acknowledging praise from an adoring audience. This was a sophisticated showman who never took his success in Europe for granted.

“I’m going to share a comment that was directed at me when I arrived in Spain,” Sánchez told this correspondent in 2022. “‘Hey Hugo, you’ve come here as a young player. You have to learn and you have to teach because you’ve been brought to a foreign country and you’re taking a job away from somebody who is local. If you’re going to take that job away from him, you have to show why you’re better. You have to show your quality.’”

For Sánchez, though, fame at Real Madrid came with a price. During his first 11 years in Spain, including that stint at Atlético, he overcame the stigma in Europe that follows players from North America. To this day, their talent and football culture are questioned. In his case, he had to prove that a Mexican striker could excel at the highest level when there was nearly no proof of concept to which he could point.

Sánchez has claimed to have been the victim of racial abuse in Spain, classist insults, and nationalistic vitriol that continue to plague football today. In 2023, he spoke about why he empathizes with current Real Madrid star Vinícius Júnior. The Brazilian winger has been targeted by racist insults during his time in the Spanish capital.

“What I went through is similar to what Vinícius is experiencing today,” Sánchez told ESPN. “The good thing is that they focus on the good players. I’ll never forget what fans in Gijón yelled at me. I was also the type of player who would kick harder after being kicked. I drove defenders crazy.”

Sánchez, who had about as many nicknames as a prizefighter, was the first Mexican footballer to become a global star. He was first known as el Niño de Oro, “the Golden Boy,” in 1972. Four years later, he became an Olympian and would later sign as an 18-year-old with Mexican side Pumas UNAM, a popular Mexico City–based club that’s part of the National Autonomous University of Mexico. He would eventually graduate from the university’s school of dentistry.

After starring for Pumas as a youngster, a brief stint with the San Diego Sockers of the now-defunct North American Soccer League was preceded by his longevity in Spain. There the nicknames matured. El Señor Gol, El Macho, and El Penta Pichichi were monikers bestowed upon a player who had established himself as a dominant force at the world’s biggest club.

“One of the things I learned in Spain and in Europe is that if you don’t prioritize your sporting responsibilities, you won’t win titles, and if you don’t win titles, you won’t make money,” said Sánchez. “That was the Real Madrid mentality. For me, they’re the best club of all time and they’re rich because they’ve won so many titles and because they concern themselves with the sporting side of the business first.”

From a young age, Sánchez wanted to become the best striker in the world. His family supported his sporting ambitions but also stressed the importance of formal education. The 1970 World Cup in Mexico, where Pelé lifted his third world title with Brazil, changed Sánchez’s aspirations.

“My interest in football began during that World Cup,” he said. “I was [almost] 12 and that was when I first became enthusiastic about wanting to represent my country and wear the Mexico national team shirt. That’s when my dreams began.”

He was just 19 when he made his first World Cup squad in 1978. He would make 58 appearances and score 29 goals in an international career that spanned 21 years, but the national team was more a source of frustration than satisfaction for Sánchez. Mexico failed to qualify for the 1982 World Cup at a time when he was nearing his peak.

Sánchez was his country’s star at the 1986 tournament held in his homeland, but the home side lost to West Germany in a penalty shootout at the quarterfinal stage. The striker scored just once in the tournament. He made one appearance at the 1994 World Cup in the United States at the age of 35 and retired from international football in 1998, his involvement since limited to an 18-month stint as national team manager, in which he lost the 2007 CONCACAF Gold Cup final to the United States.

He is now an outspoken and often controversial pundit with ESPN, but he is still a figure most associated with the high standards of Real Madrid. Only six players have scored more than his 208 goals in 282 appearances for Los Blancos, a tally that made him a club great at a time when Mexican footballers were rarely visible in Europe.

The striker with the spring in his step and a penchant for manic celebrations was a pioneer.

Player name: Hugo Sánchez Márquez

Born: July 11, 1958

Position: Striker

Debut: 1976

Main teams: Pumas UNAM (1976–82), Atlético Madrid (1981–82 on loan, 1982–85), Real Madrid (1985–92), América (1992–93), Rayo Vallecano (1993–94), Atlante (1994–95), Linz (1995–96); Mexico (1977–98)

Career highlights: Won La Liga five times with Real Madrid—for whom he scored 208 goals in 282 appearances—and the Mexican Primera División twice with Pumas UNAM.
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Why was Wales’s talisman not cherished by Real Madrid?

By Stuart James

Five Champions League winners’ medals, three La Liga titles, more than 100 goals, a contender for the best goal scored in a European Cup final, and another, in a Copa del Rey final against Barcelona, that makes you rub your eyes in disbelief every time you watch it.

Yet if Gareth Bale returned to Real Madrid and was paraded on the pitch at halftime, it’s hard to know what sort of reception the Welshman would receive. That’s not to say there would be whistles—Bale knows that feeling at the Bernabéu—but it’s hard to imagine the red carpet being rolled out for a man whose relationship with Real Madrid was complex, to say the least.

Signed in 2013 from Tottenham Hotspur for £85 million—a world-record transfer fee at the time—Bale produced match-defining moments of jaw-dropping brilliance for Real Madrid.

How many players could cover 59 meters in seven seconds with a ball at their feet and run off the pitch and back on again before scoring the way Bale did against Barcelona in that Copa del Rey final? And what about that extraordinary overhead kick against Liverpool in the 2018 Champions League final?

But Real Madrid wanted more. More from Bale as a player and more from him as a personality.

“The thing in Madrid is1 that they expect you to be this galáctico,” Bale said, referring to the term that was associated with superstars such as David Beckham, Luís Figo, and Cristiano Ronaldo. “They expect you to do all the same things they’ve seen other players do. And I probably wasn’t the same as most of them. I liked to keep myself to myself, whereas a lot of people like to go out and not necessarily show off, but kind of build their brand in a certain way. I was never really like that. I wanted to play football, then go home and be a normal person.”

In many ways, Bale felt like an outsider at Real Madrid—someone who was never going to dance to the tune of the Spanish media or conform to what anyone thought he should be off the pitch, which caused issues.

His love of golf became a four-iron to beat him with at times. A spate of injuries—ankle, calf, adductor—did not help. Teammates talked about him not socializing with them—going out late for dinner was never his thing—and there was also the fact Bale rarely spoke Spanish.

From a football point of view, Bale’s favorite language was Welsh. Nothing gave him greater enjoyment than playing for the country he first represented as a 16-year-old at Southampton. “Cut him in half and dragons fall out,” Gwyn Morris, Bale’s former physical education teacher at Whitchurch High School in Cardiff, once told me.

Bale played 111 times for Wales, becoming their most-capped player, and scored 41 goals, breaking a record previously held by Ian Rush. “But it wasn’t just the goals; it was the timing of the goals and the stages,” Chris Gunter, Bale’s former Wales teammate, says. “Welsh football wouldn’t look how it does now without that goal against Andorra.”

Gunter is talking about the late free kick that spared Wales embarrassment against Andorra and, ultimately, set them on the path to qualification for Euro 2016, where Bale inspired his country to a memorable run to the semifinals in their first major tournament since 1958. Playing with a mixture of freedom, confidence, and pride, Bale was in his element that summer in France.

“He was winning Champions Leagues but was at his happiest, I think, when he was playing for Wales,” Gunter says. “I don’t know if that was partly because there was huge pressure at Madrid where all the eyes were on him. But when he came to Wales, he would definitely have enjoyed it more and been more relaxed. And that’s his character—he doesn’t need to play for the best team. His enjoyment would come from playing football and just doing it with his mates.”

If Wales came first, Madrid came second. Or maybe third. “Wales, golf, and Madrid—in that order” was a phrase that Predrag Mijatović, the former Real Madrid player and sporting director, coined for Bale on a Spanish radio show one night. Those words ended up on a flag that the Wales players held up, grinning from ear to ear, after qualifying for Euro 2020. Bale was center stage, laughing as much as anyone. It was a joke, but a joke that went down badly in Madrid.

Not that Bale was going to lose any sleep over it. By late 2019, relations were so bad that it was hard to escape the feeling he was past caring. Zinédine Zidane, back at Real Madrid in his second spell as manager, had made his thoughts clear on Bale at a press conference four months earlier. “If Gareth Bale leaves tomorrow, so much the better for everyone,” he said.

That kind of narrative was familiar. “We continue to measure Bale based on his price,” Jorge Valdano, the former Real Madrid player, sporting director, and coach, told Onda Cero’s El Transistor program in 2018. “His price tag has created a fantasy that he is a world superstar. But the last five years don’t correspond to what Real Madrid paid for him, even if every season he is applauded for scoring the goal of the year.”

For context, Bale scored 106 goals for Real Madrid and registered 67 assists. Three of the goals were in Champions League finals (there was also a penalty in the shootout victory over Atlético Madrid in 2016), not forgetting that remarkable solo effort that won Real Madrid the Copa del Rey in his first season at the club. Bale wasn’t delivering Cristiano Ronaldo numbers, but he could hardly be described as a failure.

At the end of the 2017–18 season, following his Champions League final double after he came off the bench against Liverpool, Bale said he needed to consider his future. In hindsight, it would have been in everyone’s best interests if he had left that summer. Instead, it was another four years (one of them spent on loan at Tottenham) before an unhappy marriage was over.

A move to Los Angeles FC followed in 2022 and, in typical Bale fashion, so did success. Introduced as a substitute in the MLS Cup, Bale scored a dramatic and emphatic extra-time header to force the game into a penalty shootout that LAFC went on to win.

Yet there would be no happy ending at the World Cup in Qatar later that same month, where Wales were eliminated in the group stage and Bale looked unrecognizable from the player who had almost single-handedly won games for his country for more than a decade.

The sense that his time may be up was confirmed the following January, when he announced his retirement from football at the age of 33. In a statement on their website, Real Madrid listed the 19 trophies Bale won at the Bernabéu and described him as “a true legend of the club and the world game.”

Such recognition felt belated, but his true value was always cherished back in Wales.

Player name: Gareth Bale

Born: July 16, 1989

Position: Winger, forward, left-back

Debut: 2006

Main teams: Southampton (2006–07), Tottenham Hotspur (2007–13), Real Madrid (2013–22), Los Angeles FC (2022); Wales (2006–22)

Career highlights: Wales’s best player at Euro 2016 as they reached the semifinals in their first appearance at a major tournament since the 1958 World Cup. Won the Champions League five times, playing in four of the finals, and scored one of the best goals in the competition’s history in the 2018 showpiece.
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The goalscoring left-back and Inter Milan’s worst-kept secret

By James Horncastle

As Inter Milan celebrated winning the treble in 2010, an unprecedented feat for an Italian club, Esteban Cambiasso, the glistening and bald midfielder, emerged from the dressing room at the Bernabéu a changed man.

Cambiasso had replaced the Inter jersey he wore on the night for another one. It was thick, woolen, and vintage. On the back, the white number wasn’t his own. It was a 3 rather than a 19.

The shirt belonged to a different era. It belonged to the Inter great Giacinto Facchetti. He had pulled it on in Vienna in 1964. The occasion was Inter’s first European Cup final against a Real Madrid team that still featured Ferenc Puskás, Alfredo Di Stéfano, and Paco Gento. Madrid had won the first five editions of the competition. Other Italian teams, Fiorentina and Inter’s rivals AC Milan, had tried and failed to take the trophy off them.

It meant Inter needed to be truly great. In Vienna that night, they ascended to mythical status in the pantheon of Serie A’s best teams. They became the Grande Inter. It was Facchetti who set up Sandro Mazzola’s opening goal in a 3–1 win. He was yet to become captain of the side. That honor continued to belong to Armando Picchi. But Facchetti was, as they say, di fascia. The double entendre alluded to his position out-wide as a game-changing left-back and the word for armband.

Facchetti was only nominally a defender. In 1965, when Inter sought to retain the European Cup, he completed an epic comeback against Liverpool in the semifinals. Inter had lost the first leg 3–1 at Anfield. At San Siro a week later, Mario Corso executed one of his trademark foglia morta free kicks, the trajectory of which imitated an autumn leaf falling to the ground. Joaquín Peiró then picked the pocket of Liverpool goalkeeper Tommy Lawrence, sneaking up behind him on a restart and nicking the ball, controversially, as he attempted a drop kick.

Facchetti finished the job in style. Mazzola found Corso between the lines and he played a first-time through-ball with the outside of his foot to the onrushing Facchetti, who drilled it home. “That was Inter in those days,” Mazzola remarked to Gazzetta dello Sport. “They often pulled off the impossible.”

The goal epitomized Facchetti.

He was born in Treviglio, closer to Bergamo than Lombardy’s regional capital Milan, and started out as a forward for his hometown team. When Facchetti tried out for Inter, the recruiter casting his eye over the wannabe footballers was none other than Giuseppe Meazza, the Italian goalscorer after whom San Siro was later named.

Meazza never suppressed Facchetti’s instincts as he came through the ranks at Inter, but by the time he broke into the first team, his chances of playing as a No. 9 were minimal. Antonio Valentín Angelillo was coming to the end of his time at the club, but he was too prolific and too fondly thought of by Inter’s owner, Angelo Moratti, who used to invite him around for Christmas. When Inter replaced him, they were true to their name and went international, signing Gerry Hitchens and then Jair.

Milan, as a city, was about to innovate a style of play that not only dominated Europe for the next decade but became synonymous with Italian football until the late 1980s. And even then it was hard to shake. Facchetti emerged as the age of catenaccio began. It has gone down in history as a time of lockdown defenses and rare forays forward. The mentality was clean sheet first, score second.

Facchetti was the fly in the ointment of that narrative.

Helenio Herrera, the proto-Mourinho coach of the Grande Inter, did more than opportunistically send Facchetti up front when Inter needed to rescue a point from the jaws of defeat. Reserved off the pitch, Facchetti was outgoing on it. He was a fluidificante, a marauding full-back, and his combinations with Inter’s attacking players made them a slicker, more unpredictable proposition.

His pace and timing meant he was difficult to track. Before becoming a footballer, Facchetti ran the 70-meter sprint in nine seconds flat. Nothing special by today’s standards, but fast enough in 1958 for the Italian Athletics Federation to ask the teenage Facchetti to choose spikes over studs.

Taciturn, the only noise Facchetti made was the whoosh as he galloped up the pitch. A towering player, Facchetti’s threat did not come from the air. His game wasn’t limited to heading in Corso’s delectable deliveries. A deadly finisher, he struck the ball true. Facchetti scored 59 times in Serie A, the most by a defender. The 10 he managed in 1965–66 was a single-season record for a defensive role until Daniel Passarella scored 11 for Fiorentina in 1985–86.

Italy’s most influential columnist at the time, Gianni Brera, referred to Facchetti as “my private center-forward.” It was Inter’s worst-kept secret that their backup striker was their full-back. Facchetti’s rear-wheel drive granted Inter the traction to win four league titles and it could have easily been six had they not lost a playoff to Bologna in 1964 and messed up on the final day in 1967. A one-club man, he won two of Inter’s three European Cups as well as the Intercontinental Cup twice.

There were ups and downs with Italy. Facchetti was in the team when the Azzurri, the Italian national side, suffered the embarrassment of losing to North Korea at the 1966 World Cup. Two years later, he found redemption, lifting Italy’s first European Championship as captain. More memorable was his participation in the Game of the Century—the epic World Cup semifinal in 1970 against West Germany when the Azzurri prevailed 4–3 in extra time only to lose, exhausted, to Pelé’s Brazil upon their return to the Azteca four days later.

The expectation when Facchetti hung up his boots in 1978 was that he would stay on as an executive. Instead, a role upstairs was a long time coming. When Angelo Moratti’s son Massimo bought the club back into the family’s hands in 1995, the first thing he did was make Facchetti an honorary president.

Affectionately, Moratti still called him “Cipe.” It was an old nickname, one that had stuck ever since Herrera mistook Facchetti for another player, Cipelletti, in one of his first training sessions.

Facchetti passed away in the autumn of 2006, just as the Calciopoli scandal—when executives from clubs and Italian footballing bodies were found to have influenced referees to favor certain teams over the 2004–05 and 2005–06 seasons—handed Inter their first league title in 17 years and inaugurated a period of dominance not seen since the 1960s. When Cambiasso pulled on Facchetti’s jersey at the Bernabéu in 2010, the club came full circle.

The Grande Inter had returned.

Player name: Giacinto Facchetti

Born: July 18, 1942

Died: September 4, 2006 (aged 64)

Position: Left-back

Debut: 1961

Main teams: Inter Milan (1961–78); Italy (1963–77)

Career highlights: Instrumental in Inter Milan’s catenaccio system, which they used when winning the European Cup in 1964 and 1965. Captained Italy to victory at Euro 1968 and to the final of the 1970 World Cup.
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Le Roi who made a good Manchester United team great

By Carl Anka

Eric Cantona is on this list because of what he achieved at Manchester United. This book prides itself on honesty, integrity, and proper fact-checking, so we’ll set our stall early here.

If you were to ask a French journalist about Cantona’s impact, they would likely paint him as a maverick figure who burned brightly but briefly. Ask a Premier League viewer and they’ll likely call Cantona one of the “early greats,” but then say his accolades have been surpassed.

Ask a Leeds United fan about Cantona and expect their eyeballs to widen before they liken him to Judas. Ask Henri Michel or Michel Platini about him and they may offer a weary sigh and smile, like a lecturer reminiscing about a brilliant but lazy student who eventually figured it out years after school.

But ask a Manchester United fan about Cantona and expect a response on par with those who still believe in Santa Claus.

Cantona spent five years at Manchester United, a spell that included a 250-day suspension for his “kung-fu kick” on a Crystal Palace fan following a red card at Selhurst Park, before retiring at age 30. The inadvertent inflationary pressure of Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo on the value of goals and assists means several attackers in this list of 100 greats—in particular those who peaked in the early 1990s—can now look quaint in comparison. Cantona’s 64 league goals in 143 games for United is a more than respectable return.

Still, a disappointing international career and a relatively modest return in European competition means the Frenchman stands on an uneasy pedestal for some. He is one of the greatest “you had to be there” footballers of the past 40 years, which means a small cottage industry has crept up online as people attempt to “dispel the myth of Cantona.”

But things snap into place when you rewatch games from his Old Trafford heyday. Cantona’s emergence at United is a stunning case of bottled lightning. A footballing maverick landing in the right club, with the right manager, at the perfect time.

The Frenchman’s career was in a tailspin before arriving in England. Cantona was fond of having “physical debates” with authority figures with whom he disagreed. In 1991, while playing for Nîmes, he incurred a ban for throwing the ball at the referee, prompting then–French national team coach Platini to recommend Cantona leave for England. He would sign for Leeds United at the start of 1992, initially on loan, and help the Yorkshire club win the league title at Manchester United’s expense.

Yet it was the subsequent campaign, the Premier League’s inaugural season of 1992–93, when the Frenchman became the footballing cult hero we now know and recognize. The story varies as to who on Leeds’s staff called Old Trafford to enquire about the availability of their Republic of Ireland full-back Denis Irwin, but the chairman, Martin Edwards, and manager Sir Alex Ferguson responded by asking for Cantona. One thing led to another and Manchester United signed the Frenchman in November 1992 for a fee of £1.2 million.

The club, and the Premier League at large, would never be the same again.

Cantona’s goalscoring prowess and eye as a creative talent bolstered the side’s attack and pushed them from good to great. His work rate and approach to training helped United stay there. The Frenchman is commonly cited as a positive influence on the famed “Class of ’92”—Cantona set a standard to which the future of the club would strive.

“If you read the papers or listen to the television commentators, we seem to be awash with ‘world-class’ footballers,” wrote Ferguson in his 2015 book, Leading: Learning from Life and My Years at Manchester United. “I don’t mean to demean or criticise any of the great or very good footballers who played for me during my 26-year career at United, but there were only four who were world-class: Cantona, [Ryan] Giggs, Ronaldo, and [Paul] Scholes.”

Would Giggs and Scholes have reached their heights without the influence of Cantona? Would Ronaldo have made the leap from good to great without the lessons passed on by Giggs and Scholes? One Manchester United great often helps another and the club’s Premier League era of dominance begins with Cantona.

Non-United fans may roll their eyes at the mythologizing, but his five years at United yielded a tremendous playing return: four Premier League titles and two FA Cup victories. The second half of the 1995–96 season represented his apex. After returning from his eight-month suspension in October, he scored key goals against Arsenal, Tottenham Hotspur, and pacesetters Newcastle United to take his team to the summit of English football once again.

Standing 6'2" with a boxer’s build and a tremendous first touch, he was a sturdy combatant yet a silky-smooth creator. His lack of outright pace meant he found it difficult against more organized defenses in European competition. Still, Cantona is an excellent early prototype for modern-day Premier League attackers who can drop deep, create space, and link up with teammates before crashing the penalty area and scoring for themselves.

He peaked at one of the biggest football clubs in the world just at the precise moment their fandom was about to go global, but Cantona’s emergence also benefited the development of the Premier League. At a time when broadcasters, sponsors, and other interested parties needed recognizable protagonists to make their new competition stand out, here was an attacking footballer who quoted poetry and thrived between the lines while most teams continued with a rigid 4-4-2.

His chip against Sunderland in December 1996 burns bright to this day. Recall that snaking dribble past multiple defenders before a powerful drive into space. Then, rather than shooting at goal with gusto, he delicately lifts the ball over Lionel Perez. For a brief spell, Cantona was among the Premier League’s leading arguments that football could be art. It is little surprise that he has spent his postplaying career making music, films, and documentaries that cover folk heroes. To many people, he is one.

It also helped that Cantona’s fondness for poetry and verse stood him out to an English media class used to talking to footballers of a different ilk. The Frenchman was one of several talented footballers in his homeland with a passing knowledge of Antonin Artaud. In Manchester, he stood out: like a well-traveled friend you make in your teenage years who introduces you to foreign films and music.

There’s a reason United fans of a certain age still turn up the collars on their shirt when having a kickabout. Cantona’s artistry endures, even when memories of his playing record fade.

Player name: Eric Cantona

Born: May 24, 1966

Position: Forward

Debut: 1983

Main teams: Auxerre (1983–88), Marseille (1988–91), Bordeaux (loan, 1989), Montpellier (loan, 1989–90), Nîmes (1991–92), Leeds United (1992), Manchester United (1992–97); France (1987–95)

Career highlights: Cantona was one of the key players in Manchester United’s enormous success in the 1990s, winning the Premier League four times and the FA Cup twice.
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The man-mountain upon whom the Invincibles were built

By Jordan Campbell

The scene was the London Palladium in late 2021 and, up on the stage, Arsène Wenger and David Dein were fielding questions from an Arsenal-centric audience. The latest query flung up from the floor was a request for the former manager and the club’s ex–vice chairman to pinpoint which signing, pound for pound, had furthest exceeded expectations.

There was technically a pool of 450 potential answers, but both men snapped back with the same single name. Fittingly, it was a midfielder they considered to be two players in one: Patrick Vieira.

“When I arrived, I was not known and everyone said: ‘Who is this guy?’” said Wenger, reflecting briefly on his arrival from Japanese football in 1996. “So when Patrick came at the same time—he was the first player I signed—maybe it convinced people that, ‘Okay, he doesn’t know what he is doing, but at least he brings good players.’”

Vieira arrived as a 20-year-old who had played five times the previous season for AC Milan, which is why Arsenal were able to acquire him for just £3.5 million. Nine years, 405 appearances, and seven major honors later, the Frenchman left as the symbol of Wenger’s golden era at Arsenal; a player who straddled two distinct chapters either side of the millennium.

He integrated seamlessly into a team that had been successful, winning a domestic cup double in 1993 and the European Cup Winners’ Cup in 1994, but one that was perceived to lack beauty. Wenger inherited a constrictive team built on a regimented defensive structure, cemented by George Graham in the previous decade. “Boring, boring Arsenal” was how they were christened but, after a stellar debut from the bench against Sheffield Wednesday, Vieira’s dynamism started to tip the scales.

In the transition from Old Testament to New, as the Premier League’s sophisticated style and foreign influence became dominant, Vieira’s role evolved in line with Wenger’s growing obsession with technical superiority. Initially, it had been his formidable partnership with compatriot Emmanuel Petit that laid the foundations to win the 1997–98 title. He retained his destructive instincts throughout his time at the club but later, when flanked by Brazilian holding midfielder Gilberto Silva, marauding forward became frequent.

It was illustrative of a team that had been unshackled, one Vieira led to history by going the full league season unbeaten in 2003–04. That version of Wenger’s Arsenal played with futuristic imagination and fluidity; polished with the artistry of Thierry Henry, Dennis Bergkamp, and Robert Pires, but stitched together by Vieira’s combativeness and incision.

Henry, with his irresistible dribbling and finishing, was the natural poster boy of the Invincibles team, but Vieira is the name opponents cite most often as the player who left an indelible impression.

Lining up in the cramped tunnel at Highbury, barely wide enough to fit shoulder to shoulder, the World Cup winner had the ability to emasculate.

“I was captain at Leeds and I’m walking1 to the front of the line where Vieira is ready to go and he’s absolutely massive,” Dominic Matteo, once of Liverpool and Leeds United, told The Athletic. “It can get into your head before you’ve kicked a ball. I can still see Vieira leaving a bit on Eirik Bakke in the tunnel before we lost 5–0 at Highbury. I didn’t play in the first game at Elland Road that season, but something must have gone on between them. Vieira hadn’t forgotten.

“He was waiting for Bakke and, as soon as he saw him, he barged straight through him, a bit like: ‘I’m right here, don’t think I’ve let it go.’”

It did not help that they could see and smell his war paint. His red jersey would be a deep maroon, soaked by the Vicks VapoRub he would smother over his chest before kickoff. It became iconic, a facade of exertion worn by a player whose on-pitch persona was coolness personified—until something triggered the red mist.

Vieira’s mettle reinforced a pretty Arsenal team with the minerals to compete. He believes they would have won more if they had been nastier, but Cesc Fàbregas, speaking to The Rest Is Football podcast, described how Vieira, like clockwork, would land a heavy challenge on a teammate in the final training session before a big game.

“It was to create a moment of tension for everyone to feel that, in 24 hours, we had a war,” said Fàbregas. “The presence that he had inside the pitch is something I have not seen from many players.”

Only after spending 90 minutes in Vieira’s orbit could you appreciate the true force and ubiquity of his presence.

“Vieira gave as good as he got,”2 said former Leeds and Newcastle United midfielder Lee Bowyer. “The thought back then was that you could get in the face of some of the foreign players as they wouldn’t like it, but he was physical and enjoyed that side of the game, so you knew you were in for a battle.

“With Vieira, whenever you felt like you had got away from him, he’d slide and stretch that long leg out and get a toe on the ball. You’d think: ‘How have you done that? I thought I was gone!’ When he was in possession, he’d use his wingspan to hold you off and that’s when you felt how strong he was.”

Vieira went on to spend a year at Juventus, three and a half at Inter Milan, and 18 months at Manchester City before he retired in 2011, but it was the final five years of his Arsenal spell, particularly after assuming the captaincy in 2002, that captured his peak.

Teams would regularly put three players against Arsenal’s two in the center of the pitch, but Vieira was an equalizer.

He bullied opponents physically and won back possession. He had retractable limbs that activated anytime someone tried to run past him. He broke up play effortlessly, stepping in to intercept as if he had been sent a signal in advance. His ability to glide across the ground and make late runs into the box, which invariably ended with him dinking the ball over the goalkeeper, made him one part brawn, one part finesse. It was that powerful running that saw him score the opening goal at White Hart Lane on the day Arsenal won the league at the home of their rivals Tottenham in 2004.

The sheer stature of Vieira at 6'4" meant the primary focus was on his destructive capacity, but therein lay his deceptive brilliance. Vieira’s footwork in tight areas was that of a much smaller man. Combined with his strapping physique, it formed a force field around him and the ball. He would lure his opponents in and had so many different, instinctive ways of escaping pressure.

His other familiar move was La Croqueta, made famous by Michael Laudrup, a double-tap skill that saw the ball shifted from one foot onto the other just as a tackle arrived. If the ball was played to the wrong side, he would plant his body, spin, and drag it all in one motion to send the onrushing opponent chasing thin air. When the ball broke loose, his huge stride meant he was invariably first on the scene. Even with one knee on the ground, he could circle like a protractor and escape through an impossible gap.

“I loved playing against Vieira3 but, man, what a player,” said Alex Rae, who confronted the Frenchman while playing for Sunderland and Wolves.

“He gave you the feeling that you had half a chance because he was so graceful and didn’t panic on the ball. The amount of times it would pitch up about four foot and you’d fancy yourself to get a nibble only for him to flick it over your head was incredible. You thought you had him, but you soon realized you never did.”

Vieira made opponents feel as if gravity was his servant. He was the ultimate box-to-box midfielder, but his skill set was so broad that, in today’s game of specialist roles, to confine him would feel like a dilution of his talent.

It is that variety that has made distilling Vieira’s majesty a challenge for current broadcasters. In attempting to convey the competitive spirit of Vieira in bite-size form, younger audiences are continually fed a black-and-white vignette of the Frenchman feuding with his Manchester United counterpart Roy Keane.

Their series of contests as captains of the two dominant teams in England between 1996 and 2005 remains the most ferocious individual rivalry the Premier League has produced. It was vicious, unforgiving, and deeply personal, with both players viewing every duel as a microcosm of a wider war.

There were times they did not even make it out of the tunnel before the sparring began, most notably in 2005 when Vieira made a beeline for Gary Neville as he headed into the dressing room at the end of the warm-up to warn that he was coming after him if he got heavy-handed with his teammates again. Keane took exception to it. “I’ll see you out there.”

In defining the rivals by wrapping their identities up in each other, however, it dumbs both down. Certainly, it paints a broad-brush version of Vieira and reduces him to his most brutish form.

This is a player who won three Premier League titles, four FA Cups, was named in the PFA team of the year six times, and won player of the year in 2000–2001 over his nine years at Arsenal.

Yes, his temper overspilled often in his early years in England—his eight Premier League red cards is the joint-most alongside Richard Dunne and Duncan Ferguson—but to project him through this single prism whitewashes the eclectic nature of his game. There is a reason Keane had such begrudging respect for the Frenchman.

Former Manchester United goalkeeper Peter Schmeichel even went as far as to say Arsenal were 25 percent weaker when Vieira was not in the team. Those who competed against him in his pomp would put that number even higher.

Player name: Patrick Vieira

Born: June 23, 1976

Position: Midfielder

Debut: 1993

Main teams: AS Cannes (1993–95), AC Milan (1995–96), Arsenal (1996–2005), Juventus (2005–06), Inter Milan (2006–10), Manchester City (2010–11); France (1997–2009)

Career highlights: Won the World Cup on home soil in 1998 and Euro 2000 with France. Captained Arsenal to their “Invincible” title-winning season in 2003–04, one of eight league titles amassed over his career.
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Eduardo Gonçalves de Andrade, better known as Tostão and seen here with Pelé, is one of the greatest footballers Brazil has ever produced.
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A ballet dancer in the middle of a riot

By Jack Lang

These doubtful, uncertain times1 in my professional life allowed me to look at things from a much more human standpoint. We must go searching for good things, human things, and not be like the twentieth-century man, stuck in the age of ambition, hate, machinery, and lovelessness.”

It reads like the quote from a continental philosopher; a nice little chunk of Herbert Marcuse, perhaps. Those familiar with the writing of Dr. Eduardo Gonçalves de Andrade, however, will not be surprised in the slightest that the words flowed from his mind.

Gonçalves de Andrade, better known as Tostão, is one of the greatest footballers Brazil has ever produced. He has also spent the past 30 years constructing a reputation as one of the country’s best newspaper columnists, mixing perceptive analysis of his favorite sport with dollops of culture, wit, and nostalgia. Plus, on occasion, righteous asides about the ills of modern society.

It would be easy to look at those contrasting figures—the sprightly playmaker and the aging wordsmith—and fail to spot a through-line. Yet the two are one and the same. The quote above does not come from one of Tostão’s recent columns, but from April 1970.

He was 23 at the time. He was always a man apart.

A tostão was a little coin, the smallest denomination of the currency used in colonial and imperial Brazil. It was no longer in circulation by the time Tostão was born, in January 1947, but the name lived on in a popular idiom. Something with no perceived value was said to be “not worth even a tostão.”

There was no value judgment attached to the nickname—Tostão just happened to be the tiniest kid in his neighborhood—but it came to seem slightly prophetic.

Tostão was, by any reasonable metric, a sensational footballer. He was lithe, skillful, and subtle, a ballet dancer in the middle of a riot. He created countless goals and scored plenty, too, despite not being an out-and-out forward. It is testament to his ability as a finisher that he remains the top scorer in the history of Cruzeiro.

Yet there was always an element of self-doubt. When a newspaper labelled Tostão “The New King”—a clear reference to Pelé—after Cruzeiro dismantled Santos 9–4 over two legs in the final of the 1966 Brazilian championship, he was overcome by embarrassment. “I felt like a charlatan,”2 he later said.

Even hindsight didn’t soften his self-assessment. “I practically only used my left foot,3 I couldn’t head the ball—I did so with my eyes shut—I was slow over medium and long distances,” he wrote in 1997. “My long-range shooting was poor, while my technical and physical limitations (and lack of pace) meant I couldn’t keep up with my speed of thought. My mind told my body what it wanted it to do, but my body often didn’t obey.”

Anyone who watched Tostão in his pomp will view this as a gross exaggeration. Either way, he committed to overcoming his perceived shortcomings by focusing on his strengths: his movement, his anticipation, his uncanny ability to knit the play together in crowded areas.

“Jean-Claude Killy, the famous French skier,4 used to train mentally with a stopwatch and would say that he managed almost the same time when it came to the actual race,” he wrote. “I trained the moves mentally, constantly picturing game situations in my mind’s eye.”

Although those efforts bore fruit for Cruzeiro, it took time for Tostão to establish himself for the Brazil national team. He first broke into the squad as a teenager—he made one appearance at the 1966 World Cup, scoring in the 3–1 defeat by Hungary—but was viewed as Pelé’s deputy for the best part of three years thereafter, only making the occasional start.

It was under iconoclastic coach João Saldanha, very much a kindred spirit, that Tostão really came to the fore, scoring 10 goals in 19 days as Brazil secured their place at the 1970 World Cup. His understanding with Pelé, which verged on the telepathic, augured well for the tournament in Mexico.

Tostão, though, would have to do things the hard way. First came a nasty eye injury, sustained when an opposition defender clobbered the ball into his face at close range. The blow detached Tostão’s retina and the damage was so severe that he had to travel to Houston to undergo surgery.

His race to be fit for the World Cup gripped Brazil. National newspapers squeezed fresh quotes out of his eye surgeon at every opportunity, publishing them next to the latest photos of Tostão keeping fit in the gym. On April 12, 1970, the front page of the Jornal do Brasil carried a headline about the launch of Apollo 13—and a picture of Tostão having his eye examined.

He eventually made it, but by the time he joined the pretournament training camp, Saldanha was gone, having rubbed Brazil’s military regime up the wrong way one time too many.

The new coach, Mário Zagallo, was not initially sold on Tostão. With so much creativity already in the side, he favored a classic No. 9, someone who could compete with defenders physically and push them deeper. “I wasn’t the center-forward he wanted,”5 Tostão wrote.

Support came from senior teammates. Gérson and Pelé stated his case to Zagallo, who agreed to a compromise. He could play if he occupied the center-backs and did not constantly drop back into his more natural withdrawn role. Tostão agreed.

His World Cup was a masterpiece of self-sacrifice. Tostão only scored in one match. In others, including the final against Italy, he committed to the game plan so totally that moments of individual brilliance were few and far between. “Younger people must watch the final6 and think, ‘That Tostão wasn’t up to much,’” he said in an interview in 2017.

It’s not that there were no eye-catching moments. There was the wriggly dribble that led to Jairzinho’s winner against England and a crafty goal against Peru. But Tostão’s main responsibilities were to his teammates. He was there to bounce short passes off, to create gaps with selfless runs, to manipulate the opposition defense. “I played for the collective,”7 he said recently. “I was a good support actor.”

The best supporting evidence for that claim is the place that the 1970 side holds in the hearts of football fans. Brazil did not just win the World Cup, they enchanted people with their attacking play. That Pelé, Jairzinho, and Roberto Rivellino scored 14 goals between them is testament to the contribution of the team’s egoless No. 9. Even the final, emblematic goal of Brazil’s campaign bore Tostão’s fingerprints. It was he who chased back to win the ball deep inside his own half, kick-starting a flowing move that culminated in Carlos Alberto’s finish.

“He facilitated the work of others,”8 Gérson said. “His intelligence far exceeded that of a normal player. That was his genius.”

When Tostão was forced to retire three years later due to lingering complications with his eye, it felt like that genius—or at least a decent portion of it—was going to go to waste. Instead, it was simply diverted. Tostão walked away from football, went to medical school, and worked as a doctor for over a decade.

Then, when he could no longer resist the siren song of his first love, the glory and the agony, the beauty and the beastliness, he picked up his pen.

Player name: Eduardo Gonçalves de Andrade (Tostão)

Born: January 25, 1947

Position: Forward, attacking midfielder

Debut: 1962

Main teams: América Mineiro (1962–63), Cruzeiro (1963–72), Vasco da Gama (1972–73); Brazil (1966–72)

Career highlights: Won the World Cup in 1970 as part of a brilliant Brazil team.
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Desailly sees red in the World Cup final of 1998.
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A red card, antidoping duties, and a World Cup triumph

By Liam Twomey

As he strode downcast toward the Stade de France tunnel, still processing the reality of being sent off in the 68th minute of the biggest match of his life, Marcel Desailly had no idea his World Cup final was about to take another unwelcome turn.

Out of sight of the pitch, he was quickly intercepted by a FIFA official and corralled into a room with no television screens. There have been better circumstances for a footballer to find out they have been selected for antidoping control testing.

A pair of Zinédine Zidane headers had given France a 2–0 advantage over a lackluster Brazil led by a mysteriously listless Ronaldo, but there was no telling what might happen in the time that remained. Desailly had charged upfield from a defensive corner kick and lunged rashly into Cafu, hoping to achieve a lucky rebound and a chance to score a World Cup final goal. Instead, he received a second yellow card and the immediate knowledge that if catastrophe struck, he would be the scapegoat.

Now this. Not helping was torment enough. Not watching was unbearable.

“That’s when I took a big risk,”1 Desailly recalled in a 2018 column for The Guardian. “I made a huge scene! Telling them that I couldn’t possibly stay there! I barged my way out of the room in spite of the FIFA guy doing his best to explain that I wasn’t allowed to leave until I had ‘fulfilled my duties,’ so to speak. By then, though, I was past caring! It didn’t matter what might happen to me. I had to know what was happening in the game.”

Desailly found a screen near the tunnel where he watched 10-man France comfortably hold Brazil at bay until Emmanuel Petit surged forward to make it 3–0 in the 93rd minute. He ran back onto the pitch at the final whistle to partake in the celebrations and lifted the World Cup trophy. Then he returned to the room and “fulfilled his duties.”

Any other ending would have felt like a cruel disservice to Desailly, one of the most dominant and decorated footballers of his generation. On the eve of the tournament, he had told the French press that this would be his finest hour. France captain Didier Deschamps,2 his closest friend in football since their time as teenagers at Nantes, added that Desailly was at the peak of his powers—a serious claim for anyone lucky enough to watch him play in the 1990s.

There was a time in the middle of the decade when no Champions League final could happen without him. His first of three consecutive appearances in May 1993, shutting down a faded Marco van Basten alongside match-winning goalscorer Basile Boli as an upstart Marseille side upset the great AC Milan in Munich, created a footballing earthquake. The Italian giants, at the urging of their CEO Ariedo Braida, signed him six months later.

No club in Europe had less need for a top defender than Milan, whose regular starting back four of Mauro Tassotti, Alessandro Costacurta, Franco Baresi, and Paolo Maldini belonged in the Pantheon. So, instead, Desailly was shifted into central midfield alongside Demetrio Albertini, tasked with breaking up opposition moves and initiating attacks.

“Marcel was a special partner,” Maldini said of Desailly to beIN Sports in 2021. “I remember the first day [he arrived] without a precise role, the coach [Fabio Capello] said: ‘What do we do with him? Full-back, central?’ We told him to play him in front of the defence and there he showed a sort of ‘driving,’ an incredible ability to cover [spaces] and a simplicity we needed at the time.”

Desailly quickly made himself indispensable to Capello, leaving fellow international luminaries Zvonimir Boban, Dejan Savićević, Jean-Pierre Papin, and Brian Laudrup to vie for the two remaining foreigner slots on a matchday. Milan marched back to the Champions League final to face Johan Cruyff’s vaunted Barcelona “Dream Team.”

In the buildup, Cruyff cited Milan signing Desailly for the same fee Barcelona had paid for Romário as “telling” evidence of the superiority of the Catalan giants’ philosophy. Desailly emphatically rebuked the Dutch great’s Olympian hubris in Athens, dominating Pep Guardiola with elegant physicality in midfield and even surging forward to curl a shot above and around Andoni Zubizarreta for the fourth Milan goal in an immortal 4–0 victory.

Yet despite producing one of the most decisive big-game midfield performances of the modern era, Desailly had no illusions about the true nature of his game. “Over the years, I knew I could not last3 in that position because I was a heavyweight in the midfield,” he said later. At his core, he was a dominating central defender, equipped to win any battle in the air or on the ground.

This was the version of Desailly that helped propel France to glory at the World Cup on home turf in 1998 and at the European Championship in the Netherlands and Belgium two years later. It was also the version he insisted on reviving at club level when the time came to leave Milan—a club in decline since giving Desailly his only taste of Champions League final defeat, against Ajax, in 1995—for Chelsea’s ambitious international project under Ken Bates in 1998.

Six years at Stamford Bridge did not sate Desailly’s desire for winning, but he left an indelible mark. His veteran mentorship primed talented young defenders John Terry and William Gallas for future success. “He was like a father for both of us,” Terry told Chelsea’s official website in 2016. “He used to tell us off and tell us what to do. He was the best and learning from him made us better players.”

His equalizing header against Liverpool in May 2003 also helped Chelsea secure Champions League qualification on the final day of the Premier League season, paving the way for Roman Abramovich’s momentous takeover and a golden era of trophies.

Those moments belonged to others, but Desailly has plenty of his own—chief among them that extraordinary, exasperating, exultant World Cup final.

Player name: Marcel Desailly

Born: September 7, 1968

Position: Center-back, defensive midfielder

Debut: 1986

Main teams: Nantes (1986–92), Marseille (1992–93), AC Milan (1993–98), Chelsea (1998–2004), Al Gharafa (2004–05), Qatar SC (2005); France (1993–2004)

Career highlights: Won the World Cup on home soil in 1998 and the European Championship in 2000. He claimed the Champions League in 1992–93 with Marseille and in 1993–94 with AC Milan, scoring in the final in the latter. Won Serie A twice.
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The adopted son of Sardinia

By Oliver Kay

On a cold January day, they came in their thousands. Not just thousands, but tens of thousands. Not just from across the city of Cagliari, but from all over the island. Not just football fans, but men and women of all ages, boys and girls, all eager to pay their respects to the outsider who had made Sardinia his home.

Thousands queued up at the Sardegna Arena, where Gigi Riva was lying in state. Thousands more lined the mile-and-a-half route from there to the Basilica of Our Lady of Bonaria. The crowd waiting outside the basilica was estimated at around 30,000, spilling over into Piazza dei Centomila, applauding as the cortège arrived and then standing in somber silence, many of them holding rossoblu scarves aloft, as they watched the live transmission of the funeral service taking place inside.

They were still there almost two hours later when Riva’s coffin was carried out of the basilica—World Cup winners Gianluigi Buffon and Fabio Cannavaro among the pallbearers—to the heartfelt strains of “Quando Gigi Riva Tornerà” (“When Gigi Riva Will Return”), described by folk singer Piero Marras as a love song to “a legend of world football, a man and a champion who gave the dream to Sardinia and the Sardinians.”

The legends of world football are those who leave an indelible impression not just on the game, but on the communities they represent.

In that respect, there are few whose legacy at a single club surpasses that of Riva at Cagliari. He arrived in 1963 as an 18-year-old, unsure of his place in the world. He stayed there for the rest of his career, helping Cagliari win promotion to Serie A for the first time in their history and then—by now a prolific, inspirational, talismanic center-forward—leading them to the league title in 1970, the first time a club south of Rome, let alone from beyond the mainland, had been champions of Italy. When he died there in January 2024, aged 79, Sardinia was plunged into mourning.

It might not match the quasi-religious fervor the people of football-mad Naples retain for Diego Maradona, who inspired their first Serie A title success in 1987, but it is not far off.

As John Foot wrote in Calcio: A History of Italian Football, Riva transformed Cagliari from “a provincial team who had won nothing” to one that “terrorized all those around them . . . reversing a centuries-old tradition of subjugation to occupying forces. It was a rare moment of triumph, a symbolic retribution for hundreds of years as the pawn of continental expansionism.”

Or, as Gianfranco Zola, the wonderfully gifted Italian (and Sardinian) forward of the 1990s, put it in an interview with Gazzetta dello Sport after Riva’s death: “For me, he was God, the center of the universe, the man who represented a people—our people. He was not born in Sardinia, but he chose my land and he cultivated it.”

The relationship went both ways. Sardinia proved to be a haven for Riva, whose upbringing in Leggiuno, on the banks of Lake Maggiore in the northern Italian province of Lombardy, was in direct contrast to the beauty of the surroundings. After his father was killed in an accident while working at a foundry, the young Riva spent his formative years in an institution that housed the most deprived children in the region.

Years later, when asked how he dealt with the physical treatment from opposition center-backs (in an era when “physical treatment” really meant something—especially in Italy), he would say that knocks from defenders were “like caresses compared to the beatings of mourning, loneliness, and deprivation.”

Riva lived with depression for decades and did not, in terms of personality, appear an obvious candidate to carry the hopes of a region on his shoulders. He had the looks and aura of a movie star but didn’t always welcome the attention his status brought. “I am not an actor, writer, salesman, singer, or anything,” he said. “I live only for football.”

But the adulation he felt in Sardinia—and at a far more basic level, the warmth and acceptance of the locals who opened their doors to him—was an inspiration from the moment he arrived as a teenager, having attracted Cagliari’s attention while playing for Legnano in the third tier.

He initially played on the left wing for Cagliari, but he evolved into a center-forward of the highest quality: intelligent, athletic, instinctive, brave, and blessed not just with excellent close control, but with prodigious shooting power in his left foot. His explosive shooting led the eminent Italian sportswriter Gianni Brera (who loved an extravagant moniker) to give him the nickname Rombo di Tuono (“Rumble of Thunder” or “Thunderclap”). It stuck.

In an era when the ultradefensive philosophy of catenaccio saw scoring rates plummet in Serie A, Riva was the league’s outstanding goalscorer by far, winning the Capocannoniere award in 1966–67, 1968–69, and 1969–70.

He opened the scoring as Italy beat Yugoslavia to win the European Championship in 1968 and scored three times in the knockout stage of the 1970 World Cup (twice in the quarterfinal defeat of hosts Mexico and once in the epic semifinal victory over West Germany, cutting back onto that fearsome left foot and lashing a low shot past Sepp Maier) before he and his teammates were overwhelmed by Brazil in the final in the heat of Mexico City.

Take a look at the list of record international goalscorers by team and you will see it is dominated by players from the past two decades, reflecting the proliferation of games against low-quality opposition in Europe in particular. But Riva’s record of 35 goals for Italy has never been seriously challenged in more than half a century since he won the last of his 42 caps. It is a curiosity that a nation with such a rich football heritage has produced so few top-class goalscorers, but Riva’s claims to greatness are beyond dispute.

Had he played for a more glamorous club, his name might be more widely known, but the beauty of Riva’s story and legacy lies in the loyalty he showed to Cagliari—and Sardinia—by turning down lucrative offers to join Juventus and Inter Milan in particular.

That song, “Quando Gigi Riva Tornerà,” is a lament not just for a glorious period in Cagliari’s history, but for who Riva was and what he stood for: excellence, passion, glory, and love.

Player name: Luigi Riva

Born: November 7, 1944

Died: January 22, 2024 (aged 79)

Position: Striker

Debut: 1962

Main teams: Legnano (1962–63), Cagliari (1963–76); Italy (1965–74)

Career highlights: Won Euro 1968, scoring in the final. Scored three times as Italy finished as runners-up at the 1970 World Cup. Italy’s all-time top goalscorer. Won Serie A in 1969–70 with Cagliari.
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