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To my children, so that they will not be afraid to go through life




Tuesday, 30 May 2023, about 9.30 pm. That was when I died.

I am walking towards the dressing room of Cagliari’s stadium. Inside I feel that it’s all over. The first half of the semi-final of the play-offs that will decide a promotion place to Serie A has just ended. My Parma team is winning 2-0. We have played well, but I suffered an injury, and I won’t be back for the second half. The coach has already told the reserve goalkeeper to start warming up.

The noise of the crowd mixes with the music from the loudspeakers. As I walk into the belly of the stadium I have a feeling that I have never experienced before. I’m about to take off my gloves for the last time. It’s all over, Gigi.

But the gloves remain stuck to my wrists, as if they were glued to the skin. Usually I would take them off with my teeth. ‘You see,’ I say to myself, ‘your gloves don’t want you to stop at all. We are winning 2-0, you are about to take Parma back up to Serie A. Gigi, you need to let these thoughts go. It’s just an injury, you will get over it, you have had so many.’

But this doesn’t work. I tear the gloves off my hands and my bare knuckles, reddened and soaked with sweat, shine in the neon light. It’s over. It hurts too much. I will have to rest for months, go through rehab, get back in shape. I can’t do this anymore. I really feel dead inside. I am forty-five years old, and around me many of my teammates walking in shorts towards the dressing room could easily be my children.

The familiar sound of studs on the floor produces a range of contradictory sensations inside me: fear and excitement, adrenaline, anger. Now that noise is the soundtrack to something from the past, emotions that are fading and that maybe I won’t experience again.

‘Can you live without it, Gigi?’ No, I can’t. It hurts, I’m forty-five years old, my face must seem pale and confused. This tunnel seems endless. When I get to the dressing room I will change, I will put on a pair of shoes without studs, I will give up these gloves that have been so hard to take off.

‘Forget it, Gigi, take your time, let’s see how it goes. Sleep on it. How many things get better after you have slept on them? Some types of pain, the next day, turn out just to be a knock. Gigi, listen, it’s not what you think, you’re not finished yet.’

I feel someone pulling at my shirt. It is Edoardo Corvi, a very young colleague of mine, Parma’s third-choice goalkeeper. ‘Are you ok?’ he asks.

He can see that something is wrong. I reassure him and realize that he wasn’t even born when I started as a goalkeeper in Serie A and with the national team. So much time has passed since that first game, when I was the youngest of all, and Paolo Maldini embraced me in the tunnel leading to the pitch where I made my Serie A debut.

And now I’m here, in the tunnel at Cagliari, and I’m dead. In Italy, cats are said to have nine lives, and I believe that human beings also have many chances at life. Maybe we have fewer than seven, and they are all simply phases within a longer existence. But in my case, that of a professional footballer, when your body’s best years are over, and you have outlived your youth, and the time when you feel strong and all-powerful has ended, and your muscles, joints and reflexes start to wear out, then it really is like dying.

Yes, I died between the first and second half of a Serie B play-off between Cagliari and Parma. But no one was aware of what had happened, no one suspected this type of ending. Not even Edoardo, I just put his mind at rest. The game started again and the team was out for the second half. It ended badly, Cagliari won.

I thought about the spirit of that stadium, after all I was in the city that saw the legendary exploits of Gigi Riva, my teacher, my spiritual father, the greatest Italian striker ever to play the game and the most humane football administrator I have ever worked with.

Oh yes, that match that seemed ours ended in a 3-2 victory for Cagliari. It is perhaps right that things ended there, in Riva’s heartland. But I don’t tell anyone. I keep it all to myself, I wait, I sleep on it. Let’s see if I wake up, let’s see if I’m really dead. Let’s see if some form of salvation awaits.




1. Learning how to fall

Occasionally I think back to the past, and to an image of a four-year-old boy with short black hair and a tanned face, straddling the top-floor parapet of a building on Via delle Pinete. The road was festooned with Italian flags. The Azzurri [the Italian national team] had won the World Cup and Italians were singing their national anthem, while people improvised by sewing green, white and red rags together to make some coloured objects to wave around.

That child was losing his balance but he did not know that he was about to fall. In the living room, his sisters were playing while on the radio he could hear ‘Upside Down’ by Diana Ross. The child moved his legs over the void.

It was the summer of 1982, and the smell of the sea was carried by the wind along with the sand. Via delle Pinete, in Marina di Carrara, was a strip of asphalt that caressed the Ligurian Sea, and children there were connected naturally with the sea and the sky, the houses were low-rise, everyone knew each other and the sense of being on holiday seemed permanent. It is there that a four-year-old boy was about to fall, and at that moment the first ‘sliding doors’ moment of his life took place.

That four-year-old boy was me, Gianluigi Buffon, from Marina di Carrara, son of Maria Stella and Adriano, brother of Guendalina and Veronica.

In 1982, Maria Stella Masocco was thirty-four years old, and she had already been Italian discus champion on three occasions. She realized that her son was in danger, and she grabbed me from behind before I could fall to the ground.

I want to start there.

It was the first time I risked a fall, and it would have been a terrible moment. It was the first time I learnt about the limits of the world. When my mother snatched me from the edge by holding me with the same tenacity with which she would grasp those wooden and metal discs she threw when she was competing.

She never told me off or said anything about that moment ever again. It remained our secret.

But secrets, every now and then, must be betrayed, and given that I have to start my story somewhere, I have started with that moment when I stopped being afraid of falling.

My name is Gianluigi Buffon, I played football until I was forty-five, with twenty-eight years as a professional during which I must have thrown myself to the ground hundreds of thousands of times. I know how and when to fall. You learn how to do this in the same way that you learn how to kick a ball, otherwise you can’t do that job. I am a human being who has experienced falls like all other human beings: mourning, defeats, failures, ruptures, separations. Men fall, but getting back up again is something we can never take for granted.

Today this is often called resilience, the ability to withstand shocks, stress and trauma and emerge in a positive way. Knowing how to rebuild after a setback is a crucial quality in sport. I can’t pretend otherwise: it is clear that having an athletics champion in my family has helped my resilience. Discus throwing is an ancient sport, which has existed since the time of the Olympics of ancient Greece, and if you think of sport, of the body of athletes, you often think of that perfect sculpture, Discobolus by Myron.

Maria Stella, my mother, taught me to be patient in trying to improve slowly, through one small, almost invisible step at a time towards a final goal. And she also warned me about the frustrations and the difficulties you can encounter while trying to achieve things, and the risk of surrendering to those frustrations. Dear mother, I, thanks to the way you brought me up, have always tried again, and I have risen so many times in the same season, in the same game, sometimes in the same moment. Falling and then picking yourself off the ground with your knees in bits, this is what it all comes down to.

I played in goal, although I started off in midfield. My father, Adriano Buffon, was a physical education teacher at that time, but he also coached a team of kids, and he was someone who knew about football. If I have become what I am, I owe it to his awareness of the game.

I wasn’t at all bad in midfield, but he sensed that I could do well in goal. At first I accepted that challenge with a touch of narcissism, in order to feel different from the others. You wear a different outfit from your teammates, sometimes a better one, with a pair of gloves, and you are the last line of defence for those ten crazy people who run after a ball. So you start to think that on the pitch you have to be the most reckless and brave of all.

My first pair of gloves was from Uhlsport, with a burgundy palm and small but densely patterned holes. Actually, that was not really my first pair of gloves, because in training I used a more ‘home-made’ type, white, intended for gardeners and covered in black leather dots. And I also did this to protect those burgundy gloves. In the evening, I would go back to my room and look at them with a yearning to wear them for a league match. Sometimes I talked to my gloves and my football boots, they were the projections of a desire, and they were also idols, the gods with whom children who dream of becoming footballers communicate.

In those years I began to take on board the lessons passed on to me by my father and my mother. While my father was driven by a strong idea of justice, where the righteous will triumph in the end, even if they are weaker, thanks to their high principles, my mother positioned these ideals under the wing of her Catholicism. For years I would find her alone in the kitchen, before breakfast, praying with a rosary in her hand. That image of her alone and at peace with herself and God is etched in my memory.

The rosary is a prayer where you constantly repeat a phrase, connecting your body to a rhythm that serves to unite your soul with God. Moreover, it requires a powerful level of concentration. Seeing my mother pray so intensely made me understand how important that gesture can be. Prayer, like any form of meditation, teaches you how to be alone and to gather yourself together. This is why human beings pray when they are in danger.

I could think of my mother and father as a combination of sweetness and discipline, and my need to play in goal owes to this combined education. A goalkeeper is the most neglected position of all, the one that no one has the courage to choose, because every goal you concede is your fault.

A goalkeeper is many things, he is a loner, he is someone who sees and hears what the other ten players do not. Stopping a goal with a great save gives me a sense of euphoria, something I’ve continued to reach for throughout my career.

In short, my thirst for challenge comes from a mix of two apparently very different people. My mother taught me about the rhythm of prayer and was tolerant with my more affectionate and indulgent side. My father Adriano encouraged me to never be satisfied and to stay away from all vices, and I hope I will not disappoint you too much, dear Dad, when you read in these pages that I smoked and even smoked during games. You always said that my best game was the first one I played in Serie A. And I know that this was a way to try to motivate me to always improve and to never rest on my laurels. These were two visions of the world, one lenient, one uncompromising, and both were welcomed into my soul.

I have had a book on my bedside table for at least a decade, A Man by Oriana Fallaci. It is a book about Alekos Panagoulis, a Greek revolutionary poet who resisted the Regime of the Colonels. In those pages I could sense the imminent defeat of a man who had limited means with which to oppose the dictatorship. Oriana and Alekos loved each other, which is another important element of that book, but I was struck by its understanding of heroism. When Alekos was released from prison following an international campaign, he lived for only three more years before he died in an accident, which might have been an assassination. The book argues that in order to be a revolutionary, you must also be slightly crazy and have values that you are willing to carry forward whatever the consequences might be. But that book also teaches that the history of a man is not like that described in those tales that my father loved to tell me. A hero, often, is also a loser.

Luckily, if you play sport, the heroism you aspire to has nothing to do with wars or revolutions. I am reluctant to use such an extreme comparison to express how I have behaved in all these years of being a footballer. But now I’m starting to expand my vocabulary and I’ve developed a level of detachment which allows me to describe things more accurately.

When you are successful and you finally win something, you actually experience a great sense of emptiness. You have won the World Cup, you are overjoyed, but in the end happiness is transmitted to you by the people, that is, by the fans, and this is what brings a level of pleasure. You understand that you have achieved something that is so powerful that it galvanizes and affects all the people around you, even those who follow you from afar. And here we are talking about the Italian people, who are often divided into factions, as supporters of different teams and lovers of their own hometown rather than their nation. However, after a victory you often find yourself saying: ‘So? Is that it?’

Over time I have learned that victory matters less than what came before, it is the journey that feeds the emotion. Yes, I know what you’re thinking: Gigi Buffon played in the team with the motto ‘Winning isn’t important, it’s the only thing that matters’. But precisely because I played for Juventus, where defeats are experienced as more damaging than anywhere else, I learned to appreciate the road towards them. When you are on that journey it is beautiful, because you can dream: who knows what will happen? The voyage is everything. And on that journey you are able to come to terms with pain. This is the secret part of being a goalkeeper, masked by a thin veil of masochism. I want to feel pain so as not to think about what’s coming next and about what has happened before. I might be faking it. I don’t know, but it is definitely the pain that gives meaning to the positive emotions you experience after making a save. The first time I dived on to the ground there was a covering of snow. I was not yet a goalkeeper.

My parents were teachers in Pisa and in the winter months they would drop me off with my aunt and uncle and grandmother Lina in Pertegada, a hamlet of Latisana, Friuli, in northeastern Italy. That time when my parents entrusted me to my uncle and aunt and grandmother for the whole winter was not easy for me. I remember that when we arrived in Friuli there was a kind of ‘prisoner exchange’. I got out of my parents’ car and into my uncle’s. My parents didn’t say goodbye to me as would have been normal with a son in that situation, they just muttered something like ‘See you soon’ with the air that they would be back any minute, but that soon would last for months.

That separation, in those early days, was always very hard.

Yet it also helped me to accept a sense of distance from the domestic environment. One of the great problems for many of my peers, in the youth teams I played in, was precisely the impossibility of living away from their families. In the training schools and sessions I went to as a boy, it was not uncommon to see promising players give up because they could not bear to be separated from their parents. Unfortunately and unwillingly, I had learnt to manage this distance from when I was four years old, and over time I got used to controlling those feelings.

Those months with my aunt and uncle were beautiful and intense, and when I returned to Carrara I spoke in a strange dialect, with my vocabulary enriched with words I invented by combining Tuscan, Italian and Friulian. I saw snow there for the first time, and I remember my surprise at that cold white confetti, and I remember that I went outside with the joy of a child faced with something new, throwing myself on to that soft white blanket. I didn’t know it was wet. It was my first real dive. Because when you dive you can’t think about the fact that you might get hurt.

But I was four years old, and my grandmother was fed up with me, and at one point she locked me in the house with the fire on and stopped me from going out, because I kept diving into the snow and getting wet. After she had to change me six or seven times, she told me: ‘You can’t go out anymore because we don’t have any more clothes for you!’

That snow would come in handy fourteen years later when I played in a World Cup play-off with the Italian national team against Russia in Moscow. It was a difficult evening, but we managed to get a draw that allowed us to qualify for the 1998 World Cup in France. Playing on snow is hell for goalkeepers, but it’s also an exciting challenge, because the ball goes in all kinds of crazy directions. You must never let it bounce, because you have no idea where it will end up afterwards. When Cesare Maldini [the national team manager at the time, father of Paolo] threw me into the fray in the thirty-second minute of the first half, thanks to Pagliuca’s [national team goalkeeper, Gianluca Pagliuca] injury, I felt I had a quality that I could only show by playing. I had learned to dive into that snow when I was four years old, and none of the other players on the pitch could possibly have known this.

In Pertegada, a four-year-old could wander around alone, they were very different times. Everyone knew each other in that place, and I would wake up and immediately go down to my uncle and aunt’s shop. Being a ‘foreign’ child from Carrara, I became a kind of mascot for all the customers. I can still remember the taste of the panini with mortadella that my aunt used to prepare for me at the shop. As I hung around at the till with my uncle and aunt, I realized that I was quite good at sums, even though I had not yet even started primary school. So I ended up working out the change for the customers. My reward for this passion and precision was packs of football stickers. My aunt bought me my first album in a newsstand in front of the village church. And for me it felt magical. I still remember the first pack and the first two stickers: Nicolini and Anzivino of Ascoli. They had black-and-white striped shirts.

Shortly after that, when I began to follow football, I chose to support the great Giovanni Trapattoni’s Juventus, a decision that was also driven by a kind of local pride. Their goalkeeper was Dino Zoff, who was from Friuli. Obviously, another of my idols was Paolo Rossi, the top scorer in that World Cup in Spain which had been won the year before by Italy. As a child those footballing heroes filled my imagination in an obsessive, but also very natural way. Even today, after I have also won a World Cup and have got to know those great players personally, I cannot see myself as on a par with them, I always feel like a fan who admires them.

When I was eight years old I had a crush on Gianluca Vialli. I remember him in 1986, when he showed up at the national team’s training sessions with short hair, and without his black curls. At the time, Vialli was still a young man in his early twenties, but he already seemed like a veteran. Vialli left us too soon and it is perhaps fate that means I now sit behind the desk he used to occupy – as Head of Delegation for the Italian national team [an official post usually taken by an ex-player]. This person is responsible for keeping the team together as a group. They help to overcome insecurities, resolve conflicts and act as a barrier between the players and the outside world. In that symbolic desk I now sit behind, in that role I perform, I can still feel Vialli’s presence.

Shortly after starting in this new job with the national team, I took part in a charity evening organized by some of Vialli’s old friends. It was an emotional moment because I could see how much love you can receive even after your career ends, and even when your life is over, if you have been, as well as being a footballer, a great man. Vialli had achieved something incredible with Sampdoria, winning a Serie A championship and coming close to a European Cup, and he became a role model for all of Italian football. But he was also a compassionate, unselfish and generous person who was also, and this is rare in our world, highly cultured. He was so easy to get along with. I am convinced that one of the factors behind Italy’s victory in the European Championships in 2021 was the charisma that Vialli transmitted to the players in blue.

On mornings when I didn’t go to the shop in Pertegada or hang out with my other aunt, or with my cousins, I would stare at my cousin’s football boots for hours. They were stunning, black with shiny iron studs. I would try them on, excited. And, at that time, these objects, which for me were holy objects like relics, created emotions which made my head spin, they made me almost cry from happiness.

It was in those months that I first became familiar with a ball; it was leather with black and white hexagons (these colours have always haunted me). I would go to the Pertegada sports field, a hundred metres from home, and spend entire days there. The ball was as hard as a brick. There was a lady in a building nearby who would hang out clothes and always put on the same song: ‘Mamma’ by Beniamino Gigli. With that music in my ears and that heavy ball bouncing on the soft grass, I started running and dreaming of being a footballer.

But I still had to go to school. Stereotypes about the lives of successful footballers usually involve a difficult relationship between the aspiring athlete and their studies and a kind of redemption on the pitch. But I liked going to school, and I think I did well at the primary and lower secondary levels of education. In one of my first report cards, the teacher made a comment that really struck my parents, who would often see me out playing and rarely studying: ‘Gianluigi Buffon has shown in these six months that he understands Italian and mathematics well, plus, as part of a group, on a behavioural level, he has shown ability as a leader and is followed by the rest of the class.’ I still have that report, perhaps it was one of the great joys of my life. It was not so much what was written down, but the reaction it aroused in my parents. They were really happy, and even a little surprised by that word: ‘leader’. At home with my sisters, I looked like anything but a leader.

I knew how to do maths and Italian. And my companions respected me. Thanks to my physical size, I think I was spared any horrible bullying, but it should also be said that in my class we all came from families that had understood the importance of an education and of respect for others. These are small things, but fundamental in the formation of a person’s character. And I was lucky enough to grow up in a place where respect was seen as a value.

My best friends were my neighbours Marco and Claudio; I spent my free afternoons with them [Italian schools often finish at lunchtime], when we didn’t have homework or I wasn’t busy with a school camp. I can still hear them now. We called ourselves ‘the river boys’, because we would meet up near the banks of the Carrione, the river that flows through Carrara into the Ligurian Sea. The street in which we played was about 300 metres long and ended right in front of the beach. Every afternoon of games felt like summer. We talked a lot about football, and we were almost all Juventus fans. Then Silvio Berlusconi came on to the football scene and created that incredible Milan team with van Basten and Gullit. We were fascinated by them, as we were with the German players for Inter: Brehme and Matthäus. I had a weakness for Trapattoni and I couldn’t help but admire his record-breaking Inter team [1988–89]. But just before that, in the 1986–87 season, something happened that really affected me.

Pescara, who were meant to play in Serie C that year, were promoted to Serie B thanks to a technicality. I was eight years old and I really liked their badge. These small infatuations are the lifeblood of a collector of stickers, preferences without any specific reason behind them, perhaps for a certain colour, or for a particular design. On the golden background of Pescara there was a blue dolphin, and, as everyone knows, I have a weakness for blue [the colour of the national team]. I thus began to follow Pescara almost by chance. When the results were announced on Sundays during ‘90° Minuto’ [a much-watched programme which carried the football scores and selected highlights], I anxiously awaited those from Serie B, and it felt like Pescara had won every time. Pescara was managed by [Giovanni] Galeone, a very modern and knowledgeable coach for that time, and they managed to win Serie B and went up to Serie A with a team that had been designed to play in Serie C.

My father, who would always recount Greek myths to me, that year came up with a story about Galeone’s Pescara team. I will never forget our conversation that day: ‘Gigi, do you know what the president of Pescara promised his centre-forward if he was top scorer?’

And I, hanging on his every word, asked him to tell me, imagining some priceless treasure.

‘That he would pay for him to have his car washed.’

That car must have been a really exceptional one, as must have been its cleaning. The centre-forward of that Pescara team was called Stefano Rebonato, and he became a protagonist of the legends and stories that accompanied my mind as I fell asleep. All of those stories saw my hero rewarded with his car being washed.

I was lucky enough to have a father who loved football, and who also knew how to appreciate its more romantic features. And if his son dreamt of going to see Pescara play in person, then he tried to make that dream come true, which was a bit like that president paying for his centre-forward’s car wash. These are tiny things on the surface, but they can become hugely important in the context of a simple life like ours at that time.

Pescara was at a training camp preparing for the Serie A season in a place not far from Pertegada, and it was an excellent opportunity to go and see them play. My father, who had told me that story of sporting redemption, made my dreams come true, and he took me to see the training sessions. There I experienced an epiphany. I fell in love with a footballer who is almost unknown today: Blaž Slišković. He was a midfielder from Bosnia, originally from Mostar, and he was someone who did what he wanted with his feet on the pitch and who in real life seemed to me a sort of god for the way he caressed the ball. For me he was at the level of Zico or Pelé, and I was not at all surprised when in his first game in Serie A he scored a penalty at San Siro in a 2-0 win as Pescara crushed Inter.

How could you not love that type of football, and admire that kind of achievement? Pescara, who had just arrived in Serie A with a team that had been built to win in Serie C a year earlier, went to San Siro against Inter and used a zone system, a high defence, with midfielders who pressed and entered the area. I still feel dizzy today if I think about what the blue and white players must have felt at that time. In the end, the kind of football I like is a search for balance in the context of chaos. That was the Pescara of Galeone and Rebonato. And it was this philosophy that led a child to choose to be a goalkeeper. The life of a goalkeeper is madness mixed with a crucial sense of balance.

My career, as I said, began in midfield. I played for Canaletto in La Spezia, in a team coached by my father. I had a good reputation amongst young players and I had already won a few trophies. One day, for fun, my father asked me to try to play in goal. The first-choice goalie was missing and I was told to go between the posts. That debut was a chance event. My father saw me play there and was pleasantly surprised. He noticed how certain movements seemed to come naturally. For me, diving on to the pitch was like falling in the snow. I seemed to have the right character for that role, and, as I didn’t have to run as much, I had more energy in reserve.

I ended up playing in that position for Perticata, a team affiliated with Inter. But it didn’t last, because they didn’t think I should have been in goal. And so I moved to Bonascola where I took the place of their keeper, who was injured. Once the previous starter was back, I could have stayed on as a midfielder, but I was registered as a goalkeeper. And in the end I stayed in goal.

We played on some terrible pitches. They were always made up of hard ground without grass. On sunny days when the ground was dry, dark clouds of dust would rise up, and it was like being in a black desert. If it rained everything turned to mud, and the ball was like a stone. I learned on those pitches how to endure pain. I was always covered in blood, bruises and cuts.

My first coach at Bonascola was a man who had recently lost his son. I remember in the first few weeks that he had an empty stare. And yet he went on with his life, he carried on training those crazy boys in shorts and T-shirts who grazed their knees on that hard ground. It is impossible to console someone in pain and difficult to understand what they are going through, but I learned a lesson from that coach. Gigi, I said to myself, football is a serious thing, and it can also distract you from pain. Who cares about a few scratches?

Football is a gift to humanity. It was born, like all games in the world, to keep the body, and also in a certain sense the brain, in trim, and it helps you get to know other people. In team sports you quickly learn how to be with others, and you understand how solidarity works. Renzo Ulivieri, a maestro of football who would be my coach a few years later, taught me a lot about this.

I didn’t spend much time in Bonascola, I was thirteen and instead of playing with the debutants I was put in a different team with players two years older than me. So I often spent Saturdays with kids born in 1978, those of my age, and Sundays with the older ones born in 1976. And although it was a provincial and amateur league, my performances caught the attention of scouts. One Sunday, during a match with the 1976ers against a strong team (I think we were joint-first in the league), we won 1-0. I was among the best that day, saving a shot that was heading for the top corner, but above all I used my feet a lot. The backpass rule had not yet been created, but still, a couple of times, I made a few passes without using my hands. There were two scouts there from Parma, both Tuscans from the area around Massa-Carrara. And they told the club about me. In reality, I was already part of a small group of players in whom Milan was interested. The idea of going to that team had galvanized me. It was Berlusconi’s Milan. They had Gullit and van Basten, and Arrigo Sacchi had revolutionized the world of football with his high pressing zone.

But Milan was not the only team to enquire about me, Bologna had also shown interest. My parents went to Lodi to see the boarding school where I would have lived if I had chosen Milan. At home we began to discuss my new life. My parents were used to these situations, they were sportspeople, and they had dealt with agents and sporting directors with my sister Guendalina, a professional volleyball player. She was the first European champion in our family.

In spring, Parma asked me to come for a trial. It was 1991. But in my head I was already convinced that I would end up with Milan, so I didn’t even want to try with Parma. Once again my father’s instinct proved to be correct. I remember that he took me aside, we sat opposite each other in the living room, and he said in a nice way, but firmly: ‘Before accepting Milan, go to Parma, let’s try there too.’

That evening, I looked at my white gardening gloves with their black rubber dots and I said to myself, I’m not going anywhere with these, not to Milan, nor Parma, nowhere. I felt, like them, a little inadequate, but I was never the type to get myself down about things, in fact, my problem was sometimes precisely the opposite. So I steeled myself, I charged up my batteries, and said to myself: come on, Gigi, everyone wants you, you can’t be that bad. In the end, I went to Parma thinking that it was just a formality before I moved on towards that magnificent Milan with its Dutch players.

When you go for a trial, you are either a talented player who is already well known, and everyone is nice to you, or you are just one amongst many. As the phrase went at the time: ‘We professionals will judge you as a candidate amongst other candidates.’ It was a brutal aspect of that world, and I’ve seen it in so many trials. Sometimes it was not like being on a football field at all but more like a factory farm. Having said that, when I turned up in Parma I was immediately struck by the human side of things, they didn’t make me feel like a battery hen.

Parma’s goalkeeping coach, Ermes Fulgoni, welcomed me. He was a man with a cheerful face, grey hair, the eyes of someone who has seen a lot. He was not particularly tall, but as a young man he must have been a very dynamic kind of goalkeeper. He smiled at me and introduced himself, and he was at first quiet, but kind, while he ran me through that first training session. Usually in those trials they ask you to do some basic things and then they bring a group together to understand how it all works ‘in a team setting’. And that’s where the magic happens. After a quarter of an hour of training I already felt that he liked me. I don’t know what struck him, but I noticed that he was happy with how I performed a series of exercises. ‘I’ve never seen someone like you before,’ he blurted out after one of my dives, and I thought to myself: ‘Eh, if only you knew how many of those I did in the snow.’

I must have dived a hundred times that afternoon. Training sessions at the time were painful and repetitive. And it was not on soft, perfect grass, but rather with rotten weeds and congealed mud. I was just thirteen and when I got home I was in agony, my hips and my sides were covered in bunions and raw skin. But I was pleased. I had been called for a trial with a Serie A team and the goalkeeping coach had told me he liked what he had seen. I felt something click. A shift had taken place in my career. Years later I learned that at the end of that training session the coach went to the sporting director for the youth teams and said: ‘This player must not be allowed to leave without having signed for us.’

After that trial, my father and mother quizzed me. They wanted to be sure that I was ok. But I was uncertain. I knew that my parents had heard from Parma’s directors, who told them how well the trial had gone and that they already had a contract ready for me. Once again my parents supported me. At the end of the school year, one afternoon after training at the school playing field with my father, we got into his car, but he didn’t start the engine. We sat there, while the other guys with bags on their shoulders filed by in front of us. Gradually the street emptied. We were alone, just us.

‘Gigi, tell me something. Would you be happy to go and play in Parma, and leave home this year? What do you feel like doing?’ I think he was afraid that I still wanted to try out with Milan, but I remember that I looked at him and said without hesitation: ‘Absolutely.’

And so my adventure in Parma began. It was a new life. I was far from home, and most of my time was spent in boarding school lodgings when I wasn’t on the pitch. The youngest pupils in that Maria Luigia boarding school at the time were me, a boy from Massa who left after three months, Andrea Tagliastone and Steve Ballanti. We were the youngest and also the loneliest. I met up recently with Steve, and today he works in his family’s business. He was very talented but unfortunately he did not make it. We formed a strong group and supported each other, otherwise we would have gone crazy. It was really hard – moving from your family to the strict atmosphere of a boarding school without the freedom to go out, to have fun, to go to the gym or even to go out dancing.

In Parma I tried to follow the rules, respecting the boarding school hours, and I was polite with everyone. Unfortunately, I was unable to enjoy the city, with its buzzing city centre, even if I got into the habit of going to mass in the baptistery, a partly Romanesque and partly Gothic octagonal building born as a Catholic site for baptismal ceremonies. During those morning masses I was there not only to pray and to seek a connection with God, but also to try to understand myself. Within the high walls of that sacred building I learned how to pray with a high level of concentration and in a more profound way.

I talked to my parents once a month, I didn’t like speaking on the phone, and I preferred to take a train and visit them in Carrara.

My first real coach was Ermes Polli. In life he worked as a postman, and in Parma his nickname, which had begun to be used during his playing career, was ‘the Postman’. He had been a Parma legend. I have a vivid memory of a little habit of his: he would get angry if he saw us tying our football boots while sitting down. We were meant to tie our laces while standing up with our torsos bent. Since then I have always fastened them in that way, as al Postèn taught us.

Polli wasn’t crazy about me; he saw me as too wayward. Being a football maestro, one who also thinks about the importance of a player’s behaviour off the pitch, he was not entirely wrong. I have to admit that during the first months in Parma I was hot-headed, I talked a lot, perhaps too much, during games.

I would respond to people irreverently. It was over the top. I did it to show that I had character. Players like me drove Polli crazy. But over time he began to appreciate me because I spoke my mind, he saw something that was authentic. I was fixed on the team’s objectives. He understood my value. He saw that behind my behaviour there was a tenacious person who was trying to find his place in the world.

My parents had set an example for me, but there was also Teresa, my Tuscan grandmother on my father’s side. She was born at the end of the First World War and left school early, as many women unfortunately did at that time, but she had great respect for educated people and those who studied. These are things that at the time I did not fully understand, but that today seem so precious. Every evening she kept a diary about all she had done and what she had learned. I was amazed that a sixty-year-old woman did this. Being a meddler, I went to peek at the pages of this diary and saw her comments about my mother, my father, us children, our family. It was a beautiful thing. Maybe she kept that diary knowing that the grandchildren would go and read it, and to help us see an important lesson – you should never stop learning and studying. She also passed on to me the value of generosity, and not because she gave us gifts or money, but by the ways she did things and her instincts. For example, as a child I liked to set off fireworks on New Year’s Eve, but my grandfather wouldn’t allow this. Grandmother Teresa, with her maternal side and fiery Tuscan character, would take me to local quarries the next day to explode firecrackers.

You can imagine how much I missed my friends and above all my family in that boarding school, I missed our moments together, our Sundays talking about what we had done during the week. Fortunately in Parma I managed to build a circle of friends, as well as connect with my teammates. After lower secondary school I enrolled on an accounting course. My choice of a technical institute was purely functional, I needed to get out of that boarding school. If I had attended high school I would have had to stay in boarding school during the day, while the technical institute meant that I had to travel every day.

Life in a boarding school is hard. I spent a lot of time inside my small cell-like room with its glass door, which allowed the teachers to check up on pupils at night. I had a desk for my books, a cramped space for my things, a chair for clothes. It was a situation which reeked of monastic sobriety. I prayed a lot and I also tried to recite the rosary, as my mother had done. If you could imagine my life at that time, it was like that of a monk. Every morning the teachers would wake us at half past six. Some did so quietly, others in a brusque way. The ones I hated are those who would hit the glass on the door so that it shook and that it felt like it might shatter, and every evening I fell asleep anxious about being woken up – again – in that way.

At ten minutes to seven we would line up and go to the refectory to have breakfast in deathly silence. At a quarter past seven, after breakfast, we went back upstairs, picked up our backpacks and went off to our schools. That
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