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Preface

Liechtenstein, a tear-shaped speck wedged almost unnoticeably between Switzerland and Austria, is really very small.

Just sixteen miles long and less than four wide, there are probably bigger British industrial estates than Liechtenstein. The country’s 32,000 residents would not even half fill Old Trafford, and if the population of the Isle of Wight came to stay and was shared out between the Liechtensteiners they’d have four people each. Local bed-linen retailers would be whooping and high-fiving each other for years to come.

Liechtenstein is the fourth smallest nation in the world. Only San Marino, Nauru and Tuvalu can boast shorter borders than Liechtenstein, which could fit itself into Ireland 437 times and into that behemoth of Europe Luxembourg sixteen times. Liechtenstein is so small that the centre pages of its most popular tourist brochure show a map of the entire country and its alpine environs. To give you an idea of the scale, this map of a nation has children’s playgrounds marked on it. Liechtenstein has no airport, probably because by the time any planes had landed and skidded to a halt they’d be in Switzerland. When Swissair named one of their aeroplanes Fürstentum Liechtenstein (Principality of Liechtenstein) recently, the royal family had to drive to Zurich to cut the ribbon and fly over the principality because there was nowhere to land.

Most of the residents of Liechtenstein’s eleven village communities busy themselves with the country’s three main occupations: high finance, the production of postage stamps and the manufacture of some of the world’s most finely crafted dentures. Liechtenstein is also a tax haven, and hence is home to three times as many registered companies as people. But amid the principality’s snow-capped peaks, quirky industry and bulging bank vaults Liechtenstein’s national football team enters every World Cup and European Championship qualifying competition. And in football it’s not just in size that Liechtenstein is disadvantaged. The country has no league and only seven football clubs, all of whom play in the lower divisions across the border in Switzerland. Of Liechtenstein’s population of around 32,000, over one third are foreign nationals and thus ineligible for the national side.

Indeed, the pool of international talent in the principality can be measured reasonably accurately: there are approximately 3,000 Liechtenstein men in total between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five. Not all of them will play football, and of those who do only a percentage will be capable of kicking a ball in a straight line. So it’s probably a reasonable guess that coach Ralf Loose has around four or five hundred basically competent Liechtenstein footballers from whom to select a national team.

Until recently Liechtenstein had just one professional footballer. The same player, Mario Frick, is Liechtenstein’s all-time leading international goalscorer. With three. And one of those was a penalty.

Liechtenstein’s national team thus faces odds as insurmountable as the alpine peaks within its borders if the climb were to be attempted in flip-flops. It’s not surprising then that Liechtenstein’s international record consists largely of heavy defeats. Before the start of the 2002 qualifiers Liechtenstein had played thirty World Cup and European Championship qualifiers and lost twenty-seven of them. They had achieved two draws and a solitary victory, 2–1 over Azerbaijan in Vaduz in 1998.

In those thirty matches Liechtenstein had scored just six goals and conceded one hundred and thirty-two. Yet despite a record as unenviable as that of the record company executive who said yes to Marillion, Liechtenstein keep coming back for more. And, surprising as it may sound, they are no longer the pushovers they once were. Drubbings such as the 1–11 home defeat to Macedonia in 1996 and regular 0–7 and 0–8 scorelines are a thing of the past.

When, in the qualifying round for the 2002 World Cup, the principality was drawn with Bosnia-Herzegovina, Israel, Spain and neighbouring Austria, it was hard to see where Liechtenstein was going to add to its derisory points total. Spain had been one of the most impressive teams at an outstanding Euro 2000 and boasted players of the quality of Raul and Gaizka Mendieta. Austria had had a lean spell but a 5–1 spanking of recent World Cup finalists Iran just prior to the start of the qualifying matches gave notice that they were back on an even keel. Israel had made the play-offs for the Euro 2000 finals and could field players such as Haim Revivo and Eyal Berkovic, whilst Bosnia-Herzegovina were finally getting their international act together after years of ethnic divide, and players like Elvir Bolic, Elvir Baljic and Sergej Barbarez were establishing themselves at some of Europe’s top clubs.

Liechtenstein conceded the first goal of the 2002 World Cup. Just sixteen seconds of their opening match against Israel in Tel Aviv had passed when Alon Mizrahi buried the ball past eighteen-year-old Peter Jehle in the Liechtenstein goal.

However, the avalanche of goals expected by the home crowd did not materialise as Jehle played the game of his life. The youngster’s goal was breached only once more and Liechtenstein came away with a respectable 0–2 defeat. The Israeli fans broke off temporarily from their abuse of the home side to applaud the Liechtensteiners from the field. It was a respectable first step on their latest World Cup odyssey, a journey into perpetual defeat on which I decided to become a fellow traveller.

There is no particular mission behind this book. No tracing the steps of a Victorian explorer, no drunken bet, no desire to play tennis with anyone, nothing like that at all. I have no blood ties to Liechtenstein and had never even been there before arriving in Vaduz for the first home match with Austria.

I knew virtually nothing of Liechtenstein beyond its smallness and its stamps. Most history books bypass the nation altogether, while a few note that it is little more than an anachronistic relic of the Holy Roman Empire. Norman Davies’ awesome 1,400-page Europe: A History devotes two sentences to Liechtenstein. But then again, Liechtenstein probably has as much right to a mention in a book on European history as Sidcup.

So why did I elect to follow the eleven representatives of this tiny principality through their World Cup campaign and hang out for long periods in a place where, due to its size, strangers tend to stand out?

In the UK, we are weaned on the expectation of victory. At international level, English football in particular is measured in terms of victories and goals, nothing else. But as football becomes sucked further into the success = money = success equation, I wanted to show that the spirit of the game still lurked somewhere beneath the glitz, and that success can be measured in other ways than points and silverware.

In addition, the use of international football as a tool of nationality is a subject that has long fascinated me. If any country has determined a nationality against the odds it is Liechtenstein. Liechtenstein has no real physical or linguistic difference from its neighbours. Swiss customs officials staff the border with Austria, the Swiss franc is the national currency and there is no standing army. Even the Liechtenstein national anthem is sung to the tune of ‘God Save The Queen’.

So, other than the princely family and postage stamps, football is one of the few ways the nation can express any real sense of ‘Liechtenstein-ness’ on the world stage.

Given the nation’s size and population, however, Liechtenstein’s football team is condemned to almost perennial defeat. And being a fan of the underdog, that was good enough for me. I’ve always had a leaning towards the obscure. For me the Milan derby holds less appeal than the Torshavn equivalent between HB and B36 in the Faroe Islands. I’ve always been more Inter Bratislava than Inter Milan; more Skonto Riga than Primera Liga.

For example, one Easter in the early nineties I was ecstatic to discover that Latvia would be playing its first ever international outside the Baltic as an independent nation in Bucharest against Romania. By coincidence my friend Paul and I would be chugging around the continent dossing on trains and giving off foul smells at the same time as the match.

Yet despite this rare opportunity to be a part of football history, somehow I couldn’t persuade my travelling companion to forsake the Uffizi Gallery and the Brandenburg Gate in favour of a four-day round trip to watch Romania against Latvia in front of 6,000 people in Bucharest. Latvia lost 2–0 and fielded a player called Shitiks; surely reason enough for a pan-postcommunist European odyssey in itself.

For a few years now I have managed to eke out a living writing about travel and football. This is something that still surprises me with a barely controlled yelp when I wake up in the morning, not least because I am a terrible traveller.

Situations I can cope with perfectly well at home suddenly become unavoidable sources of slapstick comedy with me as the butt of the joke. If there’s a wrong side of a train to get out of I’ll find it and end up on the track. A jug of something to knock over in a quiet hotel breakfast room, it’s my elbow that will oblige and my ‘Aaaah, fuck!’ that will further disturb the peace. If there’s an airport arrivals and departures board to mix up, I’ll be the one looking from board to boarding pass with an expression of increasing panic, a lamp-post to walk into, it’ll be my nose meeting the ironwork. All these have happened. People could probably write a medical paper about it, these normally rational people oozing with common sense who descend into buffoonery the moment they cross water and leave Britain.

Liechtenstein, I thought, was a safe enough bet. No wars, nor the threat of them. I even had a smattering of the language, but would be incredibly fortunate enough to find that many Liechtensteiners speak almost flawless English. There were even lots of nice mountains to look at, visible from every window.

So no pilgrimage, no mission, nothing, just a fascination with the small and an interest in the perpetually vanquished.

There could have been more taxing nations to follow: Iraq, El Salvador, Yugoslavia or even England. But I was fascinated to know what, if anything, makes Liechtenstein unique. What is it about the people, history and culture that separates this tiny nation of no more than a couple of mountains and a riverbank from its neighbours beyond the quirks of the long defunct Holy Roman Empire?

Why does the football team keep turning up with their kitbags over their shoulders and an eager-to-please smile in the full knowledge that they will more than likely be given a football rodgering over the next ninety minutes?

Having grown up in England, it’s difficult for me to imagine a sense of pathos attaching itself to a national football team. Years of failure and mediocrity do not appear to have dampened the ardour of those who think that England should be the best in the world bar none, and nothing less will do.

It’s quite the opposite in Liechtenstein. When I suggested to Markus Schaper, Chief Executive of the Liechtensteiner Fussball-Verband that there might be the chance of an upset in the Liechtensteiners’ first home game against Austria he all but laughed in my face. The very thought of the national team pulling off a result against anyone other than a minor football power was ridiculous, yet he still dreams of success. And having been weaned on the Charlton Athletic teams of the late seventies and early eighties, that was something I could identify with.

For it is in nations like Liechtenstein that the heart of the game still beats healthily within the bloated obesity of modern football. Not once did I see a Manchester United shirt, for example, nor was David Beckham’s vacant expression peering from any posters or shop windows. Players still tend to stick with their local teams, save for those fortunate enough to pursue a professional career outside Liechtenstein, and football remains a sport, not a means of making vast fortunes (the Liechtensteiners have that sewn up elsewhere).

At the Jahrmarkt funfair that took place during my first trip to Vaduz the teenagers were clad not in the paraphernalia of Manchester United, Bayern Munich or any other pan-national football corporation but in the tracksuits of their local teams.

Young lads in FC Schaan and FC Balzers tracksuits stood around smoking self-consciously in the flashing lights of the dodgem cars, whilst boys in FC Vaduz and FC Triesenberg tops tried in vain to conceal their erections by fanning their fingers in their trouser pockets whenever a group of local girls happened to glance their way. When your nation consists of villages of no more than 5,000 people it’s more or less inevitable that you will become attached to your local team in some form or other.

In this respect, Liechtenstein made a refreshing change. No razzmatazz and no superleagues. In fact, er, no leagues at all. No domestic professionals, no ultras, no hooliganism. No club superstores, no executive boxes. A relaxed alpine retreat in a football world spinning rapidly out of control.

This is a national team that has to fit in its training sessions around the players’ working week. A team whose manager (a ‘foreigner’, incidentally) also runs the junior teams and whose selection headaches have included telephoning personal appeals to employers to release players for World Cup duty, and losing his captain for an away World Cup qualifier because the wine he makes for a living was at a crucial stage and couldn’t be left.

It’s a team destined inevitably for the role of David against Goliath in every match. But in addition to the plucky performances on the field I found behind-the-scenes intrigue. I found a team that combines the glamour of Serie A with matches attended by four men and a bratwurst. A team that combines professional footballers at famous European clubs with, for example, a schoolteacher whose headmaster begrudges him the time off to play a match against Spain. I even found a man who claimed to be married to an eagle.

No one’s written at such length about Liechtenstein before. Maybe that’s because there’s not much to say. But I hope that I’ve dug up enough people, history and culture to provide a worthwhile portrait of this tiny country and its extraordinary football team.

The Fixture List:





	2 September 2000	Israel v Liechtenstein

	7 October 2000	Liechtenstein v Austria

	24 March 2001	Spain v Liechtenstein

	28 March 2001	Liechtenstein v Bosnia-Herzegovina

	25 April 2001	Austria v Liechtenstein

	2 June 2001	Liechtenstein v Israel

	5 September 2001	Liechtenstein v Spain

	6 October 2001	Bosnia-Herzegovina v Liechtenstein





One

A pint, a paper and a perusal of the bookshops was all I had in mind that rainy afternoon in Charing Cross Road.

I had just finished writing a lengthy book and was having to come to terms with an immediate future without this career crutch. It had been a four-year project, one that had come to dominate my working life like nothing else before. The deadline had provided the chronological yardstick for my work, and now it had been and gone I felt rootless and panicky. I was in a similar position to Wile E Coyote when, duped by Road Runner, he’d run straight off the edge of a canyon. I was at the point where he was hanging in the air and turning to camera just prior to plummeting earthwards. Most of my other work had been hung around the book, so I had now ground to a literary and, perhaps more importantly, financial halt. The puff of dust was about to rise from the canyon floor.

Hence I found myself idling away days in the pubs and bookshops of central London pondering my next career move. Pondering, in fact, whether there would be a next career move. I’d just turned thirty, we’d had an offer accepted on a wreck of a house and I had begun to notice my girlfriend dropping hints about my future. Newspapers would appear open at the jobs section. Subtle questions would be weaved expertly into conversation, like, ‘We’ve got a mortgage – how are you going to pay your half, skint boy?’

The big three-oh arrived and smacked me around the face with a herring emblazoned with the words ‘responsibilities’ and ‘the future’ (it was a big herring). But, terrified of coming to terms with anything sensible, I sought solace in pubs and, most of all, second-hand bookshops. I am a sucker for these places, and Charing Cross Road is full of them.

Old football and travel volumes are my major weaknesses. I have boxes and boxes of obscure dusty tomes lurking around the house ready to bruise unsuspecting shins.

Wandering into a favourite shop I made for the travel section, which housed a large selection of ancient volumes. The shelves stretched up to the ceiling, a wall of faint gold lettering on sun-faded spines all fronting thousands upon thousands of miles of experience dating back over a century. We tend to forget what a small world it is today; how relatively easy it is to gain access to other territories and cultures. Before the widespread use of television, armchair travellers had to rely on books to slake their thirst for other nations.

These were accounts from the days of ‘real’ travel: of steamers and cutters, huge heavy trunks with gold-embossed initials, panama hats, pith helmets and Port Said.

Most of the travel books here seemed to be typical of the genre: memoirs of heroic imperial explorers called things like My Time Amongst the Zulus with the unwritten subtitle Which I Cut As Short As Possible By Shooting Most of the Buggers, and In Search of Inca Treasure, unwritten subtitle In Order That I Might Steal It.

But among these paeans to blunderbuss tourism I found an old hardback called The Little Tour: Andorra, Monaco, Leichtenstein (sic) and San Marino, by Giles Playfair and Constantine Fitzgibbon. With names like that you could almost see the brightly coloured handkerchiefs sticking out of their blazer pockets, hear the swish of their flannel trousers and smell the linseed oil on their tennis rackets. Leafing through the yellowing opening pages, I was delighted to discover that The Little Tour had been published in the early fifties by the Travel Book Club of 121 Charing Cross Road – the book had come full circle.

Having had a mild fascination for the mini-states of Europe for some time The Little Tour seemed to me like the ideal accompaniment for an afternoon out of the rain in the warmth of a pub, and it turned out to be eight quid well spent. I adjourned to a quiet, dingy hostelry to the rear of 121 Charing Cross Road, gave an Australian an outrageous sum of money in return for about four-fifths of a pint of lager and sat down to read.

I find that most second-hand books come with an easily discernible story attached, whether it is an inscription written on the frontispiece or something concealed within the pages. Tucked inside The Little Tour was an invoice from the Travel Book Club to the book’s original owner, a Mrs Brown of Ruislip. It was dated November 1955. Presumably Mrs Brown never paid it because ‘it is imperative that members return this invoice with their remittance’. Maybe the bailiffs went round, gave Mrs Brown a good slapping and flogged the book to a second-hand shop. Maybe Mrs Brown had been tragically killed in an unfortunate accident involving a trip to the post office, some carelessly spilled motor oil and a hansom cab. Maybe Mrs Brown had skipped the country, unable to pay the four shillings (including sixpence postage and packing) she owed for the book. Who knows? There’s a story attached to every second-hand book and Mrs Brown’s could conceivably involve forged papers and furtive exchanges with men in raincoats amid the steam at border railway stations. Or maybe she just decided that she didn’t want the book and sent it back.

Flicking through the pages I found a slim brochure called Foyle’s Christmas Book Guide 1955 containing a selection of now long-forgotten volumes ripe for festive purchase in the mid-fifties.

‘A new edition of the great children’s classic Struwwelpeter’, for example, comes with the recommendation that it is ‘a book for the unusual child’. Two volumes of Novelty Goldfish Books are marketed with ‘a plastic goldfish bowl with real water and a model goldfish’. Katy No-Pocket is the moving story of a kangaroo without a pouch, whilst Growing Up Gracefully is ‘a grand book for girls. A delightful book on etiquette and good manners for teen-agers’. Boys aged eight to fourteen meanwhile will apparently enjoy The Young Winston Churchill, ‘the story of the adventurous youth of our great warrior-statesman’. Stirring stuff. And what do boys read nowadays? Their older brother’s well-thumbed Loaded and Harry Potter. These days the character-building adventurous youths of our great warrior-statesmen can’t get a look in between Gail Porter’s knockers and a dysfunctional boy who dabbles in the occult. Tut, what has society come to?

Things were a bit better for grown-ups. Their consumption of the adventurous youths of politicians presumably behind them, sturdy chaps could turn to ‘recommended books for men’ for addition to their Christmas lists. Prominent under this heading was the ill-disguised porn of The Girl With the Swansdown Seat: ‘an informal and highly entertaining report on some aspects of mid-Victorian morality providing a candid and rather racy picture of high and low life’. Informal? Candid? Rather racy? Can only mean one thing, eh fellas? Phwooarr!

It’s hard to believe that it’s less than fifty years since young children could still be given ‘delightful little books that have remained a popular favourite with all small children’ called Little Black Sambo and Ten Little Nigger Boys. Yet there they were, a couple of pages before The Man-Eaters of Kumaon, ‘Colonel Corbett’s remarkable experiences and adventures among the jungle folk of India’.

So it was amongst these literary and cultural high spots that Messrs Playfair and Fitzgibbon had set off for the mini-states of Europe. The blurb inside the front flap opened with a sentence perhaps best read in the voice of Terry Thomas:



One fine day in April, the two collaborators and a lady photographer set sail from Southampton on a wine ship bound for Bordeaux with the comforting knowledge that the discoveries they intended to make in the Lilliputian states of Europe were assured in advance of such immortality as publication could afford.





Okay, Terry, you can breathe now. From this single cumber-some sentence I knew at once that these two gay chaps were those classically upper-class products of the Empire: verbose, wine-soaked and with that unshakeable confidence that only an English public school education could provide. The sort of people for whom the outbreak of war would cause concern only if it meant difficulty in obtaining a good claret.

The text was wincingly parochial at times. Take this description of the most powerful nation in the world: ‘America is of course plentifully supplied with hell-raising alcoholics and more or less tiresome species of neurotics.’ If only these dunderheads had spent more of their childhoods reading about the adventurous youths of great warrior-statesmen, eh?

I turned to Liechtenstein first. By coincidence I had just read in the newspaper how the Liechtenstein football team had conceded the first and fastest goal of the 2002 World Cup competition. I had almost gone to Liechtenstein whilst interrailing in the early nineties. However, my companion and I had crossed it off the list having spent a thoroughly boring day in Luxembourg and concluded that Liechtenstein would probably be about the same. They did both begin with L after all.

It turned out that Playfair had been to Liechtenstein before, in the late twenties, and had taken his father with him. ‘You’d better bring your dinner jacket,’ said Playfair Senior, ‘as I may get an introduction to the Prince.’

They stayed in the capital Vaduz at the Hotel Adler, one of three hotels in the village, which had only recently had its first bathroom installed – something of which the owner was so proud he’d call people in from the street to look at it.

Once there, the authors struggled to entertain themselves. What could possibly match the entertainment they found advertised in Vaduz, such as ‘Mister Harry, the man with two stomachs, the despair of doctors and the wonder of both hemispheres’? Unfortunately they had missed the show so we will perhaps never know how you make entertainment out of having two stomachs.

I can only think that Mister Harry’s act went something like this: an enormous silver platter is brought on to the stage. A glamorous assistant removes the lid with a flourish to reveal two Scotch eggs. A frisson of anticipation shimmers through the audience. Mister Harry picks up one Scotch egg and eats it, kissing the tips of his fingers and pronouncing it excellent to thunderous applause.

‘That Scotch egg,’ he would say, ‘made from the finest sausage meat and the produce of chickens belonging to the Crown Prince of this fine principality, is now stewing in the gastric juices of ONE of my two famous stomachs.’ More thunderous applause and then awestruck silence as Mister Harry picks up the other Scotch egg delicately between thumb and forefinger. A blur of white gloves, a couple of chews and it’s gone, the glamorous assistant mopping the crumbs from his immaculately curled moustache with a lacy napkin.

‘That Scotch egg,’ says Mister Harry, ‘was as fine as the first and now, ladies and gentlemen, rests in my other stomach awaiting digestion. I thank you.’ An elaborate bow, a slight belch and the assistant throws a velvet cape around Mister Harry’s shoulders, hands him a top hat and cane and escorts him from the stage to a standing ovation.

Well, it beats Stars In Their Eyes, anyway.

Whilst in Liechtenstein the author’s father worked on his autobiography. ‘He could not have chosen, perhaps, a lovelier or more peaceful place for this purpose but he could have found places elsewhere as lovely and as beautiful,’ said Playfair.

This was something that I had wondered about these mini-states. How could somewhere as small and as geologically indistinguishable from its neighbouring countries as Liechtenstein work as an independent nation? Switzerland looks after most of Liechtenstein’s diplomatic affairs and Swiss customs officials staff Liechtenstein’s border with Austria. Even the Swiss franc is used as currency in Liechtenstein. What then made Liechtenstein Liechtenstein?



Just as there was nothing ethnical so there was nothing scenic that really gave Liechtenstein a distinctive character of its own [Playfair continued]. It might have been a mere extension of either Austria or Switzerland. Its highlands were beautiful, but not uniquely beautiful. There were other highlands, no less green, other highlands with the same profusion of wild flowers, other highlands where you could hear the whisper of the mountain streams and the lonely tintinnabulation of the cowbells.





Even the name Liechtenstein is nothing more than the name of the family that bought up the counties of Vaduz and neighbouring Schellenberg in the early eighteenth century to get a seat at the ruling council of the Holy Roman Empire. After that a ruling monarch never even set foot in the place for more than 150 years. If the people who owned the place couldn’t be arsed for a century and a half to nip over from Vienna to have a look at the country they’d bought, then what hope did it have of asserting an identity of its own?

So, where I should have been turning my attention to my future, I was instead ruminating on what distinguished a Liechtensteiner from a Swiss. Football soon came to mind. Liechtenstein have played competitive international football since 1994. They could play against the Swiss and the Austrians. They could sing their national anthem alongside those of their larger neighbours before the matches. Eleven Liechtensteiners could line up with their nation’s flag on their chests and battle for their country in a less fatal way than their ancestors would have done in the European wars of history.

I turned back to the newspaper that had reported briefly on Liechtenstein’s gallant defeat in Tel Aviv. Just as I’d thought – Liechtenstein were in the same qualifying group as Austria. Indeed they’d be playing them in Vaduz a couple of months hence.

If I’d been a cartoon character, a light bulb would have appeared above my head. Thoughts of a proper job evaporated quicker than Mister Harry’s showbiz career as I was consumed with the sudden urge to discover Liechtenstein.

I drained my glass, pulled on my coat, turned up the collar around my ears and swept out into the rain, trying to impress upon the Antipodean barman with my slightly squinting eyes and tight-lipped expression that I was a man taken with a sudden and mysterious sense of purpose. I think he was impressed as I plunged out of the door to throw myself upon the mercy of the elements and a tiny mountainous principality. He was probably still impressed when I returned two minutes later to retrieve my copy of The Little Tour, which I’d left on the table.

Suddenly Charing Cross Road opened up before me like Jacob’s Ladder, at the top rung of which I could make out a distant alpine landscape and almost hear the far off tinkle of cowbells. I dived in and out of the bookshops looking for Liechtenstein like a Tasmanian devil in search of a self-help guide to relaxation techniques.

Books on Liechtenstein are few and far between, especially those written in English. Even the established travel guides give the country short shrift. Rough Guides, for example, gives over just six pages to Liechtenstein in their Switzerland edition, and even then it concludes that Liechtenstein is only worth visiting for its ‘novelty value’. The snort of derision I emitted whilst reading this in Foyle’s was the first tangible piece of evidence that I was becoming a Liechtensteinophile. There’s probably no such word, but then there has probably been no need for one until I came along.

In another shop I found Valley of Peace: The Story of Liechtenstein by Barbara Greene, a slim, charming-looking volume published in 1947. The top half of the cover was blue, the bottom red in a representation of the Liechtenstein flag. A pencil drawing of an alpine church amongst the meadows adorned the front. Within seconds it was mine, hard cash now helping to affirm my determination to immerse myself. The opening paragraph was enough to convince me of the suitability of my mission:



In the very centre of a storm-tossed and weary Europe lies the Principality of Liechtenstein – a little island of peace. Life is unhurried there: it flows like a slow-moving river on which hardly a ripple can be seen. The people are courteous and friendly and an atmosphere of quiet calm lies over the country. There are flowers everywhere, in every garden and carpeting the mountainside right up to where the rocky crags stand guard over the green valley through which the Rhine winds its sparkling way. For a hundred years now, fate has been kind to the little land. Even during the last terrible war Liechtenstein was left alone – too small to be of interest to anyone. And so, among the ruins of Europe, there still remains a small corner to remind us all what peace is really like.





The Balkans it ain’t. I arrived home and threw myself on to the World Wide Web, desperate for more knowledge of this tiny country.

Before long I’d found the website of Liechtensteiner Vaterland, one of the principality’s two (!) national daily newspapers. Turning to the sport section I found the lead story intriguingly titled Wolfgang Matt: Vice European Champion. Not realising there was a Europe-wide competition for prostitutes, let alone that Liechtenstein’s were apparently the most accomplished in the whole of Europe at the nocturnal arts, I read on. Alas, the truth was less scurrilous:



Following a successful participation in the European Championships, Wolfgang and Norbert Matt were welcomed back home with a big celebration. At the championships in Belgium they had shown model aircraft flying at its best. Norbert and Wolfgang Matt, the two Liechtenstein participants in this year’s European Championships in Model Aircraft Flying, had reason to celebrate: Norbert Matt finished in a good 25th position. His elder brother even reached the final and won his fourth silver medal behind reigning world champion Christophe Paysant-le-Roux of France.





Knighthoods have been given for less. A back edition reported another Liechtensteiner success – this time in the European woodworking championships. As someone whose sole school woodwork achievement was gluing sandpaper to a piece of wood and calling it a pencil sharpener I was impressed. I had only recently successfully sawn my first piece of timber in half.

I found Liechtenstein’s only webcam. Strangely it focussed on neither the alpine scenery nor the centre of Vaduz. Instead, the nation’s one webcam was trained upon the drive-thru queue for its only branch of McDonald’s. And by the looks of things the nation’s only McDonald’s wasn’t doing great business: the image showed nothing more than an empty expanse of red tarmac. Perhaps it’s a cow thing – they like their bovines alive and wearing bells in Liechtenstein, not sliced thinly within a sesame seed bun.

Next I tracked down the Liechtensteiner Fussball-Verband. It’s an austere site, short of thigh-slapping gags. A picture of the LFV staff, however, taken at a function that appeared to have been held in a dungeon, revealed a smiling, amiable-looking group of about half a dozen people.

Within minutes I had dashed off an e-mail to the LFV mooting the possibility of a book about the principality hung around the football team’s World Cup 2002 campaign.

Barely an hour had passed before the reply came back from Vaduz.



Dear Mr Connelly,

Thanks for your great idea and your intention to write a book about the football here in Liechtenstein. I’m sure that we can help you. In order to organise the help in the best way I beg you to give us concrete information about the matter of subjects as soon as possible.

Waiting for your answer we remain with kind regards,

Markus Schaper.





Within seconds, another mail had arrived, from the Liechtenstein Tourist Office.



Dear Mr Connelly,

Thank you for your mail regarding your planned book about the Liechtenstein national football team and a portrait of life in Liechtenstein [I hadn’t sent them an email: maybe everyone in Liechtenstein shares an e-mail address?]. We will be glad to assist you in regard to the part about life in Liechtenstein. Please let us know how you plan to proceed. Regarding the part about the football team you have already received an answer from Mr Markus Schaper.

Wishing you much success with the project, we remain expecting your reply, sincerely yours,

Roland Büchel.





The game was afoot. I was already falling headlong for a country about which I knew little beyond a couple of books half a century old and the fact that Liechtensteiners sign their e-mails with astonishing politeness. It was time to commence some proper research.
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