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Payi ng homage to the Red Devils

Ahmad A. Talib

I MET many fanatics |ast week. | took a two-and-a-half hour train ride
fromLondon to Manchester on Wednesday to pay homage to the chanpi on of
English football (again), Manchester United.

| thought I was the only Ml aysian who did so. I was wong. Once there,
| met several other Ml aysians. One of themwas a top Ml aysian corporate
pl ayer with his children. They had nade the trip because his daughter
wanted to buy a T-shirt with the picture of Ryan G ggs, the Red Devils'
gi fted charnmer.

The English football season had al ready ended but fans continued to go
to the stadiumto cel ebrate the chanpi onshi p, buy season tickets or pick
up some souvenirs. In fact, a couple of fans were arguing with one of the
stadi umofficers regardi ng season tickets for the 1997/ 98 season.

| lost count of the nunber of |ocals who were there as well. Just like
the Mal aysi an visitors, they too were buying sonething or other inside the
club's souvenir store which sells all kinds of souvenirs, ranging from
j erseys to autographed footballs to nugs and posters.

Law ence How, a friend and a die-hard supporter of the club, had told ne
that one needs a |l ot of nobney to survive in the store. | exercised
consi derabl e restraint and therefore survived the buying spree. It was
fortunate that | had bought return tickets for the journey.

I've made several trips to London before but never ventured beyond
Oxford Street's Marks and Spencer and the Mawar Restaurant in Edgware
Road. This tinme | was there to cover the so-called holiday of Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad. As everyone knows, it wasn't a

holiday in the actual sense of the word - it was nore |ike a working
visit.

Anyway, |'ve kept the dreamof visiting Ad Trafford ever since
Manchest er United won the European Cup in 1968. |'ve been a fan of the

club since ny school days, saving |imted pocket noney to buy weekly
football magazines to keep up with news updates at the club

There's sonething of an affinity between Ml aysi ans and Engli sh f oot bal
clubs, even though many of them have not had the sane kind of success
outside their own turf. The only exception, perhaps, is Liverpool who won
many honours on the continent but who's now going through some rough
times.

Some Liverpool fans in Ml aysia, however, are not disturbed by this.
They seemto draw confort fromcl ones who surfaced in recent years. This
expl ai ns why they were not unhappy when Bl ackburn Rovers won the
chanpi onshi p two seasons ago because the club was nmanaged by a forner
Li ver pool great, Kenny Dal glish.

Sone of themargue that they would have felt equally confortable if
Newcast!| e United had won t he chanpi onshi p because it was nmanaged by
anot her prodi gal son of Liverpool, Kevin Keegan.

As | said earlier, there's this terrific affinity between Ml aysi ans and
English football clubs. Their know edge of the English gane and its
hi story far exceeds that of the sem -pro clubs. | nust confess that apart
from Zai nal Abidin, Azman Adnan and Dol | ah Sal |l eh, my own know edge of
Mal aysi an players is enbarrassingly limted.

O course, | renenber Mkhtar Dahari, Soh Chin Aun, Santokh Singh and
Spi der man Arumugam but that's because they hel ped create nore excitenent
and success for Malaysia at the international |evel. Mlaysian soccer fans



are starved of international success, which explains why they began
rooting for teanms outside the country.

Football is beginning to be a big business in Mal aysia. The gane needs a
| ot nmore organisation fromthe top right dowmn to the fan club. There's a
| ot nore imagi nati on needed apart from good nanagenent, better coaching
facilities and a busi ness-1like approach to adm nistration.

The football clubs in England are run in a very business-1|ike manner,
whi ch neans no politicians get a peek into their managenent. This is very
different in Mal aysia where politicians who know very little about the
game, its rules, research and devel opnent manage t hese cl ubs.

Inevitably, sonme use the club to further their political career or to
use it as a platformto convey their political philosophy and ideal ogi es.
As long as politicians and ex-politicians manage football associations,
Mal aysi a can forget about having a club the |ikes of Manchester United,

Li ver pool and Chel sea.

Many of ny childhood friends |earnt their geography and genera
know edge fromreadi ng about football, either the European type or the
South Anerican type. W used to gather round our school atlas trying to
figure where Rio de Janeiro is or where Minich is on the map.

By the sanme token, some people fromother parts of the world would
probabl y know where Kual a Lunpur is through readi ng about Mal aysia's
prowess at hockey and badmi nton. O course, sone know nore about Ml aysia
t hrough t he booki es net wor k!

Fri endshi ps are al so devel oped through football, through sharing
know edge and giving gifts. | was already in London when Law ence call ed
my hone asking if | wanted to have |unch with Bobby Charlton who was in
Kual a Lunpur for a short visit.
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