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			Fifty-five football nations

			It was one of those dull Christmas days, grey light, my body awash with excess food and alcohol from the last weeks of 2015. I looked at my bookcase across the lounge. It was well organised, alphabetically by theme. There were a lot of travel guides peeling gently from years of sun exposure, Murakami novels and football books. A book about football in Liechtenstein stood out: an unread present from years before.

			I wondered what could be written about football in Liechtenstein. Liechtenstein are as poor at football as you would expect a micro-state to be. I was curious and started reading. I liked the underdog and was, after all, a lifelong Fulham fan, a team that had languished in the lower divisions during my youth. It was the inspiration for my own offbeat challenge to watch football across the entirety of Europe.

			‘Ideas are like beards. Men don’t have them until they grow up’ was a quote from Voltaire that made me smile. I needed a break from my job as a statistician for the Ministry of Justice but also a focus, a structure, to my travels. I couldn’t find anyone who had watched football in all fifty-five UEFA nations in one season, or at least nobody who had written a book about it. The football would vary widely in its quality but the contrasts would be fascinating. I started dreaming of stadiums, packed or sparsely populated, the colours of the fans and the teams, the heady atmosphere of watching football in summer sun, the freezing winter nights clasping a cup of something hot. These scenes appealed to a keen photographer like me, the accompanying story even more so.

			I grew up in the green south of England, over forty miles away from Craven Cottage. None of my school friends watched live football. But I shared traits with my father, who follows Fulham and worked for an airline, and my mother, a lover of wildlife and Def Leppard. My father, like many of his era, used to alternate between watching Fulham and Chelsea play until the latter raised their ticket prices. My mother, meanwhile, never really got the tribalism of football. We took her to Fulham against Manchester United in our debut Premier League season in 2001, but she was most enthused by a flock of geese flying over the Thames. Yet she did at least agree that their pet spaniel could be called ‘Murphy’, after Danny Murphy scored an unlikely header to preserve Fulham’s top-flight status fourteen minutes from the end of the 2007–08 season.

			I love maps, people and places. I backpacked around the world after graduating and watched my first football match outside England in the Malaysian part of Borneo: Sabah v Terengganu in March 1999. David Rocastle, the Arsenal and England midfielder, played for Sabah that evening, one of his last games before he retired through injury and died of cancer two years later at the age of just thirty-three. Over the next few years, I watched football in countries such as Iran, Mexico and Colombia, and nearly jumped out of the stadium when a firework went off behind me in Medellín. Football and travel seemed a natural blend and an obvious focus for time away from the office.

			Before settling on Europe, I considered watching league football in the other continents over one season. The compact CONMEBOL confederation of ten South American members was culturally the least varied. The CONCACAF region of North and Central America and the Caribbean had a more challenging forty-one members, perhaps too many of them holiday islands. The Asian Football Confederation consisted of a far-reaching forty-seven members, from Palestine to Australia, and would be a traveller’s nirvana. But there would be plenty of political hurdles to overcome in the Middle East. I considered the immense African confederation of fifty-six countries for precisely one minute. This was easily the most expensive, I would need two passports for all the visas, and I imagine few dream of spending a year in sub-Saharan capital cities. The Oceania region of New Zealand and thirteen paradise islands in the Pacific sounded more like a retirement cruise than a football challenge.

			I was content to focus on Europe, a diverse footballing landscape then encompassing fifty-four nations ranging from the big European leagues to micro-states such as Andorra and Liechtenstein. I was fascinated by the geographic quirks. UEFA includes the Faroe Islands and Gibraltar, two nations that are territories of others; countries like Kazakhstan and Turkey that straddle two continents; and Israel, who play in UEFA for political reasons and are not part of continental Europe at all. I had already visited eighty countries around the world. But there were plenty of new European countries and cities to explore. And a huge variety of exciting football.

			I decided to watch top-division football, for consistency, during the 2017–18 season. The earliest season started in the Republic of Ireland during February 2017 and the latest in Gibraltar ended in June 2018. It was often easier to consider my challenge as watching all the leagues that led to qualification for the 2018–19 Champions League and Europa League. And, for simplicity, I shortened its scope to one year: from June 2017, when I left my office job, to May 2018.

			I smashed the previous season’s fixtures into a spreadsheet. It was feasible, but it was tight and I didn’t have much contingency. Kosovo joined UEFA in May 2016 to become the fifty-fifth UEFA nation. I had enough time to squeeze them in. Jersey applied to join UEFA, potentially provoking an avalanche of applications from non-independent islands. Fortunately for my challenge, and for the name of my 55footballnations.com website, Jersey’s bid was rejected in February 2018. Europe would remain fifty-five football nations for now.

			I needed to get approval to take unpaid time off. Osama, Director of Analysis at the Ministry of Justice, reviewed career break applications from his staff, of which caring responsibilities and further studies made up the overwhelming majority. ‘This is brilliant’, said Osama, a big Manchester United fan, approving it instantly. I should not have been surprised. Osama was in Barcelona for the dramatic 2–1 win over Bayern Munich in the 1999 Champions League final. At the same time I was silently cheering on Manchester United from the reception in a grungy Varanasi hostel whilst its workers slept on the floor. I often found a connection between football and travel.

			My challenge was alive. I was going to have to live off adrenalin and cheese sandwiches to succeed. I saved some money, started planning in earnest and got in some match practice in unfamiliar surroundings. I mainly watch Fulham play in England, an experience enhanced and clouded by passion and routine. I visited Luton Town in League Two and Woking in the National League. I spoke to Luton’s supporters’ club and the Dutch Cards, a pack of fans who travelled from the Netherlands to watch Woking play. I took photographs and notes until my only pen ran out.

			My last few days at work were a blur. I encouraged colleagues to wear old football shirts to my leaving drinks. Steve, the Chief Statistician, wore a battered MSV Duisburg jersey. I chose Chievo Verona, the Italians who had the most unlikely of forays into the Champions League in 2006, their nickname ‘the flying donkeys’ being strangely apt for my lunatic challenge. I promoted my travels by organising a sweepstake. Ministry of Justice workmates each drew one UEFA nation out of a football hat. The three highest-scoring matches I watched – only the first match in each nation counted, and ties would be separated by the earliest goal – would scoop either £55 or a copy of this book. Steve drew Scotland. I shook my head. ‘I don’t think that’s going to win, Steve.’

			I learned some Russian and packed my bags for a footballing journey of a lifetime. I took a spare pen.

		

	
		
			An unlikely first

			1 Georgia

			My Tbilisi taxi driver played soulful folk and local rap as we sped through the dark streets. He said that traditional folk music was still more popular here. I loved finding out something new about a country in those very first moments. The following morning, I ate khinkali, delicious stuffed dumplings where the light-coloured pastry was twisted to form a doughy top (which I later found out was not supposed to be eaten). The rich voice of Nick Cave that floated around the café somehow matched the sumptuous mushroom filling. I had sampled Georgian food and music in my first few hours, before taking a 16p bus to the leafy suburb of Vake to find something out about Georgian football.

			I wasn’t even supposed to start my travels in Tbilisi. Georgia had moved to a summer league in 2017, joining the Nordic countries, the Republic of Ireland and other ex-Soviet states by starting their season in the spring and completing it in the autumn. I had only found out about this switch a few months previously and now needed to squeeze in a Georgian league match before my more logical easterly journey from Iceland to Kazakhstan.

			The Georgian Football Federation in Vake is housed in a curious building shaped like a suspended half-crescent moon. I clambered up a stairway and was chuffed to meet Nika Jgarkava, the Federation’s vice-president. ‘I wish we could have this conversation in Gori’, were his opening words. Dila Gori against Locomotive Tbilisi was my first match. The stadium in Gori was being renovated for the 2017 European Under-19 Championship and the match had been switched to Tbilisi. My first country, city and stadium had changed. I really hoped that this was not a sign of things to come.

			Nika was enthusiastic about my mission and, as a self-confessed Georgian football geek, wanted to undertake his own: to visit every football pitch in his country. He was an ardent Dinamo Tbilisi fan and had worked for the club before joining the Football Federation. Nika explained that his club allegiance did not affect his current position. He took pleasure from being neutral and, if anything, sided with other clubs when forced to decide between them and Dinamo.

			I asked about Georgia’s recent move to a summer league that ran from March to November. Nika had well-honed answers. ‘Georgia is not good for maintaining grass due to the difference in climate between summer and winter. For half a year the grass sleeps.’ The aim was also to give clubs six months to prepare for participation in European competitions. All four Georgian clubs crashed out in their first ties in 2017, three of them hammered by teams from Azerbaijan, Slovakia and Poland. It would take time to see if the switch in season and reduction from fourteen to ten teams improved the league. The Georgian league was starting from a low base with low attendances.

			Football used to be more popular when Georgia was part of the Soviet Union. Dinamo Tbilisi, who won the Soviet title in 1964 and 1978, represented national pride then, serving as an outlet against repression as large crowds watched them play the likes of Spartak Moscow and Dynamo Kiev. The Georgian top division, the Erovnuli Liga, was gradually becoming more popular amongst teenagers from outside the capital who had never watched Soviet football. Summer football might also increase attendances. ‘You can go with your shorts and towel to the game in Batumi’, said Nika.

			I asked a few people what they thought of Georgian football. ‘Total bullshit’, said a local in a Real Madrid shirt who watched their 4–1 victory over Juventus in the Champions League final alongside me in the Hangar Bar. ‘No one cares’, said the young guy working at my hostel. Georgians wanted to win, and boxing, wrestling, rugby and basketball were more popular. It was important for Georgians to be stronger than Russia, perhaps to forge their own identity in sports less closely associated with the Soviet era.

			The current weakness of the national team was not helping. Georgia produced the likes of the former Manchester City star Giorgi Kinkladze, former Rangers and Blackburn Rovers stopper Zurab Khizanishvili and classy AC Milan defender Kakha Kaladze. The latter, twice a Champions League winner, was still plastered on billboards everywhere, but more for his politics: he was running for mayor of Tbilisi. There were no Georgian poster boys playing in Europe’s top leagues. And Georgia had the ignominy of being seeded in the bottom pot for the 2018 World Cup qualifying, along with Andorra, Kazakhstan, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta and San Marino.

			Georgian club and mainstream football websites listed different kick-off times for Dila Gori against Locomotive Tbilisi. Nika double-checked with his president. ‘It is 7.30 p.m.’, he confirmed. I really didn’t want to miss my first match. I was buzzing after leaving Nika, my first football contact on the opening day of my epic adventure, for the pine-scented hillsides of Vake Park. I absorbed the views in this particularly leafy part of Tbilisi and visited the beautiful old houses in the open-air ethnographic museum. I walked to a nearby restaurant and ate veal and potatoes in a rich, country-style sauce, dressed with garlic and a little too much oil. I didn’t even mind when the wind blew my beer over.

			I was, after all, a touch fortunate just to be here. I’m a very tall and quite active person and was shocked to be diagnosed with a crippling blood clot in my leg just four weeks before. I was prescribed blood thinners, which increased my mobility enough to limp on the plane to Georgia. My hand luggage was stuffed full of syringes, hardly the clobber I expected to be accompanying me on a football odyssey.

			I was full of relief, excitement and optimism. The spring flowers dotted around Vake Park promised good weather ahead, and I glimpsed the Mikheil Meskhi Stadium through the treeline. The seemingly random squares of blue, yellow, green and white seats looked enticing from several hundred metres above. The music then started at the stadium, easily audible on the stiff breeze. My heart skipped. This was the opening theme to a year of unpredictable football and experiences.

			Dila Gori, the notional home team, were responsible for leasing the stadium. The 2015 Georgian champions were obviously unconvinced about the appeal of a Friday night game in Tbilisi and had opted against printing tickets, instantly quashing my hopes of collecting a ticket from every match. A steward gave me some sunflower seeds, carefully wrapped in newspaper, as I entered. Free entrance and a free snack. I was definitely winning.

			The following day I visited Gori: a town best known for being the birthplace of Joseph Stalin. The former Soviet leader’s image is still revered in the strange, near celebratory, museum and in a supermarket window. I climbed the much-reconstructed fortress, which offered a panoramic view of the great mountains of the Caucasus and a lower ridge that framed Dila Gori’s home. ‘You get a nice view of the castle from the stadium and good view of the stadium from the castle’, was Nika’s accurate description. It was a pity I couldn’t watch a match there.

			The fading sun lit up the unfilled multicoloured seats that began to remind me of a Mondrian painting. Nika had warned me that the attendance would be low. Locomotive Tbilisi, despite being an old name with historic links to the country’s railway workers, did not have a large fan base. Still, I was expecting more than 200 people at a free match in a capital city of more than a million. There were more locals scoffing burgers in the nearby Wendy’s than in a stadium with more than 24,000 empty seats.

			The teams greeted each other in line and their hand slaps reverberated around the desolate stadium. The match kicked off and my challenge was properly underway. The first action was a sickening crash of skulls for a high ball that made me wince. Dila Gori defender Popkhadze was stretchered off and substituted. The Dila Gori ultras – two dozen youths, one drum and a red and blue flag – arrived in the far stand. ‘Dila Gori’ echoed around the stadium.

			Georgia was renowned for its highly technical players, and there was plenty of skill on show from the seventh- and fifth-placed teams in the Georgian league. Dila Gori’s talent was partly imported: two Brazilians and a Congolese started; another Brazilian and a striker from Sierra Leone appeared as substitutes. Locomotive was a team built on academy graduates, although it was their experienced centre back Rekhviashvili who caught my eye. Long-haired and slightly rotund, Rekhviashvili looked like an ageing heavy metal drummer and, one foray aside, did not partake in any running. But he could read the game, and his encouraging shouts lingered on the evening breeze. The first goal of my travels was a penalty. Locomotive’s Arveladze, who had something of Dimitar Berbatov about his languid style, bamboozled a hapless defender and was tripped; Sikharulidze converted. Locomotive scored another: a lovely reverse pass from Arveladze and Sikharulidze tapped in his second.

			I walked out of the stadium at half-time. Three old ladies on rugs tried to sell me more sunflower seeds. I didn’t want to break my one-pack-per-game rule. I tried to speak to the middle-aged men behind me through Google Translate and a smattering of Russian. One was the father of Mujrishvili, the Dila Gori goalkeeper. I kindly exonerated him from both goals, although the second was a touch soft. He was more hopeful than I was that Dila Gori would get back in the game. Rousing screams directed at individual players suggested that many in the crowd were supporting family members more than either team.

			Dila Gori controlled second-half possession. Rekhviashvili, my heavy metal hero, made a tremendous, goal-saving block and dominated the air. Locomotive had lost their previous five league matches, and the relief at their 2–0 win was palpable. Their goalkeeper was mobbed by his wife and four children. The rest of the team politely applauded the scattered stands. I felt an air of triumph. The match had been no classic and the deadened atmosphere was redolent of an office Monday. But my travels had started.

			Tbilisi was a city with a pleasing setting, surrounded by steep rocky ridges that framed the gushing Kura River. It has one of the least consistent architectural styles of any European capital. Modernist creations rub shoulders with communist edifices; ancient churches are surrounded by a dash of brutalism; a brash rococo opera house stands amid European-style uniformity. But the old town was still pleasingly ramshackle in places. My hostel was located in an area that was mafia-ridden in the early 2000s. Georgia was one of the world’s safest countries now; the criminals had been flushed out to Russia.

			Georgia is well known for its wine. I had sampled Georgian wine in England and not been very impressed, and recounting this story was an easy way to procure many free samples in the wine shops of central Tbilisi. WineLab, on a street off Freedom Square, was the classiest. Georgians are friendly and proud of their country. ‘Is this your first time in Georgia?’ the owner asked. I mentioned my football travels and his ears twitched. I could detect football in people’s veins. The shop’s owner was Giorgi Gogorishvili, grandson of Mikheil Meskhi, the greatest ever Georgian footballer. The stadium from my very first match was named after him. This was like bumping into Bobby Charlton’s grandson in Oddbins.

			Giorgi, whose own football career was prematurely wrecked by injury, was immediately hooked. He was an engaging man, still unmarried well into his thirties, his dancing eyes practised in chasing women. His grandfather, Meskhi, made thirty-five appearances for the Soviet Union and played alongside Lev Yashin at the 1962 World Cup. This was an incredible achievement for a Georgian. ‘You needed to be two or three times better than a Russian player to be chosen for the USSR’, said Giorgi. Meskhi was not selected for the 1966 World Cup despite being in rude form. Giorgi showed me grainy clips of his grandfather, all feints and blistering speed, on his laptop. Footage showed Meskhi on teammates’ shoulders after his testimonial between Dinamo Tbilisi and the Uruguayan side Nacional. At the time a watching Argentinian had assumed this was for being man of the match and was aghast that a player so far ahead of his generation was retiring. Giorgi clearly enjoyed retelling this anecdote.

			Giorgi took me to his car, parked near the flower market. ‘They all know me here’, he said, smiling at the flower sellers. I calculated how much more Giorgi’s dark Mercedes was worth than my camera and jumped in. We drove to a restaurant where we supped on German beer, grilled meats, tomatoes and khachapuri, a rich cheese pie, in the cool green hills overlooking Tbilisi. Giorgi tasted the tomatoes suspiciously. ‘Not Turkish tomatoes’, he said decisively. We feasted on the sweet fruits of the fine spring after imported food had sustained Georgia through the harsh winter.

			He was sanguine about the current crop of Georgian players, acknowledging their skill and also their susceptibility to success going easily to their heads. Giorgi knew another Giorgi, Giorgi Kinkladze. ‘Everyone is called Giorgi in Georgia. You say “Giorgi” here and half the restaurant will turn around. Kinkladze is quite fat now’, he remarked. I was not surprised, if he ate cheese pie with any sort of regularity.

			Lela, Giorgi’s current girlfriend, joined us, her long dark hair swept around an angelic face. Giorgi flashed his mobile in her face. ‘Look, grey eyes, not a proper Georgian’, he joked. Giorgi liked her lithe Russian physique and Georgian fire. There was a cosmopolitan streak to him and many other metropolitan Georgians that stemmed from living at the crossroads of Europe and Asia. Georgia is the product of an intoxicating mix of influences. It is one of the most forward-looking of the former Soviet nations, but one deeply rooted in its considerable history. I was happy that the political situation in the Caucasus dictated I would need to return three more times to Georgia to travel between its southern neighbours: Azerbaijan, Armenia and Turkey.

			Locomotive and Dila Gori finished sixth and seventh. Goal-scorer Sikharulidze was top scorer in the league with twenty-five goals, earned his first Georgia cap and a move to the Czech top-division side Slovácko. Kaladze became mayor of Tbilisi in November 2017.

		

	
		
			Foreign in Nordic lands

			2 Iceland

			Iceland is on fire. The country has become a top tourist destination and the national team are icons. On the flight to Reykjavik I watched Inside a Volcano, the documentary tracking Iceland’s successful qualification campaign for Euro 2016. The character and togetherness of the national team came through in a way I couldn’t imagine happening with England. ‘Why can’t we always play together in a team in some league?’ questioned one player in the film. They would be a frightening prospect, like Bolton Wanderers under Sam Allardyce. I wondered if the Icelandic league also had these traits.

			The tourist boom has helped slash car rental prices in Iceland. My budget extended to a Chevrolet Spark – the only time I would hire a car in my first twenty-two countries. I’m not particularly fond of driving alone and it was even more difficult to concentrate with such distracting scenery. I motored through ashen landscapes brightened by a glaring sun, the roads lined by beautiful purple lupins. I completed the Golden Circle, a dramatic collection of natural sites that were desolate when I visited as a teenager but now swarmed with other tourists. I hiked away into clouds of tiny black and white butterflies at Þingvellir, the national park that became Iceland’s first in 1930, a thousand years after the country’s original parliament was founded there. This isolated country certainly didn’t feel like a football destination.

			It’s hard to find Icelandic football stadiums, set low amidst residential neighbourhoods, so I was pleased to eventually find Victor Olsen, Chief Operating Officer of Stjarnan, at their Stjörnuvöllur complex. Stjarnan means ‘the star’ in Icelandic. Victor was my star. He was blond and burly, and spoke flawless English with an Icelandic slant. Victor explained that Stjarnan were the most famous Icelandic club owing to their elaborate goal celebrations in 2010. ‘This was a silly season, we played only offensive football, games were like 4–4. Celebrations required a lot of energy, the focus wasn’t on the football. The day before each match at training there was a need to do something new. At one point coach said, “this is enough, start again after we win the league”.’ Stjarnan had benefited financially from the attention, though, developed the club through revenue raised from advertising and won their only title in 2014. Stjarnan still got requests. ‘Could you do the fish, the toilet?’

			Stjarnan played European football for the first time in 2014 and beat Bangor City, Motherwell and Lech Poznań on the way to playing Italian giants Internazionale in the play-off round of the Europa League. Stjarnan were out of their depth and lost 9–0 on aggregate. ‘Even our fastest player, it was like he was walking.’ Inter sold their Croatian midfielder, Mateo Kovačić, to Real Madrid shortly afterwards. The video clip of him playing against Stjarnan was, Victor joked, ‘like Messi against children’.

			Victor also talked more seriously about some of the challenges Stjarnan faced. A large chunk of the club’s budget came from UEFA – even losing in the first qualifying round of the Europa League was worth 240,000 euros – but the strength of the Icelandic krona had reduced its value. The recent increase in visitors was also causing difficulties for the club. The upcoming Europa League draw was a nervous day for Victor as he was tasked with chartering a plane in the middle of the tourist high season. The draw was only ten days before their first qualifying round match.

			I liked Victor and the atmosphere around the club. But Stjarnan were playing the following day and I had the chance to watch another league match in the greater Reykjavik area – where seven of the twelve top-division clubs were based – that evening. ‘You should go’, ordered Victor. There was only a friendly rivalry between clubs in Iceland.

			I felt a little out of place at Breiðablik. My heart was with Stjarnan. I tried to talk to a couple of fans outside the stadium. It was hard going. Breiðablik has a big academy and there were hundreds of elf-like children clad in green, mothers in chunky knitwear and the occasional icy old-schooler. A bouncy castle, hot dogs and sodas for sale outside the Kópavogsvöllur Stadium made this feel more like a village fête than a Reykjavik derby. I was surprised to hear the galloping ‘Run to the Hills’ by Iron Maiden aired before such a family affair. The match against Valur attracted a large and youthful attendance. The overspill sat on picnic blankets in the drizzle.

			I sat next to Gunnlaug, the father of Breiðablik’s right-sided midfielder, Höskuldur Gunnlaugsson. Gunnlaug’s enthusiasm for football had been curbed after watching Liverpool in their glory years when he was growing up. His wife seemed to love every minute, vividly recalling the ecstasy of past victories and the pain of defeats. She later winced as her son was clattered. The team announcement was a nightmare of Icelandic numbers and too many ‘ssons’. Gunnlaug helped me out. I wanted his son to have a good game. There was a bit of the Ray Parlour about his perm, a hairstyle in stark contrast to the close shave favoured by most Icelandic players. He had a worthy second job, helping the disabled, and studied in the winter months when football was impossible.

			Tokić, a journeyman Croat, exchanged passes with Eyjolfsson, Gunnlaugsson’s childhood friend, and cutely fired into the roof of the net to put Breiðablik into an early lead. After the deadly silence of my match in Georgia, this kick-started some atmosphere, with shrill and youthful screams, an inoffensive mantra of ‘Breiðablik, Breiðablik’ and the lonesome beat of a drum. Gunnlaugsson had a sure touch; his set pieces, such an important part of the Icelandic game, were decent, but he seemed uncertain in the challenge and his willing running did not mask a lack of anticipation. But he tried and cared and, after picking up a knock, was clearly irritated by his substitution. His mother looked concerned.

			Breiðablik retreated and allowed a dinked ball into the penalty area which Valur central midfielder Ingvarsson expertly controlled on his chest before volleying home with his favoured left foot. Breiðablik seemed reasonably content to play out a 1–1 draw. But four minutes into injury time, Ingvarsson floated in a free kick and Valur left back Eiríksson headed strongly in off a combination of goalkeeper and post. 2–1 to Valur and another away win.

			‘That’s football’, was Gunnlaug’s retort. There was only moderate derision amongst the crowd. It was hard to get that upset when the best of the Icelandic summer was still to come and you were in such youthful company. The crowd dissipated with efficient ease. Breiðablik had an army of brooms to clear away the mild detritus of popcorn and coffee cups even before I had left the stadium. A point may have been lost but maintaining cleanliness was rightly imperative.

			I found my way back to Stjörnuvöllur, just two miles to the south of Breiðablik, more easily the following evening. Victor had given me a Stjarnan gold card season ticket, worth around £480, after our conversation. ‘What do you want me to do with it after the game?’ I asked. Victor smiled knowingly. ‘Keep it, you won’t be back.’

			Stjörnuvöllur had a ground floor bar. The four young barmen were interested in my story and tried charging me £27 for a beer. It was a joke. A Gull was only £6, cheap by local standards in a country where drinking beer was legalised as recently as 1989. The barmen pointed out a group of twentysomething Stjarnan supporters. They were the ‘silver spoons’, the sons of local businessmen. Stjarnan are based in one of the wealthiest parts of Greater Reykjavik.

			I spoke to Elías and Jakob from the ‘silver spoons’. Elías stood out in his curious baseball hat and brown trousers. His aspiration was a league title or cup victory, and to progress to the second qualifying round of European competition. Elías explained that the Viking thunderclap that backed the national team at Euro 2016 was fostered at Stjarnan. They had picked it up from Motherwell during their Europa League run. Twenty-two Stjarnan supporters had travelled to watch a 2–2 draw at Fir Park in 2014 and had been inspired by the Motherwell tradition of slow clapping to their club anthem ‘Since I Was Young’.

			Confidence was high amongst the Stjarnan fans despite the fact they had lost their previous game. ‘We always score two’, said the exuberant Jakob. Jakob was the originator of the ‘silver spoons’, a name clearly more tongue in cheek than derogatory. A six-foot silver spoon sat in the corner of the bar and was on show in the 2014 championship-winners’ picture. I lifted the spoon with Jakob and Elías for a terrific photograph.

			The crowd was smaller and more adult than at Breiðablik. The rock anthems kept giving, though, with a full six-minute rendition of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. The Stjarnan hardcore also borrowed classic tunes, their version of Creedence Clearwater Revival’s ‘Bad Moon Rising’ accompanied by a snare and bass drum. This added sharp percussion to key moments in the match, a hard tackle, a corner gained or conceded.

			It was a messy start of straight, over-hit balls. Away side Vikingur took the lead after fifteen minutes with a close-range volley. Stjarnan right back Laxdal equalised a minute later as Vikingur began to make more mistakes. It was 1–1 at half-time. I had already scoffed a tasty £8 burger – ‘the best in the Icelandic league’ according to Victor – but flashed my gold card to enter the hushed church hall atmosphere of the Stjarnan members’ room. Locals sipped glasses of wine whilst I picked up a chicken and avocado Ryvita and talked quietly about the game. It was a strangely angular football snack that I couldn’t see taking off in England.

			I moved to pitch level for a different perspective. Victor paced around on the sidelines as the visitors dominated the second half, Sveinsson firing in the decisive goal for Vikingur after seventy-three minutes. The artificial surface had a lower bounce than Breiðablik’s grass pitch, which seemed to restrict long balls but not the mighty long throws that bombed into the Vikingur penalty area. These stimulated the chant of ‘Inn Med Boltann’ – ‘get the ball in the net’ – a rhythmic mantra that accompanied set pieces across Iceland.

			There was little hope for the Stjarnan hardcore. The drums stayed silent for the remaining minutes of the match. The Vikingur players celebrated their 2–1 win in front of their fans, housed in one side of the darkening main stand, as I recorded my third straight away win. The Stjarnan players had not performed to the early levels of this season. Their fans’ faces were even whiter than normal. It was through no lack of effort. Effort is mandatory in Iceland.

			Valur won their first title for ten years, finishing twelve points ahead of second-placed Stjarnan. Breiðablik and Vikingur finished in mid-table.

		

	
		
			3 Faroe Islands

			There were not many flights from Iceland to the Faroe Islands. Only two per week. I couldn’t miss this one. I bounced into Keflavik International Airport and looked up at the departures screen. My flight wasn’t listed. ‘Has it been cancelled?’ I asked one man. I already had a deep sinking feeling before a second official informed me that I was at the wrong airport. My flight was departing from the domestic airport, over thirty miles away on the fringes of Reykjavik, in just over an hour.

			There was no time to lose. It would be three days until the next flight to the Faroes. I jumped straight in a taxi minivan. We became stuck behind a budget hire car on the single-lane road. ‘They stop and take photos on bridges’, said my driver. His soothing voice helped settle my frayed nerves. He increased his speed, very deliberately, as the road cleared, and calmly called Atlantic Airways to hold my flight. I thankfully paid £135 and sped into the airport, from the car park to the plane in just four minutes.

			‘Would you like a drink?’ asked the air stewardess. I very nearly ordered a vodka and coke until I realised it would probably cost me another tenner. I settled into my seat with my heart still pounding. I ran through, in my typically logical mind, how difficult it would have been to rearrange my trip to the Faroes. I already had many flights booked. And to visit this island nation, geographically isolated between Iceland, Scotland and Norway, later in the summer would have been hugely expensive and disruptive.

			Arriving at Vágar Airport was almost as exciting as my plane chase. A low cloud often hugs these windswept islands, shaped like an arrowhead in the North Atlantic. The flight before mine had aborted a first attempt at landing as fog clung dangerously to the runway. I was just pleased to be here. ‘It’s Sheep and Easy by Bus’, suggested an advertisement in the arrivals hall. The next bus to Tórshavn, the capital, was in two hours. My confidence and cash had been shredded by my near disaster in Reykjavik. Both were partly restored by a kind local couple, fresh from a Celine Dion concert in Copenhagen, who offered me a lift.

			Davis drove me into Tórshavn. ‘There are only two people called Davis in the Faroes and the other one is a girl’, he said. He looked up my guesthouse owner, Pætur, on his phone. ‘I used to work for him’, he added. Iceland is small but the Faroe Islands is almost like an extended family. Knutsford, a potential football contact and a big fan of my hosts HB Tórshavn, had informed me he was out of town. ‘Yes, he’s out sailing’, Davis confirmed.

			Pætur was also out, but his front door was open. I tapped up a few notes on my laptop in the hallway until his dog started nibbling at my ankles. I spoke to a neighbour and he pointed me to the back door, where the guest rooms were open as well. Crime levels are very low in the Faroes. Everyone knows everyone. I heard that most convictions were either for drink driving or paedophilia. I wasn’t sure about this combination, but would feel safer here than in any other nation.

			The seas lapping Tórshavn harbour were red with the blood of whales. And the HB fans were hoping that this would be the only giant killing in town this weekend. HB were playing minnows Skála ÍF from the second largest island of Eysturoy. Dead whales apart, Tórshavn was a lovely town with beautiful turf-laden houses dotting its centre, still inhabited by local people, unlike so many European capitals today. The view from Skansin, a strategic fort for centuries, was inspiring. The offshore island of Nólsoy cut the cloud, and mist shrouded the surrounding hills.

			I visited Tinganes, the jutting rocks that have housed a parliament since the ninth century, even longer than Þingvellir in Iceland. I bumped into two young American brothers, Alex and Peter. ‘Did you see the whales?’ exclaimed an East Coast accent. I explained my mission was football, not whale hunting. ‘Are you Matt?’ They were at the Stjarnan match and had met Jakob, one of the silver spoons. ‘He said you would be on our plane, but we didn’t see you.’ I explained my problem. ‘Yeah, like, an international flight going from the domestic airport!’ They also planned to watch the match on Sunday.

			The following day, I took a boat trip around the awe-inspiring Vestmanna bird cliffs, north-west from Tórshavn and, like the capital, located on the main island of Streymoy. The sheer cliffs crashed dramatically into the sea from heights of 700 metres, the puffins and guillemots mere flying specks against this magnificent backdrop. I stopped at Tórsvøllur, the compact national stadium, on the way back to Tórshavn. I spotted a black man in a tracksuit. He stood out against the Faroese chatting and chilling in the bright environs of the stadium café.

			He was Bakary Bojang, aged thirty, born in Gambia and a Danish resident since he was thirteen. An attacking midfielder, he had made a few appearances for Tamworth in the English Conference, played for the reserves at OB Odense, the Danish Superliga team, and had an injury-ridden spell in Oman. Bakary now coached at B71, a club from the southern island of Sandoy. B71 were top of the Faroese third tier and Bakary was waiting for them to arrive ahead of their game against KÍ Klaksvík’s third team.

			I asked Bakary how he had ended up here. He had a Faroese friend from his time at OB Odense who had since joined B71 and asked Bakary if he was interested in moving to Faroese league football. Bakary visited and fell in love with the place, his Danish easing communication in this self-governing part of Denmark. ‘It’s very calm, people are friendly, life is easy-going.’ B71 are unpaid amateurs, all locals. Promotion to the second flight would mean B71 could pay wages and recruit some international players. Bakary believed they would improve the standard.

			A few days earlier, in Iceland, I had spoken to Victor about the small number of foreigners in the Stjarnan squad. He said that the club was focused on signing older Icelandic players to promote a more professional attitude. Foreign players often needed a lot of help: housing, cars, shopping, and if the internet breaks down they call the club to try to get it fixed. Stjarnan had a Jamaican international goalkeeper, Duwayne Kerr, who had to travel for two days each way to play for his national team and missed six matches the previous season. I was interested to see how the foreign players fared in my Faroese match.

			I didn’t have any local contacts after Knutsford had chosen sailing over football. My host, Pætur, made a series of calls, gradually spreading the word in the way familiar from the days before social media. I layered up at my guesthouse and strolled to Gundadalur, HB’s ground, located next to the national stadium. I admired the interesting Scandinavian houses on the way, rarely two of the same design, some clad with darkened wood, others topped with traditional sod roofs. It was blowing a gale by summer standards and lashing with horizontal rain. I was soaked in seconds. ‘Fifty-two to go’ ran through my dampened mind. But with wind blowing the clouds swiftly across the sky, new weather is only minutes away in the Faroes. It brightened as I crossed a park filled with strongly scented pine trees and modern sculptures, in black and grey to match the clouds.

			The café at the national stadium was strangely empty so I ventured to the HB club room that overlooks the Gundadalur. HB share their attractive stadium with more recent rivals B36 and each club has their own stand with its own club room. HB had a friendly feel. Players were beginning to arrive from both teams and greeted me as they passed the glitzy trophy cabinet and a dazzling football mural. Perhaps they thought I was a scout.

			Turið, the club secretary, was expecting me. News travels fast in this small place. She worked part-time for HB, combining her duties at the football club with more formal caring as a social worker. She was also an Arsenal fan who had been to a recent match against Hull City. The attendance of 60,000 at the Emirates Stadium was greater than the population of the Faroe Islands – even including the tourists.

			HB are the most successful club in Faroese football, with twenty-three titles to their name. But the team had been struggling, missing out altogether on European qualification for the 2017–18 season. This had a massive impact on their finances, as even losing in the first qualifying round, something that has happened in all but two European campaigns, considerably boosted their budget. HB had started the season in diffident form, drawing too many and crashing out of the cup. They were fourth and needed to finish third to guarantee European qualification. This was a big match.

			Turið said that failing to qualify for Europe had been difficult for HB, taking a sharp intake of breath in a characteristically Scandinavian way. The club spent in the region of £250,000 per year on their academy, with around fifty coaches and sixty-five teams playing under the HB banner. She explained that HB may have to cut back should they miss out on Europe again. HB might stand for Havnar Bóltfelag, or ‘Harbour Football Club’, but Tórshavn didn’t have the fishing money – fish products account for 97 per cent of Faroese exports – of other towns to support the club.

			I spoke to Thomas Jule, a former reserve goalkeeper and lifelong fan of HB. He had an infectious smile, and loved HB and the over-achieving national team. The Faroe Islands had recently beaten Greece home and away and were seeded in the fourth-highest of six qualifi­cation pots for the 2018 World Cup. He looked as nervous as you would expect a loyal supporter to be. Thomas wanted more spectators at games but mentioned other diversions such as playing handball and going to the gym. He lamented that there were not many HB players from Tórshavn; local players were often lured to Denmark, and that meant players’ families didn’t attend.

			Thomas pined for a better atmosphere at the ground to help inspire the players: more shouts, chants, maybe even a drum. He was also less than enamoured with foreign players’ motivation. The highest paid international players earn around £5,000 per month in the Faroes. Thomas believed this is too high for the standard of football, which I would find noticeably lower than in Georgia and Iceland.

			I was enjoying the rock classics before each Nordic match and was treated to a rare remix of Queen’s ‘I Want It All’ at the Gundadalur Stadium. Most HB fans congregated in their own stand, with the seats of the B36 stand left empty, but a few families and a large dog assembled on a grassy bank overshadowed by a mountainous ridge. The stadium is well protected from the elements by Faroese standards and Thomas had explained that postponements were rare here despite the wild weather. Tórshavn had seen snow in every month over recent years.

			The fans seemed cautious. There were a few gruff chants of ‘Harbour’ as HB dominated early possession on an artificial pitch that gleamed from the earlier downpour. Skála played ten men behind the ball, with Brian Jacobsen, one of four Jacobsens in the starting line-up and another two on the bench, leading the line. Pingel, the ponytailed Dane, latched onto some good left-wing interplay, controlled and turned a low shot into the corner to put HB into a 1–0 lead. The goal seemed to be in slow motion.

			It was all HB. Skála had barely made it past the halfway line in the first twenty minutes. Frustration was growing amongst the middle-aged HB faithful as chances were wastefully spurned. Skála finally won a free kick twenty-five yards from goal and rushed away precious possession with a ridiculously quick set piece. ‘This could be a massacre’, I said to my American friends behind me. It wasn’t, though. Skála had not managed a shot but then scored. A cross came in from the right and, with a suspicion of offside, the ball fell nicely for Brian Jacobsen, who slotted in for Skála. 1–1 was a truly audacious half-time score.

			The HB club room was a welcoming hearth of discussion and sweet treats at the break. The typically friendly woman manning the café asked why I was here. I gave her my business card and she sold me a lovely homemade cake and a charming smile for £1. A windswept HB fan in the stand reflectively rued the missed chances. I said that I had watched three successive away wins. ‘Go home’, he joked, before posing for a photograph in his red and black HB shirt and scarf.

			HB started the second half with purpose. But there were increasing signs that this would not be the HB victory that most predicted. There was no hiding the lack of quality. ‘Please be better, just once’, pleaded a familiar American voice behind me. The slow build-up play had been replaced by increasingly desperate HB long balls. ‘Is this the worst football ever?’ questioned my American friend. It wasn’t quite; but it wasn’t good.

			Skála substitute Jakub Johansen was then played through. HB centre back Hansen was too hesitant in the tackle: the ball bounced into Johansen’s path and he slotted the ball calmly into the corner. Faroe Islands international goalkeeper Gestsson disconsolately picked the ball out of the net for the second time. He had not made a save the entire match. This was the definitive smash and grab. It was Burnley coming from behind to beat Manchester United at Old Trafford.

			Supporters of both teams spilled onto the pitch after the game. I saw the opportunity to play on a top-flight pitch during my travels. I politely grabbed a ball from a boy and took a penalty against his fortysomething father. It smashed against the crossbar. Perhaps some foreigners are best kept in the stands.

			HB finished fifth and missed out on European qualification again. Skála, who won only one of their opening twelve matches, finished a respectable sixth. Bakary and B71 were promoted to the second tier.

		

	
		
			4 Norway

			I knew the numbers. Bergen receives four times more rainfall than London. And I had flown in from the Faroes during a very damp June, the wettest on record, with heavy rain falling every day. There’s nothing quite as unwelcoming as arriving in a new city when it’s dark or lashing down. I trudged around Bryggen, the historic trading hub of Bergen, bumping into hordes of cruise tourists with their sharp umbrellas and fierce determination. This was not a promising start to my Norwegian matchday.

			I would normally have retired to a pub or a restaurant in such gloomy circumstances. But Norway is a ludicrously expensive place. I was still hungry after munching on a seafood wrap from a local restaurant, Søstrene Hagelin. I visited the KODE art museum, whose tickets were reasonably priced and valid for all three galleries over two days – useful in the likelihood that it would rain again the next day. The vivid artwork of Edvard Munch seemed less surprising in this tempestuous climate.

			I had associated Norway in my teenage years not with painting or football, but its black metal scene, an extreme form of heavy music defined by tremolo picking, blast-beat drumming and harsh vocals. I tape-traded bootleg recordings of Bergen bands such as Burzum, Immortal and Gorgoroth by exchanging cassettes in the post with penfriends. I still enjoying listening to Norwegian bands and, on this first visit to Norway, I made a pilgrimage to the Fantoft wooden stave church in the ghostly woods surrounding Bergen. It was a reconstruction after the medieval original was burnt down in 1992; its ashes tellingly featured on the cover of a Burzum release. The forests and darkness had inspired Norwegian bands, but the inclement weather wasn’t helping me find football context.

			I didn’t have a contact in Bergen despite trying the club, Brann, and two newspapers. But Brann have their own pub, Footballpuben, in the city centre. And this seemed my best bet. The outside area was quite empty several hours before kick-off. The acrid smell of damp cigarettes mixed beautifully with Hansa, the local Bergen brew. I caught the eye of a middle-aged fan fiddling with the DJ decks as the rain bounced off the street. He was Gert Bøe, a bus driver and ardent Brann fan. ‘Brann is my wife’, he said with pride. Gert was wearing a bright red scarf, Brann colours, with white lettering that announced ‘I’m from Bergen’.

			Gert was too young to remember the club’s heyday in the 1960s, but a perfect age to recall the club’s only title since then, in 2007. A key striker in this era was Robbie Winters, a Scot who played for Dundee United and Aberdeen before his long spell in Norway. Gert said the players are close to the fans, staying in the same hotels, travelling and talking together. He had befriended Robbie and visited him in Livingston, a later club, laden with the local Norwegian sausages that Robbie and his children craved. The game was called off due to a waterlogged pitch; but Robbie got his sausages and Gert an exclusive tour of the unused stadium.

			Gert took me on a tour around his local, the stark ground floor decorated with Premier League football shirts, the more tasteful basement partly designed by Gert himself. A realistic goal, complete with netting, framed the bar, and three of Gert’s Brann shirts were proudly displayed. Gert, now in his fifties, said that the ground floor of Footballpuben was too rowdy for him these days. He suggested I stood with the younger hardcore Brann fans at the game in the middle of the Frydenbø stand.

			Gert introduced me to Thomas, one of the leaders of this younger crowd, who was pumped by the announcement that Brann had a second qualifying-round Europa League tie against a Serbian or Slovakian team. ‘We can fly to Budapest and drive!’ Thomas looked like a fan leader: shaven head, wearing a black T-shirt with ‘Ultras weekend’ emblazoned in yellow below tongue-in-cheek logos of fighting, police and handcuffs. Nicely designed red T-shirts advertised the Europa League adventure that I feared would last one round.

			Thomas and his friends help with the pyrotechnics that fire up home games. These are important to Brann; the team name means ‘fire’ in Norwegian. These flares are permitted by the authorities but banned by some other clubs. Brann have received considerable fines – after several incidents at away games – that the supporters helped pay. Brann clearly has a community feel, a strong sense of pride often found in regional hubs that seemed more pronounced in Bergen, surrounded by verdant mountains and bordered by the North Sea.

			Thomas pointed out the stains on the pub ceiling. I nodded. Damp was understandable in such a wet place. ‘No, beer, we celebrate after a big win’, he explained. Gert had already described the misery of the Everton fans when they realised the price of beer in Norway before a UEFA Cup tie in 2008. These stains were Norwegian gold plate. Footballpuben serves the cheapest beer in town but when Thomas mistakenly grabbed my beer, I clasped it like a child would a new toy.

			The operatic voice of Bergen-born singer Sissel Kyrkjebø hit the sound system that Gert was monitoring. He put his hand on his heart. This was ‘Nystemten’, the town anthem of Bergen, sung fervently at Footballpuben and at the Brann Stadium. After the distinct lack of crowd noise in Iceland and the Faroes, it was refreshing to hear a song that brought the city and its club together. I was enjoying my first true sight of football passion.

			Footballpuben know their clientele and put on free bus transfers to the Brann Stadium. Thomas ushered me on board as cans of Hansa welcomed the fans, and excitement brewed amongst the hardcore. Traffic moves fast in Bergen, a spread-out city with a good transport system, and we arrived ten minutes later. The stadium was circled by heavily forested mountains, shrouded by low mist. A lone waterfall was gushing, a frayed white thread against a dark background. A duo of sea birds swayed in the light wind. Several days later the rain stopped, the clouds broke and I viewed the stadium from Fløyen, one of the seven mountains of Bergen. This highlighted its perfect location in a flat part of the suburbs and surrounded by dark peaks, green spaces and, closer to the city, the calm inroads of the North Sea.

			Thomas took me into the tight supporters’ club room underneath one of the stands. It had the feel of an Andy Warhol studio, a hub of counterculture with a paint-flecked floor and a toilet vaguely reminiscent of Trainspotting. Red and black stickers were everywhere. ‘Pyrotechnics is not a crime’, stated one. Thomas grabbed some banners but the fireworks were on hold. The game was live on Monday night television, convenient for a foreigner who had just watched Sunday afternoon football in Tórshavn, but less appealing to many Bergen residents. The crowd was several thousand below the season’s average. Thomas and the Brann hardcore berated those that stayed away while four large flags protested against the Norwegian Football Federation’s television deal.

			I had already bought a seat in the Frydenbø stand. Thomas is well known by the Brann authorities, though, and took me into the standing area, housing around a thousand fans for league games. His Europa League T-shirts weren’t selling well but the tension was building. Brann had the opportunity to top the table with a victory against Stabæk after leading clubs Rosenborg and Sarpsborg had unexpectedly lost at the weekend.

			Thomas directed the hardcore from the front, one eye on the game, the other on the crowd. There was an impressive range of songs, some drawing on the forthcoming Europa League adventure, and references to Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia were clearly provocative. There were plenty familiar to English football crowds, shaped around the tunes of ‘Rule Britannia’ and more recent refrains, ‘Don’t Take Me Home’ and ‘Take Me Back’.

			I was enjoying the crowd more than the game. ‘Sit down if you hate Rosenborg’ provided me with a dilemma, laden as I was with camera and notebook. My companions compelled me to. Rosenborg had dulled Norwegian football with its dominance, winning the league for thirteen consecutive seasons from 1992. The most innovative lyrics were ‘Niagara Falls, London and Paris, what are these compared to Bergen, the Nordic paradise.’ Indeed there is a Bergen suburb, not far from the stadium, called Paradis. And it felt wetter in Bergen than at Niagara Falls.

			Braaten was the key player for Brann. The thirty-five-year-old former Toulouse and, briefly, Bolton Wanderers winger with more than fifty caps for Norway was dubbed ‘the old one’ by Brann fans. He caused havoc mainly on the right wing, and settled Brann nerves with a low finish from a Nouri cross. The second goal was all Nouri. Brann’s impressive right back won the ball back in the penalty area and drilled a left-footed shot inside the Stabæk goalkeeper Mande’s near post. Moments later, Costa Rican defender Acosta headed a free kick into an empty net with Mande nowhere near ball nor goal-line. The Costa Rican in front of me, jacket adorned with the names of Brann’s ‘Ticos’ Acosta and Vega, went mad.

			It was 3–0 at half-time. There was no beer on sale and everyone was sobering gently under the grey evening skies. The stadium snack of choice was a tray of giant bacon crisps, salty and savoury enough to absorb the Hansa lingering on our tongues. I could see these being a hit in England.

			The contest was over twenty minutes into the second half when Stabæk midfielder Ba needlessly nudged a Brann corner into his own net. Braaten was involved in Brann’s fifth goal, starting the move that would feed Costa Rican substitute Vega. ‘Sometimes he’s brilliant, sometimes he’s awful’, said a nearby supporter. Vega was alone in the lush green grass and his controlled finish clipped the post on the way in. I celebrated with the fans behind, poking one of them in the eye in my exuberance.

			‘We win 5–0 and it has stopped raining!’ exclaimed a Brann fan as my home team curse came to an end. I had even spotted some blue sky between the clouds during the game. Brann were top of the table for the first time in nearly a decade and seemed to have a real chance of securing a fourth Norwegian title. The team celebrated in front of the Frydenbø stand. Nouri, who had played well and knew it, danced and later tracked down my Instagram photograph of his jig to ‘like’ himself.

			I handed my card to a couple of fans. Benjamin had travelled from Sarpsborg, near Oslo, with his grandfather to watch the match – a flight to Bergen, five hours in the city and an overnight train back. Gert had explained earlier, ‘Brann supporters are the biggest ones, we have a lot of fans from Oslo who were born in Oslo. But they love the team.’ Brann certainly draws you in: as does Footballpuben. Thomas and his friends celebrated until 3 a.m., and the ceiling stains surely darkened.

			I chanced another message to BA, the Bergen newspaper, and switched the email subject to ‘Brann 5–0 Stabæk’. It grabbed their attention and, three days after the game, I met Jan Gunnar Kolstad, a gnarled sports journalist with the look of a retired rugby player, at Brann’s training ground. He introduced me to Lars Arne Nilsen, Brann’s relaxed manager, and told him that my run of four successive away wins had been broken by their demolition of Stabæk. Lars laughed. ‘I would have shot you had I known about this curse before the match.’

			Jan explained that every Norwegian boy followed an English club. Liverpool were the best supported, with two generations of fans. Some fathers would threaten to throw their sons out of home if they did not follow in their footsteps. Jan had watched the 1982 European Cup final with his grandfather and had become an Aston Villa fan, though he was no lover of the West Midlands – ‘I must say that Birmingham is no interesting city’ – and preferred to watch Villa play away. He attended both the 2015 FA Cup semi-final and the final, which Villa lost 4–0 to Arsenal. (‘I had a great time until the game started.’) Jan and other Norwegians’ love for English football may help explain the relatively sparse crowd at Brann for such a key game. The lowest ticket price, the equivalent of £18, was certainly very affordable by local standards.

			Jan published a double-page spread in the Friday edition of BA. The headline translated as ‘Project Ball Insane’. It was strange to see my name in print. I was a normal guy watching some football. But I was pleased that my first coverage was in Norway. I liked the Norwegians, reserved yet friendly, their pleasing regional lilts influenced by the English television programmes they watched. I stayed in an excellent Airbnb near the stadium, with an enormous cat called Hansi and an owner who knew black metal musicians in Bergen. We stayed up late into the night drinking cans of beer and listening to Alice in Chains and Opeth.

			Norway attracts a well-heeled tourist set, ticking off a fjord and wondering why they are wandering around a reconstructed wooden wharf. As with Iceland, watching football in Norway felt the most local thing you could do on a wet summer evening. I had enjoyed my time in Bergen, but much of me was looking forward to the more offbeat, and affordable, destinations to come.

			Brann Bergen lost their Europa League qualifier against Slovakian side Ružomberok. A downturn in form saw them finish the season in fifth. Stabæk finished mid-table.

		

	
		
			Fixing my matches

			I was regularly asked how I decided on my matches. There were some clubs I was keen to visit from the very beginning. IFK Mariehamn – shock 2016 Finnish champions from the Åland Islands – looked an attractive story in an appealing place; tiny Crotone was the romantic choice for Italy; and Trabzonspor are a relatively big Turkish name in an unheralded Black Sea city. I visited all three on my travels, but my plans didn’t always pan out. I was in Kazakhstan for eleven days and neither Kairat nor Astana, the teams in the two best-connected cities, were at home. I took the train to Taraz instead.

			A smaller club hosting a domestic giant often led to an intimate atmosphere and the hint of a shock. This was certainly the case when I watched Ufa against Spartak Moscow in Russia and Napredak Kruševac play Red Star Belgrade in Serbia. I occasionally had to choose a match that pitted a big club against a minnow knowing that this might – and sometimes did – lead to an absolute walloping. It can be fun to watch a 5–0 thrashing in Vilnius or a 7–0 demolition in Bucharest, but closer matches are normally more exciting.

			I’m a fan of the underdog. Manchester United, Bayern Munich and Barcelona were not on my route. I would struggle to support the home team or find an angle that had yet to be exhausted. And it was my suspicion that it would be harder to meet people at massive clubs or in larger cities. I generally chose lesser lights in the bigger leagues, such as Montpellier in France and Málaga in Spain, whilst Bournemouth were my English hosts. My Premier League selection meant that I could watch matches at two top-flight outposts in Great Britain, the most northerly at Ross County in Scotland and furthest south in England, just three days apart.

			It was much easier in smaller countries. I often had a choice of several games, and would see two top-division matches in the likes of Belarus and Luxembourg, three in Armenia, Cyprus and Gibraltar and an unforgettable five in Malta. There were relatively few midweek fixtures across Europe – most leagues are much smaller than in England – and I selected these slim pickings for my schedule: Croatia in April, Spain in February and the incendiary December derby between Cracovia and Wisła in Poland.

			Beitar Jerusalem were the only club that I was actively looking to avoid, having watched Beitar fans abuse two of their own Muslim players in the award-winning football documentary Forever Pure. I spoke to Uri, from indie Israeli football website Babagol, over a couple of Malka beers in Tel Aviv. ‘It was made to seem worse than it actually was’, he said. I understood this: I edit words and photographs to enhance their impact. ‘But the racism was still there’, said Uri. And so in Israel I visited mid-table Bnei Yehuda and champions Hapoel Be’er Sheva.

			A follower of my travels said he was inspired to try to watch a derby, or as close as possible, in all fifty-five UEFA nations over one season. This was a nice tweak and, with greater budget and flexibility than I had, eminently possible. He then added he would travel only by land. The vast distances between Kazakhstan and anywhere, and the difficulty of getting to Israel overland, sidelined any thoughts I might have on sticking to surface travel. He would need even more luck.

			It was unintentional but, as I closed in on my target, I realised that I had not visited any of the stadiums before in my previous existence as a normal football fan. This was an exploration in the truest sense of the word.

		

	
		
			Across the Baltic

			5 Sweden

			Sweden felt like a continuation even though it wasn’t. I would have travelled directly from Bergen to Gothenburg were the Swedish league not in the middle of a month-long break. Instead I returned to London before journeying through eight countries: Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus, Lithuania and Latvia. This was my longest single trip, in distance and duration, and promised to be one of the most challenging, with tiring travel and a substantial language barrier to overcome. I packed light, predicting warm weather and the accumulation of football memorabilia. I included my Russian phrasebook. This was a wise move as, somewhat surprisingly, Russian would prove the most useful foreign tongue across the fifty-five leagues.

			It was clear that two football people were sitting next to me on my flight to Gothenburg. It was difficult not to listen. Players – first names only, not giving much away – were discussed; loans to League One and Two clubs evaluated. They were southern, clearly, possibly from London, definitely representing a club in the top two divisions in England. It certainly wasn’t Fulham, but maybe West Ham. I introduced myself. They were from Brighton & Hove Albion, interested in my travels and relieved I wasn’t a rival scout attending the same Halmstad youth tournament.

			I was visiting Häcken, not Halmstad. Malin, Häcken’s communications director and a former professional handball player, presented me with a club scarf, the first of my travels, when I arrived in Gothenburg. I normally sided with the home team and Häcken’s underdog mentality appealed. Häcken are not a historic Gothenburg club. IFK are the most popular, with their eighteen titles and two UEFA Cups in 1982 and 1987. Örgryte IS and GAIS are older still, and both now plied their trade in the second tier. But Häcken do not even consider themselves a Gothenburg club. They are from Hisingen, the large island to the north of the city, an area previously heavily influenced by its shipbuilding and now home to Volvo. And Häcken.

			Malin had put me in touch with the Gothenburg Post. I was fast finding that meeting the media helped publicise my travels, eased barriers with clubs and gave me alternative views on domestic football. Fredrik, another likeable Swede, was the first journalist to ask about my budget. I was keen not to quote a figure. I saved money by cooking my own pasta in Iceland and eating a frozen Tex-Mex pizza in the Faroes. But some of my costs were unavoidable, especially accommodation. Airbnb was working well in Scandinavia, its lodgings being cheaper than the bad-value hotels, and often closer to stadiums.

			I was conscious that my social media streams were being advertised in the following day’s newspaper and I had not taken a single photo of Gothenburg. I walked the quiet, windswept Sunday streets, the dipping sun adding an attractive glint to Sweden’s second city. The late evening light is often the best for photography, with colour in the fractured skies, and I certainly have more energy for taking photos than during the other ‘golden hour’ just after dawn. I took pictures of the brooding crane silhouettes, a photogenic symbol of Hisingen.

			Monday’s Gothenburg Post included a double-page feature on my travels. I tucked a copy in my bag, still finding the limelight strange. I climbed Skansen Kronan, a seventeenth-century fortress built to protect the Swedes from invading Danes. It was never needed back then, but offered a fine modern-day view of the city’s mishmash of architectural styles and the harbour that established Gothenburg as an important trading colony. The port remains, along with Bergen, one of the two busiest in the Nordic countries. I strolled the atmospheric Haga suburb below the fortress, where people sheltered from the wind and devoured enormous cinnamon buns.

			I crossed the water to Hisingen and met Erik Ranesjö, from the Häcken supporters’ club, at the Whoopsi Daisy, a pub located in a 1970s-style shopping centre. Erik explained that Häcken – ‘the hedge’ – were formed in 1940, near bushes along a Hisingen street. The island and club had never escaped the shadow of their more illustrious Gothenburg neighbours. They should play in green and white, but wear a bright yellow and black kit instead, the story being that one of Häcken’s founders crossed to Gothenburg to buy green and white kits for the new club, but there were none, and not wanting to return to Hisingen empty-handed, he purchased yellow and black shirts.

			You challenged the norm by becoming a Häcken fan. Erik explained that, unlike at IFK, there was no family tradition of going to matches. The Häcken fan base reflected the heavy immigration that Hisingen had experienced, and this diversity was something the club promoted. A banner at the ground stated ‘everybody is different, but that’s okay’. Erik felt that Häcken should promote themselves more, but without losing the family ambience that had seen stranded away supporters given a lift in the team bus.

			Erik had been to virtually all their home and away games since 2012, when Häcken finished in their best ever position of second place. The most unforgettable match was when Häcken won the 2016 Swedish Cup, their first major trophy, by beating Malmö on penalties. Erik said that this was the greatest moment of his life, ahead of his wedding, wincing at the response that gets from his wife. But you could see he was telling the truth.

			Häcken play in a location that befits the club’s working-class heritage. The new, hard concrete lines of the Bravida Arena were surrounded by five tower blocks, a roundabout and a drive-through. The grey stadium was brightened by yellow signs and a welcoming atmosphere. Children took penalties under the supervision of a giant wasp mascot called Stickan. Meanwhile, Erik’s supporters’ club sold offbeat shirts emblazoned with the charismatic Hisingen cranes just yards away from the official shop, a scene that you don’t see in many grounds. The club marches at West Pride in Gothenburg every June and rainbow corner flags fluttered in the breeze.

			There was a large contingent of Hammarby fans with green and white flags and drumbeats. ‘Hammarby-la-la-la, Hammarby-la-la-la’, they chanted, well before the teams walked on. I would chance upon Simon, a Hammarby supporter, in a Stockholm bar the following day. Hammarby had won their only title in 2001 but Simon said that might have been the worst thing to happen to the club. Hammarby were relegated to the second division in 2009 and frustrated fans displayed a flag that demanded, ‘we start to deliver when you start to deliver’. Attendances, helped by a move to a new stadium, grew to the highest in Scandinavia, a remarkable feat for a second-division team, and Hammarby had been promoted back to the Allsvenskan in 2014.

			Häcken and Hammarby, fifth and seventh respectively, still seemed to be on their summer break in the early stages, but Lindgren shone for Häcken in defence with good anticipation, a timely block and a fine header. Erik had said that Häcken’s recruitment was more international than at IFK, and the home side fielded a Nigerian rookie, Egbuchunam, in place of the injured Sierra Leonean striker Alhassan Kamara. Björn, a Häcken diehard who had recognised me from the Gothenburg Post, was not bothered. ‘I could score Kamara’s goals. He’s like an Andy Cole, a Pippo Inzaghi.’ Egbuchunam struggled at first, dropping deep, chasing hopeful long diagonal balls, but worked tirelessly throughout and improved.
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