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Food and Drink

Football, food and drink have always been 

inextricably linked, from pie and Bovril to the 

prawn sandwich.
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Object: Oyster

Subject: Pichichi

Since the 1950s, the Spanish sports newspaper Marca has 
awarded the Trofeo Pichichi to the top goalscorer in La Liga. 
Anyone with an elementary knowledge of the Spanish game 
will have heard of the Pichichi (roughly translated as ‘little 
duck’); however, few will know the origins of the coveted 
trophy. The award was named after the Athletic Bilbao striker 
Rafael ‘Pichichi’ Moreno Aranzadi. The trophy itself would 
be more accurate had it been an Oscar, such was the drama 
connected to Aranzadi’s life.

‘Pichichi’, so-called because of his slight frame and build, 
was only 5ft 1in. He wasn’t your usual footballer. When he 
signed in 1911, football was still in its infancy in Spain and La 
Liga wouldn’t be formed until 1929. His father was a lawyer 
and the mayor of Bilbao; his family were well known, high 
profile and successful. His uncle, Miguel de Unamuno, was a 
celebrated Spanish novelist, poet, playwright and philosopher. 
His family baulked at his love of football. It was so common, 
this pastime which consumed his every thought and deed. 
Why was he so mad about football?

The player’s well-to-do and highly educated family 
tried their best to keep him away from the game. At school, 
teachers struggled, his family tried to calm him but he was 
described as headstrong, mischievous, and a troublemaker. 
Eventually, he reluctantly attended university to study law 
but failed every exam in his first year, dropped out and 
focused on his football, something he excelled at. When the 
game was brutal, he was brave; a skilful inside-left who was 
a prolific scorer.
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Pichichi became a bona fide star with Athletic Bilbao. 
Despite his height, he was especially efficient with headers 
and wore a white bandana which he claimed protected him 
from the hard edges of the stitching on the ball. He scored 
the first goal in Athletic Bilbao’s newly built stadium, San 
Mamés, and would win four Copa del Rey trophies, scoring 
200 times in 170 games, winning five Campeonato Regional 
Vizcaíno titles. His prowess caught the eye of many clubs, 
including top English sides, but he would never leave his 
beloved Bilbao.

He represented the first Spanish national side at the 1920 
Olympics, playing five times before he eventually retired aged 
29. Pichichi loved and enjoyed the fame and it would be fair 
to say his celebrity status may have gone to his head and 
affected his game. With the same unavoidable inevitability 
of tide and time, he chose football’s well-trodden path; team-
mates and fans started to resent his fame, noticing he wasn’t 
playing for the team but himself. When it started to go wrong 
on the park, they were quick to blame Pichichi. They wanted 
him out – and he obliged.

Pichichi quit playing but decided to stay involved in 
the game by becoming a referee. He quickly realised being 
a referee was not like the real thing, playing the game 
he loved, with that thrill and excitement of playing and 
entertaining.

Spain was shocked when Rafael ‘Pichichi’ Moreno 
Aranzadi died in March 1922, a couple of months short of 
his 30th birthday. The cause of death was reported as typhoid 
fever, caught from eating contaminated oysters. His family, 
however, blamed it on his lifestyle and his involvement in this 
vulgar game. His death was met with a huge outpouring of 
grief, mainly from the same fans who had previously booed 
him out of the club.
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In 1926, Athletic Bilbao, as a mark of respect, 
commissioned a bust of Pichichi for San Mamés, and to this 
day each opposition captain who plays at the club is invited to 
lay flowers beside the legendary striker. When Athletic moved 
to their brand-new stadium in 2013, the bust was placed by 
the entrance of the players’ tunnel, where the tradition is still 
maintained.

Marca’s award ensures Pichichi’s legend lives on with 
every great scorer, from Alfredo Di Stéfano to Lionel Messi, 
thinking of the player when they lift the trophy and no doubt 
having a neurotic fear of ordering oysters in a restaurant.


