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    Introduction

                
About This Book

Welcome to "Classic Moments of the European Championship: Glory and Legend," a comprehensive journey through the rich history, unforgettable moments, and enduring legacy of one of football's most prestigious tournaments. This book is a celebration of the passion, drama, and excellence that have defined the European Championship since its inception in 1960.

From its humble beginnings with just four teams to the grand spectacle it has become today with 24 nations competing, the European Championship has evolved into a global phenomenon that captivates millions of fans worldwide. This tournament has been the stage for legendary players to showcase their talents, for underdogs to write fairy tales, and for nations to experience collective joy and heartbreak.

What You'll Discover Inside

This book takes you on a chronological and thematic exploration of the European Championship through six carefully crafted chapters:


Chapter Overview

Chapter 1: The Birth and Evolution of the European Championship - Traces the tournament's origins and how it has grown to become one of football's premier events.

Chapter 2: Legendary Players' Highlights - Celebrates the iconic performances from football's greatest talents on the European stage.

Chapter 3: Epic Matches - Revisits the most thrilling contests that have defined the tournament's history.

Chapter 4: Last-Minute Goals, Comebacks, and Miracles - Examines the heart-stopping moments that have changed the course of matches and tournaments.

Chapter 5: Controversies, Tragedies, and Drama - Explores the darker and more contentious aspects that have shaped the European Championship.

Chapter 6: The Evolution of Tactics and Playing Styles - Analyzes how the tournament has influenced and been influenced by tactical innovations in football.

Epilogue: The Enduring Legacy of the European Championship - Reflects on the tournament's impact on football and broader society.



For Whom This Book Is Written

This book is designed to appeal to a wide range of readers:


	Dedicated football fans will appreciate the detailed accounts of historic matches, tactical analyses, and player performances.

	Casual observers will find the human stories and dramatic narratives engaging and accessible.

	Younger readers can discover the rich history of a tournament that predates their own experience with the sport.

	Students of sports history will value the contextual information that places football events within their broader social and political settings.



The European Championship: More Than Just Football

Throughout this book, you'll discover that the European Championship is more than just a football tournament. It is a quadrennial celebration of European identity, a showcase for national pride, and a mirror reflecting the continent's political and social evolution.

From Denmark's fairy-tale triumph in 1992 after replacing the war-torn Yugoslavia, to Greece's shocking victory in 2004, to Portugal's emotional win in 2016 led by Cristiano Ronaldo, the European Championship has consistently delivered stories that transcend sport.

The tournament has witnessed the rise and fall of football dynasties, the emergence of new powers, and the occasional triumph of the underdog. It has been a platform for tactical innovation, for technical brilliance, and for moments of both sporting glory and controversy.

A Personal Journey

As you read through these pages, you are invited to relive these classic moments as if you were there – the tension of penalty shootouts, the exhilaration of last-minute winners, the heartbreak of near misses, and the joy of ultimate triumph.

Whether you're revisiting cherished memories or discovering these stories for the first time, this book aims to capture the essence of what makes the European Championship special: the perfect blend of sporting excellence, national passion, and human drama.

So turn the page and embark on this journey through the glory and legend of the European Championship – a tournament that has given us some of football's most unforgettable moments and continues to write new chapters in its illustrious history.


Football Historian
March 2025





            Chapter 1: The Birth and Evolution of the European Championship

        
The Origin of the European Championship (First Edition in 1960)

The European Football Championship, commonly known as the "Euros," is the highest level national team competition in European football. The tournament was first proposed by Henri Delaunay, the French Football Federation's secretary-general, as early as 1927, but it wasn't until 1958, three years after Delaunay's death, that UEFA finally approved the creation of this tournament.

The first European Championship, then known as the European Nations Cup, was held in 1960 with only four teams participating in the final tournament: France, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union defeated Yugoslavia 2-1 in the final match to become the first European champion. This tournament was relatively small in scale, but it laid the foundation for what would become one of the world's most prestigious football competitions.

It's worth noting that many strong European teams, including England, Italy, and West Germany, did not participate in the first tournament. This was partly due to the political tensions of the Cold War era and partly because the importance of this new tournament had not yet been fully recognized.


First European Championship (1960)

Host: France

Teams in final tournament: 4 (17 teams in qualification)

Champion: Soviet Union

Runner-up: Yugoslavia

Top scorer: François Heutte (France), Viktor Ponedelnik (Soviet Union), Milan Galić (Yugoslavia), Dražan Jerković (Yugoslavia), Valentin Ivanov (Soviet Union) - 2 goals each



The Development of Tournament Scale

After the inaugural tournament in 1960, the European Championship gradually expanded in scale and influence. The 1964 edition was hosted by Spain, with the host nation defeating the defending champions, the Soviet Union, 2-1 in the final. The tournament format remained the same, with only four teams in the final stage.

The 1968 tournament saw Italy become champions on home soil, defeating Yugoslavia in a replay of the final after the first match ended in a 1-1 draw. This was the only time in European Championship history that a final match had to be replayed.

The 1972 tournament was dominated by West Germany, led by their star player Franz Beckenbauer. They defeated the Soviet Union 3-0 in the final, with Gerd Müller scoring twice. West Germany's victory in this tournament was a prelude to their World Cup triumph two years later.

The 1976 edition is remembered for Czechoslovakia's victory over West Germany in the final, decided by Antonín Panenka's famous chipped penalty in the shootout. This innovative penalty technique, now known as the "Panenka," has been imitated by many players since then.

A significant change occurred in 1980 when the final tournament was expanded to eight teams, divided into two groups of four. Italy hosted this expanded tournament, which was won by West Germany, who defeated Belgium 2-1 in the final.

The 1984 tournament, hosted by France, saw the French team, led by Michel Platini, win their first major international trophy. Platini scored an incredible nine goals in just five matches, a record that still stands today.

The 1988 tournament was hosted by West Germany and won by the Netherlands, with Marco van Basten scoring one of the most spectacular goals in football history in the final against the Soviet Union.


European Championship Evolution (1960-1988)

1960: 4 teams in final tournament, Soviet Union champions

1964: 4 teams, Spain champions

1968: 4 teams, Italy champions

1972: 4 teams, West Germany champions

1976: 4 teams, Czechoslovakia champions

1980: 8 teams (first expansion), West Germany champions

1984: 8 teams, France champions

1988: 8 teams, Netherlands champions



Changes in Rules and Participating Teams

The European Championship underwent another significant expansion in 1996 when the tournament was hosted by England. The number of teams in the final tournament increased from 8 to 16, allowing more nations to participate. This expansion reflected the growing popularity of the tournament and the increasing number of UEFA member nations following the dissolution of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia.

The 1996 tournament, with its slogan "Football Comes Home" (referring to England as the birthplace of modern football), was won by Germany, who defeated the Czech Republic in the final with a golden goal from Oliver Bierhoff. This was the first major tournament to be decided by the golden goal rule, which stated that the first team to score in extra time would win the match.

The 2000 tournament was jointly hosted by Belgium and the Netherlands, marking the first time the European Championship was co-hosted by two countries. France won the tournament, defeating Italy in the final with a golden goal from David Trezeguet, becoming the first team to win the European Championship as reigning world champions.

The 2004 tournament, hosted by Portugal, saw one of the biggest surprises in football history when Greece, considered one of the weakest teams in the competition, defeated the host nation in the final to win their first major international trophy. This remarkable achievement is often cited as one of the greatest upsets in football history.

The 2008 tournament was co-hosted by Austria and Switzerland and won by Spain, who defeated Germany in the final. This victory marked the beginning of Spain's period of dominance in international football, as they went on to win the 2010 World Cup and the 2012 European Championship.

The 2012 tournament was co-hosted by Poland and Ukraine and again won by Spain, who became the first team to win two consecutive European Championships and the first to win three consecutive major tournaments (Euro 2008, World Cup 2010, Euro 2012).

The 2016 tournament saw another expansion, with the number of teams increasing from 16 to 24. This tournament, hosted by France, was won by Portugal, who defeated the host nation in the final. Cristiano Ronaldo, Portugal's star player, was injured early in the final but continued to motivate his teammates from the sideline, creating one of the most memorable images of the tournament.

The 2020 tournament (played in 2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic) was unique in that it was hosted by 11 different cities across Europe to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the competition. This pan-European format was a one-off event, with future tournaments expected to return to the traditional single or dual-host format. Italy won the tournament, defeating England in a penalty shootout in the final at Wembley Stadium.


European Championship Evolution (1996-2020)

1996: 16 teams (second expansion), Germany champions

2000: 16 teams, France champions

2004: 16 teams, Greece champions

2008: 16 teams, Spain champions

2012: 16 teams, Spain champions (first team to win consecutive titles)

2016: 24 teams (third expansion), Portugal champions

2020 (played in 2021): 24 teams, Italy champions



Over its 60-year history, the European Championship has evolved from a small tournament with limited participation to one of the world's most prestigious football competitions, second only to the FIFA World Cup in terms of global viewership and prestige. The tournament has provided a platform for some of football's greatest players to showcase their talents and has produced countless memorable moments that have become part of football folklore.

As the tournament continues to evolve, it remains a celebration of European football's rich history and diverse cultures, bringing together nations in a festival of sport that transcends political and social boundaries. The European Championship is not just a football tournament; it's a cultural phenomenon that captures the imagination of millions of fans across Europe and around the world.



    Chapter 2: Legendary Players' Highlights

        
Marco van Basten (1988): The Impossible Volley, Netherlands' Championship

The 1988 European Championship was one of the most glorious moments in Dutch football history. The Netherlands team, led by coach Rinus Michels and featuring stars like Ruud Gullit, Frank Rijkaard, and Marco van Basten, showcased the beautiful "Total Football" that had been the hallmark of Dutch football since the 1970s.

In the final against the Soviet Union, Marco van Basten created one of the most iconic moments in football history. In the 54th minute, with the Netherlands leading 1-0 thanks to Ruud Gullit's header, Arnold Mühren sent a high cross from the left wing towards the far side of the penalty area. The angle seemed impossible for a shot, with van Basten positioned wide on the right side of the box.

What happened next was pure magic. Van Basten, without letting the ball touch the ground, struck a perfect volley that soared over goalkeeper Rinat Dasayev and into the far top corner of the net. The incredible technique, the impossible angle, and the perfect execution made this goal one of the greatest in football history, not just in the European Championship.

The Dutch commentator's famous words, "What a goal, what a goal!" echoed the sentiments of everyone watching. Even Dutch coach Rinus Michels, known for his stoic demeanor, was caught on camera with his hand over his mouth in disbelief. The goal sealed the Netherlands' 2-0 victory and their first (and so far only) major international trophy.

Van Basten's volley has been replayed countless times in football highlight reels and is often cited as the greatest goal in European Championship history. It exemplified the technical brilliance and audacity that defined van Basten's career, despite it being cut short by injury at the age of 28.


Marco van Basten's Euro 1988

Goals: 5 (including a hat-trick against England in the group stage)

Accolades: Tournament top scorer, named in the Team of the Tournament

Legacy: His volley in the final is considered one of the greatest goals in football history

Career aftermath: Won three consecutive Ballon d'Or awards (1988, 1989, 1990)



Michel Platini (1984): Nine Goals in Five Matches, France's First Major Trophy

The 1984 European Championship, hosted by France, was the stage for one of the greatest individual performances in tournament history. Michel Platini, the French captain and midfield maestro, delivered a performance that has never been equaled in the competition.

Platini scored an astonishing nine goals in just five matches, a record that still stands today. What makes this achievement even more remarkable is that Platini was not a striker but an attacking midfielder. His goal-scoring feat included two hat-tricks: one against Belgium in the group stage and another against Yugoslavia in the group stage as well.

In the semi-final against Portugal, Platini scored the winning goal in extra time, securing France's place in the final. In the final against Spain, he scored the opening goal in France's 2-0 victory, helping his country win its first major international trophy.

Platini's performance in the 1984 European Championship was characterized not just by his goal-scoring prowess but also by his leadership, vision, and technical brilliance. He controlled the tempo of matches, created opportunities for his teammates, and stepped up in crucial moments to score decisive goals.

The tournament cemented Platini's status as one of the greatest players of his generation and one of the finest midfielders in football history. His record of nine goals in a single European Championship remains unbroken nearly four decades later, a testament to the extraordinary nature of his achievement.


Michel Platini's Euro 1984

Goals: 9 (record for a single tournament)

Accolades: Tournament top scorer, Player of the Tournament, named in the Team of the Tournament

Legacy: Led France to their first major international trophy

Record: His 9 goals in a single tournament remains unbroken



Cristiano Ronaldo (2016): Leadership Beyond Playing, Portugal's First Major Trophy

The 2016 European Championship witnessed one of the most emotional stories in tournament history, with Cristiano Ronaldo leading Portugal to their first major international trophy. Ronaldo's journey in this tournament was a rollercoaster of emotions, culminating in a final that showcased his leadership qualities beyond his playing abilities.

Throughout the tournament, Ronaldo was the driving force behind Portugal's campaign. In the group stage, his two goals against Hungary in a thrilling 3-3 draw helped Portugal advance to the knockout stages. In the semi-final against Wales, he scored a crucial goal and provided an assist in Portugal's 2-0 victory.

However, it was in the final against France that Ronaldo's character truly shone. Just 25 minutes into the match, Ronaldo suffered a knee injury following a challenge from Dimitri Payet. Despite multiple attempts to continue, he was eventually forced to leave the field on a stretcher, tears streaming down his face.

What followed was a remarkable display of leadership from the sidelines. Instead of retreating to the dressing room, Ronaldo remained on the touchline, passionately encouraging his teammates, providing tactical advice, and even acting as an unofficial assistant coach alongside Fernando Santos.

When Eder scored the winning goal in extra time, Ronaldo's emotional celebration captured the significance of the moment. After the final whistle, the image of Ronaldo lifting the European Championship trophy, despite his personal disappointment at not being able to complete the final, became one of the tournament's defining images.

Ronaldo's performance in the 2016 European Championship, both on and off the field, added another chapter to his legendary career. It showed that his contribution to his team extended beyond his goals and skills, highlighting his evolution from a young, talented player to a mature leader capable of inspiring his teammates even in the most challenging circumstances.


Cristiano Ronaldo's Euro 2016

Goals: 3 (joint second-highest in the tournament)

Accolades: Named in the Team of the Tournament

Legacy: Led Portugal to their first major international trophy

Iconic moment: His sideline coaching and emotional celebration after Portugal's victory



Andrés Iniesta (2012): The Conductor of Spain's Historic Three-peat

The 2012 European Championship saw Spain achieve what no other national team had done before: win three consecutive major tournaments (Euro 2008, World Cup 2010, and Euro 2012). At the heart of this historic achievement was Andrés Iniesta, the midfield maestro whose performances throughout the tournament earned him the Player of the Tournament award.

Iniesta's contribution to Spain's success went beyond statistics. While he only scored one goal in the tournament (against Italy in the group stage), his influence on Spain's play was immeasurable. His ability to control the tempo of matches, his vision to create opportunities, and his technical skills to maintain possession under pressure were crucial to Spain's "tiki-taka" style of play.

In the final against Italy, Iniesta delivered a masterclass performance. He provided the assist for David Silva's opening goal and was instrumental in Spain's dominant 4-0 victory, the largest margin of victory in a European Championship final. His performance in the final was so impressive that he received a standing ovation from both Spanish and Italian fans when he was substituted in the 87th minute.

Iniesta's excellence in the 2012 European Championship was recognized not just by fans and pundits but also by his peers. He was named UEFA's Player of the Tournament, cementing his status as one of the greatest midfielders of his generation.

What made Iniesta's performances even more remarkable was his humility and sportsmanship. Despite being one of the stars of the tournament, he always prioritized the team's success over individual accolades. His celebration after scoring against Italy in the group stage, where he revealed a T-shirt paying tribute to his late friend Dani Jarque, showed the human side of this football genius.


Andrés Iniesta's Euro 2012

Goals: 1 (against Italy in the group stage)

Accolades: Player of the Tournament, named in the Team of the Tournament

Legacy: Key figure in Spain's historic three consecutive major tournament victories

Playing style: Embodied Spain's "tiki-taka" philosophy with his control, vision, and technical brilliance



Other Legendary Performances in European Championship History

While the players mentioned above delivered some of the most memorable performances in European Championship history, many other legends have left their mark on the tournament over the years.

Zinedine Zidane's masterclass in the 2000 European Championship helped France add the European title to their 1998 World Cup triumph. His performance in the semi-final against Portugal, where he scored a golden goal penalty with nerves of steel, showcased his mental strength and technical brilliance.

Gerd Müller, the legendary German striker, was instrumental in West Germany's victory in the 1972 European Championship. His four goals in the tournament, including two in the final against the Soviet Union, demonstrated his exceptional goal-scoring ability.

Pavel Nedvěd led the Czech Republic to the final of the 1996 European Championship with his dynamic midfield performances. Although they lost to Germany in the final, Nedvěd's contributions throughout the tournament established him as one of Europe's premier midfielders.

Theodoros Zagorakis captained Greece to their shocking victory in the 2004 European Championship. His leadership and defensive midfield play were crucial to Greece's unexpected triumph, earning him the Player of the Tournament award.

These players, along with many others, have contributed to the rich tapestry of memorable performances that have defined the European Championship over its 60-year history. Their moments of brilliance, leadership, and skill have not only decided matches and tournaments but have also inspired generations of football fans and players alike.


European Championship Legends

Zinedine Zidane (France): Led France to victory in Euro 2000, completing the World Cup-European Championship double

Gerd Müller (West Germany): Scored 4 goals in Euro 1972, including 2 in the final

Pavel Nedvěd (Czech Republic): Key player in Czech Republic's run to the Euro 1996 final

Theodoros Zagorakis (Greece): Captain and Player of the Tournament in Greece's surprise Euro 2004 victory

Xavi Hernández (Spain): Orchestrated Spain's midfield in their Euro 2008 and 2012 victories



The European Championship has always been a stage where the greatest players can showcase their talents and create lasting legacies. As the tournament continues to evolve, new legends will emerge, adding their own chapters to the rich history of this prestigious competition.



    Chapter 3: Epic Matches

        
1976: Panenka's Legendary Penalty

The 1976 European Championship final between Czechoslovakia and West Germany is remembered for one of the most audacious moments in football history. After a thrilling 2-2 draw in regular time, the match went to penalties—the first major international final to be decided by a shootout.

With the score at 4-3 to Czechoslovakia in the shootout, Antonín Panenka stepped up to take what could be the winning penalty. Facing the legendary German goalkeeper Sepp Maier, Panenka approached the ball calmly. Instead of opting for power or placement in the corners, he did something unprecedented: he gently chipped the ball down the middle as Maier dived to his left.

The audacity of the technique, the high-pressure situation, and the perfect execution combined to create one of football's most iconic moments. Panenka's penalty sealed Czechoslovakia's first and only European Championship title and gave birth to a technique that bears his name to this day. The "Panenka penalty" has since been attempted by many players, but few have executed it with the same composure and perfection as its inventor did on that summer evening in Belgrade.

What makes this moment even more remarkable is the context. West Germany were the reigning World Cup champions and favorites to win the tournament. Czechoslovakia's victory, sealed by Panenka's audacious penalty, was a significant upset and a testament to the unpredictable nature of football.


1976 European Championship Final

Teams: Czechoslovakia vs. West Germany

Score: 2-2 (after extra time), Czechoslovakia won 5-3 on penalties

Venue: Red Star Stadium, Belgrade, Yugoslavia

Attendance: 30,790

Legacy: First major international final decided by a penalty shootout



2000: France vs. Italy - Trezeguet's Golden Goal

The final of Euro 2000 between France and Italy produced one of the most dramatic conclusions in the tournament's history. Italy, led by their defensive stalwarts Paolo Maldini and Fabio Cannavaro, took the lead in the 55th minute through Marco Delvecchio and seemed set to secure the title as the match entered its final stages.

However, in the 94th minute, with literally seconds remaining, Sylvain Wiltord scored an equalizer for France, sending the match into extra time. The golden goal rule was in effect, meaning the first team to score in extra time would win the match immediately.

In the 103rd minute, Robert Pirès made a darting run down the left flank and cut the ball back to David Trezeguet, who was positioned at the edge of the penalty area. Trezeguet struck the ball first time with his left foot, sending a powerful shot into the roof of the net. The golden goal gave France an instant victory and their second European Championship title.

The match showcased the cruelty and drama of the golden goal rule. For Italy, who had been seconds away from victory in normal time, the defeat was particularly bitter. For France, it completed a remarkable achievement of holding both the World Cup (won in 1998) and European Championship titles simultaneously, cementing their status as the dominant team of that era.


Euro 2000 Final

Teams: France vs. Italy

Score: 2-1 (after golden goal in extra time)

Venue: Feijenoord Stadium, Rotterdam, Netherlands

Attendance: 50,000

Key moment: David Trezeguet's golden goal in the 103rd minute

Legacy: France became the first team to win the European Championship as reigning world champions



2004: Greece's Miracle - Defeating the Host Nation Portugal

The 2004 European Championship final between Greece and Portugal is often cited as one of the greatest upsets in football history. Greece, who had never won a match in a major tournament before Euro 2004, faced the host nation Portugal, led by their golden generation including Luís Figo and a young Cristiano Ronaldo.

The two teams had already met in the opening match of the tournament, with Greece surprising everyone by winning 2-1. Few expected them to repeat this feat in the final, especially after their pragmatic, defensive approach had been criticized throughout the tournament.

The final was a tense, tactical affair. In the 57th minute, Angelos Charisteas rose highest to head home a corner from Angelos Basinas, giving Greece a 1-0 lead. Portugal pushed forward desperately for an equalizer, but Greece's disciplined defensive display, orchestrated by their German coach Otto Rehhagel, held firm.

When the final whistle blew, Greece had achieved the unthinkable: they had won the European Championship. The image of Theodoros Zagorakis, the Greek captain and player of the tournament, lifting the trophy in Lisbon's Estádio da Luz became one of the most iconic moments in European Championship history.

Greece's victory was a triumph of tactical discipline, team spirit, and effective execution of a game plan. They had defeated the hosts twice in the same tournament, as well as defending champions France in the quarter-finals and the fancied Czech Republic in the semi-finals. Their achievement remains one of the greatest underdog stories in sports history.


Euro 2004 Final

Teams: Greece vs. Portugal

Score: 1-0

Venue: Estádio da Luz, Lisbon, Portugal

Attendance: 62,865

Key moment: Angelos Charisteas' header in the 57th minute

Legacy: One of the greatest upsets in football history



2012: Spain vs. Italy - The Pinnacle of Tiki-Taka

The final of Euro 2012 between Spain and Italy was a showcase of one of the greatest international teams in football history at the peak of their powers. Spain, the defending European and World champions, faced Italy, who had impressed throughout the tournament under the guidance of Cesare Prandelli.

The two teams had already met in the group stage, drawing 1-1 in a closely contested match. However, the final was a completely different story. Spain produced a masterclass in their "tiki-taka" style of play, dominating possession and creating numerous chances.

David Silva opened the scoring in the 14th minute with a header from Cesc Fàbregas' cross. Jordi Alba doubled Spain's lead just before half-time with a blistering run and finish. In the second half, Fernando Torres and Juan Mata added further goals to complete a comprehensive 4-0 victory—the largest margin of victory in a European Championship or World Cup final.

The match was a demonstration of Spain's technical brilliance and tactical intelligence. Their midfield trio of Xavi, Andrés Iniesta, and Sergio Busquets controlled the game, while their pressing and positional play stifled Italy's attempts to build attacks.

With this victory, Spain became the first team to win three consecutive major tournaments (Euro 2008, World Cup 2010, and Euro 2012) and the first to successfully defend their European Championship title. Their performance in the final is widely regarded as one of the greatest team displays in a major international final.


Euro 2012 Final

Teams: Spain vs. Italy

Score: 4-0

Venue: Olympic Stadium, Kyiv, Ukraine

Attendance: 63,170

Key moment: Spain's dominant performance showcasing the peak of "tiki-taka" football

Legacy: Spain became the first team to win three consecutive major tournaments and the first to successfully defend the European Championship



1988: Netherlands vs. Soviet Union - Van Basten's Volley

The 1988 European Championship final between the Netherlands and the Soviet Union featured one of the most spectacular goals in football history. The Dutch team, coached by Rinus Michels and featuring stars like Ruud Gullit, Frank Rijkaard, and Marco van Basten, was looking to win their first major international trophy.

Ruud Gullit gave the Netherlands the lead in the 32nd minute with a powerful header. Then, in the 54th minute, came the moment that would be forever etched in football history. Arnold Mühren sent a high cross from the left wing towards the far side of the penalty area. Marco van Basten, positioned at an acute angle, connected with the ball perfectly, sending a spectacular volley over goalkeeper Rinat Dasayev and into the far corner of the net.

The technical difficulty of the goal was extraordinary. Van Basten had to strike a ball that was dropping from a considerable height, from a tight angle, and generate enough power and precision to beat one of the world's best goalkeepers. The execution was flawless, creating what many consider the greatest goal in European Championship history.

The goal sealed a 2-0 victory for the Netherlands, giving them their first and only major international trophy. Van Basten's volley has been replayed countless times in football highlight reels and is often used as an example of perfect technique and audacity in football.


Euro 1988 Final

Teams: Netherlands vs. Soviet Union

Score: 2-0

Venue: Olympiastadion, Munich, West Germany

Attendance: 72,308

Key moment: Marco van Basten's incredible volley in the 54th minute

Legacy: The Netherlands' first major international trophy and one of the greatest goals in football history



2020 (2021): Italy vs. England - Penalty Heartbreak at Wembley

The final of Euro 2020 (played in 2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic) between Italy and England was a dramatic conclusion to a unique tournament that had been played across Europe to celebrate the competition's 60th anniversary. For England, playing at their home stadium of Wembley, it was a chance to win their first major trophy since the 1966 World Cup. For Italy, it was an opportunity to complete a remarkable resurgence after failing to qualify for the 2018 World Cup.

England made a dream start when Luke Shaw scored in the second minute—the fastest goal ever in a European Championship final. However, Italy gradually took control of the match and equalized in the 67th minute through Leonardo Bonucci. The score remained 1-1 after extra time, leading to a penalty shootout.

The shootout was filled with drama. Italy's Andrea Belotti had his penalty saved, but England's Marcus Rashford hit the post, and Jadon Sancho and Bukayo Saka had their penalties saved by Gianluigi Donnarumma. Italy won the shootout 3-2, securing their second European Championship title and extending England's wait for a major trophy.

The match was notable for several reasons. It was the first European Championship final to be played at Wembley since 1996, and it featured the contrasting styles of Italy's experienced, technically proficient team and England's youthful, dynamic side. The penalty shootout, with its high drama and emotional aftermath, provided a fitting conclusion to a tournament that had been delayed by a year due to the global pandemic.


Euro 2020 Final (played in 2021)

Teams: Italy vs. England

Score: 1-1 (after extra time), Italy won 3-2 on penalties

Venue: Wembley Stadium, London, England

Attendance: 67,173

Key moment: Gianluigi Donnarumma's decisive save from Bukayo Saka's penalty

Legacy: Italy's second European Championship title and England's continued wait for a major trophy



These epic matches represent just a few of the many memorable encounters that have defined the European Championship over its 60-year history. Each tournament brings new drama, new heroes, and new stories that add to the rich tapestry of European football. The unpredictable nature of the competition, where underdogs can triumph and moments of individual brilliance can decide matches, ensures that the European Championship remains one of the most captivating sporting events in the world.



    Chapter 4: Last-Minute Goals, Comebacks, and Miracles

        
Germany 1996: Bierhoff's Golden Goal

The 1996 European Championship final between Germany and the Czech Republic provided one of the most dramatic conclusions in the tournament's history. The match, held at Wembley Stadium in London, was the first European Championship final to be decided by the golden goal rule, which had been introduced for this tournament.

The Czech Republic took the lead in the 59th minute through a Patrik Berger penalty after Karel Poborský was fouled in the box. Germany, coached by Berti Vogts, found themselves trailing and in danger of losing their chance to win their first major tournament as a unified nation.

In the 73rd minute, Vogts made a substitution that would change the course of the match. He brought on Oliver Bierhoff, a relatively unknown striker who played for Udinese in Italy. Just four minutes later, Bierhoff justified his manager's faith by heading in the equalizer from a Christian Ziege free-kick.

The match went into extra time, and in the 95th minute, Bierhoff struck again. He received the ball with his back to goal, turned, and hit a shot that took a deflection and squirmed past Czech goalkeeper Petr Kouba. As the golden goal rule was in effect, Germany were immediately declared the winners, securing their third European Championship title.

Bierhoff's golden goal was historic not only for being the first to decide a major international final but also for its significance to German football. It marked Germany's first major tournament victory since reunification and cemented their status as one of Europe's footballing powerhouses.


Euro 1996 Final

Teams: Germany vs. Czech Republic

Score: 2-1 (after golden goal)

Venue: Wembley Stadium, London, England

Attendance: 73,611

Key moment: Oliver Bierhoff's golden goal in the 95th minute

Legacy: First major international final decided by a golden goal



Denmark 1992: The Fairy Tale of the Team That Wasn't Even Supposed to Be There

The story of Denmark's triumph in the 1992 European Championship is one of the most remarkable in football history. The Danish team hadn't even qualified for the tournament; they were only invited to participate less than two weeks before it began when Yugoslavia was disqualified due to the outbreak of civil war.

Many of the Danish players were already on holiday when they received the call to report for duty. They had no preparation time, no expectations, and seemingly no chance against the established powers of European football. Their coach, Richard Møller Nielsen, had to hastily assemble a squad, many of whom were not in peak physical condition.

In their first match, Denmark drew 0-0 with England. They then lost 1-0 to hosts Sweden before securing a crucial 2-1 victory over France in their final group match to advance to the semi-finals. There, they faced the defending European champions, the Netherlands, led by stars like Marco van Basten, Ruud Gullit, and Frank Rijkaard.

In a tense semi-final, Denmark took the lead through Henrik Larsen, only for Dennis Bergkamp to equalize for the Netherlands. Larsen scored again to restore Denmark's lead, but Frank Rijkaard equalized in the 86th minute to send the match to extra time. With no further goals, the match went to penalties, where Danish goalkeeper Peter Schmeichel saved Marco van Basten's spot-kick, allowing Kim Christofte to score the winning penalty for Denmark.

In the final, Denmark faced the newly unified Germany, who were heavy favorites. Against all odds, Denmark took the lead in the 18th minute through John Jensen. In the 78th minute, Kim Vilfort secured a 2-0 victory with a well-placed shot from the edge of the penalty area. The final whistle confirmed one of the greatest upsets in football history.

Denmark's victory was a true fairy tale. A team that wasn't even supposed to be in the tournament had defeated the reigning European champions and the newly unified Germany to claim their first major international trophy. It remains one of the most unexpected and romantic triumphs in the history of the European Championship.


Euro 1992 Final

Teams: Denmark vs. Germany

Score: 2-0

Venue: Ullevi Stadium, Gothenburg, Sweden

Attendance: 37,800

Key moment: Kim Vilfort's goal in the 78th minute to secure victory

Legacy: One of the greatest underdog stories in football history



Portugal 2016: Eder's Unexpected Heroics

The final of Euro 2016 between Portugal and France was expected to be a showcase for stars like Cristiano Ronaldo and Antoine Griezmann. Instead, it became the stage for an unlikely hero: Eder, a striker who had struggled to make an impact at club level and was not even a regular starter for Portugal.

The match took a dramatic turn in the 25th minute when Cristiano Ronaldo, Portugal's captain and talisman, suffered a knee injury following a challenge from Dimitri Payet. Despite attempts to continue, Ronaldo was eventually forced to leave the field on a stretcher, tears streaming down his face. For Portugal, losing their best player and leader seemed like a devastating blow.

Without Ronaldo, Portugal adopted an even more defensive approach, frustrating France's attempts to break them down. The match remained goalless through 90 minutes and headed into extra time. In the 109th minute, Eder, who had come on as a substitute, received the ball about 25 yards from goal. He held off a challenge from Laurent Koscielny, created space for himself, and fired a low shot beyond the reach of Hugo Lloris into the bottom corner of the net.

France pushed desperately for an equalizer, but Portugal's defense held firm. When the final whistle blew, Portugal had secured their first major international trophy, and Eder, a player who had scored just three goals in 28 previous appearances for his country, had written his name into Portuguese football folklore.

What made this victory even more remarkable was that Portugal had only won one match in normal time throughout the entire tournament. They had finished third in their group with three draws and advanced through the knockout stages with a combination of extra-time victories and penalty shootout success. Their triumph was a testament to their resilience, defensive organization, and ability to find a way to win even without their superstar captain on the field.


Euro 2016 Final

Teams: Portugal vs. France

Score: 1-0 (after extra time)

Venue: Stade de France, Saint-Denis, France

Attendance: 75,868

Key moment: Eder's winning goal in the 109th minute

Legacy: Portugal's first major international trophy



Spain 2008: Torres' Winning Goal

The 2008 European Championship final between Spain and Germany provided a fitting conclusion to a tournament that had seen the emergence of a new generation of Spanish footballers. The match, held at the Ernst Happel Stadium in Vienna, Austria, was a showcase for the technical superiority of the Spanish team, who were coached by Luis Aragonés.

In the 33rd minute, Fernando Torres scored the winning goal, latching onto a through ball from Xavi and rounding the German goalkeeper Jens Lehmann before slotting the ball into the empty net. This goal proved to be the difference between the two teams, as Spain went on to win the match 1-0 and claim their second European Championship title.

Torres' goal was a testament to the speed, skill, and tactical awareness of the Spanish team, who had dominated the tournament with their possession-based football. The victory marked a turning point in Spanish football history, as it ended a 44-year wait for a major international trophy and paved the way for future successes, including the 2010 World Cup and the 2012 European Championship.


Euro 2008 Final

Teams: Spain vs. Germany

Score: 1-0

Venue: Ernst Happel Stadium, Vienna, Austria

Attendance: 51,428

Key moment: Fernando Torres' winning goal in the 33rd minute

Legacy: Spain's second European Championship title and the beginning of a golden era for Spanish football



Turkey 2008: The Comeback Kings

The Turkish national team at Euro 2008 earned the nickname "Comeback Kings" for their remarkable ability to rescue seemingly lost causes. Their journey through the tournament featured a series of dramatic late goals and comebacks that captivated football fans around the world.

Turkey's group stage campaign began with a 2-0 defeat to Portugal. In their second match against Switzerland, they found themselves trailing 1-0 until the 57th minute when Semih Şentürk equalized. The match seemed headed for a draw until Arda Turan scored a winner in the 92nd minute, giving Turkey a vital 2-1 victory.

Their final group match against the Czech Republic was even more dramatic. With both teams tied on three points, the winner would advance to the quarter-finals. The Czech Republic took the lead in the 62nd minute through Jan Koller, and as the match entered its final stages, Turkey appeared to be heading out of the tournament. However, in the 75th minute, Arda Turan equalized for Turkey. The match was now heading for a penalty shootout, which would decide which team advanced.

Then, in the 89th minute, goalkeeper Volkan Demirel's long clearance was flicked on, and Nihat Kahveci raced through to score, giving Turkey a 2-1 lead. Incredibly, just three minutes later, Nihat struck again with a spectacular curling shot into the top corner, securing a 3-2 victory and a place in the quarter-finals.

In the quarter-final against Croatia, Turkey's penchant for drama continued. The match remained goalless until the 119th minute of extra time when Ivan Klasnić headed Croatia into what seemed like a certain victory. However, in the final seconds of the match, Semih Şentürk volleyed home an equalizer to force a penalty shootout, which Turkey won 3-1.

Turkey's run finally came to an end in the semi-finals against Germany, but not before they had once again demonstrated their fighting spirit. Trailing 2-0, they pulled a goal back through Semih Şentürk in the 86th minute, but Philipp Lahm scored a winner for Germany in the 90th minute to secure a 3-2 victory.

Despite not reaching the final, Turkey's performance at Euro 2008 is remembered for their incredible resilience and never-say-die attitude. Their ability to score late goals and turn matches around made them one of the most exciting teams to watch in the tournament's history.


Turkey's Late Goals at Euro 2008

vs. Switzerland: Arda Turan (92nd minute) - Winner in a 2-1 victory

vs. Czech Republic: Nihat Kahveci (89th and 92nd minutes) - Turned a 1-1 draw into a 3-2 victory

vs. Croatia: Semih Şentürk (122nd minute) - Equalizer to force penalties in a match eventually won by Turkey

vs. Germany: Semih Şentürk (86th minute) - Pulled a goal back in a 3-2 defeat



Other Memorable Last-Minute Goals and Comebacks

The European Championship has witnessed numerous other dramatic last-minute goals and remarkable comebacks throughout its history. Here are some of the most memorable:

Michel Platini vs. Portugal (1984 Semi-Final): In a thrilling semi-final that ended 2-2 after 90 minutes, Michel Platini scored the winner for France in the 119th minute of extra time. His goal, a close-range finish after a goalkeeping error, sent the host nation through to the final, which they would go on to win.

Sylvain Wiltord vs. Italy (2000 Final): With Italy leading 1-0 and the match deep into injury time, Sylvain Wiltord scored an equalizer for France in the 94th minute. This forced the match into extra time, where David Trezeguet's golden goal secured France's second European Championship title.

Greece vs. Czech Republic (2004 Semi-Final): In a tense semi-final, Traianos Dellas scored with a header from a corner in the first minute of silver goal extra time (the last tournament to use this rule). This "silver goal" immediately ended the first period of extra time and sent Greece through to the final, where they would complete their fairy-tale triumph.

Spain vs. Yugoslavia (2000 Group Stage): In one of the most dramatic group matches in European Championship history, Spain trailed Yugoslavia 3-2 as the match entered injury time. Gaizka Mendieta equalized with a penalty in the 94th minute, and then, incredibly, Alfonso Pérez scored a winner in the 96th minute to complete a remarkable comeback.

Netherlands vs. Soviet Union (1988 Final): While not a last-minute goal, Marco van Basten's spectacular volley in the 54th minute of the final against the Soviet Union is worth mentioning for its sheer brilliance. The goal, scored from an almost impossible angle, sealed a 2-0 victory for the Netherlands and their first major international trophy.

These moments of drama and excitement are what make the European Championship such a captivating tournament. The ability of teams to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, or of individual players to produce moments of magic when it matters most, creates memories that live long in the hearts of football fans.


The Drama of the European Championship

Last-minute goals, dramatic comebacks, and moments of individual brilliance have been a hallmark of the European Championship throughout its history.

These moments of high drama often define tournaments and create lasting memories for players and fans alike.

The unpredictable nature of football, where a match can be transformed in an instant, is what makes the European Championship one of the most exciting and prestigious competitions in world football.



As the European Championship continues to evolve, we can be certain that future tournaments will provide new moments of last-minute drama, incredible comebacks, and unforgettable miracles that will add to the rich tapestry of this prestigious competition's history.



    Chapter 5: Controversies, Tragedies, and Drama

        
2004: Van Nistelrooy's Controversial Goal, Dutch Fury

The 2004 European Championship semi-final between the Netherlands and Portugal is one of the most controversial matches in European Championship history. This match was not only filled with dramatic goals and red cards but also featured a decision that Dutch fans still consider "unfair" to this day: the disallowing of Ruud van Nistelrooy's goal.

The match took place in Lisbon, Portugal. In the 26th minute, Portugal's Cristiano Ronaldo opened the scoring. Just 5 minutes later, the Netherlands' Van Nistelrooy connected with a cross from Kok, putting the ball into the net and seemingly equalizing the score. However, the linesman raised his flag for offside, and referee Anders Frisk disallowed the goal.

Slow-motion replays showed that Van Nistelrooy was in an offside position when receiving the ball, but the ball had rebounded to him off Portuguese defender Jorge Andrade. According to the rules at that time, if the ball came from an opponent, it should not have been judged as offside.

This decision sparked strong protests from the Dutch team. Van Nistelrooy and other Dutch players surrounded the referee, demanding he change his decision, but the referee stood firm. This controversial decision had a significant impact on the course of the match.


2004 European Championship Semi-Final Controversy

Time: 31st minute

Incident: Van Nistelrooy's goal disallowed for offside

Point of contention: Whether the ball rebounded off the Portuguese defender

Impact: The Netherlands missed an opportunity to equalize



The latter part of the match became even more dramatic. In the 58th minute, Portugal's Maniche scored to extend the lead to 2-0. In the 63rd minute, the Netherlands' Jorge Andrade scored to make it 1-2. The Dutch team fought hard to equalize in the remainder of the match but ultimately failed, being eliminated with a 1-2 defeat.

The controversy in this match was not limited to Van Nistelrooy's disallowed goal. Throughout the match, the referee showed a total of 16 yellow cards and 2 red cards, setting a record for a single match in the European Championship. The Netherlands' Edgar Davids and Portugal's Jorge Andrade were both sent off after receiving two yellow cards.

After the match, Dutch coach Dick Advocaat expressed strong dissatisfaction with the referee's performance, calling it a "manipulated match." The Dutch media also launched scathing attacks on the referee's decisions, claiming that the Netherlands had been "robbed."

This match has become one of the most controversial in European Championship history and a painful memory for Dutch football. For Dutch fans, Van Nistelrooy's disallowed goal remains an unhealed wound to this day.

2008: Rooney's Red Card, England's Regret

In the 2008 European Championship qualifying match, England played a crucial game in Zagreb, Croatia. This match not only determined whether England would advance to the 2008 European Championship finals but also became one of the most dramatic and tragic matches in English football history.

In the 8th minute, Croatia's Niko Kovač opened the scoring. In the 14th minute, England goalkeeper Paul Robinson made an error while dealing with a back pass, allowing Croatia's Eduardo to easily score into an empty net, making the score 0-2.

Facing a two-goal deficit, England's star striker Wayne Rooney appeared unusually agitated. In one challenge, he made a dangerous tackle on Croatia's Niko Kovač and was shown a straight red card by the referee, sending him off.

Rooney's red card had a disastrous impact on England. Playing with one man down, England struggled even more defensively and eventually lost the match 2-3. This defeat, combined with a series of poor performances earlier, meant England failed to qualify for the 2008 European Championship finals, the first time since 1984 that England had failed to qualify for the European Championship.


Rooney's Red Card Incident

Date: November 21, 2007, European Championship Qualifier

Location: Zagreb, Croatia

Opponent: Croatia

Incident: Rooney sent off with a straight red card for a dangerous tackle

Impact: England ultimately failed to qualify for Euro 2008



Rooney's red card became a painful memory for English football. It not only directly affected the outcome of this match but also indirectly led to England missing out on Euro 2008. The incident also sparked strong criticism of England's then-coach Steve McClaren, who was mockingly nicknamed "The Wally with the Brolly" by the media (for watching the match under an umbrella in the rain) and was eventually dismissed due to poor results.

For Rooney, this red card was also a low point in his career. As a core player for England, his impulsive behavior was seen as a lack of responsibility and maturity. However, this incident also became a turning point in Rooney's growth. In his subsequent career, he gradually became more mature and stable, eventually becoming England's captain and all-time leading scorer.

England's absence from Euro 2008 was viewed as a dark moment in English football. However, this failure also prompted the English FA to engage in deep reflection and reform, laying the foundation for the later revival of English football.

2021: Heroes and Villains of the Penalty Shootout, England Falls Short Again

The final of Euro 2020 (held in 2021 due to the pandemic) was one of the most dramatic and emotionally charged matches in English football history. At Wembley Stadium in London, the host England's battle with Italy ended with a penalty shootout filled with controversy and tragedy.

Just 2 minutes into the match, England took the lead through Luke Shaw's goal. However, Italy equalized in the 67th minute with a goal from Leonardo Bonucci. After regular time and extra time ended with the score still at 1-1, the match went to a penalty shootout.

In the penalty shootout, England coach Gareth Southgate made a controversial decision: he selected three young players—Marcus Rashford, Jadon Sancho, and Bukayo Saka—to take crucial penalties.

The result was disastrous. Rashford's penalty hit the post and bounced out, while Sancho and Saka's penalties were saved by Italian goalkeeper Gianluigi Donnarumma. In the end, England lost the penalty shootout 2-3, once again missing out on a major tournament trophy.


Euro 2021 Final Penalty Shootout

England: Kane (scored), Maguire (scored), Rashford (missed), Sancho (missed), Saka (missed)

Italy: Berardi (scored), Bonucci (scored), Bernardeschi (missed), Jorginho (missed), Locatelli (scored)

Final score: Italy 3-2 England



The outcome of this penalty shootout sparked widespread controversy and discussion. Many questioned Southgate's decision: Why place such enormous pressure on three young players? Why not let more experienced players like Sterling or Grealish take the penalties?

More concerning was that Rashford, Sancho, and Saka—three Black players—faced racist abuse on social media after missing their penalties. This incident sparked widespread discussion about racial issues in British society and exposed the persistent problem of racism in football.

For England, this defeat was a painful lesson. Since winning the World Cup in 1966, England had gone 55 consecutive years without winning a major tournament. Each defeat deepened the pain and longing of England fans.

However, this match also showcased England's potential and future. The emergence of young players like Saka, Sancho, and Mount brought new hope to English football. Southgate stated after the match that this defeat would become part of the team's growth, and he believed England would become stronger in future tournaments.

The penalty shootout in the Euro 2021 final is a story about hope and disappointment, courage and setbacks. It reminds us that football is not just a sport but also a mirror reflecting various social issues and emotions.

1992: Yugoslavia's Tragedy, Denmark's Fairy Tale

The 1992 European Championship was a tournament full of political overtones and drama. In this tournament, Yugoslavia, which had already qualified, was banned from participating due to the civil war in the country and United Nations sanctions. This decision not only changed the tournament's landscape but also created a fairy-tale opportunity for Denmark to win the championship.

Yugoslavia had performed excellently in the qualifying rounds, securing direct qualification by finishing first in their group. However, just before the tournament began, the political situation in Yugoslavia deteriorated rapidly. Bosnia and Herzegovina declared independence, triggering an intense civil war. The UN Security Council passed a resolution imposing sanctions on Yugoslavia, and UEFA subsequently announced that Yugoslavia would be banned from participating in the 1992 European Championship.

This decision was a huge blow to Yugoslav football. At that time, Yugoslavia had a group of excellent players such as Prosinečki, Savićević, and Mihajlović, and was considered one of the favorites to win. However, political factors ultimately prevented them from participating.

Yugoslavia's absence created an unexpected opportunity for Denmark. As the second-place team in the qualifying group, Denmark had not directly qualified for the tournament. However, after Yugoslavia was banned, Denmark was urgently recalled as a replacement team. At the time, many Danish players were on vacation and had to hastily end their holidays to travel to Sweden for the competition.


Background of Yugoslavia's Ban

Date: May 30, 1992

Reason: Yugoslav civil war and UN sanctions

Decision: UEFA announced Yugoslavia was banned from participating in Euro 1992

Replacement team: Denmark (second in qualifying group)



Without any preparation or pressure, Denmark performed excellently in the tournament. They first advanced from the group stage, then eliminated defending champions Netherlands in the semi-finals through a penalty shootout, and finally defeated Germany 2-0 in the final to win the European Championship.

Denmark's victory is considered one of the greatest underdog stories in football history. However, behind this fairy-tale story lies the tragedy of Yugoslav football. The civil war in Yugoslavia not only led to countless deaths and displacements but also completely changed the landscape of Yugoslav football.

After the civil war ended, Yugoslavia split into multiple independent countries such as Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, etc. Each of these countries formed their own national teams, but none have reached the heights of the former Yugoslav team.

The 1992 European Championship is a complex story about politics and football, tragedy and fairy tales. It reminds us that while football is a sport, it can never be completely separated from politics and society. In some cases, political factors can even completely change the landscape and outcome of football tournaments.



    Chapter 6: The Evolution of Tactics and Playing Styles

        
The Dutch Total Football Revolution

The 1988 European Championship marked a triumphant moment for Dutch football, as the Netherlands secured their first major international trophy. However, the significance of this victory extended far beyond the trophy itself. It represented the culmination of a tactical revolution that had begun in the early 1970s with the emergence of "Total Football."

Total Football was pioneered by Ajax Amsterdam under coach Rinus Michels and was characterized by its fluidity, positional interchangeability, and aggressive pressing. The basic principle was that any outfield player could take over the role of any other player in the team, creating a system where positions were not fixed but constantly shifting. This required players with exceptional technical ability, game intelligence, and versatility.

The Netherlands team that won Euro 1988, coached by Michels himself, was not as purely devoted to Total Football as the famous 1974 World Cup squad led by Johan Cruyff. However, it still embodied many of the same principles. Players like Ruud Gullit, Frank Rijkaard, and Marco van Basten combined technical brilliance with tactical intelligence and physical prowess.

The Dutch approach in 1988 was more pragmatic than the idealistic Total Football of the 1970s, blending the fluid attacking principles with a more solid defensive structure. This evolution demonstrated how tactical innovations often develop over time, with pure ideological approaches gradually being refined and adapted to meet the challenges of modern football.

The legacy of Dutch Total Football extends far beyond the Netherlands' victory in 1988. Its influence can be seen in the possession-based approaches of Barcelona under Johan Cruyff and later Pep Guardiola, the pressing game of Jürgen Klopp's Liverpool, and the positional play that has become central to modern football tactics. The European Championship provided a stage for this tactical revolution to reach its triumphant conclusion, cementing its place in football history.


Key Elements of Total Football

Positional fluidity: Players constantly changing positions during the game

Technical excellence: All players comfortable in possession, regardless of position

Spatial awareness: Understanding of how to create and exploit space

Aggressive pressing: Immediate pressure when possession is lost

Intelligent movement: Creating passing options through coordinated movement



Greece 2004: The Triumph of Defensive Organization

The 2004 European Championship witnessed one of the greatest upsets in football history when Greece, coached by German Otto Rehhagel, defied odds of 150-1 to win the tournament. Their triumph represented a victory for tactical discipline, defensive organization, and strategic pragmatism over more technically gifted opponents.

Greece's approach was built on a solid defensive foundation, typically employing a 4-5-1 formation that prioritized defensive stability. Their game plan was consistent throughout the tournament: defend deep and in numbers, minimize space between the lines, and strike through set pieces and counter-attacks. This approach was derided by some as "anti-football," but it proved remarkably effective against more fancied opponents.

In the knockout stages, Greece defeated the defending champions France, the Czech Republic, and the hosts Portugal (for the second time in the tournament) without conceding a goal. Their success was built on exceptional organization, discipline, and a clear understanding of their tactical approach. Every player knew their role and executed it with remarkable consistency.

Rehhagel's tactical masterclass demonstrated that in tournament football, a well-organized team with a clear game plan can overcome technically superior opposition. Greece's victory challenged the prevailing wisdom that possession-based, attacking football was the only path to success, showing that different tactical approaches could be effective when properly implemented.

The legacy of Greece's triumph is complex. While it did not spark a widespread tactical revolution in the way that Total Football or tiki-taka did, it provided a blueprint for underdogs in international tournaments. It showed that with proper organization, discipline, and a clear tactical identity, teams with limited resources could compete at the highest level. This lesson has been applied by numerous teams in subsequent European Championships and World Cups.


Greece's Route to Glory in 2004

Group Stage: 2-1 win vs. Portugal, 1-1 draw vs. Spain, 1-2 loss vs. Russia

Quarter-Final: 1-0 win vs. France

Semi-Final: 1-0 win vs. Czech Republic (silver goal)

Final: 1-0 win vs. Portugal

Key Statistics: 7 goals scored, 6 conceded; 4 clean sheets in 6 matches



Spain's Tiki-Taka Dominance

Spain's victory at Euro 2008 marked the beginning of an unprecedented period of dominance in international football, as they went on to win the 2010 World Cup and Euro 2012. Central to this success was their distinctive playing style, commonly known as "tiki-taka," which represented a sophisticated evolution of possession-based football.

Tiki-taka was characterized by short passing, movement, and maintaining possession as a form of defense. The Spanish team, under coach Luis Aragonés in 2008 and Vicente del Bosque in 2012, used this approach to control matches, wear down opponents, and create scoring opportunities through patient build-up play rather than direct attacks.

The midfield trio of Xavi Hernández, Andrés Iniesta, and Sergio Busquets (or Xabi Alonso) was crucial to Spain's success. Their technical ability, positional intelligence, and understanding of space allowed Spain to dominate possession against virtually every opponent they faced. In the 2012 final against Italy, Spain's mastery reached its peak as they won 4-0, the largest margin of victory in a European Championship final.

Spain's approach was influenced by the philosophy of Barcelona, where many of their key players were developed. The principles of positional play, creating numerical superiority in different areas of the pitch, and using possession as a defensive mechanism were all central to both Barcelona and the Spanish national team during this period.

The legacy of Spain's tiki-taka has been profound. It influenced a generation of coaches and players, popularizing possession-based football and emphasizing the importance of technical ability and tactical intelligence over physical attributes. While the approach has evolved and been countered in various ways since Spain's period of dominance, its impact on football tactics remains significant.


Key Statistics from Spain's Euro 2012 Triumph

Average possession: 65.2%

Pass completion rate: 89%

Goals scored: 12

Goals conceded: 1 (in the group stage against Italy)

Record in the knockout stages: 3 wins, 0 draws, 0 losses, 8 goals scored, 0 conceded



The Rise of Counter-Pressing

In recent European Championships, one of the most significant tactical developments has been the rise of counter-pressing (or "gegenpressing" in German). This approach, popularized by coaches like Jürgen Klopp and later adopted by many teams across Europe, focuses on immediately winning the ball back after losing possession, rather than retreating into a defensive shape.

The principles of counter-pressing were evident in Germany's approach under Joachim Löw, particularly in the 2016 European Championship. The German team would hunt in packs to regain possession high up the pitch, using the moment of transition (when the opponent has just won the ball) as an opportunity to press aggressively before the opposition could organize an attack.

Counter-pressing requires exceptional physical conditioning, as players must be able to perform repeated high-intensity sprints throughout the match. It also demands tactical discipline and coordination, as the press must be triggered at the right moment and executed collectively to be effective.

The rise of counter-pressing represented a shift away from the more possession-oriented approaches that had dominated in the wake of Spain's success. While teams still valued possession, there was a growing recognition that how quickly a team could regain the ball after losing it was just as important as how well they kept it.

This tactical evolution has continued to develop, with teams at Euro 2020 showing various interpretations of pressing and counter-pressing principles. Italy's victory in that tournament demonstrated a sophisticated blend of pressing, possession, and defensive organization, suggesting that modern international football requires tactical flexibility rather than adherence to a single approach.


Elements of Effective Counter-Pressing

Immediate reaction: Players instantly transition to defensive mode when possession is lost

Collective effort: Multiple players converge to cut off passing options

Spatial awareness: Understanding which areas to press and when to drop off

Physical conditioning: Ability to perform repeated high-intensity actions

Tactical discipline: Knowing when to press and when to conserve energy



The Evolution of the False Nine

The European Championship has witnessed the evolution of various tactical innovations, including the "false nine" – a striker who drops deep into midfield rather than playing as a traditional center-forward. This approach creates confusion for opposing defenders, who must decide whether to follow the striker into midfield (potentially creating space behind them) or stay in position (potentially allowing the false nine time and space to operate between the lines).

Spain's use of Cesc Fàbregas as a false nine during Euro 2012 was a notable example of this approach. In the final against Italy, Fàbregas started as the nominal striker but frequently dropped into midfield, creating space for midfielders like Andrés Iniesta and David Silva to make forward runs. This fluid approach overwhelmed Italy's defense, contributing to Spain's emphatic 4-0 victory.

The false nine concept was not entirely new – it had historical precedents and had been notably employed by Lionel Messi at Barcelona under Pep Guardiola. However, its successful implementation at the European Championship level demonstrated its viability in international football, where teams have limited time to develop tactical understanding.

In subsequent tournaments, various interpretations of the false nine role have emerged. Some teams have used traditional midfielders in advanced positions, while others have employed forwards with the technical ability to drop deep and link play. The evolution of this role reflects the increasing tactical sophistication of international football and the blurring of traditional positional distinctions.

The false nine approach has influenced how teams structure their attacks and has contributed to the development of more fluid offensive systems. It has also prompted defensive innovations, as teams have had to develop strategies to counter the threat posed by deep-lying forwards operating in the spaces between defensive lines.


Notable False Nines in European Championship History

Cesc Fàbregas (Spain, Euro 2012): Midfielder deployed as a striker, crucial in Spain's 4-0 final victory over Italy

Totti (Italy, Euro 2000): While primarily an attacking midfielder, often played as a deep-lying forward

Kevin De Bruyne (Belgium, Euro 2020): Occasionally deployed in an advanced central role, dropping deep to create

Kai Havertz (Germany, Euro 2020): Modern interpretation of the role, combining traditional striker attributes with deep movement



Tactical Flexibility and the Modern Game

One of the most significant developments in recent European Championships has been the increasing tactical flexibility shown by successful teams. Rather than adhering rigidly to a single system or philosophy, modern teams often adapt their approach based on the opponent, the state of the game, and the specific circumstances they face.

Italy's victory at Euro 2020 under Roberto Mancini exemplified this trend. The Azzurri combined elements of possession-based football with aggressive pressing, quick transitions, and solid defensive organization. They could dominate possession against some opponents but were equally comfortable ceding the ball and playing on the counter when necessary. This tactical versatility was a key factor in their success.

Similarly, Portugal's triumph at Euro 2016 under Fernando Santos demonstrated the importance of tactical adaptability. The Portuguese adjusted their approach throughout the tournament, showing pragmatism and flexibility rather than commitment to a particular style. They could play defensively when required but also demonstrated attacking quality when opportunities arose.

This trend toward tactical flexibility reflects the increasing sophistication of international football. Coaches now have access to detailed analysis of opponents, allowing them to identify and exploit specific weaknesses. Players are also more tactically educated, capable of understanding and implementing different approaches within the same match.

The evolution of tactics in the European Championship mirrors broader trends in football, with the most successful teams often being those that can combine different elements – possession and counter-attack, pressing and deep defense, structure and creativity – rather than those that excel in just one aspect of the game.


Tactical Trends in Modern European Championships

Increased emphasis on transitions: Exploiting the moments when possession changes hands

Hybrid formations: Systems that change shape depending on whether the team has possession

Positional rotations: Players interchanging positions to create confusion and exploit space

Set-piece sophistication: Increasingly complex and rehearsed set-piece routines

Data-driven approaches: Use of analytics to inform tactical decisions and player selection



The European Championship has served as a showcase for tactical innovation throughout its history. From the Total Football of the Netherlands in the 1970s and 1980s to the tiki-taka of Spain in the late 2000s and early 2010s, and the more flexible approaches of recent champions, the tournament has reflected and influenced the evolution of football tactics.

What makes the European Championship particularly interesting from a tactical perspective is the diversity of approaches on display. Unlike club football, where certain tactical trends can become dominant across leagues, international tournaments bring together teams with distinct football cultures and philosophies. This creates a fascinating tactical laboratory, where different approaches compete against each other on the biggest stage.

As we look to the future, it seems likely that tactical flexibility and adaptability will continue to be prized. The most successful teams will be those that can master multiple approaches and select the right one for each specific challenge they face. The European Championship will undoubtedly continue to be a stage for tactical innovation, as coaches seek the formula that will lead their nation to glory.



    Epilogue: The Enduring Legacy of the European Championship

        
As we conclude our journey through the rich tapestry of European Championship history, it is worth reflecting on the enduring legacy of this magnificent tournament. From its humble beginnings in 1960 to its current status as one of the world's premier sporting events, the European Championship has evolved significantly while maintaining its essential character as a celebration of European football excellence.

A Tournament of Evolution

The European Championship has continuously evolved throughout its history. What began as a four-team tournament has expanded to include 24 nations, reflecting the growth of European football and UEFA's desire to make the competition more inclusive. The tournament's format has changed, from a purely knockout competition to one incorporating a group stage, and its hosting arrangements have evolved from single-nation hosts to the pan-European model seen in Euro 2020.

This evolution has not been without challenges. The expansion to 24 teams has been criticized by some for diluting the quality of the competition, while others have praised it for giving opportunities to smaller nations. The pan-European hosting model of Euro 2020 was both lauded for its inclusivity and criticized for its environmental impact and logistical challenges, particularly during a global pandemic.

Yet through all these changes, the European Championship has maintained its status as a tournament of the highest quality, showcasing the best of European football. The competition has adapted to changing times while preserving the intensity and drama that make it special.

A Stage for Legends

Throughout its history, the European Championship has provided a stage for football's greatest talents to showcase their abilities. From the elegance of Michel Platini to the power of Cristiano Ronaldo, from the creativity of Zinedine Zidane to the precision of Andrés Iniesta, the tournament has been graced by players who have defined their generations.

For many of these players, the European Championship has been a defining moment in their careers. Platini's nine goals in 1984, Van Basten's volley in 1988, Trezeguet's golden goal in 2000, and Iniesta's orchestration of Spain's dominance in 2008 and 2012 – these performances have cemented their places in football history.

The tournament has also provided a platform for unexpected heroes. From Charisteas' winning goal for Greece in 2004 to Eder's strike for Portugal in 2016, the European Championship has a habit of creating legends from unlikely sources, adding to its unpredictable charm.


European Championship Records

Most titles: Germany and Spain (3 each)

Most appearances in finals: Germany (6)

Most goals in a single tournament: Michel Platini (9, 1984)

Most goals overall: Cristiano Ronaldo (14)

Largest margin of victory in a final: Spain 4-0 Italy (2012)



A Mirror of European Society

Beyond the sporting drama, the European Championship has often reflected broader social and political developments in Europe. The tournament has witnessed the fall of the Iron Curtain, the expansion of the European Union, and the complex dynamics of European integration and national identity.

Political tensions have occasionally spilled onto the pitch, as seen in matches between nations with complex historical relationships. Yet the tournament has also been a force for unity, bringing together diverse nations in a celebration of sporting excellence and shared cultural heritage.

The European Championship has also reflected changing attitudes toward racism, discrimination, and social justice. Recent tournaments have seen strong anti-racism messaging, with players and officials taking a stand against discrimination. While challenges remain, the tournament has increasingly embraced its responsibility as a platform for promoting inclusivity and respect.

The Future of the European Championship

As we look to the future, the European Championship seems poised to continue its evolution. UEFA's commitment to expanding the tournament's reach while preserving its quality suggests that the competition will remain at the forefront of international football.

Technological innovations will undoubtedly shape future tournaments. The introduction of VAR (Video Assistant Referee) at Euro 2020 was just the beginning of what promises to be an increasingly technology-enhanced experience. Advanced analytics, immersive viewing experiences, and new ways for fans to engage with the tournament are all on the horizon.

The challenge for UEFA will be to embrace these innovations while maintaining the essential character of the tournament. The European Championship's appeal lies in its blend of technical excellence, tactical sophistication, and raw emotion. Preserving these elements while adapting to a changing world will be crucial for the tournament's continued success.


Future European Championships

Euro 2024: Germany (confirmed)

Euro 2028: United Kingdom and Ireland (bid submitted)

Potential innovations: Further integration of technology, enhanced fan experiences, continued focus on sustainability

Challenges: Balancing tradition with innovation, maintaining competitive balance, addressing environmental concerns



The Enduring Appeal

What makes the European Championship so special? Why does it continue to captivate football fans around the world? The answer lies in its unique blend of qualities that set it apart from other tournaments.

Unlike the World Cup, which brings together teams from different continents with vastly different playing styles and levels of development, the European Championship features nations with relatively similar resources and football traditions. This creates a tournament of exceptional quality and competitiveness, where the margins between victory and defeat are often razor-thin.

The tournament's manageable size – even with the expansion to 24 teams – allows fans to follow it in its entirety, creating a shared experience that builds over the course of a month. The proximity of the competing nations also fosters intense rivalries and large traveling support, generating atmospheres that are both passionate and festive.

Perhaps most importantly, the European Championship has maintained its ability to surprise. From Denmark's triumph in 1992 to Greece's miracle in 2004, from Iceland's victory over England in 2016 to Switzerland's defeat of France in 2021, the tournament has consistently delivered unexpected results and memorable moments that defy prediction.

It is this combination of quality, competitiveness, atmosphere, and unpredictability that gives the European Championship its enduring appeal. As long as these elements remain, the tournament will continue to hold a special place in the hearts of football fans.

A Personal Reflection

As an author and a football enthusiast, compiling this collection of classic moments from the European Championship has been both a privilege and a joy. Revisiting these iconic matches, goals, and performances has reinforced my appreciation for the tournament's rich history and its significance in the sporting landscape.

What has struck me most during this process is the emotional resonance of these moments. The European Championship has a remarkable ability to create memories that stay with us long after the final whistle has blown. Whether it's the ecstasy of victory, the agony of defeat, or simply the appreciation of sporting excellence, these emotions connect us to the tournament and to each other as fans.

I hope that this book has rekindled some of those emotions for you, the reader. Perhaps it has brought back memories of where you were when these moments occurred, who you were with, and how you felt. Perhaps it has introduced you to moments before your time, allowing you to appreciate the rich heritage of this magnificent tournament.

As we look forward to future European Championships, we can be certain that new classic moments await. New heroes will emerge, new records will be set, and new chapters will be added to the tournament's illustrious history. The beauty of football, and of the European Championship in particular, is that the story never ends – it simply evolves, with each tournament building on the legacy of those that came before.

Thank you for joining me on this journey through the classic moments of the European Championship. May your passion for this wonderful tournament continue to burn brightly, and may you witness many more moments of glory and legend in the years to come.


The Essence of the European Championship

Quality: The highest level of international football, featuring the world's best players

Drama: Intense matches with moments of individual brilliance and collective excellence

Unpredictability: A tournament where underdogs can triumph and favorites can fall

Passion: Fervent support from fans creating unforgettable atmospheres

Legacy: A tournament that continues to write new chapters in football's rich history



With deepest appreciation for the beautiful game,

The Author
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