How our foreign friends approach the game

On my first visit to the Nou Camp I met the President who gave me the guided tour. It is actually a double arena, for alongside the main 120,000 capacity, stadium, is the original one, now used as a training ground. Its ‘modest’ 25,000 capacity is greater than many English league grounds. The club sells 110,000 season tickets, which entitle supporters to attend al sporting activities and part of the complex. There are four football pitches in the Nou Camp complex, as well as an ice hockey arena, a roller-skating rink, bars, restaurants, a medical centre and a residential ‘farmhouse’ of young players. Barcelona run eight teams and has 200 players and eighteen directors. The club even owns its own bank, not surprising with gate receipts of over £1 million from a single home game. There are 750 supporters’ clubs scattered across the globe, the largest membership of any club anywhere in the world.

The clubs care for the supporters would make most English fans weep. Good food and toilets to luxuries like a crèche where supporters can leave their children in the care of trained helpers, or games that are a fiesta for all the family. Sunday match day starts like this,

3.30pm the U/19’s kick-off, the reserves play at 6pm, then the first team kick-off at 8pm.
Top leisure club facilities are on hand for the players and luxuriously furnished. Players all have their own private cubicles, showers and Jacuzzis. Leading from the passageway towards the pitch is the club Chapel, big enough to take the team and all its officials. The chapel walls are decorated with pennants of the teams that have visited over the years, like emblems of the saints. The chapel and the whole dressing room area below the stands are thoroughly soundproofed; there is no advance warning for visiting teams of the intimidation by decibel that is to come. I was made fully aware of the clubs history and the politics that drives the Catalonian population. On being offered the job I was made aware that the club had never had a coach that had lasted more than three years, and in the previous five years alone, there had been eight coaches. It gave me pause for thought, but not for long. It turned out they felt there players weren’t fit enough, so not playing well, and that an English coach would make them tougher and fitter. I have very often found that the real reason is more to do with lack of organisation or have lost their spirit and do not have the same hunger; it is more a state of mind than of body. That opinion was confirmed when I met the players, who turned out to be the fittest bunch of players I had ever seen.

My interview lasted five hours, then after dinner, resumed the next morning, lasting ninety-minutes, they then offered me the job. I asked them why do they want to appoint me…the president Senor Nunez replied ‘we want a coach who is still hungry. We try to spot young coaches, the way that coaches try to spot young players. We do not necessarily want to sign coaches who have done everything and won everything, because the fire that once burned in their bellies may have gone out. We have had coaches like Menotti, who came to us after winning the World Cup. They have not done well for us. We decided it was time to appoint a coach who was still on his way up, not resting on his laurels’.

I was to be purely a coach, not a manager. I would be expected to deal only with team affairs, selecting and coaching the players, but with no involvement with contracts or any of the financial side. The chief executive would do this side of things. The great Bill Shankly statement that’ football was a matter of life or death’, well there were plenty in Barcelona that would have agreed with him, for football is all of that - and the moon and the stars as well - to the Catalan people. They had not won the Championship for eleven years and I was expected to fulfil these expectations. I was spelt out to us that ‘If you win here you’re a King; if you lose, they’ll set fire to your car.’

At my first coaching session with the squad, I had a pleasant surprise. We hear plenty about the temperament of the European player, but we hear very little about their professionalism.

I quickly realised that the players took a great pride in being professionals. It is a different attitude to England.
