MY TRIP TO BELLA ITALIA
FOR THE 2004 MASTER FINALS

By Kathy Brainard

USTSF President

I landed at the Malpensa Airport in Milan at 10:00 AM on Friday, Nov. 5.  It was 1:00 AM Pacific Coast time, and I had been traveling since 7:00 AM Thursday morning, a total of 18 hours.  I was utterly exhausted.  I had tried to sleep on the trans-Atlantic flight, but just couldn't do it. Instead, I enjoyed the movie "Anchorman," and then spent the rest of the time worrying about how tired I would be if I didn't get some sleep.


While waiting for my bag, I decided to change a few dollars into euros.  I handed over $40 and went into shock when I received only 21 euros in exchange.  In the two days since the presidential election, the dollar had lost almost 10 cents against the euro!  Thank you, George W.!


Rob Mares had arrived a day earlier, but the other American qualifier, Tony Spredeman, was scheduled to arrive one hour after me.  I found the arrival area for his flight and sat down to wait.  The flight arrived and people exited, but no Tony.  I did see a man in a blue shirt with a foosball logo on the back who appeared to be waiting as well.  This was Pino (or something like that?), an employee of the Italian Federation, who was supposed to drive Tony and me to the town of Saint Vincent where the competition was taking place.  


We were joined by a German journalist named Hermann--Hermann the German, as he cheerfully called himself.  We waited for another half-hour for Tony with no luck. Finally, I went to another section of the airport and found the Lufthansa ticket counter, where I was told that Tony did not make his connection in Frankfurt and would not arrive in Milan until late that afternoon.  So, arrivaderchi Milano and Antonio!  Off we went to Saint Vincent, Hermann the German, Pino the driver, and moi.


Pino spoke no English, only Italian and a little French.  Hermann spoke no Italian or French, but some English.  I spoke French, some German and a few words of Italian. Communication during our drive was entertaining, to say the least!  The Italian countryside was beautiful, but it went by in a blur as Pino put the pedal to the metal.  The speedometer registered 180-200 kilometers per hour for most of the 1-1/2 hour drive! Go ahead--do the math: that's over 110 mph!  It translates into too damn fast in any language.

The foos gods smiled on us and we arrived safely in picturesque Saint Vincent, a charming little tourist town at the foot of the Alps in northern Italy, bordering on France. The Roberto Sport soccer table factory is located in the vicinity, which explains why the Italian Federation has its table soccer arena in this beautiful but remote location.


The Hotel Miramonti was the host hotel for the event. The very nice manager at the front desk spoke five languages, including English. He told me that all of our meals were included with our rooms and that lunch would be served in the hotel restaurant at 1:00!  This was joyful news, considering the disastrous exchange rate I had received at the airport.  The group meals at the hotel turned out to be a major highlight of the trip.  The food was very good and it was great fun to be in a dining room with 40 or so other foosball players--old friends and new friends--from around the world. 


After lunch, I took a three-hour nap before walking over to the sports arena.  The town of Saint Vincent is built on a hillside, so it was about a six-block walk downhill to the tournament site. Like most of the other travelers, I had packed winter clothes, expecting cold weather with either rain or snow.  Instead, we were pleasantly surprised by clear skies, sunshine, and mildly cool temperatures. The prettiest route went past the town's medieval church and through the main shopping street, which was open only to pedestrians and lit up by overhead arcs of twinkling lights at night.


The competition was held in the Italian Federation's sports hall.  This is a big building that looks like a giant white tent. The Italian Federation uses it year-round for its important tournaments. Inside were several tables of each of the five ITSF-sanctioned tables:  Roberto Sport, Garlando, Bonzini, Eurosoccer, and Tornado.  There was also a large stage with several rows of theater seats, and a central platform with tables for the tournament administrators. All of the competitors were busy practicing on the tables, trying to become familiar with the brands that they seldom see.

During the two days of competition, the Italian Federation treated the players and organizers to free bread, snacks, sodas, cappuccinos and espressos in an adjoining room.  The Italian hospitality was warm and generous throughout the weekend. The players who qualified for this competition received everything free of charge:  airfare, hotel, and meals.  There were no entry fees and prize money to be won.  It will be very difficult for national federations who host future Master Finals competitions to try to meet the high standard set by the Italians at this inaugural event.


The dinner served at the hotel on Friday evening was a fabulous seven-course affair, served with the area's best wines. I had the honor of sitting with the table manufacturing VIPs: Marco Borettaz, the president of Roberto Sport company, and his daughter Paola, who is the sales manager; Gérard Bergaglia, president of Bonzini France; and Link and Marsha Pendley, representing the Tornado table and Brunswick Corporation. On Saturday, our group was joined by John Gille and his wife, representing the John Gille Co. in Belgium, which produces the Eurosoccer table. The president of the Italian Olympic Committee was also at our long table, along with Massimo Ragona, the president of the Italian Table Soccer Federation and the man responsible for organizing and funding the entire event.


After dinner, everyone went back to the sports hall for the presentation of the national teams, followed by a concert. There was a total of 32 players representing 19 countries. An Italian television personality named Gigi Garreta was the emcee for the event.  He appeared to be saying very funny things about all of the players as he introduced them, but most of us didn't understand what he was saying, so we just stood on the stage and laughed along while the Italians in the audience laughed with (at?) us! There was a tense moment when he introduced Jamal Allalou and joked about the "la-la-lou" sound of his name--Jamal's quick temper flared and we weren't sure for a moment if he was going to punch Gigi in the face or call for an official! Happily, the moment passed without an international crisis taking place. All in all, the opening ceremony was very nice and it was quite impressive to have so many countries represented.  


After the opening ceremony, there was an interesting concert, with everything in Italian, of course! First was a solo singer/guitar player named Marco Carena, followed by a rock group called Karisma.  These guys were very high-energy and the lead singer had a great voice. Then two blondes who called themselves Exess came out and danced and sang, or maybe lip-synched, I'm not sure.  Then Karisma returned and performed their huge, internationally famous hit called "Calcio Balilla," which is Italian for (are you ready for this?) "table soccer"!  This is a catchy tune (you can hear it at www.table-soccer.org) and it was played continuously, and I do mean continuously, throughout the two days of competition.



I slept well Friday night in my small (by American standards) but nice room at the Hotel Miramonti.  Electricity has always cost more in Europe, so Europeans are much more conscientious about turning off lights, televisions, etc., when they leave a room.  For instance, lights in hallways or staircases will often be set on a timer to go off after so many seconds. The Miramonti had a clever system that was new to me. Attached to the room key, which was the traditional metal kind, was a plastic card key.  After opening the door to your room, you needed to insert the plastic card into a slot in the wall in order to turn on the electricity for the room.  When you left the room, you would take both keys, thus assuring that no electricity was left in use while you were out. 


The ITSF General Assembly meeting took place in a meeting room at the hotel at 10:00 am Saturday morning.  Actually, it started a little late, because I was late!  I thought that it wasn't until 6:00 that evening, so I arrived in the restaurant around 10:00 and enjoyed a delicious cappuccino and croissant, not realizing that about 20 people were in a room next door waiting for me! That was embarrassing!


The meeting was conducted by Farid Lounas, the president of  the French federation and also president of the International Table Soccer Federation.  He was joined at the head table by the other members of the ITSF Executive Committee: Boris Atha (UK), Song Wei (China), Klaus Gottesleben (Germany), and myself.  Massimo Ragona (Italy) and Frederico Collignon (Belgium) were also late to the meeting, but had the better excuse of being needed at the sports hall for interviews with the media. The agenda of the meeting included the review and acceptance of the ITSF financial report for the past fiscal year, and a review of the activities of the past year.  The Hungarian Table Soccer Federation, represented at the meeting by qualifier Hanko Zsolt, had submitted an application for membership in the ITSF.  The ITSF members voted unanimously to accept Hungary as the newest member federation, thereby increasing the number of countries in the ITSF to 24. (Since that time, Austria has also been accepted, making the total membership at 25.)


After the meeting, we all hurried to the sports hall for a long day of qualifying matches.  The purpose of Saturday's matches was to establish seeding for the single elimination matches on Sunday. A total of 32 players from 19 countries were present.  (Unfortunately, the qualifiers from Pakistan and India were unable to obtain travel visas for the event.) Here is an alphabetical list of the players:

	PRIVATE
NAME
	PRENAME
	COUNTRY

	Abecassis
	Cyril
	France

	Allalou
	Djamal
	Morocco

	Ariganiello
	Mario
	Italy

	Atha
	Robert
	England

	Belliot
	Nicolas
	France

	Bentivoglio
	Guilano
	Switzerland

	Carletta
	Arturo
	Belgium

	Cespedes
	Carlo
	Costa Rica

	Christiansen
	Lars
	Denmark

	Collignon
	Frederic
	Belgium

	Covos
	Olivier
	France

	Da Silva
	Carlos
	Luxembourg

	De Vuono
	Davide
	Italy

	Cloney
	Norman
	Ireland

	Glocker
	Patrick
	Germany

	Golczewski
	Pawel
	Poland

	Gottesleben
	Klaus
	Germany

	Hanko
	Zsolt
	Hungary

	Horciak
	Jozef
	Slovakia

	Krepela
	Ladislav
	Czech Republic

	Lounas
	Farid
	France

	Maldonado
	Davide
	Switzerland

	Manganiello
	Marcello
	Switzerland

	Mares
	Robert
	USA

	Perrin
	Gilles
	Switzerland

	Spredeman
	Tony
	USA

	Szuele
	Christian
	Switzerland

	Tielens
	Moya
	Canada

	Ueno
	Joe
	Japan

	Van de Cauter
	Kurt
	Belgium

	Van de Cauter
	Tom
	Belgium

	Xuchuan
	Yun
	China

	
	
	


  
The format used for Saturday's matches is similar to what we call "pool play" in the US in sports like club volleyball. The players are placed into "pools" for round robin play.  Sixteen of the 32 players were ranked coming into the event by earning points at ITSF-sanctioned tournaments during the year. These 16 were seeded in the four pools as follows: players 1, 5, 9 and 13 in group 1; players 2, 6,10 and 14 in group 2; players 3, 7, 11 and 15 in group 3; and players 4, 8, 12 and 16 in group 4.  The 16 remaining players were randomly assigned to complete the groups.  The group assignments ended up as follows:

	nr. 
	draw 
	group1 
	group2 
	group3
	group4 

	      
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	rank 1 - 4 
	Collignon       
	Carletta   
	Abecassis 
	Lounas 

	2 
	rank 5 - 8 
	Gottesleben   
	Perrin      
	Manganiello 
	Bentivoglio 

	3 
	rank 9 - 12 
	Maldonado    
	Allalou    
	De Vuono 
	Van de Cauter K. 

	4 
	rank 13 - 16 
	Belliot            
	Mares 
	Glocker 
	Van de Cauter T.

	5  
	
	Christiansen   
	Horciak 
	Zsolt 
	Cespedes

	6  
	
	Da Silva         
	Yun 
	Ueno 
	Cloney 

	7  
	
	Krepela          
	Tielens 
	Ariganiello 
	Golczewski 

	8 
	
	Covos            
	Atha 
	Szüle 
	Spredeman


 Each person in a group played each of the other people in that group one set of  three games, with each game to 6 points. Each person was allowed to choose a table for one of the sets, with the table for the third set being a random draw (using face-down cards) from the three tables not yet used.  This meant that each person played 7 other people 3 games, for a possible total of 21 wins.  The best record of the day went to Frederico Collignon, who did not lose a game all day!

The group 1 pool was obviously the most formidable because of the presence of Frederico.  Group 2, however, could have arguably been the toughest over all, with Tornado pro-masters Jamal Allalou, Rob Mares, Moya Tielens, and  pro Rob Atha, topped off by veteran Belgian player Arturo Carletta (coming into the competition with the 2nd highest rating) and young Swiss phenom Gilles Perrin. (According to Larry "Eurofoosin" Davis, Perrin hits the ball harder than anyone else in Europe, regardless of what table he is playing on!)  

Tony may have benefited a bit by being in group 4, where he rose to the top, but he still faced some very tough competition.  Carlos Cespedes from Costa Rico jumps up in the rankings with each trip to the US, as does Farid Lounas. The Van der Kauter brothers from Belgium are rising stars, with the youngest, Tom, being called the "next Frederico."  And veteran Swiss player Guilano Bentivoglio, who was the first European forward to reach the doubles finals of a US World Championships in 1986 is still a fierce competitor.  Tony had to play well to get the best of these players who are very comfortable on the Bonzini and Eurosoccer tables.

Here are the results of the pool play:

	nr. 
	group1 
	group2 
	group3
	group4 

	      
	
	
	
	

	1
	Collignon       21
	Allalou   18
	Szüle            16
	Spredeman            13

	2 
	Gottesleben    14
	Atha       14
	Ariganiello   15
	Cespedes               13

	3 
	Covos             14
	Mares     14
	Glocker         12
	Van de Cauter T.   12

	4 
	Belliot             13
	Perrin      14
	Manganiello 12
	Golczewski            11

	5  
	Da Silva           8
	Carletta   12
	Abecassis      12
	Van de Cauter K.   10

	6  
	Christiansen     6   
	Tielens    11
	Zsolt               9 
	Lounas                     9

	7  
	Krepela            4
	Horciak     2
	De Vueno        8
	Bentivoglio              9

	8 
	Maldonado      4
	Yun           1
	Ueno               0
	Cloney                     7


The number of wins were then used to seed the players on a 32-player single elimination chart for Sunday's matches. (You can see the complete chart at www.table-soccer.org.)


Everyone was tired after a long day of competition as we walked back to the hotel for a late dinner around 8:30 pm.  As usual, the food, wine and conversation flowed freely in the dining room of the hotel and everyone had a good time.


The elimination matches on Sunday consisted of the best of two out of three matches, with each match consisting of the best of two out of three games, played on three different tables (if a third match was necessary). Again, each player chose a table for one of the first two matches.  If the match score was 1 to 1 at that point, a third table was selected by a random draw for the third and deciding match.  


To win the competition, Frederico played:



first round:      Cloney (Ireland)



second round:  Golczewski (Poland)




third round:     Lounas (France)



fourth round:   Spredeman (USA)



finals:               Allalou (Morocco)


The only player to win a game against Frederico was Jamal Allalou, winning one in the finals.  Add this performance to his "triple" at the 2004 Tornado World Championships and there can be no doubt:  Frederico Collignon is the best table soccer player in the World at this point in time.


I was extremely proud of our two American players, Rob Mares and Tony Spredeman. Their ability to adapt their games to unfamiliar tables was amazing.  They were fierce competitors on every table, showing that the American style of play can be successful at the elite international level.  Both Rob and Tony were wonderful ambassadors for our country, impressing the other competitors with both their skills and their professional but friendly conduct.


I was also very proud of Canadian Moya Tielens, who was the only woman in the competition.  While there was some early controversy about who should represent Canada (the highest ranking Tornado player or a Garlando player from eastern Canada), Moya’s performance proved that she belonged at this level of competition.  She competed strongly on all tables.  Her elimination match on Sunday against Patrick Glocker from Germany lasted more than two hours, with each set coming down to the last game, and some to the last point.  Glocker won, but it could have easily gone either way.  I was surprised to see that Moya was able to adapt her usual Tornado style of play (featuring pull shots) to even the Bonzini table!  Moya was an outstanding representative of her nation, of Tornado-style play, and of all female professional players.   

The medal ceremony, which included the playing of the national anthems just like in the Olympics, took place around 9:00 pm. The by now raucous crowd moved back to the hotel dining room to continiue the celebration.  Our Italian hosts brought out excellent Italian sparkling wine and everyone toasted each other and celebrated to the music of "Calcio Balilla." As the evening waned, many foosers ventured out into the bars of the city.  I went to a bar near the hotel with two new German friends, Hermann and Martin, where we discussed the future of the sport and tried to tell each other jokes, the meaning of which seemed to always get lost in the translation. ("Why do Europeans think that American beer is like making love in a canoe?"  If you don't know the punch line, see me in Vegas. This is a G-rated report :)

The ride back to the airport in the morning proved to be quite different than the ride from the airport.  Moya and I were assigned the same departure time from the hotel--I think it was 7:30 am. We had a different driver and a different car--this time the cute little Italian Federation car.  And we took a different and longer route to the airport.  The result was that it took over two hours to get there, arriving at the airport at 9:45.  Moya's flight was at 10:00!  Needless to say, she missed it and had to rebook.  I had to hustle just to make my 11:30 flight.  Security for flights going to the US was very stringent and a little scary, with uniformed men with big guns looking down on the crowds from raised platforms, while others walked around with vicious looking dogs.  There was a very long queue of people waiting to go through the security check point.

At last I was on a plane heading home.  I thought about sleeping, but then "The Terminal" with Tom Hanks came on, so I watched that instead.  I did catch a few "zzzs" on my flight from Atlanta to Denver. I arrived home in Spokane at 9:30 pm my time, which was 6:30 am the next day by Milan time.  That was one long day!  And one really fun trip!


I would like to send a huge “thank you” to Massimo Ragona and his dedicated staff of workers in the Italian Federation.  They did a tremendous job of organizing this event.  Another big “thank you” goes to Farid Lounas and Klaus Gottesleben for all of their hard work in organizing all of the ITSF details of this event.  Bravissimo!

