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LUIS ARAGONÉS: THE 
GODFATHER OF SPANISH 

FOOTBALL
by Billy Munday (@billymunday08)

THE 1920 Olympic Games saw Spain come back from 
Antwerp with two medals  Both of them were silver  
One came in polo  The other in football  The Spanish 
team were labelled ‘la Furia Roja’ – the Red Fury – by 
those that watched them in Belgium that summer for 
their tenacious, aggressive approach to the game  Rafael 
Moreno Aranzadi, or ‘Pichichi’ – peewee – as he was 
dubbed due to his slender build, netted the final goal 
of their campaign in a 3-1 victory over the Netherlands 
in the silver-medal match  That ‘Furia Roja’ tag stuck 
with Spain for the decades to follow, highlighting their 
ferocious style of play but, other than their Euro 1964 
triumph, their style brought them very few successes 

Struggling with identity around the turn of the 
21st century, Spain were crying out for a steady hand 
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to steer them down the right path  Their journey to 
the top started with the final whistle in Lisbon as 
Nuno Gomes’s sole goal for Portugal had sealed their 
return flight home at the group stages of Euro 2004  
Iñaki Sáez stepped back down to his role with the 
U21s after touching down in Madrid as the Spanish 
Football Federation searched for a new man to lead this 
promising yet underperforming crop of players 

The chosen one had just spent the last few months 
sunning himself in the dugout at Son Moix  Luis 
Aragonés, in his second spell in charge of Real Mallorca, 
had plenty of experience and quite the reputation  
An Atlético Madrid icon, his footballing career had 
started on the other side of town  At the age of 20, he 
left Real Madrid due to a lack of opportunities in the 
1960s  Loans at Recreativo de Huelva and Hércules 
had demonstrated his goalscoring prowess but had not 
convinced the board of the newly crowned European 
champions  After a short diversion to Asturias and Real 
Oviedo in particular, the attacking midfielder ended up 
down south in Seville 

Real Betis, who’d just had their royal prefix 
reinstalled after it was originally stripped under Franco’s 
dictatorship, were riding the crest of a wave at the start 
of the 1960s having earned promotion back to Spain’s 
top f light and stayed there under the watchful eye 
of president Benito Villamarín  In Aragonés’s final 
season in Heliópolis, Los Verdiblancos challenged Real 
Madrid at the top of LaLiga  With just three fixtures 
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of the league campaign left, Atlético Madrid visited 
the Estadio Benito Villamarín having struck a deal to 
sign three pillars of Betis’s success: right-back Colo, 
defensive midfielder Jesus Martinez and Aragonés  In 
the days between the announcement of their moves and 
the match, Colo and Aragonés would travel to play for 
Spain in Ireland for a Euro qualifier 

Aragonés would be the only one of the three Atlético-
bound players to feature against their future employers, 
with Colo and Martinez pulling out injured  With the 
visitors 1-0 up at half-time, the soon-to-be Atlético 
talisman scored two and set up another against them in 
an eventual 4-2 victory for Betis  Despite his impressive 
form, the 25-year-old was left out of the Spain squad 
that went on to lift the European Championship trophy 
as hosts at the Bernabéu  Nevertheless, Aragonés would 
arrive in the capital that summer anyway as Vicente 
Calderón welcomed him to the Metropolitano, Atlético’s 
old home in the university district of Madrid  It was 
there and later on at the Estadio Vicente Calderón where 
it all took off 

Despite not playing as a central striker, Aragonés 
was mightily prolific  During his time in charge of the 
national team, Spain were blessed with some special 
hitmen, with a couple of new kids coming on to the 
block  Both Fernando Torres and David Villa have 
always commended his influence on their careers  The 
pair, then 22 and 25 respectively, were each given a 
bundle of trust by their boss at the 2006 World Cup, 
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starting ahead of Real Madrid’s Raúl in the opening 
game in Leipzig  After Xabi Alonso’s first against 
Ukraine, the following three goals were scored between 
the two, with Villa hitting a double and Torres a single  
The relationship between the future Liverpool and 
Chelsea striker and Aragonés was a particularly tight 
one, built on parallel personal experiences 

During his playing days at Atlético, Aragonés was 
held in such high esteem, which only grew with every 
passing medal he collected  Three LaLiga titles and 
two Copas del Generalisimo – as the Copa del Rey was 
called under the dictatorship – to boot for Zapatones 
– ‘big boots’  That nickname didn’t come about as a 
result of any sort of arrogance but the real thwack he 
could generate from a dead ball  In those three league 
triumphs, he was in the top two scorers, winning the 
Pichichi alongside Atlético team-mate José Eulogio 
Gárate and Real Madrid’s Amancio in 1970  There was 
more success on the European stage, too 

Aragonés notched six goals in the opening two 
rounds of the European Cup in 1970/71, including a 
hat-trick in the return leg of the second round against 
Cagliari  Rinus Michels’s Ajax were eventually too much 
for Los Rojiblancos in the last four  That particular hurdle 
was cleared three years later as Atlético progressed past 
Celtic to reach their first European Cup Final against 
Bayern Munich in Brussels  With the game goalless in 
the second half of extra time, Aragonés stepped up and 
welled in a free kick to open the scoring and almost 
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certainly seal the title  With the clock ticking over to 
120 minutes and the red and white ribbons sitting by 
the cup, Katsche Schwarzenbeck rif led the ball into 
the bottom corner from distance to set up a replay two 
days later  Bayern cruised through the replay in the end, 
meaning this was the first segment of the heartbreaking 
European Cup Final trilogy for Atlético  You know the 
other two 

Those big boots were hung up that same summer 
having kicked their way to the top of Atlético’s scoring 
charts  They still sit there today on 172 goals  Of all the 
club’s top attacking talent since, Antoine Griezmann 
has come closest to those first few places, but he was still 
39 strikes behind Aragonés when he left for Barcelona 
in 2019  Torres is one of the few to exceed the mythical 
goal machine in Atlético appearances  His first six came 
with the club in the Segunda around the turn of the 21st 
century and, after three different coaches had failed to 
get them straight back up, Aragonés was installed in 
the Calderón dugout for the seventh time  His first six 
spells had yielded plenty of silverware 

There was one LaLiga title, three Copas del Rey, 
one Supercopa de España and one Intercontinental Cup, 
but this was a different challenge  Typical of the man, 
Aragonés passed it with flying colours, guiding Atlético 
back to where they belonged after a two-year absence  
Contrary to Diego Simeone’s current regime, Aragonés’s 
Atlético were geared up for goals and a teenage Torres 
was making the most of it, wasting no time once he’d 
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featured in the top flight for the first time  He made 
a fool of Frank de Boer in a sensational 3-0 win over 
Barcelona on his way to becoming the club’s top scorer 
– by quite a distance, too  Six goals separated him and 
second-place Luis García in the scoring charts  This was 
all helped by the tutelage of the very best 

‘Aragonés was my teacher, the one who kept my feet 
on the ground and put the brakes on my ambition until 
I was ready for the next step,’ Torres wrote in El Mundo 
when his former boss passed away in 2014  ‘He would 
say to me every day, “Kid, you know nothing about 
nothing”, and I came to realise that he did that because 
he was preparing me for the future and because he 
believed in me ’ That belief was still there, burning away 
in the back of the youngster’s head, when the pair’s paths 
crossed again with Spain just a couple of years later  
Torres had already been given his senior bow by Sáez, 
but it was under Aragonés that he really f lourished 

Luis García benefitted from a familiar face in the 
international dugout too, hitting a hat-trick in the first 
leg of Spain’s World Cup play-off against Slovakia in 
2005 to virtually punch the ticket to Germany for the 
finals  There, Torres netted three times during the 
group stages – including that fourth against Ukraine 
in Leipzig – as Spain progressed with a perfect record  
Although Villa had handed the advantage Spain’s way 
during their last-16 tie, Frank Ribéry, Patrick Vieira and 
Zinedine Zidane ensured that France’s f lag would by 
flying in the last eight instead  It was only six months 
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further down the line that crisis talks began to creep 
up as Aragonés’s side went down to a David Healy-
inspired Northern Ireland and Sweden in Euro 2008 
qualifying  The Spanish Football Federation had 
reportedly contacted Miguel Ángel Lotina about taking 
over before Aragonés beat Argentina four days after 
defeat in Solna  The following week, he penned a new 
deal to take him through to the Euros having already 
verbally agreed it after the World Cup 

With control over his own future, ‘big boots’ 
started to stamp his authority on Spain  Raúl didn’t 
receive another call-up as Torres and Villa took on the 
goalscoring responsibilities  Xavi and Andrés Iniesta 
bonded in the middle as Cesc Fàbregas and David Silva 
were also introduced to the fold  At the back, Carlos and 
Carles – Marchena and Puyol, that is – had made the 
central positions their own while Sergio Ramos and Joan 
Capdevila emerged as the starting full-backs  Holding 
it all together was Marcos Senna, who combined poise 
and power to make the midfield his own  Eight wins 
out of their final nine qualifiers saw them come into the 
Euros as major contenders 

Aragonés, who’d seen, lived and breathed Spain’s 
‘Furia Roja’ years, didn’t abandon that particular 
style, but blended it with a revolutionary new brand  
The essence of tiki-taka is known and it was on those 
pitches in Austria and Switzerland where the seeds were 
laid for its future success  Everyone in that Spain team 
was comfortable on the ball, some more than others  
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Their short passing style dictated the metronome of 
those three weeks to a snappy Spanish tempo  Guus 
Hiddink’s Russia couldn’t keep up with the rhythm set 
in Innsbruck as they danced to Senna, Xavi and Iniesta’s 
beat  Villa’s treble and Fàbregas’s fourth were followed 
by two more goals against Sweden on the same stage 
four days later 

This was a tighter, tougher affair as Zlatan 
Ibrahimović matched Torres’s opener ten minutes before 
the break, although the Spanish defence left much to 
be desired  Just as a point apiece seemed the most likely 
outcome, Spain’s striking duo came good again  Villa, 
this time, found the net just in time  There was another 
thrilling finale in Salzburg as a much-changed Spain left 
it late against Greece  Dani Güiza was the hero on this 
occasion, sealing a quarter-final encounter with the world 
champions in Vienna  Senna, Xavi, Iniesta and Silva were 
entrusted with the controls but Italy’s defensive system 
wasn’t easy to breach, not even after 120 minutes 

Xavi and Iniesta were discarded on the hour mark, 
with Fàbregas and Santi Cazorla replacing them  Both of 
the substitutes, 21 and 23 respectively, held their young 
nerves in the subsequent shoot-out  Where Daniele 
de Rossi and Antonio Di Natale failed and Casillas 
prevailed, they nailed it  The then-current Arsenal 
man, rather than the future one, slid in the winning 
spot kick after whispering to the ball on the walk up, 
urging it to go in  Letting the ball do the work was a 
simple but effective summary of Spain’s sensational style 
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that summer and it served them well in the semi-final 
against Russia too  But they had to do it without their 
top scorer 

Aragonés left just one striker on the pitch, Torres, 
when he took off the injured Villa during the first half  
With an extra body in deeper areas in Fàbregas, Spain 
ran Russia into the ground as they had done two weeks 
before in their opening match  It took 50 minutes of 
wearing them down before their performance was 
rewarded on the scoreboard  After Xavi’s first, Güiza 
and Silva added two more before time was up as a 
Spanish symphony sounded out across the Austrian 
capital  There would be one final song at the Ernst-
Happel-Stadion that Sunday against a typically efficient 
Germany team 

Michael Ballack was at the heart of it and, despite 
Aragonés referring to him as ‘Wallace’ in his team talks, 
the Spanish players got the message  One final piece 
of advice was saved for his adopted son before kick-
off: ‘He grabbed me on my own in the tunnel, put me 
against the wall, got hold of me by the chest and said: 
“This is our moment kid, you are going to go out there 
and score twice and we are going to be champions of 
Europe ” Then he made the sign of the cross on my 
forehead and let me go out to play,’ Torres recalled to 
Marca later down the line  The Liverpool striker didn’t 
score twice, but once was enough anyway 

The silverware and medals that followed are tangible 
evidence of Aragonés’s influence on the game as his 
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approach reached all four corners of the globe  The 
less tangible signs of his legacy come between the four 
corners of the football pitch as Barcelona share the ball 
around, as coaches like Pep Guardiola ask their teams to 
keep the ball and as you, like many others, have fallen 
in love with the Spanish game 


