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ELIA and I talked a lot in
the last few weeks of her
life, as she lay dying from
cancer, and one of the
things that came up was
football.  She hated it, but
it had been part of my life
ever since my father took

me down to White Hart Lane to see
Spurs in about 1957. 

My earliest memory is a match in
which Newcastle and the great Jackie
Milburn were defied by a goalkeeper
called Ted Ditchburn, who was then
approaching the end of his career.
Ditchburn was so dominant, that
Milburn even missed a penalty.  In the
second half, Tottenham ran out win-
ners by three goals to one.  I’d also
seen quite a bit of the famous double
side, but I was also introduced to
Ipswich, as my parents had retired to
Felixstowe.  So I was lucky enough to
see quite a bit of Ramsey’s amazing
championship side of 1961-62. 

How would Ted Phillips have fared
today?  Very few people hit the ball as
hard as he did, but would the modern
light balls, just bend too much?  We
will never know.

When I looked at the England quali-
fiers for South Africa in 2010 with
Celia, I said that if she didn’t mind I’d
go.  Or at least I’d go to one or perhaps
two of them.  I remember her laugh-
ing about this, as she didn’t feel she’d
be here to complain.  I hope I can be as
relaxed when my time comes.  Or at
least on the outside!

So it was that I bought a package to
Belarus from a company called Sport
Options and on the Tuesday before the
match, I was off to Luton Airport for
a very early start.

I rose at three, although perhaps
rose is the wrong word.  More like
crawled out would be better.  But after
a cup of tea and a quick check of
e-mails, it was off to Luton.

What a joy at that hour of the
morning and a journey that normally
would take about and hour and 20
minutes from Newmarket, was com-
pleted well within the hour.  I saw a
badger too, scuttling down the road at
Brinkley and a fox tried to get itself
run over on the dual carriageway in
the middle of Luton, but I perhaps
only passed the odd car and the occa-
sional truck.

Wouldn’t it be nice if motoring
could always be like that?

Arrival and queuing in Belarus
It’s funny but everyone complained
about the fact it took an hour or so to
get through immigration in Minsk.  

Earlier this year James
Miller wrote movingly
about the death of his
wife Celia and how he
faced up to bereavement
after almost 40 years of
happy marriage. As an
Ipswich Town fan, James
found football and the 
companionship of fans a
great help in the healing
process. Today, he  writes
about a trip to Belarus to
watch England play in a
World Cup qualifier.

I didn’t, as I’m old enough to remem-
ber the 1970s, when it took at least
three hours to get through US immi-
gration.  I’m told it’s getting worse
again, but it doesn’t bother me, as
North America is probably the most
unfriendly place for a coeliac, with a
pronounced gluten-intolerance, like
me.  They seem to have ever more
imaginative ways of getting gluten
into food every year.  They’ll be
injecting it into bananas next!  

Not that I eat them in the States as
they are all those tasteless dollar
bananas, which never have the
flavour of those Fairtrade ones from
the Windward Isles.

The only problem with the wait
was that I’d had a cup of coffee spilt
down my trousers on the plane and I
was distinctly uncomfortable.  I must
admit that I smiled at Celia as to my
predicament and she would have
laughed if she could or can.

Belarus seems to love queues and
yet again at the Belarus Hotel, there
were more to check-in.  Not that they
were too bad, as Sport Options got us
all organised.

So perhaps after another hour or
so, I’d got my room on the third floor,
with a nice escape route over the

roofs in case of fire.  I don’t know why
I’m paranoid about fire, but I’ve lived
in tower blocks in the Barbican, where
they leave nothing to chance.  I doubt
that concrete hotels in Belarus are as
fire safe.

I’ll talk more about the hotel later,
but it is a bit of a paradox.  It’s ugly
and set in beautiful, well-kept and safe
gardens.  My room was very tired, but
the staff were generally helpful, even if
a lot had little or no English at all.

Money in Belarus
The currency in Belarus is the Belarus
rouble and there are about four thou-
sand or so of them to the UK pound.
But there are no coins at all!

So everything is paid for in notes.
The smallest of which is only 10 rou-
bles or about a quarter of a penny.

I should also say that my cashpoint
card worked well (not charged either!)
in the cash machine in the hotel. 

The sad past of Belarus
Belarus is a medium-sized country,
which covers an area just a bit smaller
than the United Kingdom. But it only
has a population of just under ten mil-
lion.  Minsk itself has a population of
1.7 million, so is just a bit larger than

greater Birmingham. But, neither the
UK nor Birmingham have suffered as
much in the last century as Belarus.

Around a quarter of the population
of Belarus were murdered by the
Nazis in the Second World War, which
like the Russians, they call the Great
Patriotic War.  

It wasn’t until 1973, that their popula-
tion recovered to the levels of before
the war.  That level of death would be
equivalent to the UK losing the whole
population of Greater London.

No wonder many of those in the east
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THE ASSASSIN-FACED BABY STRIKES:Wayne Rooney fires home one of England’s
three goals in Minsk

MATCH MEMENTO: This picture of James Miller was taken at the match by
A Russian England fan. Right, James’s late wife Celia

ISLAND OF TEARS: This sombre place is a  monument to those lost in the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.
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