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risto Stoichkov (at times written Stoitchkov) is the most successful Bulgarian soccer player of all time. He debuted in professional football with CSKA Sofia and was later spotted by European giant FC Barcelona. Stoitchkov earned global acclaim after winning the Spanish Primera Division four consecutive times and taking his club to Champions League glory in 1992. At World Cup 1994, Hristo Stoichkov was awarded the Golden boot as the top goal scorer of the tournament as he miraculously led his country to the semi-finals. 
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Apart from his numerous awards and trophies, Stoichkov gained much popularity because of his aggressive on-pitch temper. His relentless attitude was known to irritate his opposition and enthrall his fans who preserve his image close to their hearts.
As a player, Hristo Stoitchkov plays as a left attacker/winger. His specialties include free kicks, penalties and taking unpredictable shots on goal. Stoichkov is also known for his explosive acceleration and speed dribbling.


Quick Facts

	Name
	Hristo Stoichkov (or Hristo Stoitchkov)

	Starting Number
	#8

	Born
	8 February 1966 in Plovdiv

	Nationality
	Bulgarian

	Height
	176 cm / 5 feet 9 inches

	Weight
	82 kg / 181 pounds

	Family Status
	Married to wife Mariana with two daughters:
Michaela (age 14) and Christina (11)

	Foot
	Left

	Teams
	Marica (Plovdiv)
Juri Gagarin (Plovdiv)
Hebros (Harmanli)
CSKA (Sofia)
Barcelona (Spain)
Parma (Italy)
Al Nasar (S.Arabia)
Kashiwa Reysol (Japan)
Chicago Fire (USA)
DC United (USA)

	Nicknames
	Stoitchkov
Christo or Cristo
Itzo or Itso
The Mad Bulgarian
The Dagger
El Pistolero
Raging Bull
The Modern Left


1966-1985 Youth
Hristo Stoichkov was born in Plovdiv, the second largest city in the Eastern European country Bulgaria, as the son of a goalkeeper who played for the local team Spartak Plovdiv. At the age of ten (1976), he joined Maritza, a team from his hometown, and remained there until 1984. His youth coaches later describe him as mild and even somewhat afraid not to get thrown out from the club. That interestingly has nothing in common with what he is known as to the rest of the world.
After "graduating" from the youth program at Maritza, Stoichkov did not receive any offers from professional teams and was forced to move into the lower divisions with Hebros Harmanli. One year later he was finally noticed by Manol Manolov, the general manager of the top Bulgarian club CSKA Sofia. Myths claim that Stoichkov was brought from Harmanli while wearing a pair of torn boots.

CSKA was an institution linked to the Bulgarian army (at that time professional sports were not allowed in the country.) The team coach happened to be Dimitar Penev, a known expert with a remarkable sense for finding and developing talented youngsters. It is said that Penev always had compassion towards Stoichkov, and was the man that brought him up to the next level of his game.
Just after his first full season, Hristo's club won the Championship as well as the Cup of Bulgaria. But the following year was far more different: Stoichkov, along with the whole team, were banned for life from football. This penalty was implemented because of a fight that broke out between the opposing players at the Bulgarian Cup final. Despite this, the players were permitted to rejoin the game for the next season. Stoichkov was back in CSKA as a defensive midfielder, and played a major role as his team won the Championship in 1987. The same year he started in the national team, but his debut was of little help and Bulgaria failed to qualify for Euro 1988.

In 1988 Stoichkov's club team - CSKA finished in second place in the Bulgarian Championship but won the Cup of Bulgaria. Gaining more experience, in the year after (1989) Stoichkov became the top goal-scorer of the league (23 goals) and was shaping up as the star of the club. CSKA's coach Dimitar Penev favored the classic system 4-3-3, which worked well with the available squad. The team's offensive trio - Stoichkov, Lubomir Penev, and Emil Kostadinov was a powerful weapon had no match of its caliber on the Bulgarian fields. In the season of 88/89 CSKA entered the European Cup Winners Cup. For the astonishment of many, the team reached the semi-finals, where it was defeated by Barcelona of Spain. Stoichkov showed brilliance, scoring in both games and stealing the attention of Barça's head coach, the legendary Johan Cruyff. The famous Dutch was anxious to sign him, but CSKA refused to let him go until the last year of his contract ran out.
In the same year, after a double with CSKA, Hristo took the Golden Boot as the top finisher (38 goals) of Bulgaria and Europe as well.

1990-1994 Barcelona
After his CSKA contract ran out, Hristo finally signed for five years with Barcelona for a record sum at that time. From his first season with Barcelona, Stoichkov's rambunctious character imposed itself as he got banned for 6 months after charging at a referee who gave him a red card. 
His return would be glorious as he led the team to an incredible four Spanish Primera Division titles in a row (1991-1994)! In 1992 he also brought the European Champions League trophy to Barça after beating Sampdoria Genoa (Italy) in the final.
Stoichkov's stay in Barcelona raised numerous followers who idolized him to cult status. His ambition earned him a respected position as an important figure in the club who's opinion would become highly valued. While the fans adored Hristo, the Spanish referees feared him. According to the word on the street, many of them became fluent in Bulgarian profanities. At around that time, Stoichkov adopted his raging match presence, which alone caused discomfort in his opposition. Off the pitch, the story was completely opposite. Friends and teammates were in love with his pleasant and generous character, which remained covered by his public image to the rest of the world.

1991-1994 National glory
Between 1991-1993 Stoichkov also came to be an integral part of Bulgarian national team, qualifying to the 1994 World Cup after beating France in a dramatic game.
It all went down on the 17th of November, 1993 at Parc des Princes, Paris. This was the last qualification match, who's winner would go on to the World Cup. In the case of a draw, Bulgaria would be eliminated, because of France's better scoring record. The main concern of the French team was not losing.
By halftime the French team dominated most of the plays and were deservedly winning 1-0. Bulgaria's right forward Emil Kostadinov scored an equalizer, early in the second half, but that had little impact on the French game as they worked the possession. Little changed until the 89th minute. The depressed voice of the Bulgarian commentator was summing up "...it will soon be all over, Bulgaria will not take part of the next World Cup."
Right at the same moment, Bulgarian forward Luboslav Penev passed the ball to Balakov in the middle. With a final glimpse of hope, Balakov took a long risky pass over the French defense. Emil Kostadinov managed to outrun the unprepared French fullbacks who were surprised by the sudden attack. After controlling the ball with his thigh, Kostadinov blasted it at the French goal from about 20 meters, just as he was closed down by a defender. Goalkeeper Bernar Lama was paralyzed by the sudden shot. At exactly 89:59, according to the clocks, the shot hit the upper post of the French goal... The entire stadium was silenced as the ball landed behind the horrified French goalkeeper.
All 60,000 spectators on Parc des Princes watched in stunned disbelief as their hopes and two-year-long work in qualifications crumbled down.
Meanwhile, the Bulgarian commentator was in a state of frenzy, yelling at the top of his lungs "God is Bulgarian! God is Bulgarian!"
And that is how a whole new chapter in the history of Bulgarian football got started. Many call it "The Stoichkov Era."

Considering how Bulgaria managed to enter the World Cup of 1994, few were expecting more surprises from Stoichkov's team.
Trained by Hristo's old coach from CSKA - Dimitar Penev, the squad started off with a disappointing loss in the first round against Nigeria (0-3). The next match was against Greece, a team that was with even less experience than the Bulgarians. Stoichkov took full advantage of that netting two goals to form the final 4-0 victory - the first Bulgarian victory on the World Cup stage. In the last game in the first round, Bulgaria was about the face Argentina, a team that was also having a lot of internal problems, all of them topped by the disqualification of their biggest star Diego Maradona. The weight of the match was put on Ariel Otrega, who's shoulders were too fragile to hold the hopes of a returning World Cup finalist. Conversely, Stoichkov organized the Bulgarians who inspired by their last victory played to a spectacular 2-0 win over the South Americans.
At the 1/8 finals Bulgaria defeated the promising squad of Mexico with penalties after finishing 1-1 in the regular time. Stoichkov netted a beautiful equalizer on the helpless Jorge Campos who only managed to raise his hands. World Champion Germany was the next victim of the Balkan Lions. A staff of German journalists, headed by Franz Beckenbauer visited the Bulgarian squad before the match. To their disbelief, the entire team was at their hotel's pool lounging and playing cards. Meanwhile the Germans were following strict training routines. While asked by Beckenbauer on his thoughts about the upcoming match, Stoichkov jokingly stated "We'll beat you! Eins-Zwei-Bang!" In the exciting quarterfinal the German football machine was first to open the game 1-0, from an arguable penalty. Later in the game Stoichkov amazed the World and enraged Germany, scoring with a superbly executed free kick. Yordan Lechkov finished off the Germans with probably the most beautiful goal in the entire cup - a diving header from a long cross.


 The Bulgarian team, which up to then had no World Cup victories, was standing a step away from the final of the biggest sporting even in the World. After upsetting the returning World Champion Germany (2-1) and the returning finalist Argentina (2-0) the surprise of the tournament, led by Hristo Stoichkov was facing Italy. In a close semi-final Italy defeated Bulgaria, but Hristo still performed superbly scoring from a penalty for the final score of 1-2.

Many new European stars arose from the Bulgarian squad, such as Trifon Ivanov, Yordan Lechkov, Krasimir Balakov and Emil Kostadinov. But it was obvious that in the center of offensive action Hristo Stoichkov was the man who called the shots. Stoichkov became the top scorer of the World Cup, and was also included in the dream team of the tournament (along with midfielder Balakov.)

1995-1996 Drama in the Calcio
After an incredible run with Barcelona and his World Cup performance, many European clubs were attracted by Hristo's expert skills. Italian giant Parma was one of them, managing to purchase the Bulgarian superstar from Barça, where his situation was far from ideal. Rumors circulated about Hristo's shaky relationship with Barcelona head coach Cruyff. As Stoichkov moved away from the disputes in Barcelona, he was got into another scene. Parma's midfielder Gianfranco Zola supposedly had a grudge towards the Bulgarian, feeling threatened by his rising stardom. Zola never accepted him as a teammate and the entire club struggled because of it. At the end of the season Stoichkov was looking for another squad.
1995-1996 Golden years with the National Team

After the "Bulgarian summer" of 1994, Stoichkov's national team set their goal on qualifications for the European Championship in England. The almost unchanged squad of Bulgaria again showed creative style of play, persistency and a lot of scoring. An old teammate of Hristo from CSKA, central striker Lubomir Penev also rejoined the national squad after his battle with cancer. The revived but still deadly Stoichkov-Penev-Kostadinov trio stormed in the qualifications for Euro 96. Most notable was an upset over (future European Champion) Germany, a 3-2 victory at the National Stadium of Bulgaria "Vasil Levski." With an overall solid performance, mainly due to Stoichkov's brilliance, Bulgaria qualified for the European Championship.
Bulgaria was placed in a group consisting of France, Spain and Romania. The team was taken out after the first round with a 1-1-1 record losing only to future World Champion France. Stoichkov displayed class and scored in all three games. He was featured in the dream team of the tournament regardless of his team's faliure.

1996-1998 Back in Barça
Right after the European Championship of 1996, Stoichkov proved the World that he is still a force to be reckoned with. Many teams were trying to get hold of the experienced but still capable striker. It came down to the European giants Newcastle and Barcelona. Stoichkov preferred his old team, where he was already perceived as a God-like figure.
During the following two years, Stoichkov slowly subsided as Barcelona's coach Luis Van Gaal started using him as a substitute more and more frequently. The Dutch tactician had to make way for the upcoming stars, including the young "Fenomeno" Ronaldo.

1997-1998 Boycott and Return
Right after the European Championship, Bulgaria's head coach Dimitar Penev was fired from his position leaving many national players furious. Dimitar Penev (known simply as Chi Chi) was enforcing a system that relied heavily on his old club players from CSKA, including his controversial nephew Lubo Penev. That angered many people from other Bulgarian clubs and the Bulgarian Football Union. At about the same time, Lubo Penev who scored an unfortunate own goal at Euro 96, cursed out toward his "critics" during a nationally broadcast interview. Because of this he was banned from the national team. As both of his friends Lubo and Dimitar Penev were ejected from Bulgarian national team, Stoichkov declared a boycott, supported by Ilian Kiriakov, another teammate and close friend if his.
After a lot of talk and speculation, Stoichkov finally returned to the national team followed by some of the other "old dogs." That process limited the introduction of new players to the starting lineup in Bulgaria's national squad. A couple of exceptions were Radostin Kishihsev, who had a delightful performance at Euro 96, and Anatoly Nankov, a rising star in the Bulgarian "A" Group and a major part of CSKA's 1996/7 championship title. The ageless national goalkeeper Borislav Mihaylov and captain of the team was replaced by the young and promising Zdravko Zdravkov. The strategy of the Bulgarian national team had changed a lot since the last World Cup while most players remained. An end was put to the Stoichkov-Penev-Kostadinov trio. The newly hired coach Hristo Bonev (also known as Zuma) was a master's graduate from the Football University at Koln and focused on the safer 4-4-2 system.
The team's goal scoring suffered, but the team still managed to qualify for the upcoming World Cup in France. On the road to the Cup, Bulgaria looked a lot weaker in offense, struggling, but getting the job done agaist relatively weak teams such as Israel (1-0), Russia (1-0) and even Luxembourg (2-1).

1998 World Cup Nightmare
The end of Stoichkov's boycott and his return nearly replicated Bulgaria's former squad from World Cup 1998. The new coach Bonev was the main difference but he failed to generate any rapport between his players. 
Stoichkov was welcomed back in the Bulgarian national team quite willingly by fans and coaching staff. Meanwhile, Stoichkov and Trifon Ivanov's relationship was decaying because the later was selected as captain since Hristo's boycott. On top of all the drama, rummors were spreading of a personal conflict between Hristo and Balakov. Krasimir Balakov was the team's engine, and had been feeding Stoichkov with a large amount of quality passes. Bala was supposedly dissatisfied with the prompt re-acceptance and controveraial popularity of Hristo while Krasi tacitly stuck with the team throughout his boycott.

On top of the internal issues, the bulgarian team was put in the "group of death" with Spain, Nigeria and Paraguay. In its first game, Bulgaria faced Paraguay in a match that revealed to most experts that the overall offensive quickness and creativity of the Balkan Lions was gone. Defensively the team was physically unprepared. Stoichkov was the only player who looked dangerous upfront. Hristo showed that he still has hunger and blasted a habitual bomb from about 25 meters (20 yards) which hit the post of stunned Paraguayan keeper Jose Luis Chilavert. The game finished in a scoreless draw leaving both sides unsatisfied.
In the next match, the Bulgarian team played against Olympic Champion Nigeria, built by a very young and talented team. The physical form of the Bulgarian defense was tested again, cracking under the pressure of the agile Nigerian forwards, led by Nwankwo Kanu. In the second half of the match, Bulgaria reorganized and tried to come back but there was little left in the veterans from USA '94. Nearly at the end of the match, Emil Kostadinov had a hard shot at the enemy goal, just as he did five years ago on the very same stadium against France. The ball rebounded off the upper post, but this time without going in. At the end, Nigeria won over Bulgaria 0-1.
In its last game of the 98 World Cup Bulgaria played against Spain. Bulgaria's defense was completely off, leaving Spain with almost no effort to net four goals (and a fifth from a questionable penalty.) The only goal for Bulgaria came by Emil Kostadinov, the same player who stared the entire "Golden Era" or "The Stoichkov Era." This time he was putting an end to it!
Bulgaria's hopes for another World Cup success were destroyed and even Stoichkov began fading in the last two matches. Statistics showed that very few passes were exchanged between Stoichkov and Balakov during the whole three games played. Speculations still persist that the two's conflict might have caused Bulgaria's failure.

1997-1999 Traveling years
After two seasons with Barcelona, Stoichkov decided to make way for the youngsters and move onto something more exotic. He was bought temporarily by a rich Saudi Arabian team Al Knassar. There he won the Cup of Asia, scoring in one of the two final matches. Right after, Stoichkov returned to Bulgaria and rejoined his former club CSKA Sofia. CSKA fans were delighted to have the international star on their club once more, but his help was of little significance. The team finished third and was humiliated at the Bulgarian Cup final with 5-0 by local rivals Levski. After playing in only four league matches, Stoichkov was quickly attracted by the Japanese Kashiwa Reysol. In the Far East he remained until 1999 and scored a total of 13 goals in 28 matches.

2000- Settling in USA

In the late 1990's, teams from the infant Major League Soccer desperately tried to boost fan interest in the States. That led to the attraction of many aging stars including Lothar Matthaeus, Carlos Valderrama, and of course, Hristo Stoichkov. Chicago Fire was the club which demanded the Bulgarian superstar. With his instrumental know-how, they quickly rose to the top of their conference. Two seasons later Stoichkov moved to DC United where he signed as an assistant coach. Stoichkov's ability and status were cherished in the mediocre Major League Soccer. The MLS is a place where he could play up to old age while still influencing the new generation of upcoming footballers. Stoichkov officially retired from his active playing career in December of 2003.

Stoichkov staat bekend om zijn vurige karakter. Hij is solidair, warmbloedig en genereus voor zijn naasten, maar onuitstaanbaar, wild en impulsief voor anderen. Voorbeelden van zijn solidariteit en zijn uitspattingen zijn legio. Toen de Bulgaarse international Luboslav Penev is Valencia behandeld moest worden voor zaadbalkanker, was Stoichkov vaak aanwezig om zijn landgenoot te steunen. Toen de vader van Romário in 1994 werd ontvoerd, week Stoichkov geen minuut van de zijde van zijn Braziliaanse ploeggenoot. Hij ging zelfs op de vuist met een aantal journalisten die iets te opdringerig waren. In 2003 liet Stoichkov zijn liefde voor FC Barcelona en zijn afkeer van Real Madrid nog eens blijken toen Barça op trainingskamp was in de Verenigde Staten. De Bulgaar speelde destijds voor DC United en bezocht de training van zijn voormalige club. Bij de training kreeg hij een woedeaanval, toen hij een jongen, die eveneens rondom het trainingsveld stond, in het shirt van Real Madrid zag staan. Stoichkov viel tegen de jongen uit en stuurde hem weg. Later bleek dat deze jongen geenzins wilde provoceren met zijn Real-shirt en blijkbaar niet op de hoogte was van de enorme vijandigheid tussen de Spaanse aartsrivalen.

 

