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About the Author


Gianluca Vialli is a husband and father who once played football for a living, later managed Chelsea and Watford, and then went on to become a successful television pundit.


He won league titles and European trophies, playing for world-famous clubs like Sampdoria, Juventus and Chelsea, as well as his hometown club, Cremonese. He represented the national team 59 times, played in two World Cups and in 2015 was included in Italian football’s Hall of Fame.


Goals is Vialli’s second book, following The Italian Job: A Journey to the Heart of Two Great Footballing Cul-tures.


Text translated by Gabriele Marcotti, author, senior writer at ESPN and correspondent for Corriere dello Sport.
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About the Book


‘I want to inspire people.


I want someone to look at me and say:


“Because of you I didn’t give up”.’


Gianluca Vialli


Goals is a very personal collection of life-affirming true stories from which Chelsea and Italian football legend Gianluca Vialli has drawn great strength and resolve.


In 2017 he was diagnosed with cancer and underwent two bouts of chemotherapy and radiation treatment. He doesn’t see his illness as a battle but simply a stretch of his journey through life that he has to take with an unwanted travel companion, one he hopes he can outlast and will eventually go away.


He wrote Goals in the hope that stories like his and that of others will become part of someone else’s survival guide. Each story is accompanied by a ‘mantra’ which provides a powerful motivational tool for helping to tackle life’s obstacles. The result is a beautifully-written and touching narrative which is by turns vital and poignant, spine-tingling and heart-rending.


The very last story in Goals is Vialli's own, bravely and movingly chronicling his own personal and ongoing journey.









Dedication


For my family,
and for Ray









AUTHOR’S NOTE


I love mantras and I love quotes. I constantly look for them. When I come across a good one, I write it down on a sticky note and attach it on one of the walls in my study.


I believe mantras are tools that make our thinking more effective. They are mental maps to be used to overcome stressful situations. More importantly, they are the best way to reveal the most profound meaning of a story, pass on the essence of a culture, and affirm a principle or a belief.


I like stories too. Real ones. In fact, I believe that connecting a great story to the right mantra creates a powerful and inspiring combination from which one can learn a great deal.


In my head it all started a while ago, well before I got unwell. A simple idea slowly upgraded to a goal which then turned into a proper project and eventually resulted in a book.


I really hope you will find the result a helpful guide for everyone who is dealing with a challenging situation, facing a tough test or fighting a struggle. Whether that is a job interview, a school exam, a heart break, a disease or that crucial moment when one has to make a call that will define one’s future.


When we find ourselves at a crossroads and we don’t know which path to choose, may the mantras in this book work like illuminating signposts, and may the stories be inspiring testimonies of everything human beings can achieve when travelling along their chosen paths.


I am not a ‘real’ author. Goals wouldn’t have been published without the vision and expert guidance of Andrea Delmonte and Alberto Gelsumini at Mondadori, Jonathan Taylor at Headline and David Luxton, my literary agent. Their trust and courage to let me do almost everything I wanted has transformed this experience into an exciting and fulfilling journey (at least for me!).


They all believed that what I wanted to communicate was important and was worth investing time, energy and money in. By doing so, they put their reputation on the line.


I owe so much, too, to Gabriele and Pierdomenico for helping me to find, select and put down in words some of the most original, remarkable and inspiring true stories of sportswomen and sportsmen from the last couple of centuries.


The last three years of my life have been rather eventful. So much has happened. It has been demanding, both physically and mentally. I suspect I would not have survived the journey without the invaluable support of an amazing team led by my gorgeous wife, Cathryn; my darling daughters, Olivia and Sofia; my parents; my brothers and sister; my closest friends; Professor Cunningham and his incredible team of doctors and nurses at the Royal Marsden Hospital in Chelsea, as well as all the people who looked after me during the time I spent at the Humanitas Hospital in Milan. Thank you for sticking with me. I will be forever grateful.


My humble advice for the reader is quite simple: pick the book up and put it down as it pleases you. Read one, two or five stories at a time. Read the whole book in one go if you want to. Then let it sink in. Let it help with reshaping some of your convictions. Remember that our life is made 10 per cent by what happens to us and 90 per cent by the way we react to it; if we change the way we look at things, things begin to change.


Enjoy reading.


Gianluca Vialli


London, March 2020
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‘QUOTES WON’T WORK UNLESS YOU DO.’
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HELENIO HERRERA


He didn’t particularly care about being liked. What drove Helenio Herrera was winning. And winning wasn’t something that you started doing when you stepped on to the pitch. Nope; winning was something you did when you convinced yourself that you were going to succeed. Without that, there was no victory.


Born in Buenos Aires to a Spanish anarchist father and an Argentine mother, Herrera grew up in Casablanca in Morocco (which was then under a French protectorate). He spent his playing career in France, mostly at lesser clubs, topping up his wages by working as a door-to-door salesman, where his silver tongue made him a hit.


After retiring just after World War II, he went straight into management, first in France, then Spain, with a brief detour to Portugal. He was a man of the world, more than comfortable everywhere he went. He won two league titles at Atletico Madrid and another two (along with two Spanish Cups) at Barcelona, ultimately leaving after falling out with star player László Kubala.


Inter snatched him up and he moved to Milan. And it was here that the legend was born. Words, which were his currency, played a key role. Herrera stuck his aphorisms all over the club’s dressing room and training ground. It was straightforward stuff:


‘No obstacle must be an obstacle.’


‘Talent + fitness + intelligence = league title.’


‘If you play for yourself, you’re playing for the opposition.’


As techniques go, it might sound corny today. But as one of Herrera’s key players, Sandro Mazzola, put it, Herrera ‘would train the mind first and the legs second’. The concepts stuck in the players’ minds, both motivating them and building their trust in their manager.


That was half the battle: getting buy-in. There’s no point having a brilliant tactical setup if the players don’t believe in it and can’t execute it. But Herrera had total loyalty, total belief. And it was thanks to his words.


The other half of the battle, of course, is what you actually do and who does it for you. Herrera excelled at persuading the club to invest in players he wanted. He would explain just how a player would fit in, why he may seem expensive but was actually a bargain, why nobody else could do the job the player was going to do. He also had the uncanny ability to make players think they were better than they actually were. He convinced Mauro Bicicli, a moderately gifted winger, that he was as talented out wide as the legendary Garrincha, in part by calling him that and whispering it in his ear before every game. And, sure enough, while Bicicli didn’t quite perform at Garrincha’s level, he certainly played well enough to make a real difference.


Herrera built a system of play which – while not particularly entertaining – proved to be extraordinarily effective: the ‘Catenaccio’. It was essentially a 5–3–2, with the sweeper behind and players sitting deep, creating density in front of their own goal. When they did win the ball back, they were lightning-fast in counterattacking.


And they could counter from anywhere. At a time when most teams’ defenders focused mostly only on defending and, when they did win the ball, would simply pass it short to a midfielder, Herrera virtually created the position of attacking fullback. He turned Giacinto Facchetti into the prototype of the modern fullback, a player capable of stopping opponents, sure, but also of bounding forward and becoming an extra attacker when needed.


In some ways, Herrera was well ahead of his time. One of his favourite sayings could be the mantra by which top teams today play football: ‘Think fast. Act fast. Play fast.’


His fans called him ‘Il Mago’ or ‘The Wizard’. His critics, especially in Spain, said his initials, HH, really stood for ‘habla, habla’ or, ‘talk, talk’. But the keys to his success – which would see Inter win back-to-back European Cups – were precisely that: the things he said and the words he chose.









‘IF YOU QUIT ONCE IT BECOMES A HABIT. DON’T QUIT.’
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FIORENZO MAGNI


When the 1956 Giro d’Italia set off from Milan, Fiorenzo Magni knew it could well be his final race. He was the defending champion, having won the Giro the year before aged thirty-four, becoming its oldest winner (a record that still stands today). But age was catching up with him – if it hadn’t caught him already. All he wanted to do was finish the Giro, with a decent placing if possible.


He did better than expected in the early stages and, ever the fighter, maybe even mulled the possibility of springing a surprise attack or two in the Alps. But on 29 May, during the 230-kilometre stage from Grosseto to Livorno, he fell badly during a downhill stretch. He felt a strong pain in his left arm and, what’s worse, he could hardly move it. The official race doctor caught up with him and his diagnosis was immediate.


‘You’ve broken your collarbone, mate. You’re done,’ he said. ‘You need to pull out.’


‘I’ll deal with it when I finish the stage,’ Magni hissed, before mounting his bike. Somehow, he made it to the finish line.


The next day was a rest day and he spent most of it avoiding the doctor, who nevertheless found him and again insisted: ‘You’re done – don’t even think about getting back on the bike.’


But after the doctor left, Magni got to work. He covered his handlebars in foam rubber in an attempt to minimise the vibration of the bike, which caused waves of pain to race up his arm. And, sure enough, the next day, he was at the start line for the Livorno to Lucca time trial. Magni made it through another mountain stage, but at the next time trial, Bologna to Madonna di San Luca, the pain was so intense that he could not properly grip the handlebar.


He begged his mechanic, Faliero Masi, for help. Ever the outside-the-box thinker, Masi tied a rubber inner tube to the handlebar and gave Magni the other end to grip in his teeth. It enabled him to maintain some stability, but it made steering extremely difficult – and braking virtually impossible. Magni crashed again during a downhill stretch on the next stage, ending up in a ditch. He landed on his broken collarbone and fractured the humerus in his upper arm. The pain left him unconscious and he woke up in an ambulance bound for the hospital. He immediately demanded to be let out.


‘You’re mad! What are you doing?!’ shouted the paramedic.


‘Can’t you see? I’m going to catch up with the peloton,’ Magni said, climbing out of the ambulance. And sure enough, he forced himself back on the bike and re-joined the peloton, many of whom had slowed, concerned about his condition.


The next morning, unperturbed, rubber inner tube between his teeth, he was again at the start line as the Giro headed for the Alps. A few days later, came one of the most famous stages in Giro history: the 242-kilometre Merano to Monte Bondone stretch through the Dolomites. A freak blizzard and sub-zero conditions greeted the riders high up in the mountains, and more than sixty of them pulled out in a single day. All of them were younger and healthier than Magni that day. None of them had two broken bones in their body; none of them were steering up and down steep mountains with a rubber tube lodged between their teeth. But maybe that was it. Maybe, when you’re already coping with such levels of pain, the discomfort caused by snow, ice and freezing conditions matters little.


Magni would go on to finish second in the Giro, behind Luxembourg’s Charly Gaul, who himself had made one of the greatest comebacks in the history of the race. But in many ways, Magni’s feat will stand the test of time more than Gaul’s, and more than his three previous Giro victories. He stared physical pain in the face and overcame it, partly through ingenuity, and largely through sheer bloody-minded, refuse-to-quit willpower.









‘LIFE IS 10% WHAT HAPPENS TO YOU AND 90% HOW YOU REACT TO IT.’
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ALEX ZANARDI


Alex Zanardi lives to race. He can count himself fortunate to have been able to do it at the highest level in two different sports: motor racing and para-cycling. The daredevil attitude that made him excel in the former eventually led to the latter, and there’s a certain irony in that.


Zanardi sailed through the different lower level competitions and was handed his first Formula One shot with Jordan back in 1991. He bounced from Jordan to Minardi to Lotus, failing to stick. Partly, it was his tendency to crash out. Partly it was bad luck, like when he was hit by a motorist while riding a bike in his hometown of Bologna, or when his car’s suspension failed during practice for the Belgian Grand Prix in 1993, sending him against the barriers at 150 miles an hour. Such was the force of the blow on his lower spine that it left him more than an inch taller.


In 1995, he sought to make his own luck across the pond in the United States, joining a team in CART racing. He finished third overall in his third season and, perhaps as importantly, conjured up one of those manoeuvres that would live on in racing history forever. It was in Laguna Seca, the last race of the season, on a stretch of the circuit known as Corkscrew corner. To IndyCar racing fans, the manoeuvre became known simply as ‘The Pass’. It was so daring and risky that it was subsequently banned. Go on and search for it on YouTube. We’ll still be here when you get back.


Zanardi won back-to-back CART titles in 1997 and 1998. After a brief and unsuccessful return to Formula One with Williams, he returned to CART in 2001 and faced the moment that would change his life forever. It happened at the Lausitzring in Germany. Coming out of a pitstop with thirteen laps to go, he was heading to merge back into the race when he lost control of his car, accelerated abruptly and did a 180 across the grass and on to the track. Patrick Carpentier somehow avoided him, but the next driver, Alex Tagliani, crashed into him, impacting just behind the front wheel, right at the cockpit.


Zanardi was in a coma for four days. He would lose both his legs, as well as nearly three-quarters of his blood. Innumerable surgeries would follow. But his determination did not flag. He was fitted with prosthetic legs and announced he would return to racing. He spent years working with designers to create prosthetic legs that would allow him to race, while modifying cars so he could brake and shift with hand controls. And, eventually, he did. He raced some test cars for Sauber in Formula One and won races in the European Touring Car series.


He knew, however, that he could no longer compete at the very highest level in motorsports: Formula One. And so, he turned to para-cycling. After all, he was physically fit and insanely competitive – and it did not require the use of his legs. He entered the 2007 New York City marathon and finished fourth in the handcycling division, despite training for less than a month. He raced wheelchairs, winning marathons in Rome and Venice. He turned to triathlons, setting the Ironman world record for disabled athletes. And, of course, he excelled at the Paralympics, winning two golds and a silver in London and repeating the feat four years later in Rio.


That day at the Lausitzring he lost both his legs, but his competitive spirit was unscathed. And his determination and will to react and write his own story were only strengthened.









‘BETWEEN STIMULUS AND RESPONSE IS OUR GREATER POWER: THE FREEDOM TO CHOOSE.’
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JACKIE ROBINSON


It’s easy to forget, but the United States Military was not officially desegregated until 1948, three years after black and white fought together side by side to liberate Europe from the grip of Nazi Germany. And, in fact, schools around the United States were not forcibly desegregated until 1955.


So perhaps it shouldn’t be surprising that baseball, known as America’s pastime, was also a segregated sport, right through World War II and its immediate aftermath. White Caucasian players turned out in Major League Baseball. Black players competed in the so-called ‘Negro leagues’.


In 1945, a man named Happy Chandler became Commissioner of Baseball. He had been the Governor of Kentucky and had seen the damage segregation could do in his own state. Chandler recognised that the world was changing, and that sport needed to change with it.


‘If [black Americans] can fight and die on Okinawa, Guadalcanal [and in] the South Pacific, they can play ball in America,’ he famously said.


The problem was making it happen. Some team owners simply refused. Others, while open to the idea, feared repercussions among their own players and fans, as well as opposing supporters when their teams travelled to the Deep South, which was still in near-apartheid conditions. Others still were enthused by the idea, not just from a moral perspective, but from a sporting and business one too: there were plenty of phenomenal athletes in the Negro leagues and some of those stars would instantly improve Major League teams.


One of those was Branch Rickey, president of the Brooklyn Dodgers. His concern, though, was finding the ‘right’ black player to integrate the league. It had to be somebody talented, sure, but also somebody tough-minded enough to deal with both the pressure and the abuse. And that wasn’t easy.


Enter Jackie Robinson. On the surface, he wasn’t an obvious choice. He was a hugely gifted athlete who had excelled at basketball and football, as well as winning a national long jump title in college. But he also had a burning intensity about him, a sense of right and wrong. And, potentially, a temper. In 1942 he had been drafted into the US Army, where he was court-martialled for refusing to sit at the back of the bus. It was a desegregated bus line and Robinson was in the right (he was later acquitted), but the way he stood up to the bus driver and the military prosecutor unnerved Rickey.


That’s why, before allowing him to make his debut for the Dodgers, Rickey subjected Robinson to the sort of test that today seems utterly humiliating. Rickey greeted him with a barrage of racist epithets and insults, to see how he would react. It was critical to Rickey that the first black player in Major League Baseball be somebody who did not react to abuse but simply ignored it.


‘Mr Rickey, are you looking for a Negro who is afraid to fight back?’ Robinson asked him.


‘No, I’m looking for a ball player with enough guts not to fight back.’


In some ways, what Rickey was looking for was a contradiction. It would take an enormously proud and strong-willed man to do what he was asking. And yet, at the same time, he was asking Robinson to bury that pride and will deep inside him, perhaps stoking his inner furnace, without ever letting it show. Few men could fit the bill, but Robinson did.


The two made an unspoken pact. Rickey would back him, and Robinson would not react to abuse. His mere presence and play on the field would change minds and attitudes.


It’s hard to overstate what Robinson had to deal with in those first few years. Some of his teammates rebelled at his presence and Rickey had to threaten them so they would not interfere with Robinson’s arrival. The Saint Louis Cardinals threatened to go on strike rather than play against a Dodgers team with Robinson in it. And he had to cope with the worst sort of racist insults from the stands, especially in the Deep South, where, on more than one occasion, black cats were thrown on to the field of play. To add to the indignity, when the Dodgers travelled to segregated cities, Robinson had to stay in a different hotel from his teammates and eat in different restaurants.


But the plan worked. By the end of that 1947 season, he was one of six Major League Baseball players of colour. By the end of the decade, there were eleven. And by the end of the 1950s, every single team had at least one black player.


It didn’t mean racism was wiped out of baseball, of course. It did mean, though, that the trail had been blazed. And it was thanks to the courage and the discipline of number forty-two, Jackie Robinson.









‘SO MUCH OF OUR HAPPINESS DEPENDS ON HOW WE CHOOSE TO LOOK AT THE WORLD.’
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JAMAICA BOBSLEIGH FEDERATION


It all began with a soapbox race, of the sort that are popular in the hills of Kingston, Jamaica. George Fitch and William Maloney were businessmen with ties to Jamaica and, needing to kill time and wanting to do something ‘different, but local’, they opted to head over to the race. For those who don’t know, soapbox racing consists of modifying wooden crates with wheels and ball-bearings, then throwing yourself down hills in them. One person steers and another person brakes, and that’s about it. It’s chaotic, it’s breakneck and it can be the thrill of your life.


It struck Fitch and Maloney that there were obvious similarities to the bobsleigh. Pilot and brakeman sprint alongside the soapbox and then, at just the right split-second, jump in, holding on for dear life. Shame there was no bobsledding in Jamaica . . . no ice and snow either, for that matter.


Little by little, though, the idea didn’t seem as mad as it first sounded. Jamaica, after all, was home to some of the world’s greatest sprinters, young men who were fast and strong and coordinated. Surely they could learn to push the bob and get it on its way . . . then it would just be a question of steering.


Except the sprinters had little interest in these two Americans and their suggestion. So, Fitch and Maloney turned to the army: an excellent source of young, fit men. An appeal to the patriotism of Colonel Ken Barnes did the rest. He delivered them a slew of potential recruits, including Devon Harris, a middle-distance runner and professional soldier. Devon did best in the trial and was handed the captaincy. With him were Dudley Stokes, from the air force, and an infantryman named Michael White. The only civilian was a railway engineer, Samuel Clayton, whose enthusiasm and technical knowledge proved invaluable.


How did they train? Why, on the soapboxes, of course! At least at first. Fitch proclaimed himself President of the Jamaican Bobsleigh Federation and set about raising money. He wangled an invitation for the team to train, first in Wyoming, then in Austria. They were treated like a novelty, sure, but they were also immensely likeable. Their catchy slogan – ‘The Hottest Thing on Ice’ – didn’t hurt, either.


Stokes was chosen to pilot the sled. After all, he’d flown airplanes . . . how different could it possibly be? Rather different, as it happens. And, in fact, their time at an Austrian training camp saw them crash and spin out on a regular basis. They took it all in stride and their enthusiasm was infectious: so much so that Sepp Haidacher, a local Austrian coach, agreed to help them out. Standards improved enough for them to be invited to compete in the 1988 Calgary Winter Olympics, in both the four-man and two-man bobsleigh races.


The two-man bob, with Stokes piloting (cautiously) and White braking (often), saw them finish thirtieth. ‘At least we didn’t crash,’ they told themselves. But, having spent most of their time training for the four-man bob, they approached this event with trepidation. Clayton was injured a few days before the race, and Stokes asked his brother, Chris (a sprinter who had hoped to make it to a different Olympics, the summer version in Seoul), to step in. Chris, who was only there to support his brother, accepted. With just three days’ training, he took his spot on the team.


On race day, their first two runs were near-perfect. In fact, they had a chance of finishing in the top fifteen. Then, on the third run, while travelling at more than eighty miles an hour, Stokes lost control on a sharp turn, and the bobsleigh flipped. The irony is that he lost control because this was Jamaica’s fastest ever start, and he had simply never steered at such speed. For twenty-five agonising seconds – which must have felt like much longer – they flew along the track upside down, their helmets and elbows scraping the ice. The gasps from the trackside crowd were audible; those from the worldwide television audience imaginable. Finally, the bobsleigh came to a halt. And, one after the other, Harris, White and the Stokes brothers extricated themselves. Their helmets came off. When they realised they were all OK, their faces broke out into smiles. They pushed their bobsleigh the rest of the way, which at that stage was just a few metres. They high-fived and shook hands with fans, but, make no mistake about it, they were disappointed – particularly Harris.


The impact of the occasion would only hit him years later.


‘I’ve come to realise now that it meant so much more than just four black guys from Jamaica going to the Winter Olympic Games,’ he said. ‘It was really speaking to all those people across the world who I’ve met over the years who, in their own lives, wanted to go and chase their impossible dream as well, and never had the courage to do it.’


‘In sporting terms, it was a failure,’ he added. ‘But sometimes success is not always about the final score.’


Thankfully not. Sometimes it takes on a far greater meaning.









‘THE DISTANCE BETWEEN DREAMS AND REALITY IS CALLED ACTION.’
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ALFONSINA STRADA


It’s hard to overstate just how subversive and revolutionary the invention of the bicycle actually was. Suddenly, mobility was improved everywhere, at low cost – certainly lower than owning a horse. But the bicycle also became a symbol of empowerment. One of the earliest British suffragettes, Alice Hawkins, scandalised Leicester and drew attention to her cause by cycling around the centre of town – and doing so while wearing trousers, no less.


It was at around that time that Alfonsina Strada was born into a poor family in central Italy. Her father was a day labourer, her mother a nurse. Accounts vary of how many siblings she actually had, but there is no question that there were many. She was the second oldest and charged with looking after her younger siblings when she wasn’t out in the fields, helping her father.


Outside of that, she spent every spare moment riding her father’s bicycle as best she could. When she was around nine or ten, he brought home an old rusty bike, which, the story goes, he had acquired in exchange for some chickens. It was the happiest day of her life.


She rode that bicycle everywhere and as often as she could. Facts are hazy, but it is said that her family and local villagers frowned upon her enthusiasm for cycling and speed. Even her mother tried to dissuade her from it, while older folk would often cross themselves when she rode by.


Alfonsina entered as many races as she could, sometimes as a girl, sometimes – much to her parents’ displeasure – tucking her hair under a cap and posing as a boy. Her enthusiasm and deep passion for cycling were alien to her family and they were relieved when they married her off to a man named Luigi Strada, who was ten years her elder.


If they hoped that Strada would quell Alfonsina’s obsession with the bike, they were wrong. In fact, it only grew. For he too loved his bicycles, and his wedding present to her was a drop-handlebar racing bike. Her fame quickly grew to the point that, in 1909, Tsar Nicholas II of Russia invited her to Saint Petersburg to compete in a race.


Her dream was to compete in the Giro d’Italia, but despite repeated applications, she was routinely denied. Then, in 1924, there was a dispute between the organisers and the top riders of the day, who demanded to be paid an appearance fee in addition to prize money. The organisers of the Giro were concerned: without the big names, there was the real risk that interest in the race would diminish. As the story goes, they were figuring out how to respond when they noticed the application letter that Alfonsina had sent them every year for the past decade.


A metaphorical lightbulb lit up the room. Let’s have her race. Even if it was just a publicity stunt, it would still generate interest and help offset some of the illustrious absentees.


It’s worth noting that, in 1924, the Giro d’Italia wasn’t what it is today. Bikes weighed more than eighteen kilograms, many stretches of road were unpaved and there were no gears. Still, Alfonsina threw herself into the race with gusto. And, to everyone’s surprise, she completed the first seven stages, covering nearly 2,000 kilometres in the process. (By comparison, the first seven stages of the 2019 Giro covered just over half that . . . and with far better roads and equipment!) She fell repeatedly on the eighth stage, after getting caught in heavy winds and rainstorms between L’Aquila and Perugia. She still made the finish line, but, based on the rules, she should have been disqualified due to the time gap between her and the race leader. But the organisers, taken in by her spirit and determination (and perhaps cognisant that her race had captured the imagination of a nation) allowed her to continue.


She buckled down and finished the Giro, one of just thirty riders – out of the ninety who had started the race – to make it to end of the final stage in Milan. She remains the only woman to have raced in the men’s Giro. And in so doing, she had kickstarted a women’s cycling revolution.









‘SOME OF LIFE’S GREATEST LESSONS ARE LEARNED AT THE WORST OF TIMES AND FROM THE WORST MISTAKES.’
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THE CHRISTMAS TRUCE OF 1914


World War I began in the summer of 1914 and, despite various leaders initially saying the troops would be ‘home by Christmas’, by the autumn this looked increasingly unlikely. It was also clear that this war was unlike any that had hit Europe in the past – particularly for soldiers at the front.


On the one hand, it retained many of the hallmarks of the previous century, with infantrymen in hand-dug trenches, slow and ponderous troop movements and the continual scourge of disease and vermin. On the other, the killing technology had escalated to include chemical warfare, automatic fire and aerial bombardment. War is always horrific, but this one was also dirty, dreary and stressful to a degree not seen before.


Pope Benedict XV called for peace. When his words went unheeded, he asked the quarrelling nations for a Christmas truce, reminding them of the importance of the holiday during what was then an almost entirely Christian conflict. Again, few appeared to heed his plea, but some governments took notice and sent their active duty soldiers care packages.


Today, they seem almost quaint. British soldiers received a pipe, tobacco, cigarettes and a photograph of Queen Mary. Their German counterparts, in addition to the ubiquitous tobacco, received small fir trees, one for every ten infantrymen. Those fir trees would play a critical role in what happened next.


On the morning of 24 December 1914, near Ypres in Flanders (the site of one of the bloodiest battles in the early months of the war, with more than 100,000 casualties), soldiers on each side began singing Christmas carols. Several fir trees, decked out with candles and shiny ornaments, began to appear on the German trenches. The message was: ‘YOU NOT SHOOT/WE NOT SHOOT’. Accounts differ of whether it was shouted or written on a sign, but the essence remained. Shortly thereafter, a lone German soldier climbed out of his trench and, arms raised, made his way into ‘No-Man’s Land’. Allied commanders did not know what to make of this. A few weeks earlier, a German platoon had pretended to surrender, only to lure British soldiers into an ambush, with dozens gunned down by automatic fire.


But then another German emerged, also with his arms raised, and began the slow walk towards the Allied positions. And then another. And then a fourth, and a fifth.


The Allied soldiers were dumbfounded. They stared in disbelief. Until one climbed the wooden ladder out of the trench and made his way, bare-handed, towards the Germans. And then another. And another, all in silence, bar for the occasional hymns audible through the light morning mist of a Flemish winter.


They met, they embraced, and they realised they were all young men with far more in common than they had imagined. They shared the same desire to go home and to stop being pawns in the bellicose fantasies of powerful men in government buildings. But for the accidents of their births, each could have easily been on the other side. They swapped booze for tobacco, chocolate for sausages.


This was an island of normality in the sea of insanity which Europe had become.


And then, from the English trench, a football appeared. This was not an usual sight: it was customary to send balls into No-Man’s Land as a means to signal a military manoeuvre, or the start of an artillery barrage.


But this time, the football was just that: a football.


Helmets and rucksacks formed goalposts. It may have been 11 vs 11 or 13 vs 13: nobody knows, and nobody cares. Just as the score, with hindsight, is irrelevant (although as best we can tell, the Germans won, 3–2).


The truce continued on Christmas Day and for a few days after that. But, slowly, news got back to the higher echelons of the armed forces and the government. Indeed, it made it into the newspapers too, with the Manchester Guardian reporting on it on New Year’s Eve.


The message back to the front was swift and unambiguous: ‘This is war. Fraternising with the enemy in a time of war is treason. And treason is punishable by firing squad.’ The football returned to the mud and frost of the Flemish trenches. And the killing resumed. But the memory of the Christmas Truce and the possibility of a different world endured for those who had the privilege of being a part of it.









‘YOU NEVER LOSE. EITHER YOU WIN OR YOU LEARN.’
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JOHN ELWAY


By the time he was thirty-seven, John Elway had had his share of kicks in the face. And there was a monkey he could not get off his back: his position as the superstar who could not get his team over the line, the champion who excelled but fell at the final hurdle.


It’s an uncomfortable position, straddling the line between winner and loser. It’s especially pernicious because, in sport, the metaphysical is often cherished: the idea of having a ‘strong character’ and a ‘winning mentality’ is like some magic stardust separating the true greats from the also-rans. In Elway’s case, the failures really hurt, because he had so much else going for him.


Tall and strong, he was a standout in both American football and baseball from a young age. He was good-looking, and had the intelligence to attend Stanford, one of the greatest academic universities in the US, while also competing at a high level in both his favoured sports. In his final year at Stanford, after guiding his college football team to a late lead over rival Cal (University of California, Berkley), Elway was on the receiving end of one of the most dramatic and improbable comebacks in history.


Now known simply as ‘the Play’, it featured no fewer than five successful lateral passes for a touchdown on a kick-off return with four seconds left. Anybody who knows even a tiny bit about American football will know how unlikely this is. Compounding the drama was the fact that the Stanford marching band, believing the game was over, had taken to the field, effectively forcing the Cal players to fight their way through them in order to reach the end zone. Elway watched powerless on the sideline as the absurdity unfolded. He would later say it would take him decades to get over ‘the Play’. Many feel it cost him the Heisman Trophy as the top collegiate player in the country.


Still, Elway was chosen number one overall in the NFL draft that year. His reaction to being picked by the Baltimore Colts tells you all you need to know about his character (and why those who would later doubt him were so misguided). He announced he wouldn’t play for the Colts but, instead, would pursue a career in baseball – he had the option of joining the New York Yankees – unless he was traded to a different team. Many felt he wasn’t bluffing, and he got his way, ending up at the Denver Broncos.


Elway was a hit. In the late 1980s he led the Broncos to three Super Bowls in four years. His vision and fearlessness, charisma and intelligence, courage and chutzpah were unmatched. And yet he lost each of those Super Bowls. Nobody dared call him a loser in public, but there was a sense of doubt. Did he fall just short of the line between superstar and legend?


Elway himself wondered what he could do differently, what he could do better. And he knew that, with every year that passed, it would get more difficult. His body, beaten and battle-worn, couldn’t do what it had done previously: not with the same effortlessness, anyway. He had to find a different path.


By 1997, he was thirty-seven years old and recovering from a ruptured biceps tendon in his throwing arm. Denver returned to the Super Bowl against the defending champions, the Green Bay Packers. He wasn’t the Elway of old, and he knew it. But that game would see a critical play that would be remembered as ‘the Helicopter’. It would alter the course of the game and seal Elway’s place in legend.


Denver had driven deep into Green Bay territory, but it was now third down and they needed six yards. The coach called a certain formation, one which Elway didn’t like. As a veteran quarterback, he had the authority to make his own decisions on the fly. Going off-script like this still took courage, but that’s something Elway had plenty of. Rather than dropping back to throw, he took off right after the snap, his old legs churning the turf. As three defenders converged to tackle him, almost everyone expected him to slide, or at least stay low in order to preserve his body from a bone-jangling hit. Instead, Elway jumped in the air, attempting to take them by surprise. He was hit once, then twice, his body horizontal to the ground and swinging through the air like the blades of a chopper. He landed with a thud – and the first down. The world realised that, after so many last-ditch setbacks, this was his time. He was going to make it his time.


The Broncos won the Super Bowl – but it didn’t end there. A year later, Elway returned to the Super Bowl and, once again, led the Broncos to victory. This time, with both the monkey and the pressure off his back, he dominated the game and won the Most Valuable Player award. Just to show ‘the Helicopter’ wasn’t a fluke, he even ran for a touchdown.









‘KILL THEM WITH SUCCESS, BURY THEM WITH A SMILE.’
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DANICA PATRICK


It began the way it does with so many racing car drivers: a ride on a go-kart, usually one belonging to a friend. And suddenly, you’re smitten. If you also happen to be fast – really fast – you start dreaming of how you’re going to fund your passion and continue to improve.


Danica Patrick quickly fell in love with speed. And, as for talent, she had plenty. She was fearless and had a knack for choosing the right angles and making the right choices. She broke speed records at her local raceway in Wisconsin and started to attract attention, the only girl among so many boys. But there was a problem. Karting costs money and, if you’re going to compete at the highest level and travel all over the country, it costs even more money. Her parents, TJ and Bev, were, like many karting parents, well-to-do enough to put their kid on the track – as long as it was local, and as long as it was only once in a while.
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