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To Mariann




Introduction

DREAMS

I want to begin this story in an unexpected place. It’s a football game, yes, but between two unusual teams. Both of them were captained by great Italian film directors, Bernardo Bertolucci and Pier Paolo Pasolini. Both were filming near my home. They had been friends but had fallen out. To restore the friendship, it was suggested that they should have a game of football between the two film crews. Bertolucci had a smaller group to choose from and needed a couple of players to make up the numbers. It was March 1975, and I was only 15. I played centre-forward and was on Parma’s youth team back then. When we finished our game on the Saturday we were invited to play in a pick-up game the next day. Pasolini was told that we were newly recruited toolmakers to work on set. I don’t think anyone believed it. The plan worked: football had brought them together again. We won and Bertolucci thanked us all because our contribution had been decisive.

To be honest, the names Bertolucci and Pasolini didn’t mean much to me. But I didn’t care, it was a game, and I just wanted to play. Football was already my life. I dreamed of playing, all the things a kid does – and luckily for me, it came true. Almost exactly fifty years ago, I was on that pitch at the Cittadella and from there I’ve been round the world, running after a ball, chasing my football dreams.

It was always my dream from as early as I can remember. To be a footballer. To play professional football in Italy. I grew up on a farm in Emilia-Romagna, north of the Apennines, south of the Alps. There wasn’t much money, and what there was came from the sale of parmigiano – the Parmesan cheese that is the region’s world-famous product.

I didn’t think about becoming world-famous. I just wanted to play the game.

Sure enough, that dream became a reality. And then came another dream – to play for the best team in Europe.

The odds on becoming a professional footballer are very long as it is. But to be associated with a team that conquers a whole continent? That happens to very few. Somehow, though, it has happened for me. First as a player, then as a manager. I won the European Cup twice with AC Milan in consecutive years (1989, then 1990). A couple of years later the competition changed its shape and its name. Previously a knockout cup with each tie played over two legs, it took on a new guise as the Champions League. This was much harder to win, because you had to play many more games.

That summer I retired, so I never competed in the new-look cup as a player. But it was to become the dominant competition in my life as a manager. Year after year, season after season, it was the ultimate goal, the prize at the end of the rainbow. The dream. At the top level, each season the Champions League stands apart as separate from the league title race. It is akin to a military campaign. Its success or failure colours the memory of the entire season. Somehow, I would go on to win the Champions League five times as a manager. It is amazing to me that no one else, as a player and a manager, has won Europe’s premier competition more. I won two European Cups alongside fantastic team-mates, and then had the privilege of coaching some of the best players in the world, lifting those five Champions League trophies in the process. The list of stars who I have had the honour to work with looks like a Who’s Who of international football from the past 40 years. Don’t ask me to pick my best eleven from such a galaxy. I couldn’t possibly do it!

This is the story of how my dream came true a magnificent seven times. But it’s also the story of all the many more occasions when it proved beyond my grasp. Football is not so far removed from the rest of life. The reality is that most of the time you don’t win. And I hope I am humble enough to understand that defeat can be a great teacher too.

But when you do beat everyone else, the satisfaction is indescribable. All the same, I will try to capture the feeling in words.




Part One



THE DREAMING BEGINS
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When in Roma, 1983–4

Some players are lucky enough to create incredible memories from their first encounter with the European Cup. They get all the way to the final and have the eyes of the whole continent upon them. Their team wins. They may even score. And the experience gives them something to treasure for the rest of their lives.

That is not how my story started.

The first time I experienced a European Cup final was as a frustrated spectator. I was a young player at AS Roma as we advanced through the tournament. To my great disappointment, I got injured and missed the semi-final, and then the final too. Perhaps I wouldn’t have minded quite so much if this hadn’t been a home game for us. The final was scheduled to take place at the Stadio Olimpico in Rome. That brought an extra dimension to the game. The yellow-and-red half of the city, the Giallorossi, was overwhelmed by this opportunity for their club to win the biggest club competition in its own backyard.

The truth is that back in the 1980s, although the European competition was growing in importance – at least in Italy – it wasn’t as important as Serie A. Winning the league championship – lo Scudetto, as we call it in Italy – was always the greater test and the bigger prize. To reach the European Cup final you had to get through only eight games – four home and away legs – and the first two rounds were usually against the champions of less prestigious leagues. In Roma’s case we overcame the champions of Sweden, Bulgaria and East Germany, all by aggregate margins of two goals. But it was the identity of our opponents in the semi-finals that tells you how different things were back then. We took on the Scottish team Dundee United. The Scottish title was almost always won by either Celtic or Rangers, apart from a brief period of disruption when Alex Ferguson won it three times with Aberdeen before he headed south to Manchester United. Like us, Dundee United were competing in the European Cup for the first time. We lost 2–0 away in Scotland but won 3–0 at home, so we were on our way to the final.

Roma was coached by Nils Liedholm, who had a big influence on my career. I’d led a sheltered life growing up in the Po Valley and had never spent this much time with a foreigner before. He was Swedish, but as a young man he had been a big player for AC Milan, where he acquired the nickname Il Barone. The story goes that he was so precise and reliable a passer that when after several seasons he finally misplaced a ball they gave him a standing ovation at the San Siro.

He had a strange career as a coach in the merry-go-round of Italian football. He ended up being the head coach of AC Milan four times, and Roma four times too. That must be some kind of record. His importance to me was that in 1979, during his second stint as manager of Roma, he stopped off in nearby Parma on his way back from a holiday in Salsomaggiore, a spa town at the foot of the Apennines, to sign me. I was just turning 20 and at that time was still playing as a striker. It was his idea to convert me into a midfielder, and I instantly felt much more at ease. In those early years he took me under his wing and devoted a lot of time to giving me tactical advice and pep talks on not only technique but life skills that would prove useful out in the wider world.

He was my first proper coach, and I learned from him that a boss doesn’t need to be someone who throws his weight around and sternly lays down the rules. He was quiet – I never heard him shout, not even once. In his humility and aura of calm he reminded me a little bit of my father, who wouldn’t lose his temper even when the harvest was going badly. He was flexible about things like timekeeping and diet. Most of all he was relaxed about tactics, trusting his players to think independently on the pitch. He also had a formidable sense of humour and used it to defuse any pressure and tension. I remember once when I was sitting in a car with two team-mates and two women, Liedholm came out of the hotel where we were staying to go for a stroll. He walked over, looking suspicious. Of course, many other managers would have told us off and probably sent us to our rooms. The window was wound down. He looked in and asked, ‘Is there a bit of room for me too?’

The second non-Italian to catch my attention was Roma’s latest purchase, the great midfielder Paulo Roberto Falcão. There were two Brazilians in the team: Tino Cerezo was more of a battler and a workhorse; Falcão was a brilliant playmaker and a leader on the pitch. And it was on the training ground that Falcão also brought fresh ideas. When he arrived, he couldn’t understand why we did so much training without the ball. Maybe this sort of exchange happened everywhere else in Europe as South American players started to arrive in bigger numbers, but it was at Roma that I came under the direct influence of a Brazilian genius as well as a Swedish mastermind.

That said, Liedholm probably got our preparation wrong for the final. The league had finished so we were free to decamp from Rome and spend a week in the mountains. The idea was to focus our attention on the game, keep us relaxed and get out of the cauldron that was starting to bubble over in anticipation of hosting the biggest club game on the planet in our home city. But looking back, maybe the break in our normal routine was the opposite of relaxing. The atmosphere in the mountains was different and unfortunately so was the weather. It was cold and wet, unlike the city, which was hot when we got back there. It may explain why, when the game went into extra time, a lot of my team-mates suffered from cramp.

But I was already injured so had to sit out the game as we took on the might of Liverpool, who had won it three times in recent seasons. After two hours of stalemate, the match finished 1–1, which meant a penalty shoot-out. Teams didn’t practise penalties so much back then and it showed.

With the benefit of hindsight and long experience, I now know that penalty shoot-outs are 100 per cent psychological. You can practise them all day at the training ground, but you are wasting your time. Any player good enough to play for a top team can score a penalty. The question is, can they do it with the world watching them? And I am afraid that there is only one way to find out. Right at the start of my career, I took a penalty for Roma in the shoot-out in the 1980 Coppa Italia final against Torino. Mine was the first of the sudden-death penalties and I scored. I was 20 years old and remember running up to the ball thinking, I am putting this to the goalkeeper’s right. It went in, but it went in to his left. You can think and plan but sometimes an instinct takes over. We won that shoot-out. Would we win this one?

Players from both sides shot the ball over the bar, but more of ours than theirs. To stay in contention, we had to score with our fifth penalty kick. Forty years on I can still picture the Liverpool keeper, Bruce Grobbelaar, standing on his line and wobbling his legs as if they’d turned to jelly – ‘spaghetti legs’, I think the English media called them. If he was trying to put off my senior team-mate Francesco Graziani, it worked. His shot clipped the top of the bar and flew over. Depending on your view of it, it remains one of the most famous or infamous moments in the entire history of penalty shoot-outs.

Roma lost. Liverpool won their fourth European Cup. In the end I think the pressure of hosting the final was too much. The final moved to a different stadium every year, as the Champions League final does now. But it very rarely happens that it’s a home game for one of the finalists. Before 1984 it had happened only twice, with Real Madrid in 1957 and Inter Milan in 1965. And since then, there has been just Bayern Munich in 2012. All those clubs knew their way around the competition. Perhaps there was extra intensity for Roma because it was the club’s first ever European Cup campaign. The expectation and the pressure were just too much. As things stand, it turns out to have been their only final of the premier European cup competition.

It was a painful night to be a spectator. As I looked on helplessly from my seat, I was not to know that, many years later, Liverpool would provide the opposition for two of the most memorable nights of my life.

So that was my first acquaintance with the European Cup. My next came after I had left Roma.
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Just One Scudetto, 1987–8

Milan felt a very natural destination for me. Although like Rome it was a big city, it wasn’t so very far from where I grew up. So I was happy to hear that AC Milan were interested in me in the close season of 1987. To be specific, their new coach Arrigo Sacchi was interested in me. After the departure of Ray Wilkins, he needed a new central midfielder.

It was a sliding doors moment for me, because Ray would later be an important figure by my side when I went to England to manage Chelsea. But for now Sacchi wanted a more mobile player to replace him. Unfortunately, club president Berlusconi and the general manager, Adriano Galliani, had their doubts about how mobile I actually was. My knees weren’t what they used to be after several injuries and they worried they’d be buying a crock. The club doctor who gave me my medical was worried too. Sacchi was persuasive. I remember Berlusconi saying, ‘I cannot sign Ancelotti, the doctor says he is 20 per cent less mobile in his knee after his last operation. He had a meniscus problem; it was operated on many times.’ Sacchi responded as only he could. ‘If I sign Ancelotti we will win the league. I do not care if he is 20 per cent less mobile in the knee. I would only worry if he were 20 per cent less mobile in the mind.’

That seemed to do the trick.

The incredible thing is that Sacchi came to this conclusion about my abilities without once having spoken to me before he signed me. He had gathered as much information about my character as he could. When he was still coaching at Parma he had asked for intelligence about me, and he sent a scout to watch how I trained at Roma, to see how hard I was prepared to work. Obviously, he was satisfied with what he had been told.

But, even for Sacchi, I was by no means the finished article. According to Berlusconi, I played like an orchestra director who couldn’t read sheet music. Sacchi reassured him that he would teach me how to conduct. In practice that meant coming in an hour earlier to train with some kids from the youth team. That way, he told the boss, we would go through everything.

The point of promising to win the league was that AC Milan would then qualify to play in the European Cup. This was Berlusconi’s dream. The club had recent knowledge of the doldrums. He had bought Milan only the previous year, saving it from bankruptcy in the process. Having last won the Scudetto in 1979, it had since spent time in Serie B (1980–1 and 1982–3, the only times in its history). So it was quite ambitious of the club’s president to think he could make AC Milan into a superclub to rival Liverpool, Juventus, Real Madrid and Bayern Munich. It looks as if I was a jigsaw piece in that project.

Roma didn’t want me to leave, and only agreed to let AC Milan talk to me at the last minute so that my registration papers had to be sped by private jet and motorbike courier to the league headquarters.

Sacchi was a new arrival himself. My old Roma boss Nils Liedholm had just been let go by AC Milan. His replacement was an unusual figure in Italian football. Sacchi never played the game professionally and for some of his life worked as a shoe salesman. As a coach he was still in his thirties when he had success with Parma, which got him noticed by Berlusconi. Unimpressed by his credentials, the media dubbed him Signor Nessuno. Mr Nobody.

The team assembled by Sacchi would become known in the Italian press as ‘The Immortals’. In 2007 World Soccer magazine asked a global panel of experts to name the greatest team of all time. Pelé’s Brazil side that won the World Cup in 1970 finished top of the list. Then came the Hungarians, led by Ferenc Puskás, who famously ripped England apart in 1953. The Netherlands side that lost the World Cup final in 1974 came third. The highest-placed club side, in fourth, was Sacchi’s AC Milan.

Why were they – we – so good?

We had our captain, Franco Baresi. He was a lion at the heart of defence. He had an incredible strength and a fantastic work ethic, and great technical skill – he was a genuine ball player as well as an indomitable stopper. But most of all, with those cool blue eyes of his, he had a powerful aura of authority. This didn’t show in his manner off the pitch, when he was quite quiet. But out there in the thick of the action his voice came through loud and clear.

Baresi was the most important building block of the side. From him everything flowed. But it helped that Sacchi mixed a strong Dutch element into his squad of Italians. Dutch players were brought up on the total football of the 1970s, a style that encouraged flexibility and freedom of expression. There was also a culture in the Netherlands of players speaking their minds. The Dutch like an argument. This sometimes created problems in the Dutch national team, where the senior players seemed to be more in charge than the coach, but it worked for us. That summer two tall Dutchmen arrived who would form a potent force up front – Ruud Gullit and Marco van Basten. Van Basten was an incredible technician, while Gullit in particular was a very strong character, a leader and a motivator.

Gullit’s qualities were important because Baresi could be quiet in the dressing room. Even on the pitch he was not loud, but he had a presence. People saw him as just a libero, a sweeper, perhaps because he was only 1.77m, but he was also dominant in the air. He was an all-round defender who would definitely thrive in today’s game, as he would in any era. Roberto Donadoni, a great wide player, quick and defensively aware, joined at the same time. The exciting young left back Paolo Maldini was another giant in the making. A year later our Netherlands contingent grew to three with the arrival of Frank Rijkaard, a player who mixed power with skill as a defensive midfielder.

In central midfield I was cast as a chief of staff who brought his intellect onto the pitch. As battlefield commander in the thick of the action, my job was very specific, and it involved a lot of hard work. Sacchi referred to my ability to cover so much of the pitch ‘without the need to be a beast physically’. I think he meant that I lacked pace.

The demands put on me by Sacchi were greater than anything I’d known at Roma. I was to be the link between Baresi at the centre of defence and Gullit, who roamed at the base of the attack. Sacchi had a system and we three were its spine. His tactics have since been adopted by many coaches, but in the late 1980s they were innovative, even revolutionary, particularly in Italian football. In fact, he completely changed Italian football in every way imaginable, both in terms of training and tactics and above all the level and pace at which the game was played. The emphasis had always been on defending. Sacchi’s philosophy was to defend by attacking.

Sacchi got rid of the traditional Italian libero and introduced zonal marking in two defensive lines of four. Baresi’s abilities enabled this transition to be accomplished without too much upheaval. We practised this without let-up. In reducing the distance between the defence and the front line, his idea was to squeeze the space in which the opposition could play. Then when we did get possession, he wanted us to use it with rapid penetration. Baresi kept a high line at the heart of defence while Gullit was a big and mobile striker who never stopped roaming. As the conduit in that trio, I had to do a lot of running. Sacchi insisted that the three of us were never too far from one another, to the extent that in training he would tie the three of us to a length of rope in order to get us used to the idea that we had to maintain precise distances. This sounds insane when I write it down, and it definitely felt so at the time. But look at the results. After three seasons playing the Sacchi way, I had dropped 6 kilograms and won one Scudetto and two European Cups.

The first of those was won in my first year there. In 1987–8 the Serie A season went down to the wire. The decider, in effect, was the game that took us to Naples, where we were to play Napoli, the reigning champions, in the threatening atmosphere of Stadio San Paolo. We had beaten them 4–1 at home in a game that galvanised our season and by the start of May we were second in the league and only a point behind. Napoli were led by their captain and talisman Diego Maradona, who since his arrival at the start of the 1984–5 season had helped to bring them their first ever title. And he was now enjoying what he later described as his greatest ever season. ‘I don’t want to see a single Milan flag at the San Paolo,’ he said before the game. ‘We are at home and for them it must be like a graveyard. Here they must die. I want to see the San Paolo all blue.’ The stadium holds 82,000, so that was a lot of blue.

The game is often described as one of the greatest in Serie A history. It was the perfect finale – top-of-the-league reigning champions Napoli versus second-placed Milan. The champions versus the challengers.

The first goal arrived after about 30 minutes. I was a long way from goal when I picked up the ball 60 or 70 yards from Napoli’s goal. When I looked up there was space in front of me, so I went into it and just kept going. It was like the sea had parted before me; no Napoli player came to me until I was brought down just outside their penalty area. I touched the free kick to Evani on my left and he fired in a shot that deflected off the wall but straight into the path of the alert Pietro Paolo Virdis, who slid the ball past the onrushing keeper. Two minutes before half-time, Maradona equalised with a tremendous 20-yard free kick into the top left-hand corner of the net. Not unexpected, but how do you stop Maradona? Gullit tried, leaping up at the far end of the wall, and nearly got his head to the ball. Maradona later claimed that he deliberately aimed to clip the top of Gullit’s famous dreadlocks.

Maradona was undoubtedly the greatest footballer I ever played against. He was so difficult to stop and had amazing strength and speed to go with his unbelievable skill. In that game he pulled off an incredible rabona pass, to the Brazilian striker Careca. My main solution for keeping him in check was strong contact, but he never complained. In fact, after we finished playing we became good friends at the many events where we would bump into each other. He was very humble and, despite all the controversies surrounding his life, he is such a big loss for football. Maradona also seemed to respect me as a player. ‘Arrigo,’ he once said to Sacchi, ‘under you Ancelotti runs fast.’ ‘He doesn’t run fast,’ my coach replied. ‘He thinks fast.’ Two of the game’s greats talking fondly about me: it doesn’t get much better than that.

But, back to the game. We needed to win so Sacchi replaced Donadoni with Van Basten at half-time and moved Gullit centrally. From that moment on, we were on top. Or rather Gullit was on top. He terrorised the Napoli back line, setting up two goals, first from the right, then from the left. Like Maradona, when a great player is playing well, he is difficult to stop. Gullit was a great player. From the right, he provided the perfect cross for Virdis to head in our second goal, and we were back in front. Then he went in for the kill, appearing in space on the left, bursting past retreating defenders before calmly rolling the ball into the path of Van Basten, who smashed his shot into an empty net. People forget how quick Gullit was – it was a lightning counter-attack. 3–1 to Milan and game over. It turned out that the Scudetto was also over, not just the game, as Napoli failed to win either of their final two games. We were in the Champions League, and we thought we were ready. It would soon be time to find out.
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The First Time, 1988–9

It had been more than four years since my last experience with the European Cup, and even then it was only as a spectator while injured at Roma. Now, in the autumn of 1988, I found myself watching from the wings once again. Only this time it wasn’t an injury that kept me off the pitch. It was indiscipline.

Let me explain. Arrigo Sacchi’s AC Milan announced itself in Europe’s premier competition with an easy win against the Bulgarian champions Levski Sofia. On 6 October we brushed them aside at home with four goals from Marco van Basten. For the next few years our Dutch frontman was going to demoralise defenders all over Europe, and the 1988–9 season was just the start. He and Ruud Gullit were now joined at Milan by their compatriot Frank Rijkaard. Their confidence, sky-high already, had been turbo-boosted over the summer as the Netherlands finally fulfilled all that national promise and won the European Championships, hosted in West Germany. (I and three of my Milan team-mates played in the Italian team, which lost in a rainy semi-final to the Soviet Union.)

After Levski Sofia came a more difficult hurdle. Red Star Belgrade were representing Yugoslavia in that season’s competition. They were no pushover, having some very special players in their squad who would themselves go on to win the competition in 1991. The Montenegrin midfielder Dejan Savićević would finish joint runner-up in the Ballon d’Or, behind Jean-Pierre Papin of Marseille, and move to AC Milan. The blond Croatian midfielder Robert Prosinečki would win best young player at the 1990 FIFA World Cup and go on to play for both Real Madrid and Barcelona. But most of all there was Dragan Stojković, a true general who could weave subtle patterns in the heart of the midfield. He also had a wily ability to get under your skin, and he had done just that to me at the San Siro.

We had an argument after that first leg, at the end of which he said to me, ‘I’ll be waiting for you in Belgrade.’ The game finished 1–1. Stojković opened the scoring at the start of the second half with a clever mazy dribble before slipping a shot inside the near post. The Yugoslavs celebrated wildly because, even though we equalised a minute later, an away goal back then was twice as valuable. It was a spicy encounter, and I became one of five players whose names entered the referee’s book. That would prove significant.

Two weeks later we were in Belgrade. Red Star’s stadium is intimidating at the best of times, and with that away goal of theirs we knew it would be hard to subdue them. But I was determined not to be overawed. As we lined up in the tunnel, I found Stojković and had a word. ‘I am here,’ I said to him, ‘and now we are going to play.’ I’m not sure if he understood my Italian but my gestures that accompanied my words made my thoughts clear.

We walked out onto the pitch and almost my first act after the whistle blew was to earn myself another yellow card. The person I got booked for fouling? No prizes for guessing – Stojković. It was our first contact of the game. Meanwhile my team-mate Virdis got himself sent off and we conceded a goal. Our team were staring down the barrel – not only a goal and an away goal behind, but down to 10 men. Elimination for an AC Milan side who would go on to be dubbed the Immortals looked very likely at this point.

But then we were saved in the most dramatic fashion. A thick fog descended and enveloped the whole pitch. Apparently autumn fog is not unusual in that part of the world, but this was exceptional. Visibility wasn’t perfect at the kick-off, but in the second half it became difficult to make out the players nearby, let alone those in the distance. I’m sure the crowd could hardly see anything. If you look back at the coverage today on YouTube, it’s amazing that the camera crew knew which way to point their equipment. Eventually, not long after Savićević scored early in the second half, the tie had to be abandoned. Call it luck, or fate, or divine intervention.

Even though the match was abandoned, my second yellow card in the competition was not. It meant that when we came back 24 hours later to resume the second leg, I was not eligible to play and had to sit in the stand and watch. Sacchi was so furious that he fined me.

I was one of the lucky ones. My team-mate Roberto Donadoni was also missing from the second game for a much more serious reason. Incredibly, in the replay of that abandoned game he had nearly died. It happened when he and Red Star’s Vasilijevic clashed in midair. Vasilijevic hit Roberto with everything – head, elbow, force.

The impact knocked Donadoni out and for a few scary moments he seemed to be having convulsions. His complexion changed colour and his skin turned sort of blue. Luckily, Red Star’s doctor, with the help of our club masseur, probably saved his life. If my memory is right, I think the doctor had to forcibly, manually break Donadoni’s jawbone and pull his tongue loose or he would have choked to death. Donadoni then began to stamp his feet on the ground, which can apparently be a symptom of a serious head injury.

The rest of us were traumatised and reacted in different ways. Van Basten was in tears and didn’t want to play on. If that game had been played today, it would have been abandoned there and then. Roberto went straight to hospital; as play continued, we had no idea how he was. There was a loudspeaker announcement – Paolo Maldini told me afterwards that he will always be grateful to one of the Red Star players who translated the Serbian announcement and let him know that Roberto was OK. Paolo passed on the good news to the rest of us.

As you would expect, with our team-mate in hospital the rest of us had an uncomfortable night. We had to sleep, but it was difficult to not think about how frightened we were for our friend. Every footballer wants to win matches, but this was something different and more important than the game. In that sense it was a really complicated night for us.

Luckily for me, and for Virdis, our behaviour was not punished by the result of the replayed game. In the first half Van Basten scored with an imperious far-post header, before the inevitable Stojković, released down the left by Savićević, burst through our defence and equalised four minutes later with a first-time left-foot drive. Although Van Basten scored another goal that was clearly a metre over the line, the referee and linesman had no access to VAR back then and disallowed it. Nothing else could divide the two teams and I found myself once again watching nervously from the stand as my team participated in a penalty shoot-out. It was our leader Baresi who set the template for us, ramming the first penalty into the roof of the net. We scored all of ours, while our keeper Giovanni Galli made two saves. We were through.

What a strange and dramatic week that was. Such a situation would not have happened today. But without the fog there might have been no story to tell about AC Milan and my Champions League dream. It’s not as if I needed the extra motivation, but the club did promise to cancel my fine if we went on to win the European Cup.

Then came Werder Bremen. We had two really tight games against them. In the first leg in West Germany the most clear-cut chances fell to Van Basten. A corner was flicked to him at the far post, where he headed the ball powerfully down. It bounced around like a pinball off the Bremen players, then against the underside of the crossbar, until someone cleared it. It was definitely over the line and goal-line technology would surely confirm that nowadays. To be fair Bremen also had a goal disallowed for a foul on our goalkeeper which, now that I think about it, was no foul at all.

The home leg back in Milan was tense, but we felt in control. Van Basten won it for us with a penalty, and we were through to the semi-final of the European Cup.

This was where the competition got really serious. Our opponents were Real Madrid. It was exactly the sort of tie our president wanted us to be a part of, because Real was the club he measured Milan against. In playing them in the semi-final, he could see how far we had progressed in the short span of time since Sacchi took over. This would be the greatest test for his project. In reality, it was more like the final he wanted. I say this partly because when we looked at the other semi-final – Steaua Bucharest vs Galatasaray – we thought that we could beat both of those teams but Real Madrid would be different. They were the toughest side left in the competition and, if we got past them, you could argue that we already had one hand on the trophy.

Real were the aristocrats of European football. They had won the competition more than any other club, including five straight titles in the first five years of its existence. They were barely less powerful in the second half of the 1980s. Perhaps they had not won the European Cup in a while, but this was their third straight semi-final, and they were well on their way to a fourth consecutive La Liga title. The stars of their current side played together up front. The Spanish striker Emilio Butragueño was partnered by the Mexican poacher Hugo Sánchez, who had a phenomenal scoring rate of 208 goals in 282 games for Real. Behind them was the blond West German playmaker Bernd Schuster.

The first leg in Madrid was a good game. It was more open than anyone expected and, in the first half especially, we were on top, so much so that even Baresi was making forward breaks. One time he broke up the left and his pass, inside the penalty area, found Maldini. It was as if our entire formation had been turned on its head. I remember wondering what the hell the two of them were doing up there. Maybe it was the Dutch influence: total football being demonstrated by two born-and-bred Milanesi.

Despite everything, we went behind just before half-time. It was a bad one to concede as it exposed a strange lack of marking. A corner flew in from the left where it was flicked on to Sánchez, who finished on the volley from six yards. No one was anywhere near either Madrid player. Sánchez was an early adopter of the gymnastic goal celebration and launched into one of his spectacular flips. We were keen to ensure that he didn’t get the chance for any more acrobatics.

We kept them at bay in the second half while we went looking for the all-important away goal. It came out of nowhere with 15 minutes to go. It was certainly worth the wait. Our right back, Mauro Tassotti, was drifting upfield when he spotted Van Basten on the edge of the box. Strangely unchallenged, Tassotti was free to drift a curling cross for Van Basten to make something of. It wasn’t a great ball to be honest, aimed towards the penalty spot and coming in at not much more than waist height: too high to volley, it was probably too low to head. But Van Basten really attacked the ball, darting towards it and
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