

[image: ]



[image: illustration]

CONTENTS

AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE

I’m crawling across the tiles
1995

PART I

Childhood, Ajax and Euro ’88
1964–1988

PART II

AC Milan, Italia ’90 and the best in the world
1988–1992

PART III

The ankle
1992–1998

PART IV

Finances and the coach
1998–2009

PART V

The Cruyff revolution, the spectre of fear and FIFA
2009–2019

PART VI

Notes in the attic
2019

EPILOGUE

Never a letter from God


HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


AUTHOR’S NOTE




No, I’ve never used crystal meth. Nor was I addicted to coke for years. I didn’t lie round a swimming pool with naked women during a European Championship or a World Cup. And I wasn’t addicted to gambling. I haven’t even ever worn a wig. I’m afraid I must disappoint you.

A great deal has been written about me. A very great deal. Much of it is nonsense. I often didn’t even read it. And mostly I didn’t collaborate on it. I took no interest in it or threw it straight in a corner.

For years I didn’t see myself as an interesting figure. More as a dead ordinary guy who could kick a ball pretty well, until he had to stop because of a rotten ankle. I felt the attention all that attracted was nothing more than excess baggage. Journalists, fans, spotlights, being placed in a footnote. Much ado about nothing, I thought. Irritating, if I’m honest.

This is because it distracted me from my goal: to be the best. And by that I really mean the best of all. In the world, that is. Everything had to stand aside for it and I went a long way towards it. You could almost call it a kind of blind craving. A primal instinct. Along, over or straight through, if necessary.

All the obstacles, all the barriers, I expertly cleared them out of the way. Opponents, referees, coaches, board members, yes, even fellow players. Usually within the rules, but sometimes also on, or over the edge. And this I became better and better at, ever more sophisticated. I’ll never make football more romantic than it is. It’s elite sport. And it’s really hard, relentless. Eat or be eaten.

For the outside world, that is for people who didn’t directly help me to achieve that sacred goal, it didn’t necessarily make me a friendlier person. And you can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs. I had learned that well before my tenth birthday, when we played football against the rough customers of Utrecht’s Schimmelplein. If you had talent, they would kick you. Simple as that. Dish it out, evade, escape, score. That was the only answer.

And in football only one thing counts in the end: winning. In particular winning at the most important moments. And for that you need goals. And I don’t mean tap-ins like the 6-0 against Sparta, nor the overhead kick against Den Bosch. No, I mean being decisive at moments that count. Winning finals. Or even better, deciding finals with your goals. This ambition was my fuel. The more difficult the situation, the greater the pressure, the more drive there was in me to come out of it, to escape, to score, to win.

I’d like to take you on my journey to the absolute top. As a shy, six-year-old boy from Utrecht, educated on the street and at UVV. Ten years later the great Ajax, substituting for the great Johan Cruyff on my debut. On to Milan with a European Cup Winners’ Cup in the bag and being decisive for the Dutch team at Euro ’88. Then of course that dreadful World Cup.

In December 1992 I stood on the summit of Olympus. I’d been voted the best footballer in the world and for the third time (just like Cruyff and Platini) the best in Europe. I had won three European Cups, scored winning goals in two finals, decided a major tournament and scored four times against IFK Gothenburg. No one had ever done that in the Champions League. You could say: it couldn’t get any better than that. But my hunger for honours was not yet satisfied. Not by a long way.

The fall was hard. That same month I came tumbling down really hard. Just before Christmas I went under the knife with Dr Marti. That right ankle again. Four hours later my world would be changed for good, although I didn’t know it at the time. I would never kick a ball decently again, never sprint again, never receive a ball perfectly again, never hear that wonderful rattling sound of a ball against the net again, never shout with joy like a child after a goal again.

For another three years I tried everything I could to get fit again. Absolutely everything. Far beyond the pain barrier. But it was over. In fact, in the end I was pleased if I could walk to the baker’s without too much pain. It cost me a lot. And I’ve never really said much about it.

Everything I’d dreamed of was gone. First the struggle, which was not to be won, then the emptiness. I went into hiding for seven years. Radio silence. On the golf course, with friends, with my family. It takes you a while to internalize something like that.

Until recently I have always regarded myself as someone who learns from others. I remained determined, hungry, focused. I still hate losing, whatever game it is. That instinct remains dominant. Wanting to win. Achieving something great. Making the difference. That’s what it’s all about for me. Although that proved more difficult for me as a coach than as a player.

Only recently have I come to feel calmer. I’ve also never felt the need to look back. Until now. I realize that I’ve been through a lot. For the first time I have the idea that I myself have a story to tell, which may be worth the effort for others. Perhaps it’s maturity, perhaps it’s the calm, because I’m no longer active in football. I don’t know. But I feel this is a good time to tell my story. From my perspective. My truth. The story that I’ve never told. In which I can also set things straight. I’ll spare no one. Not least myself. The time is ripe.

Marco van Basten
Amsterdam, October 2019


PROLOGUE

I’m crawling across the tiles

1995

It’s dark. And I’m crawling across the tiles. On my hands and knees. My bladder is full. To bursting. But as soon as I move too fast, my full bladder presses against my upper leg, and I nearly can’t hold it. A urine-covered landing is the last thing I need. I must be patient, because it’s at least two minutes to the bathroom. I know that now. To divert my attention from the pain, I always count the entire route. Whispering. I never reach the toilet before getting to 120. The doorsills are the most challenging part because my ankle has to go over them without touching them. Even the slightest touch makes me bite my lip to prevent a scream.

In the middle of the night the painkillers have more or less worn off, but I don’t want to wake anyone up. They mustn’t hear me because I don’t want anyone to see me. Not even my loved ones. Or rather, especially not them. Over the last two months it’s gone well, I’m glad to say, though I think Liesbeth sometimes pretends to be asleep to spare me the embarrassment. I can’t explain it. Even with the painkillers the stabs of pain find a way through. It stops me thinking of anything else. For the last two weeks I’ve also been having trouble with my stomach because I’ve taken too many of these pills.

With every step I take I’m dying of the pain, ever since that stupid apparatus came off my ankle, eight months ago. It wouldn’t get any worse whatever happens, the doctor had promised. I was a professional footballer who could no longer play football and now I’m just an ordinary person who can no longer walk. I walk with a limp. I’m simply disabled.

It’s like those rocky spikes in caves. Stalactites and stalagmites. Spikes of bone that stab into my leg from above and below, without protection, without cartilage. As soon as I lean on my foot, these spikes stab deep into my flesh. Standing is absolute hell. Even with painkillers.

Crawling to the toilet at night therefore is my only option. When I reach the bathroom doorsill, I put my left knee in the bathroom first and then rotate my whole body about its axis. Only then do I lift my right leg carefully over the sill. It usually goes all right, but this time I slip on a stray towel and my right foot touches the door frame. The pain cuts through to my core. I don’t want to cry out, so I groan. I immediately break into a sweat.

I drop down onto my left side, to lie down for a moment. Just wait until the worst is over. I take a deep breath and very slowly try to exhale. Again. And again. I try to divert my thoughts from the stabs of pain in my ankle. Sometimes it helps if I think of God. I’m angry with him too. Furious in fact. What’s this all about? Why must I go through all this nonsense? Is it a lesson in humility? Had I become too arrogant?

The pain had made me forget about my full bladder for a moment. Now I had to be quick, otherwise I was going to come a cropper. Just the job when your children want to come and clean their teeth in the morning. They’re already having a rubbish time with their miserable father, who spends all day lounging on the settee.

I push myself up, cover the last four or five feet on my hands and knees and haul myself up onto the toilet. Emptying my bladder is a relief. I don’t flush the toilet, because I don’t want to wake anyone, and then I start the journey back to my bed.

I’m angry with myself too. You take a doctor at his word when he says that whatever happens it can’t get any worse. It doesn’t hurt to try. Now, it does hurt. It’s been hurting for eight months now. And the question is for how much longer? Milan keep inviting me to come and watch matches, but I refuse point blank to appear there on crutches. A lame striker. I’d rather hide myself away in my own home. Like a wounded animal. Just let me sit in the dark.

I’ve tried everything: doctors, physios, acupuncturists and hypnotherapists, the list is endless. But no one could lessen the pain. Everyone wanted to help me. Everyone was of good will. Although I feel surgeons can be a little too important. Wanting to play God.

But none of it makes a ha’p’orth of difference now. None of it has helped a bit. It’s far worse than it ever was.

Two years ago I was still a professional footballer. The best in the world, in fact. And now I’m crawling across the tiles, while dying of the pain, and the medicines are playing havoc with my stomach. I’m almost there. Back at my bed. When I’ve hauled myself into it, I hope to be able to sleep for a bit. If I’m lucky. It may take a while because I usually lie awake for a long time. So what. There’s nothing I need to do tomorrow, except spend all day lounging on the settee. With a rotten ankle.
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