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Fixture List

Cabrón Barcelona versus Real Madrid (Barcelona)

Talent Sparta versus Slavia (Prague)

Extremism Rangers versus Celtic (Glasgow)

Home Inter versus AC (Milan)

Eruptions América versus Guadalajara (Mexico City)

The Edge Fenerbahçe versus Galatasaray (Istanbul)

Bread and Circus Boca Juniors versus River Plate (Buenos Aires)

Behind Enemy Lines Tottenham versus Arsenal (London)


PENGUIN BOOKS

US v THEM

Giles Goodhead grew up playing football in England. He now lives in California, where he plays soccer with his children in the back garden. This is his first book.



Dedicated to:
 Walter James Shaw (Woolwich Arsenal)
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Introduction

Imagine this: you’re in the top deck at Barcelona, one atom among a hundred thousand faces. It’s 8.55 on a sultry evening. Far below and out of sight the teams are clattering through the tunnel, studs on concrete, faces tight, flashbulbs popping. The year is 1960. General Franco rules Spain from Madrid and here in Barcelona you can’t vote and your Catalan flag is outlawed. Suddenly the Real Madrid team runs out to the brilliant green field – Puskas, Di Stefano – Real are European champions yet again, but they’re met by a cacophony of booing. On comes the home team and the whistles turn to a belly-roar of defiance. The flag may be banned but there it is anyway, on eleven Barcelona shirts lining up for battle. The crowd chants ‘Visca el Barça!’ over and over. The ball waits on the centre spot for the referee’s whistle. Drums pound. Winning this football game tonight is beyond desire, it’s the only thing that matters.

This is a book with a few angles. Most obviously it’s a book about really good football: some of the greatest enduring rivalries between local clubs. Eight games I have always wanted to experience before I get too middle-aged, lethargic, and fixated on growing potatoes. A what-the-heck pilgrimage to legendary stadiums packed to the rafters with flags and klaxons, flares and smoke: the Nou Camp, the San Siro, the Azteca …

Then again, it’s not really about football at all. These are games where the neighbourhood rivalry goes far beyond ninety minutes huffing and puffing. Franco is long dead but Barça still take on Madrid year after year to assert their Catalonian identity. Glasgow’s Old Firm is a religious schism around the Irish Question. In Buenos Aires’ Superclásico, the Millonarios of posh River Plate fend off Boca Juniors, Maradona’s old barrio boys.

Clan warfare, simply put. The trouble with wars is that they’re scary, and football does have its fear-factor. The first match I ever went to (not counting Billericay Town versus Ed Stewpot’s Top Ten Eleven, where the referee scored for the pop stars and reduced me to tears) was Bolton Wanderers up against Chelsea in West London. Scurrying through a cordon of police on horses with plexiglas shields over their big wild eyes, I remember being petrified. Nothing was happening, but fear was in football’s bones.

These days I live in Los Angeles, the real theatre of dreams. This is the town where a pony-tailed Buddhist ballooned his penalty to lose one World Cup final while a woman called Brandi nailed hers to win another, and the only thing most locals remember about either game was the woman ecstatically ripping off her shirt. Admittedly, both matches were goalless draws.

One evening a friend took me to see the Los Angeles Lakers play basketball. They’re called the Lakers because of all the lakes two thousand miles away in Minnesota, where the team once played. After drinks in a brassy bar at the Staples Center, we found our seats just beneath tiers of corporate boxes draped with gorgeous yawning women. A peppy waitress beamed in our orders for over-stuffed carvery sandwiches. Below us, the Laker Girls gyrated to deafening rap music. Both teams ran hard, in bursts between television breaks. Jack Nicholson sat court-side, but Pamela Anderson got the lustiest cheer, bouncing out of her seat to wave on the jumbo screens. It was warm and comfortable, with plenty of impressive dunks from Shaquille O’Neal and the other seven-foot-tall actors in Nikes. The closest we got to any dissent was when a call went against Shaq and a few people booed, but jovially. All in all, a pleasant, pricey evening’s entertainment, made for TV in corporate America. Nobody chanted ‘You’re going home in a fuckin’ ambulance’ and nobody threw coins with sharpened edges. Not a whiff of danger but, perhaps, an absence of meaning.

That’s why encounters like Barça against Madrid or Rangers against Celtic are special. Sit at Ibrox on a gloomy Glasgow afternoon and you sense in your gut that there’s a larger issue being played out as the tackles fly in. Nobody leaves a good derby match as a neutral spectator. How do you feel when Rangers fans start up with their song about the imprisoned IRA man who died on hunger strike? ‘Could you go a chicken supper, Bobby Sands?’ Picking sides means taking a stance.

I decided I wanted to taste these confrontations, in the cities where they still matter, even if it wasn’t entirely safe. After all, you can’t expect genuine intensity without genuine antagonism. You can’t have it both ways. I wanted to see what was left of the origins of football, those medieval battles where my village’s youths would try to stuff a pig’s bladder into your village’s well, resulting in a three-day brawl. I wanted to experience raw soccer on derby day.

And like Goldilocks, what I discovered seemed just right. The games were feisty, but rarely boiled over into hooliganism, and then just dumbell-heads clouting each other on easily avoided street corners. Barcelona and Tottenham’s fans were entertainingly full of bile after losing star players to the enemy. In Istanbul, six thousand cops glared through their visors at thirty thousand demented Turks. Even among Milan’s fashionistas and Prague’s intellectuals, their cross-town rivalries still registered as grudge games. Only in Buenos Aires was the blood pressure so high that the Argentinian government was on the verge of cancelling football entirely.

But enough pre-match analysis. Time to scrounge some tickets and get on a plane.




A Note about the Games

Why Istanbul, but not Rio? Why nothing in Asia? Why Spurs versus Arsenal instead of Everton versus Liverpool? Come on, ref!

Any selection of football derbies is bound to have controversial decisions. I can only apologize to anyone left fuming at my picks. If you see bias, you’re probably right. These are simply eight games that caught my fancy. Arguments about which are really the ‘greatest’ local rivalries are best tackled over a few beers in your favourite pub. My final choice of destinations was skewed by things like air miles, open weekends and luck getting tickets.

I will say that I enjoyed the journey – really, a breathless series of long weekends – tremendously. I was lucky too: twenty-seven goals (3.4 per game), three red cards, five penalties (four in one game), passionate full-houses and not much trouble. There is nothing like a game of football for uniting the world and simultaneously dividing it into tribes. And there’s nothing sweeter than dancing behind the goal on the night your team wins the derby.

Giles Goodhead



Cabrón

Start big, as they say in musicals, and what’s bigger than Barcelona versus Real Madrid? I reckoned picking Spain’s biggest football rivalry for my first taste of derby fervour wouldn’t be hard to arrange. All I needed was a plane, a bed and, of course, a ticket to the game. Since Barça’s stadium is massive, even the match ticket shouldn’t be a problem. But a quick check of FC Barcelona’s official website suggested otherwise. They had over 100,000 paid-up members. There were no tickets for anyone else, apart from a handful at the stadium a few days before each match, which presumably would go to the kind of fanatics who had slept on the pavement for the previous week. It would have to be the secondary market then.

I live in Los Angeles. Local ticket agencies were vague about Barcelona and Madrid as places, let alone as a glittering sporting event, so I started calling London. ‘Nah problem, guvnuh,’ ’Arry of Front Row Tickets told me, ‘I can get you in. Leave it to me, mate.’

Next I called the airlines and asked for a cheap flight the following week. The helpful lady at Iberia explained patiently that cheap fares were ‘only for the advertising’, and that there weren’t really any such rates available – ‘Well, maybe one ticket, but not any more, you know.’ I told her it didn’t seem a terribly effective form of advertising and asked her what I should do. Muffled clacking on her keyboard. A long pause. ‘Can you go next year?’

Of course I couldn’t. I had to go NOW. Real Madrid was probably the biggest team in Europe. Barça’s Nou Camp was the biggest stadium in Europe. Both teams had squads made up completely of international all-stars: at the time, Rivaldo and Roberto Carlos of Brazil, Raúl and Luis Enrique of Spain, Marc Overmars and Patrick Kluivert of Holland. Arguably the season’s biggest star, the Portuguese Luis Figo, had just quit Barça in murky circumstances, for none other than arch-rival Madrid, and for a fee that made him the world’s most expensive footballer. Word was that Barça fans – Catalonians who maintain a healthy animosity to Madrid that goes back well before the invention of football – were preparing a specially vitriolic welcome for their former idol. Two hundred thousand whistles were going to be handed out to the fans at the stadium. Why they needed two each, I couldn’t figure.

If flights were elusive, hotels were hopeless. To my horror, Barcelona was full, thanks to a bunch of trade shows, the match itself, and Europe’s ongoing love affair with the city as a weekend fling. The Internet search engines scanned their databases and came back with dirt-cheap rooms in Andorra, a skiing destination a few hundred kilometres to the north and, yes, technically another country. Should have planned ahead, tut-tutted an irritating inner voice. Last Minute Travel (dot.com) looked hopeful for a moment, but then advised me to go instead to New Orleans. Finally, goggle-eyed and room-less after a solid morning pointing and clicking, I quit my web-browser and went for a frustrated stroll along Hollywood Boulevard’s Walk of Fame, where hundreds of lame-looking tourists shuffled aimlessly past lame T-shirt shops, pointing their cameras at lame dead stars embedded in the baking hot pavement.

The day before I was supposed to leave, things looked grim. I had a pricey plane reservation but there was nada on the hotel front, although my brother-in-law was networking at Sony Music and thought ‘something might turn up’. I wasn’t happy about the prospect of kipping in the train station, but that was a minor problem compared with my missing match ticket.

When I’d called ’Arry back to make sure he had my ticket, he continued in his friendly, optimistic, no hassles vein, but then asked me to give him the time, date and place again, which suggested that he hadn’t done anything yet. ‘Call tomorrow,’ he said. When I did, someone told me that’ Arry was gone for the rest of the week. Suddenly I was in Monty Python’s cheese shop, trying to buy a nice piece of Stilton and getting the runaround.

‘So give me your address, then,’ said ’Arry’s back-up Alfie.

‘It’s too late now,’ I whined. ‘By the time it gets here I’ll be there.’

‘We’ll send it back to Viva España then,’ suggested Alfie.

‘But I don’t have an address you can send it to.’

‘Blimey,’ said Alfie, ‘ever’ eard of shit creek, ’ave you?’

My wife offered tea and sympathy. ‘You know, getting there’s half the fun.’

I took a sip. ‘I always wondered why people said that.’

But my petty logistical problems were nothing compared with the mess Figo was in. Asked for his thoughts about the upcoming game at a Madrid press conference, he responded that fans pay their money and are entitled to cheer, or for that matter, whistle whoever they want. He hoped that things would not become ‘excessive’. The pack of journos wanted more. Was he now loyal to Madrid, they teased? ‘¿Madridista? Yo soy portugués.’ Nobody in Barcelona was buying this line. Just the kind of thing a traitor, a turncoat, a Judas would say. I could imagine truckloads of whistles lumbering towards the stadium.

Of course, being a foreigner wasn’t helping Figo’s case. Topflight European clubs have lost their local roots. Years ago, Liverpool used to win with British players, Bayern with Germans and Ajax with Dutch. Not any more. National borders are disappearing across Europe and nowhere is this more visible than in football. The continent’s top ten teams, the ones with the biggest TV deals and the most money, now hunt for the best twenty players they can induce to quit somewhere else, regardless of nationality. Sometimes these teams play with no locals at all, and everyone knows that player loyalty is becoming quaint and rustic – secondary to winning, anyway. Barcelona would potentially start with five Dutch against Madrid – Barçajax, some local wags called them, not altogether kindly. Figo was just another mercenary, good enough to play for any team, good enough to represent a fantasy capture for Real. And, it seemed, bribable.

Florentino Pérez, a Madrid-based tycoon, decided that he wanted to get elected as President of Real Madrid, a position roughly as important as that of Spanish Prime Minister. Campaigning on the manifesto that if he was elected Luis Figo would come to Real, Pérez won. Figo was next seen at a press conference sheepishly holding up a white number ten shirt. Barcelona got a buy-out fee of ten billion pesetas, or about sixty million euros, the going rate for a creative midfield genius with superb crossing ability from either flank and a pile-driver shot. Plenty of money to buy a new batch of replacement stars, but the Loss of Figo felt like the Fall of Barcelona itself, back in September 1714, when Catalonia finally lost its independence from Madrid following almost a century of peasant rebellion.

Then it emerged that Figo had signed a side deal with Pérez, guaranteeing him a large payment just for promising to come to Madrid, payable even if Pérez lost. Hence the image in a Catalonian newspaper showing a grimacing Figo-face on a ten billion peseta banknote, under the headline ‘Figo Pesetero’. Hence the sixteen-page special section on La Traición, ‘The Betrayal’.

Hours before setting off I got good news on the lodging front. My brother-in-law had spoken to a colleague who had a drinking acquaintance who had a relative, etc. etc. Allegedly someone called Natalie had an apartment in Barcelona but did not need it this weekend. All I had to do was call her mobile. Reaching her in a noisy restaurant on the seventh try, she agreed that yes, for a modest consideration, she was prepared to let a complete stranger have the run of her house. She sounded sceptical, as if perhaps her boss had asked her to do it. It was ‘too complicated’ to give me the address now, she said, but suggested we meet when I arrived in Barcelona. Hanging up, I felt doubtful that this vague arrangement could possibly work, but I left Los Angeles with an incriminating-looking Post-it note with Natalie’s name and number.

As for the match ticket, I resorted to making a one-night reservation in a pricey hotel – the only space I’d found in days of fruitless searching – simply to have an address where the ticket could be expressed, and in case Natalie changed her mind and turned off her cellphone. Passport and a few million pesetas in my pocket, I was cleared for take-off.

I asked the flight attendant for a glass of port in honour of poor Luis Figo, as I’d started thinking of him, facing a hundred thousand people armed with whistles, and each with a second whistle as back-up in their pockets! I also figured that a strong, sweet drink might sufficiently anaesthetize me to induce sleep. The attendant searched his cart and came up with a Californian red wine. ‘It’s kinda like port,’ he said, in that blank way Americans have when dealing with wacky foreign requests.

This amused the man sharing my personal space for the night, who turned out to be Dutch and decisive. He said he’d lived in Barcelona for years. He was returning home from an advertising convention in New Orleans, and was working through a cluster of miniatures of Scotch. He planned to watch the game on TV.

‘Cheaper,’ he said. ‘And I’m not so interested.’

‘How do you like living there?’ I asked him.

‘Best place. In the world.’

‘Why?’

‘Food, climate, civilized, beach, mountains, history, convenient location, the women. You want more?’

‘Sounds like California,’ I said. ‘Maybe apart from the history.’

‘You crazy? That’s not civilized. Look at those people.’

He had a point. ‘So maybe I should move my family to Barcelona,’ I said.

‘Christ, no.’ He knocked back another Johnny Walker.

‘But why not, if it’s so great?’

‘The schools. Language problem. You want your kids to grow up speaking Catalan? That’s what they teach. Civic pride. What use is a crazy mixed-up tongue like Catalan? No use. Like Afrikaans. Useless. Isolated. Dumb.’ Abruptly he fell asleep.

As we flew east through the night I drowsed fitfully. With my fake hotel reservation and rendezvous with the mysterious Natalie, one small bag and a passport, I felt like an anonymous mole out of Le Carré. Travelling to a distant city where I’d know no one, to witness a footballing assassination, alone and barely able to speak – it was a little scary, like the first day of term in a strange classroom.

I went to an old-fashioned English public school, where fear and footer were the dominant flavours of my teenage years. I was afraid of a sadistic gym teacher who communicated only through a series of coded whistles and brandished a plastic baseball bat known as ‘the yellow peril’. I was afraid of tough kids from town who would grab our ornate peaked caps and hurl them over walls. I was even afraid of the giggling conspiratorial girls from the nearby convent school who sat upstairs on the bus to smoke fags and snog the more delinquent boys who seemed – incredibly – to find this fun.

The School Song celebrated our founding in 1557 when they burned a boy at the stake by an old red wall. I don’t recall why they burned him, but it seemed an appropriate way to launch such an educational establishment. Continuing the tradition, more recently a boy had jumped to his death from an upstairs window – drugs, went the whisper – while another belly-flopped into the swimming pool and, allegedly, had burst open. On the plus side we were national champions at fencing.

Our school motto was ‘virtue, learning and manners’. To encourage virtue, we were shown colour slides of penises with dramatic outbreaks of herpes. As for learning, the biology master had us dissect a stunned locust using only a pin, while ‘Gut’, our headmaster, taught elocution and Latin by holding the spike of a drawing compass at the back of your neck to help you recall, say, the third person plural pluperfect conjugation of capio. Failures of manners were typically punished via canings, beatings or running laps of ‘drill’ around the school’s grounds until you threw up.

Every Friday afternoon the entire school dressed in khaki uniforms and was frogmarched around the quadrangle by masters with genuine army credentials. Obviously, the combination of our fencing, marching and politeness prowess would be terrifically useful should there ever be a recurrence of the English Civil War. To further instil manliness, swimming was compulsory in the frigid outdoor pool, whether you could swim or not. I remember one crisp morning jumping in (two short whistles) and then being made to clamber out (three long) and line up over and over again, shivering miserably in the chill breeze.

The saving grace was football. I was – we all were – football crazy. In keeping with the school ethos of mass participation regardless of ability or interest, every boy was assigned to some level of football team, which played twice a week through mud, rain, gale or hail. The truly feeble had only two ways to escape, either volunteer to referee or endure elocution with Gut and his metal spikes.

My own footballing career was a slow decline from a starring role on the wing for the under elevens to make-weight and finally bench-warmer. At whatever level, the games were treated as astoundingly vital, as if the future of the British Empire depended on the outcome. One gusty afternoon I was promoted to my house first team thanks to a serious flu epidemic. We lost the game against East House 2–0, while our housemaster ‘HB’ raved along the sideline. ‘Get forward!’ ‘Shoot!’ ‘No, no, no, no, NO!’ I was anonymous, lots of huffing where the ball had just been, until one critical moment when a ricochet spun my way and I was through with a shot on the East House goal. Rather than just smack the ball in I tried a cheeky chip over their sprawling keeper. The ball floated through the air, plonked impossibly on the top of the crossbar and bounced away.

I couldn’t believe it. ‘What do we have to DO to score?’ ranted HB, tearing at his grey hair, while I burned with shame at my gaping miss. It was so utterly important to him, and therefore to me, that his claret shirts beat East. I imagined the poor man, an ageing bachelor, sitting in his ratty school flat that evening with a pot of stewed tea and cigarettes, going over the traumatic near-misses of the afternoon in something approaching despair.

Barcelona was dark and murky. We climbed down to one of those oversized buses and lurched past rows of parked planes towards the distant terminal. As we walked along the passages to Customs, I overheard my neighbour from the flight telling someone else about me. It was in Dutch, but the gist was clear: this crazy guy came six thousand miles just for a football match! I’d half expected to see other fans at the airport, maybe a few wearing Barça’s famous red and blue, or possibly some visiting Madrid fans and lines of riot police ready to leap in and wave batons. But there was no sign that there even was a game the next day. Waving my passport, I had my first inkling of doubt that perhaps it was all hype. Maybe the historic animosity was just that, a relic. Maybe Catalonia no longer defined itself by antagonism to Madrid. Maybe this was a football match, nothing more.

At the giant Plaça de Catalunya, Barcelona was busy going to work. It was overcast, cool, leaves were blowing around skittishly and I felt in dire need of a comfortable bed, which reminded me to check on my sleeping arrangements. So I tried calling Natalie, expecting that this would be the first of twenty or so increasingly desperate calls through the day. Instead she answered with a snappy ‘Hola’. I was in no state to attempt Spanish, let alone Catalan.

‘I have arrived,’ I said, somewhat grandly. ‘I am in the big square in the middle.’

‘Aah, already?’ she said.

‘Yes. I came on the train. I am here in Barcelona. Now.’ This seemed pretty clear.

‘I have no milk,’ she said, taking me by surprise. Was this her excuse to withdraw her apartment? ‘So I must go out for coffee. I will see you at ten, okay?’

My Time Out map suggested that I could walk to her street, saving the palaver of figuring out taxi etiquette and then arriving with an hour to sit on her doorstep, arousing the local gossips. I set off, my suitcase on wheels humming obediently behind. In the pointlessly comparative manner of a newly arrived tourist I decided that Barcelona was like Paris: wide boulevards, quiet side streets and an amazing frequency of cafés and restaurants. Less dog mess, perhaps. The intersections were built as octagons, which gave the traffic more space to turn, but forced me to veer all over the place when crossing each street. And with similarly spacey thoughts I ambled to Natalie’s flat, arriving on the dot of ten, just a minute ahead of her.

She offered to carry my case upstairs, apologizing all the way for the lack of a lift, the tricky door key (‘he is very naughty’), the dark stairwell, the five flights up, the cloudy weather, her English, the small size of her flat, and Spain’s historic stance of refusing to extradite suspected criminals to England. Well, not the last one. Actually, I liked the flat immediately. Everything was compact and efficient, like the two-burner stove next to the washer-dryer in the corner of her main room. Through the window was a clutter of rooftops with washing lines and satellite dishes. I thanked her very much for helping me out and asked where she was going for the weekend? She said that she would stay with her boyfriend, but she had recently found this flat and was going to move into it soon. This sounded like a potentially troubled conversation so I changed the subject. Where did she recommend I eat? There was a wonderful place right downstairs with a menu full of local specialities. Was she going to watch the game, I wondered? Oh no, she wasn’t interested. And her boyfriend had been very ‘hilarious’ – was that the word? – to hear how far I had travelled just for a game of football.

After she left, I took a shower in a stall about the size of a fat man’s coffin. You could stand inside with your arms folded, but any attempt to wave them around – applying shampoo for example – was impossible. The water was on a knife-edge between icy and scalding in the time-honoured European manner, so I emerged a little less sold on compact city penthouses and set off on the most vital step of my mission – tracking down my ticket to the match.

I bought the day’s Mundo Deportivo and picked a busy coffee shop where the waiters proceeded to serve everyone except me, despite my raised eyebrows every time one hurried past. ‘Twenty-four hours of Barça–Madrid!’ shouted the front page, along with a score-line of 3–1, which momentarily horrified me – had I missed it? – until I realized that these were only the goals scored by Barça’s Rivaldo and Real’s Figo in Champion’s League matches earlier in the week. I struggled through twenty pages on ‘el superderby’, all obsessing on the man they once adored but now had to hate. How was he finding life in Madrid? ‘He is far from the ocean, even with his flaming red Porsche Carrera.’ What was Barça’s coach saying about the traitor? ‘The rival of tomorrow is Real Madrid, not Señor Figo.’ And just how hot was the swine’s Swiss model girlfriend? Look at this cheesecake shot of her frolicking in a skimpy black bikini. Best of all was Figo Pesetero, the mock banknote now upgraded to a cut-out-and-brandish poster.

Still coffee-less I found the hotel where Alfie had promised to remind ’Arry to express my ticket. I began a rambling explanation of having a reservation but not wanting it, and cancelling it if possible, even though it was under twenty-four hours’ notice but hoping nevertheless they had a packet for me that had tickets… Wordlessly the desk manager produced said packet. Inside was a ticket. It looked genuine. It had tomorrow’s date, but oddly, no time. I asked the manager if he knew. Oddly, he didn’t. ‘I’m not interested in football,’ he claimed, something I was rapidly tiring of hearing since it didn’t fit with my visions of delirious soccer-mad throngs.

But the locals’ lack of interest didn’t matter – all elements of my master-plan were now in place. Ticket tucked safely away, I went in search of Barcelona’s craziest building (there are many contenders), a half-complete towering fantasy that looks like a gigantic Gothic cathedral that has melted and then been electrocuted. The eccentric architect Gaudí spent forty years working on the Sagrada Familia, often sleeping on the construction site. It’s a perfect identity for the city: ambitious, under construction, stylish, impractical, dramatic, unique, absurd.

You could say exactly the same thing about the city’s football club too. Most teams are thrilled to bits when they eke out a result, but for a handful of big glamour clubs like Barça or Manchester United, there’s a romantic notion that they’d rather lose dramatically than win ugly. Say you’re a goal up with ten minutes to play. The smart tactic is to pull men back, soak up the pressure, work the clock. But defence is boring. Toreadors don’t keep running away from the bull until night falls. They preen and prance, then go for the jugular. Why dribble to the corner flag when you can sweep upfield for one more swirling attack? Why erect a quick obvious church when you can spend a century on a massive folly? I admired it for forty minutes and then took off for lunch.

Barcelona has lunch nailed. You have to wait until at least two, but then thousands of small neighbourhood places serve up a menú del día which offers appetizer, main dish, dessert and wine for about five euros. I quickly fell in love with all i oli, which is garlic with olive oil and an egg yolk, dolloped aggressively over salad. The gorgonzola smeared liberally over my chewy biftek was equally hostile. As for the vino tinto, I’d been expecting a glass, but you get a whole bottle. It was rough but guzzleable. As jetlag washed over me I happily watched the other diners, some reading the Figo papers, a good sign that the entire match wasn’t being played just for my benefit. A bunch of businessmen were getting drunk and an elderly couple surreptitiously slipped most of their food to a small dog badly hidden under the table, not that the waitress appeared to care. Following my guidebook’s advice on acting like a local, I left a miserly tip. A nap was tempting, but I felt an obligation to behave like a proper tourist and hit a few more cultural highlights.

I bought a red Barça cap and wore it with a gnawing worry that I seemed to be the only person doing so. After a confused walk through the Barri Gòtic, I found the excellent Picasso museum. His early stuff is effortless and wide-eyed, like watching teenage Pelé win the 1958 World Cup. Then I tore up the hill to Miró’s place. Miró is fine, especially on coffee mugs, but easily the best thing there was a small sculpture entitled Chocolate Profiterole by Claes Oldenburg, boxed in a corner of the random contributions room. It was obviously created by Claes in a fit of pissiness and looked exactly like a plastic replica dog turd available in any good novelty shop.

I trace my love of rebellious art to Colonel Roddy. He ran my school’s art department along with Colonel Featherstone. Just as you’d expect from two Second World War British army officers, they taught painting with precision. Bald, gaunt Colonel Roddy dispensed paint in plastic eggcups, four per boy. On no account could you muddy the colours. The colonel violently punched the wall to emphasize the point and his Salvador Dali moustache bounced up and down from the impact. Here was the Roddy School method for painting sky: lay a white wash across the top half of your paper. Then add a thin red line just above the horizon, a yellow line one inch higher, a green one an inch above that and blue on top. No talking at the back. Then rinse your brush, take more white and blend in your four lines with big lateral strokes. Sky inspection in five minutes.

Needless to say, we acted up. Knotted art aprons make great weapons. But Colonel Roddy didn’t tolerate rowdiness. ‘Quiet, all of you! Brushes down. Stand up. Straight! Cowley and Pepper, see me after. Stand on your chairs, the lot of you. Stand on your desks! Fingers on lips! Five minutes silence!’

I actually came top in art, that first term. My skies were textbook. But when Colonel Roddy went away on manoeuvres, I made a jazzy, freewheeling abstract. I used black, which the colonel insisted was not a colour. I came bottom and felt a warm glow of resentment, like a proper, misunderstood artist.

By now it was late afternoon and I decided that I had lost the plot a little. Barça ultras don’t hang out in art galleries. It was time for some street-level living. Time for sex.

After handing over my money I walked hesitatingly up a steep staircase painted glossy red. In the entry hall stood a six-foot sculptured penis. And this, I’m afraid, was as good as it got at the Museum of Erotica. A five minute tour revealed a few dozen old framed Playboy covers, dodgy black and white snaps of old Barcelona vaudeville houses when the ladies were roly-poly, some seen-it-before pages from the Kama Sutra, and a few hundred more cocks from around the world, mostly small, in glass boxes just like Oldenburg’s excrement. And cock sculpture is a limited






	serving authentic Catalonian fare

	classy enough to provide a memorable dining experience, yet not so classy that dining alone would take for ever with no one else to talk to

	located in a fun part of town

	with a lively, convivial atmosphere

	with Barça die-hards gearing up for the big match
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