Joel Rookwood visited Le Harve for Liverpool’s opening game of the season.  This is his account of the trip.

‘Merci Gerard, thankyou Rick’ – just about the only words of the match programme my limited understanding of the French language would permit me to understand.  The causality for this very enjoyable trip across the English Channel to the French sea- side town of Le Harve was the deal which will see two Le Harve players move to Liverpool next summer.  The French club were seemingly very happy with the deal – which saw one of Europe’s most successful clubs begin their season at the newly promoted club, giving the home players much needed experience before embarking on a massive season, an experience for which they were obviously very grateful, if the expression of gratitude to Liverpool’s manager and chairman in the programme was anything to go by.  It was a useful outing for Liverpool too, providing a chance to give a few forgotten men an opportunity to shine and to see debutants Diouf, Cheyrou and Diarra in action.  The fans were also happy, as any excuse for a trip away is usually grabbed with both hands by the hard-core sections of the Liverpool support. 

According to most of the lads who usually accompany me to away games however, only people with some kind of psychological disorder go away in Europe to watch pre- season friendlies.  Unfortunately however, this is the situation I find myself in, and as a result of the lack of enthusiasm in response to the possibility of travelling to Northern France from my usual travelling companions, my dad had the good fortune of accompanying me on the trip.

Having not seen a single Liverpudlian en route to England’s south coast since setting off from Liverpool, the slight tingle of home sickness that was lingering in my stomach vanished as we pulled into Portsmouth harbour, with Liverpool fans dominating the P&O ferries waiting room.  Many of the faces were recognisable, as a substantial portion of the 450 who travelled were regular attendees on European away days.  We probably all even see the same shrink.

Flags were draped off the back of the ferry, which took five of the longest hours of my life to pull up into Le Harve.  With me having given up ale for the summer and Snow dogs being the only option on the on- board pictures, I struggled with boredom for most of the ride, finding little to do.  This wasn’t aided by my aging old man, who had the cheek to sleep for the entire journey.

Upon our arrival in France the first job was to find our hotel, and just about the entire contents of the ferry trudged through the port with us towards the town centre, all evidently more keen to spend their first euros on a pint of Stella as oppose to a taxi ride.  By the time we had reached our hotel near the centre of town however, the vast majority had vanished into various bars along the way.

After checking into our hotel, we dumped our luggage and made for the nearest sports shop to pick up a football – we were intent on dazzling the locals with our sublime skills on the beach.  Well maybe not, we just fancied a kick around.

After a seemingly endless walk under a very hot French sun we eventually stopped for a well-deserved pint at the bar that seemed to be offering the largest ale glasses.  Outside the bar a group of Liverpool fans were removing their flags which they had tied to a bus shelter.  I unravelled my two banners, attaching them to the bus stop in their place, eager to see the reaction of locals as they sauntered by.  Many observers seemed completely bemused, clueless as to what the banners meant or why they were attached to the number 2 bus stop.  Some though passed straight on, probably made nauseous by the flag’s intoxicating mix of dirt and ale collected from cities all over Europe on previous trips.  The banners were also a little damp, having been folded away for the three months that have past since our untimely exit from last seasons Champions League in Germany.  The beer stains had no doubt dried, the tearstains had not.

After a couple of bevies (yes my ale ban wasn’t strictly enforced), we made our way down to the beach where we kicked the footy around for an hour underneath the flags.  Several youngsters stood around watching, though they were probably more interested in the banners and the Senegal top that I was wearing than the football master class they were witnessing.   With the French losing to their Senegalese counterparts in the World Cup, some may have been offended by the t- shirt, but it had the name of one of Liverpool’s new signings on the back, Diouf, so I can’t say I was that bothered.

A couple of hours before kick off we jumped on the bus, which was kind enough to drop us outside the ground.  Then in my best French accent, which needless to say sounds more Britain than Brittany, I approached one of the crowd stewards and asked him, ‘eh lad, bonjour, where’s the club shop?’  To my amazement he understood me and directed me to the club’s ‘boutique’, where I picked up a shirt, scarf and programme to add to the collection, before making our way to the ground.

We joined the other Liverpool fans who had set up camp in a corner section of the Stade Jules Deschaseaux.  The flags went up at the front of the stand, whilst the crowd were being entertained by a cabaret band, performing songs from U2 to the Beatles.  Then as the players began to warm up so to did the away fans, performing a variety of anthems, which was instigated by the home club themselves, playing ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ – Liverpool’s anthem over the loud speaker.

What the more obscure away trips do guarantee is a good set of fans, and some of the songs that got a run out are rarely heard even at away games.  The small, compact arena enabled the noise of travelling support to reverberate around the ground, as we competed for supremacy only with a small group of home fans behind the goal opposite us.  We even developed a couple of new songs relating principally to our debutants, and the sexuality of the Everton manager.  Though ‘Allez Allez David Moyes is gay’ is more likely to be prominent at Goodison Park this season than ‘Diouf, Diouf, Diouf’s on fire’.

As friendlies often turn out to be, as a spectacle the game itself was fairly uneventful with more substitutions than goalmouth instances.  But it did provide us with a chance to see a couple of new faces, and a couple more who we assumed had dropped off the face of the earth. 

Milan Baros scored the games only goal midway through the first half, opening his account for the first team in what was only his second appearance following his introduction in the goalless draw in Barcelona last year.  In midfield the rejuvenated Steven Gerard oozed class, whilst Litmanen and Barmby surely proved for the final time that their futures lie elsewhere.  The biggest cheer of the night however came for German fullback Markus Babbel, who made his long -awaited return to the first team after a serious illness.  He is essentially a new signing for the club, after being a no- show for the whole of the last campaign, and will have a massive impact on Liverpool’s season.

Our opponents Le Harve had just been promoted to France’s top flight, and on this showing they’ll still be there this time next year.  Though they have only one more season to enjoy the talents of seventeen-year-old stars Sinama Pongolle and Anthony Le Tallec.  Both were brilliant throughout, and received a well-deserved warm reception from the fans of their future club, which they clearly appreciated.

After Liverpool’s opener, neither side seemed inclined to find the net, and there was little action worthy of note in the second half.  The flares that were lit by home fans in the Tribune Premier stand filled the stand to our right with smoke, and made for an atmospheric conclusion to the game.  Then almost immediately after full time, our host club inexplicably began turning out all the lights, as I struggled to fold the flags in near complete darkness.  But there then followed a thirty-minute fire works display to the sound of Beatles music, proving a great way to cap off a memorable day.  

With the game lacking any real importance, the night that followed was a relatively quiet one, though the unobtrusive police and friendly locals ensured we could have a good laugh and a good sing long into the night.  Conversations of previous trips featured heavily, as well as excited talk of whether this will finally be the year we win the league for the first time since 1990.

What ever happens though this season, two very talented French seventeen year olds will be on their way to Anfield next year, so it appears Liverpool should be the ones saying Merci to their French hosts.  In the meantime lets bring that championship back to where it belongs.

