e wants to be called
coach, and he wants
to call the coach Mister.
As Hristo Stoitchkov
begins a new chapter of his ca-
reer with D.C. United, he re-
mains uniquely capable of com-
manding a room while being
largely cryptic. By acting as
player-assistant coach for
United, Stoitchkov extended his
MLS stint to a fourth year. He
speaks broken English force-
fully.

"The last three years, D.C.
United not play good,"
Stoitchkov said. "The first step
is to stay in the playoffs. Next
step is win the championship."

With that, he aptly summed
up the sober
simplicity of
his new team's situation.

Later, through a trans-
lator, he explained his de-
sire to coach and his in-
terest in MLS.

A

"Football is my life,
that's all I've ever known.
I have had the great op-
portunity to play and
learn from some of the
world's greatest
footballers and manag-
ers," he said. "I want to
teach the experiences that
I have acquired to young
players. To me, it is a
privilege to be able to pass
along this knowledge to
young players.

"MLS gave me an op-
portunity to continue my
playing career. I owe a lot
to MLS and I want to help
the league grow and see it
evolve into one of the best
leagues in the world."

During the first week
of training, Stoitchkov
strolled about the left side
of the field and made
clever first-touch passes
but had mixed success
with his audacious long-
distance ones. His limited
mobility did not prevent
him from being heard
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throughout the field.

Midfielder Dema Kovalenko, whom
Stoitchkov took under his wing in Chicago,
said he noticed no change yet in his be-
havior from his days with the Fire.

"The one thing about Hristo is that he
wants to see that you care and that you
listen," Kovalenko said. "He'll tell you
once, he'll tell you twice, maybe three
times, but after that, he'll stop.
If you don't listen, he's not go-
ing to waste his time on you."

United coach Ray Hudson
raved about the opportunity
Stoitchkov presents to the team's
young forwards, Santino
Quaranta, Alecko Eskandarian

Bulgarians 2,
Geordie 1. D.C.
United head coach
and ex-Newcastle
midfielder Ray
Hudson (center)

The Mister's chemistry experiment

centerpiece of the defense.

"[Stoitchkov] is a lovable character,"
Hudson said. "But he's not Bulgarian.
Galin's the Bulgarian, he's got the stone
face. Not Stoitchkov; he's gotta be Italian.
His whole persona oozes Italian — the ex-
plosiveness, the manner in which he gets
on players. He does it in a way that's hard
to argue with. You don't want to let a guy

like that down."

Marco Etcheverry, United's
central pillar for the past seven
years, also has a wealth of pride,
and a short fuse. Like Stoitchkov,
Etcheverry is past his prime.
Hudson acknowledged the para-
doxes they present.

and Ali Curtis. He already yielded introduces Galin "These are the true leaders of
the benefit of countryman Galin  Ivanov and Hristo  1en," Hudson said. "You can
Ivanov, who is penciled in as the  Stoitchkov. have too much of that, but they
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are two brilliant football players. blooded on the field. Mike Petke

Let's be honest, they're not 25 any- speaks his mind.

more, so you need to keep guys United assistant John

around them." Trask said he and Hudson
The first thing Stoitchkov did were not worried about

upon arriving in Washington

team unity because
they had a host of
strong personali-
ties during their
successful 2001
campaign with
Miami.

was ask for Etcheverry's
phone number. He met
with the Bolivian
playmaker and
pledged that when
Earnie Stewart
joined the team a
few days later, he
would arrange a
meeting for the
three World Cup veterans.

"You want
guys who can
really play; it

With several volatile sub-
stances on the roster, United
should be quite the chemistry ex-
periment this year. Stewart is a

Midfielder

Marco "El Diablo"
Etcheverry has a
much more
volatile mix of
teammates for
the 2003 season.

consummate professional said to
be intense and demanding of

teammates. Kovalenko is hot-

doesn't matter if

they've got egos

or tempers," Trask

said. "Guys like
that establish a
pecking order. They
1] keep each other in
, J _ line”
- Stoitchkov's family
will stay in Chicago, where it has settled
into the local community and his chil-
dren attend school, and he may make
brief trips during the season to see them.

How much action Stoitchkov will get
is up for speculation, although Hudson,
who has tried in vain to be addressed as
"Ray," declared him an "impact player."
Stoitchkov says "the Mister will decide
that and whatever he decides I will agree."

The storied Bulgarian will not look
past this year nor speak about his coach-
ing aspirations.

"I never make plans for the future,"
he said. "To me, that is a waste of time.
You never know if you will be here to-
morrow. I only think about the present.
For now, my focus is to work hard ev-
ery day and help D.C. United get to the
playoffs and from there, anything is
possible."

— Will Kuhns
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