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Kickoff




It's precisely that sound I miss the most. 

That cold, echoing, hard sound when the studs of the boots rhythmically strike the mute cement floor, creating an echo that says the kickoff is imminent.

Ideally, it should be screw-in studs against the stone floor. New studs that you fasten before each match. Fewer in number, slightly harder material, but louder sound.

That's probably what I miss the most. Standing there in the tunnel and hearing that sound.

From a distance, it sounds like a short click, then another, and then several more. Eventually, it grows with increasing strength as all the steps come closer and closer.

It approaches a crescendo when twenty-two people and twice as many feet and shoes arrive at my position, where I've been standing perfectly still for a few minutes, waiting for today's main actors, the players.

The sound fades as slowly as it began.

The first player to arrive comes to a halt. Then a string of eleven players lines up on each side. Finally, nearly three hundred studs have found their way, and the cold, echoing sound ceases. I smell the scents of sweat, liniment, sometimes perfume, always adrenaline. When the echo of the studs has silenced, it's replaced by voices and shouts. Encouraging, threatening, and testosterone-fuelled dark tones in various languages try to instil courage in their teams -- and simultaneously dominate their opponents.

I stand silently, savouring the moment. I smile.

I know I earn the least of everyone on the pitch, but at the same time, I'm the one who risks facing both hatred and threats every time I go to work. Yet despite this, I absolutely wouldn't want to change jobs or trade places with anyone in the world.

In a few minutes, it will be time for kickoff, but in just a few seconds, I'll take the lead and walk onto the green turf. It reaches me first, the deafening cheer from the crowd in the sold-out arena.

As I walk in, the twenty-two players obediently follow me, eighty thousand spectators scream out their joy, and several hundred million viewers settle in front of their TV sets worldwide.

Ahead of me lie ninety minutes where I'll be forced to make several hundred important decisions. All lightning-fast, with no opportunity to call a meeting, talk to a friend, or sleep on it.

I have no idea how the match will unfold, what decisions I'll need to make, or what difficult situations I'll have to resolve.

What I am certain of, however, is one thing -- what has driven me here and what has made me continue with my job for thirty-one years. I love refereeing football.








  
  
A Referee's Upbringing




It's the 23rd of April 2002. I'm twenty-eight years old and have been a FIFA referee since the turn of the year. I've just received my license to officiate international football matches, but I've barely refereed any competitive matches abroad and only officiated thirteen matches at the highest level back home in Sweden. This spring, however, I've been the fourth official in Anders Frisk's team and found myself at the centre of world football - the Champions League playoffs. First at the Stadio Olimpico in Rome, then at Anfield in Liverpool, and now at Camp Nou in Barcelona. 

Anders is about to blow the whistle to start the Champions League semi-final, and it's not just any semi-final, but El Clásico, Barcelona versus Real Madrid. I have to pinch myself. Even though I'm a newcomer, I already know that unexpected things can happen. After the round of 16 match between AS Roma and Galatasaray in March, absolute chaos erupted when the players were leaving the pitch after the match. Leaders and players from both teams clashed, and we in the referee team tried to intervene as stars like Francesco Totti, Gabriel Batistuta, and Fabio Capello came to blows. I was never scared, even though I was hit by an elbow to the back of the head in the midst of the melee. That time, we had to leave Rome escorted by police all the way to the gate at the airport.

As the fourth official, one of my tasks is to perform the customary equipment check on the players before the match. As I try to find my way around the enormously large dressing rooms at Camp Nou, my sense of uncertainty grows. There are world stars everywhere. In the home team, Frank de Boer, Luis Enrique, and Patrick Kluivert. In the team from the capital, Roberto Carlos, Zinedine Zidane, and the ever-sympathetic team captain Raúl. I'm more nervous than I've ever been before, almost panic-stricken with respect for the task ahead of me.

When Anders and the rest of the team go out to warm up, I follow. Down the long staircase that leads the players, on either side of a wire fence, towards the pitch. Past the chapel on the right side where players and leaders are given the opportunity to pray before and after matches, and then the steps up towards the large pitch, the steep stands, and the perfect grass. As I stand watching the warm-up, the Slovakian referee observer approaches. He kindly asks if I'm prepared to take over if Anders, for some reason, is forced to abandon the match. Although deep down I'm aware that I don't have the experience, despite every fibre of my body screaming at me that I'm definitely not ready, I calmly reply, "Of course, that's why I'm here!"

My journey towards the big arenas began in the summer of 1987 at Örnäset IP in Luleå. I was thirteen years old and lived barely three kilometres from what was IFK Luleå's main arena for youth football, in a completely ordinary two-storey house, in a completely ordinary residential area, in the shadow of the steel mill that in many ways characterised the entire city.

The family consisted of my two-year-older sister Jenny, my mother Ann-Britt who was a nurse at the hospital, and my father Hans who worked as a sales manager and was voluntarily involved in IFK Luleå. When my club called for a referee training course for young people in the spring of 1987, I had been the first to sign up. A career choice that surely surprised many of my friends, teammates, and referees who had officiated me as a player in IFK Luleå's boys' team, where I was a hot-tempered, mean, and dirty-playing centre-back or midfielder. Far too often, I was angry at the referees who came to officiate us. Not infrequently, they arrived five minutes before kick-off, were uninterested, often stood in the centre circle, and when you asked a question, you sometimes got a nonchalant snort or a scolding for asking. My match - even if I was a young lad and it was just a match in the local boys' league - was clearly the most important thing for me that week. And it never worked if the referee didn't take it seriously.

There were often conflicts, not infrequently fights, and often I had a guilty conscience for my behaviour when I went to bed in the evenings after the matches. In retrospect, I know that many of the referees disliked me. Most referees I encountered in Luleå have probably given me a yellow card. If it wasn't for a late and tough tackle, it was instead for my unpleasant attitude and my annoying chatter. How could someone who was such a pain as a player become one of the world's best referees? I think that maybe it's precisely because of this that I became so good. I knew exactly how to handle all the arrogant, unpleasant, and demanding players because I had been just such a player on the pitch myself. I was at times a difficult bastard on the pitch, and moreover, I was a poor loser. As a child, it was impossible for me to listen to such nonsense about how it was supposed to be most important just to participate - not to win. If I couldn't win, I usually didn't participate at all. My parents and my patient sister Jenny can still testify today that they always let me win the first three times in a game, and then play "normally" the fourth time. Because if they played seriously the first times and I didn't win, then there would simply be no more games in the family.

If I didn't win, those around me would know it. Loudly and for a long time.

At home in the house, paper and banknotes in Monopoly were torn apart, game boxes and dice were thrown against the wall, my mood changed when I was heading towards a loss. I cried, screamed, threatened, and threw things around me. My childhood friends in Luleå claim that they always gave me a few games when we played tennis to keep the mood up. Moreover, it was good to spare my racket a few more hits on the hard asphalt we played on. Individual sports were therefore not for me. Team sports were everything: hockey, basketball, and football. Fighting together and feeling the shared joy when we won was wonderful, but above all, I had someone to share the disappointment and frustration with when we lost. It was easier to share a stinging defeat with eleven lads in a football team than to handle a defeat on my own.

I officiated my first match on a summer evening in 1987 at Örnäset IP.

I don't remember how I was selected for the match or what compensation I received - but I remember that I cycled there, arrived in good time, made an attempt to warm up so that everyone would see it. I proudly wore my newly purchased black referee shirt of the Sportjohan brand, and had with me a black Acme Thunderer whistle that I had just bought with my own money... and I remember that I was nervous.

The lads I refereed were four years younger. It was my club, IFK Luleå, against the arch-rival Luleå SK. The match went well, I think. Or maybe that's just how I want to remember my first fifty minutes as a referee.

I remember that players and leaders thanked me after the match, that none of the parents around the pitch commented on my decisions, shouted or called angrily after my rulings, regardless of whether I had judged right or wrong. I'm grateful for that. With other players, leaders, and parents around the pitch, my refereeing career could have ended the same evening it began. But I was lucky. When I went to bed in my boys' room that evening, I realised that I had found what really was my dream job: I had gotten to move around, see and be part of a football match, and even got paid for it. This is what I wanted to do again.

Already the following year, I got to travel outside Luleå to referee. Someone at the Norrbotten Football Association must have seen me referee some match, sensed a little talent, and selected me for my first real tournament, Storsjöcupen in Östersund.

Just over six hundred kilometres one way in a minibus was followed by several matches per day, overnight stay in a cabin together with some colleagues, late nights, fun gatherings, and enormous fatigue when I went home after a week.

I realised that there were many more referees than the few I had met in Luleå - many were incredibly skilled, driven, friendly, and had completely new ways of handling players than what I was used to. It was an eye-opener, an incredible inspiration, and I got a taste for more. Even though the best referees in the tournament were already officiating in divisions 5 and 6, I didn't make a fool of myself in any way. The more I refereed, the more matches I was involved in, the better I became at developing my theories, my leadership, and my way of refereeing. For me, refereeing became more and more about understanding the players and their motives. I thought already from my first match, in the summer of 1987, that I would put myself in the head of the players I was refereeing, switch places with them for a second. Referee Jonas would for a second during the match switch places with player Jonas. My thought with this mental place switch was to understand how the latter felt, what the player was thinking, and how they would want to be addressed and with what words - so that referee Jonas could handle the player in the best way.

As a player, I had also encountered good referees who were friendly and happy, who showed commitment and, when needed, explained their decisions in a pedagogical way. Referees who met me as a fellow human being, with respect, even though I was both much younger than them and moreover a whiny figure. They were usually good people who I might not always agree with in substance, but who I could still respect because they could explain what I had done wrong, who let me react but were still clear about where the boundaries were. I always appreciated a referee who could acknowledge their own uncertainty or even an incorrect decision.

If I as a referee had always been reactive, that is, had run after the ball was played, I would always have been hopelessly behind. It was like looking into the future for me as a football referee. To always be prepared before it happened, to be in the right place at the right time and, if possible, prevent potential problems. I tried to kindly tell players when they made a small mistake, a little admonition that could prevent them from making a bigger one later in the match. It also happened that I talked to another player and told him that his teammate was causing problems and that I needed help to stop him, so that I wouldn't be forced to unnecessary free kicks, penalties, or yellow cards. There were referees in my youth who loved to punish, who never told a player in advance but rather waited for a mistake - just to blow the whistle and maybe give that yellow card. Throughout my career, I was exactly the opposite. I would rather prevent, tell what could happen if a player continued with an error and at least try to minimise my punishments - but at the same time not be cowardly and yielding the times when a player directly crossed a clear line. And I laid the foundation for that style already during my first years as a youth referee in Norrbotten.

The summer of 1989 in Luleå was special for a fifteen-year-old, football-loving lad with refereeing dreams. Not just because for the second summer in a row I got to travel to a tournament, this time to Hudik Cup in Hudiksvall. But above all: the newly crowned champions of the English league, Arsenal, had set up their training camp in Luleå. For me, it was like living in a dream. To wake up in the morning, cycle down to Örnäset IP and see world stars like Michael Thomas, Alan Smith, Paul Merson, and Tony Adams warm up, do exercises, play internal matches, and practice finishing. That Arsenal chose to set up their training camp for the season in Luleå may seem almost unreasonable, but it was because the club IFK Luleå had for several years arranged tours and matches with English teams. Each year, bigger and bigger clubs came to the capital of Norrbotten. Here, the English league teams could be in peace, the grass pitches were good in the summer, and there were opportunities for the players to go out and try the local nightlife without the English tabloids writing loads of articles.

One evening during Arsenal's visit to Luleå, I came home from having refereed a tournament in Piteå. For once, I heard a group of voices talking loudly in our living room. When I closed the door, it went quiet for a second, then I heard my dad speaking English.

I didn't understand anything. Who was sitting in our living room? I went in, curious, dressed in my referee tracksuit, and dad introduced me.

One of the unknown persons stood up, well-dressed and with a firm handshake he shook my hand and introduced himself. Although it wasn't really necessary.

Arsenal's manager, George Graham, I of course recognised. He was one of the world's leading coaches at the time, and had just led Arsenal to a title in the English league. Now he was sitting in our living room drinking whisky together with other important people from Arsenal, and parts of IFK Luleå's management.

When Graham, as a conclusion a few hours later, looked into my boys' room, he saw that it was teeming with posters of football players and teams that I liked. Maybe Graham was a bit disappointed that it wasn't Arsenal and their stars that were wallpapered on the walls but Nottingham Forest - my favourite team. The Scot with the difficult dialect saw that football was my life. "Focus first on becoming a player," he said. "If you don't become as good as you want, then focus on becoming a referee. The game needs referees who understand the game, and you do that best when you've played." I said I promised to think about it.

In parallel with my budding refereeing career, I continued to play football for IFK Luleå. As a supporter, I also followed our A-team who played in the second-highest division at the time. I watched all the matches, hung around at the training sessions, and quickly got to know the English players who played for the club for several seasons. One of them was Paul Proudlock. He was a professional at Middlesbrough FC but at times on loan to IFK. When he returned to England in the autumn of 1988, we kept in touch. It ended with me the following year, fourteen years old, travelling all alone from Luleå to Hartlepool to visit Paul and his wife and do my work experience. For a week, I got to stand on the sidelines and watch a team in the English league's highest division train, hear how the manager shouted, watch matches from the VIP stand, hang out with the players in the Players Lounge after the derby against Newcastle. And I got to train with Hartlepool's junior team myself, practice diving headers and sliding tackles like I'd never done before. It was an absolutely fantastic week that gave me a taste for football at the highest level, for travelling, for being in new and unfamiliar international environments. The visit to northern England gave me a thirst to discover the big football world that existed outside little Luleå, which at the time actually had a team that was at the top of Division 1 North and knocking on the door to the Allsvenskan.

My next big football trip I made in the spring of 1990. UEFA's Cup Winners' Cup final was to be played at Nya Ullevi in Gothenburg, and somehow my friends Lars and Henrik and I managed to buy match tickets, and in an even more miraculous way convinced our parents that it was a good idea for us, three sixteen-year-olds, to see the match in person. We got, or took, time off from school and flew down from Luleå to see the match between Sampdoria and Anderlecht on site. It was like living in a dream for three days. We marvelled together at the atmosphere on site, the screaming supporters, the crazy hooligans, and the enormous performances during the match by stars like Roberto Mancini, Gianluca Vialli, and Arnór Guðjohnsen. The Cup Winners' Cup final was a transformative experience, could football be so amazing?

A month later, my international football journey continued when my dad and I travelled to Italy to see Sweden play in the World Cup. For ten days, we travelled around northern Italy. In Turin, we saw Tomas Brolin score against Brazil, but Sweden lose 1-2, and in Genoa, the result was the same when Scotland beat Sweden, and I remember shouting from the stands at the, in my opinion, cowardly Paraguayan referee. The last 1-2 loss, the one against Costa Rica, we watched on TV back home in Luleå. The trip to the football World Cup in Italy was a great experience. I had never before been at such a big event, and I loved everything I got to experience. Back home from Italy, I decided to put my savings towards an expensive present for myself: FIFA's official World Cup watch for referees during the 1990 championship in Italy. It was fantastically stylish with a green ring around the watch itself, a white dial with a black and white football in the centre, and had functions such as time display, countdown and count-up, as well as regular timekeeping. I was guaranteed to be the only referee in Norrbotten who had such a watch. I bought my Seiko Chronograph in Luleå for the dizzying sum of 1,995 kronor. But that watch would be well used, and stayed with me all the way until 2011 when I replaced it with the heart rate monitor that then became a requirement for all referees.

With my new World Cup watch on my arm, my refereeing career progressed forward and upward at a rapid pace. Starting to referee adults when I was 17 years old myself was tough - but at the same time fun and challenging. I hoped that I would be judged for my competence, what I did - rather than my age. And usually I managed to get the players on my side thanks to being serious, running a lot, and having my very own way of solving problems that arose.

My older colleagues in Luleå were fantastic. They were kind, generous, supportive, and I felt that they always wanted me to succeed. There was never any jealousy or begrudging over my rapid advancement through the divisions. The secret behind my climb from Division 5 to Division 1 in seven years was actually simple. I always, regardless of division, stuck to my philosophy of fundamentally always trying to be friendly, communicate with players and leaders, be clear, and try to have fun. I let the players react and give their views on the decisions as long as they did it in a friendly way. At the same time, I never compromised on what was right and wrong.

During my journey up through the league system, I gained the somewhat painful insight that I was actually a better referee than player, or at least that I could reach much further as a referee than as a player.

Sure, I was okay as a player, but honestly, I wasn't a great talent - even if I had a good understanding of the game, the physique, and a decent touch on the ball. If I had bet everything, I might have made it to Division 1 at best, and then it would have required enormous amounts of training and above all, I would have been forced to give up everything else for a few years.

I realised that my qualities were better suited for pursuing a career as a referee, that there I could make use of my ability to communicate, to convince people of my decisions, and not least my understanding of the game.

Moreover, it didn't appeal to me to reach the middle ranks as a player.

Just as it didn't appeal to me to play something I couldn't win at. Then I'd rather not participate at all.

As a player, I could never be the best, so I quit.

As a referee, I understood that I could be the best, so I continued.

Moreover, as a referee, I could pursue a parallel career with something else I liked, which made the choice much easier.

When I was five years old, I was sick with a stomach bug for a few days and spent a lot of time in the bathroom. With me in the bathroom, I had a publication that perhaps isn't the most common reading material for children of that age: an almanac with all name days. A few days later, I wanted, as always on Friday evenings, to perform for my parents and my sister. I played "Hylands hörna" and demonstrated my newly acquired knowledge for them. I had memorised all the name days of the year.

If any of our daughters at the same age had shown the same knowledge, I would probably have become worried and started googling strange diagnoses. My wise mum and dad, on the other hand, they laughed, showed that they were proud, and encouraged me to continue learning even more things in the future.

My sharp memory has helped me several times in my refereeing career. I remember almost all the names of players I've refereed, which clubs they've played for, who I've cautioned, why, and in which minute of the match. My good memory wasn't the only thing that stood out during my childhood. I already had a strong drive early on to do fun and exciting things. I also very much wanted to be seen and be in the centre of attention.

At five years old, I learned to read, count, and write. And therefore, it was, at least for me, obvious to write and send in my own letter to Ulf Elfving's classic radio program "Upp till tretton" (Up to Thirteen). The popular program involved children participating in radio, talking with Ulf, answering a question, and winning an LP record. A week later, Ulf Elfving called, and on December 13, 1979, I sat and talked with the radio legend.

It was anything but a quiet, shy, and cautious little boy from Norrbotten who spoke on national radio for almost eight minutes. I talked a lot, quickly, and with a clear northern dialect. I ended the conversation by telling that I dreamed of becoming a bus driver and wished for the song "Tommy som knarkade" (Tommy Who Did Drugs) by Janne Önnerud, a song that was actually called "Tommy" and was a dark ballad about a guy in Gothenburg who overdosed in a bathroom. Not a common song choice for a five-year-old.

Two more times I would be on "Upp till tretton". In the last program I was in, when I was nine and probably broke some kind of record, I had changed my dream job to sports journalist. The dream job contained everything I loved as a child: sports, being seen, and writing. Everyone who worked on TV was a great role model and idol for me: Lennart Hyland, Arne Hegerfors, Fredrik Belfrage, and Ingvar Oldsberg. To get to watch sports during working hours, to be at the big arenas, meet the stars, be on TV and commentate matches for the entire Swedish people, those were all things I dreamed about.

In Luleå in the early 1980s, there wasn't exactly an abundance of sports stars to interview, and the opportunities for a nine-year-old boy to try working as a journalist were, to put it mildly, very limited. But I was lucky. Peter Lundgren, sports editor at the local newspaper Norrländska Socialdemokraten (NSD), had a father who happened to listen to my third program with Ulf Elfving. Immediately afterwards, the father called Peter and told him that there was indeed a nine-year-old boy from Luleå on the radio who seemed forward and whose main dream was to become a sports journalist.

A few days later, the phone rang. Peter called and wondered if I wanted to try working as a sports journalist at a hockey match with my idols in Luleå Hockey. Did I want to?!? Of course! Shortly after, I had my first article published in NSD. It was an enormous pride to see a picture of me in the newspaper, an article where my name was at the bottom, my own text published. I got an enormous kick, a boost forward, and the feeling that this is what I wanted to do again.

During the years that followed, I got to hang around at the editorial office, follow along to league matches in hockey and football, but also to championships like the Swedish Ski Championships in Luleå in 1984. I often got to help with small things. When Peter, stressed by a deadline, tried to put together texts from matches and lacked quotes, he sent me down from the stands to the locker room. I took a few quotes from a player and ran back up to the stands, gave the quotes, and the article was complete.

More assignments followed, and I became unofficially the newspaper's junior reporter. With that experience under my belt, it was obvious for me to apply for a job as a junior reporter on Sveriges Television's successful program "Barnjournalen" (The Children's Journal) a few years later. Full of self-confidence, I thought it was entirely possible to become one of the six selected reporters, despite there being over ten thousand applicants.

To my great joy, I was called for an interview at the City Hotel in Luleå. I remember dressing up nicely in white jeans and a turquoise polo shirt with a matching belt. At the interview, I talked at length with the fantastic Lasse and Birgitta Hjelm from SVT in Malmö. When asked who I would most like to interview in the whole world, I embellished the truth and didn't answer any of the idols Diego Maradona or Johnny Ekström in IFK Gothenburg. Instead, I chose the more serious answer Nelson Mandela.

Afterwards, I was satisfied with the interview, so confident and sure that I would be one of the six junior reporters that I may even have told some people that I would get the job - before I officially got it. Fortunately, the message that I had got the job came with a letter a few weeks later.

The year at "Barnjournalen" was fantastic and extremely educational. I got to interview Jan Guillou about the Palme murder, sports leaders who collected money for cancer research, and also the dream gig: a full-day interview with Johnny Ekström before his move to professional life in Italian Empoli. I was living my dream. I appeared on TV, got to work as a journalist, got to travel alone by plane to Malmö, Gothenburg, and Stockholm several times, I got 90 kronor a week in compensation, and I got to know friendly, kind, and coaching journalists who had come a bit in their careers. One of them was Pelle Thörnberg. He really took me under his wing and became a fantastic mentor for me and my journalistic dreams.

All the steps I managed to take at a young age taught me early on that everything was possible, that there were no limitations, and that much of it was about daring to ask and keeping yourself in the forefront. My parents supported me all the time, drove me where I wanted to go, gave wise advice but were neither pushing nor bursting any balloons that contained my dreams.

I remember that they really told me that everything was possible. They did this by taking me seriously; never did they smile, laugh, sigh, or in any way diminish the dreams I presented to them. There's a difference between saying that you support and believe in a person - and really supporting and believing for real. My parents knew the difference.

My schedule as a teenager was to say the least packed. I played in IFK Luleå's junior team, trained four times a week plus a match, refereed a couple of football matches, attended the social science program at high school, worked extra at a nearby petrol station, was chairman of the School Sports Association at the school, and was also involved centrally in the Swedish School Sports Federation. I was forced to become good at planning and was careful to write everything down in my nice Filofax in brown leather that contained all the information I needed. The days were long and I always slept too little - but I was forced to acquire discipline, realise that I had to prioritise, and not least: I became an inveterate time optimist. I still am today.

The dream of becoming a journalist was always there - parallel to everything else I did. When I was sixteen years old, I switched newspapers in Luleå, from NSD to Norrbottens-Kuriren. There I worked extra as a reporter and got a press card, which meant free entry to all sports events. I wrote about everything that happened in the world of local sports and was given great trust by my bosses. I worked all the time, never said no to a request - only my own match as a player or referee stopped me. But not always. There were occasions when I was both player and reporter - or referee and reporter - in the same match. Of course, questionable from a neutrality point of view, but no one put a stop to it or came with any comments.

I had now started my first own company. And as a freelance reporter, I discovered that there was another part that I liked even better than just writing reports of what had happened. I started to think of several different angles of a competition that could generate more income than if I just wrote a single good article. The best thing I knew was an orienteering competition with many classes and participants from all over Sweden - it provided an enormous number of possible combinations of winners in different classes, and thus many potential buyers of articles. However, it would take a few years before I realised that I liked business more than good articles, that it was the deal that gave me a bigger kick than the publication itself.

When it was time to do military service a few years later, I had a clear goal: to be accepted as a journalist at Värnpliktsnytt (Conscript News). I understood that it was difficult, even harder than getting into journalism school. But I put everything into making it happen.

I flew down to Stockholm, took the subway to Gärdet and walked to Sandelsgatan where the editorial office was located. The editor-in-chief explained to me that the positions as reporter were fully booked more than a year ahead, but that there might be an opening as an editor, with some reporting assignments, if I could use the QuarkXPress computer program. Of course I could, I lied tactically, and got the assignment.

In reality, I had no experience at all with QuarkXPress and editing in general. I thought to myself that it couldn't be that hard.

When I started at Värnpliktsnytt at 19 years old right after high school, I thought I knew everything, that I wrote the best texts, came up with the best angles, and knew best.

After an hour at the newspaper, I understood why it was so difficult to get into the newspaper. Most were extremely sharp, smart, quick, skilled, driven, and I felt like a beginner for the first time. But the environment fostered me, I was forced to get better at everything I did as a journalist. I realised that it was the environment that made me better, that the surroundings inspired me, that it was beneficial that everyone around me was faster, smarter, and more efficient. I was forced to improve myself to keep up, and already then I realised for the first time how much you can learn from having skilled people around you.

When a few months remained of my military service, I got calls from the personnel managers at Aftonbladet and Expressen. Both offered me a job directly after discharge, without me really having to apply. To be picked up directly by an evening newspaper without having to apply for the job was perhaps the best grade one could get in my world. The choice was not obvious, but Aftonbladet was at that time the underdog, number two, the newspaper that punched above its weight. It felt like they therefore fought a little harder for me to start working there. The personnel manager called a little more often, offered me longer temporary positions and even a slightly higher monthly salary.

If the pace had been high at Värnpliktsnytt, it was nothing compared to my time at Aftonbladet. After a couple of years, I had managed to be a reporter, editor, and night chief in the sports department, work during the Olympics, World Cup in football, hockey, handball, athletics, and a European Championship in football. I belonged to the sports department but also worked for news, entertainment, magazine, and economy.

I watched all football on Aftonbladet with a special eye for the referees. When the 1994 World Cup final referee, Sándor Puhl, was announced, I set the headline "Kul, Puhl -- du får döma VM-finalen" (Cool, Puhl -- you get to referee the World Cup final). During the summer of 1996, I watched all the European Championship matches from the editorial office at Aftonbladet and rejoiced in the successes of the Swedish referees Leif Sundell and Anders Frisk. I tried to highlight their good performances in my texts, and defended the mistakes that especially Sundell was criticised for after his quarter-final between Germany and Croatia.

At Aftonbladet, I took every chance to work, to fill in, learn more and get better. I enjoyed it tremendously, despite the shifts being both many and long, but felt after two and a half years that it was time to move on and try something new. Maybe journalism wasn't my dream job after all.

The years 1993-1997, during military service and my first years in Stockholm, I kept a low profile with my refereeing career. For three years I only refereed twenty-five matches. I didn't feel like starting to referee in Stockholm but instead only took matches when I was up in Norrbotten now and then. Stockholm was a large football district where I knew neither any colleagues nor any players. I also didn't have a car to get to the matches that were often played on hard and dusty gravel pitches. So I prioritised my job, but also having fun with friends - what you perhaps should have when you're around twenty, living in central Stockholm, earning relatively good money, and have many people around you in the same situation. But I never had any thoughts of quitting refereeing. I just lowered my ambition level to have time for work and also have fun.

Sometimes I tried to bring my friends along to matches around Sweden. If I, for example, had a match in Division 2, Selånger versus Edsbyn, often a group of friends would come along, sit in town and drink beer while I refereed the match and then we'd do Sundsvall together. At times it was a struggle to manage everything, and my friends probably wondered why I travelled around the country to referee at such a relatively low level. Still, during these years I had a fairly steady development curve, where I almost advanced one division per year.

The last weekend during the Olympics in Atlanta 1996, I had worked all night at Aftonbladet whereupon I took a taxi home, packed a bag while the taxi waited outside, went on to Arlanda, slept on the flight to Luleå, was picked up by my parents at the airport, slept on the way to Boden, had a coffee and went out to referee a top-division team for the first time in my life: Umeå FC was visiting Boden for a match in the Swedish Cup. My preparation left a lot to be desired, but there was no alternative since as an employee at a sports editorial office, you obviously couldn't take time off in the middle of the Olympics.

My referee colleagues in Luleå had heard a rumour a week or so earlier - there was talk that Bo Karlsson, the new chairman of the Swedish Football Association's referee committee (later referee commission), for some inexplicable reason was visiting Norrbotten and that he would see me referee the match. Bo Karlsson from Målilla was a tall and lanky man, almost two meters in his stocking feet. He was always clean-shaven and smelled of a distinct aftershave. With his charisma and personality, he always owned a room when he stepped in. Bosse, as everyone called him, was a self-evident leader, a natural authority.

Karlsson was one of seven Swedish referees who had refereed in the World Cup through the years. It became one championship, the summer of 1994, and just one match.

The year before the World Cup, he had been injured and had surgery on his Achilles tendon, and for the championship, he hadn't found his way back to the form he had had when he was selected. In the match Argentina-Nigeria, he managed to give a correct warning - but to the wrong player - and in the same second his tournament was over.

Returning home from the World Cup, Bosse became chairman of the Swedish Football Association's referee committee - and was generally and a bit carelessly referred to as the referee boss.

During warm-up, I looked for the tall man from Småland, but didn't see him. A little later, when I was standing in the tunnel waiting for the players, he came walking down the corridor. He shook hands as if we already knew each other and wished me good luck before the match.

I don't remember anything from the match itself, but I remember that Bosse was satisfied afterwards. He said a few kind words, that I was an unpolished diamond and had a fine future, before I had to leave the referee room to go back to Stockholm and the next night shift at Aftonbladet that started at eight the same evening.

It was my first meeting with Bosse, who over time became an extra dad in the referee world, a sounding board, my biggest supporter and the one who became happiest when I succeeded and saddest when things went badly.

Later that same year, I left Aftonbladet to start at the production company OTW. There I would be a media consultant with the task of developing newspapers. It was new and challenging, and the job meant that I got to travel around Eastern Europe. However, I wanted to learn more about TV production, which was OTW's other business area. So when I wasn't travelling on the continent or refereeing Division 2 matches around Sweden, I hung around unpaid at TV4 to learn how to produce TV, what it takes, and what happens behind the scenes.

At TV4, I got to know a nice guy from Växjö named Peter Jihde. He was already then a skilled presenter and was, like me, relatively new in Stockholm. He was also single and liked the nightlife in the capital. We found each other immediately.

In the winter of 1998, he tipped me off about a new job. He had been offered it himself and knew the owners, but thought it seemed more like something for me. In April 1998, I started as a salesperson of TV broadcasting rights at the company IEC in Sports. I was the first employee in the company and after a year I was offered partnership and also became sales manager responsible for salespeople and customer contacts worldwide.

In addition to the new job, I was also selected during the winter of 1998 to attend the last formal education to be allowed to referee elite football in Sweden, step 5. This meant more travel, a pressure to referee more matches, prepare better and prioritise football a bit more than before.

My boss, the CEO and founder of the company, was named Jonas Persson and was an incredibly football-interested person. From the very first day, I was honest and said that my ambition was to become a really good football referee, and that I needed to have the possibility to be able to go to matches, tournaments and assignments. He was understanding and kind, and quick to say that it was no problem, but probably didn't quite realise then what he was approving.

Parallel to my professional career, my refereeing career began to approach the very highest level. In the autumn of 1998, I made my debut in Division 1, did a few more test matches in 1999 before I became a regular elite referee in 2000. It was special, and extra difficult, to move up that year because the two Division 1 series were merged into a completely new series called Superettan. The second highest division would instead of two series with twenty-eight teams become one series with only sixteen teams. Of course, this also affected the number of referees. Instead of thirty-two referees, we were only twenty referees selected to referee the two highest divisions.

I was really the last one in of all the twenty who became elite referees. I had passed the small eye of the needle last of all, by grace, perhaps not primarily on competence but thanks to my young age. I had to skip the first round in Superettan, a clear signal that I belonged to the worst referees in the group. During the spring, I would get seven matches in the series, all at smaller arenas like in Åtvidaberg, Ljungskile, Umeå and Gunnilse. I had a way to go before getting to referee the big teams like Malmö and Djurgården on their home grounds. But step by step I learned to handle the stress and pressure, how to prepare, what worked and what didn't work at the higher level I was now at.

In the summer of 2000, I also got to make a "semi-international" debut in front of one hundred and fifty spectators at the idyllic Vinåvallen in Vinberg outside Falkenberg. Sweden's U17 national team played against the Czech Republic in an annual training tournament.

It didn't really feel like an international match. I would never have been allowed to referee a competitive match between the teams since one of the teams was the Swedish boys' national team, but it was still a wonderful feeling to line up with the teams before the match and listen to the national anthems. It was also completely new for me to be forced to referee without having language as my main asset. I was forced to reinforce body language, be even clearer about what I was blowing for, why I had made a decision and really convince the Czech players that they could trust me - especially considering that one team was just a Swedish boys' national team, and I too was Swedish.

I also had my boss, Bosse Karlsson, in the stands. He had driven the 170 kilometres from Jönköping to Vinberg and after the match he came into the dressing room and said: "Damn, Eriksson, you've got something good going. I think you refereed better today than in Superettan where you have to run around and talk to everyone all the time. You were clearer and more determined when one team didn't speak Swedish."

Maybe he was right, I pondered. I had always talked a lot with the players, maybe too much. If I toned down my chat, avoided my constant explanations of decisions, maybe it could benefit my career. At the same time, I didn't want to lose myself and my way of refereeing.

However, I understood that I should listen to Bosse. He only wanted what was best for me, and he had after all been there himself and knew what it took to get to referee internationally and reach a World Cup.

After the international match in Vinberg, the dream of getting to referee internationally felt within reach. My goal at the beginning of the millennium was to conquer the FIFA badge, get to stick it on my chest and thereby get a license to start refereeing internationally regularly. But to do that, you had to have refereed two seasons in the top league.

In the spring of 2000, I felt like a newcomer in Superettan because I was always refereeing the smaller teams at the bottom of the table. After the summer, something happened. When autumn came, the teams were changed and also where in the table I refereed. I realised that I had taken a big step, without anyone telling me. Suddenly I was refereeing big teams like Mjällby AIF, Västerås SK, Landskrona BoIS and not least: Malmö FF with a not entirely easy-to-referee Zlatan Ibrahimović on the pitch.

The first time we met was on August 14, 2000. It was a top match against Västerås SK and I refereed my first match at Malmö Stadion. Already after ten minutes, Zlatan stamped in a cross in a duel with his future friend and national team colleague Daniel Majstorović. The goal was followed by wild protests from the VSK players, who wanted a free kick for a high kick. I remember that I was as surprised as everyone else and thought: Can you really score a goal like that? Are you really allowed to score a goal like that? VSK fought their way back and had 2-2 with two minutes left, but then Zlatan decided the match. After a perfect through ball and a well-timed run, he waited out the VSK goalkeeper and placed the ball ice-cold in the right corner. Zlatan celebrated the goal by taking off his shirt, swinging it over his head and of course getting a yellow card from me, which he completely ignored.

Already when I refereed him for the first time, I saw that Zlatan had qualities that almost no other player had - a charisma, a certainty, control of ball and body and an instinct that breathed: it won't be possible to stop me.

The match in Malmö gave me proof that I could handle refereeing top teams like Malmö FF - but also that I could handle difficult players like Zlatan. The fact that I got better and better matches made me realise that my performances had been good and that I had climbed from being one of the lowest ranked referees in the series in the spring to being one of the highest ranked in the autumn.

At the turn of the millennium, I was travelling more than ever before. In my job, I flew between world metropolises like Los Angeles, Bangkok, Dubai and Madrid. Then I went home and refereed football matches in Åtvidaberg, Umeå and Västerås. It was tough to manage everything and keep both parties satisfied - IEC and the Swedish Football Association. There was always some party that was a little dissatisfied, but I myself had tremendously fun all the time and couldn't imagine giving up either of the jobs.

At the end of October 2000, I had an extremely important work week ahead of me with a packed trip to Asia where I would manage eight customer visits with TV channels in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Thailand in four days. Then I would go straight home to be back at Arlanda on Friday morning - all to be able to referee in Superettan's last round on the weekend.

When I'm packing my bag, it's Sunday night. Earlier that same day, I refereed Västerås SK-Umeå. In the second half, I got terribly painful in my back, but gritted my teeth and accepted the pain. On Monday morning, I can't get out of bed. I have to cancel my trip to Asia. It's out of the question to sit on a plane for sixteen hours when I can barely get up. Just then the phone rings, it's Bosse Karlsson. I answer, but don't say anything about my sore back. "Hi Jonas," he says cheerfully. "What do you say about making your Allsvenskan debut on Saturday? Trelleborg-Västra Frölunda." I'm both overjoyed and completely cold, because right now I can't even get out of bed.

During the week, I get help from a naprapath, eat insane amounts of painkillers and muscle relaxants, and the following Saturday I blow the whistle to start my life's first Allsvenskan match at Vångavallen.

I'm proud and nervous, but the match goes well. So well that I get new chances right at the beginning of the next season.

My unexpected debut in Allsvenskan also meant that I had qualified to be selected and referee internationally, albeit only for boys' international matches. And in February 2001, I was selected to referee in an international tournament in Portugal for boys who were fifteen years old. The players were making their first international matches and I was perhaps not selected because I was good, more because I was Swedish and the Swedish national team was expected to bring a referee on the trip.

But still. I was going to make my international debut. For real.

Torneio Internacional de Juniores B was the name of the tournament played at Estádio Municipal de Torres Novas, just over an hour's bus ride from Lisbon. I was to referee the home nation Portugal against South Africa, and despite having refereed hundreds of matches before in my career, I was very nervous.

None of the players spoke Swedish, I had little idea whether - let alone how well - the players could understand English, I had new assistant referees that I had no idea what level they were at and above all: it was a real international match.

When the national anthems were played on a scratchy speaker, I felt proud and happy in my gray and black, far too large referee shirt.

I could already see during the national anthems that the players were also nervous. It was also their first real international match and in the stands were a number of scouts from large, international clubs. A good match could mean that eyes would stick to just them.

One of the players stood out particularly during the eighty minutes the match lasted. He had number 17 on his back and was elegant, nonchalant and moved a little more smoothly and faster than his teammates and opponents. He had a perfect posture, a hairstyle that didn't have a single hair out of place and celebrated as if he had decided a Champions League final when he celebrated his match-deciding 2-0 goal. On Saturday, February 24, 2001, it wasn't just me making my international debut - Cristiano Ronaldo also made his first international match that day, and his first international goal.

With me, he was calm. He didn't say a word, just concentrated on playing, thanked kindly and smiled when I said "obrigado", thank you in Portuguese, in the center circle after the match.

Immediately after the match, I didn't give him much thought.

During all the boys' and junior international matches I have refereed over the years, I have seen so many talents, young stars and promising players who then haven't become anything. But Cristiano Ronaldo managed, and still manages to surpass himself and set new records.

When the 2001 season started, I was a regular referee in Allsvenskan.

I, who the year before had barely refereed in Superettan, now got to referee Sweden's finest football league regularly. I was crazy proud and honored, but knew that I had to perform to stay at this level.

I didn't get to choose who I would have in my team as assistant referees, who were previously called linesmen or line judges. But it didn't matter much, because almost all assistant referees were nice, friendly, generous, supportive and helpful. Stefan Wittberg became a favorite. He was so calm, cool and always fun to have in the team. But he usually refereed with the established FIFA referees in Allsvenskan, like Anders Frisk, Martin Ingvarsson and Leif Sundell, and therefore I rarely got the chance to referee with him.

My fifth Allsvenskan match I refereed at Olympia in Helsingborg.

I still remember today the feeling when I walked out on the perfect grass pitch, where a few months earlier Champions League had been played and big teams like Bayern Munich and Paris Saint-Germain had visited.

I almost had to pinch myself in the arm and realize that it was actually ME who was going to referee the match, that I was in Allsvenskan, that I got to fulfill a dream almost once a week.

The highest level meant a much greater media interest in my decisions on the pitch. When the sending off of Pelgander ended up on a list in Aftonbladet of the worst decisions during the spring season, I didn't let it affect me. As an established Allsvenskan referee, I was now close to getting my long-awaited FIFA badge, the license required to referee internationally. To get the license, you had to be ranked as one of the seven best referees by the national referee committee, you had to be older than twenty-five years, speak at least one language other than Swedish and be presumed to pass the physical tests that FIFA had. Concretely, it was about getting a large, white, embroidered fabric badge with the magical large letters clearly prominent, FIFA, and then which year it applied to. For it was not a lifetime gift - every year FIFA approved or rejected the applications that the national associations sent in.

Sometimes, however, you could go along on international assignments as a fourth official without having received the FIFA badge - but then the intention was always that the license should be imminent for the current referee. Anders Frisk was the brightest shining Swedish referee star during my first time as a referee at the elite level. He was always tanned, slightly unshaven and wore his referee shirt unbuttoned at the neck. Anders was easy-going and fun, a happy devil who was curious, smiled a lot and loved meeting new people. We became close, and I learned an enormous amount from him - as a referee, but also as a person. He appreciated me and my company and somewhere I think he saw that I had potential as a referee.

Anders Frisk was the one who introduced me to the big football world when he took me along as a fourth official in his team in the autumn of 2001. My first trip with Anders Frisk's team went to Turin, where Juventus would meet Porto in the Champions League. TV4 reporter Patrick Ekwall was along on the trip and made a report about what it was like on the job for one of Europe's best referees. I kept in the background. Quiet and low-key, I soaked up everything that happened, learned from Anders' way of dealing with other people and preparing for the match.

A few months later, when the Champions League playoffs began in the spring of 2002, I had received my long-awaited license myself. When I traveled as a fourth official to the semi-final in Barcelona that spring, a large, white badge with four capital letters sat on my chest: FIFA.








  
  
Out into the World




From 98,260 fanatical supporters in the stands of Camp Nou to 250 quiet spectators in Slagelse in the Danish countryside. During my first year as an international referee, the contrast between my assignments was incredibly stark. After the Champions League semi-final in Barcelona in 2002, I travelled to Denmark to officiate the U17 European Championship for nearly a month. Becoming a FIFA referee marked a significant step in my refereeing career, but the leap to officiating the most prestigious matches was still considerable. All referees started with international matches for boys, then juniors, under-21 players, the initial rounds of international cups, and then progressed to officiating the best matches between major nations and club teams. Although in the spring of 2002 I was involved in the Champions League knockout stages as a fourth official in Anders Frisk's team, I still needed to follow the long path to become a referee at the very highest level. 

The U17 European Championship in Denmark was indeed a youth tournament, but it was teeming with stars making their debut in a major championship: Cristiano Ronaldo played for Portugal, Wayne Rooney for England, David Silva for Spain.

I was assigned to referee a semi-final, England versus Switzerland, and in that match, I received the highest rating of my life: 9.5. As close to a perfect score as one could possibly get. My own international career had got off to an excellent start.

The referees' grading system was an unnecessarily complicated construction.

The grading scale ranged from 6.0 to 10.0. The score one was expected to have and which was considered equivalent to a pass in a match of normal difficulty was 8.4.

If, in the observer's eyes, you had missed a caution, you'd get an 8.3; if you missed two cautions, an 8.2, and so on. If, as a referee, you made a significant, clear, and crucial mistake such as missing a penalty (or awarding an incorrect one), missing a sending-off (or dismissing a player incorrectly), disallowing a clear goal (or allowing an incorrect goal to stand), you'd receive a reduction of 0.5. This would result in a score of 7.9, and if the observer deemed you had made two major mistakes, you'd get a score of 7.4.

If the match was more challenging than what the observer considered normal, that is, quite demanding and requiring one or more important correct decisions, then the standard score would be 8.5.

At all elite-level matches in Sweden and at the international level, an observer was present. Without exception, they were men, and invariably individuals who had previously been referees at the highest level. The observers graded the referees' performances and wrote a detailed report.

When I began my career at the elite level, observers had considerable influence. Their judgments were final - if a referee had performed well, it was described as such in the report submitted to the Swedish Football Association for Allsvenskan matches or UEFA for all matches in Europe.

For international matches, observers came from neutral countries. They were independent and did not rely on TV footage but formed their own opinion of the referee they saw officiating the match. I liked the system with observers. You were assessed by a neutral person on-site, who wasn't hunting for mistakes, which easily became the consequence when one could use aids like TV replays endlessly. And above all, I liked that they were independent, that no one could or wanted to interfere with the observer's job and influence the score he would give. Even in the 2002/2003 Champions League season, I was entrusted as the fourth official in Anders Frisk's team. Now the aim was set on getting the final, after having officiated a semi-final the year before. In April 2003, we were in the Spanish capital to referee Real Madrid against Manchester United, one of the quarter-finals in the tournament.

Before the match, I was chatting with our local referee liaison.

"There aren't two referees more different than Frisk and Collina," he said.

I had never met Pierluigi Collina at that point, but I heard stories from several people about what he was like as a person: meticulous, nitpicky, and quite stern. It was said that he even decided what food everyone in the team should eat to ensure the best possible preparation. But regardless of this, he was undoubtedly the world's best referee of all time - among other accolades, he was named the world's best referee six years in a row. Moreover, he was an extremely recognisable figure with his bald head and large ice-blue eyes. With his stern gaze, he could command respect from any player he chose to stare down.

Anders was the complete opposite in manner. His unwritten motto was freedom with responsibility. He wanted to have fun, meet as many people as possible, and draw energy from his surroundings.

Match day was as usual. We had a security meeting at the stadium at ten o'clock, then we returned to the hotel. Off with the UEFA suit, on with casual clothes, a walk in the sunshine, a coffee in Plaza Mayor, and lunch with the team at the hotel.

For lunch, Anders ordered a glass of red wine, as did one of the assistant referees and myself. It was one o'clock, we were due to referee at quarter to nine that evening, and drinking wine with lunch in Spain was really no stranger than drinking sparkling water in Sweden. Our referee liaison summarized the order and brought out a bottle of red wine that he shared with us, along with our observer.

I thought Anders performed as well as ever in the match, but the Italian observer felt that he had missed a penalty and a clear free kick for Real Madrid when United's goalkeeper Fabien Barthez handled the ball outside the penalty area. Anders consequently received criticism in the report and a rating that was significantly lower than both usual and expected.

Anders didn't receive another match in the tournament that year – certainly not the Champions League final that everyone with knowledge of the refereeing world had anticipated and that he truly deserved.

A year or so later, I heard through the grapevine that our observer had submitted a report stating that I, Anders, and one of the assistant referees had behaved inappropriately by drinking wine on match day, and that this was why Anders hadn't received more assignments.

The Italian observer who reported us to UEFA was named Pierluigi Pairetto. At the time of the quarter-final in Madrid, he was the head of all referees in Serie A but also the vice-chairman of UEFA's Referees Committee. He could influence which referees would officiate which matches and had full insight into all appointments. A few years later, he was a central figure in the major Serie A scandal, Calciopoli. As the tangle of crimes and other irregularities was unravelled, it was established that Pairetto had been in contact with Juventus CEO, Luciano Moggi, regarding which referees should be appointed for Juventus matches in both the Champions League and Serie A.

The fact that clubs could influence which referees would officiate their matches was extremely sensitive. There must be watertight barriers between referee committees that appoint referees and clubs. The Calciopoli scandal shook Italian football, Juventus was forced to leave Serie A, and Pierluigi Pairetto was suspended for several years.

The scandal surrounding Pairetto was not known in 2003. But everyone who followed international football knew that it was sensitive for Anders Frisk to referee Italian teams. On several occasions, the Swedish super-referee had come into focus when the Italian national team or an Italian club team played crucial matches.

The loss in the Euro 2000 final against France was perhaps what stung the most, where the Italians felt that Frisk had ruled against them.

The French striker Sylvain Wiltord had equalised in several minutes of added time, at least one minute too many, all Italians thought. But there were also a series of other controversial Champions League matches, for example, the chaotic match between Roma and Galatasaray, but also a number of sendings-off that affected Italian teams in other matches. The combination of Anders Frisk as referee and Italian teams was, in other words, anything but optimal. In the semi-finals of the 2003 Champions League, three out of four teams were Italian. What actually happened, we may never know. Perhaps Pairetto's report was a deliberate attempt to prevent Anders from reaching a final that three Italian teams were striving to reach, a punishment for Anders having had controversial matches over several years where an Italian team stood on one side.

The 2002/2003 Champions League final became an all-Italian affair and was played between Juventus and AC Milan, officiated by German Markus Merk. And perhaps it was just his turn to get the final. Maybe he really deserved it after many good performances at the highest level. But perhaps it also played a certain role that the chairman of the referee committee was German at the time.

Less than two years after the scandal match in Rome, we surprisingly got a new match in the Italian capital: AS Roma versus Dynamo Kiev in the Champions League group stage. If the match against Galatasaray had been utter chaos, the match against Dynamo Kiev would be even more hellish. Usually, a referee's match ends at the final whistle. But sometimes it continues afterwards when you're forced to write a report on a sending-off. In exceptional cases, there's an exchange of letters where the player, coach, or team you've reported contests what you as a referee have written - and in that case, you have to respond to the reply received.

After our previous match in Rome, between Roma and Galatasaray in 2002, everything had been taken to the next level. It would be the only incident during my over two hundred international matches that became subject to the highest appellate body: the UEFA Appeals Body. Several of the players and coaches who had received punishments from UEFA's disciplinary unit had appealed their sentences. Therefore, I, Anders, and one of the assistant referees had been called to a trial where we were interrogated by lawyers from UEFA and the clubs - so that the players, including world star Francesco Totti, could potentially have their punishments reduced. The verdict was announced a few days later and meant that the players who had appealed their sentences had their suspensions reduced, while Roma, on the other hand, had to pay higher fines. With that aftermath, it was least expected that we would already be back at the Olimpico. This September evening, Roma were under pressure. They were trailing 0-1 just before half-time and were being booed. Home hero Francesco Totti was frustrated and was cautioned. And his teammate, French star Philippe Mexès, kicked down away player Māris Verpakovskis. Anders blew his whistle and immediately showed the red card. The crowd in the stands went wild. They screamed and whistled loudly at Anders and the rest of the refereeing team, but also at the home team who were playing terribly.

From my previous match as fourth official at the Olimpico just over two years earlier, I had learned that the stadium, built in 1928, probably had Europe's longest player tunnel. It went from a staircase at the halfway line and then along the entire long side before turning back towards the centre of the pitch again.

It was dark and extremely long, very difficult to overview, and there were great opportunities for players to confront each other without us referees being able to see what was happening. That's exactly what had happened in the match against Galatasaray, but we would avoid that this time. Therefore, we had talked about me going down into the tunnel in advance so that we in the team could spread out and monitor a larger area than last time.

When Anders blows for half-time shortly after the red card, the crowd is at its most frenzied. I immediately leave my area between the benches, go down the stairs and escort the first players through the long, dark tunnel and make sure no confrontations occur. We have decided that I will receive the first wave of players coming down the stairs, then one of the assistant referees will take the next wave, and finally Anders and the assistant referee furthest from the stairs will look after the last players. I'm standing outside our referee room when the stream of players suddenly subsides. After a while, two Roma players come. They look at me, and one of them points to his head and says to me in poor English: "Blood from his head. Frisk injured." I quickly run through the long, dark tunnel towards the pitch.

I nearly collide with several players on the way. When I reach the area where players and referees gather before going up the stairs and out onto the pitch, Anders is lying down, seemingly unconscious with blood on his face and on the yellow shirt.

In the replays afterwards, you can see that an object hits Anders in the forehead, that he reaches for his head and a second later the blood starts gushing. With the help of one of the assistant referees, he gets help down the stairs and then collapses and loses consciousness for a brief moment.

We first move Anders to a protected place where he can't be hit by more objects. The doctors are there, trying to stop the bleeding and checking how Anders is doing. UEFA personnel rush over - everything is in utter chaos. I catch myself for a few seconds thinking about the match, about the second half, maybe I'll now be forced to make my Champions League debut.

Anders is moved to our dressing room with the help of medical staff. He's actually feeling quite okay, but has a headache. He's got a proper gash on his head and now has a large bandage over his forehead. We in the referee team call our respective families back home to reassure them, in case they've seen what happened.

Despite what happened, UEFA wants the match to continue. For them, a referee is a thing, a product, a unit that can be replaced when needed. No one really cares about the person, about the injury, about our working environment. The show must go on. Always.

This was demonstrated not least by what happened after Christian Eriksen's cardiac arrest during Euro 2021, but also when my Swedish colleague Mohammed Al-Hakim and his team with Peter Allheim and Fredrik Klyver in the summer of 2018 officiated the match between Sturm Graz and Larnaca in the Europa League qualifiers. They were forced to complete the match despite Klyver being hit in the head by a glass bottle with twelve minutes remaining and the fourth official having to step in as assistant referee. Mohammed didn't have the status that was probably required to get the management to stop the match. But Anders has it at the Olimpico in Rome in 2004. He decides that the match should be abandoned, that there will be no second half at the Olimpico. At the same time, the Italian police are worried about our safety if we stay at the stadium for too long. We pack up our things, shaken, walk out to the bus and in the same second that we, escorted by three police cars with blue lights, leave the stadium, the announcer informs that the match has been cancelled. My colleagues and I are safe, and feel secure.

Anders is taken to the hospital for examination, they do a skull X-ray and find a one-and-a-half centimetre long gash in his forehead, at the hairline. Additionally, Anders shows signs of a mild concussion, with headache and nausea. When the reports have been written, we go to the flight with full police protection, and just like after the match against Galatasaray, we have a police escort until we board the plane.

UEFA's verdict after the match was harsh and clear. Dynamo Kiev was awarded the victory with a 3-0 score. Roma was forced to play their next two home matches behind closed doors. Despite the turbulence in Rome, I personally received positive feedback from UEFA. The referee observer on site, a very strange Croatian that many Swedish referees had had problems with over the years, for some incredibly odd reason gave me the highest score in the team for how I had acted after the match. I received praise and the highest score for obvious things like taking care of my friend and colleague who was injured and needed help. At the same time, one of the assistant referees received harsh criticism because his shorts were far too short to be worn during a Champions League match.

Sometimes I really wondered what criteria UEFA actually had for those they appointed as observers.

For Anders, it took a while before everyday life returned. The news hunt from Swedish and international journalists was intense. Everyone wanted a comment, a picture, an opinion from the Swedish referee who had abandoned a match in the Champions League. It went so far that a group of Italian journalists staked out Anders' house in Mölndal, they were on the property and crept up to look through the windows when they thought no one was home.

Less than six months later, Anders Frisk chose to quit refereeing - despite still lacking the Champions League final he had dreamed of and the 2006 World Cup lying just around the corner. Anders said that threats, hate, and harassment were the reason.

After the Champions League knockout match in February 2005 between Barcelona and Chelsea, coach José Mourinho accused Anders Frisk of having had a private meeting at half-time with Barcelona's coach Frank Rijkaard. Anders denied the allegations but confirmed that they had briefly greeted each other - without talking about the match.

In the aftermath, Anders and his family received several death threats from Chelsea supporters and were forced to have police protection for a time.

A few weeks later, he chose to end his career for good.

What happened to Anders and his family made me feel sorry for him on a personal level, that his dream and ambitions were not fulfilled. It was terrible that hate and threats from supporters forced him to quit.

But I never connected what happened to me as a person, that similar things could actually happen to me in the future if I continued with a career at the highest level. That even my family could be affected by my choice to become a referee at the highest level. At this time, I had met and fallen in love with a fantastic girl. We got together, moved in to an apartment on Nackagatan in Södermalm, Stockholm. A year later we were expecting a child and a couple of months before our first daughter's birth, we bought a house in idyllic Sigtuna. The fact that it was fifteen minutes from Arlanda was no coincidence, it facilitated my constant travelling. Moreover, there was an additional advantage to the new residence: I could now referee teams from Stockholm in the Allsvenskan since Sigtuna was considered part of Uppland. In August 2005, we got a fantastic new addition, a little daughter whom we named Melisa. At the same time, these years were my toughest in life. I was a new parent and homeowner, an Allsvenskan referee, officiating my own international matches, and had the role of sales manager at a rapidly growing global company with forty employees and five offices around the world. I slept too little, trained poorly, ate carelessly, and had to struggle to make my life puzzle fit together. I was heavier than before, the scale even showed three digits at times. But I chose to ignore it, and instead cheerfully focused on the fact that I had always passed my fitness tests without problems. When I was at my heaviest and least trained, the injuries started coming. My Achilles tendon was constantly inflamed, and I officiated my matches with painkillers. Throughout my refereeing career, I had maintained a parallel professional career, and I'm convinced that I would never have become such a stress-resistant, successful entrepreneur with high work capacity if I hadn't been a referee at the same time. And in the same way, I would never have become a successful referee if I hadn't got to practice my leadership in other environments.

During the IT bubble shortly after the turn of the millennium, we who owned IEC in Sports had sold our shares to an English company. The idea was that the company would grow through acquisitions, an increasing share price, and new opportunities to buy TV rights.

I received a small amount of money paid out in connection with the sale, a small bonus for the hard work I had put in during the first years. Above all, however, I was paid in shares in the buying company. When the market crashed hard, the compensation in shares turned out to be completely worthless. With that, all the prerequisites for building the company in the way we had intended disappeared. We owners grew tired of the situation. In the spring of 2003, when everything looked at its darkest, with recessions in our most important markets and an ongoing acute SARS epidemic in Asia, we did the brave thing: we bought back the company that we had sold barely two years earlier.

Shortly after, two things happened that would come to affect the company's future in the right direction. First, IEC signed a contract to be responsible for all sales of TV rights for Real Madrid's pre-season tour in Asia. Then David Beckham, the world's most famous football player, signed for the club and the value of the rights quintupled overnight without it costing us a single penny extra.

The timing when we bought back IEC was, in other words, fantastically good. SARS became just a local epidemic in Asia, not a global pandemic, and the world economy turned upward from having hit rock bottom. After the summer of 2003, the company grew rapidly again. But having two parallel careers took time and energy, and I knew that at some point I had to focus on refereeing if I wanted to reach where I dreamed: the World Cup, the Euros, and the Champions League. Because even though my work was stimulating and I was successful at IEC, it was the career as a football referee that drove and attracted me more than anything else.

With each international assignment, I got more and more of a taste for refereeing. The Allsvenskan was good, but internationally it was better.

The matches abroad were inspiring with new stadiums, larger crowds, better atmosphere, more skilled players, and more unpredictable matches.

I constantly got to visit new countries and experience new things.

When the Allsvenskan season ended in the autumn of 2005, I got a U21 match that made a strong impression. Usually, a U21 international was a rather tired affair, played far from the capital, in a smaller arena, often with players who only cared about their own performances and less about the team's result.

But this match was different. It was England against France in a direct decisive playoff match at White Hart Lane. On that fantastic, tight, noisy arena, the attendance record for U21 football in England was broken that night - 34,491 spectators. It was there I understood that this was what I wanted to do. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of players like Franck Ribéry, Gaël Clichy, and James Milner and make the career in football that I understood they would make. I grew as a referee when I stepped into the big arenas with better players, more people in the stands, and matches that were broadcast on TV. The kicks became greater the more was at stake, my dose of adrenaline increased after each match - at the same time as I almost always had a new assignment to look forward to immediately after the match. It felt more and more like I had found my home, in a profession and mission that actually seemed to suit me and my qualities in the best way. I liked the wonderful unpredictability of sports. The only things I knew were that the match started at a certain time, that the score was goalless then, that the match time was two times forty-five minutes, and how the rulebook was written. After that, there was nothing more I could know or have control over. The rest was advanced improvisation and adaptation. I had to solve things as they arose or even better: ensure that no problems occurred. The feeling of going out to difficult assignments with good players, lots of people in the stands, and three hundred difficult decisions in front of me during ninety minutes was like no other. It brought out my competitive instinct, triggered me to perform better, and I loved the challenge and the intellectual stimulation it gave. On my birthday in March 2007, I was to referee a match between Bulgaria and Albania in the Euro qualifiers. The legend Hristo Stoichkov was the national coach for the home team, and in the tunnel, he was shocked when he first saw me and then my fourth official Markus Strömbergsson. Markus looked much younger than the thirty-two years he was at the time, and Stoichkov exclaimed: "My God, you look like a little boy. Are you going to referee this match?" Markus shook hands, answered Stoichkov that he was the fourth official and that it was me who would referee the match, but that I was actually only a year older than him. Stoichkov looked at me with a scrutinizing gaze, sighed a little and then said: "I guess I'm the one who's starting to get old, when the referees are so young." The match was by no means a big match in European football, but all the more important for me. My observer was the chairman of the referee committee, Volker Roth, and I knew that a good word from the German would give my career a push in the right direction. Roth was pleasant and correct but the review after the match was extremely short. It was done in a passport queue at the airport in Munich when the German turned to me and said: "Good match, you have a future. Be ready. Your score is 8.4." As usual, I had worked the hours before the match. The workload meant that I could never take completely off for three days to just focus on football, I always brought work with me wherever I went. During the days in Sofia, the starting shot was fired for a race that ended a few months later. Together in the ownership group, we had decided that it was time to sell IEC and had found a hot buyer, the French media group Lagardère Group. Ten minutes before it was time to go to the arena, I stressfully wrote the last lines of an introduction to the company and pressed the send button. Three months later, the deal was done. We had sold our company for crazy many millions. My namesake Persson, the company's CEO, had finalized negotiations in Paris all night and day, and in the afternoon he sent the email that contained no text, just a headline: "Congratulations, you're crazy rich!" I was thirty-three years old and suddenly what you loosely call financially independent. I, who was a hyperactive workaholic and performance junkie, actually never needed to work again from that day. The joy was great, but not overwhelming. The path to the millions had actually been more fun than the moment when I realized that I never needed to worry about money again.








