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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

15 January 1911: Borussia, still wearing the blue-and-white kit with the red sash, play their first-ever game on White Meadow. The man with the walking stick in the right half of the photo is Karl Hagedorn. His daughter Ilse shares some memories in this book.

1913: Borussia’s first black-and-yellow kit. The change came about when the members of Britannia Dortmund joined BVB and suggested Borussia should adopt their old colours.

1949: Although Borussia have lost their first final for the national championship, the players are given a hero’s welcome in Dortmund. The fans carry them on their shoulders through a city visibly ravaged by the war. (Dortmund City Archive)

In the 1956-57 season, the ‘Three Alfredos’ — from left to right: Alfred Preissler, Alfred Kelbassa and Alfred Niepieklo — led Borussia to the second national championship in a row. Another Alfred (Schmidt) had to bide his time. (Gerd Kolbe)

Friedhelm Konietzka was known to all and sundry as ‘Timo’ due to his trademark crew cut that made him look like Soviet general Semyon Timoshenko. He was one of Borussia’s most dangerous forwards in the first half of the 1960s and holds the distinction of being the man who scored the first-ever Bundesliga goal. (Alamy)

Lothar Emmerich (left) and Sigfried Held linked up for Borussia and the national team (both played in the 1966 World Cup final). They were so lethal that Willie Waddell christened them the Terrible Twins’. (Images Sporfoto)

In 1966, Borussia became the first German club to lift a European trophy when they won the Cup Winners’ Cup final against Liverpool. The man holding the large trophy is captain Wolfgang Paul. Lothar Emmerich, on the far right, has been presented with a miniature version, as he was the competition’s top scorer. (PA Images)

6 September 1969: The infamous ‘Dog Bite’ incident. Schalke’s Friedel Rausch (centre) is being bitten in the backside, while either the same or, more probably, another dog has already sunk his teeth into the leg of Gerd Neuser (left). (PA Images/Sporfoto)

1979: Borussia’s young president Reinhard Rauball (left) has landed a major coup by signing Udo Lattek, one of the most successful coaches in the world. The glass of brandy on the table is Lattek’s. (PA Images)

19 May 1986: Borussia come back from the dead against Fortuna Cologne and the fans invade the pitch, even though all BVB have really done is force a deciding third game in this dramatic promotion and relegation play-off. The player is Ingo Anderbrügge, who set up Jürgen Wegmann’s immortal last-gasp goal. (Horst Muller Ltd/www.foto-horstmuller.de)

24 June 1989: The bananas are in full bloom as Borussia win their first piece of silverware in 23 years. Some 40,000 fans followed the team to Berlin for the cup final and indulged in the inflatable-bananas craze which had reached Dortmund a few months earlier. (PA Images)

28 May 1997: Lars Ricken’s lob from thirty yards stunned a favoured Juventus team in the Champions League final. (In 2009, when Borussia celebrated their centenary, the fans voted this strike the greatest goal of the club’s first 100 years.) (PA Images)

Matthias Sammer brandishes the Champions League trophy. His relationship with BVB fans was and is a complicated roller-coaster ride. Maybe all’s well that ends well — in March 2018, he returned to the club in an advisory role. (Getty Images)

Paul Lambert, on the other hand, was loved immediately and unconditionally by the black-and-yellow army. His farewell in November 1997 was one of the last truly emotional and communal moments at the ground until Jürgen Klopp made emotional and communal moments the norm. (The spelling indicates the sign was made by a German.) (PA Images/Sporfoto)

12 May 2007: Polish striker Euzebiusz Smolarek climbs the fence in front of the South Stand to celebrate his goal that has just decided one of the most fondly remembered derbies. In an otherwise dismal year, Borussia beat Schalke 2—0 and prevented their most bitter rivals from winning the league. (AP Images)

23 May 2008: Nobody knew it at the time, but the next golden era was about to begin, as a certain Jürgen Klopp was presented as the club’s new coach. (And, no, there was no glass of brandy on the table.) (Getty Images)

19 December 2009: On a fiendishly cold day, the fans present a large tifo to celebrate 100 years of Borussia Dortmund. Everybody in that picture is mentioned in this book. (PA Images/Sporfoto)

9 April 2013: More famous, though, is this tifo — and the same goes for the game. Ahead of the Champions League match against Malaga, the fans expressed their yearning for the trophy. Then their team scored two goals in injury time to reach the semi-final. (PA Images/Sporfoto)

28 May 2017: Thomas Tuchel kisses the cup his team has won on the previous day. It was Borussia’s first trophy in five years. In all likelihood, Tuchel knew it would also be his last as BVB coach. (Getty Images)

The Westfalenstadion, now officially named after a local insurance company. Franz Beckenbauer once likened the stadium to La Scala, the famous opera house in Milan, The Times voted it the best football ground in the world and many BVB fans simply refer to it as the ‘Temple’. (Getty Images)






PROLOGUE

Lars Ricken had never seen such desperation on the faces of football fans before – and although he was only nine years old, he would never do so again. He turned around to look at the South Stand. It was not yet the massive, imposing, world-famous terrace it would become later, when Borussia Dortmund defiantly preserved the standing area and even added a second tier to this giant slab of concrete while everybody else went plastic and all-seater. But it was already one of the most renowned stands in the German Bundesliga, noted for the electric and – depending on whose side you were on – either exhilarating or intimidating atmosphere generated by the passion of the people who stood there.

Not now, though.

From where Ricken was – on ground level behind the goal, slightly to the right, his small hands grasping the fence that separated the pitch from the spectators – it looked as if there were some empty spaces on the terrace. How strange. The game was sold out and although there was not more than a minute to go, he wondered why people had left. Then he realised they hadn’t. They had sat down. Ricken let his gaze wander across the stand, trying to count the fans that were slumped down on the steps, unable to watch any longer. There were dozens. Some were staring at the ground, others had covered their heads with flags or scarves. He could see heaving shoulders and realised people were sobbing.

Although he was just a boy, Ricken knew why these people had been gripped by utter dejection. The team everyone here simply called Borussia badly needed a goal. At half-time, local television had reported as fact that Borussia were relegated from the Bundesliga for the second time in the club’s history. That announcement proved slightly premature because a second-half penalty converted by local boy Michael Zorc kickstarted the team and the players in yellow had thrown everything forward, incessantly attacking the goal in front of the South Stand despite the stifling heat. But time was ticking away. In more ways than one.

Ricken was dimly aware that Borussia were having such severe financial problems that the German FA had threatened the club with the deduction of points due to their debts. The members had made a young lawyer by the name of Reinhard Rauball the new president, hoping he could stave off bankruptcy. However, getting the finances in order would be an almost hopeless task with the team in the second division. Some people felt that if Borussia went down now they would never come back.

With 30 seconds left on the clock, Dortmund’s goalkeeper hurried to take a goal-kick and start the last attack of the game. The ball was still in motion when he knocked it to a teammate, but the referee turned a blind eye and didn’t blow his whistle to have the goal-kick retaken.

Unusually for the time, the game was shown live on commercial television. While Borussia hurriedly built from the rear, the commentator welcomed Dortmund’s opponents to the top flight. Yet there was still time for one final, desperate cross. Ricken could make out Zorc’s curly head as the player flicked on the ball towards the left-hand post, not far from where the nine-year-old boy was standing. Through the wire mesh, he saw someone in a yellow shirt make contact with the ball and try a first-time shot from a very tight angle. He heard sharp intakes of breath all around him, as if the air was being sucked out of the stadium. Ricken quickly turned his head to follow the flight of the ball, but all he could see was a confusing clutter of white and yellow shirts, tired players manically stabbing at a loose ball. Then he heard the loudest cheer of his life.


People were jumping up and down, their eyes still misty with the tears of anguish they had been unable to hold back. While the men around him were beginning to scale the fence, others were already running onto the pitch to celebrate.

Ricken had never seen such joy on the faces of football fans before – and although he was only nine years old, he would never do so again.

‘Obviously, when we won the Champions League eleven years later, I was on the pitch instead of in the stands,’ he says. ‘So I don’t really know how happy they were when I scored the winning goal against Juventus. But they can’t have been any more jubilant than we were on that day in 1986.’

Then he falls quiet to reflect on what a roller-coaster ride it has been.






INTRODUCTION

Borussia Dortmund have not lifted a European trophy since 1997, when the Bundesliga side upset a Juventus team starring Zinedine Zidane, Christian Vieri and Didier Deschamps in the final of the Champions League. And they have not won a league title since 2012, when a young team coached by Jürgen Klopp denied mighty Bayern Munich for the second year in a row.

And yet Dortmund are nothing short of a global phenomenon – a magnet for football enthusiasts from all corners of the world and, as the Guardian put it, ‘everyone’s second team’. In October 2014, the BBC reported the club was ‘attracting more than 1,000 fans from England to every home match’. (This should read Britain rather than England, as fan groups such as the ‘Edinburgh Borussen’, the members of which are always conspicuous by their kilts, will hasten to point out.) One month later, in November 2014, Ryanair announced that the airline had now ‘scheduled London– Dortmund matchday specials for UK fans’.

One reason for this irresistible draw is certainly that the football is good. In fact, Dortmund were the only team aside from Barcelona that boasted a positive record against Real Madrid over eight encounters between 2012 and 2016. Another reason is that the club managed to stay competitive at the highest level while still being owned by its members rather than Russian oligarchs, Arabian oil magnates, Chinese conglomerates or, indeed, German car manufacturers. However, the primary reason so many people from abroad regularly flock to an industrial city in Germany’s Ruhr area that can hardly be called picturesque is the atmosphere.


As early as 2009, The Times named Dortmund’s ground – officially the Signal Iduna Park, after a local insurance company, but commonly still called Westfalenstadion by most fans – the number-one stadium in the entire world, saying: ‘This place was built for football and for fans to express themselves. Every European Cup final should be held here. The best atmosphere on the Continent on a game-to-game basis.’ Shortly before Christmas 2015, the Daily Mirror published a video on its website that showed Dortmund fans belting out what the paper called ‘the most amazing rendition of Jingle Bells you’ll ever hear’, calling the team’s support ‘Europe’s finest fans’. Beneath the video, there was a poll: ‘Are Dortmund fans the best in the world?’ Seventy-three per cent said yes.

Echoing these sentiments in April 2016, the Telegraph voted the place some locals simply refer to as ‘the Temple’ the greatest stadium in European club football. The newspaper said: ‘No wonder Jürgen Klopp cried when he left Borussia Dortmund. The German knew that he was leaving behind the most spectacular arena that European football has to offer: the old Westfalenstadion is not only vast (over 80,000 pack in most weeks), but delivers an awe-inspiring carnival of sound and colour, most vividly expressed in the giant murals that rise, with ominous grandeur, from within the famous “Yellow Wall” terrace. A sight every football fan should experience once before they die.’

Indeed, the ground is an impressive sight when full. And it’s never empty. According to the specialist magazine Sports Venues 2016, Borussia Dortmund are the second-best-supported sports team on the entire planet (only the NFL’s Dallas Cowboys draw more people per home game). Which begs two very obvious questions: why and how? Why and how have Dortmund become a club whose fans make the covers of international magazines almost as regularly as their star players do? After all, when Real Madrid travelled to Dortmund in September of 2016, Marca did not announce that they were up against World Cup winners André Schürrle and Mario Götze or flamboyant star striker Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang. Instead, the magazine’s cover said: ‘La BBC Contra El Muro Amarillo’ – Gareth Bale, Karim Benzema and Cristiano Ronaldo against the Yellow Wall. Put differently, why and how have Dortmund become so popular, both in Germany and abroad?

Well, that is a somewhat longer story. Normally, one would start at the very beginning. In this case, though, it might be helpful to start at the point when people began to realise something out of the ordinary was happening.
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