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To my niece Alba, who has brought so many laughs to this confused world, and to Juan Carlos Unzué, who constantly reminds us of the value of inner strength and a smile.
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PROLOGUE

Francis Cornejo, the coach of a youth side affiliated to Argentinos Juniors that he called Cebollitas (little onions), had to travel to Villa Fiorito to check the boy’s age on his ID. Goyo Carrizo had brought along his friend Diego Maradona for a trial at Parque Saavedra. As Cornejo watched him play, he was stunned: ‘He’s tiny, there’s no way he’s eight.’

As soon as Francis got in the back of José Trotta’s orange Rastrojero pickup truck, doubts overcame him. ‘Ah, Fiorito.’ The shanty town of Villa Fiorito, in the outskirts of Buenos Aires, was where some of his young players lived, but it was also a neighbourhood that regularly featured in police reports of fights, shootings and murders. With a bit of luck, they would be back home before dusk. First of all, he would drop off eight or nine boys along the way and then take Goyo, Diego and the others to Fiorito. José Trotta, Cornejo’s assistant and team chauffeur, knew how to get there, but El Pelusa, Diego, would then have to direct him to his house.

The truck had to cross some railway tracks and Francis was surprised to see wells, horse-drawn cart tracks and even a stream of dirty water that soaked into the rotting piles of rubbish. ‘It’s there,’ said Diego, pointing to the left. Cornejo crossed the road and knocked on the door. Doña Tota opened it, with one of her daughters standing behind her. They seemed taken aback.

‘We’re putting together a team at Argentinos Juniors and we need to confirm your son’s age …’ The other boys had got off the Rastrojero and gathered around the door.

‘Come in,’ she said kindly before swiftly showing Francis her son’s birth certificate from Evita Hospital, confirming that his date of birth was 30 October 1960. That kid really was eight years old. Francis had discovered a rare gem who could slot into his side. In fact, he did more than that. From March 1969 onwards, he helped the team get an unheard-of 136-game unbeaten run.

In his book Cebollita Maradona – the story of his relationship with that ‘little onion’, tinier than the other kids, big hair, round faced, little fast-moving legs – Cornejo recalled dozens of standout moments. ‘He received the ball to the right of the box, scooped it up with his left foot on to his head … That’s when everyone’s jaws dropped: he ran through the area from right to left, with the ball glued to his head, and when he was in front of goal, he suddenly stopped, dropped it from his head to his left foot, turned and unleashed an incredible strike that thumped the right post, with the goalkeeper motionless, as if he had been hypnotised by the play. The ball came back out and Polvorita Delgado got there first to tuck it home. Crazy.’ The entire stadium applauded that move, opposition fans included.

One day, while training at Parque Saavedra, an old man, who had stopped playing bocce to enjoy watching Maradona, gave him his bicycle. ‘No, sir. Thank you, but I can’t take it.’

‘Do take it, son. It’s yours. I want you to have it. You’re a demon with your dribbling. Remember me when you’re in the national team.’ Francis nodded his consent and a grateful Diego, shocked by the reaction his football produced, accepted the offer. Maradona remembered him when he eventually became an international but never knew how to get hold of him, or even if he was still around.

Diego’s parents started to travel to the games in José’s pickup truck. Don Diego and Doña Tota sat with the driver in the cab, while Francis enjoyed being with the boys in the back: ‘I had the wind blowing against my face and the racket from the lads around me, singing, making jokes, getting themselves psyched up for the match.’

That talented Cebollita, who made his first-team debut at fifteen, wasted no time in winning over the Argentinos Juniors faithful, while the club’s board got him and his family out of the slum of Fiorito by renting a flat for him in Villa del Parque near the training ground. Diego lived at number 2,750. There was a shy girl called Claudia who lived at number 2,046. One day he glimpsed her from behind in her yellow trousers and immediately fell in love. She didn’t know who he was. Maradona, though, told the story rather differently further down the line.

Don Diego and Doña Tota didn’t have enough money to pay their rent every month and ran the risk of being evicted, but the club helped out by buying Diego his first property. He was eighteen. It was a standard home on two floors with a courtyard in the modest neighbourhood of La Paternal, three blocks from the Argentinos stadium. His parents, siblings and even some of his brothers and sisters-in-law lived there. Maradona slept in his own bedroom, but he needed to walk three steps to the next level for the toilet, on the same floor as the roof deck.

At nineteen, long before turning into the ‘dirty God and sinner’ described by the writer Eduardo Galeano three decades later, he became an U20 World Cup winner in Japan. By then, the Rastrojero pick up truck had been left behind and Maradona was already turning into a petrolhead, with his wheels acting as a calling card, an Argentine trait that would always be with him. The fans wanted to thank El Pelusa for the joy he gave them so they decided to raise funds to buy him a car, a lordly red Mercedes-Benz 500 SLC, with a respectable horsepower of 237. Another gift of gratitude.

His salary gradually allowed him to save up to buy his first car and he gave himself a Christmas present in the shape of a functional Fiat Europa 128 CLS, straight and rectangular as if designed by a child. A collector still keeps it near Buenos Aires and has turned down offers from Italian museums to exhibit it.

If you’re a star, and Maradona already was one at twenty, you can’t really drive a Fiat Europa, so he bought his first sports car from Porsche, which arrived from Germany, a dark grey 924 with brown leather seats. It was his first treasure before getting rid of it prior to leaving Boca Juniors for Barcelona. Thirty years later, while in charge of the national team at the disappointing World Cup in South Africa, you could buy it for half a million dollars, but two years later the price dramatically plummeted, just as the then manager’s stock did, to $77,500.

Maradona’s Barcelona contract included a car, a red VW Golf, from which he emerged by the Camp Nou’s entrance one afternoon in 1983. The door to access training was shut though. ‘See that, Diego! They say the early bird catches the worm, but it’s the first time you’ve arrived early and it’s shut.’ Fernando Signorini, a young fitness coach, wondered if he’d made a faux pas with that sardonic comment, his introduction to the player. Diego’s half-smile left room for doubt.

Maradona knew about Signorini, as he was one of the few people with the authority to attend manager’s César Luis Menotti’s training sessions. ‘So, you’re the coach? We’re playing tomorrow, then I’m off to Argentina on holiday, but when we’re back for the pre-season in Andorra, I’d like to speak to you because my agent Jorge Cyterszpiler and I are thinking about setting up a football school in Barcelona.’ Later on, Diego asked El Profe (the Prof) to become his personal trainer, which was unprecedented at the time in the world of team sport. They would spend, on and off, almost ten years together.

The first great downturn in his life came after Argentina’s victory in the World Cup in Mexico in 1986. After reaching the glory he had dreamed of as a child, Maradona entered a state of depression. His life as a multi-millionaire prisoner of fame in the city’s Posillipo neighbourhood weighed heavily on him. When that happened, someone was there to offer some magic powders and Diego, already by then elevated to the category of hero and myth, did not hesitate to use them. And as the depression passed it was replaced in a few heartbeats by a state of mania. With his chest puffed out once again just as it had been when he heard the refrains of the Argentine national anthem, he felt ready and prepared to take on anything.

Lifted to near divinity status in 1987 after winning the first of two Scudetto titles with Napoli, he decided on a whim he needed a Ferrari. He said to his agent at the time, Guillermo Cóppola, that he wanted a black Testarossa instead of the usual Rosso Corsa, the most famous red in that elevated world. Cóppola was not your typical agent. He took charge of Diego soon after his arrival in Italy and managed to propel him into the global footballing stratosphere. He also stood by him during the player’s cocaine hell, an addiction that they both shared. The pair discovered a high level of mutual love along the way. And Guillermo would do anything for his friend.

‘It was worth $430,000,’ Cóppola explained on TyC Sports. ‘I passed over double the cost to Napoli … and added $130,000 for the paint. Club president Corrado Ferlaino ended up accepting because I promised him that he’d make the money back with a friendly. And there it was, a black Testarossa. The two of us got inside the car for the first time and Diego started looking around. I asked if there was an issue. “What about the stereo?” he asked. I said, “What stereo? It doesn’t have one. It’s a racing car, with no stereo or air conditioning. It doesn’t have anything.” He responded, “Well, they can shove it up their arse in that case.” Ferlaino couldn’t believe it.’

Maradona eventually kept the black Ferrari. In that vehicle, he often had to escape from Vespas that followed him from his house to the training ground. At the end of the session and as long as nobody screamed, touched his hair or grabbed his shoulder, Maradona would normally stay behind to sign whatever he was given.

Diego, the boy from Fiorito who looked at the world with his nose pressed up against the glass that separated him from it and yearned for a life of luxury, fell in love with Maradona, the adult, because he was able to have all he wanted and more: cars, women and jewellery. And constant adulation.

In Naples, just like in Barcelona, there were visitors to his house at all hours. Food was always available for everyone, including some journalist friends, who were part of the select group that could enter the hermetic but, if accepted, generous Diego world. The ghostwriter of two of his autobiographies, Daniel Arcucci, is one of them – they met one Christmas Eve and he was invited to spend the following day with Diego, a relationship that never ended.

Years later, at the end of May 1990, with Napoli on the verge of sealing a second Scudetto, Arcucci was sent by El Gráfico to cover the build-up to the Lazio game, which was a potential title-clincher. He decided to walk around Forcella, which was one of the Neopolitan areas that was controlled by the dominant Mafia group headed by Carmine Giuliano.

Signorini was the guide for the journalist and his photographer, Gerardo ‘Zoilo’ Horovitz. As soon as they went into Forcella, they found themselves surrounded by menacing men. At first it was subtle, and then they were suddenly trapped with no escape. ‘Let me go and talk to them,’ said the fitness coach.

‘Everything is fine,’ he said on his return. He had explained that they were friends with Diego. ‘But we have to have a drink with someone.’ They left the crowded street via an alley, followed by another smaller one and another one even darker. The normal sounds of the city were growing distant and voices sounded echoey. They entered a café, feeling both fascinated and frightened. The customers quickly got up. The sound of chairs moving gave way to silence. Arcucci recognised him from the pictures in the newspapers, the man sitting at the back: Carmine Giuliano.

‘Vuoi café?’

‘Yes, yes, of course. Thank you.’

‘Do you need anything?’ Carmine asked. Like El Gráfico, Argentine TV channel Telefe didn’t have anyone in Italy so they asked Arcucci if he could send some filmed reports of the city. The problem was they had not sent him any equipment.

‘Maybe a camera, since you’re asking,’ he ventured, half-jokingly.

Carmine clicked his fingers: ‘A camera for the gentleman.’

That evening the journalist had dinner at Maradona’s house. As the domestic staff had been given the night off, Doña Tota prepared some pasta while they watched television. Don Diego sat at the back and Diego’s partner Claudia was coming in and out of the living room as they talked about the possibility of Napoli wrapping up the league the following day. It was almost midnight when somebody rang the doorbell. Diego let Claudia answer and she muttered something into his ear.

Maradona, who was in flip-flops, suddenly got up and put some shoes on. ‘Come, Dani, let me show you the real Naples.’ Doña Tota, Claudia, Diego and the journalist headed down to the car park. There were two Ferraris, but they all got in a Combi, that popular Volkswagen van with a curved design which in the sixties became such an icon of hippy culture. Diego was at the wheel as always. At the end of the ramp, there were views of the Bay of Naples – and a red Lancia sports car. Carmine Giuliano emerged from it, dressed in a tight suit, and went over to greet Maradona with a kiss on each cheek before both vehicles set off for the city.

The Lancia was leading the way, with the van following behind. As they approached the sea, there was a sudden swarm of Vespas, ridden by young men who had been waiting for hours for something to happen. ‘Maradona, Maradona!’ they shouted as they followed their idol through the empty streets of the city. ‘This life!’ Doña Tota said with a frustrated sigh. ‘You can’t go anywhere with my son.’

Dalma Salvadora Franco, who gave birth to eight children, was known to everyone as Tota: she was everyone’s mum. Above all, she was Diego’s protector, idealised mother, hoarder of affection and a key character in the story of her son’s very public and very well documented adventures. His dad, Don Diego, or Chitoro as his friends called him, was born in 1927 in Esquina, in Corrientes province, north-east Argentina, or so it has been said. In his youth, he took a river boat that moved cattle from village to village and later on, when the whole family moved to Buenos Aires, he went to work in a chemical factory where he barely earned enough to make ends meet. One day Diego asked him to stop working and keep him company. His barbecues and his silences were legendary – Don Diego, a man of perhaps Indian ancestry, was happy being invisible.

At the peak of his professional career, Diego married Claudia Villafañe, his long-term girlfriend, when their daughters Dalma and Gianinna were two years and six months old respectively. There was a spectacular party at the Estadio Luna Park, Buenos Aires, and the guest list included Fidel Castro, the Argentine president Carlos Menem, Silvio Berlusconi and the president of Fiat, Gianni Agnelli. None of them could or would attend, but there were plenty of politicians, singers, actors, models and celebrities, and the full Napoli squad was also present. The eight-layer cake had a hundred ribbons hanging off it, with ninety-nine gold rings for guests to take home and one more with a diamond. But before it all kicked off, they had to wait with drinks in hands for longer than expected, because Maradona, as usual, arrived late. He had something to do first.

Diego’s friend Néstor was driving the elegant green Dodge Phantom that took the bride, groom and Guillermo Cóppola from the Sheraton Hotel to the Luna Park. The train of Claudia’s dress occupied the whole back seat and Diego’s head stuck out on one side against the mountain of whiteness. Suddenly he asked Néstor to turn right towards Córdoba street. ‘Why? That’s not the way,’ Cóppola said as the walkie-talkie that connected him with the organiser at the party venue was losing signal.

‘Turn here, into Sanabria. Go left after three blocks. Castañares street. That big door, number 344, stop there,’ indicated Maradona after twenty minutes of directions.

‘But what are we doing here? We’re running very late.’ Cóppola was getting angry now.

‘Knock on the door, Guille. Ask for Don José.’

A woman of about seventy opened the door. ‘Señora, could you tell Don José that Maradona is here?’

Twelve years earlier, a young Maradona had to travel to the headquarters of Puma in Germany with his agent Jorge Cyterszpiler to sign his first contract. The kit sponsor had sent them three first-class air tickets. Diego invited Claudia. That inspired Don José, the local ironmonger, to contemptuously say something like, ‘Those Villafañes shouldn’t let the girl go with that footballer! Who does he think he is?’

Don José, who was wearing light-blue pyjamas and slippers, found Maradona outside his door. He took a step back, his eyes wide with astonishment. ‘Buenas noches,’ he managed to say.

‘Hola, I’m here with the girl that you said I shouldn’t take to Germany when I was sixteen. She’s my wife now and the mother of my daughters, Don José. Watch the wedding party on television … Now, Guille, we can go.’

Debt settled.

Those years at the end of the eighties were not a calm period. Maradona’s philosophy was that we are all born with a date stamp on us, so best to savour every moment because we don’t come out of this life alive. Hedonism should have its limits, however. Instead, Diego never accepted half-measures – he embodied excess, a messianic character who often spoke of himself in the third person, a man who lacked boundaries. We all watched a lot of those transgressions, as multiple cameras kept rolling or taking pictures next to him: we saw him kissing girls and men, drunk, high. Joking with his two girls. Funny. Followed, surrounded. Asphyxiated. Sharp, clever. Lost. Cheeky.

Once, in London, his inseparable Cóppola suggested going to see a nearby Range Rover dealership because he coveted one. As they were leaving their Park Lane hotel the particular model he fancied happened to pull up right in front of them. ‘Two guys got out’ explained Cóppola on Argentine television show Pura Química. ‘“Maradona, Maradona! Can we take a photo? Can we get an autograph?” “Sure. Go to the reception and ask for a pen and paper.”’ While they did that, Maradona and Cóppola looked at each other. Diego smiled. ‘Shall we …?’

‘We got in the Rover and drove away, went to a sports bar nearby, parked anywhere,’ Cóppola remembered. Two hours must have passed since they’d borrowed the car. ‘We went back and the two men were just sitting on the steps where we’d left them. There were more hugs, they took photos, gave us some shoes, shirts and pullovers that were in the boot and they came to pick us up the next day to take us to the airport.’

When he returned to Boca in 1995, still endlessly hunting for the ultimate sensation, he purchased two visually arresting Ferrari F355 Spiders, red this time and with dainty noses. He had collected quite a few automobiles which he used on alternate days. He’d drive a Porsche sports car on Mondays. On Tuesday, he would talk to journalists sticking his head out of the window of a tall Mitsubishi pickup truck. On Wednesdays, he would turn up for training in a proper lorry, a blue Scania 360.

Eventually Maradona hung up his boots in La Bombonera. The sending off, the evening where he let Diego the footballer go, was in 2001, years after he had played an official match for the last time. He told the packed-out stadium, which included many of his former teammates, that in spite of everything, ‘the ball remains unstained’.

But he was not really going anywhere.

A new challenge had started – keep being Maradona, and, as Arcucci once said, keep scoring a goal against England. His narcissistic and manic-depressive personality, defined in psychiatric classifications as bipolar, dominated his decisions. After retirement, he decided he wouldn’t allow the man he inhabits the possibility of enjoying a good life. He preferred to be the man everybody wanted him to be. Depression was followed by near-death experiences, resurrection and new falls, all of which were multiplied and accelerated when his parents passed away in the second decade of this century. Then the floor became muddy, unstable.

And when there are stimulants at hand, that inability to say ‘enough’ became a danger to Diego himself and to those who occasionally surrounded him. His life became a street without an exit. A drug addict, when quitting, presents a neurobiological vulnerability that makes them sensitive to relapse. ‘Perversion’ is how psychoanalysts label his strong inclination to write his own rules and break them too, which accounts for the many incidents that have occurred in different public places where he was invited and then ordered, or finally forced, to leave, often with some form of violence by Diego, whether verbal or physical.

His Argentina teammate Jorge Valdano once said that ‘many people think that Maradona’s problem has been his friends, but I believe that the problem of his friends is Maradona’. His friends either paid due homage to him or split from him. Among those who chose the second option there was a legion of ex-friends and ex-lovers who tried to advise him for his own good but were fired. He fought against everyone, even the closest – Cyterszpiler, his wife Claudia, Cóppola. And in a very public way. The judicial wars were endless; there are still many outstanding claims.

His health deteriorated in the last ten years of his life, but the biggest hurt was to realise that, in Arcucci’s words, ‘he did not feel Maradona any more’. And clearly, when you look back at his last managerial roles in Mexico with Sinaola or Argentina with Gimnasia y Esgrima, nobody managed to convince him that it was not necessary to continue trying to be Maradona. He spent his life looking for peace but when he found something that could resemble it, he ran away from it.

Diego abused his body. He stopped using cocaine and other substances that made it possible for him to believe he was above anything, but he never stopped being addicted. To alcohol. To sleeping tablets. To adulation. To the destruction of his own life.

He spent his final few days in the dimly lit house he had rented during his last health scare. His bed, placed in the kitchen so that he wouldn’t have to negotiate the stairs, would become his bier.

Death became the only limit he could not transgress – he passed away just after he turned sixty from an acute secondary lung oedema due to exacerbated chronic heart failure. But it could have been anything.

Diego only lived nineteen years without the ball.

A Chevrolet pickup truck of the Scientific Police of Buenos Aires took him to the hospital for an autopsy. An ambulance, a white Fiat Doblo van, drove him to the Casa Rosada, the presidential residence that hosted a massive vigil, a continuous parade in front of his coffin of all types of Argentinians, some arrived from hundreds of miles away, eager to pay him homage. They were not saying goodbye; they were enthroning him. Authorities and Claudia decided to close the doors of the Casa Rosada too early. Prevented from getting close to the Diego of the People, the crowds rioted. Violence broke out and there were arrests.

A dark grey Peugeot hearse drove him to the Jardín Bella Vista cemetery, where he was buried next to his parents by those who were with him at the start, or those few left anyway – Claudia, Dalma, Giannina, Cóppola.

Peace had finally found him.

If only we could have warned him, when he posed for his first photos, shy and clean, with a ball in his hand, what was coming, if only we were able to push him in a different direction.

How to explain Diego Armando Maradona, the footballer? The two goals against England in Mexico 86 could be enough. A whole book is surely not sufficient. It is a story that can be seen in big headlines, but is better understood when read between the lines – a chronicle of epic feats and anecdotes, paradoxes and mistakes, contradictions and rebellions. What you have in your hands is the path walked by the player, from his origins to that day in which he left the ball behind in La Bombonera.

In order to write it, I had to go back to where it all started, outside Buenos Aires, to that Villa Fiorito shanty town, but nobody wanted to take me. It was my last day in the Argentine capital in early 2020. My plan was to pay a visit before setting off for Ezeiza airport to fly home. ‘Do you really want to go?’ one driver asked me several times before reluctantly accepting the request.

We exited the motorway and went around a couple of roundabouts. Neither of us was speaking. I didn’t know what awaited, although I did have an idea. As the roads were becoming narrower and less smooth, the houses started to be small boxes with half-finished fences and some with neglected plants. Bags of rubbish rotted outside tired looking gardens, a man passed steering a horse-drawn cart piled up with cardboard. Children were kicking a ball about barefoot in the uneven dirt road we were driving through and women carried enormous bags that were filled with God knows what. I guessed possibly not much had changed since Francis Cornejo’s first trip there.

There was not one sign en route to the place where Maradona’s foundations were laid, to the street where he learned those things that are not taught, to that potrero paddock, the waste ground where he played football for days without end – in fact, today it is a land where other shacks with sheet metal roofs have been built.

It was halfway through the afternoon of a warm December. We slowed up behind a man in shorts and no top on who was walking down the middle of the unpaved road to avoid mountains of rubble. Without stopping and having barely wound down his window, the taxi driver asked with an apologetic tone for Diego’s house. ‘Over there, 200 metres away.’

‘There it is, OK? Can we go now?’ my intimidated friend asked.

We were finally outside Maradona’s first home, the engine kept running. The garden was overgrown but, towards the back, you could make out a heavily shaded bungalow. In front of the door that Doña Tota once opened to Francis, a man in a white vest swiftly got off his rocking chair.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Nothing, sir. My friend here just wanted to see the …’ responded the taxi driver while putting the car in gear and driving off. On the left, we passed a dirt pitch with no markings and a single goal.

Just after Diego’s sixtieth birthday, the local authority of Lomas de Zamora, which has authority over Fiorito, declared his first residence ‘cultural patrimony’ after they promised its occupant a new home. The day Maradona died an artist contracted by the town hall painted Diego’s face with a yellow aura around it on the wall of the bungalow. ‘God’s house’, it read underneath.



Part I

El Pelusa



1

DON DIEGO, THE FATHER

‘Don Diego’s father went barefoot.’ That is the expression that people used, even those who never knew him, to describe the humble origins of Diego Armando Maradona’s grandfather. It’s not a derogatory description. Rather, it’s an acknowledgement of a simpler lifestyle, one that harks back to the indigenous peoples of Argentina, a forgotten Argentina. Don Diego Maradona never got involved in those discussions – maybe he went barefoot, maybe he didn’t.

In reality, very little, if anything, is known about Don Diego’s father. He was born into an impoverished community and fathered many children, some of whom were known to him, others not. His life was unconventional. Nominally a Catholic, he viewed life through his own particular lens. He had ‘faith’ but would have been hard pressed to discuss what that faith meant and to whom it was directed.

‘It seems as if he descended from indigenous people,’ stated Fernando Signorini on WhatsApp. ‘I was told that by a friend of Diego’s dad from Esquina, a city in the province of Corrientes.’ Nothing in the Esquina civil registry indicated the indigenous origins of Don Diego’s family branch. What makes complicated any research in that direction is that he took his mum’s surname (Maradona), as his dad disappeared from their lives very early.

What we know is that Don Diego, Chitoro to his friends, was born on 12 November 1927. The surname is not Italian, despite the way it sounds: Mara-do-na. It certainly has that Italian rhythm, particularly when Neapolitans say it with an emphasis on the ‘n’. In fact, the surname seems to come from Lugo in the Spanish region of Galicia, possibly from a town south of Ribadeo or Barreiros. It could be Arante, Vilamartín Grande or Vilamartín Pequeño, where many Maradonas live.

There was a Francisco Fernández de Maradona, born in the northern Spanish village of San Pedro de Arante, who in 1745 or 1748, depending on which document you read, headed down to north-west Argentina and established himself in San Juan de Cuyo. He was, we know, the first Maradona in Argentina. During the 1920s, a relation of Francisco Fernández, an engineer called Santiago Maradona, was the governor of the province of Santiago del Estero and was the only Maradona in town. Santiago did not marry, but he did have children who kept the surname, including Chitoro’s mother, the footballer’s grandmother. Based on the odd photo that survived over the years, Diego’s maternal great-grandfather, the engineer, looked like Don Diego and by extension like Diego as well, with a round face, prominent chin and chubby cheeks.

A descendant of that first Maradona in Argentina recently received a law degree from the University of Buenos Aires. José Ignacio Maradona told the website Enganche some more details about the footballer’s roots: ‘As there are few of us Maradonas, we know exactly where we come from. When Diego broke through, however, nobody knew to which branch of the family tree he belonged. So my father went up to Don Diego during a match. Don Diego didn’t know his own father and his surname came from his mother, who was from Santiago del Estero. At a very young age, he went with her to Esquina, in the province of Corrientes.’

It had always been said that Don Diego was from Esquina, but it turns out that he was born an eleven-hour car journey away. Back then, however, it would have taken much longer, even days, for Don Diego and his single mother to make that trip. What were they escaping from? Why such a long journey?

So Don Diego was born in Santiago del Estero, the capital of the province with the same name, that stands on the banks of the Dulce river in the north of the country. Maradona’s paternal grandfather left only a very small visible trace, which Chitoro could not help fill.

Maybe, just maybe, he was a member of the indigenous people that had lived there for centuries and who had been subjugated and evangelised by the Spanish conquistadors. Exploited. Impoverished. Ignored. In fact, they were practically exterminated as the plains were colonised, and their natural habitat was gradually destroyed as colonisers arrived on the newly laid railways.

The indigenous communities found work as lumberjacks and demolition workers in the Santiago mountains; there were very few other opportunities. They lived by their own rules. They did not register their children and often moved home. While they definitely knew where they had come from, they did not know where they were going.

Don Diego, now a teenager settled in Esquina, met Doña Tota, whom he was destined to marry. And that is where it all started for him. He would discuss little about his past before that encounter, as if everything before his wife came into his life (living without a dad, the moving around, the starting over) were clothes that did not fit him.

Far away from Esquina, something that was going to shake Don Diego’s world took place. Juan Domingo Perón was elected president of Argentina in 1946. He had been swept to power on a populist mandate that promised a new industrial age and work for all. His socio-economic policies improved the lives of workers and imposed increased state control on the economy. He and his wife Evita fought for emigrants’ rights.

In the fifties, Buenos Aires became a magnet for the rural poor, particularly from the north of the country, who flooded the capital in response to Perón’s rhetoric. Diego Armando’s parents were among them, drawn to the capital by the prospect of work.

In fact, Doña Tota had already lived in Buenos Aires during her youth working at a family member’s house, but loneliness had caused her to return to Esquina to be near Don Diego again. When her sister later moved to Villa Fiorito, Doña Tota convinced her husband that they could not survive on changa (seasonal short-term work) with their small boat with which Chitoro transported livestock and materials to the islands around their town.

They decided to leave everything behind, but Doña Tota was to go first to check things out. She left for Buenos Aires with their daughter María and her mother, Salvadora Cariolicci. Once established, she wrote to ask Don Diego to join her; she had found a place they could move to in a town called Villa Fiorito. The day arrived to say goodbye to his small boat, which he sold for 3,500 pesos, and his old life. He shed silent tears. A large boat transported him and his second daughter Rita over 1,000km down the Paraná River with their two suitcases and an oversized blanket that held some clothes, pots and pans. Everything else was left behind.

Chitoro soon discovered that Villa Fiorito was a derelict neighbourhood filled with houses made of cardboard, wood and sheet metal, with unpaved dirt roads. It was a destination for migrants and a ghetto for the marginalised. Not too far away, separated by the black waters of Argentina’s most polluted river, lay the city of Buenos Aires.

There was a house earmarked for them, but when the Maradonas went to move there, they found that it had already been rented out. There was another one not too far away at 523 Azamor which, like the rest of them, had neither electricity nor gas. Don Diego had to head out to look for some sheet metal for the roof and something to sleep on for the first night. It was not what he had envisaged, but he accepted it stoically. It was no moment for the ‘Indian inside him to burst out’, as his friends would say when he emitted the odd swear word, a sign that someone had overstepped the bounds of decency.

Soon after, Chitoro found a job at Tritumol, a bone-crushing factory in the chemical industry. He would leave home at five in the morning and get back completely shattered at ten at night. Even so, his salary did not cover everything, but there were other people around helping out – Doña Tota’s sister, or the beloved Uncle Cirilo. Don Diego’s brother, short in stature and hence called Tapón (small cork lid), had been an amateur goalkeeper and lived nearby in Fiorito. Everyone had something to share.

Doña Tota and Don Diego had already had four daughters – Ana, Rita, María Rosa and Lili – when Diego Armando was born on a sunny 30 October in 1960 at the Evita Polyclinic in Lanús. Diego’s first memory was of his mother looking for him to take him to school and of hiding among the cornfields that grew on the border of Villa Fiorito until it was time to go back home.

The house had a kitchen, but no running water. There was a bedroom for the parents and grandmother and another for the siblings, of whom there were eight in the end. ‘On days when it was absolutely pouring, the rain would perforate the sheet metal roof and the dirt floor would get filled with dark patches that looked like little bugs,’ was Diego’s description to Gabi Cociffi on Infobae. ‘Mum then shouted, “Go and get the buckets!” and we’d all run around the house putting buckets under the leaks until they were full and we’d then throw the water out the window.’

Some evenings, Chitoro would drink tea, maybe have a slice of bread and let his children eat at the table. Many times he was seemingly not hungry. Neither was his mum.

The kid played football for up to ten hours sometimes, sometimes on his own, hitting the ball on the kerb, or against plant pots, unconsciously creating neuroreceptors during those many hours of practice that were shaping his brain and his talent. ‘We used to play on the potrero, no markings anywhere, with dirt flying all over the place, from dawn till dusk. I would then go home completely filthy. What a mess I looked! And of course my dad would then want to whack me as you are not supposed to do that with your clothes, and I’d escape from him and dodge his reach … which helped refine my dribbling.’ As a kid, Maradona never spoke much to his father and if he was ever hit by him, Diego would say, it was because times were different back then.

Diego remembered how he used to like doing things with the ball that others found difficult. ‘It’s not my fault, is it? I can control the ball with my heel and when my teammate wanted to do so, it hit his knee. I don’t get that from my old man because he was a terrible footballer. My uncle said to him, “Pelu certainly didn’t get his football skills from you!”’ Pelu is short for Pelusa, ‘Big Hair’, as he had, from a child, an abundance of hair.

The day Francis Cornejo came home to check Diego’s age, Chitoro was out working in the factory, even though it was a Saturday – he always said yes to any extra work. The coach got to meet him one day when he came to training with his son, after a journey that involved a train and a couple of buses.

‘My dad would take me on a bus to train and he’d be absolutely exhausted,’ said Diego on Infobae. ‘He’d hold onto the handrail and I’d be under his arm on my tiptoes to support him because he’d fall asleep standing up. That’s how we travelled, supporting each other.’

Cornejo discovered a man of few words but strong convictions. From early on, Don Diego and Doña Tota went to all the games with the Cebollitas group, sitting in the cab of José Trotta’s pickup truck, while coach Francis travelled with the boys in the back.

Those trips allowed the family to discover the world. Maradona remembered walking over the Alsina bridge about a hundred metres from the house, looking down at the dirty river water between the wooden planks. On the other side the market of Pompeya belonged to others: toy shops, shoe stands, shirts hanging from rails (‘with shirts that my sister wanted, that I wanted’, Diego recalled). Going shopping was not something they did often.

There was instead an age rotation. Today, María can buy shoes. A couple of weeks later, it is your turn, Pelu. What do you want?

‘A little wooden horse.’

‘Don’t be daft, something to wear.’

‘Ah, papi, a shirt then.’

‘Which one?’ And the chosen shirt will be with them for ever, as it moved from one kid to another till it became only useful as a dish cloth.

‘Dad, do you have a pair of underpants to spare?’ Diego would ask when in need.

Once Maradona was asked by the journalist Diego Borinsky if he ever thought of stealing, as many of his contemporaries did. ‘No, no, my old man would have kicked the shit out of me. He taught me the best way he could. Whatever I did afterwards is because I learned to do bad things; it had nothing to do with him.’

In Diego’s Cebollitas years and before making it into the first team at Argentinos Juniors when he was a fifteen-year-old, his father washed and polished his boots until they looked like new, quite a contrast with the others, worn and unkempt.

Even when, aged eighteen, Diego became the breadwinner for the family and asked his dad to stop working, his parents were still in charge at home. Diego needed that to be the case, always searching for guidance and clear, unquestionable reference points to cling on to.

His dad’s quiet nature allowed Doña Tota to prattle away until Don Diego grew tired of it or something bothered him. Short in stature, he became a giant when he wanted to be heard. And then even Doña Tota had to be quiet. Sometimes a glance sufficed. If the fitness coach Fernando Signorini needed to set Diego straight, he would often defer to Don Diego. If he was there, the larking around soon stopped.

It wasn’t fear he commanded, but respect. All the bravura that he would display later in life, challenging and mocking those in power, was a rebellion not against authority per se, but rather a protest at the abuses of power that overlooked the hardships of people like them and the half a million who lived cheek by jowl in Villa Fiorito and whose plight was mirrored in some 800 settlements dotted around Buenos Aires.

Maradona the child was always sensible, polite, attentive, even if a little cheeky. Once Doña Tota found out that her son’s bad marks at school had magically improved – somehow he had paid off a teacher. She told her husband. Don Diego banned him for training for almost two weeks. Anybody breaking rules drove Chitoro mad. He was meticulous and a pedant. If he said, ‘We’re going fishing in Corrientes tomorrow morning at five,’ he would be in his car at that time and would wait for no one.

It was the only way to maintain order in a sheet metal and cardboard world.

Many years later, after living first in a house near the Argentinos Juniors stadium, Don Diego and Doña Tota moved to a flat purchased by their son in Villa Devoto, a residential neighbourhood in Buenos Aires, with a large courtyard, a television that was almost always on, cigarettes always lit in both parents’ lips and, of course, a barbecue of which Don Diego was the king. It was easier to get Diego off the pitch than Don Diego away from it.

The journeys to see Cebollitas matches continued at the first team of Argentinos, Boca Juniors and also in Barcelona. The Maradona home in the upper part of the Catalan capital had a huge kitchen in which Doña Tota would spend hours making food for all the people coming and going without any sort of schedule. Don Diego watched everything from a corner, invisible but omnipresent. The devotion they both felt for their son was undying. The more they watched him entering his artificial paradise, the more they sensed his weaknesses and felt a deep allegiance beyond anything they felt for anything or anyone else, maybe trapped in an asphyxiating feeling of responsibility, lack of control and sharing a life with a different being.

Whenever Chitoro was asked what it was like to be Diego’s father, he struggled to keep his composure. ‘When I go down the street, everyone stops me. “Congratulations on your son,” they say. And I don’t know how to answer that,’ and by then the voice would break. ‘I know that he’s the best of all time, but I assure them he’s a better son than a footballer.’ He would then shed tears.

‘He’s a cry baby,’ is how his son often described him, while struggling not to end up breaking down himself. ‘I’d like to be one per cent of what my old man is. He’s noble and he has dignity. He fought during his whole life to feed us. I wanted to be like him when I was little and I still do as an adult. I only want one hour of the tranquillity my old man has in his head. Then I can die happily.’

The law of life usually dictates that one day the father, Don Diego, has to depart this world.

After a long convalescence with respiratory and heart problems and over a month at Los Arcos hospital in Palermo, Buenos Aires, Don Diego said his final farewell at eighty-seven.

Guillermo Blanco, who had known the teenage Maradona, travelled to Buenos Aires and arranged to meet Fernando Signorini so both arrived at the same time at Don Diego’s wake. They travelled very late at night to avoid the media, although there were still many people there. A very overweight Diego was sitting down, having just flown in from Dubai, where he was living at the time.

‘Diego, El Profe and Guille are here,’ his secretary told him. Guillermo looked for the real Maradona in his eyes. After five decades of adventures, Blanco saw his tiredness, but there was little sign of the child he was convinced had ended up trapped inside.

It had been many years since he had seen either of them. Diego slowly got up off his chair, his girth apparent, his sad face setting the tone. He slapped Signorini on the chest once and then again. It felt like an eternity between each slap, almost as if it were the exaggerated and defining scene of a theatre production.

Maradona not Diego, the character not the boy, was brushing his grief under the carpet with the performance. Signorini and Blanco were sure he would suffer even more later, when he was alone. He would then remember his father cleaning his boots. Falling asleep in the bus that took them to training. He would ache with sadness and loss. But at that moment, at the wake, Maradona was acting and in doing so he was delaying the pain.

‘I was thinking of you today, you son of a bitch’, he told Signorini. ‘Remember that day we went to face Roma in our first year at Napoli. I couldn’t sleep and I called you into my room. You came and we sat on the floor. I told you that I’d prefer to die myself than see my mother or father die, but they’d both already passed away. Do you remember what you said to me?’

Signorini tried to smile, but grimaced instead. ‘I said that you were being a pussy because it’s the natural way of life. In no way should you prefer your parents’ suffering over your own.’

Don Diego’s wake lasted all night and the party left around midday to attend the private burial ceremony at the Jardín Bella Vista cemetery on the outskirts of Buenos Aires.

Diego Armando Maradona, at the age of fifty-five, had become an orphan.
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