Thought people may appreciate this article brought to my attention by Philip Lines,
which appeared in The Daily Telegraph recently (October 2005)

Salute to a true Sporting legend
October 1949 and Manchester City chairman Bob Smith has a
problem. Goalkeeper Frank Swift has announced his intention to
retire. How do you replace the irreplaceable? Captain of England,
revered by football fans the length and breadth of the country and a
national hero, Swift – who would die in the Munich air disaster while
working as a journalist - was a giant in
physique and celebrity. Who could
possibly fill his woolly polo neck jersey?
Enter Bernd Trautmann, former
Luftwaffe paratrooper, awarded the Iron Cross (First
Class) for his courage on the Eastern Front and, until
recently, a prisoner of war. Tall, blond and blue-eyed the very image of Hitler's crazed notion of an Aryan
master-race - Trautmann's
arrival at Maine Road caused outrage in parts of he
country, until his dignity, charm and skill won over
even his most bitter critics.
Fifty-six years on, the man who famously won an FA Cup
medal with a broken neck, after being named Footballer of the
Year, 'Bert' - as he affectionately became known - made a brief return to England from his
home in Valencia last week to celebrate his 82nd birthday and to be inducted into English
football's Hall of Fame.
The legend was launched in November 1946, on a makeshift football pitch behind the
barbed wire fence of Prison Camp 50 on the outskirts of Manchester, where the German
POWs, having set up a thriving private league, were training for their first 'international', against local amateur side Haydock Park. After Bert Trautmann, the camp
centre-half, suffered a knock, he asked goalkeeper Gunther Luhr if they could swap
positions until the injury healed. "And 18 years later,
I was still playing in goal," he smiles proudly.
Eighteen years and 545 first-team appearances for
Manchester City.

His recent OBE was a nation's belated thanks for his
services to Anglo-German relations, but Trautmann
insists: "It's me who has to thank you, the people of
England. Without your help, I would never have
achieved the little bit I did achieve. I have to thank
my fellow professionals - especially those at Maine
Road - for helping me over the first hurdle. I also
have to thank the British public in general, the
people of Lancashire in particular, and, of course,
the people of St Helens Town who were the first to
take a chance on me without even thinking about
whether I was a German or not. So I thank everyone
for their acceptance, for their hospitality and for
their friendship. I put this over playing at Wembley,
winning a Cup-winner's medal, Footballer of the Year, my OBE, the Hall of Fame. Being
taken POW was the best thing that ever happened to me."
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Trautmann was something of a serial POW, having been captured by the Russian Red
Army at Zaporozhye, in what is now Ukraine, the French
Resistance at St Valery-sur-Somme, and by
the US 94th Infantry Division, near Krefeld,
during the Allies' push for Berlin, only to
escape on every occasion. His war finally
came to an end in March 1945 when, while
fleeing from his American captors, he flung
himself over a hedge and landed on top of a
pair of British Army boots. " 'Hello
Fritz, fancy a cup of tea'?" he recalls, of his
introduction to the English way of life.
Even before his contentious signing for
City, Trautmann had suffered the loathing
of others. Before being transferred to Camp
50, he was held at Northwich where, because he had joined the Hitler Youth - "For the
simple reason that, like any seven-year-old, I liked sport and camping" - and had
volunteered for the Luftwaffe at 17, instead of waiting six months to be drafted,
Trautmann was classified as a Nazi. "The camp was divided in two - east and west - and
the supposed Nazis were kept in the west, though separate from the real hard-liners, like
the SS. But the football pitch was in the east, so, whenever we played our fellow
countrymen would boo and hiss, shouting 'Nazi murderers' and that kind of thing.
"When I volunteered, I had no idea what war was about, what Hitler and the people on
top had in mind. After the war, I read many books which started, 'We knew, when Hitler
came to power in 1933, there was going to be a war'. When I started playing for City and
was invited to talk to the British Legion, the Round Table, supporters' clubs and so on, I
used to ask, 'You had the power to stop Hitler, why didn't you?' I don't need to talk about
the war, or my experiences, because millions of our boys, your boys, Americans,
Australians, New Zealanders, the boys on the Burma rail line, all suffered in different
ways.
"I saw a German television programme once in
which they interviewed British pilots talking about
the bombing of Dresden (pictured left). They had
tears in their eyes as they admitted how they knew it
was useless to bomb Dresden, that the war was
nearing an end, that there was no industry, yet
50,000 people burned to death. 'We had our orders',
they explained. Where have you heard that phrase
before?"
The wounds of war were still raw, therefore, when
Trautmann left St Helens, of the Liverpool Combination League, to join First Division
Manchester City, sparking threats of boycotts and demonstrations should 'the Kraut ever
pull on Frank Swift's jersey'.
Letters of protest deluged Maine Road. 'After all the dreadful nights we went through
until the dawn came, women and children being dug out dead from under bricks, do City
expect supporters to go and watch a German playing football with men the Germans tried
to kill? If the players are proper men, they will refuse to turn out with such a man.'
'As a disabled serviceman from the last war, I am writing with bitterness in my heart. To
think that after all we went through, and are still going through, you want to sign a
German. I have followed City up and down the country but will cease to follow the club if
they sign this man.'
'When I think of all the millions of Jews who were tortured and murdered, I can only
marvel at Manchester City's crass stupidity.'
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Game by game, month by month, Trautmann gradually won the hearts of all through his
daring and decency. "Well, the English are a fair nation. Yes, there was hate mail but
many people wrote letters of
support. A local rabbi even
issued a statement saying, 'He is
a decent fellow, unconnected with
any German crimes.' I don't
pretend to be very special but the
situation at the time so soon after
the war made it special." So
special, in fact, that by the time
the Manchester City bus drove
up Wembley Way for the 1956
FA
Cup
final
against
Birmingham City, Trautmann
had become the first foreigner to
be named Football of the Year.
What happened next, only
furthered the legend.
With City leading 3-1 after 73 minutes, Trautmann averted a near-certain goal when he
dived at the feet of Birmingham centre-forward Peter Murphy, and was knocked
unconscious even while he held on to the ball in a vice-like grip. It would be three days
before an X-ray showed he had played the final 17 minutes with a broken neck and that
he was remarkably lucky to be alive.
"When I came to, lying on the pitch with City trainer Laurie Burnett waving smelling salts
under my nose, the pain was incredible. I couldn't see properly, it was as though I was
standing in thick fog and remember very little of the rest of the game or receiving my
medal from the
Queen." Concussed
and reeling like a
drunk, Trautmann
pulled off three
further
stunning
saves,
"none
of
which
I
can
remember, though I
can picture teammate Bill Leivers
helping me up the
steps to the Royal
Box."

Trautmann would spend six months in a space helmet-shaped plaster, but a far greater
tragedy was to befall him three weeks after the Cup final when his five-year-old son, John,
was knocked down by a van and killed, hastening the breakdown of his first marriage.
Although he lives in Spain with his second wife, Marlis, Trautmann looks upon Bremen,
his birthplace, and Manchester as 'home'. "I have two families, my English family
[children Freida, 57, Steven, 47, and Mark, 45] and my German family. But if I could
afford to live in England then I would never have left because the people are so wonderful.
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"Before I made my first trip back to Bremen in 1949, the St Helens supporters, players
and officials gave me a hamper packed with tinned food, ham, cakes, butter, sugar and an
envelope containing fifty, one pound notes. They had used their own food rations to help
my family in Germany. Their kindness reduced me to tears."
The nation bestowed
another heartfelt gift on
Trautmann
last
November when he was
awarded the OBE at the
British Embassy in
Berlin. The following
night
he
renewed
acquaintance with the
Queen at a concert
given by the Berlin
Philharmonic
Orchestra,
to
raise
funds
towards
the
restoration
of
the
Frauenkirche,
the
Dresden
church
flattened by the Allies in
February 1945, which
was finally rededicated
this week.
"'Ah, Herr Trautmann', Her Majesty said to me, 'I remember you. Have you still got that
pain in the neck'?"

Credits : Philip Lines for bringing this article to my attention
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