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To my mother and father. The original risk mode team. If they hadn’t gone to all that trouble, none of this would have happened.
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Foreword

by Eric Cantona

 

We had just won the FA Cup final against Liverpool in 1996. After the match the club organised a big dinner at a hotel to celebrate the victory. We had a few beers, which were well deserved after winning the Double again. There was a band – with a pianist and a trumpet player – providing music for the event. Peter can play the piano very well, and I had started learning the trumpet during my suspension for the famous kung fu kick. So we asked if we could play with them. They agreed, no doubt curious to see how we were going to do.

Peter sat down at the piano and I picked up the trumpet. The drummer accompanied us, and the 100 people in our audience (players, families and friends) dutifully listened (they were very polite). I remember Peter playing very well, but I also remember that I did too. That must have been the effect of the alcohol – like when you’re drunk and you feel you can speak good Russian in Russia – because in reality I am as bad as Peter is accomplished. But there is something that strikes me about that moment: is it better to remember yourself as being good when you were bad, or as being bad when you were good? My overriding memory is of feeling very free – and that’s more than enough for me.

Peter was a great companion – not just in that musical moment, but throughout my years at Manchester United. When we played away from home the team would leave the day before and spend the night in a hotel. Peter and I would share. People tell me that nowadays players have their own rooms with a massive bed. How times have changed. Back then, it was the two of us in one room: the giant that is Peter (6 ft 4 in) and me (6 ft 2 in) in two narrow single beds. It was a bit cramped, but we still managed to move mountains together with our friends for United.

Peter is a born leader. He has the gift of being able to put everyone at ease and a natural authority that makes him respected on and off the field. On the pitch, as a goalkeeper, he was the last line of defence. In front he had ten team-mates to protect him and I can tell you that if one of them wasn’t putting the effort in, Peter was there, standing over him, yelling in his face – and more often than not the team-mate in question would remember his message for months and years to come. I was on the receiving end once, so I know what I’m talking about, and I couldn’t say anything back because Peter was right a thousand times over. That is how you win the respect of others. Screaming and shouting, yes – but only when it is necessary, when it is for the right cause and the right reasons.

Peter was also the first goalkeeper to come out of his goal and confront an opponent the way a handball goalkeeper does. Without diving, standing tall, stretching out his arms and legs to spread himself as much as possible. Today all goalkeepers do that, but Peter was the first. Just as Antonín Panenka has a penalty named after him, we should call this move a ‘Peter Schmeichel’.

A bientôt, mon ami.





Preface

When you love something, give your life to something, it has to have some kind of meaning. Because if not, then what? I guess this is a book about the why, and so much of what I want to say was shown to the world at Parken Stadium, Copenhagen, on 17 June 2021.

Denmark were playing Belgium in Group B at Euro 2020, five days after Christian Eriksen’s cardiac arrest in their opening game of the tournament, against Finland. Those moments when Christian lay lifeless on the grass, as doctors worked on his chest and the Danish team formed a protective circle round him, were my hardest experience in football.

My son was in that circle. His friend was the body on the grass. I was at the Parken, working for Denmark’s state broadcaster, DR, and I couldn’t help but look at Kasper and think of my boy, of what he was going through. What if it had happened to him?

I was also full of thoughts about Christian, his partner, Sabrina, and his family. How could the fittest of players, the guy who always ran the most in the side, have suffered this?

Why?

The feelings were still overwhelming – I think for all Danes – when our team returned to Parken Stadium to face the Belgians. So many windows in Copenhagen displayed Danish flags carrying the words ‘Eriksen 10’ and, driving to the game, the sight was beautiful. The national anthem was raw and charged with power, and energy surged through Denmark from the first whistle. Yussuf Poulsen scored in the second minute and the celebrations – I cannot remember emotion like that ever. Nothing close. And I include the Nou Camp, 1999.

There were only 25,000 people in the Parken, but there I was, looking at the players, seeing the fans, hearing the noise and letting the same feelings pour out from inside myself. It was this incredible release of everything that had accumulated over all the days and hours since Christian’s collapse. And from that moment football was important to everyone again.

Denmark lost to Belgium, but that didn’t matter. Our players continued playing with energy and passion and quality and so much strength deep inside. And kept doing so, all the way to the last second of extra time when losing in the semi-finals to England. At Wembley in that game, Kasper gave one of the great goalkeeping performances in a tournament. My son and his team, our Denmark team, showed the world at Euro 2020 that it is okay for football to mean something, in fact that it has to be meaningful – otherwise why love it, why watch it, why risk your life doing it like their mate Christian did?

They played with meaning, and if life is like a long, free piano piece, that’s how it should be played – with meaning. In mine, I have always started with the why. I tend to run on instinct, passion. When I do something there has to be a reason. I need the fuel of meaning.

I found meaning at Manchester United. The club was always more than a workplace to me. It was my childhood dream, the one I loved from afar growing up as a football-mad kid in a far-off country – and from the moment I got there, I was in an environment where I felt at home.

The playing traditions of United and the boldness of Sir Alex Ferguson fitted the footballer I wanted to be – an attacking goalkeeper – and at United I found myself surrounded by people with mindsets the same as my own. Part of the mental make-up we shared was living in the now and giving everything in the moment. The attitude at United was that you moved on. On to the next game, the next challenge, the next trophy, the next season.

We would move on during games: concede a goal and blank it out of our minds, focus on our next attack. The manager would move on. Despite the myths, Fergie was never one for inquests in the dressing room. Yes, his hairdryer could blow a gale, but the gusts never lasted. After a match he said what needed saying, then sent us off for our bath and hardly spoke about the game again. It was all about moving on to the next match.

Move on. It is a character trait of mine, an impulse engraved in my personality. It was me at twenty-seven when, laden with luggage, I just went straight from Manchester Airport to the Cliff for my first United training session in 1991. It was me at seven, when I was a restless kid haring around a concrete housing estate on the edge of Copenhagen in 1970. It is me at fifty-seven, in 2021: Peter Schmeichel, ex-footballer but still seeking out challenges and reasons to keep on the go.

So, why write this book?

Why would a person who likes moving on want to look back? Retracing my life for these pages in your hand did not always feel natural but it did feel necessary, for it is thirty years since I signed for United and changed my life by doing so, and it was time to take stock. In middle age you reflect. Why me? Why did I end up doing what I did, becoming who I am? In my specific case, I ask, ‘How could I have had all those dreams of United when I was that restless Copenhagen kid, and end up lifting the European Cup as United’s captain?’ I wanted to take that journey back into myself, to try and understand.

There is another reason. This is not my first autobiography. I published one in 1999 but I have lived so much life since then and it was one of those cheap and cheerful footballer books that players of my era knocked out quickly, without giving it any great detail or depth.

I understand, now, that your life story is a big thing. It is one of the few things on this earth that are truly precious and yours. And so this time I wanted to do it properly, I wanted this to be the one. This book. One.

And you know what? All the looking back wasn’t so bad. I learned that sometimes nostalgia can be okay. While writing this, I re-watched old games, read accounts of old seasons, even reconnected with some old team-mates and friends, and found the experience, overall, enriching.

This is my family’s story too. It felt important to tell it, and once you read the second chapter you should get my meaning. So, I’m going to take you to the pitch, to Old Trafford, to the Nou Camp, to Wembley, to the Stadio delle Alpi. But I am also going to take you to a restaurant in Tivoli Gardens where a father tinkled a piano to please the diners with some jazz while his son, fresh from football practice, waited in the corner for his lift home. Dad – and me.

Sometimes nostalgia is okay. Sometimes looking back can even help you move on. Life can only be understood backwards, Søren Kierkegaard said, but it must be lived forwards.

Peter Schmeichel

Copenhagen, July 2021





1

Risk mode

For national service, I was a fireman for the Danish land army, so I know about emergency drills. And we were right in the middle of ours: Manchester United, at the Nou Camp, 1999, with eleven minutes and ten seconds to go.

We had switched. Without panic or instruction from the manager, we had flipped to what I always thought of as our ‘risk mode’. To a mentality like the educated gambler who goes all-in. We would invest everything to get back in this game.

In risk mode you take all the normal game elements away. You stop caring about formation and tactical convention. You do not worry what it looks like; you ignore the chance the opposition might score again and embarrass you. You shut out negatives; every pass, movement, action is a positive one. You put strikers on, you throw defenders forward. Sometimes goalkeepers too. There is nothing you won’t put on the line.

Risk mode became our routine in 1999. Against Arsenal, Liverpool, Charlton, Juventus and Inter Milan we scored late, broke hearts, won from the brink. There was a method we followed when we were chasing games, although with precisely eleven minutes and ten seconds to go at the Nou Camp, things did not look so good. In that moment, the football was floating over my head and into the open goal behind me – it seemed.

It was chipped by Bayern Munich’s substitute, Mehmet Scholl, a player with top quality. As I jumped, left arm fully stretched, white glove reaching high, I knew he had struck the perfect up-and-down; his effort had the correct weight for the ball to drop under the crossbar. I twisted in mid-air to land facing my goal and watched.

Bayern were hard enough to crack when protecting the one-goal lead they had held from the sixth minute. If they went 2–0 up, this Champions League final was theirs. And down the ball dropped, towards my goal.

Now, I could make this dramatic. I could pretend there were all sorts of thoughts and feelings inside. My situation: Peter Schmeichel. Last game for Manchester United. Captain on the night. Champions League final, playing for a trophy that had become my obsession.

Playing for the club I had loved since being a little Danish boy with Lou Macari and Gordon Hill on the wall of his bedroom in a block of flats on the edge of 1970s Copenhagen.

Thirty-five years old. No clue where the career was heading after this match. No club to go to and no firm plan, just a removal lorry booked to take all the Schmeichel family stuff back from a house in Bramhall to wherever.

Two kids, Kasper and Cecilie, both sitting somewhere among the 90,000 people in this stadium’s steep, curved tribunes. Manager, Alex Ferguson, who at half-time gave one of the great team-talk lines: ‘At the end of this game the European Cup will be six feet away, and you’ll not even be able to touch it if we lose.’

I could say all this was going through my head, but the truth is none of it was. Nothing was. I never allowed myself to have sentimental feelings; not in my football career. How could they help with winning? And, letting any other factors enter your thinking – that is not how risk mode works. It’s about investing everything into the comeback, mentally, physically, positionally, decisions-wise, and the second you go off track you lose. So, you don’t think. You do.

Now, Scholl’s chip is over me and I am watching the ball come down. I know it could go wide, hit the post or creep in, but I do not prepare for this last possibility. Watch the footage; you will see, as the ball drops, I am actually half-turned, ready to get it upfield and start another attack – when it bounces off the post, into the ground and up into my gloves.

The moment I catch the ball Jaap Stam is turning to face upfield and Ryan Giggs, Dwight Yorke and Teddy Sheringham are already on the move, expecting me to find them with a kick or throw. They are in risk mode too. All of us have been in this mindset most of the second half. Six minutes after Scholl’s chip, Carsten Jancker crashed an overhead kick against my bar and this might sound silly, even arrogant, but I was not in the slightest bit rattled. I knew it was not going in. All my experience told me it wasn’t.

That’s risk mode. That’s the mentality. Nothing can hurt me.

Risk mode had started long before the 1999 team came together. Giggsy, Denis Irwin and me, we had been around long enough to remember coming back to beat Sheffield Wednesday in 1993, when Steve Bruce, with his grin and his head, scored in the eighty-sixth and ninety-sixth minutes to give birth to the phrase ‘Fergie Time’. Over the following years the risk mindset grew. Fergie was a risk-taker; I really liked that aspect about him. He would take defenders off, put an extra striker in, stick Giggs at left back, throw Brucey and Gary Pallister up top. It would create an electric wave through the team, an awakening: Now we have to do this. We were comfortable in taking all those chances and gambles because we knew it came from him.

In the Nou Camp we began taking risks quite early. There was a moment, around sixty-five minutes, when Jaap Stam intercepted the ball deep in our half, laid it off to David Beckham and just kept running, over the halfway line and deep into Bayern territory. A minute later, Teddy came on for Jesper Blomqvist, giving us not only a third striker but a magnificent header of the ball, who we could start playing up to. Then our gambling increased. Dwight Yorke went close with a header, Andy Cole tried scoring with an overhead kick, Denis and Gary Neville began pushing right up high, and I was sprinting to take goal kicks and bowling the ball out from hand as fast as I could. You could feel the dynamics of the game shifting. Those Bayern chances meant nothing because we accepted that giving chances away was the price to pay for the chances we were taking ourselves.

The first little crack in Bayern was Lothar Matthäus’s substitution. Matthäus will forever be criticised for coming off in that final, but he was thirty-eight and he was tired; you could see that on the pitch. We had exhausted him. But he was Bayern’s most vocal presence, the one who organised their defence, especially at set pieces. Removing him added to the chaos we created.

Ole Gunnar Solskjær came on for us, seriously annoyed. He was narked by the manager putting Teddy on first. Ole had thought, Twenty minutes to go and he’s making a substitution . . . those are my twenty minutes. Still, what I saw when I watched Ole run on to the field looked good for us. You could see purpose, a certain sharpness in his stride.

Ole worked Oliver Kahn with his very first touch, a header. Then Teddy could not quite wrap his foot around the shot when Ole set him up with a back heel. Yorkey had a couple of near misses, one after a pass from Gary Neville who, like Denis, was now more winger than full back, advanced impossibly high.

We understood precisely the risks and rewards of what we were doing. Get up there, get the ball flying around their area, and we had Yorkey, Ryan, Teddy and now Ole, with his incredible nose for being in the right place. If they headed it out, we had midfielders on the edge of their area who could fire the ball back towards their goal. The more we pushed up, the more they would be pushed back – meaning we could defend with fewer men and push up even further, a vicious circle for them. There was a psychological element. We knew we had created a reputation for late goals and that when we pushed at an opponent this would play on their minds. If they had a breakaway, fine. Come and shoot, I would think, because you’ll just be giving us back the ball. Does that sound crazy? I don’t know. But in risk mode, you can only allow yourself to think about positive outcomes.

 

Like us, Bayern came into the game trying to win a Treble. Their coach, Ottmar Hitzfeld, had outmanoeuvred us with Borussia Dortmund back in 1997. This time, Bayern were the only team we had faced all season and been unable to beat – drawing with them twice in the group stage. They were awkward to play against: good structure, well led. You looked at them in the tunnel: Matthäus, Stefan Effenberg, Mario Basler, Oli Kahn. Fantastic players. Then they lined up and it was in a way that was going to make things difficult for us: five in defence, four in midfield and only Carsten Jancker up front – a clever move by Hitzfeld, this back five and the midfield protection limiting space for Coley and Yorkey.

In the build-up, Fergie had kept things light. Our training session at the Nou Camp the previous evening was probably the most relaxed one we ever had. We did his favourite exercise, a possession game he called ‘boxes’, and he even took part himself, full of joking. The entire preparation was about keeping people happy and relaxed; we did very little tactical work and his team talk, made at the hotel in Sitges before we left for the stadium, was short. It was fifteen minutes of reinforcing our own strengths, telling us how proud he was, telling us this is the best trophy to win: go and win it.

Yet when you played for Fergie for a few years, you got to know all his little giveaways. I knew he was nowhere near as relaxed as he seemed. When he went around whistling and humming, in an apparently easy mood, that often meant he was nervous and covering it up. You almost preferred hearing him coming round the corner making his other sounds, the coughing and clearing his throat. Those were a sure sign he was agitated – but at least you knew where you stood.

There was a lot of whistling and humming and faked easiness around the hotel in Sitges. Watching him closely, I could see that, going into that final, he was probably more nervous than he had ever been for a game of football. The half-time speech about almost touching the trophy – that was about him as much as it was about us. He was in his thirteenth year at Manchester United, his twenty-fifth as a manager, and his ultimate ambition was to win the Champions League. With forty-five minutes to go, but 1–0 down, he had never been closer and yet further away.

Two questions were on our minds going into the game. The first concerned the pitch. It was the talk of the bus on the way back from practice at the Nou Camp. The surface was incredibly firm, gym-hall hard, the kind where you have to take extra care with your touches. How would it affect the game? The other question was: how would we play in midfield? With Roy Keane and Paul Scholes suspended, the manager had lined up with David Beckham and Nicky Butt in the middle in training, so you could guess what the plan might be. Ryan was disappointed. He was right to be.

When Fergie revealed the starting XI, it was indeed with a central midfield of Becks and Butty. Jesper Blomqvist was on the left and Ryan would have to play on the right. There are a couple of ways in which Fergie got a bit lucky in the final, and team selection is one. Ryan would have been better in the middle and David in his normal spot on the right. Although David played well in the centre, keeping going with that incredible work rate of his, Ryan would have done just as well there, and the biggest single problem we had in the match was that we had to do without David’s crosses.

Yorkey has called David the most underrated player, which given David’s fame might sound odd, but I know exactly what Dwight means. The quality of David’s delivery cannot be overstated. It was just remarkable. The game has never seen crossing like that, before or since. Anyone who regards David as just the pretty boy does not know their football.

Coley and Yorkey lived off David’s delivery and without it, plus the fact Ryan could not provide many crosses because he kept having to come inside, there was nothing for the strikers. Clever side that Bayern were, they kept forcing us through the middle, where they had packed the pitch. At set pieces and corners, initially they organised us off the park. They even incorporated the surface into their thinking: knowing back passes would bobble on the hard ground, they had Jancker following the ball in every time it came back to me. From the first whistle we seemed nervous and insecure everywhere, and then came their goal. Jancker bought a free kick and what happened next is the kind of thing you get blamed for by people who know nothing about goalkeeping. Most people, in other words.

The UEFA Pro Licence involves independent study on a topic of choice which you present to the group. I did my licence at St George’s Park and my topic was direct free kicks. There is a Danish system used for ball-tracking in golf called TrackMan which is moving into football and accumulating data on free kicks. I used that data for my study and found something fascinating, which is that, statistically speaking, the perfect free kick travels for precisely one second, no matter from where or with which technique it is struck. What does that mean for the goalkeeper? They have one second to do three things – react, move, save – and the bigger they can make their reaction time, the better they will be able to execute the other two. So, if you are taking a free kick, your principal thought should be ‘How do I limit their keeper’s reaction time? How do I stop them seeing the ball until late?’

I finished my Pro Licence presentation with the goal scored against me at the Nou Camp. Basler, from the edge of my box, and to the right of my goal, curled it low round the wall into the left corner of my net as I stood, flat-footed. I looked the fool – but I only looked the fool in old-school thinking. A goalkeeper can’t be beaten like that, blah blah. Ron Atkinson babbled on about it in the ITV commentary.

But what did Bayern do? This was before the rule change that now prevents the attacking team attaching players to the defensive wall. As Basler lined up his kick, Jancker strolled over to our wall, tailed by Jaap, and Markus Babbel shoved himself onto the end of the wall, shrugging off Butty’s attempts to jostle him away. From having the four-man wall I had asked for and carefully organised, suddenly there were four extra players around its edges, all affecting my view of the ball. Babbel blocked my sightline completely and I had to crouch and step to my right to see the ball. As I did so, Babbel spun and ducked, and Basler curled the ball exactly where I had originally stood. I did look silly, but it was a clever, coordinated free-kick routine – and that’s goalkeeping. So much is not about the big stuff like eye-catching saves, but about the little details like positioning or having your weight on the right foot. You accept certain things that come with the territory: such as, when you look bad you can look very bad. To the uneducated eye, at least.

Did Basler’s goal play on my mind? Not even for a second. Goals never did, nor mistakes – not during games. Analysing was for afterwards. In the moment, I was good at putting stuff out of my mind, and it’s a bit like my approach to living: what’s the point of dwelling on the past? Life must be lived moving forward – Kierkegaard had the right mindset for goalkeeping.

Long before half-time I was thinking, Let’s get this to the break and regroup. Bayern were shutting us out. Every part of our game was a struggle. It was clear we would have to change something, and at half-time, for the first time all week, Fergie bared his teeth. His speech about the beautiful trophy, the one we had strived our whole lives for, that we should take a good look at on our way back out because, the way we were playing, we weren’t going to get anywhere near touching – it hit home. Yet he did not make the tactical changes we needed and when his first substitution involved sending on Teddy not Ole, it seemed weird. Why wouldn’t you put on Ole in the situation we faced?

Whatever was in his mind, he got those substitutions right. One way of telling the story of the game would be that Fergie chose the wrong midfield, then changed everything, a little by accident, with his substitutions. But who cares what his intentions were? I don’t. If he had picked the perfect team and put on a tactical masterclass to beat Bayern 3–0, we wouldn’t have won the Treble the unforgettable way we did. And isn’t the way it worked for us a mirror of life: that nothing’s perfect, but by trial and error you can work it out?

 

How did we crack Bayern, then?

Everyone knows that it was Teddy who equalised, thirty-four seconds into stoppage time. But who won the corner, do you remember? We won a corner kick on the left thanks to one of our players overlapping and playing a left-footed cross from a left-winger’s position: who?

Nope.

Still no.

I’ll tell you. Gary Neville.

Our right full back, maybe our most obedient, least free-spirited player, Gary Neville – yes, Gary Neville – won a corner by popping up on the byeline, on the left wing. That is risk mode. It may be the only time in his whole career that Gary found himself with the ball by the left corner flag, but in risk mode you go where the game leads you. Gary had sprinted over to the left to launch one of his throw-ins into their box, then stayed out on the flank in case Bayern cleared and possession was recycled his way.

All Gary was thinking about was the positives. If Bayern had counterattacked and scored because he was so chronically out of position, it would have been game over and he would have been forever blamed. But risk mode involved not worrying about the chance of humiliation, and that is why, as David placed the ball on the corner-kick spot, I came charging all the way from my penalty box into theirs. I had a thing going with Fergie’s No 2s – first Brian Kidd, then Steve McClaren – where I would shout to the bench and they would indicate when ninety minutes were gone. I knew we were in stoppage time because Steve had already made the crossed-wrists sign. I knew it was now or never.

My final moments as a Manchester United player might easily have involved embarrassment. Imagine Bayern had cleared David’s corner, gone up our end and scored into an empty goal, with me stranded upfield. I would be the guy whose last act for United was conceding a comedy goal. But when I went up for that corner I had no consideration for anything except getting into their box and creating havoc – just havoc and confusion. Throughout, Bayern had been so well organised that even in those few situations where we could benefit from one of David’s deliveries – free kicks and corners – they had us under control, marked to a T. I wanted to break up that organisation. You’ve dealt with everything, but let’s see if you can deal with me.

Not ‘deal with me’ in the sense that I was likely to score. I mean, I did end my career with one of the better scoring records for a goalkeeper. I managed eleven goals for club and country. That is only one fewer than the career totals of Gary Neville and Jamie Carragher combined. In my very first year as a senior player with Gladsaxe-Hero I scored a goal, a header at a free kick, that made the difference in us avoiding relegation at the end of the season. I scored twice in one game in Denmark – both penalties – and had scored in Europe for Manchester United, versus Rotor Volgograd. But how often had it happened? Not very. Not compared to the number of times I went into the opposition box.

I did not go into Bayern’s box with the idea of scoring or being the hero. I was just trying to throw something different into the mix for Bayern to cope with. David was even waiting for me; he knew I was coming up, the whole team did. Trying my luck in the opposition area, late on as we chased a goal, was simply part of my game, part of our game. It was just another risk-mode ploy, an extra button to press, a different play to enter into the equation.

When the corner came in, I made for the area where David was always most likely to land it. I am not the greatest header of the ball, my instinctive timing is to arrive underneath it so I can reach my hands up and claim it. Pretty much every header I ever connected with, I mistimed. And so it was at that corner. Play the video and you will see I made a wonderful leap . . . wonderful if the requirement had been to catch the ball. I got completely under it, making faint contact with the top of my head, but that did not matter. What mattered was the chaos I created.

Three Bayern players tried to challenge me: Babbel, Jens Jeremies and Thomas Linke. All their orderly and disciplined marking went out of the window as three Germans were sucked towards the big, blond, green-shirted figure who, so illogically, was invading their box. Three men challenging me meant three of our players would be left free and one was Yorkey. He mistimed an attempt to play the ball back across the goalmouth and Michael Tarnat cleared but, off balance, he made a skewed connection. From the edge of the box Ryan miscued his shot. It pinballed to Teddy – another who Bayern left unmarked – and Teddy scuffed it in.

So, what we had was one good corner kick, one mistimed goalie’s header, Yorkey off balance, Tarnat off balance, a crappy shot, then a scruffy finish. Add all that up and it amounts to one thing: chaos. Chaos is what risk mode is about creating. Bayern were devasted. You saw it all over their faces. I remember Becks, after his red card in the 1998 World Cup, saying to the press, ‘It’s only football; it’s not the most important thing in life.’ Well, David was a young man then and I think he was very wrong.

Because if you are any kind of winner, when you are in the thick of competing for something, football is the most important thing in your life; it has to be, you have to make it that way. In Fergie’s post-match interview at the Nou Camp he says that claiming the trophy is the greatest moment of his life. Fergie, who has three sons and several grandchildren. When things go the other way, therefore, it is the opposite – you feel it is the worst moment of your life and there is nothing, absolutely nothing, to comfort you. That is what Bayern were suddenly facing, the possibility that, having been in control the whole final, having hit the post and bar, they might suddenly throw it all away. We saw men in a daze.

Once in risk mode, you do not hit the off button. You stay with it until the job is done. You could liken us to hunters: when we got the smell of blood, we just moved on and on and on and on until we killed. There was no thought of sitting back and waiting for extra time. Ole won another corner and trotted into their box. David delivered again and the chaos we created for the first goal still had Bayern gripped. They were all over the place. Tarnat was on the post but standing up, leaning on it, like a man waiting for a bus – what was that about? They allowed Teddy a clean header and Ole’s golden leg did the rest. Kahn did not even react to the ball going into his net. He looked still in shock from the first goal.

My first instinct was to charge upfield again and join the celebrations, but I stopped myself. If I ran all the way there, I would have to sprint all the way back and suddenly we were only seconds away from winning the Champions League. Manchester United did not need their goalkeeper with his pulse going at 180 if there was one last attack to defend. Instead, following a random impulse, I did a flip-flop, famously caught on TV when, through a miracle of good judgement, the broadcast director cut to me, but as soon as that was over my stomach was in knots.

From the moment I got back to my box after Teddy equalised, I had been more nervous than ever in my life. I was thinking, It’s extra time, golden goal. I cannot be the one to make a mistake and give it away. I had been taking deep breaths and still trying to compose myself when Ole scored. Nerves, in matches, were very unusual for me, but this was terrifying. And now, at 2–1, with a few seconds still to play as Bayern prepared to take their kick-off, I had all these nasty thoughts: Don’t shoot, Christ don’t shoot, I’m in no state to save the ball. Those few seconds felt like hours. Then Pierluigi Collina blew. Bloody hell. What had just happened?

What just happened?

Then came a second feeling. Yeah . . . but what did people expect? We are Manchester United. Coming back when all seems lost: this is who we are, this is what we do.

We had arrived in Barcelona on an unbeaten run that stretched back to December, bouncing from challenge to challenge and overcoming it, a game every 4.6 days. We had been doing this stuff since that Sheffield Wednesday match in ’93.

‘They never give in. That’s what won it,’ said the manager in his flash interview, following his immortal line of ‘Football, bloody hell!’

The other thing he said was in response to ITV’s reporter, Gary Newbon, who praised him for throwing me forward for the corner where we equalised. ‘I didn’t send him. He went up on his own. But anyway . . .’ Fergie replied.

What happened at the Nou Camp, of course, was beyond scriptable. Yet when it did happen, it felt so fitting: the perfect way to win, given our journey to that point. In the run-up to the final there had been this thought I could not shake out of my head, that we would be playing on 26 May, on what would have been Sir Matt Busby’s ninetieth birthday. Before he died in 1994, I got to know the great man and understand how much living to see Manchester United reclaim the English title meant to him. Reconquering Europe, against a team from Munich, on Sir Matt’s ninetieth birthday, felt so perfectly fitting too.

Me? The last bit of handling I did as Manchester United’s goalkeeper involved receiving the European Cup from Lennart Johansson and – with Fergie holding the other ear – raising that big, old, beautiful trophy to the sky. Roy’s suspension meant that ever since the semi-final against Juventus five weeks earlier, I had known I would be captain and that triumphal moment was a possibility. But never once had I tried to imagine it. Building up to the game, I had not allowed myself a single thought along the lines of My last United game, how will the journey finish? What will this final involve for me?

That is not how our minds worked in that remarkable team. What happened after Collina’s whistle? What was touching the trophy actually like? What was in my mind when I sprinted over to jump on Teddy, when I lifted Raimond van der Gouw in the air, as we goofed about before the presentation? Honestly – I have no idea.

I am blank. Sometimes elite sport is described as like being in a pressure cooker – well, you know what happens when you take the lid off a pressure cooker, all the steam escapes. There is nothing left. My memories of what happened after full time are not my own; all of them are recreated from other people’s photographs and stories, from the TV footage, the newspaper articles and well-known anecdotes. Even the victory party in the Hotel Arts Barcelona that night is something of which I only have vague, vague memories. Except for one thing: Fergie and Martin Edwards scrambling to get me to sign a new contract and stay.

That is a story for later.

 

There is one thing I do have clear recall of from the period in between the full-time whistle and leaving the Nou Camp, disbelieving and elated, on the team bus. And that is my son, Kasper, and Teddy’s son, Charlie, just materialising in our dressing room.

Kasper was supposed to leave the stadium with his sister and mother on one of the official buses. That is how they do things at big UEFA and FIFA games: details like transport for those with special tickets, like players’ family members, are organised with military precision. You arrive and depart on a specific bus, where you have a specific seat allocated to you, which leaves at a specific time, from a specific place and goes to a specific destination. This was the era just before mobile phones became commonplace and so while having our boys turn up and join the dressing-room celebrations was absolutely special, unexpected and unforgettable for me and Teddy, it was also a bit of a worry.

These boys were not on their bus: did their mothers know where they were? How could we even contact them to say they were safe?

We grabbed some club officials, who relayed the message on and on and on until word finally got to their mums. We sorted a lift for the boys to get back to their hotel. Only later did we ask the biggest question of all: how on earth did they even get to the dressing room in the first place?

This was a stadium of 90,000. There was pandemonium. There were also very strict UEFA rules which meant that different parts of the Nou Camp were considered different ‘zones’ and to get into each specific zone you needed specific accreditation. Kasper didn’t speak Spanish and nor did Charlie. They had no money. Yet the lads blagged their way through checkpoint after checkpoint after checkpoint – until they reached the dressing room.

They could have been two boys from anywhere, but then again maybe not. Because have you ever seen them? Apparently, with every security guard they met, they simply pointed to their faces and said, ‘Look, my father is Teddy Sheringham, look, look, my father is Peter Schmeichel.’
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