OWEN HARGREAVES MAY BE THE BEST SOCCER
PLAYER CANADA'S EVER PRODUCED. NOW THREE
COUNTRIES WANT HIM, CAN WE WIN HIM BACK?

EVERVBODY LOVES OWEN

By Curtis Gillespie



Everybody Loves Owen

Owen Hargreaves could be soccer’s next great international star. Three coun-
tries want him. Can Canada win him back? By Curtis Gillespie

THE COOL SILVERY AIR OF AN AFTER-
noon in Munich is animated by the
chatter of a giddy crowd, one mesmer-
ized by the sight of about two dozen
professional soccer players digging
their cleats with intent into virtually
every square inch of a firm and fast grass
pitch; by cross-field passes from the
wing met at knee height and laced on
the volley towards helpless, flailing
goalkeepers; by balls seemingly ca-
ressed from the air onto the chest, then
delicately dropped to the toes before
pirouetting back towards the flow of
play; by forty-yard kicks, boot to boot,
with both players on a dead sprint.

Owen Hargreaves is a midfielder
with the Bayern Munich Football
Club, and he is among the two dozen
on the pitch. Standing next to the
weathered Munich veterans, some of
whom have starred for this team for
more than a decade, the curly-haired
twenty-year-old from Calgary is cruly
the boy among men. He's a little knock-
kneed, slightly pigeon-toed, but when
he's moving at speed, He seems to float
across the field, opening himself at an-
gles to receive passes, charging into
open space, closing towards the mid-
dle when the opponent has the ball. His
passes from his midfielder’s position are

crisp, economical, and unexpected, es-
pecially those sent not to where the re-
ceiver is but to where Hargreaves wants
him to be, the kind of pass Gretzky
used to feed Kurri. He's got the supreme
skill required to play at the highest lev-
els — the ability to control the ball in
traffic, the soft first touch on balls di-
rected towards him, the “engines”
needed to race up and down the pitch
for ninety minutes — but it’s something
else that makes him special, that makes
him a property to nurture and develop.
Hargreaves has what every gifted player
has, and it's something that cannot be
taught. It’s vision, an intuitive ability >
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to read and understand the schematic
flow of a soccer game. He knows
where to be, where to go, and when
to get there. How does he know? He
just knows.

Those who question the beauty of
sport need only witness this display
first-hand to appreciate the mastery
and grace of this kind of ralent. Yet
it’s a talent that went unrecognized
for too long in Canada — and perhaps
until too late —as Hargreaves has de-
clared, and all but formalized his de-
sire to play international matches for
England, the country of his father’s
birth. Whatever Bayern Munich saw
in Hargreaves four years ago upon
signing him was something Soccer
Canada missed. The year he signed
with Bayern Munich, he was cut from
the Canadian under-sixteen team.

The legendary West German na-
tional-team star, Franz Beckenbauer,
was instrumental in overseeing Har-
greaves's signing and subsequent de-
velopment with the club. He remains
one of the game’s most respected
figures and is president of the Bayern
Munich Football Club, which was re-
cently ranked as the planet’s fifth-best
team by World Soccer. “When I see this
boy with the ball, my heart leaps,”
says Beckenbauer. “To bring a won-
derful player like Hargreaves to the
top is just as satisfying as winning a
title. He is a huge talent.”

The crowd watching Hargreaves
and his teammates is festooned with
red-and-white Bayern Munich para-

of the pitch, chat for a few moments,
half paying attention as Ottmar Hitz-
feld, the Bayern coach (often touted as
the next German national team coach),
speaks to them in quiet tones. Hitz-
feld points occasionally to one part of
the pitch or another, as if to suggest
strategic imperfections he’s witnessed.
The players then straggle wearily to-
wards the locker room.

And so the hardest and best part
of the day has ended. It is the hardest
part of the day because they are, after
all, Bayern Munich, and the pressure
to perform is intense. The fans and the
press (in particular the notoriously
strident populist outlets like Szern and
Bild ) do not expect merely victory in
every match, they expect victory with
art, efficiency, dominance. As we
watch the players amble off the pitch,
I marvel that Hargreaves and his team
can perform at all in this crucible, let
alone as elegantly as they have today.
Performing well, though, is what
turns the hardest part of the day into
the best part.

For the Bayern Munich players,
it’s time for a shower, then a long
stretch, then back outside to humour
the media. Reporters pool near the
dressing-room door, pouncing when
the player they're after appears. After
running the media gauntlet, the
players move to the area set aside for
fans seeking autographs and pic-
tures, an area that unfortunately
resembles a livestock holding pen.
In the five-deep throng, there are

smile — this is not the best part of
their day.

When Owen Hargreaves comes
out, two teenaged girls beside me,
aged sixteen or so, look at each other
and giggle while covering their
braced-teeth smiles with ringed fin-
gers. You remember he’s still a kid,
still only a few years older than these
girls, still only in his first year actu-
ally playing for the top squad. The
two girls squeeze to the front of the
line, blatantly elbowing aside the
priest, who fixes them with a most un-
ecclesiastical glare. Hargreaves looks
slight compared to some of his team-
mates, but in fact he is six feet tall and
weighs 160 pounds (the prototypical
size for a soccer player, said one Bay-
ern coach in reference to Hargreaves).
He brushes aside the curtain of curly
chestnut hair that covers his forehead,
signing each autograph with care,
smiling when spoken to, grinning as
best he can for each picture. The two
girls get a signature, a picture, and a
direct smile, then retreat, on air, to the
rear of the pack where they compare
runic discrepancies in the two versions
of his autograph.

The session complete, Hargreaves
moves to the parking lot, where he
lingers a few moments, answering
further questions from the media.
He seems at ease speaking to them
in German, which he started to learn
four years ago at the Bayern Youth
Academy, a school for Bayern Mu-
nich prospects. He then steps into

was just a practice. Saturday is serious.
Saturday is Game Day in the Bundes-
liga, German soccer’s elite division.

“I NEVER SAW MYSELF AS THE BEST
player around, not even in my own
house growing up,” Owen Hargreaves
says with a laugh. We are sitting in
a tastefully appointed room in the
Bayern Munich office complex late
on a weekday afternoon. The shelves
are crammed with trophies: Euro-
pean Champions League, UEFA Cup,
Bundesliga. Outside, the pitch is
now occupied by the Reserve Team
(the backup squad). At the north end
of the complex is the dormitory
where Hargreaves lived when he first
came to Munich. He now lives five
minutes away in Giessing, a quiet
residential area with tall, wispy trees
and a mixture of old and new build-
ings. The apartment in which he’s
lived for the last two years is a stan-
dard Munich “sixty metres” (about
700 square feet), the term used for
what amounts to a bachelor. Har-
greaves leads a bachelor's life as well
since his girlfriend, Janelle Khouri,
who grew up in the same neigh-
bourhood, now lives in Massachu-
setts, where she plays on a full soccer
scholarship while studying fine arts
at the University of Massachusetts.
Like most great achletes, Har-
greaves started early. But it’s true that
he was not the best athlete in his fam-
ily, at least not for most of his young
life. That honour would have gone to

His passes are precise and unexpected, especially those sent not to where the receiver is but to where

Hargreaves wants him to be — the kind of pass Gretzky used to feed Kurri

phernalia — hats, scarves, jackets,
toques, pants patches, signs, banners,
face paint, horns,flags. They sway like
a school of plankton, burbling with a
kind of proprietary awe, as if to say,
“This is our team, we and the players
together are Bayern Munich.” All too
soon a whistle blows ending practice
and a lull briefly settles over the fans.
The players gather towards the centre

kids, grandparents, moms, dads, sin-
gle men, single women. Among
them today is a young priest in full
collar and cassock, who appears nei-
ther out of place nor embarrassed
to be part of the crowd. All have
rafts of team trinkets and booklets
they wish to have signed; many hold
cameras. As the players complete
this ritual hardly any of them will

his sponsor-supplied Opel suv (pro-
vided gratis to every Bayern player)
and proceeds to leave the grounds,
directed by staff through a welter
of waving admirers. His soccer day
has ended, a day bursting at the
seams with sweat, fame, adoration,
and pressure.

But things are not yet that serious.
After all, it’s only Thursday and this

his brother, Darren, with his father
coming in a close second. Four years
older than Owen, Darren was a gifted
striker: he played soccer for every
local, provincial, and national team
available to him. As a sixteen-year-
old, Darren tried out with the Bolton
Wanderers of the English Second
Division, where his father had played
as a young man, but he didn’t quite >



make it. His story is like that of the
thousands of teenagers who, every
year, take their considerable gifts to
the next level, where their dreams
most often die. “Darren was like my
dad,” says Owen. “Both of them were
fast, had great skill, and were deadly
finishers.” But neither was quite good
enough to make soccer a career.
When Owen was thirteen, Thomas
Niendotf, a respected Calgary Soccer
Association coach, first noticed his
enormous potential at a soccer camp.

Whatever Munich saw in Hargreaves was something Soccer Canada missed,

changed his relationship with his
older brother. Pausing, he chews his
lip, then replies, “We still get along
great. I mean, I really did idolize him
when [ was growing up. We were al-
ways kicking the ball around in our
backyard, doing things together. I
basically wanted to do whatever he
was doing. I wanted to be like him.”
He stops, thinks about it some more.
“He’s happy for me, but there’s no
question he’d have loved to have had
the same opportunity.”

revenge. Perennial no-hopers, Unterha-
ching have always had to share the city
with one of the world’s most success-
ful clubs, but today, under a steel-grey
sky, the underdogs are playing with
both resolve and luck. They lead Bay-
ern 1-0 into the late stages of the game.
This is an important day for Harg-
reaves. He has started this game. It’s not
an everyday occurrence for a North-
American-born player to start in the
Bundesliga, and prior to Hargreaves
no such player had ever started a game

play in Germany, be was cut from the Canadian under-sixteen team

Niendorf would subsequently keep
tabs on Hargreaves, watching as Owen
led his local club team to a Canadian
Under-15 Championship. What
Niendorf saw was a kid who had all
the skills you'd expect to see from a
young phenom, plus a superb attitude,
and the supreme confidence required
to take a young player to the next level.

Before coming to Canada, Nien-
dorf had coached in East Germany and
remained friends with a Bayern scout
named Harald Hoppe. When Owen
was just fifteen, Niendorf and Hoppe
arranged for a Bayern tryout, a rare op-
portunity that few European, let alone
North American, prospects will ever
receive. At his tryout in Munich, Har-
greaves didn’t disappoint, and a few
months after his sixteenth birthday, he
signed with the team, and with his
parents’ blessing moved to Germany.
It was a huge leap from Calgary to
Munich, one that Hargreaves takes in
stride. “I guess 1 just kept on devel-
oping, through junior high school and
on into high school. [He attended
Lord Beaverbrook in south Calgary.]
It was something I could always do. I
don’t know how to explain it. It’s like
Matt Damon with the math in Good
Will Hunting. I could just do it. I al-
ways felt good being on a soccer pitch.
T always felt at home there, and no one
could take that away from me. With
other sports, say basketball, which I
loved, I always had to work really hard
at it. But not with soccer. It was al-
ways natural. It always felt right.”

I ask Hargreaves if his success has
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Every young soccer player would
love the opportunity, but few would
face the dilemma Hargreaves faces.
Soccer is like professional hockey in
that players of different nationalities
play on club teams all over Europe,
but when the call comes to represent
their national teams in international
tournaments like the World Cup,
they play for their respective home
countries. Hargreaves’s situation, how-
ever, is unique. Though he was born
in Canada, his mother is from Wales
and his father from England. Under
the rules of the Federation of Inter-
national Football Associations (FIFA),
Owen could play on the national
team of any one of them. And they
all want him, especially as he con-
tinues to play well with Bayern.
Once he makes up his mind for good,
though, FIFA rules commit him to
play for that one country for the rest
of his career. So which country does
he want to play for? Despite his ear-
lier declaration, he still doesn’t seem
quite sure.

“I'm basically of straight British
heritage,” says Hargreaves. “I've al-
ways felt both British and Canadian.
I mean, I love Canada, and I would
have played for the national team,
but it didn’t work out that way. I
guess when I was interested in Can-
ada, they just didn’t seem that in-
terested in me.”

IT'S SATURDAY, AND THE CROWDED
stadium in the Munich suburb of Un-
terhaching is rumbling with lust for

for Bayern Munich. Later that night,
the television highlights of the game
will focus on his presence on the pitch.

Throughout the game, Har-
greaves makes incisive contribu-
tions in midfield, both carrying play
forward and supporting the defence.
He’s lucky, too. Late in the first half,
he recklessly brings down an Un-
terhaching forward inside the pen-
alty area. The referee could have
called a foul and signalled for a pen-
alty kick, and the Unterhaching
mob howls for justice, but it’s not
forthcoming. Late in the second half
with Bayern still behind, Hitzfeld
pulls Hargreaves from the game.
He’s played well, though the team
hasn’t, losing 1-0. Trudging off the
field to howls of derision from the
delirious Unterhaching faithful,
Bayern players scowl into the crowd,
still arrogant, still convinced of
their superiority.

When I speak with Hargreaves
later that night, he worries about the
result. “I played okay,” he says. “But
you always hate to start against a
weak team and then lose. That's bad.
The press get all over the coach for
starting foreigners and young players.
We needed to win that game.”

He is right to worry. Though Bay-
ern maintain their top spot in the
Bundesliga, Coach Hitzfeld seems to
have lost some confidence in Harg-
reaves. The team’s next game is a
match in the Champions League (the
prestigious competition that brings
together Europe’s best club teams) in

Moscow, and Hargreaves does not
start, though Hitzfeld brings him on
as a late substitute in a 3-0 Bayern vic-
tory over Spartak Moscow. He sees
time as a substitute in the next game
as well, but doesn't dress for the fol-
lowing match. Then, during Bayern's
two monumental victories in April
against their English archrival, Man-
chester United, he is left on the bench.
For all his belief in Hargreaves, what
Hitzfeld most values at this point in
the season is what Hargreaves does

The year he signed to

not yet have: abundant experience. As
he once said, in high Confucian mode:
“The real trees are the old trees.”

THE NEW PREMISES OF THE ENGLISH
Football Association (FA) on London’s
Soho Square are bright, funky, well in
keeping with the mindset of the FA
Director, Adam Crozier, a former ad-
vertising executive. With slick mar-
keting campaigns and plans for an
ultra-modern national training facil-
ity, he's brought the previously anti-
quated FA into the present. He also
brought in Sven-Goran Eriksson, a
Swede, the first non-English coach
ever to coach England. And it was in
Crozier’s clean, well-lit office, where I
met Howard Wilkinson, the FA’s
technical director and head coach of
the national under-twenty-one team
(U21), the collection of raw talent that
will feed the English senior team.
Dressed in his natty tie and beige
sweater, Wilkinson is a blunt, gruffly
cheerful man, the kind of personality
you'd expect to walk out of the pages
of James Herriot’s Yorkshire vet series.
He's chosen Hargreaves to play against
Spain in the upcoming “friendly” U21
match in March, a game unsanctioned
by FIFA that won’t determine his in-
ternational eligibility. I ask Wilkin-
son why he picked Hargreaves.
“Because I fancy him,” states
Wilkinson, while munching on an
apple. “That’s why. You see, Owen
just doesn't quit. Most other lads
would say, ‘Right, here I am, I've
made the big club, I'm playing, I'm



making the great salary.” But not
Owen. He sees the next level. And
he wants it. I can’t say he’ll make the
England national senior squad or he
won't. But what I can say is that he’s
not afraid to go there and try. That’s
rare, and that's why so few make it.”

Hargreaves shrugs and grins shyly
when such questions and comments
are put before him. “I'm happy,” he
mumbles. “I'm the same guy I was in
high school. I have my family and
friends. I have a girlfriend. I play soc-
cer. It's what I want.”

This is deflection, of course, because
Hargreaves is smart enough to under-
stand that he is not the same guy he
was in high school. He's also smart
enough to know that Wilkinson wasn’t
the only coach that fancied him. So,
too, did the Welsh coach, as did Hol-
ger Osieck, the German coach of Can-
ada’s national team. (Osieck believed
well into late last year that Hargreaves
was ultimately going to commit to
Canada and was deeply surprised when
he found out that he had declared in-
stead for England.) Yet, despite the
glory of it all, his grip on the world of
soccer is still uncertain. At Bayern, he
remains a gifted youngster fighting to
take a starting spot away from seasoned
German veterans. And in international
soccer, yes, he says he’s chosen England,
but this is merely a statement of intent,
a decision he’s not yet bound to and
which is, for now, easily reversible.

James Scholefield is the PR man
for the England Under-21 squad, and

Butt, McManaman, Gerrard. All
these players are still in their prime.”

In early April, the England U21
team was scheduled to play formal
FIFA qualifiers against Finland and Al-
bania. Taking the pitch in these games
would have committed Hargreaves to
England forever. Mysteriously, he con-
tracted a minor ankle injury the day
before the Finland match and re-
turned to Germany, where he was
playing again almost immediately. So,
technically, he is still not a member
of the England program, and could
yet change his mind. By missing these
two matches, Hargreaves doesn't have
to commit to England until this week,
when they play against Greece in
Athens. I ask Scholefield about the sce-
narios that could unfold.

“Owen is a very smart young
man,” Scholefield says. “He knows,
certainly, how tough it will ulti-
mately be for him to crack the sen-
ior England squad. It’s not up to me
to speak for him, but it would be
correct to say that Owen has a
tough task ahead of him. And yes,
it’'s true that he did come down
with a minor injury before the Fin-
land game and played for Bayern
shortly thereafter. Owen is no doubt
trying to figure out what exactly is
best for his future. All I can say for
sure is that when the England U21
team is picked for the late May
friendly against Mexico, Owen’s
name will be included. Beyond that
I can’t say.”

Hargreaves himself refuses to be
drawn into further discussions on
the subject. He is clearly still in the
process of making a commitment.
As Orville Reynolds wrote in the
Canadian online magazine Soccer
Kicks, Hargreaves may also be try-
ing to please Bayern Munich (in the
way that NHL players from around
the globe try to accommodate both
league team and national team in
today’s crowded competition sched-
ules). Hargreaves is, after all, a Bay-
ern asset, an investment they wish
to protect, and it is almost impos-
sible to believe that they have not
advised Hargreaves in some way.
Given the ease of travel throughout
Europe (compared with travelling
back and forth from Munich to
Canada), as well as the fact that all
the European leagues break for in-
ternational competitions at the
same time, it would be reasonable
to assume that Bayern advised Har-
greaves to play for either England
or Wales. Bayern officials have de-
clined to comment.

What may be holding Har-
greaves back from deciding simply
to return to play for Canada —an en-
tirely fair course of action — may be
that it's now a matter of pride. As
he’s been trying to choose, the Cana-
dian media have grown impatient.
He's been labelled a prima donna.
One sports reporter called him a
“starlet.” Other journalists were even
less complimentary.

gary, I represented Alberta at two dif-
ferent levels, and I loved living in
Canada. And I would have enjoyed
developing into the national team.”

What Hargreaves might want to
say, but won’t, is that he still re-
members what it felt like to be cut as
a fifteen-year-old. When I asked him
why he was let go, he just shrugged.
“I expected to develop towards the
national team, but it didn’t happen.”

Why it didn’t happen is a ques-
tion only the officials of Soccer Can-
ada can answer. Morgan Quarry is the
team manager for the Canadian na-
tional team, and he says that coaches
simply “have to make tough decisions
based on what they see at the time.
I've never seen Owen play myself,
but I can only assume that the
coaches didn’t think he’d develop to
the level he has. All I can say is, hats
off to Bayern, because they saw some-
thing in him and they've developed
him brilliancly.”

TWO DAYS AFTER THE DEMORALIZ-
ing Unterhaching loss, training re-
sumes. The Munich air is cold and
crisp, and the city appears grey but
beautiful (in that Euro-art-film way
that all North Americans imagine
European cities to be), full of ancient
stone buildings, church spires that
strain toward the heavens, gaunt elm
and birch trees. The trees are leafless,
motionless, silent.

Silence is not the standard at the
Bayern training ground. Coach

“I'm happy,” be says. “I'm the same guy I was in high school. I have friends and family. 1 have

a girlfriend. I play soccer. It's what 1 want”

he sympathizes with Hargreaves's
situation. “He’s in a tough spot, for
sure,” says Scholefield, as we walk
through the FA's headquarters in
Soho. In the lobby and press area,
huge banks of TV screens run
through loops of tape showing great
moments from the English Premier
League. “Owen’s a gifted footballer,
that’s obvious,” Scholefield says, “but
he’s trying to make his way into a po-
sition on a team crammed with great,
wortld-class players. As a midfielder,
he’s up against Beckham, Scholes,
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Holger Osieck, the Canadian na-
tional coach, also sees difficulties if
Hargreaves chooses to play for Eng-
land. In a recent interview, Osieck
said that he'd expressed his concerns
directly to Hargreaves by phone. “I
told him that definitely he should
consider his position. It's no secret
he’s going to be considered a for-
eigner in England. It’s going to be a
very tough life for him, to play there
and be accepted. It’s probably easier
for him to make it in Bayern Munich
than England.”

“The Canadian press weren't really
being fair to me, I thought,” said Har-
greaves. “They always seemed to play
up the traitor angle. And so I just got
to the point where I always said no
to interviews in Canada. I just play
soccer. It's what I do and I want to
enjoy it.”

Hargreaves's parents were also
upset by the rough treatment he re-
ceived in the Canadian media. “They
said it was getting ridiculous,” says
Hargreaves. “Iwas just sorry to see the
way it all turned out. I grew up in Cal-

Hitzfeld is running his charges
through a strenuous series of exer-
cises and as usual, there is a massive
congregation of fans out to watch
the practice. During today’s train-
ing, Hargreaves displays again the
talents of the naturally gifted, but
despite his crisp form, it would be
many weeks before he would finally
make it back into the starting
lineup, in a crucial Bundesliga
match against Eintracht Frankfurt.
He would lead Bayern to a much-
needed victory and would, in fact, >
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