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Tune in to RedFM for your chance to score a trip of a

lifetime for you and a friend to the 1st semi Final and

the Final of Euro 2004

Listen to RedFM for the song of the day, each day. That’s

the key to unveiling the Sportugal Superstar…..a

famous footballing star of Euro 2004.

All the letters that you need to reveal our footballing

superstar are also printed in the Evening Echo each night.

Terms and Conditions apply
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for your chance to get to Euro 2004 in Portugal 

with O2 Network Powered Ireland and RedFM

CCaann yyoouu gguueessss tthhee FFoooottbbaalllliinngg SSuuppeerrssttaarr??
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Nuno my bag
handling amigo

England coach Sven Goran Eriksson speaks to his players during a training session in Lisbon. Picture: AP Photo

ECHOSOCCER

EURO 2004
DAY ONE

FIRST sentences are usually
the most difficult to write.

That’s what I think as I stand wait-
ing at baggage reclaim in Lisbon
Airport. My bags are on my trolley
within 30 seconds of arriving.

Nuno taps me on the shoulder.
He is drinking from a plastic

g l a s s.
“Would you like some wine?” he

a s k s.
“No,” I answer.
“Okay, Let’s go.”
Striking up a conversation with

Nuno at the check-in in Dublin
proved to be a wise move. He was
wearing a Portuguese football shirt
and we talked of our excitement
about our trip. Nuno hadn’t been
able to sleep because of it.

With Ireland not participating I
will find it difficult to match his en-
thusiasm over my three weeks at
the tournament. I’ll be going to sev-
en games, but there will be less em-
phasis on the results, and more on
the catering.

I am following Russia at Euro
2004, for reasons best known to my-
self. But the main thing is to enjoy
the atmosphere of a major football
tournament. And in my experience,
there’s nothing like it.

Nuno lives with his Mayo wife in
Castlebar, where he works with the
disabled. Later today he will visit
his sister in hospital as she has just
given birth to a little girl. He will
also be telling his parents that he
and his wife are expecting their
first child (he shows me the ultra-
sound pictures).

And he is returning home after
six months to see his country win
the European Championships.
Since I have met him, he has not
stopped smiling.

At the departure gate in Dublin I
asked Nuno where would be the
best place to leave my bag of lug-
gage in Lisbon as I would be travel-
ling around the country. This led to
an invite to lunch at Nuno’s house.
My bag will stay there.

At Lisbon Airport I mind Nuno’s
bag as he goes to book his rental car.

When we get to the car, I tell Nuno I
have heard all drivers are nuts
here. This is based on Portugal top-
ping the crash count in Europe.

Nuno laughs as he turns the key
in the ignition: “Yes, yes, it is true.”
The first thing he tests is the horn.
This doesn’t bode well.

We are heading for Nuno’s home
town of Parde, 20 minutes outside
Lisbon. We have soon hit heavy
traffic, caused by a crash ahead.
Nuno curses the traffic. I like the
traf fic.

This sentiment is firmly based on
the previous ten minutes of the
journey. I have a feeling I have sur-
passed my land speed record.

As we whistle past the sights,
Nuno gives me the tour. On our
right the Jose Alvalde Stadium flies

by. On our left is Estadio Da Luz.
This is where the final will be held
in three weeks. It is also Benfica’s
new stadium, built next to the site
where the old one has been knocked
down. Benfica are Nuno’s team.

He watched Portugal beat Brazil
in the U21 World Cup at the old sta-
dium with 130,000 people.

Once out of the traffic we cruise
past crowded beaches until we
reach Parde. First we must visit
Nuno’s local. The owners are from
Porto, but it is a popular haunt of
the Benfica players. Every man be-
hind the counter was in
Gelsinkerchen last month.

There is a European Cup pennant
in pride of place on the wall.

We down our beers and head for
Nuno’s house. Nuno tells me his

mother doesn’t speak English and
his father stutters when speaking it.
Also, that when they are speaking
in Potuguese, they may sound like
they are arguing, but not to worry
because that is the way all Por-
tuguese people speak.

Mama welcomes her son with a
big hug. Papa likewise. My presence
is hastily explained. As Nuno goes
upstairs to meet his godson and
give him his presents, I sit with
Papa in the sitting room.

He is a big Benfica man. He tells
me he knows Eusebio “directly.”
This is too good. I must finagle a
way into meeting the great man.

A meal fit for a returning son has
been prepared. The strange-looking
soup called calda is delicious and I
stuff my face with bread, buttered

with cheese.
They don’t usually do fresh cod in

Portugal, instead keeping it in salt
to preserve it for months. The
breadcrumb-covered cod served
with potato and chick peas is
slightly too salty for me, but be-
cause it is considered rude in
Portugal to spit the food right back
on to the plate, I swallow and drown
it with wine.

After lunch Nuno translates his
mother’s question about if I trust
them leaving my bag here. After my
treatment here, the trust is implicit.
And considering I trusted him with
my life as we hurtled at 120kph
down the highway, the bag isn’t
much of a stretch.

When Nuno’s older brother Pedro
comes in I get a chance to marvel at
how confrontational a Portuguese
family’s conversation does sound.

Later, when Nuno asks me if I no-
ticed how angry his brother was
earlier, I feel a little foolish remem-
bering how I smiled as I watched
them argue.

Eventually, me and Papa are left
alone at the table. I pick up the
Eusebio line again and steer our
conversation towards England ‘66.

The comeback against North
Korea: Portugal 3-0 down until in-
spired by a three-goal Eusebio to a
5-3 win. He tells me about the
friendly welcome the Portuguese
got in Sunderland and how that
forged links between the Northern
English city and Benfica.

Then I make the suggestion that
maybe rough-house Portuguese de-
fenders might have taken Pele out
in Portugal’s 3-1 win over Brazil.

I immediately realise I am totally
wrong. Papa doesn’t see it this way.
I’m guessing my chances of meeting
Eusebio have evaporated.

Nuno lifts the atmosphere on his
return. News of another grandson is
greeted as you would expect. I am
included in the general congratulat-
ory cheer to such an extent I feel as
if I have been announced as the doc-
tor who will deliver the baby.

Soon we are all packing into cars
and heading for the hospital where
sister and newborn baby are. Nuno
will drive me to a Metro station first
so I can take a train to my hotel. He
drops me outside the Estadio Da
Luz, where the two of us will next
meet before the Russia-Portugal
g ame.

I take the stadium in. It is im-
mense. Estadio Da Luz, or trans-
lated into English, Roker Park.

I catch the train to my hotel and
go to bed. Tomorrow I head south to
that unspoilt part of the country
called the Algarve.
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