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            The Meaning of Sport
            

         
 
         1 To be frank, I am in a state of mild terror. I am  sitting at a table in a café in Lisbon, having eaten a pleasant  lunch with a couple of very pleasant crisp, cold beers. The  weather is overcast, cool, easy. This evening, England play  Croatia: if they (should I say we? Definitely not) draw or  win, they continue to the next stage of the tournament.  This is the European Football Championship of 2004. If  Croatia win, they go through, England go out: disgrace,  ignominy, sack the lot, where did it all go wrong? If England  lose, I will have no problem in seeing the ironies, no  problem in sleeping tonight, no problem, absolutely none  at all, in catching an early plane home and getting back to  Suffolk. So why the terror?
         
 
         Lisbon is full of men with very little hair on their heads  and very considerable bellies. They are all wearing England  football shirts, of course. On the whole, they are men I  would cross the M25 to avoid. And yet my chosen life constantly brings me up against them. They care far more  than I do about the result of tonight’s football match. I  might despise them for this, were it not for my own state of  mild terror.
         
 
         So I take out my book and read, closing my mind to the  man who has just ordered ‘Dos beers’, the man with the  peroxide crewcut and his one-legged friend, a frank prosthesis  thrust into a limp trainer. Also drinking dos beers.  Perhaps I should play the part of the exquisite, and drink  Madeira or white port, being in Portugal. Perhaps I am  more like them than I wish to be. Perhaps we all are.
         
 
         The book is the great Portuguese novel: Fernando  Pessoa’s The Book of Disquiet: rambling, brilliant, speculative,  wise, above all, unpredictable. And a phrase grasps me:  ravishes me with its perfection. The more so, since Pessoa  almost certainly wrote the line sitting at a café table in  Lisbon. Perhaps this very one, just down the hill from the  Sé or cathedral; though the table itself, plastic and wobbling,  mars the sense of continuity.
         
 
         ‘The more a man differs from me, the more real he  seems, for he depends that much less on my subjectivity.’A  writer’s remark if ever there was one. And I who read, who  digest, who sip and savour, am in a state of mild terror not  because of what I must see but what I must write. And I  must write not of mild-mannered book-reading Sé-visiting  café-sitters, but of Wayne Rooney and David Beckham,  Michael Owen and Steven Gerrard.
 
         They are not like me, no. I do not possess the intellectual  depth of a Rooney or a Beckham. I cannot compute  the dynamics of the spin and curve and dip of a well-struck football, cannot construct the equations that Beckham has learned and developed and sought to perfect; I cannot work out the probabilities concerned in the collision of human bodies at speed, Rooney’s speciality.
         
 
         Tonight, at the moment the final whistle is blown, I must press a series of keys on this laptop, the one on which I am writing now, and it will, please God, at once fire 700 words to London in an instant of time. These words will, I trust, land at the sports desk of The Times: I will then call and ask if the piece has arrived safe and sound, clean and ungarbled. They will then send it on to the Home News desk, for I am destined for the front page. The match is that important.
         
 
         Well, not important compared to world peace, or a cure for cancer, or the ending of the ecological holocaust. But important because a lot of people care about the result. Perhaps sport matters because it doesn’t matter: a thought I shall return to. It is this factitious importance that has got to me: reduced me this state of mild terror. I would much sooner be in Suffolk than in Lisbon. Ride my horses, play with my children, hug my wife.
 
         I could be there. I could be doing just those things. I don’t have to do this: I don’t have to sit here fretting about the computer cable and the mobile phone and the efficaciousness of the landline and the overwhelming question of exactly what 700 words I shall have written by the time the whistle is blown. I could have insisted on the quiet life, a column or two a week, tablets that descend bi-weekly from my personal Olympus.
         
 
         But I am a chief – note that word, chief – sportswriter. I am chief sportswriter of The Times, and that means that I am the one who will be telling the tale tonight. And I am intoxicated by the thought: tonight, a tale will be enacted, and I am the teller of that tale. Drunk with self-importance. There is a dominance hierarchy thing, yes, of course there is, me being the chief and all. But above all there is the tale.
         
 
         I am a little like Beckham in that he, too, is a slave to the concept of the dominance hierarchy. I too am going to the Estadio da Luz tonight in order to be brilliant and wonderful and ravishing: or at least, to try to be. But I am unlike Beckham in many more ways: that is why he is so real to me, so enthrallingly un-dependent on my subjectivity. Not because I read Pessoa and he presumably does not; not because he can bend a free-kick and I can’t. But because he is the creator of tales, and I am the teller of tales. There is a lifetime of difference here: and with it, enough shame and glory to last a lifetime of words. 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         2 But let us talk of elephants. When I was in Hwange national park in  Zimbabwe, I acquired the habit of visiting a certain waterhole just  before sundown: stopping there for an hour or two to see who passed by.  And mainly it was elephants. Now this waterhole was man-made, or at  least man-managed. Water bubbled up from a pipe into a small concrete  cistern which then overflowed and made a pool about 20 yards across.
         
 
         The females and the young elephants all drank from the pool. Its waters were often opaque: the teenagers would bounce  and frolic in the shallows and stir up the sediment. The bull elephants  would not drink there at all. They would drink only from the cistern,  two or three at a time, a small concrete oblong in which a trio of  trunks sucked and gurgled while the rest waited their turn. The most sought-after  position was right by the pipe: the coolest, freshest water for the  coolest, freshest elephant. To drink there was not only tastier: it said a  great deal about what sort of elephant you were.
         
 
         The  drinks party of females and young was always a riot: I remember one  youngster so excited by all the company that he chased a flock of guinea  fowl – also eager for a drink – round and round like a tiresome little  boy chasing the pigeons in St Mark’s Square. But it was the bulls that fascinated, because there was a mystery about them.
         
 
         What  did it take to drink at the pipe? What sort of an elephant did you have  to be? What were the essential requirements? Size was obviously a help,  along with seniority and size of  tusk. You would see one elephant drinking, and then see another  swaggering out of the bush, and it was completely obvious that the pipe  belonged to the new arrival whenever he wanted it. And he in his turn  would be displaced by yet another, still more gaudy of tusk.
         
 
         Sometimes  the difference was not obvious at all. One elephant would emerge from  the bush and walk up to the elephant drinking at the pipe. The two would  be much of a size. You simply could not guess who would defer to whom.  But it was perfectly obvious to the elephants.
 
         Did they fight? Did they trumpet, did they tussle, did they tusk and gore? Not a bit of it. One looked at the other. And  that was it. Or perhaps for about half a second, he flicked his ears: a  signal. An elephant spreads his ears in order to look more fearsome. It  is a statement of aggression. But the  merest hint, no more. A twitch, a flicker. No need for dramatics. No  actual threat: just an indication of his seriousness of purpose. And in  that instant of flickering the matter was decided; and one elephant  backed down while another did not. No goring and trumpeting: just a  meeting of minds.
         
 
         The reason why one elephant deferred to another  was, then, a mystery. And I have watched this mystery over and over  again in the arenas of sport, and I have never tired of doing so. Sport  is not only – perhaps not at all – an examination of how good you are at running, jumping, controlling  a ball. It is also a matter of who defers to whom. Sport is the most  intensely physical thing that humans do, or do in public, anyway. And  yet the tales we tell are not of bodies but of hearts and minds and  souls.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         3 There is an ancient saying in horseracing: cheap horses know it. When you invest in an aristocratic equine lineage,  you are not just buying speed. You are also buying a sense of  self-worth. At the end of a hard race, some horses will defer to others;  another will assert his will over them all. When you buy the best stock,  you are also buying a high place in the dominance hierarchy.
         
 
         So let us come to the best race I ever saw: the best race, that  is, between humans. It took place in Seoul in 1988. There were eight  people in it, though I noticed only two. Carl Lewis. Ben Johnson. Carl  Lewis wrote about it later on, in his autobiography Inside Track. ‘I couldn’t get away from those yellow eyes. The bastard did it again.’
         
 
         Johnson  ran faster, it seemed, than the human body was designed to go: so much  so that I half-expected his arms and legs to come flying off under the  crazy stress of it all. Or at least the body to break down and leave him  writhing on the red track far below me in that steeply raked stand.
 
         How much faster could he have gone, had he not celebrated,  pierced the sky with his index finger, floated those last two strides  instead of running them? No matter; it is a sporting image burned onto  the retina: one man’s moment of total dominance.
         
 
         And the other.  Lewis, tortured by the thought that Johnson had an illicit advantage,  was beaten before the start. While they were running, I had eyes for no  one but Johnson; but, when I watched the slo-mo afterwards, I could see  that Lewis swivelled his eyes round to Johnson three times. A sprinter  is not supposed to do that. Ever. Especially not a champion. It costs  time: it bursts the bubble of self-regard. But Lewis couldn’t help  himself. He knew he was beaten before he put his feet in the blocks.
 
         Johnson  knew that he would win. I don’t know to what extent the anabolic  steroids and human growth hormone helped his body. But it was blindingly  obvious how much the drugs helped his mind. He knew he was Superman. He  knew he could run faster than a speeding bullet. He knew he had  something that nobody else had. Perhaps if you had given him Smarties and told him they were go-faster pills, he would have run the same impossible 9.79 seconds.
         
 
         It’s not about who you are. It’s about who you think you are.
 
         
             

         
 
         4 For much of my time at The Times, David Miller was chief  sports correspondent; I was a good deal lower in the dominance  hierarchy. David is a magnificent journalist; I always thought I was  rather better. Then in 1985, he covered  the disaster at Heysel Stadium, the occasion on which 37 people were  killed. David extemporised front and back page leads over the telephone  from his seat in the stadium, for this was the pre-laptop era, and did  so without a note. I read the paper the next day rather in the manner  that Carl Lewis was to look at Ben Johnson three years later. The  bastard did it again. I couldn’t beat that.
         
 
         David was and is very  serious about sport, believing in the importance of sport as a social  and moral force. I don’t share this view. For me, sport is a monstrous  triviality that produces stories that people want to hear, that I want  to tell. For me, sport is not moral. Truth is in the performer, in the  performance. Truth is in what sport reveals about the person who does it.  Compared to that, the idea of sport as a moral force seems rather  small.
 
         I do jokes. I made my early impression at The Times  by doing jokes. David, on the whole, does not. Not when writing about  sport. And so I used to maintain that there was only one writer at The Times who was fully serious about sport – and it was not the one that David thought.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         5 Perhaps you are wondering what I did at the  England–Portugal game,  the quarter-final match in the  European Championship. Shall I tell you  how ghastly it was?  But perhaps I have already alienated my readers by  bringing  up the very possibility that covering a big England game for   The Times could have the remotest trace of ghastliness about   it: fancy being paid to go to a football match! An England  game!  Blimey, can I come and carry your bag? Well, let me  tell you what  actually happened that night. Being as free of  self-pity as possible,  of course.
         
 
         I got to the stadium rather more than two hours before   the game: at these major tournaments, you lose your match   accreditation if you fail to collect your ticket an hour and a  half  before kick-off. I hung about. I made phone calls: I  learned that I had  to file 600 words for the front page. They  wanted copy after 90  minutes, ‘on the whistle’. All right  then. So far so easy.
 
         That  is, so long as you are prepared to overlook the  obvious insanity of  asking someone to write the story of a  football match while the match  is still going on. It can be  done, of course, but the drawback is that  you can’t actually  watch the match. Also, you don’t know how the story  ends  until you have actually finished writing it. This makes it   technically rather tricky: the more ambitious you are in your  story-telling, the trickier it gets. And no one wants to read a  kick-by-kick report these days: most readers have already got that sort  of information from television.
         
 
         So I wrote a hymn of praise to  Michael Owen, who scored an early goal for England, further praise for  England’s doughty defence, and then as an after-thought, the fact that  the Portuguese scored a late goal and the match went into extra time. In  other words, the story was based on a false premise: that the Owen goal  was important. It now meant nothing, but it was far too late to  re-write the story. I filed the copy – that is to say, connected the  laptop to the mobile phone, pressed a few buttons and there, bang on the  whistle, the copy was dropping in Wapping. It might not be a true  reflection of a match that was still going on, but hell, it was on time.
 
         My  second brief – the in-the-event-of-a-draw-after-90-minutes brief – was  to write an additional three or four paragraphs the instant I knew the  result. That at least meant that I was able to watch quite a lot of the  football. There was a goal each in extra time, the match went to a  penalty shoot-out: and I wrote and filed the paragraphs on England’s  defeat. That went through first time as well. I was on a roll. I called  the sports desk and told them I had to re-write my Michael Owen piece  from top to bottom, and without Michael Owen, and therefore I couldn’t  write a second piece for the sports pages. OK, fine.
 
         Which gave  me half an hour for 600 words. Everybody in the profession can do that:  it’s no great trick. The variable in the equation is quality, that’s  all. I finished in 25 minutes, and pressed send. It didn’t work. Half a  dozen more tries: no luck. I borrowed a  landline from someone, plugged it in, tried to send. It didn’t go.  Remembered I had to re-configure the computer. Did it. Didn’t work.  Realised that I had done it wrong. Not my long suit, computer technology. Did it right. Copy didn’t go.
         
 
         ‘I must have my landline back.’
 
         ‘All right, all right, one second.’ Tried again. Didn’t work.
 
         ‘I need that landline and I need it now.’
 
         ‘One second.’ I prayed the prayer of EM Forster, and at last the machine responded.
 
         Joy.  Or relief, anyway. Had it not worked, everyone back at Wapping would  have been very sympathetic; and blamed me. I’d have had to dictate to a  copy-taker, and would have missed at least one edition. Still, it went.
 
         And  how horribly unsatisfactory it was. I hadn’t really watched the match,  and I hadn’t written a piece that was anything like pleasing. And now I  had to get back to my hotel. I had a beer with a couple of colleagues: a  deeply gloomy gathering, a depressing tale to tell in circumstances  that made the telling of it almost ludicrously unsatisfying. I  eventually found the metro, and then my hotel. I drank some whisky in an  attempt to compose the mind for slumber. Rang the out-of-hours travel desk and they booked me a flight for the following day.
         
 
         I  slept, woke, went to a press conference, wrote two pieces, went to the  airport, checked in, had a beer, went to the gate, got bumped off the  flight, spent three hours organising a flight for the following day and  another hour finding my bag, which they’d taken off the plane. Got back home on Saturday. Went to Wimbledon Monday morning.
         
 
         It was Kitchener of Khartoum who said, ‘We do not make war as we would like to; we make war as we must.’
 
         
             

         
 
         6 Who invented sport? It would be nice to know, if only to curse him.  Or her: but we’ll talk about sexual dimorphism elsewhere. Where did  sport start, where did it all come from, and who can I blame? All  questions I was inclined to ask as I left my wife and my boys and my  horses and my few Suffolk acres after a heady 24 hours of hugging – it  would, of course, have been nearer 48 had I not been bumped off the  flight and forced to retreat – and headed for the London postal district  of SW19.
         
 
         Sport started less than 200 years ago, with the  Victorian codification of games and the influence of the public schools.  Or if you prefer, sport started a couple of thousand and more years  ago, with the ancient Greeks, with their taste for naked grappling  around orange vases. We’ll talk about sex and the Olympic Games elsewhere  too. Or again, if you prefer, sport began with deep folkloric  traditions: local games, their links with religious rituals, and the overlapping of Christianity with paganism: maybe three thousand years, maybe more.
         
 
         Me,  I am inclined to put the invention of sport a little earlier than any  of the above. I suggest that sport is about 65 million years old. The  invention of sport was the result of the collision of the earth and a  meteor.
 
         That meteor, at the end of  the Cretaceous era, and before the Tertiary – right on what geologists  call the KT Boundary – not only possibilised sport, it also wiped out  the dinosaurs and put the earth through an extended nuclear winter. When  the dust settled – no metaphor this, the literal truth – the mammals  found themselves in pole position to become the dominant large animals  of the planet. And the invention of sport was inevitable from that  moment.
         
 
         Let us zip-pan from the KT Boundary to the Luangwa Valley  in Zambia. I had better tell you about the Luangwa Valley: it is likely  to come up again in this book. The Luangwa is a southern extension of  the Great Rift. It is also a place where a piece of my heart lies, and I  try and go back there reasonably often to see if it is still there. I  spent an extended sabbatical there in 1992, and I have lost count of the  other visits I have made.
 
         The Luangwa River changes its mind and  its course every season. It is not a tame river. There is nothing tame  about the place at all. And I was parked on an abandoned bit of  riverbed, a place where the river no longer flowed: a stretch of sand  and beyond the short sheer cliffs of a Luangwa riverbank. Watching sport.  No humans for miles around, save the two or three in the Toyota Land  Cruiser with me. I was standing behind the driver holding a powerful spotlight, and I had the sporting athletes right in the middle of the beam.
         
 
         Lion.  No, not hunting. Hunting is not sport for a lion: it is a job and a  passion. They were playing. And what they were playing was sport. It was  a group we called the Fubsy Cubs: three  cubs, generally found with two or three adult females, one their mother,  the others either aunties or older sisters. A pride is a female system  with an attendant obstreperous sperm bank.
         
 
         And, when we were  lucky, the Fubsy Cubs did sport for us. They sported themselves. They  played. The games were Scrag Your Brother, Pounce on Your Sister, Stalk  Your Mother’s Tail, and an endless variety and fusion of these three  basic themes. Fighting games, hunting games, roughing  and tumbling games. And it was clearly sport, because it was a  metaphorical version of the real thing. It was pretend hunting and  pretend fighting, just as tennis is a pretend duel and football is a  pretend battle. No one was going to get hurt, save the odd bang. That was  not the idea. The idea was a deeply serious kind of fun. Sport, as I  said.
         
 
         On one occasion, I saw one of the adults initiate play:  rolling over onto her back to grab a passing cub and toss him into the  air. The cub, delighted, landed heavily on a furry chest and batted at  the whiskered face before him with paws like little sledgehammers, then  fell over and was pounced on by brothers. Play is for the young, but not  only for the young. At times of contentment, repletion, safety, adults  too can indulge in sport.
 
         For those lions, sport was fun, and  sport was frivolous. It was also deadly serious: preparation for a  lion’s life ahead, when stalking, pouncing and scragging would become  not sport but survival skills. But during this very young, very safe  time, there was a feeling in the air that sport could also be pursued  for its own sake. It seemed then, to me, as it no doubt seemed to the  lions, that sport was an end in itself.
 
         Young  mammals play. I have never seen shrews play – the earliest mammals were  insect-chasing busy little shrews – but most young mammals will play. I  have never seen reptiles or amphibians or fish play; I have never seen invertebrates at play. Birds: well, I have seen birds behave skittishly.  I have seen jackdaws ride a Ferris wheel of air for no reason other  than their mastery of it. Birds know something about play. But I am  inclined to suggest that sport is a mammalian invention.
         
 
         Sport  goes pretty deep in us. Sport pre-dates humankind by maybe 60 million  years. We have all seen puppies and kittens at play. I have also seen  foals playing: in Newmarket studs, in my own fields, and in the Luangwa  Valley, where horses tend to carry stripes. I have seen elephants at  play (remember those well-chased guinea fowl) and I have seen giraffes  at play. I have seen baboons at play; I have heard monkeys at play on my  roof. I have seen, though alas only on film, whales and dolphins and  chimpanzees and gorillas at play. At sport.
 
         Sport goes deeper than  the mere human in us. Sport goes to the heart of our mammalian selves.  No wonder sport transcends all cultural boundaries; no wonder sport  brings 202 nations together at the Olympic Games. We are not all in sport  together because we are human – we are all in it together because we  are mammals, and our fellow-mammals have been doing sport for 65 million  years. Hardly surprising, then, that sport is part of us. Whether we  like it or not. On, then, to SW19.
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         7 Southfields station, SW19. A walk to the All England Lawn Tennis  Club: about a mile. Merry crowds. Merry touts. The merry queue. Unmerry  me. Scowling at Panamas, scowling at shorts, scowling at cotton blouses.  Scowling at those who speak to me in the tout’s mutter: ‘Buy or sell.  Any tickets.’ Past improvised stalls standing in front gardens that are  demure for 50 weeks of the year, and which now sell sandwiches and  burgers and giant tennis balls and souvenir tee-shirts. There is always  money to be made from cheerful people. Optimism makes a person  vulnerable.
         
 
         I was going to watch Tim Henman. So was almost everybody  else: either on Centre Court, or on the big screen on the area they now  call Henman Hill. Queuing up in order to watch television.
         
 
         And I  was neither cheerful nor optimistic. There is no ducking it: I am no  more like these tennis followers than I am like the football people I  scowled at in Lisbon. I like the tennis people better: they are less  liable to thump you, they send out better vibes, they don’t try to kill  you by song. I walked past the queue and scowled at them all.
 
         I  have been writing about Henman since 1996. That was the year he beat the  number five seed, Yevgeny Kafelnikov, and reached the quarter-finals for  the first time. I have chronicled all his moments of incipient  greatness, and all the disappointments that followed them. I have  watched Henman more often than most of the people who will be cheering  themselves silly and waving flags and acting up with Last Night of the Proms patriotism. I think it probable that I would sooner die than shout ‘Go on Tim!’
         
 
         But  I want him to go on, for all that. Probably more than the Henmaniacs. I  want to see it happen for the time I have invested in watching him. I  want it to happen for the – purely one-sided – affection I have for him.  But, above all, I want it to happen so that I can tell the tale. Tim  Henman, the eternal tease of British sport, has finally delivered.  No. He waited till all faith in him was dead. No. The man who has let  greatness slip from his grasp every summer for nine years yesterday  claimed his own. No. It was precisely now. All those other years of nearly-but-not-quite were but preparation for this moment: and yesterday it came.
         
 
         No,  that’s not right either. But what a story. Federer said afterwards: ‘He  was just too good. There was nothing I could do.’ How could I not want  to tell this tale? I have written so many chapters of Henman’s life. He  deserves – it deserves – I deserve – a big finish. Alas, life is  perfectly capable of continuing without you or I getting what we think  we deserve. For that reason, life, and sport, often seem rather poorly  organised.
 
         
             

         
 
         8 But there is something far more despicable than Henmania. I once  read an interview with some third-rate footballer who said that he hoped  for great things in his life. ‘I don’t intend to become a typical  British loser like Tim Henman.’ So far as I know, the footballer in question has yet to be rated as the fourth finest player in the world.
         
 
         It  is Henman’s sad fate to be regarded as a loser – as something rather  pathetic and hapless and hopeless; as something rather despicable and  spineless and useless. We have absurdly high expectations of Henman; and  still more absurdly, feel that his failure to fulfil our expectations  makes him something to be despised, reviled and spat upon. If we seek to  see Henman plain, then we must look somewhere between the hope and the  despair.
 
         But we don’t seek to see any of our sporting heroes  plain. We prefer to oscillate between undue hope and undue despair. We  relish the fizz of expectation, but we also relish the anger and the  sadness. Henman’s annual tilt at the dragon of SW19 was part of the  rhythm of national life; and so is the dragon’s ultimate inevitable  victory. The hope is something that builds up slowly. Even the atheists  and the agnostics find in themselves a little chink of hope. Some,  almost despite themselves, catch a game, a set, a match: and are  reminded with something of a shock that this tosser, this archetypal  British loser is one hell of a tennis player, capable  of playing with a magisterial coldness. What is more, much more, he can  do that most thrilling thing that tennis players can do: he can find in  moments of greatest trial the greatest of his ability.
         
 
         The acquisition of hope is subtle and cumulative. It is a hope that dare not speak its name: it is a murmuring within:  well, he could, you know; he might; he just bloody well might. And then  once again the nation is united in a long, dark tea-time of the soul: a  five-set agony of nearly-but-not-quite. It  has become a defining point of the summer: the day when Henman gets  knocked out, and in that moment we are forced to abandon hope; in that  moment we despise ourselves for the hope that we guarded within us. But,  more than that, we despise Henman for the crime of allowing us to hope.
         
 
         Henman  is a first-class player. First class of the second class: a crucial  phrase, to which we shall return. John McEnroe, asked why Henman hadn’t  won Wimbledon, said that the problem was that he ‘happened to run into a  god by the name of Pete Sampras’. Sampras is gone, but Roger Federer is  no less god-like. If Henman was ever to win Wimbledon, he had to strike  sometime between god and god.
 
         The time came, too. In 2001,  Sampras was knocked out early, the draw opened up, and Henman was in the  semi-final with only a wild-card entry between him and the final. But  it was not to be. To win Wimbledon you must know how to play tennis, you  must know how to play your opponents, you must know how to play the  crowd, and how to play the Centre Court, which can be the most intimidating arena in sport. But you must also know how to play the rain.
         
 
         And,  in that year, Henman’s semi-final lasted three days, like a cricket  match, and it was the wild card that played the rain better. ‘I don’t  sleep,’ said Goran Ivanisevic. ‘Six o’clock I don’t sleep, seven o’clock  I don’t sleep, eight o’clock I don’t sleep, nine o’clock, I still don’t  sleep. So it is ten o’clock and I get up. Is time for Telly-tubby.’
 
         Henman is not a loser, not in the derogatory sense of the term.  He has won more than 11 million bucks in prize money, and he achieved  that by the cunning ploy of not losing tennis matches. In every Grand  Slam singles tournament there are 127  losers, and 64 of them – half of them – lose in the first round. Henman  has made the last eight at Wimbledon eight times and the last four four  times. That year, 2004, he had already made the last four at the French  Open. This is not the record of a tosser.
         
 
         The fault is not with  Henman. The fault is with those who hope. Henman is but the hopee. He  can’t logically be blamed for the hope people place in him. But sport is  not a logical process. Sport is an area of life in which most of us  feel that we are let off logic, if not thought of any kind.
 
         That  explains something of Henman’s bitterness in recent years. He has surfed  the wave of emotion on the Centre Court too often not to be grateful  for the hope he inspires: but he has also been pained too often by the  fury that comes in disappointment. Henman: the best we’ve had for 70  years. So let’s despise him for not being still better. It’s a hard  thing to deal with: for there is a thumping and overwhelming  contradiction at the heart of the matter. A sporting star is a hero, a  legend and an archetype. But he is also a man.
 
         And so I travelled  from Lisbon to Wimbledon because of the hope that is annually incarnate  in Henman: and I wrote up an almost serene victory in the round of  sixteen, which, alas, was followed by a quarter-final defeat in which  Henman did well to keep humiliation at bay.
 
         Henman had done it again. He had spilled his guts and been despised, as ever. Yet again, he had tried and he had failed.  There is a real nobility in that: in the not giving up, in the belief  that his destiny lies in his annual tryst with the dragon. And if the  dragon always wins: surely that is better than the not fighting.  Certainly, it is better than the sneering.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         9 The first thing I did after the women’s singles final was to call  Simon Worrall. Worrall lived then at West Egg, or possibly East Hampton,  but anyway, on Long Island. You’ve got to write it, I told him. Now.
         
 
         Worrall  and I were at university together. We used to play ferocious games of  psychedelic pingpong, write poems and talk about girls. He too writes  for his living, not poems, and mostly for National Geographic.  Seven years ago, he played a set of tennis against Maria Sharapova. Now  Worrall fancies himself at tennis, not that this makes tennis unique.  Pulverising opponents at tennis is what Worrall does when he is not  writing or chasing girls. And he did a story about the Sharapova family  and got to play a set with Maria, or Masha. And he got walloped.  Hammered. Trashed. Sharapova was ten. He was impressed by the weight of  shot, and the depth and the accuracy and the consistency.  But, above all, he was impressed by the weight of mind. He didn’t win  because she wouldn’t let him. This was Bull Elephant Syndrome: the place  at the pipe goes to the one with the stronger mind. And Worrall, fit,  athletic and strong (back then), was beaten by a ten-year-old girl because her will was stronger.
         
 
         Seven  years on, Sharapova beat Serena Williams and won the Wimbledon singles  title because her will was stronger. We had feared a mismatch, feared  that it would all be one-way traffic: and so it proved. But not the way  we expected.
 
         I had been dyspeptic and grumpy and out of sorts in  SW19, and this girl with waist-length blond hair, playing in a nightie  with a forehand that smashes down doors had charmed me out of the  grumps. It was a story that made the sporting life seem good again.  After telling the tale of England’s inevitable defeat in Portugal and  Henman’s inevitable defeat at Wimbledon, here was this absurdly young  thing with a glorious athlete’s body smashing the crap out of the established way of things.
         
 
         They  say the young have no fear. What nonsense. When I was seventeen, I was  eaten up with fears of every kind. The idea of fearless youth lies  somewhere between impertinence and amnesia. But Sharapova went out there and rewrote the history of her sport. Worrall wrote his piece for The Times, and it was a belter. And I wrote mine. Lost, for a brief moment, in hope.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         10 If I were a football manager and one of my players told me, ‘I see  myself as an artist,’ I would sack him on the spot. Look, son (like  bi-coloured-python-rock-snakes, football managers always talk like  that), I would say. I can see you as an artist if I want to, and that’s  all right. But if you see yourself as an artist, then the art in you is dead. And with it the football.
         
 
         Roger  Federer is an artist. Everybody says it, so it must be true. Everybody,  that is, except Federer. Which makes it all right. Federer is convinced  – erroneously, if you like – that he is a tennis player. That he is an  athlete, a sportsman, a games player, and his job is not creating art,  but winning tennis matches.
 
         And, if I were indeed a football  manager, I would insist on footballers who believe they are footballers  and that their task is to win football matches. Not just because such a  mercenary approach would help me to keep my job, but because, unless  footballers see themselves as footballers,  they have no hope of creating art. I watched Federer win the men’s  singles final and did so in a trance of delight. It was not because I  would go home at last once the match was done, and it was not because  this was an especially wonderful tale to tell. It was something else entirely.
         
 
         If  you watch a lot of sport, you acquire a separate set of values. You  watch with two distinct systems operating at the same time: a new set,  to go along with the one you started with. It is something that takes a  little getting used to. The first, and for the writer, the highest of  these systems, is the tale. Not the excellence but the drama, the  background, the beauty, the sudden shift in momentum, the break in the  pattern; and, with these things, the nature of participants, and the  extent to which they have a meaning for those who will be doing the  reading.
 
         The Wimbledon men’s final of 2001 had all those things: the triumph of Goran Ivanisevic, the wild wild-card entry and Tim Henman’s semi-final conqueror, over five melodramatic sets. You may recall that he kept double-faulting on match point: an afternoon of sweet agonies and tearful joys.
         
 
         It was a wonderful tale to tell, and it fulfilled every possible criterion in the first set of values. It was a wonderful  match to watch, it was a wonderful match to write. It was a great  tennis match, and it had everything. Except, of course, great tennis.
         
 
         Joe Mercer, a former football manager of some renown, once dismissed the 1966 World Cup final as ‘a good spectators’  match’. So it was, and I was a good spectator myself, watching on  television in black and white at the family home in Streatham. The Goran  final was also a good spectators’ match. It was a stirring tale and I did my best to tell it stirringly.
         
 
         But  in 1999, I saw a men’s final that failed on most of the  spectators’-game counts, and it remains in my memory as the finest  tennis match I have ever watched. More: it is one of the greatest  sporting occasions I have been present at. It was a straight-sets win by  a player most people believed was boring.
 
         You acquire rather  rarefied tastes when you take too much sport into your life, in the same  way that too much womanising is supposed to bring out rather  specialised tastes in the womaniser. But there is nothing of perversity  in my delight in that match. It was probably the best three sets of  grass court tennis that have ever been played. But it didn’t touch  people, in the way that Goran final did.
 
         In 1999, Andre Agassi had his year of years. He won two of  the four Grand Slam titles that year and also reached the final at  Wimbledon. He was playing tennis of white-hot perfection, and he  continued to do so in the Wimbledon final. So Sampras did the only thing  possible if he was to win: he went beyond perfection. Agassi played  some of the finest tennis ever played, and it just wasn’t good enough.  It was not a match in which advantage went first one way and then the  other. It was Sampras all the way.
         
 
         Perhaps only someone with my  number of sporting miles on the clock would have rated this game so  highly. Tennis specialists would not have appreciated it in quite the  same way: they love complexity of strategy and versatility of  shot-making. They love what a player can do with a ball: pure tennis, if  you like.
 
         Me, I am a specialist at observing the collision of  wills: and this particular collision has become a jewel in the  collection. Agassi was brilliant: and was comprehensively beaten. But  Sampras did not impose his will on Agassi: that is the point. Agassi did  not cease for a second to play well. Sampras imposed his will on  himself. He forced himself to play better than himself. He took himself  to the level that lies beyond mere perfection.
 
         It was not the most  dramatic tale I have ever told, but it was an afternoon that has  informed all my writing on sport ever since. It was the clearest  possible demonstration of the difference between very, very good – and  great. And, as I seek constantly a good tale to tell, so I seek – almost  for private reasons, for personal rather than public gratification –  greatness. I seek a definition of greatness, I seek an understanding of greatness. I seek, perhaps the highest thing of all,  to write greatness: and write it true. But, above all, I seek to be  where greatness is. That is the greatest thing in the life of a  sportswriter.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         11 But we are artists, too, of course, we sportswriters,  hacks, journos, scribblers, scribes and Pharisees. And no doubt every  sports editor would be right to sack us on the spot should we tell him  that we were artists. Such a claim would destroy the art within us.
         
 
         Still, we go in for artistic tantrums. We do it all the time. The story we have written appears in an insufficiently prominent place in the newspaper; the headline – headlines  are written by the subs back at the office, not by the writers – fails  to reflect the writer’s sense of the story; the story has been too  brutally cut to fit the demands of the space; the words have been  changed.
         
 
         I never read my stuff in the paper any more, say some.  They do such frightful things with my copy. I mean, take this morning  for example… All sports editors are aware that the prime skill of the  job is handling the infinitely fragile personalities of the egomaniacs  they employ.
 
         The humming neuroses of a large gathering of leading  sportswriters is a strange thing to experience. We all live in constant  denial of our neuroses, of course. We like to think of ourselves as a  bunch of tough, robust, effective individuals. We pretend to be relaxed and cool and cynical, especially about our own work. Oh, usual rubbish, we say, when asked what we plan to write, even while wincing inwardly at such blasphemy. It’s a form of politeness among egomaniacs: not to make too loud a claim for oneself.
         
 
         We  all pretend that the nitty-gritty of the job doesn’t really matter too  much to us. If that were the case, why do we all turn up for every  football match at least an hour before kick-off, even when there is no  official requirement to do so? Logistically, we could all manage our  pre-match preparation comfortably in fifteen minutes. But the hour or  more is essential. Our fragile nerves, however well concealed they might  be by our cynical facades, simply could not stand being somewhere else.  I mean, what if something went terribly wrong? We would never arrive at  a restaurant an hour early, no matter how beautiful the woman we were  due to meet.
 
         We do artistic tantrums and we have artistic nerves,  without producing art. But we are artists in the sense that we start  with nothing and end up with something. Creation ab nihilo: a definition of both an artist and God.
         
 
         People have written about the fear of the blank page: today, we journos live in fear of the empty screen, the glowing,  tastefully off-white oblong whose purity is marred only by the winking  of the curser. The curser that says: write something you bastard. Write  now. The never-spoken thought that unites us all is this: what if I can’t  think of something to write? What if I don’t have any ideas? What if  inspiration – if you care to call it that – simply fails to descend? For  some reason, it is not acceptable to ring the office and say: ‘I’m  sorry, I’m just not in the mood.’
         
 
         It was Frank McGhee, former chief sportswriter for the Daily Mirror  – his by-line called him ‘The Voice of Sport’ – who made the remark  that defines our trade and ourselves for all time. ‘If you can’t write a  good piece,’ he said, ‘write a bad one.’They are, after all, the only two  choices available to us.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         12 Roger Federer is not an artist. He is a businessman.  He does not seek to beguile our senses or to make us sigh with  pleasure. He is just a man looking for the best method to win tennis  matches. Yet for some reason this method is sublimely beautiful.
         
 
         Federer  is no more seeking to create beauty when he plays tennis than a cheetah  is trying to create beauty when he pursues a gazelle. Federer is not  seeking to create anything. Like the  cheetah, he is seeking to destroy. His job on Friday was not pleasing  me: it was displeasing Sebastien Grosjean. Tennis is not an art form: it  is a stylised or metaphorical duel. It is the opposition of one will  and another. But, when Federer plays, he creates a strange illusion, that he is creating a spontaneous work of art for our particular delight.
         
 
         I suspect that this is because there is an illusion within the illusion. When Federer becomes the boy with the racket of fire, creating the illusion of art, he also creates an additional  illusion: that his opponent is not, in fact, opposing him. That his  opponent is in fact co-operating with him: conspiring with Federer to  create these patterns of angle and  trajectory, of curves and straight lines, of criss-crossing white-clad  bodies, of singing strings made, at one moment, from cobweb, the next,  piano-wire. It becomes a pas de deux choreographed by Federer,  dancing with a man who is partner, stooge, straight man and butt: a  partner who is cherished, ravished, made much of and humiliated before  our eyes.
         
 
         And it looks so pretty, so devoid of anger, so devoid of  malice, so devoid of intention: it looks as if Federer were trying to  create something pure in a naughty world. And it lifts our spirits as we  watch, even while we see through the illusion and we know that all that  is really (but what is really?) happening is that two millionaires are  hitting a furry ball back and forth, and that one of them has a mouth  that is filled with the bile of frustration.
 
         That was the  semi-final, a rain-soiled master-class. The final was quite different.  Federer did not play terribly well. He was jostled and harried out of  his art by Andy Roddick. Roddick used speed in part because it is a  tactic, and more because the tactic is in sympathy with his own  impatient nature. It half-worked, too. It worked, certainly to the  extent that Roddick did not look for a moment as if he were co-operating  with anybody, least of all Federer.
 
         People are already talking  about Federer as the greatest tennis player of all time. Me, I am a bit  more cautious about greatness. Or perhaps I mean about tenses: perhaps  we are looking at a player who, in a few years, will have become the  greatest player ever. Pete Sampras won Wimbledon seven times, fourteen  Grand Slam titles in all. No doubt he had  greatness in him all along. And perhaps Federer is already great. But he  has yet to achieve great things. He is not yet a serial winner: and so  we cannot say that he has achieved greatness. In sport, greatness surely  requires a sustained oeuvre: a  multiplicity of championships. To call a man great too early is wrong:  and besides, it leaves a writer with nowhere else to go. Greatness  itself should have about it some kind of narrative.
         
 
         Federer may be  moving inexorably towards the Sampras level of greatness – perhaps even  beyond, who knows? If so, I found that rough and disappointing final  more convincing than the artistry of the semi-final. For Federer did not  beat Roddick because of his beautiful hands. He won by means of his  distinctly unbeautiful mind. He won because, of the two, his mind was  the bloodier.
 
         Federer was not able to impose his will on the  match, he was not able to choreograph its steps or compose its music. He  had to go slumming into the sordid parts of himself and come up with a –  by his standards – rather ugly victory. And he took it without apology.
 
         Federer  lost a lot of points, and he lost a lot of points that he should have  won. But he lost very few of the points that he needed to win. That was  the difference; and, in the long term, it is the difference between very  good and great. Tennis is a game in which all points are equal, but  some points are a very great deal more equal than others. Break-point  down on your serve is a different point from 40-love up. Multiply that  by ten for set-point, by ten again for match-point, and by at least  another thousand for championship point in the men’s singles finals at Wimbledon. If you play those points better than everybody else, you are a champion.
         
 
         And  it is what a person requires in order to play those points better that  concerns me. That is where the Bull Elephant Syndrome cuts in.  Concerned, then, I wrote my last piece from SW19. Sharapova and Federer  had filled me with joy and wonder and tales of – incipient – greatness.  But I was on the train to Suffolk.
 
         
             

         
 
         13 Have you heard about the chief sports writer with an inferiority complex? He thought he was just the same as everybody else.
         
 
         When  you are travelling on assignment, you get used to a certain deference:  and that can make the return to domestic life a trifle sticky. You have  grown accustomed to a reasonable amount of respect from your colleagues  back at the office: you grow if not fat, then at least slightly plump on  a diet of praise. Some of it is no doubt sincere, quite a lot of it  certainly is the calculated ego-maintenance of one of the newspaper’s  more expensive assets: but it all slips down pleasantly enough for the  one being praised. You fly business class long-haul, so they call you Mr  Barnes instead of sir and they bring you stuff all the time; and it is  all the more pleasant when you think about all the lesser people at the  back.
 
         It makes life on the road more comfortable: but it is not very helpful in the maintenance of humility, not to say perspective,  not to say sanity. You stay in decent hotels, where you get sirred and  offered room service. You can, if you wish, eat at expensive restaurants  and, if the white wine isn’t chilled to your satisfaction, you can call  the sommelier and tear his ears off. You are an important person, are  you not? You won’t find anyone to give an argument.
         
 
         And  then you get home, dead tired but rather pleased with yourself (‘you’ve  murdered the opposition’), and you expect the same kind of deference.  Instead, you are required to look after the children, cook the supper,  go to the supermarket, generally muck in and – imagine this – consider  other people. Other people! The mind reels at the prospect. And you find  that you are now slightly behind the pace in terms of family culture:  there are running jokes you don’t know; there are horror stories you  were not a part of, you aren’t quite sure where everything goes any  more, and there is a new device and you don’t know how it works and you  have to ask, and someone has a new craze and you haven’t a clue what it  means, and you love them all very much and would someone please bring me  a cold beer and a sandwich while I lie down on the sofa and watch sport  on the telly, because I am tired, jet-lagged and important.
 
         ‘It’s  that word chief,’ a colleague once said to me. ‘That’s what does it.’ It  becomes an addiction. You love being the chief: and, equal and opposite,  you are terrified that someone else might become the chief. Like all monarchs.
         
 
         For  some, chiefdom takes the form of a mania: you simply have to be present  at every major sporting event that takes place anywhere in the world.  Partly because you feel that it won’t  really have happened if you weren’t there, and partly because you don’t  want anyone else to be there instead. You don’t want someone else to  write the story for you. I mean, damn it all, he might do it well. He  might even – impossible thought – do it better than you. Or people,  being foolish, might have the extraordinary illusion that he had done  so; and could you really risk that happening?
         
 
         At  the World Cup in Japan, three of my fellow-chiefs flew from Japan to  Memphis for the world heavyweight title fight between Lennox Lewis and  Mike Tyson. And back. One went for a week, and covered the whole arc of  the story. Two others flew in for the fight, watched it through mad,  glazed eyes, wrote their tales and leapt straight back on the plane – or  series of planes – to get back to Japan in time for the next England  footy match. Me, I wouldn’t have crossed the road to watch it: but I  have a problem with boxing. This is a problem I was forced to confront,  once again, a few weeks after Wimbledon had finished.
 
         The thing  about all this travelling, all this I-must-be-there stuff, is that it  changes the way you understand life. Gavin Lyall, the excellent thriller  writer, often has tough but dysfunctional pilots as his heroes. One of  these muses about the way that, for a pilot, ‘up there’ can become ‘up  here’. Life on the ground becomes meaningless, transitory,  unsatisfactory, altogether unconvincing. That, I suspect, is what  happens to chiefs who cover their sports not wisely but too well.
 
         Not just chiefs, of course. There is also the phenomenon of the doyen. You find him more often as a specialist: a single-sport expert who knows everybody, has seen everything  and who becomes – or at least sees himself as – a kind of moral arbiter  of his sport. Such people carry themselves in a different way: they  expect deference not only from stewardesses but from their colleagues  and for that matter, from the players. They matter more than the players;  just as much as the critic matters more than the novelist.
         
 
         I remember talking to Brian Glanville, a doyen malgré  soi: ‘I am just another toiler in the vineyard.’ He rejected, almost  fearfully, the idea that he was a doyen, and spoke of doyens he had  known, explaining why he was quite different. ‘There’s something we used to say about such people in the 50s,’ he said. ‘They think it’s all real.’
         
 
         I  like the ambiguity there. It’s not clear whether they think that the  concerns of their chosen sport are real, or that the act of writing  about sport for a newspaper is real. Perhaps both. But it is quite clear  that, the more real you think it is, the less you qualify as a human  being. And therefore as a teller of tales.
         
 
         This  feeling of ‘up here’ helps to explain why it is so easy to get the  bends when you surface from assignment to domestic life. My wife has the  policy of treating me like an agreeable but rather difficult lunatic:  expecting little, employing a degree of detachment that seems to make  things work.
 
         But then I came to chiefdom quiet late in life, and I  did my mad obsessive travelling before we had children. These two things  make for comparative sanity. These days I travel because I must – but  what does ‘must’ mean? I returned home out of love. Joy it was, too: I drank champagne. Hugged wife and boys. Got ready for the Olympic Games. Because I must.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         14 But my horses treated me as usual. With the same mixture of  affection and indifference that so fascinates the horseman. I schooled  my young horse on the ground, goal-orientated, and I rode my old mare out, free and goalless, and it was all good.
         
 
         I don’t compete. I used to compete: eventing, cross-country,  showjumping, even a spot of dressage. Loved it. No special urge to  compete now. I always explain that this is because I have enough stress  in my professional life, and perhaps that’s true. But perhaps it’s a bit  glib.
         
 
         I don’t want to compete. I like to work with my horses at  home, without anyone getting in the way. I am – well, I’m not bad, as a  horseman. I’m pretty competent. The best thing about me is that I don’t  get tight and stressed at difficult  moments. I am quiet. I can impart a sense of relaxation to a horse: I  can be a tension-killer. If a horse spooks at a rolling paper bag, I  will laugh and pat, not grip extra tight and wallop. It’s OK, be cool.  And mostly, the horse is cool. To my quiet satisfaction.
         
 
         I am  tempted to go on from here and tell you all about my horsemanly skills.  Fill the whole book up with my horsey adventures. Plain brown wrapper  stuff. I want to do this is because, in some ways, I am more proud of my  abilities as a horseman than I am of my  abilities as a writer. And yet I have no illusions about my level of  skills with horses: no chiefly illusions of genius, no ego buttressed by  horsemanly awards.
         
 
         My out-of-proportion delight in my own skills  as a horseman is, I think, something to do with fear. I have known fear  with horses, many times. The stuff any horse-person  does with any horse on a daily basis is potentially lethal. The  difference between a horse and a dog or a cat or a goldfish is that the  horse can kill you. And I have picked up my injuries. Working with a  young horse is particularly dangerous, because neither you nor the young  horse knows precisely what it is going to do. A young horse has no  framework to his life, no set patterns, no rails to run on: that is  precisely what the process of training is trying to give him. One moment  all is well; the next, you have a horse performing handstands.
         
 
         In  other words, I have to be brave. Ever so slightly brave every day, and  quite seriously brave on certain days when things with a young horse get  slightly, or more than slightly out of  control. As a result, I have to face up to moments of funk. And say:  all right, if you don’t want to do it, don’t do it. You can always give  up. And you answer: well, I do want to do it, but I am quite seriously  frightened. That’s quite an interesting state to be in: to be really  quite frightened of something that you  know you are actually going to go on and do. Physically frightened, I  mean. It’s not like being frightened of public speaking (which I am, of  course). I am talking here about being afraid that you might break your  collar-bone, or your back, or your skull. And then doing the thing that you feared might bring this about. Interesting, as I say.
         
 
         Experiencing  physical fear is a big thing for anybody. One of the reasons why I feel  a need to write about it here is because I am well aware that I am  regarded as the great coward of the sporting round. I have it on good  authority: ‘You’re a nice boy, Simon, but your trouble is you’re a  fucking coward.’Words of Hugh McIlvanny of the Sunday Times, and who am I to argue with such a man?
         
 
         At  the heart of my reputation for cowardice is my dislike of boxing. And I  was to be brought right back to boxing in a little over a week’s time.  At least I could do so without fearing I might break my neck.
 
         
             

         
 
         15 At the Olympic Games, the two things that worry you most are the  nature of your cell and the efficiency of the transport. When I arrived  in Athens for the Olympic Games of 2004, it took three hours to get from  the airport to the media village, not a good sign. Especially as my  cell wasn’t in the media village. It was in something called Iaso 2. I  was by no means sanguine about this. In Sydney, we had stayed at a hotel  that served me a fat boiled egg and Vegemite toast for breakfast, and  it had had a nice little bar on the top floor where I could drink  Cascade beer at the end of the day. And now here, in Athens, I had a  great desire, not for luxury, but for comfort. To be comforted, in times  of exhaustion and stress.
         
 
         I was  dropped somewhere distinctly unpromising: a maternity hospital. I asked a  couple of people where to go: no one knew. It would have been a great  help had I known then that Iaso was a daughter of Ascelpius, the Greek  god of medicine. After half an hour – very amusing it is, walking round  and round the same place with the temperature in the high 80s while  carrying two bags, one full of laptop and the other full of clean shirts  and modern Greek literature, all the time having no idea whatsoever  where you are going, and finding no one at all with any idea about  anything to do with what you are trying to do – I found out where to go.  Which was, yes, the maternity hospital.
         
 
         Please don’t think I exaggerate for effect. It was not a former maternity hospital. It was not going to be a maternity  hospital as soon as the Olympic Games had finished. It was a working  maternity hospital: a lobby filled with gravid women, while outside its  doors men desperately sucked life from cigarettes while the floor was  crossed and recrossed by doctors strutting about like film stars. I had  already been in twice and given up, as this obviously was the Wrong  Place.
         
 
         But it wasn’t. Around a couple of turns of corridor, there was a nice Greek student dressed as a Games volunteer,  and after various complications, we established that, against all logic  – this in the country that invented logic, logic being of course a  Greek word – I had a cell on the upper floor. I was shown around by a  concierge lady in a lemon yellow nursey-uniform.
         
 
         It was a cell of very decent size, with a viciously shiny floor that was to lay me out a couple of days later. There was  a panic button in the shower, handles for levering myself on and off  the bog, and the bed was high off the ground and on wheels. It could be  raised, lowered and tilted into whatever conformation I thought  necessary. The only concession they had made to its non-maternal use was  to take away the stirrups.
         
 
         The window was large and looked out  over the Olympic complex. I could see swift: good start. There was no  desk, but the phone went almost immediately and I was asked to write  1,500 words on why the Olympic Games are sexy. I moved a cushion from  the sofa, and placed my laptop on the coffee table, to make myself a  sort of Zen prayer-desk to work at. It would do very nicely.
 
         I  unpacked, a luxury you can afford at the Olympic Games, when you are not  always off somewhere else the next day. And you know something? I had  changed my method. Plenty of books, yes. I had brought a small immersion heater, a mug and a box of rooibos teabags. I was pretty self-sufficient. You will get the impression, then, that a base is important. If you can make some sort of accommodation with your accommodation, the story begins to look a great deal more writable. I could, I thought, write here.
         
 
         The new bit of methodology was a Walkman with speakers.  I used always to travel with a Walkman, but then I got fed up with  having the sound forever and inescapably dinning into my ears. It made  me feel claustrophobic. More and more things do. One of these days I  will refuse to get on a flight because I don’t have an aisle seat. I  explained this latest neurosis to a friend, who told me to get a pair of  silly little speakers. The day before I left, I bought the whole lot, Walkman  and speakers and all, for seventeen quid, a fact that quite doubled my  delight. I had a wallet filled with favourite music, and so I tried it  out. At full volume, the Goldberg Variations whispered over the ice-rink  floor. But I didn’t want anyone to shout, least of all Bach.
         
 
         Tentatively,  I began to wonder if the bizarre nature of my cell was not in itself a  pleasure. A stimulus. But it was time to parturiate: time to give birth  to my first piece from Athens. Sexy indeed.
 
         
             

         
 
         16 One thing that sex and sport have in common is that stupid people like them both. One important difference is that clever people can enjoy sex – and can say that they enjoy sex – without forfeiting their right to be considered clever. However, a clever person who claims to enjoy sport will be considered less clever as a result.
         
 
         I  remember reading a newspaper piece on what people watch on  television. AS Byatt was invited to comment: ‘I’m an intellectual and  obviously – except for the odd thing on BBC4 – the BBC doesn’t cater for  intellectuals. The only things I really watch are sport and 24-hour  digital news. Everything else is too slow: telling you things you  already know.’
 
         This was a knowingly brave and challenging thing  to say. True, Byatt’s reputation for cleverness meant that she could get  away with this without being thought less of. I suspect she enjoyed the  tease: because not liking sport is seen by many as prima facie evidence for being an intellectual.
         
 
         If  you claim to like sport, you are knowingly stepping away from the  intellectual side of life. That is one of the reasons why politicians  always claim to be football fans: it makes them seem like good ordinary  people. We don’t want to be governed by anybody too clever, now do we? So  Tony Blair has always claimed to be a fervid fan of his beloved –  crucial cliché – Newcastle. The story is that Blair talked about sitting  behind the goal to watch the great Jackie Millburn; Blair is too young  to have seen Milburn and, anyway, there were no seats behind the goal at  that time. Blair denies this story, and claims that it is an urban  myth. But the story does at least illustrate the importance of sporting  credentials for anyone who doesn’t wish to be seen as a stand-offish  intellectual.
 
         All people in public life who have a taste for  sport know that this will affect their intellectual credibility, but  that it will also make them more loveable, more like the  not-particularly-clever rest. If you want to set yourself up as really  clever, however, it is very important to despise sport. There are the  arties and the hearties: and the twain must never meet. This is an  antithesis summed up for all time in Brideshead Revisited, when, after a long and lovely lunch, Anthony Blanche seizes a megaphone and ‘in languishing tones recited passages from The Waste Land  to the sweatered and muffled throng on their way to the river: “I  Tiresias, have foresuffered all,” he sobbed to them from the Venetian  arches.’
         
 
         The hearties later dunk Blanche in a fountain – ‘nothing could give me keener pleasure than to be manhandled by you meaty boys’ – to demonstrate the mutual loathing that exists between those who like sport and those who like art.
         
 
         It  does not take any great intellectual acuity to see that this position  is absurd. It is as idiotic to dismiss sport as a concern solely of the  stupid as it would be to do the same thing with sex. But then sex has  always been an intellectual concern. In the early decades of the 20th  century, to write about sex with shattering frankness was essential to  one’s intellectual credibility. When a true modernist wrote, nothing  was comprehensible except the four-letter words. Bloom tossed off on  the beach, Molly gloated that she had been fucked yes and damn well  fucked too, while Mellors told his employer’s wife that she was the best  bit o’ cunt left on earth and showed her some very inventive ideas  about flower arrangement.
         
 
         Sex is intellectually respectable,  sport is not. We lack the scene in which Mellors tells Lady Chatterley  about the 4-4-2 system. This is, of course, a very British thing;  perhaps I mean a very English thing. In places other than England, an  intellectual can like football without forfeiting claims to be an  intellectual. Thrill, then, to this collection of renaissance  goalkeepers: Albert Camus, Vladimir Nabokov, Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Julio  Iglesias, Che Guevara and Pope John Paul II. Note that none of them is  English.
 
         It was, of course, Camus who said, ‘For, after many years  in which the world has afforded me many experiences, what I most surely  know in the long run about morality and the obligations of men, I owe  to sport.’ (It was, inevitably, Brian Glanville who brought the essay  that contains this line to our attention.)  No English philosopher would say such a thing without a layers-deep  coating of protective irony. But Camus said it, and said it plain. Note  that ‘most surely’. Sport, it seems, does not deal in subtleties and  ambiguities when it comes to morality and obligation. Perhaps sport can  only bring us subtlety when it comes to execution. But subtle or not,  Camus thought sport was a big thing, a thing that somehow mattered. And  he was of course, clever. But not English.
         
 
         I am English, and I  like sport. I write about sport for my living. Therefore, I am stupid;  or at best not terribly clever, and will only look silly if I pretend to  be clever. Unfortunately, I don’t accept that. I don’t accept the limitations  that a liking for sport condemns me to. I do things like reading books.  Obviously, I can’t do this because I understand them, still less  because I enjoy them. I can only be doing it for the sake of showing  off.
         
 
         Like most people, I have a wide range of cultural references. When I write about sport, I sweep them up without apology: references to the Modesty Blaise books, references to ’Allo ’Allo (of which more later), references to, perhaps, The Waste Land.
         
 
         As a writer about sport I am not entitled to read The Waste Land, still less to refer to it. The idea of referring to Eliot and football in the same piece is, to some, by definition hilarious. Am I beginning to sound bitter here? Worse, a little shrill?
         
 
         You’re right: I am not entirely balanced about my regular appearances in Private Eye’s Pseud’s Corner. My feeling is that this magazine consistently confuses pseudo-intellectual with  intellectual. But I will not have my agenda set by the mockers. No. I  write about what I see and what I understand, the way I see it, the way I  understand it. I shall continue to write as if sport, like sex, were  worth the time of an intelligent person. I would see any other option as  a failing of courage.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         17 It wasn’t Joyce or Eliot or even Waugh that got me into trouble in  Germany. It was a thoughtful and deeply intellectual  (pseudo-intellectual, if you prefer) reference to ’Allo ’Allo. Being an intellectual like AS Byatt, I only watch television for sport and ’Allo ’Allo. And a few years ago, I had to write a piece about Michael Schumacher, and why the English hate him.
         
 
         I  wrote with a light touch, keeping the ironies decently organised. I  said that Schumacher represented for the English a traditional comic  bogeyman, national archetype and pantomime villain. He was, I said, like  Herr Flick, the Gestapo officer in, yes, ’Allo ’Allo. But perhaps you are less of an intellectual than me, and you don’t watch ’Allo ’Allo;  in which case I must tell you that Herr Flick is the one who always  wears a leather coat, never takes his gloves off even when smoking a  cigarette, and says things like: ‘You may kiss me if you vish, Helga.’  (‘I vood razzer not.’)
         
 
         Next thing I knew, I had a telephone call from a German lady. Apparently it was all over the papers in Germany: The Times says that Michael Schumacher is like a Gestapo officer.  I found myself in the ludicrous position of trying to explain English  seaside-postcard humour to a German. ‘Well, it’s a comedy about the  French resistance.’ Explaining ‘comedy’ was hard enough. It got harder  when I mentioned the war.
         
 
         Actually, the German lady was delightful  and clever and almost, I think, understood. I tried to explain that  Hitler was a stock comic character for Englishmen and tried to explain  about Fawlty Towers. The idea of Hitler and the funny walk was, of  course, completely baffling. I tried to explain that there was a  jocular element to the English dislike of Schumacher, and that the  English see a huge comic element in Hitler and the Nazis. A couple of  years later, Prince Harry was in trouble for dressing up in Nazi uniform  for a party. Harry was at a loss as to how anybody could be under the  impression that the Nazis weren’t a joke.
         
 
         And I wondered then if  this wasn’t something to do with the reason why extreme political  movements have never really gone down big with the British. We too easily  see the funny side of it. God defend us all, then, from the conspiracy  of the humourless. PG Wodehouse himself was a victim of this conspiracy:  disgraced and vilified for an error of judgment; that is to say, he  spoke of trivialities on German radio in wartime. People said that made  him a traitor: a fascist sympathiser. But Bertie Wooster said it all  when he addressed Sir Roderick Spode, a character in The Code of the Woosters, based unapologetically on Sir Oswald Moseley, founder of the British Fascist Union.
         
 
         Spode is the leader of k Shorts. But Bertie tells him: ‘It’s about time that some public-spirited person came along and  told you where you got off. The trouble with you, Spode, is that just  because you have succeeded in inducing a handful of halfwits to  disfigure the London scene by going about in black shorts, you think  you’re someone. You hear them shouting “Heil Spode” and you imagine it is  the Voice of the People. That is where you make your bloomer. What the  Voice of the People is saying is: “Look at that frightful ass Spode  swanking about in footer bags! Did you ever in your puff see such a  perfect perisher?”’
         
 
         God, as I believe I said before, defend us from the humourless.
 
         
             

         
 
         18 If you write on more than one sport for your living,  you need to find a formula for answering the question everyone asks:  which sport do you like best? This never seems to be a question with a  simple answer. For a start, there are at least three ways in which you  can enjoy a sport: by doing it, by watching it, by writing about it. And  within these categories, there are complex sub-categories: you can  watch out of loyalty; you can watch for the pure love of seeing one will  against another; you can watch in search of narrative; you can watch in  search of mythic resonance; you can watch in search of beauty. My grandmother,  an amateur silversmith, used to sit at the window to watch the football  being played in King’s Heath Park in Birmingham: ‘Because it’s so  pretty.’
         
 
         My stock answer to this overwhelming question is based on the attorney in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, who, stoned on – so far as I remember – acid, mescaline, ether and booze, claimed mendaciously to be a professional motorcycle  racer. He is asked which team he rides for. After a moment’s pause, he  answers: ‘The really big fuckers.’ He then produces a knife and asks –  did I say he was in a lift or elevator? – ‘Anyone want to get cut?’
         
 
         Well,  when it comes to watching sport, and when it comes to writing about  sport, I like the really big fuckers. These come in two categories, but  with a huge overlap, like a Venn diagram in which the area in common is  at least as big as the area unshared. One category comprises events that  are big because they matter hugely to the people  who are playing, and the other comprises events that are big because  they matter hugely to the people who are watching. Or more importantly,  to the people who are reading.
         
 
         The Olympic Games is big: a feast  of really big fuckers. Back in Barcelona, in 1992, I had a revelation. A  lot of the venues were grouped around Montjuic, and there was a media  bus service that made a perpetual Dante-esque circle around this  mountain-top, stopping at each sporting destination  as it went. I was on this bus, commuting, perhaps, from the judo to the  pingpong via the Greco-Roman wrestling, when I realised that I could  get off the bus at any point, walk into any hall or onto any sports  field, and witness the most important day in somebody’s life: the few  minutes for which all his previous life had been a preparation. These events matter hugely to the participants, and also to a huge number of spectators and/or readers, but they don’t necessarily matter to the people I was writing for.
         
 
         I find that aspect of the Olympic Games enthralling. That and the size of it. I remember when David Chappell, then The Times  sports editor, made his landfall at the main press centre in Sydney:  roughly speaking, an aircraft hangar full of thousands – no exaggeration  – of desks, phone, televisions, and  endless yards of pigeon-holes awaiting the arrival of endless pieces of  paper. And on the next floor all the offices of all the agencies and  large news organisations; and then the offices of the media people from  most of the national Olympic Committees; also mysterious places that  were the domain of the photographers. There were something  like 10,000 officially accredited journalists in Sydney: ‘I knew the  Olympics was big,’ Chappell muttered, a man not easily awed. ‘I didn’t  realise it was this big.’
         
 
         Of course he didn’t. Nobody does. Most  of us see the Olympic Games through the keyhole of television. We see the  events in which there are local heroes, local medal hopes. In Britain,  we never see the handball, the pingpong, the taekwando, the football,  the rhythmic gymnastics, the synchronised swimming; yet all those events  are contested and followed and written about and read about with as  much commitment and passion as the British had for Steve Redgrave’s  finest hour.
 
         There are so many things that matter in the Olympic  Games: so much so that the form in which the mattering takes place  becomes irrelevant. We are drawn to the mattering itself by an irresistible force. An audience of 5.9 million stayed up to watch Rhona Martin lead a British team to an  Olympic medal… in curling. It wasn’t the curling we stayed up to  watch, it was the Olympic Games. It was not the action that made us  watch, it was the mattering. In backgammon, the money you bet is  adjusted by the turning of the doubling cube. At the Olympic Games, the  cube turns again and again: two, four, eight, sixteen. Every final takes  us to 64 and then beyond, as if the stakes were determined  by a phantasmagorical cube with an endless number of faces, which turns  at the very essence of it all to show the face that reads infinity. You  ask Redgrave, you ask Ben Johnson. It is the mattering itself that  matters.
         
 
         All sports represent the collision of wills: people or teams who want the same thing and have to cause somebody  pain in order to get it. The more it matters to the athletes, the more  vivid the experience is for the spectator, and for the writer. And, if  the writer gets it right, for the reader. That’s the idea, anyway. The  essence of the Olympic Games is that it demands that the writer should  also be in Olympic form: the form of his life, writing things that  matter more than anything else he has ever written in his life.
         
 
         There  has already been plenty of natural history in these notes so far, and  there will be more to come. And here is what the Olympic Games is all  about: biodiversity. At the World Cup, the event to which the Games is  often compared, you have 32 nations,  one sport and one sex: it is a monoculture, a horizon-to-horizon prairie  that provides us with a single crop. At the Games there are 202  nations, 29 sports and, best of all, two sexes. There are more ways of  mattering here than you find anywhere else in the world outside the  rainforest. Naturally, I wanted to capture the individual species and name them. But more than that: I wanted to capture the immensity.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         19 And still the Games hadn’t started. It was a nice evening, and  there was no sport, not yet. We could have a mild treat, could we not? So  four of us travelled into town from the Olympic complex to eat. We had  just arrived in Monastiraki when David Chappell’s phone went. He had to  leave us: a big story had broken: two Greek athletes had dodged a drugs  test and gone missing. I arrived at the restaurant with Jenny MacArthur,  equestrian correspondent, and Jeremy Whittle, cycling correspondent. They were to monopolise the conversation throughout the meal.
         
 
         That’s  because my phone went, and I was asked to supply 800 words of comment  on the scandal of the Greek athletes. How amusing: to produce 800 words  in 45 minutes about two people, only one of whom you have heard of,  neither of whose names you can spell, and about whom you know almost  nothing. I borrowed a pen from Jenny and some paper from Andrew Longmore  of the Sunday Times, now of the Independent on Sunday,  who happened to be in the same restaurant. I then did a bit of frenzied  scribbling, taking occasional distracted slurps of wine and forkfuls of  what might have been nice food.
         
 
         I then went into the street to  dictate these words to a copy-taker, and discovered that I could  actually see what I had written if I stood in the light of a shop  doorway opposite the restaurant. So I read  the stuff, complete with punctuation, spelling out the Greek names  letter by letter, wondering why whatever you have written sounds so  horribly lame when read out in this painstaking manner. The piece was a  comment on what such a scandal means to a host country and it was –  well, it was on time. And I was, naturally, briefly shattered by the  sudden outpouring of energy. It’s not a hard thing to do – though doing  it well is hard, as I have said – but it’s always a bit on the briefly  shattering side.
         
 
         I got back to the table, offered apologies and  received wine and stared out in a glazed sort of a way. The headwaitress  walked between me and the lit shop window. She was a little under six  feet, gracile, graceful, beautiful and wearing an asymmetric skirt that  was at once rendered transparent by the light behind her. It was a  vision of pure and blinding beauty.
 
         She was James Joyce’s bird  girl, the long-legged wading beauty that Stephen Dedalus saw as he  walked along the beach, seeing his own future as an artist: ‘When she  felt his presence and the worship of his eyes her eyes turned to him in  quiet sufferance of his gaze, without shame or wantonness… – Heavenly  God, cried Stephen’s soul, in an outburst of profane joy.’ And like  Stephen, I was touched to my soul by this piercing vision of perfect  loveliness.
 
         There was no need, and for that matter, no inclination  to do anything about this: to try a chat-up, make a pass, all the  routine of seduction. It was nothing to do with her: it was all to do  with me. It was a revelation of beauty: and I, to whom it had been  revealed, found in it great joy and wondered very deeply what it meant.
         
 
         I  am still wondering. But I think it meant that sport and sporting  journalism do not truly matter. They only seem to do so when you are  tightrope-writing your way to a humorously  close deadline. Neither sport nor newspapers matter much compared to  beauty. A man looks on a beautiful woman. That matters. Sport is only  about life. Beauty is life.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         20 Beauty, immensity. There were 10,000 journalists in Athens, as I have said. If you like, 10,000 artists, all trying to grapple with beauty and immensity. Certainly, people  whose daily task was to start with nothing and, by means of some kind  of relationship with beauty and immensity, to end with something. But,  like footballers and Roger Federer, all journos know that as soon as we  claim to be artists we fail. We have to understand that the things we  create are doomed. What we write has a brief moment of life between its  preliminary nothing and its ultimate destiny at the bottom of the  cat-tray. A piece of journalism is a bubble, floating in the air, perhaps to blow away unseen, perhaps to provoke a crow of delight: before it pops.
         
 
         Ezra  Pound had it right. Literature, he said, is news that stays news.  Bloom’s defecation in the crazy jakes is still news 100 years (to the  year) after Bloomsday: my few hundred  words about the perfect beauty of Svetlana Khorkina, the Olympic gymnast  have long since gone – shredded, I always hope, to create bedding for  racehorses: a marvellous and fitting  end. What we write in a hurry is read in a hurry and forgotten in a  hurry. Our work, like certain adult, sexual forms of insect, has a life  of a few hours. Our only aim – our only possible aim – is to make them  good and fertile hours. The only way to  make them good is by sowing a seed in the reader’s mind. Like the  athletes we write about, we must labour as if the work we did were the  most important thing in the history of  the world; and do so in the sure and certain knowledge that it is  nothing of the kind. Our lives depend on that contradiction. If we  cannot master both halves of it, then we are worth even less.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         21 The first time I rode a competitive round of showjumping, I  entered the ring, saluted the judges, cantered a wary circle and then  leapt the first jump. Rather impressively, to my mind. Bong! The bell  sounded at once for my elimination. I had neglected to ride through the  start. I was very miffed about this at the time. I had made a three-hour  journey to get there – I was living in Hong Kong at the time, and had  travelled from my home on Lamma Island to the furthest reaches of the  New Territories – suffered the most  desperate agonies of nerves, and all for this. I thought it unfair. I  thought I should have been allowed to compete. I thought someone really  should have explained the protocol to me.
         
 
         I now see that I was wrong on both counts. It was my own responsibility to learn the rules, and the judges were right  to stick by them. This is not from rule-worship – a sad affliction, most  frequently found among golfers – but because sport is by definition an  artificial situation. The freedoms of real life are inappropriate here.  Football is impossible if the ball and the players do not stay on the  pitch. You can express yourself freely only within the confines  of the rules and the white lines. The rules need to be applied in order  to stress the seriousness of the whole thing. If we did not do so, we  might come to the conclusion that sport wasn’t serious at all, and that  would never do. Sport must pretend to a seriousness that it doesn’t  actually possess, if it is to exist at all.
         
 
         Which  brings me to the Olympic three-day event. (I must say that for someone  with occasional pretensions to being an intellectual, I have picked the  worst possible pursuits in my life. Birdwatching, horses, sport – not  entirely convincing, I think.) It was, alas, a deeply flawed  competition. A three-day event takes in three phases of action: dressage  first, showjumping last and, in the middle, the hardest of the three:  the cross-country, the gallop over a series of fiendishly difficult  obstacles. The trouble was that in Athens the fearsome obstacles weren’t  fearsome at all. They did not separate the good from the less good. They  lumped the whole field together as average. It was too easy. The  Olympics is supposed to be the best against the best: the ultimate  thing. And this wasn’t. The three-day event became, in effect, a  showjumping competition.
 
         Which meant that Bettina Hoy of Germany  won it. It was then noted that she had done the exact opposite of what I  did all those years ago. She had gone through the start twice. Her round should have been timed from when she first started: instead, the clock was stopped and restarted.  This was incorrect procedure. After protests, Hoy was stripped of her  gold, Leslie Law won the individual gold medal and Great Britain took  the team silver behind France. Heartbreak, anger, bitterness,  embarrassment: not the way we would wish to win a gold medal, the Brits  all said. Humph, I said. You win things by being better than your  opponents. That includes making fewer mistakes. Hoy made an error; Law  didn’t. That’s sport. Sport is cruel. Many children learn that in the  Pony Club; I learned it in the showjumping ring of the Royal Hong Kong  Jockey Club; Hoy learned it at the Olympic Games. Of course sport’s  cruel. What on earth would be the point if it wasn’t?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         22 The kovacs is the most beautiful single thing in sport, and –  perhaps not entirely by coincidence – it requires the most courage. It  is a move in men’s high bar gymnastics. You let go of the bar,  somersault and then – this, of course, is plan A – catch it again. The  snag is that you have to take your eye off the bar for most of the manoeuvre, and the basic principle of catching anything is to keep your eye on the ball.
         
 
         The  Athens maternity hospital was reasonably close to the gymnastics hall,  so I was able to get there several times. In fact, I only wrote one  piece about gymnastics for the entire Games, but I went there four or  five times for the simple and the complex  love of it. Of course it’s a flawed sport. All sports are flawed. It’s  subjectively judged, which opens the way for corruption and favouritism  and misjudgments, though all sports are, to a greater or lesser extent,  subjectively judged. Even boxing – you ask Lennox Lewis, who was denied  the world heavyweight title by a bemusing split decision.
         
 
         But gymnastics is beautiful and immense. Especially beautiful is the competitors’ striving for impossible perfection, though even that is less beautiful than the occasional illusion that perfection has been attained.
         
 
         They used to perform the kovacs only in the tuck position:  I was there for the first Olympic piked kovacs, and also for the first  one performed fully laid out. Each one harder, more spectacular, more  dangerous.
         
 
         This is a mad sport, and being mad, its mandarins  recently changed the marking system weighting it in favour of the  cautious as opposed to the bold. (After the Olympic Games, they changed  it yet again, to an open-ended system that does away with the perfect  ten. Perfection is no longer attainable or indeed, desirable: the sport  now requires only an endless succession of improvement. That is perhaps  more in tune with the human condition.)
 
         I went to the men’s high  bar final, and it seemed very much as if this was a drab competition, to  be won by the safest performer. Then Alexei Nemov came in with a  glorious high-risk routine, joyful and triumphant. He got low marks for  it. The crowd, incensed, booed for fifteen minutes without ceasing,  until Nemov himself asked for quiet. Paul Hamm of the United States then  performed a kovacs-free routine of solid  safety, and was put into first position, which created even more  unhappiness. And then came Igor Cassina of Italy, who threw three kovacs  in his routine, including one laid out with a full twist: a move called  the Cassina Straight. It was so perfectly performed that it didn’t even  look risky.
         
 
         But then the best of the kovacs is to be found when  it doesn’t look daring at all: when the gymnast creates the illusion of  perfect control. He takes a huge risk – people break their necks doing  this sport – but makes it look like part of the pattern, following with  simple inevitability from the move before, leading with simple  inevitability to the move that follows. The risk itself is there, but  that is not the point. The most important thing is the flight. The  meaning of the kovacs is in the context – as part of a perfectly fluent  routine – and it is as if the movement that takes place between handgrip  and hand grip is neither fearful not ostentatiously brave. It just is.  It is inevitable: beautiful, perfect, and its meaning is a form of  flight. Good writing should be like that, or try to be, whether it is  destined for the great libraries of the world, or the cat-tray. And, for  every writer, the ground is very hard.
 
         
             

         
 
         23 If David Beckham had been an Olympian he would be seen as a  waster. Or at least, as a man who missed his destiny. A man who failed  to seize his time. And that is the art of being an Olympian: the seizing  of the time. The great beauty, the great  perfection of an Olympian is that he or she must perform in the  knowledge that there is no second chance.
         
 
         The Olympic Games is, as  I have said, often compared with the World Cup. This is not a sensible  comparison. Beckham failed at the World Cup in 1998. He kicked an  Argentinian, got sent off, England lost, and were out of the  competition. Beckham became a national hate-object as a result. And  there was not another World Cup for four years, so redemption would have  been a very long way away if the World Cup was the only prize in  football worth playing for.
         
 
         But  that is the way it always is for an Olympian – someone who takes part in  one of the heartland Olympic sports, like athletics, swimming, rowing,  gymnastics, sports for which nothing matters – nothing matters at all –  except the Olympic Games. If you fail at the Olympic Games you have  nothing. Nothing for four years. And that is what gives the Games that  extraordinary intensity. Winning is not just about being perfect. It is  about being perfect now. The unforgiving present tense of the Olympic  Games dominates the hearts and minds of the competitors. If not now,  when?
 
         For Beckham, there was redemption to be found as soon as the  following year. Consequently, he was able to perform one of the great  self-rescuing acts in the history of sport. He refused to leave the  country, as many recommended. Instead, he stayed with Manchester United  and inspired them to their immortal treble of the 1998–99 season: the  Premiership, FA Cup and European Cup.
 
         But for an Olympian, there are no consolation prizes, and,  if you seek a second chance, you must wait nearly half a sporting  lifetime for it. And very few athletes in any discipline have eight  years at the top. If you mess up the Olympic Games, you have four years  for the suffering. In Atlanta 1996, Paula Radcliffe finished fifth in  the 5,000 metres. In Sydney at the 2000 Olympic Games, Radcliffe led  most of the way in the 10,000 metres and finished fourth. She then  reinvented herself as a marathon runner, and set some astonishing world  records. But this is athletics, a  heartland Olympic sport, and so naturally Radcliffe still hungered for  the sport’s ultimate reward. She wanted an Olympic gold medal. And this  was her time. It was hers for the seizing.
         
 
         The greatest seizer of  them all was Steve Redgrave. I saw him win his fifth gold medal at his  fifth Olympic Games in Sydney; and it will go down as the greatest piece  of sport I have ever seen. I am not challenging for originality here:  it was the greatest piece of sport anybody has ever seen. Longevity, it  seems to me, is an ineluctable aspect of sporting greatness.
         
 
         I  was also at the waterside in 2004 to see Matthew Pinsent claim his  fourth gold medal. And it was as fine an example of time-seizing as you  could ever wish to see. There was something gloriously mythical about  it: an echo of the Odyssey, the story of a ship cursed by the gods. The  hero prevails in the end, after many tribulations and, at last, he can  pause and weep an ocean of tears: just as Pinsent did.
         
 
         Pinsent’s  boat had originally been a pair, which won everything and then  inexplicably failed. They finished fourth at the World Championships of  2003. The pair was sacked, and remade as a  four. It didn’t work. A man was dropped. Another was injured. And then  eight weeks before the Games, another member, Alex Partridge, suffered a  collapsed lung and dropped out. Ed Coode came back into the four: seven  weeks. An Olympic crew normally takes four years to create.
         
 
         It was terrifyingly close. The British crew went side-by-side  with Canada from start to finish and throughout, Canada held the  slightest advantage. It was perfectly clear that this was a heroic  British effort doomed to end in failure. There was a feeling of glum  inevitability about the process: a feeling that your best is never, ever  quite good enough, not for the things you really want. But, impossibly,  the British four won in the last ten strokes, and they did so because  of Pinsent. He recalls thinking: ‘We’re doing our best and we’re still  not making any inroads at all.’ Desperate times require desperate  measures. Great times require great people to seize them. Pinsent took  the crew over the line by means of a massive outpouring of the self. He  refused to accept the plain and obvious fact of defeat, and remade  reality in front of us. It was one of the most stirring pieces of sport I  have ever witnessed.
         
 
         Athletes are always talking about ‘giving  everything’. It is rare that you see this literally take place before  you. At the close, Pinsent was a man empty, mind and spirit gone. Over  the course of the next hour, his mind and spirit had slowly to reunite  themselves with the big husk they had abandoned. And then Pinsent was  embracing his Greek wife – no, not Penelope. Demetra, or Dee. She said  that if he wanted to carry on for another sixteen years, she would be content.  No doubt she would have got on with her weaving contentedly enough; but  Pinsent retired, deciding that a mere four gold medals was sufficient.
         
 
         The  following day I was at the Panathinaiko Stadium, walking past a small  house in which, many years ago, I had drunk prodigious quantities of  ouzo. This was as an essential part of a wild schoolboy hitch-hiking adventure.  But it was not my adventures I was writing about. It was Radcliffe’s.  Commentators say again and again: ‘And now it’s all about who wants it  more.’ Actually, the victory can often go to the one who wants it less:  the one who can take the competition in their stride, with relaxed  muscles and mind. The one who thinks it really is life and death can get  consumed by the madness of the occasion. Ed Smith played three Tests for  England and is currently with Middlesex. He also writes: ‘It’s the  easiest criticism of all. “He lost concentration on that four-foot  putt,” people say, as though it’s like forgetting to lock your car door.  Just a lack of attention. Sometimes it is, but how much more often is  failure the result of trying too hard, of tensing up, of over-revving.  Most sportsmen try too hard, not too little.’
         
 
         Nobody in the  marathon wanted victory more than Radcliffe. That was precisely the  problem. She failed to run away from her pursuers, and slowly, the  exhaustion and the heat and the gut-ache and, above all, the fear ate  away at her confidence, and she suffered the most desperate public  breakdown. It was not decent to watch. It was a total collapse of will  and personality: a terrible remorse at her failure, at her understanding  that this had been her moment and she had failed to seize it.
         
 
         Cruel,  cruel: Britain bathed in the desperation of defeat. And I was able to  counterpoint my tale of Radcliffe’s defeat with that of Pinsent’s  victory the day before. An athlete who seized his time; an athlete who  failed to seize hers.
 
         Four years. A lifetime. And it comes to this.
 
         
             

         
 
         24 She wept. She wept salt tears, and I could feel  tears of my own prickle at the back of my eyes. All around  me, I could see tough, hard hacks making casual little  touches to the face – scratches, rubs, adjustments of spectacles  – all moves designed to disguise the welling-up of  tears.
         
 
         Tell me, dear one, who died? It was I, Paula, who died.  Me, the late Paula Radcliffe. This was a funeral at which the  chief mourner and the deceased were the same person. She  wept on television, and then she wept anew at the press  conference, and all the while she was treated like a mother  whose child had died: hushed, gentle voices, elaborate consideration,  gentle gestures, pats on forearm, kind pressure  on small of back.
         
 
         It was as if Radcliffe believed that love would never again  be hers, that only by means of victory could she deserve  love. Much later, in her autobiography, she told the tale of  her agony in the gutters of Papagou, and her rescue by  friends who offered to contact her husband and coach,  Gary Lough. Not that, she said. Anything but that. Some marriages are very curious arrangements, and certainly  every marriage is a unique, incomprehensible civilisation,  virtually impenetrable even to the most educated observer,  sociologist, anthropologist, archaeologist. And it was for  herself she was weeping; she made that quite plain: “No one  was hurting inside like I was.”
         
 
         She deserved the pain, the misery, the anxiety. She  brought it on herself. I would not wish such pain on  her; I sympathised, to the point of clenched-fist, not-weeping-not-me eye-rubbing, with her sadness, her sense, not  so much of defeat, but of loss, of bereavement. But she had  deserved it all right: just as she deserved all the glory and  praise for her queenly achievements in commercial  marathons.
         
 
         All the sacrifice! Sacrifice for what? If you sacrifice  something for yourself, it is not really sacrifice, is it? I  remember my wife asking me how some book or other was  going. I replied, misquoting the God-struck church-cleaner  in The Commitments: ‘A lot of hard work. If you didn’t do it  for yourself, who would you do it for?’
         
 
         Sport is a juggernaut. A huge vehicle with monstrous  wheels, bearing a deity, rumbling its way across the world,  perpetually surrounded by a seething mob of fervent  worshippers. Frequently, the worshippers stumble, and are  crushed between the pitiless wheels of the car. Sad enough:  but the fallers are willing victims even if they didn’t seek  that end. It was only their adoration of the idol that made  them vulnerable. And sport rumbles onward, the crushing  of a victim failing to alter its course by as much as a centimetre.
         
 
         Radcliffe has known disappointment. She has known  triumph also; and in sport, all triumph is built on the disappointment  of others. She had inflicted vast disappointment  – vast pain – in her time. Now sport decreed that it was her  turn. Sport is not only cruel. Sport is also dangerous. The  more you devote yourself to the idol on the car, the more  dangerous it is.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         25 It was somehow reassuring to learn that the  ancient story was still doing the rounds. Reassuring to  know the contempt in which I am held by my colleagues. A  youngish fellow, not been in the game – insofar as it is a  game – for as long as I have, was heard asking if it was  really true that I had been to a world heavyweight fight and  hidden under the desk for its duration.
         
 
         It is not. My objection to boxing is based on philosophical  rather than squeamish grounds. But the untrue story  sticks with me: it seems to possess a truth that no amount  of fact can destroy. That sort of thing is true of many genuinely  famous people, especially in sport. Fred Trueman,  the great England fast bowler, was supposed, while touring  the subcontinent, to have told an Indian prince: ‘Pass us  t’mustard, Gunga Din.’ His denials only created new  myths: ‘It were t’bloody salt I were after.’
         
 
         So in one sense I can never deny the story. Morally, if  not actually, I watched Mike Tyson beat the bejasus out of  Larry Holmes at Atlantic City in 1988 from beneath the desk. I accept that. No one wishes to listen to a rational  destruction of a thing he loves: and many people in my profession  love boxing.
         
 
         And so I have had a myth created for me as a sort of  immunisation against my rationally held beliefs. No one  wishes to be infected by them. I should feel flattered.
 
         Should I spoil the story with facts? Of course I should.  Facts are just as interesting as myths. And I have some things  to say about boxing, and I would wish you to understand  them as things fully baked. So there I was in Atlantic City –  white and reeling from a monstrous hallucinating flu which  required me, that night and for two following nights, to  remove the soaked sheets from my bed halfway towards  morning. I was feeling pretty ghastly at the fight, but I  reported it with competence. That required me to watch  the savagery. I am not proud of doing so: nor apologetic.  Facts, that’s all.
 
         My witty friend and colleague Roy Collins (now football  correspondent for the Sunday Telegraph) remarked, mischievously,  after I had staggered off to my as-yet-unsoaked bed,  that I had watched the fight from beneath the desk. It was a  joke: a sharp but affectionate one. It wasn’t intended to be  something people actually believed. But it was a joke that  certain people needed to believe in. Alan Hubbard, columnist  from the Observer, absurdly, tried to stand the joke up as  fact, and failed – but he stuck it to me anyway, writing a  piece that advised The Times to send out a proper boxing  writer in future, and not ‘a somewhat sensitive soul’ like  me. A somewhat insensitive soul, then.
         
 
         Sport is a metaphor. Every sport. Football and rugby are cod battles: tennis is a cod duel. Running races are about  predator and prey. Cricket is a complex metaphor about  life and death. Horseracing is a paradigm of evolution: only  the fastest get to breed, get to become ancestors. That is the  point of sport: it is pretend. Its metaphorical nature is what  gives it meaning. Sport can be fast and dangerous and  painful. People talk about killing the opposition off, the  killer instinct, striking the deathblow, but no one dies.  Instead, people score goals, take wickets reach the post  before the rest.
         
 
         Boxing is not a metaphor. Boxing is a death duel. The  weapons are fists, padded so that a man can punch without  breaking his hands. That makes these weapons potentially  lethal, because the main target is the head. The point of hitting  some one in the head is to cause damage to his brain.  Fact: all brain damage is permanent. In short, the idea of  boxing is to cause more permanent brain damage in your  opponent than you yourself sustain. If it is cowardly to state  that you believe that this is not a suitable entertainment for  civilised people, then I am happy to be a coward.
         
 
         I happen to think that concussion is a bad thing. I have  personal experience here. I have concussed myself on two  occasions doing sport, which makes me permanently brain-damaged. I did it once coming off a horse and once when  struck by a cricket ball. Look, sport without risk is a bloody  mary without Tabasco, and without the bloody vodka as  well. People get injured in the horsey sports all the time –  yes, and killed, too – but I don’t want to see the horsey  sports banned.
         
 
         I want to see boxing banned. All right, it is perhaps acceptable for two men to agree to try and cause each other  brain damage. But that doesn’t make it acceptable to watch.  Still less to make money from people watching.
         
 
         And there in Athens, quite by accident, I found myself at  a table of boxing lovers getting all Paula-eyed on vinous  sentimentality about Amir Khan – a conspiracy of men  infinitely braver than myself, in that they enjoy vicarious  violence. It was not an evening in which I could play much  of a role, but inevitably, a few days on, I found myself asked  to cover Khan’s quarter-final bout. Of course, this is amateur  boxing, which makes quite a point of being different  from the professional game. The bouts are shorter and  therefore, at least in theory, less brutal. Contestants wear  headguards, which stop them getting cut so much. This is,  in fact, purely cosmetic: headguards actually increase the  chance of concussion by making the head a bigger target.  What’s more, the width of a headguard appreciably increases  the torsional effect of a blow, making your head spin  faster, and therefore making your brain hit the inside of  your skull with more of a whump.
         
 
         Your brain is the texture of lightly cooked scrambled  egg: when it hits the inside of your skull, it gets scrambled  a bit more. It’s like kicking the crap out of your laptop,  except that your laptop is far more robust. Your brain, as  Woody Allen said, it’s my second favourite organ. (I once  quoted that line to a woman I deeply admired. She responded  icily: ‘It’s my favourite.’)
         
 
         But that is by the by. I watched Khan, who was seventeen,  defeat Baik Jong-Sub of South Korea in 93 seconds:  combination punches of astonishing speed, each of which caused his opponent’s guard to open, inviting the assault  into a new gap, thereby making possible the next part of the  combination: a process as remorseless and inevitable as  chain of logic. It was brilliant, I accept that, and wrote as  much. But it was not a metaphor. And it was not something  that comes from the Olympic heartland. Not for me. I was  not to know that less than twelve months further on, I was  to write a piece thanking God, more or less explicitly, for  Amir Khan.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         26 I had a good view from my cell: I could see most  of the Olympic complex and a fair bit of Athenian sky. And  one morning I was drinking rooibos tea, made with my  immersion heater, in the mug I had also brought with me,  gazing over the Games from the heights of my personal  Olympus. Soon, I would descend to the Unpleasant Café  and eat Greek yogurt, a pleasant dish not at all unlike the  traditional British dish that is called Greek-style yogurt.  And I saw a bird.
         
 
         Or rather, seven or eight of them. Swifts, yes, but not  normal swifts. They flew with the same disdain for base  earth, but they were bigger, burlier, more glidey. I had the  bins focused on them soon enough, and observed the pale  bellies, the chinstrap. Alpine swift, surely. I looked them up  – for I had a birdbook between Kazantakis and Seferis – and  I was right. Glorious, glorious flying beasts, masters of the  air, creatures who know that gravity is for wimps.
 
         And I thought of Danny McGrory, when we had dined  together in Cadiz before the UEFA Cup Final the previous  year. He was there for his love of Celtic, but he is also,  unlike me, a real journalist. The conflicts he covers for The  Times are real. No cods, no metaphors: Danny does death,  life, war, destruction, disaster, famine, the four horsemen.  And he was telling me what it was like – unimaginable for  me, though I am not unadventurous – as we sat and drank  before the cathedral. Iraq, yes, $100 a night to park his car,  and sleep in it, and well worth it because the owner had a  gun, and it was as near safe as you could get, and the British  colonel knew about the gun, but was prepared to blind-eye  it because at least that way he knew that the British journos  were safe, and so he had one fewer thing to worry about.
         
 
         I thought of that evening, and felt a decent flush of  shame for my muttering about the inadequacies of my cell.  And I recall Danny’s curiosity – perhaps the mot juste here  is irritation – at the way, in the midst of these splendid and  humbling tales, my eyes kept stealing skywards. It was the  swifts. Screaming their way about in a vesperal frenzy, one  of my favourite sights in the world. I tried to explain not  what but why, and asked him: when a young swift leaves the  nest, how long do you think it is before he next perches on  anything?
 
         Dunno. Two weeks?
 
         Two years, Danny. Or maybe three. They travel to  Africa, come back to Europe the next year, then they do it  all over again. They eat on the wing, and socialise on the  wing, and sleep on the wing. In that third year – or maybe  they wait for a fourth – they mate. And yes, they do that on the wing as well: screaming and tumbling through  thousands of feet. A must, I said, for anybody’s reincarnation  wish-list. I raised my mug of tea to the alpine swifts,  finished, and went off to yogurt and sport and stories.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         27 Two or three years previously, I had challenged  my colleague Alyson Rudd to a race: the first person to get  the word chthonic into the paper is the winner. It was in  Athens that I secured my victory. Appropriate, too, since  Chthon is the Greek god of the earth. The creatures of the  earth I celebrated with this fine word were the super-heavyweight  weightlifters. This is one of the great events of  the Games.
         
 
         At super-heavyweight level there is no upper limit for  weight. So these strange trolls strut out with huge full-moon  faces and frank counter-weight bellies: no need here  for last-minute fluid loss, for sweat-baths and dehydration.  No necessity for a honed, perfectly rippled physique: at this  level, you hide your six-pack under a cushion. These giants  with their giant baby-faces emerge blinking into the light,  dressed in baby romper suits, and each in turn lifts the  weight of the world above his head. It is gloriously ugly,  deeply visceral, and unapologetically sweaty. There is a stink  of tortured bodies and heaving masculinity: men at one  with the gross earth.
         
 
         Try visiting this competition. Try watching as the huge  men balance the huge weight on their chests and then, with desperation, with certainty, with prayerful might, raise it  heavenwards. Go on! A cry escapes you, despite yourself,  go on go on go on, and the weight is lifted it seems, by the  will of the entire audience, for it is more than flesh and  blood can stand to watch the lifter stress and strain without  trying insanely to help.
         
 
         And, as I watched the great and gigantic Reza Zadeh  Hossein win the gold medal, to go with the one he won in  Sydney, I reflected that he is my brother: just as we are both  kin to the alpine swifts that flew across the Olympic site  that morning. We are all three of us addicted to flight.
 
         My mind went back to the World Gymnastics Championship in Birmingham many years ago, and the  evening I spent with a former gymnast, then working as a  journalist. I bought her dinner. And she talked about flight:  ‘I always wanted to fly. I used to dream of flying, I still do.  And that’s what I was doing, when I did gymnastics. I was  flying.’
 
         Well, we all have flying dreams. Freud says that  flying dreams are really about sex, not a theory that has  ever destroyed their pleasure for me. But it occurred to me  that flight is a deep-seated human urge, a hunger that can  never be satisfied. And we seek flight all the time, in thousands  of different ways. All the non-confrontational sports  are in fact about flight. Starting, of course, with gymnastics.
         
 
         Out there at the athletics tracks, the great performers  were showing how much ground they could cover between  football and footfall, or how much height. I remember  that glorious women’s pole vault competition in Sydney, a  series of ever more beautiful women leaping to ever more impossible heights: chicks on sticks, as the gold medal  winner, Stacey Drugila, summed things up. I was supposed  to be watching Jonathan Edwards at the time, but for some  reason, I found his series of flights less enthralling than  those of Stacey and the chicks.
         
 
         If you can’t fly yourself, there is still joy to be  found in making other things fly: a javelin, a discus, a shot.  Non-confrontational sport is nothing less than an all-out  war on gravity. And, if it is a war we are doomed to lose, it  is worth it for the striving, and still more for the glorious  moments when the illusion is intact and we seem for a  moment to fly.
 
         I can fly. I fly on a daily basis when I’m at home, for  I am a horseman. A horse lends us wings, gives us impossible  speed, enables us to leap impossible obstacles and to  move in a wild, extravagant never-quite-tameable fashion. I  have ridden a grand prix dressage horse, and gasped at the  athleticism, the power, the impossible distance the horse  gets off the ground in every elevated gait. For every rider,  every horse is Pegasus.
         
 
         Diving is a flight, even if it is mostly downwards. It  is still about controlling your passage through the air. And I  went to the diving to watch a glorious victory from Guo  Jingjing of China. All sports without a ball are about flying;  and Hossein had just shown us the most monstrous defiance  of gravity, and we who watched had responded with our  guts.
 
         A couple of days later, I was on a boat in the harbour following  a load of other boats. I have never had much affinity  for boats, but the sea was gratifyingly flat. It was explained that for a certain leg of the race, the yachts had the wind  directly behind them, and yet they would all make the  journey in a long double-zigzag. One of my land-loving  colleagues asked the ultimately naive question: why? How?  Surely it would be faster to be hooshed along with the wind  blowing straight up your arse?
         
 
         I answered for the yachties: ‘A sail doesn’t work by shoving.  It’s a wing.’ A sail operates on pressure difference, like  the wing of a glider or a jumbo jet, which is why you can  sail faster than the wind. Counterintuitive, I know. And,  surely, the fact that a sail is a wing makes this yet another  flying sport. Find your sport, and you have found a wing.
         
 
         Flight sports: thrilling to do, thrilling to watch. It is one  of the greatest and deepest of all human urges, and yet it is  something that we can never pull off. Explain that, if you  can, in pure evolutionary terms. Why do we long to fly?  What benefit do we get from our yearning for flight? What  survival advantage is conveyed by our search for flight? A  too-fervent desire to fly runs counter to the interests of the  host body: and yet it is something that is inescapably  human. A reaching beyond.
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