Date: Sun, 18 Jul 1999 16:40:28 +0200

   From: "ethel sleith" <ethelred@mweb.co.za>

Subject: SA Reds in Barcelona - long

[image: image1.jpg]



If you're not entirely fed up with tales about Barcelona, here's another

one.  We so desperately want to share our experiences, you see.  It's fairly

long, so I'll send it in two episodes.

The commentator on ITV said, at the end of the match, "In years to come,

people will ask 'where were you when United won the European Cup in '99',

and 55,000 people will be able to say, 'I was there'"

Well, I was there, and it was, without doubt, the greatest experience of my

life.  My children won't thank me for ignoring the importance of their

birth, but the two events just don't compare.  I've followed United for 33

years, and though I've watched some great performances on tv, and a few good

wins at Old Trafford, the only other away match I've ever been to was

against Queens Park Rangers at Loftus Road!  (We won, 3-2.)

Being in the Nou Camp was itself an incredible experience.  Our seats were

on the corner, to the left of the goal where Alex's two subs won the

European Cup, half-way up.  If one sits in the 3rd tier of the North Stand

at Old Trafford, it's only possible to follow the match by instinct, knowing

that the red dots are United and the black dots are Newcastle.  In the Nou

Camp, we were quite possibly just as high up, but the view of the pitch was

out of this world, and we were able to tell when Giggsy was on the ball, or

Jaap had executed a brilliant clearance.

The membership office had allocated only a few tickets to the branch, and we

frantically arranged flights and hotel accommodation as soon as confirmation

on the match tickets came through.  Barcelona itself was packed to the

rafters, and there was nothing available in the city.  A friend in London

arranged accommodation in Altafulla, about 50 minutes by train from

Barcelona.  Now all we had to do was get there.   Iberia would not have been

my first choice, given the problems experienced when I travelled with the

branch to the Everton match in March, but as it was the only airline able to

get us to Barcelona, we shelved our misgivings and confirmed the booking.

Mistake.  We were advised several days before departure that the flight

would be delayed until 3 am, and so we arrived at Joh'burg International

just after midnight, to find that the flight had in fact been delayed to

09h30 on Monday morning.  Passengers were eventually ferried to a 'nearby'

hotel (my house is closer to the airport than the hotel was) where we were

allocated rooms for the few hours left before we had to return to the

airport.  Did I say 'few hours'?  Most people were lucky if they got a

hour's sleep before the wake-up call came at 5 am, but at least we got a

hearty hot breakfast.  There were adventures in the middle of the night -

like walking through the unlocked connecting door into another (male)

guest's bedroom, but that's another story.

The day-time flight to Madrid was uneventful, and on arrival there, my

travelling companion Hans and I were bundled onto a shuttle flight to

Barcelona.  With hindsight we should have resisted the instructions to take

this flight, and instead should have insisted on staying in Madrid for the

night, as had been promised in Joh'burg.  Arriving in Barcelona at 21h30

meant we'd missed the last train to Altafulla and the Iberia representative

was unsympathetic, saying that their responsibility was to get us to

Barcelona, which they had done.  The fact that their incompetence meant we'd

missed transport to our final destination was ignored.

So, we were forced to order a taxi, and GBP50 later arrived at the Hotel

Yola in Altafulla.  It was now midnight, and we'd been travelling for a full

24 hours.   Nevertheless we dropped our cases into our rooms and headed up

the road to the cantina for a drink.  I marveled at the noise generated by

the locals and wondered whether local residents would object, but no one

did.  We knew we were going to be back very late after the match on

Wednesday, and this looked like a good place to come, if the result was

right.  Oh, what the heck, whatever the result.

At breakfast we met up with Roland and Martin, who'd travelled from Joh'burg

via Milan, and also Lisa and Kath, who'd come from London.  Kath had brought

her son, Stuart, who's only 9.  I wonder if he'll appreciate the magnitude

of the events he witnessed, when he's older.

The brochure from the hotel described Altafulla as being of historical

interest, but we seemed to be some distance from any shops or the castle

which dominates the skyline.   No matter, we weren't there to shop, or to

wallow in history.  We had our own history to make here.   Tuesday was spent

leisurely strolling along the beachfront, drinking pints of beer and Coke,

and enjoying a splendid meal in a delightful restaurant, run by a man who'd

lived in Wales for 12 years!

Wednesday 26th May, and United were about to embark on their most important

match in recent history.  The walk to the train station was only about 10

minutes, and the ride into Barcelona took just under an hour.  The train was

packed and perhaps the conductor decided it was too much of a mission to

fight his way through so many passengers because no one came to ask for

fares.   We arrived at Barcelona Sants but were advised by the locals to

stay on the train for another two stops, which would bring us into the

centre of the city, close to La Ramblas, which was our end destination.

There were more red shirts than I've ever seen at OT.  They were everywhere.

Word filtered through that Bayern had returned 5,000 unsold tickets, and

I've no doubt those were snapped up on the black market by United fans.

Tens of thousands had descended on Barcelona, many without tickets, willing

to sell their souls if that was what it took.  Flags hung from hotel

balconies, the stall holders who usually operate on Sir Matt Busby Way were

in abundance, with their wares strewn about the pavement.  Surprisingly,

there were just two varieties of shirts available, and I resisted the urge

to buy a huge St George's flag.  I also resisted the urge to buy a blow-up

Champions Cup, something I since regret.

By now everyone in our little party wanted to savour the various delights of

La Ramblas at their own pace, so we spit up, arranging to meet at the Hotel

Princess Sofia later.   Hans and I set of down La Ramblas for the Columbus

Monument, where I had arranged to meet a friend from Belfast.   A policeman

told me it was a 10 minute walk.  Perhaps in Spanish time.  Some 25 minutes

or so later we got to the monument but there was no sign of Dean.  We waited

for almost half an hour and decided to walk back.  In subsequent emails it's

emerged that Dean was around the back of the monument, while we stood at the

front!

Hans and I made our way to the Hard Rock Café.  Just before we got there, I

literally bumped into a friend who'd driven to Spain from her home near

Brighton.  We also ran into a couple of members from the Joh'burg branch

who'd managed to get tickets somehow.   Our South African Reds flag raised

more than a few eyebrows as we posed for pictures.  It amazes me that, so

far from home, and with tens of thousands of United fans in the city, one

could still bump into friends - and yet miss a pre-arranged meeting at the

Columbus Monument.

The local people put up with the invasion of their city with resignation.

Traders were doing a roaring trade and many a sombrero travelled back to

England and other parts of the world.   Dealing with the currency was a bit

of a problem, and I suspect many of us were conned into paying outrageous

prices simply because we didn't understand just how much we were paying.

But, at the end of the day, does it really matter?  One goes with X amount

of foreign currency, and few people expect to bring any home.  The only

thing I wanted to take home was the European Cup.  Hans and I found a nice

little café off the main road and rested our weary feet while we had lunch.

The waiter's eyebrows almost went through his hairline when I asked for

butter for my bread.  When he didn't come back I compromised by dipping the

crusty bread into the olive oil and vinegar with which I'd dressed the

salad.  Trust me, it's nicer than butter!

At 6 pm we met the rest of our party outside the hotel, and sat on the grass

chatting for awhile.  The place was awash with red shirts and chants could

be heard from all quarters.  A policeman with a very stern look on his face

ushered everyone off the grass without uttering a word.  The baton stuck

into his belt was all too evident.  Outside the hotel were several

flagpoles, flying (I think) two Spanish flags, the Champions League flag,

and the Barcelona '99 flag.   A very brave Red walked up to the pole bearing

the Barcelona '99 flag, took it down, and boldly walked away, to cheers from

the watching crowd.  I imagine his pace quickened when the stern faced

policeman started chasing him, but he wasn't caught, and got away with his

prize.  Waiting until the policeman had vanished, another bold Red ran a

United flag up the pole, to much louder cheers from the watching crowd.  The

policeman quickly re-appeared and the United flag came down.

Earlier in the day on La Ramblas, Amstel representatives had been giving

away rather large hats, and these were in evidence everywhere.  I brought

mine home for my son, Justin, but he's been warned it's on loan.  It's too

precious a souvenir to give a Liverpool supporter!

While outside the hotel, there was a brief scuffle a little too close to

where we were sitting for comfort.  A tout had offered  a ticket to someone,

who'd snatched it and tried to run off.  The crown grabbed him and this

naturally brought the policeman back into the frame.  I don't have sympathy

for the touts.  They might be a necessary evil, but one tried to flog me a

ticket for £500, which made my £28 ticket something of a bargain!  Make a

profit by all means, but don't try to make me pay the next installment on

your Porche!

It was time to make our way to the stadium, and so we spit up again as

everyone had tickets in various parts of the ground.  There was much hugging

and kissing and wishing good luck as we arranged to meet back at the same

place after the match, and then we set off down the road towards the Nou

Camp.  I'd thought it would take some time to reach the ground, but it

couldn't have been more than 5 minutes walk.  A police barrier had been set

up to check the possession of a ticket and once that had been established,

you were allowed through to the next gate.

Everyone was looking for programme sellers and we noticed a crowd gathering

around the back of a car.  Would you believe it, programmes were being sold

out of someone's boot!  I tried to enter the fray, but was thankful when

Michael offered to get a couple of programmes for me.  He's a lot bigger

than me!  Later, inside the stadium, people were still looking for

programmes and found they'd missed out.  Now I believe they're available in

the Megastore.

The previous evening there'd been a long discussion about the safest place

to keep one's ticket before the match.  Mine was eventually folded and

safely pinned into my underwear.  I care nothing for the opinions of

passersby who might have noticed me checking if it was still there as I

wandered down La Ramblas.  Only as we reached the final gate did I reach

inside my top and unpin the precious ticket.  It was an enormous relief to

hand it over and find it acceptable to the man in charge.  Even though the

tickets had come direct from the club, there was a nagging fear that someone

would mutter 'forgery' (or it's Spanish equivalent) and throw me out.

Thankfully this didn't happen, and I was through the gate and inside the

confines of the Nou Camp.

Before we could go any further though, bags had to be searched.  I'd already

had to give up the spare Coke in my bag, and now the cop had the audacity to

remove my deodorant from my bag and shake his finger at me.  "No, no, no!"

Well, I suppose it could contain a bomb, so I'd best let him keep it, but

insisted that he let me use it first.

As I've already mentioned, our seats were quite magnificent.  Block 344, Row

24, Seat 12.   On the corner, in line with the corner flag, which meant

looking at the pitch from the angle of a diamond.   We were halfway up the

2nd tier, on the 2nd row from the balcony.  Michael and Roland sat in the

row behind us.   It would have been nice to have the row on the balcony

because then we could have hung the SA flag.  We could have done so anyway,

I guess, but instead Roland waved it from his seat.

The allocation of tickets should have given both clubs a fair share of the

attendance, but as already mentioned, Bayern had returned some tickets and

it seemed United fans had bought anything going spare.  We must have taken

up 2/3, or even 3/4, of the Nou Camp.  The Bayern fans sat behind the

opposite goal and the organisers had cleverly placed the 'neutrals' in the

area to the right of the German support.  This meant that those who had

obtained their tickets through work contacts, or whatever, and supposedly

had no real interest in the outcome, would act as a buffer between the two

sets of fans.

There are giant screens at each end of the stadium, but these are high

enough not to distract from the action on the pitch.  Before the match, as

part of the opening ceremony, Spanish opera singer Maria C???.. was brought

into the stadium on a tractor (!) so that she could do a live performance of

'Barcelona'.  Freddy Mercury made his appearance on the giant screens.   The

opening ceremony consisted of lots of children with pom poms, and a variety

of blow-up replicas of famous Spanish landmarks.   I remember when a simple

curtain-raiser would do.   Few people paid much attention.  We were too busy

taking in the wonderful atmosphere and singing at the tops of our voices.

The teams took the field and without much further ado, the match kicked off.

No one sat throughout the match.  Well, perhaps the VIP's in the main stand

did so, but the rest of us stayed on our feet.  That's the only way to watch

a football match.   I don't recall much about the game itself, only that I

thought United were pretty awful.  Bayern getting a goal so early didn't

phase me at the time because too often we've seen United go a goal down

before coming back to win it.  The Germans were proving a pretty tough nut

to crack though, and we didn't seem to be capable of it.

Half time came and went, and still Jesper was on the pitch.  Oh, Alex, why?

We all had our own ideas about who should be playing, and where, but Alex

appeared deaf to our calls for change.  Finally he could ignore us no

longer, and Teddy took the field to rapturous cries of "Oh Teddy, Teddy.

Teddy, Teddy, Teddy, Teddy Sheringham."  Were we delirious because Teddy had

come on, or because Jesper had gone off?   Is it only because I've watched

the last 20 minutes a hundred times on video since that United seemed to

improve then?  We got even better when Ole Gunnar came on for Andy.  Poor

Andy had not had a good night.  Not that he'd done anything wrong.  It's

just that nothing seemed to go right.  Video re-runs prove it was all United

from that point, with only an occasional break-away from Bayern Munich.

Peter Schmeichel did his bit, and so did the woodwork.   The minutes ticked

away and Hans said, "Time's going by so quickly!"  Too quickly.

As United fans we are constantly under attack from ABUs (Anyone But United).

'Glory hunters', or 'you don't come from Manchester' being the favourite

taunts.  The estimated 60,000 United fans in Barcelona came from all over

the world, including Manchester.  Can people who are prepared to sleep on

railway stations or bus shelters, and who are prepared to fork out hundreds

of Pounds (equivalent to thousands of Rands) for a ticket which could turn

out to be a forgery, be called 'glory hunters'?  Possibly, but who cared?

Old Trafford has a reputation these days of being too quiet, and even Alex

(oops, sorry, Sir Alex) has called for more vocal support.  But the 50,000

plus Reds in the Nou Camp were there because many had made no small

sacrifice to be there, and they were going to let the team know they were

there in support.  We never stopped singing.  With 89 minutes on the clock

the noise was unbelievable.  Despite the state of nervous tension I was in,

it was great to be able to join in the singing.

Then I saw the big red electronic clock on the far side change to 45:00.

That was it.  It was over.  I sat down, put my face in my hands and

proceeded to put in an official complaint to the Lord.  I wasn't praying for

a goal, I was asking, "Why?"   Suddenly, Hans was hitting me on the

shoulder, screaming that Schmeichel was up for the corner.  "So what," I

thought, and stayed where I was.  Then all hell broke loose around me and I

leapt to my feet.  Hans' binoculars got caught on my earring and I thought

it was going to shred my earlobe.  I said a quick, "Thank You" and sat down

again to try to extricate myself from the binocular cord.

I swear I heard a whistle.  In the 90,000 crowd, I swear I heard a whistle.

It occurred to me that the match was over and we could deal with the extra

time, and perhaps get a winner.  It was only when I stood up that I realised

that there was too much joy and celebration going on about me, and that the

players were in a hump in the middle of the field.

I could almost read the three simple words that popped into my head.  "We've

won this."  I looked at Hans and found confirmation.  Ballistic is hardly an

adequate description.  It surprises me that someone wasn't seriously hurt in

the celebrations.  All about me, people were hugging, and jumping, and

waving their arms, and screaming.  Oh, there was lots of screaming.  So I

got up on my seat and screamed too.   It's almost a month later and still my

voice hasn't returned to normal.  I wonder if I've done permanent damage.

The players came over to the fans and we cheered, and cheered.  Security

guards in yellow jerkins were lining the fence, keeping fans from pouring

onto the pitch.  I don't think they would have done, but English fans'

reputations precede them.

But there was still time on the clock and the referee felt he owed that to

Bayern, I suppose, so he restarted the match.  If they had scored then,

several thousand bodies - mine included - would have had to be shipped or

airfreighted home for burial.  It wasn't necessary though and the Italian

referee put us out of our misery.  Misery?  Not *&%£ likely!  The final

whistle brought about the start of +- 50 minutes of scenes that will be as

clear in my mind for as long as I live as they are now.  Some of the best:

1. Little Gary Neville being the first player to come over to where we were

sitting, holding up for show the medal hanging about his neck.  Look at his

face on the video as he hugs Alex.  The picture is worth millions.

2. Andy and Dwight rolling about the grass like two small boys in a fight.

3. The hysterical and unabated singing of the crowd

4. We shall not, we shall not be moved.  We shall not, we shall not be

moved.  Just like the team that's gonna win the European Cup AGAIN, we shall

not be moved.

5. Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday Matt Busby,

happy birthday to you.

6. David May (Superstar, got more medals than Sh**rer) choreographing the

celebrations, and almost leaping into the crowd with sheer excitement.

7. Pete going right up to the fence with the Cup in his hands.  Was this so

that people could touch it?

8. The European Cup itself, gleaming so brightly, with all the floodlights

and the light of tens of thousands of flashbulbs bouncing off it.

9. Alex being hoisted onto Rai's shoulders.  (From where we were sitting we

thought it was Pete, having been confused by the jersey and not being able

to see Rai's hair!)

10. Keano!  There's only one Keano!  (Sign, dammit!!)

11. A well aired anthem which suddenly had far more impact with a few

changes:  "Who put the ball in the German's net, who put the ball in the

German's net, who put the ball in the German's net, Ole Gunnar Solksjaer!!!

That quickly became the official anthem for the match.  The following day,

back on La Ramblas, it only took one person to start the first line and

voices in chorus would come from everywhere.  On the flight home there were

two German lads who sat in the seats in front of us to the right and I

suspect they wished they 'd taken another flight!

12. The players going on a slow lap of honour, singing and dancing 3/4 of

the way round the Nou Camp.

13. The Bayern fans, stunned into silence, remaining in their seats for the

presentation, and especially applauding our lads as they reached that end of

the ground.  Sheer class, I thought.  Even later, when many had left, there

were many who stayed behind to watch the celebrations.

14. The crowd singing, "If you all hate scousers, clap your hands" and the

players clapping too!!

15. The players coming back to our end of the stadium, albeit on the

opposite side of the goals to where we sat, to celebrate again, thus:

? David May stepped to the front of the group, Cup in hand, and the crowd

went wild.  The players began indicating with their hands, palms down, that

we should quieten.  Shhhhh, Shhhhhh, Shhhhhhh, everyone said, and when we

were (reasonably) quiet, David lifted the Cup and everyone roared.

? Each in turn stepped up, got the crowd to Shhhhhh, and lifted the Cup, to

huge cheers.

? Jaap, hand to his ear, Cup in other hand, waiting until we'd sung Jip Jaap

Stam in his honour before lifting it.  (The Cup, not his ear!)

? Dwight's little jig at his tune.

? Andy going one better and dancing with the Cup as we roared his song.

? The call went up for the captain: Keano, there's only one Keano……  It went

on and on, but the grey suit didn't appear.  The chant "we want Keano" began

and he had to respond.  The roar was quite unbelievable as he walked across

the pitch.  Eric - as we well know - would have reveled in a situation like

that.  Not Roy.  He's said since that he was embarrassed, and it showed.

But our lads know his worth (someone tell Martin Edwards) and as he

approached they formed a guard of honour.  He walked through and lifted the

trophy, but his embarrassment was almost tangible.  Should he have been

embarrassed to lift the Cup when he didn't play in the final? No, because

it's an indisputable fact that he's been our inspiration this season and

without Roy NONE of it would have been possible.

We could have stayed all night, and they left too soon.  All we got was

about 3/4 of an hour.  We've given them our lives!

The crowd going back up the main road was in pretty good humour.  TV cameras

were everywhere and everyone wanted to give interviews.  Before the match

Roland had accosted a Danish crew by waving our 'SAReds' flag until they

paid attention.  We made our way back to the Princess Sofia hotel to collect

Michael's wife, and there we waiting for Jaime, our taxi driver, to collect

us.  He was on time and the nine of us piled into the two taxis and set off

for Altafulla.  If there's anything any of us regret, it's not staying in

Barcelona.  But the hotel was an hour's drive away, we weren't sure if there

were going to be running battles in the streets of Barcelona, and we had

young Stuart to consider.  He'd been really well behaved and we couldn't ask

him to sleep on a park bench.

So we got into Jaime's taxis and left the city.  Mistake.  Altafulla had

gone to bed hours before.  The absolutely charmless waiter at the cantina

we'd spent the previous night in, informed us he was 'klossed'.  He made

signals with his hands that looked very much like the signal referees make

when tellling us there was no foul committed, which confused me completely.

(Personally I thought he didn’t like Lisa's Amstel hat.)  Roland was unable

to change his mind, even though he swore we weren't football hooligans.  I

was lucky, all I wanted was a Coke, and the machine wasn't 'klossed'.

So we didn't party after the match, but we'd partied all week.  Someone on

an audio tape, Sir Bobby Charlton mentions being "unbelievably lucky".  I

know what he means.  I never imagined that I would ever experience anything

like it.  Alex told United fans to "go and enjoy yourselves", and we did.  I

spent 5 days in the close company of some special people, and an evening in

the company of 55,000 friends - plus a squad of 22 young men who have given

me more joy and pleasure than I imagined possible.

Oh, and we won it!!!!

Ethel Sleith

Branch Secretary

Manchester United Supporters' Club (South Africa)
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Fans in Hard Rock Cafe May 1999
