Ladies UEFA Cup Semi-Final 1st Leg
Umea IK 0 Arsenal Ladies 1
Saturday 27st April 2007, Gammliavallen Stadium, Umea, Sweden
By Nigel Bird (A personal view, not a balanced report – I am a Mathematician not a writer!)

This season 2006-07 Arsenal Ladies are ranked fourth in the world, and not having lost any matches domestically or in earlier rounds of the tournament, they have reached the final against the top-ranked fully professional team, Umea from North Sweden, who had won the trophy twice before – Arsenal are the first non-Scandinavian or German team to get to the final. Sadly, in the semi-final Kelly Smith the best Arsenal player gave a sign to the crowd feeling they were bating her, she thought were the opposition, but were actually Arsenal fans, and she was sent off. The panel then, considering she had already received two yellow cards earlier in the competition, felt they had to ban her from both legs of the final. Due to the different European seasons, the semi-finals were played in November with a long five months until the Final. Having considered making the trip, and just felt it was not feasible, I was glad to find the game was being televised on British Eurosport, and that a local friend had that channel and was happy to have me around – missing most of the north London derby for once did not seem to matter. At least the team without Kelly, though with one or two playing out of their favourite position, more-or-less picked itself with top goal-scoring 20-year old prodigy Lianne Sanderson able to come into the team to play in the Bergkamp role behind striker Julie Fleeting, the Scottish Captain. 

The first twenty minutes were very chaotic with the Swedish team having the lion’s share of opportunity and the world’s best player Marta playing at centre-forward demonstrating much tricky play, though not really creating any clear-cut chances. Arsenal found stringing passes together difficult, but they grew in confidence from their defensive performance – with a defence virtually unthreatened all season due to their domestic dominance, therefore unused to the pressure. For the rest of the half the Swedes had their chances, but the beautiful Irish blonde, Emma Byrne, in the Arsenal goal, was having ‘a stormer’, and the ball was sometimes finding its way to the Arsenal attack, though usually through ricochets and opposition error, rather than good passing movements. However, for Arsenal, the final shot never really materialised, but 0-0 was an entirely satisfactory score-line for them at half time. Vic Akers the manager had said a one-goal defeat would be satisfactory to take back to Borehamwood for the return leg, and so the team were ahead of expectation at half time, and with confidence gained in coping with a previously unknown situation. 

The second half began in similar fashion, but increasingly frustration was beginning to show in the Swedish players, the other well-known forward Hannah Llundberg, no relation to Freddie, was squandering some good chances for the hosts, and Emma Byrne was still playing amazingly well. She was not just saving, but coming confidently and successfully for crosses, and even on several occasions rushing out of her area to make well-timed and important clearance kicks. Disliking a little to pick the goalkeeper as woman of the match, I was feeling that the black girl Anita Asante along with the other centre-half was having a superb game keeping two of the world’s best strikers at bay. But as ever perish those thoughts until the match is over, Anita then proceeded to have a ‘two minute mega-wobble’. Firstly, making a late and unnecessary dive-tackle not near the ball at the back of the penalty area, which if the referee had a clear view of would have given Umea a certain penalty, then similarly she dived into a reckless tackle on the edge of the penalty area giving away a threatening free-kick. But goal still in tact, as the game moved into its final quarter, not just confidence grew amongst the Arsenal Ladies, but also the scheduling of the match started to come into their favour. Somehow, the Swedes had clearance to play the match on a surface of artificial grass, which Arsenal was not used to playing on at all. However, Arsenal were a team full of fitness, togetherness, and nearing the end of a long season of playing very well together, while Umea had even been allowed to make signings in their off-season since the semi-final, and had only played two games at the beginning of their season. In the last fifteen minutes, it looked very much like that. Arsenal with more time and confidence found their passing game and looked far more likely the team to score, although they had hardly managed a good shot on target. In dreamland maybe, but all the Arsenal fans watching knew there was the opportunity to score a prized away goal, and would it not be so good to take a lead back to England. Dreams do sometimes turn into reality, but often in not quite the expected way. 

A few opportunities seemed to come and go, and then another factor clearly came into Arsenal’s favour. This was very much the north of Sweden and there had been a very strong wind all game seemingly going straight down the pitch, such that Arsenal’s first half performance was to be seen later as even better in having held out against the wind. (Presumably, Umea had won the toss, and chosen to have the wind with them in the first half). Well, apparently Vic had mentioned at half time that there was the possibility of using the wind to shoot from distance, and thus came the moment. Alex Scott the Arsenal right back, who had already shown she could cope defensively, and had made some good runs and crosses in attack also, took possession of the ball around the halfway line and began a run forward. With not much in front of her in the way of Umea defence - symptomatic of their apparent lack of match fitness -, and with several Arsenal players making runs to her left, Alex had plenty of options, in particular to continue further, or make a good pass. But she decided the time was right to unleash her right-foot in a fierce shot, and though the ball went near the Umea goalkeeper, who put up her hand to try to reach it, the ball flew like a guided missile into the roof of the net above her, – cue unconfined joy amongst the Arsenal following. The clear underdogs had taken the lead, which was easily held on to during what little time that was left being played out. 

A job half done - done very well indeed -, but everyone knows that this Umea team have the potential to inflict a 3-0 defeat or more on their travels against anyone. Confidence will be high amongst the Arsenal Ladies, they will know now at least that they can win, but ninety minutes of concentration, and calm and composed play, will be required to get them over the finish line. For some of the young Arsenal players at the beginning of their careers there will be exuberant excitement, while a few are old enough to realise the opportunity they have on Sunday 29 April at 12:00p.m. at Borehamwood F.C. north of London may be their last chance of true glory. This is the 20th anniversary season since the foundation of Arsenal Ladies and the quadruple is on as a fitting signature to those twenty years of hard work. It might seem sometimes as if a scriptwriter has been in evidence this season, but such thoughts and many others need to be banished so that in the ninety minutes ahead everything the players can give in pursuit of victory is best utilised. The older players, and some now retired, will have put so much into the club over the years. Time, effort, money; enduring any number of films from ‘Gregory’s Girl’ to ‘Bend it like Beckham’; trying to compete a little with an ever expanding male fixture list; dealing with all the other aspects of running a team that go on in the background. For some on Sunday there will be no tomorrow, the match will not just be life-changing, but life-defining, and they will not know exactly how they will feel until the day arrives. Not everything is rosy in football, but these players believe in their sport and each other, and they will be well prepared. But as in most exams, a lot of the preparation does not crop up and new questions are asked. It will be a mental and emotional ask, as well as a physical, motivational, and ability, ask. It will be the biggest home crowd they have played in, except perhaps for the disappointing experience of England’s performances in Euro 2006, and, apparently, the Ladies game needs a lift, as that tournament did not prove to be sport expanding – they are England’s hope to get ladies football going again in this country. The second leg match is live on British Eurosport for all who cannot get to the ground. There are disappointments in scheduling, that the match has to be played at Sunday midday, that the men’s game that weekend was switched to Sunday at 4:00p.m., and that a match needs to be played domestically between the first and second leg, but such thoughts also need to be banished. There will be after-effects that are not good whatever the result, e.g. the guilt feelings of losing, or feeling a bit empty a few weeks after victory, but those matters also are not for now - eat, sleep, rest, and get through another six days and the match will be upon us soon enough. 
To the Arsenal Ladies – all best wishes for the match, be good, and be lucky.

