Aston Villa

I know this is going to surprise a lot of people, as it is one of my best kept secrets: I’m a Villan. A true Aston Villa supporter. Usually I’m not associated with football, and granted, I haven’t been that much into it until about 5 years ago.

Growing up in Odense, Denmark, there were three teams to support: OB (the striped), B1913 (the blue) or B1909 (the red). My Dad was a fierce B1909 supporter, so of course I was as well, but to draw a parallel to the Villa, supporting either B1909 or B1913 was like supporting Birmingham City (no offence!) against Aston Villa!

Over time OB outdid both B1909 and B1913 and is now the only of the three local teams in the Danish Superliga.

As OB used to be “the enemy” I more or less lost interest in football until about five years ago when I started spending a lot of time in Birmingham, England, hanging out with more than one Villa-freak. At first I was a little reluctant, but then I remembered, that Aston Villa had some quite interesting Scandinavian players.

    There was of course Swedish Olof Melberg (Aston Villa defence 2001-2008 and Captain 2003-2006), my townsman goalkeeper Thomas Sorensen from OB (Aston Villa 2003-2008), and then finally Martin Laursen, the Danish defender.

Martin Laursen was born in Faarvang, Denmark, he started his senior career with Danish club Silkeborg, then moved on to Hellas Verona and Milan before he was bought by Aston Villa for £3 million on a four-year contract on May 21, 2004. He put in a few performances on and off during the 2004–2005 season, but a knee injury kept him at playing a single match for Aston Villa during the 2005–2006 season. He underwent a full rehabilitation in Bologna, where he spent most of the 2005–2006 season, and returned to Aston Villa in August 2006.

Laursen distinguished himself as one of the league's top defenders, becoming an effective goal scorer for Aston Villa during the 2007–2008 season, scoring 6 goals, and he agreed terms on a new two and a half year deal with Aston Villa on January 17, 2008. He was voted the Supporters' Player of the Year in 2008, following his impressive form in the 2007-2008 season.

Martin Laursen replaced Gareth Barry as club captain for Aston Villa on a permanent basis for the 2008-2009 season, but on January 29, 2009, he announced his retirement from international football after a string of injuries. Today he is inducted into the "Villa Legends" section of Aston Villa's official website with his 11 goals in 91 appearances.
But back to the Villa: the history of Aston Villa is quite impressive. The club was founded in 1874 and has played at their current home ground, Villa Park, since 1897. They are one of the oldest and most successful football clubs in England, having won the First Division Championship seven times and the FA Cup seven times. Villa also won the 1981–82 European Cup (now the UEFA Champion League), as one of only four English clubs to ever win, and Aston Villa has the fourth highest total of major honours won by an English club. Furthermore Villa were founding members of The Football League in 1888 and the Premier League in 1992.

So far so good, but what really did it for me was my Villan-friends dragging me to a 'Second City Derby', a game between Aston Villa and Birmingham City. Their rivalry is fierce and I swear, when I follow their games either in Villa Park or on-line from Denmark it’s like being a kid again, rooting for B1909 against B1913 or OB. Although now it’s not red vs. blue or striped, but claret and blue vs. the Blues and Villa is definitely winning! A very welcome change from back then. So: Up the Villa!

P.S. Be sure to buy the cookbook “Villa On A Plate” in aid of Acorns children’s hospices. Not only do the proceedings go to the hospices, a very noble charity, but you also get a string of great recipes from Villa’s footballers and VIP fans along with their stories behind their chosen dishes. Among the contributors you’ll find celebrities such as violin virtuoso Nigel Kennedy, cricket star Ian Bell, actor Oliver Phelps (who has actually signed mine, thanks!), actor David Bradley and actress Pauline McLynn as well as footballers like Charlie Aitkin, Gordon Cowans, Peter McParland, Dennis Mortimer and then of course Martin Laursen. His preferred dish turns out to be the favourite of all Danish kids: sweet pancakes with ice cream. I may have to warn you, though: the photographer got it all wrong: you don’t fold the pancake in four and put the ice cream on the side! As all Danish kids know, you put both the ice cream and the caster sugar inside the pancake and roll it like a spring roll! Bon appetit!
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