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■ Small-town team 
playing big

TSG Hoffenheim 1899 is the 
surprise of German football 
this year. The team from the 
tiny town (pop. 3,272) near 
Frankfurt is sitting proudly 
atop the Bundesliga stand-
ings going into the winter 
break, thereby earning the un-
official title of “fall champion.” 
Of 45 “fall champions” in the 
Bundesliga’s history, 31 have 
held on to win the real title in 
May. 

Freshly promoted Hoffenheim 
is contesting its first season 
in the Bundesliga; two years 
ago, it was still playing in the 
third division. The team has 
flourished under head coach 
Ralf Rangnick and his brand 
of aggressive football. Lav-
ish funding from team owner 
Dietmar Hopp, who also co-
founded software giant SAP, 
also had something to do with 
it. Yet the team has benefited 
equally from some bargain 
acquisitions, players kept on 
the bench or waived by other 
clubs. Most notably, Bosnian 
forward Vedad Ibišević came 
out of nowhere to score 18 
goals in 17 games, a feat remi-
niscent of the legendary Gerd 
Müller, the league’s all-time 
top scorer. 

In December, the perennial 
favorites Bayern Munich 
hosted Hoffenheim. The 
clash turned out to be one of 
the best of the season and, al-
though Munich won 2:1 on a 
late lucky goal, it was Hoffen-
heim that won the respect of 
German football and stayed 
on top of the table, ahead of 
Bayern and Berlin.

The Bundesliga itself has been 
on a roll this season. A record 
number of 6,254,776 fans 
came to the stadiums in the 
first half of the season to see 
the 153 games, an average of 
more than 40,000 per com-
petition. No league in Europe 
has drawn crowds as big this 
year. State-of-the-art stadiums 
built or renovated for the 2006 
World Cup are a key reason. 

Yet it was the matches them-
selves that kept people com-
ing for more. The average of 
3.02 goals scored per game 
is the highest in 20 years. 
The English, French, Italian 
and Spanish leagues all see 
fewer goals. Hoffenheim 
leads the league in that cat-
egory, too, with 42 goals in 
17 games. LL

Bavaria is everywhere: Fans with 
Weissbier-heads before the game.

German President Horst Köhler, a friend and supporter of the German Africa Foundation.
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