
 

Day 18. June 22, 2008. Vienna 

Spain v Italy – Euro 2008 quarter-final 

Uno y dos y tres … ganar y ganar y ganar! 

As they go out to the pitch Aragonés is still talking, still priming his men psychologically. 

“Let’s do this, let’s make them run themselves ragged chasing after the ball!” 

Casillas picks up the baton: “Two years we’ve been waiting for this – two years preparing for 

this. Let’s not forget that. Let’s make the people who came here to watch us enjoy 

themselves.” 

The match is as the two Italians had suggested it would be. Although Spain dominate 

possession and create some good chances, Italy are a wolf in sheep’s clothing:  nerveless, sure 

that a good meal is coming along soon and, in the meantime, happy to feed off the pressure.   

An hour has passed. Luca Toni is causing havoc in the penalty box. Casillas comes out to 

block him and then, somehow, gets back on his line as Mauro Camoranesi fires the loose ball 

at goal through a crowd of legs. Somehow Casillas saves with his left boot, even though he’s 

moving to his own right.  

Marcos Senna fires in a long-distance drive which Gigi Buffon spills; hope stirs for a minute, 

but the ball doesn’t trickle over the line, nudging gently off the post and back into the arms of 

the Juve man. 

Santi Cazorla, set up by fellow substitute Dani Güiza, has Spain’s best chance but his shot 

zooms across goal and squeezes beyond Buffon’s left-hand post. The image of Senna and 

Villa sinking to their knees in frustration, while Casillas puts his gloved hands to his head 

suggest frustration, maybe even a familiar self-doubt. 

 

MARCOS SENNA: “I’m a Brazilian, I love playing for Spain and when I was young if 

my country weren’t playing I always supported Spain, but I’ve never suffered from 

any quarter-final phobia, nor are Italy any kind of bête noire. So when the game was 

drawing towards penalties and Iker made a small error with a kick-out, I was sure that 

over the previous few minutes I’d seen some legs begin to tremble and some minds 

turn to the fact it was Italy, the quarter-final, and penalties were looming. I just 

started shouting at everyone, rousing them up and bawling at Iker to concentrate. He 



just gave me this look as if to say ‘What’s up with this guy?’ But at that moment I felt 

like Aragones’ man on the pitch and it was my duty to re-emphasise his message that 

we were better than Italy and there was no reason we were going to lose.” 

 

IKER CASILLAS: “We all felt that Italy had got through by the skin of their teeth. We 

had come out of the group with nine points, eight goals and only three conceded. 

They had only four points, just one win and had also conceded three. And yet here 

we were again, facing them in a penalty shoot-out.” 

Casillas seeks out Buffon. They pass two or three words, there’s a smile, an embrace. 

It’s vital to both men.   

 

LUIS ARAGONÉS: “I said to the players: ‘I don’t want anyone refusing to take a 

penalty because that would be a very bad sign.’ I picked the three best penalty takers 

to go up first – Villa, Cazorla and Senna.  

“There’s always a psychological disadvantage in going first, but if I could have chosen 

that night, I’d have done that. They won the toss, they chose to let us start and it just 

gave us the chance to edge ahead. A small mental edge.” 

 

If Aragonés chose well. If the first man scored.  

The Austrian cops had told us that there were 30,000 Italian fans, passionate and noisy. There 

were only around 12,000 Spaniards in the Ernst-Happel Stadion. That kind of split on a hot, 

humid night in Vienna should have meant the Azzurri dwarfed the Spanish roar – but it didn’t. 

Not only was the travelling red army suddenly filled with conviction, the shoot-out was also 

going to take place at their end of the pitch.  

Details, tiny details. 

In Neustift, Aragonés has made everyone practice spot kicks. 

The only ones who had needed no encouragement were the three keepers – Casillas, Reina 

and Palop. From the first training day they had been involved in a little competition amongst 

themselves, right at the end of the session. It was fascinating. Usually, but not always, it was 

10 penalties each and while they admitted to the winner being bought a beer or a tapa by the 

losers, there was hard cash involved too, on occasion. It was competitive, it was fun and only 



a few of us in the media stayed behind to watch. But from that day until this it’s become a 

central tradition of Spain’s tournaments. With the arrival of Victor Valdés, who doesn’t take 

part, it’s an eye-to-eye, toe-to-toe slugfest between Casillas and Reina.  

The best I’ve ever seen – and it was utterly epic – was in Gniewino in Poland, en route to 

winning Euro 2012. But more of that later. 

I asked Paco Ochotorena, Spain’s keeper coach, about this fascinating 11-metre gunslinger-

battle. “They’ve had this private competition since they first came together in the national 

side. They’ll bet on who saves the most penalties in training and the stakes will be things like 

a cup of coffee, a beer, €50. But I can promise you, they take it very seriously and will play to 

the death. On more than one occasion, we’ve had to stand about waiting for them because 

they’ve drawn and want to play on and on until they get a winner. Some evenings we’re 

literally dragging them away as the lights are being switched off. It’s some spectacle, I can 

tell you, and they’ll sometimes get a handful of fans who stay back to watch and support one 

or the other. It’s just another example of the strong relationships within this group. It’s 

indicative of what makes the team so special and so successful.” 

While Casillas is a phenomenal goalkeeper and a born competitor, I can’t help but believe 

facing penalties from Reina, over and over, has honed his reflexes, his philosophy, his nerves. 

Having taken so many himself, I think it helps him get in the mind of the taker, too. Suffice to 

say, in the three tournament wins San Iker has saved four penalties.  

 

PACO OCHOTORENA: “Before any shoot-out we’ll have done our homework. We’ll 

know which players are likely to take penalties, their body positions as they take it, 

whether or not there are specialists who are used to taking penalties. Players always 

have a favourite area of the goal but you can’t rely on that. It’s a personal, internal 

thing and there’s no way to know what’s going on in the striker’s or the keeper’s 

head. Iker has a strong character and he’s taken to his role as leader in the group like 

a duck to water. If you watch him in moments of high tension during a match you’ll 

see that he can change in an instant from being completely normal to becoming cold 

and calculating. He manages tense situations with ease and much better than many 

others in football. In the run up to a match we’ll pass him all the info we have. But 

often, and in this case it happened, he’ll tell me that he wants to follow his own 

instincts. As we prepared in Vienna that’s what he said, that he was in the right frame 



of mind, that he had all the information that he needed and that he was going to let 

his sixth sense take over. At the end of the day you have to respect the player. It’s 

him out there on his own after all. It seemed to work pretty well.” 

 

Before there has even been a huddle, before most players can take a sip of water Aragonés 

has gone straight to Villa. He’ll take the first one. The potential for a ‘small edge’ is in his 

hands.  

Santi Cazorla has his back to the coach but as he turns round Aragonés barks out: “Cazorla 

second.” 

 

SANTI CAZORLA: "Right from the moment I became a professional until then, I 

hadn't taken a penalty. You're asked: 'Do you want it or not?' and you say 'yes, yes!' 

which is contradictory because you're only thinking about not failing, because if you 

do miss and Spain are eliminated, then that's forever. But you just accept the risk, and 

the responsibility.” 

 

JOAN CAPDEVILA: "If I'd known that Santi had never taken a penalty I'd have fainted 

on the spot." 

 

Senna intuits that he’s next – the boss loves him, he strikes the ball well and he’s without 

nerves in this situation. 

Everyone is still milling around, no huddle, when Güiza, a protegé of Aragonés and a second-

half substitute on the night, is crouching down and suddenly finds his man-mountain coach 

towering over him. The minute that Aragonés tells the Mallorca striker that he’s No.4, the 

boss knows that he’s chosen the wrong worker. Body language, the expression on Güiza’s 

face, his lack of an enthusiastic reply while he ties and then re-ties his boot laces all tell 

Aragonés that this is the man of straw. 

“I could see I’d made a mistake, but it was too late to change my mind,” Aragonés confessed 

later.  

Then, as the players are now finally all grouped together around the 69-year-old, Aragonés 

calls Cesc Fàbregas as the fifth and, hopefully, final taker.  



Given that Casillas has dissuaded ‘Ocho’ from giving him any advice or information, Reina is 

at a loose end. Casillas doesn’t want any input. Reina knows that if he was on the pitch he 

would be the sixth taker (and I’d have bet my house, my premium bonds and all my Paul 

Weller CDs on him scoring). Instead, he’s gone looking for team-mates to help. 

Before he walks up and kisses the ball, places it on the spot and begins the shoot-out, Villa, 

the regular Spain and Valencia penalty taker, indicates to Reina that he’d accept some quiet 

counsel.  

 

DAVID VILLA: “Pepe advised me that I should aim my strike low and to the keeper’s 

right and that’s just what I did. Getting that first penalty in the net took a lot of 

pressure off all of us. History owed us one and had for a long time.” 

 

1-0 Spain. 

Fabio Grosso, scorer of the winning penalty in the World Cup final against France in Berlin 

two years earlier ambles up, full of graceful athleticism, and shows how much pressure is 

removed if you have already conquered the world from the penalty spot. He barely breaks 

stride, opens the instep of his left boot and sprays a wonderful shot into the right-hand panel 

of Casillas’ goal frame. 

In the main stand, Iker’s mum, Doña María del Carmen, faints. She’s out cold for five 

minutes. Once treated by the Red Cross she’s fine, but she’s missed her son confirming his 

conversion from Iker to Saint Iker. “I’ve done this before,” she says. “Whenever I watch him 

playing and the commentator announces that there’s a dangerous free-kick coming up I just 

shut my eyes. I can’t bear the tension.” 

 

Spain 1-1 Italy. 

 

SANTI CAZORLA: “Pepe [Reina], who’s been a great friend since our days at 

Villarreal, came up to me and said, ‘Little man, how are you feeling? Just stay calm 

and take your time.  They don’t know you and my advice would be to send it straight 

down the middle’.  

“Then we were all lined up and I looked at Buffon and thought to myself, ‘If I send it 

down the middle and he stays put, I’m going to look like the biggest idiot in the 



world’. I was standing there and all these thoughts were going round and round in 

my head. ‘What do I do? Ignore my own instincts and follow his advice? Or go my 

own way and take the consequences?’   

“So I just went for it and scored. Pepe came up to me afterwards and said 

‘Congratulations – you’ve got a big pair of balls on you. You just ignore my advice 

and still manage to score!’   

“In truth, I really appreciated his advice. It was a tough moment and I was grateful for 

the gesture of support.” 

 

Cazorla’s penalty mimics that of Villa. Buffon goes to his left, the ball nestles in the opposite 

corner of the net.  

 

FERNANDO TORRES: “The Italian sense of assuredness was remarkable. You looked 

at them during the shoot-out and they are all in little groups of one and two, 

laughing, smiling, joking, relaxed. We, on the other hand, are all encouraging each 

other, arms linked around one another, tense but supportive. You just got this 

impression of one team which was used to it, one team which wanted it.” 

 

Spain 2-1 Italy. 

 

IKER CASILLAS: “I’d faced [Daniele] De Rossi in the Champions League and he’d put 

the penalty straight and high above me and I just figured to myself that rather than 

repeat that he’d put it to the natural side for a right-footed player – into his left, my 

right. That’s just what I thought in the moment and I went for it. I stood still and tall 

for as long as possible then just flung myself.” 

 

Iker saves, fabulously. 

 

Spain 2-1 Italy. 

 



MARCOS SENNA: “When I first signed for Villarreal back in 2002 I chose the number 

19 for the back of my shirt. One of the club directors came to me and told me: ‘That’s 

an unlucky number around here, perhaps you’d better think again’. But I liked the 

number and I told him I wasn’t superstitious like that. Then in the January of my first 

season I did really bad ligament damage in my knee against Betis, was out for several 

months, and the director came to me again. I ignored him, got back to playing and 

immediately was injured in the knee again. Out for most of the season. This time he 

insisted that I was suffering the jinx of the number and although I stopped and 

thought about it, I made a point of not giving in to some sort of made up-hoodoo. 

So when I scored against Buffon in Vienna there’s this lovely shot of one of the best 

keepers ever diving the wrong way, my penalty hitting the net and you can see the 

number 19 clear as day on the back of my Spain shirt. At the end of the tournament I 

went back to the same guy at Villarreal and said: ‘Aren’t you pleased I didn’t listen to 

you now?’”  

 

Spain 3-1 Italy. 

 

Mauro Camoranesi, South American born just like Senna, isn’t remotely stressed by the 

situation he and his team are in. His face betrays no more tension than if he was choosing 

between a nice Pinot Grigio or a complicated, dark bottle of Barolo. He barely seems to move 

his right leg but the ball screams into the top-right corner of Casillas’ goal. The best penalty 

yet.  

 

Spain 3-2 Italy. 

 

Dani Güiza: “I wasn’t used to this kind of thing. This was my debut at a big 

tournament and I could feel the pressure. I saw the boss naming the guys one by one 

and could feel he was coming for me. When I didn’t score it was the worst moment 

of my career, I was in tears – quite sure that I’d messed it up for everyone. The world 

caved in on me.” 



Buffon again dives to his left, his favoured side, and easily blocks the striker’s faltering 

effort.  

 

Spain 3-2 Italy 

 

But even before he steps back between the posts, Iker rescues Spain. He sees that Güiza is 

destroyed, crying almost before Buffon has stood up in triumph.  

“Don’t worry Dani, don’t worry – I’ll save the next one for you!” roars Iker as the distraught 

striker heads back to the group. 

Later, he recalls: “You spend a month, cooped up in a team hotel with a guy and you see him 

in pain, the first thing that comes to mind is to help him, to make a human gesture.” 

His words have an immediate psychological effect on the group.  

Aragonés will later say: “I don’t think Iker thought about it, he just reacted to support a team-

mate. But I could see the instant impact his words had on the group. They weren’t thinking: 

‘He’s missed, here we go again,’ they were thinking: ‘We’ve still got Iker!’” 

The Italian fans, now certain that this is their moment once again, are reprising their Seven 

Nation Army chant from World Cup 2006. Di Natale runs up confidently, but he puts his 

effort in exactly the same place as Güiza and Casillas emulates Buffon, saving low and to his 

right.  

 

Spain 3-2 Italy 

 

In an instant it means that Cesc Fàbregas, who hasn’t taken a penalty since he was 15 and in 

the cadete team at the Camp Nou with Pique and Messi, has the chance to eliminate the world 

champions. 

As Casillas saves, the line of red shirts bursts forward in the centre circle. One man is left 

behind. The 20-year-old Catalan, in that second, knows it’s all on him. Momentarily he’s lost 

in the significance of it all. Then he’s on the move. Pacing forward. Ready.   

 

CESC FÀBREGAS: “When the boss called out my name as the fifth taker, it was a 

surprise. I hadn’t even taken a competitive penalty since I was 15 years old and he 

hadn’t been picking me as a starting choice. But I immediately felt an immense 



confidence coming from him because he chose me in fifth position and that’s usually 

where you put the guy who you’re most sure is going to score. When it came to 

walking up for the penalty, you feel that life is presenting you the challenge, that your 

country needs you and I wanted to answer. There has been so much talk about me 

being on the bench, my attitude, my form and so on that all I wanted to do was score 

for my country and give them some joy. I normally put my penalties to the side that 

Buffon dived. This time, I don’t know why, I just hesitated that split second longer 

before committing myself and I could see where he was going. So I changed 

my mind at the last instant or else I might have missed. 

“The dressing-room scenes were delirious, everyone was just so full of joy and the 

King was there telling us how well we’d done. Now I want to emphasise that this is 

just a match, just one small win. I didn’t come here simply to get rid of the curse of 

the quarter-finals but to win this tournament, and that’s what Spain came for, too. If 

the boss decides to drop me for the next game then no big deal.  

“I’m here for the team whether it’s for 90 minutes or one, just for extra-time and 

penalties or really whatever he wants. I don’t want the glory, I want Spain to have the 

glory. This country deserves to end all the misery it has suffered in tournaments for 

so long and that’s why I hope to be celebrating even more wildly in Vienna next 

Sunday.” 

 

Spain 4-2 Italy. 

 

Initially the players run to the winning goalscorer. Then the group abandon Fàbregas and 

swamp their captain, upon whom realisation has gradually dawned that Spain are in the semi-

final, the curse of the Italians, the curse of the quarter-finals and the curse of June 22 are all 

now over. His smile becomes a roar and then he disappears under Villa, Cazorla, Puyol, 

Fàbregas and company. 

Eventually, Casillas goes to the fans and uses his arms to signal, ‘This was for all of you.’ 

Then, in the dressing room, a royal visit. King Juan Carlos has always followed football 

passionately – Spain and Real Madrid in particular. This time he’s visiting an old chum in 



Aragonés. Once, a considerable time ago, Juan Carlos, Aragonés and Alfredo di Stefano 

dined together on an occasion when the King was to award the Wise Man of Hortaleza the 

Spanish state’s gold medal for sport. 

“Very nice, but, your majesty, wouldn’t it just be more convenient to give me and him [di 

Stefano] some sort of monthly financial stipend as well?” Aragonés teased at the time. 

 “I’ve practically known the man since he was only a prince and now every time we meet I 

ask him how the financial idea is going? He always tells me to keep at it, to keep plugging 

away.” 

Aragonés is in high spirits. 

Five years later he admits he was economical with the truth on the night before the Italy 

game, when he claimed there were no nerves, no talk of the jinx. “In the build-up to the Italy 

quarter-final I was struck by all the media and the fans thinking we were automatically going 

to lose again and I saw nerves in some of the players. I took the captains [Iker and Xavi] aside 

and asked them to help me re-double my efforts to make their psychology more robust. My 

message, over and again, was that we were the better side and we’d go through. No doubt.” 

Also five years later, sitting in Chelsea’s Cobham training ground, just before he scored the 

winner in the UEFA Europa League final against Benfica, Fernando Torres told me: “We’d 

been pretty confident, but then you draw Italy, a team that kicked our butts in so many 

tournaments. You start getting flashbacks of the worst moments. But Aragonés made it a 

challenge for us to beat everyone, not just Italy. Press, fans, Italy and whoever came next, all 

the way to winning it. You walk out thinking that you will change history, you win on 

penalties and that is the moment. All the anxiety, all the fear just melts away and it’s as if 

you’ve won the whole tournament. When we beat Italy we were all totally sure we’d be 

champions.” 

 


