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Introduction



You are holding in your hands the book of usefulness. We’re not claiming that this is the definitive reference work on being useful, because that would be a very big book indeed, and would have to include instructions on playing the Theremin and building your own lunar lander.


Instead, this volume, densely packed with useful information and guidance though it is, should be thought of more as usefulness’s muse; the inspiration to have a go at some art or craft skill you imagined to be beyond you, and reassuring confirmation that it’s OK to be excited by chisels.


This is what Man Lab is all about – having a go at something that seems like a good idea, even if it turns out not to be. The Man Lab ethos is probably best represented by our Swiss Army Bicycle.


It occurred to us, in our home-made bar, that the bicycle as we know it, has been with us since 1885, when John Kemp Starley designed and built his ‘Rover Safety Bicycle’. But for all that time it has rested rather arrogantly on its laurels. Certainly, the basic idea has been refined considerably, but a bicycle is still only a bicycle, and suitable only for riding around on.
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Interestingly, just a few years after that seminal bicycle another man, named Karl Elsener, gave us the first of what would come to be known as the Swiss Army Penknife. He successfully added a second blade to the previously single-bladed clasp knife, and from there he and his followers went on to add the tin opener, the corkscrew, the tweezers, and everything else we like to have in our pockets. Today, a dazzling range of these knives is available, tailored to the needs of anglers, campers, rescue teams and even watch repairers.


[image: image]


The Swisss Army Bicycle – an early prototype.


This is the thinking we applied to our bike, and arrived at the Swiss Army Bicycle Village Handyman Edition. It’s still a bicycle, but it is also equipped to allow its rider to clean windows, attach hinges, creosote fences, sharpen knives, repair other bicycles and prepare delicious fruit-based milky beverages. With this as a template, surely other bespoke multi-tool bicycles will follow.


Sadly, the Swiss Army Bike came to us some time after the contents of this book had been prepared for print, and therefore does not appear in the following pages. So this introduction has not really been very useful at all. Maybe next time. Meanwhile, here is another picture.
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The Swiss Army Bicycle Village Handyman Edition – the dawn of a new age of usefulness for men.
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Welcome to the Man Lab! A place where men will rediscover their practical, creative sides and re-acquaint themselves with skills and knowledge they thought long-lost. Skills such as how to drive a spile into a cask of ale, and knowing what a ‘spile’ is in the first place.


It’s here where we will arrest the decline of the modern male, and turn him from a moisturising, sandal-wearing blob of jelly in an ironic T-shirt into the dependable, knowledgeable sort of bloke who knows how to put up a shelf, woo a lady, and punch a lion.1 Remember – this is our Man Lab, and yours will be different. But the same ethos, and the same spirit of curiosity and can-do, will pervade it.


WORKSHOP


A plywood playroom, where most of the Man Lab toolkit is, and also the home of the Man Lab cement mixer, which comes in abnormally handy for all manner of stuff. If you don’t possess a toolkit, fear not – we have full and frank instructions on how to assemble a basic one throughout the book.


TOOLS ON SHADOW BOARD


Nothing says ‘I have a full toolkit and what is more I am taking proper care of it’ like a good old-fashioned shadow board. Not only are your tools sharpened up, stored properly out of harm’s way and ready for use, you also know at a glance if someone called Colin has borrowed one and not put it back. (It’s the 10mm spanner.)


REST & RELAXATION AREA


Two sofas – an essential for any self-respecting manspace – facing a coffee table. (Despite what the style sections of men’s magazines will tell you, a coffee table need be no more than a sheet of plywood on four paint cans, and can be used to serve tea.) Also has shelves full of strange and weird nick-nacks and toys, to encourage creative thought and productive arsing about.


KITCHEN


This contains the concrete kitchen worktop. Hewn from proper man-sweat (and also a lot of concrete), designed by the finest engineering brains in modern Britain, this heavy-duty work surface is lovingly crafted to provide us with everything we need in terms of a modern kitchen sink unit. You can find out how to make your own elsewhere in the book.


INTEGRATED RAILWAY SYSTEM


The very lifeblood of the Man Lab complex. This – perhaps the only properly functioning railway system left in the UK – ferries important items hither and yon, from the kitchen to the office and all points in-between. Need a banana? Can’t actually be bothered getting up to get one? Just summon the Man Lab Express. This really is an engineering marvel – it even includes a pneumatic railway bridge spanning the doorway between the bog and the rest of the building. We’ll be going into more detail about this later.


BAR


Distressed at the decline of the British pub, we fought back and built our very own Man Lab bar, a bespoke blokes’ hang-out where foaming nut-brown ale is always on tap, and the last orders bell never rings. (In fact, we don’t even have a last orders bell, just to be on the safe side.) It’s here that we unwind after a hard day spent re-skilling the male population of the world. Needless to say, this volume contains full instructions on how to equip your own bar.


BOG


Perhaps the only convenience in the world to be fitted with a device that tells you when the bog-roll is about to run out. This futuristic marvel represents the greatest advancement in bog technology since Thomas Crapper patented the ballcock.


INDOOR GARDEN


In the aftermath of a nuclear war, we’d probably be OK for courgettes, thanks to the presence of the Man Lab indoor garden – an ‘optimum condition outdoor simulation environment’ in which all manner of fruit and veg can be grown, and grown all year round. No longer is indoor gardening the preserve of weirdos, or students attempting to grow free ‘jazz cigarettes’.


STATUE OF GANESH


Ganesh, or Ganesha, is the elephant-headed Hindu god of removing obstructions or obstacles. Ironically, there was a large stone Ganesh in the Man Lab when we took it over, and it’s too heavy to move. This is the original ‘elephant in the room’.


CRAZY GOLF HOLES


But it’s not all work, work, work. After a hard day knocking rawls into walls, why not relax by knocking balls into holes? You can if you’ve rigged up some Crazy Golf holes in your Man Lab. Having a Crazy Golf course at home means you don’t have to pay a fiver to a grubby man in a kiosk on a windswept beachfront in order to play this ancient and noble sport – you can simply tee up at your leisure. 90% more fun than proper golf or your money back.


This, then, is our Man Lab – our base of operations from which we’ll re-skill the Modern Man. Anyway, enough shilly-shallying – let’s get excited and do stuff. What shall we kick off with? Ah yes. I know.


1 Probably not the last one.
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THE MAN LAB BOOK OF USEFULNESS STARTS RIGHT HERE …
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Has there ever been a bigger affront to English national pride than the humiliation of a penalty shoot-out? At least It’s a Royal Knockout is something that is slowly fading from living memory, whereas the penalty shoot-out is the humiliation that just keeps on giving. Those three little words – ‘penalty shoot-out’ – are guaranteed to strike fear into the core of any right-thinking Englishman, as they recall the shame and horror of the 1990 World Cup. And Euro ’96. And the 1998 World Cup. And the 2004 European Championships. And the 2006 World Cup.


In fact, it’s pretty much a given that whenever we’re forced to take penalties, the England squad might as well head off for an early bath. But is it really that hard? I mean, it’s only kicking a ball into a goal, for God’s sake – the one thing they’re paid fifty grand a week to do.


And so I went to investigate.


‘A penalty is a cowardly way to score’ – PELÉ


The problem


The bare facts of this particular problem, as far as I can see it, are as follows:


England have proven themselves pretty useless at taking penalties. The thing is, saying England are ‘pretty useless’ at penalty shoot-outs is a major understatement. To be blunt about it, we are dreadful. Awful. Execrable. So bad, in fact, that we’re officially the worst at penalty-taking among the world’s top seventy teams in major finals.


That’s right – the actual worst. No other team has a history of shame that beats our miserable international record: played 7, won 1, lost 6. This amounts to a 14% success rate – and to put that into some sort of perspective, that’s worse than Swaziland or the Maldives. Or Belgium. In fact, if all the world’s football teams were forced to have their penalty-taking abilities represented by actual people, England would be a slovenly middle-aged bloke with bad hair and oddly shaped feet who gets picked last for five-a-side. Me, in fact.


The really galling thing about all of this is that – as our German friends keep demonstrating, over and over again, as if to rub it in – taking a penalty is really rather easy.


Kicking off (sorry)


Thus, my mission was a simple one. To discover (if possible) a foolproof method by which the England squad could take penalties, thus overcoming their fear of the shoot-out; thus allowing them to win more matches; thus restoring national pride and once again making sure the English male could carry himself with his head held high; thus ushering in a new ‘golden age’ for football.


As I say – simple.


The basics


As far as I, a neutral observer, could see, the aim of a penalty kick was as follows:


1. Kick ball past ‘goalkeeper’ into ‘goal’, thus ‘scoring’ ‘a goal’.


2. THAT’S IT.
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I checked my facts twice to make sure I hadn’t missed something. But no – there didn’t seem to be anything more to it than that.


However, after I’d been looking into it for a while, I began to see that the matter was much more complicated than I’d first suspected. Possibly more complicated than the human brain could comprehend.


Penalty science


Because England have been so consistently bad at taking penalties, and because this has cost us dear both financially and in terms of national esteem, a massive amount of money has been spent researching the science behind penalty kicks.


For instance: Loughborough University’s Sports Tech department has even created its own robot striker, to show the flesh-and-blood players how it’s done. ‘David’, as he’s known, is capable of kicking balls for 100 metres at speeds of up to 100 mph, and what’s more he can perform the same stunningly accurate kicks over and over again. David’s owner, Dr Andy Harland, says of his striker automaton, rather confusingly, ‘It’s way more capable than any player; it just doesn’t have a brain.’ Sadly, being a robot means that David is ineligible for the England squad – and as he also helped design the balls for the last two World Cups, it can be argued that David’s done us no favours at all.


The Magic Formula – 1


In 2006, a news story did the rounds that ran thus: Scientific research into the art of taking penalties had been done by the good people at Liverpool John Moores University, and they were so proud of their findings they sent them to then England boss Sven Goran-Eriksson (a man who certainly knew a thing or two about scoring).


The story went on to describe how scientists at John Moores arrived at their findings. Firstly, they looked at, and analysed, all of England’s penalties since 1962. Then, they broke down the action of taking a penalty into the following, easy-to-understand equation:


(((X+Y+S)/2)×((T+I+2B)/4))+(V/2)-1


As it stands, this is gibberish, even in the mind of Wayne Rooney. But it starts to make a bit more sense when you know what those letters stand for:


V = Velocity of ball once struck


T = Time between placing ball on spot and striking ball


S = Number of steps in run-up


I = Time ball is struck after goalkeeper initiates dive


Y = Vertical placement of ball from ground


X = Horizontal placement of ball from centre


B = Striking position of foot


The newspapers who reported this story explained that, in order to make this formula work for us, we had to do the following:


Add X (the horizontal placement of ball from the centre of the goal) to Y (the vertical placement of the ball from the ground) and then add S (being the number of steps in the run-up). Divide this by two then multiply this result by: the sum of T (the time between placing ball on spot and striking the ball) and I (the time the ball is struck after goalkeeper initiates dive) plus two times B (the striking position of foot). Now divide this by four. Now add V (the Velocity of the ball once struck) divided by two.


Finally take away 1 from the final result and voila! You have scored a penalty. And probably simultaneously passed your maths A-Level.


The big problem with this equation is, of course, that you can’t expect anyone whose job isn’t to study the science of penalty kicks to apply it to actually taking a penalty (although maybe David Beckham was mentally trying to do this when he took his famously bad penalty during Euro 2004).


Now, the more mathematically-minded among you might have noticed that the formula isn’t even a formula as such. Furthermore, when it came to research this story for the Man Lab book you now hold in your hands, we discovered that this story was shrouded in mystery – numerous phone calls to Liverpool John Moores, plus our own research couldn’t locate the author, a Dr David Lewis. So, Dr Lewis – if you’re out there – please get in touch, and explain your findings to us in greater detail. Your country needs you. (Unless you’re Welsh, in which case your interest in the fortunes of the England football team is probably not great.)


The findings


Confusingly, however, Professor Tim Cable – the Director of Sport and Exercise Science at Liverpool John Moores, and a man whom we did manage to locate – also undertook some research into the science of taking penalties, and his investigation led to some useful findings. Professor Cable discovered that:


• The ideal velocity for the ball is 25–29 metres per second (65 mph), and the ideal number of steps in a run-up to be four to six. A long run-up of 10 m is the least successful.


• The best angle to approach the ball at is 20–30 degrees.


• The best place in the goalmouth to place the ball and ensure a goal is 50 cm below the crossbar and 50 cm from inside the post.
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Therefore, if you take four to six steps run–up, kick the ball at 25 to 29 metres per second, approaching the ball at an angle of 20 to 30 degrees while making sure that you kick the ball at no less than 50 cm below the crossbar and no less than 50 cm from inside the post – you WILL score a penalty.


The Magic Formula – 2


Unsurprisingly, Professor Cable wasn’t the only person to attempt to boil down penalty-taking to a foolproof method. Nick Morgan and a team of sports scientists working for Lucozade Sport also analysed thousands of successful penalties and their takers, and they came up with the following, long (but actually workable) formula:
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Once again, this looks more complex than it is. Basically, ‘lps’ on the left-hand side stands for ‘likely penalty success’, while the right-hand side of the equation is divided into two sections, the first of which is all about the player, and the second is all about how to take the kick. The result will give you your personal likelihood of scoring.


Which means you can work out how likely you are to score by breaking down the equation into its component parts, and answering a series of yes/no questions.


Let’s do that.






How likely are you to score a penalty?


Are you right-footed? (rf)


Yes: 1 No: 0


(This is important because right-footers apparently score 71% of their penalties compared to 52% of lefties.)


Are you a striker or a defender? (s/d)


Striker: 1 Defender: 0


(Defenders miss more penalties than strikers. For the record, attacking players successfully convert 83.1% of their penalties, midfield players convert 79.6% and defenders convert a measly 73.6%.)


Are you 21 or under? (a=21)


Yes: 1 No: 0


(Younger penalty-takers are more successful than older teammates. Players aged 22 or younger successfully convert 85.2% of attempts. Those aged between 23 and 28 convert 77.6%, and those aged over 29 years convert 78.1%.)


Have you been on the pitch less than 45 minutes? (t<45)


Yes: 1 No: 0


(You’re more likely to score if you’re not knackered.)


So much for the ‘player’ side of the equation. Now for ‘technique’:


Do you start your run outside the penalty box? (opb)


Yes: 1 No: 0


Do you take a slow run-up? (sru)


Yes: 1 No: 0


(A slow, measured run-up is more likely to succeed.)


Will you be kicking across the keeper to the left side, or nearside, of the goal? (ns)


Yes: 1 No: 0


(This is the most natural way to kick right-footed.)


Will you be side-footing it (i.e. kicking it with the inside of your boot)? (ib)


Yes: 1 No: 0


Finally:


Top left-hand corner? (tlc)


Yes: 1 No: 0


Now – divide the player scores by four. Next, divide the technique score by five. Add the two together, and divide by two.


Times this number by 100 to give you your percentage likelihood of scoring. Simple!


Armed with these two studies, we’re now making real headway towards achieving the perfect penalty. But there are factors involved in penalty-taking that no amount of maths can help you with – namely the pressure, the crowd … and the opposing team’s goalie.










[image: image] Don’t try and ‘trick’ the goalie. This breaks the flow of the moment and increases your chances of failure.






Psychological warfare


‘In football everything is complicated by the presence of the other team’ – JEAN-PAUL SARTRE


Of course, if the formula was all there was to it, taking a penalty would be relatively plain sailing. But you’re not the only person involved in this ritual; no sir. You have to knock the ball past the goalkeeper, and he will be doing his utmost to put you off, either by staring you out, acting the fool, or dancing around like a crab with a weak bladder. Not only that, if you’re showing off your penalty-taking skills somewhere where they genuinely will make a difference to the nation – Wembley Stadium, say – there’ll doubtless be a large crowd of people watching who do not want you to succeed, and won’t be shy about expressing this opinion.






[image: image] Try and anticipate the keeper’s dive. Wait for the keeper to start moving (usually a whole 0.31–0.4 milliseconds before striking the ball). Don’t wait too long though – any longer than 0.41 milliseconds and the chances of scoring are halved.






Sports psychologists advise that the best way to deal with all of this pressure – the crowd, the goalie, even the expectations of your teammates – is to simply blot it all out, difficult as that sounds. (Some experts even maintain that increased awareness of the situation increases the likelihood of failure, and stress the importance of trying not to over-think what you’re doing.)


Clarity and focus are the key qualities you will need to remain calm and take a successful penalty.






[image: image] Employ positive visualisation, as recommended by management training gurus. Try and visualise where the ball will go and it landing there flawlessly. Rehearse this skill in practice so that it becomes instinctive, rather than a conscious effort.






Taking a penalty: once and for all


‘Behind every kick of the ball there has to be a thought’


– DENNIS BERGKAMP


Distilled from the methods devised by our greatest sporting brains, and years of bitter experience, here is the definitive Man Lab guide to penalty taking, in ten easy-to-remember steps.


1. PLACE THE BALL PROPERLY


Always do this yourself. Twist the ball back 30 degrees, to make it ‘sit up’ on the turf. You don’t want some minor kink in the field to ruin your chances. Take your time doing it – research indicates that players who took longer placing the ball on the spot were more likely to score. Though you shouldn’t take forever doing it either.
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2. GET YOUR RUN-UP RIGHT


Remember: 4–6 paces are best – any more and you give too much of your intentions away to the goalie; any less and you can’t build up the power required to hammer the ball home.






[image: image] Aim just inside either post, either high to the top or low to the bottom. Anything mid-height gives the goalkeeper the best chance of making a save.






3. PLANT YOUR STANDING FOOT FIRMLY AND WELL


Where you position your standing foot is crucial – you should do it so that the knee of the leg you take the kick with is over the ball. This will enable you to take the most accurate shot possible. This is another thing worth practising until it becomes instinctive.
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4. GIVE THOUGHT TO HOW YOU KICK THE BALL


Power and accuracy are two different things, and come from different parts of the foot, so think about how you’re going to achieve your kick. Remember – anything faster than 30 metres per second enhances the risk of a miss because of the loss in accuracy.


5. CHOOSE WHERE TO KICK THE BALL LONG BEFORE YOU START THE RUN-UP


See also Step 9 (Disguise your body shape).


6. OUT-PSYCH THE KEEPER


Try at the very least to show you’re not bothered by him and his wacky antics, and appear confident and relaxed. Don’t be tempted to trick the goalie – it will reduce your chances of success and could easily backfire. A study by the University of Exeter concluded that players who ignored the goalkeeper and focused on where they wanted to shoot improved their accuracy (do universities do nothing but study penalty-taking?).


7. THINK (BRIEFLY) BEFORE YOU KICK


Research has shown that players who took less than 200 milliseconds to respond to the whistle scored less than 57% of the time on average, while players who took over a second to react scored just over 80% of the time on average. The message is clear – don’t just whack the ball on the Pavlovian signal of the ref’s whistle – think about what you’re doing.


8. VISUALISE THE BALL GOING IN


A positive mental attitude and a complete understanding of what you want to achieve are the foundations for a successful penalty, whereas uncertainty over what you’re about to do will seriously damage your chances of scoring. Don’t consider your potential failure; imagine your success. Your attitude is your targeting system, and will help you to dent the net when it counts most.
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[image: image] Taking too long to take a penalty (4 to 12 seconds after placing the ball) takes a psychological toll, and increases the chance of missing. The most successful penalties are taken within 3 seconds.






9. DISGUISE YOUR BODY SHAPE


The pattern of your body as it takes the penalty is a dead giveaway to the keeper as to what you intend to do. Raising a balancing left arm before kicking with the right leg indicates that the ball will go right, and vice versa. At the very least, be aware of what your body’s telling the keeper when you take the penalty.


10. PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT


Some people believe that you can practise all you like, but it won’t make any difference as to how well you’ll perform in a penalty shoot-out as the experience is so unique and intense. These people are wrong, and the stats back this up.


Put it this way: since losing on penalties to Czechoslovakia at the 1976 European Championships, the German national team have included a rigorous penalty-taking practice regime into their training. The English national squad don’t practise penalties, preferring instead to turn up and wing it.


Which approach works best?


The final whistle


So there we have it. In the unlikely event you’re ever picked to represent the English national team in a penalty shoot-out (and you might as well be the way things are going), you’ll be fully clued up as to how to proceed. Don’t forget your shin pads.






[image: image] Don’t worry about who takes the first penalty. A study of 95 penalty shoot-outs in the German FA Cup between 1986 and 2006 found ‘no grain of truth’ in the idea that taking the first kick in a shoot-out held any advantage whatsoever.
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TOP 3 ENGLAND PENALTY MISSES OF THE LAST 25 YEARS


Stuart Pearce


ENGLAND VS. WEST GERMANY


1990 WORLD CUP


Ingrained in the national psyche for oh-so many reasons, this semi-final match is still best remembered for two things: Paul ‘Gazza’ Gascoigne melting the hearts of the nation for the first and last time as he blubbed uncontrollably at the realisation that his yellow card meant that he wouldn’t be able to play if England made it to the final; and Stuart Pearce’s missed penalty, which effectively meant that we’d lost and West Germany had won. Gazza’s weren’t the only tears that day.
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Of course, Pearce’s botched penalty wasn’t technically the one that lost England the match, as Chris Waddle was the next England player to approach the spot, and put it over the cross bar. But Pearce’s miss was the one that fatally dented morale, and is the one everyone remembers.


Imagine how different the 1990s might have been if this goal had gone in and we’d gone on to win the competition. The whole social fabric of the UK would have been different. There’d have been no Blur and Oasis, no ‘Football’s Coming Home’, no Damien Hirst and no Tony Blair (possibly). Well done, Stuart Pearce. Cheers.


David Beckham


ENGLAND VS. PORTUGAL


EURO 2004


Incredible at the time, Beckham’s unbelievably off-target 2004 penalty is jaw-dropping even now (go and look on YouTube if you don’t believe me). There’s a palpable hush in the stadium as ‘Becks’ takes the first penalty, and even now you can sense real fear and respect from the Portuguese crowd, a sense of reverential awe as the world’s most famous footballer approaches the spot of destiny. Then what does Goldenballs do? Skies it so far over the goal that it’s in danger of hitting the Goodyear Blimp. Even now, years later, it’s still baffling. How did he manage to cock it up so badly? (Beckham’s haircut of that month – a close-cropped skinhead job designed to make him look serious and warrior-like – only added to his humiliation, making him look like a giant grumpy toddler who’s dropped his ice cream.) The penalty itself was such an affront to logic – to what everyone expected to happen next – that even the Portuguese supporters looked confused, as if it might all be a Beadle’s About-style practical joke.
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This mammoth miss prompted a real joke – the cruel but fair ‘You’ll never guess what I found in my back garden the other day – the ball from Beckham’s penalty! Ha ha ha!!!!’ – which brightened the national mood a tiny fraction when every joker in the UK was telling it the next day. Just before the realisation sank in that we’d failed dismally, yet again, at the game we gave to the world.


To be fair, Beckham’s foot slipped when he took this penalty – if you look again at the footage, he immediately turns round and despairingly gestures towards the treacherous turf where he planted his non-kicking foot. Depending on your point of view this either exonerates him or compounds his error by making it look as if he’s blaming the pitch.


Gareth Southgate


ENGLAND VS. GERMANY


EURO 1996


Not a spectacular missed penalty – in fact, rather run-of-the-mill – but the stakes were arguably higher for this shoot-out than ever before. The England squad, six years after the heroic failure of Italia 1990, and their failure to qualify for the 1994 World Cup, had once more reached the semi-finals of a major competition. And remember, this was the mid-90s – football was bigger than ever before, and seemed to be intrinsically linked to the national mood, so a significant chunk of English pride was riding on this one. The fact that it was against traditional rivals Germany, on the hallowed home turf of Wembley, just made it all the more significant. Here was a chance for revenge.


[image: image]


Tension mounted as each side scored a goal apiece, but neither were able to secure a victory. The game went to extra time, during which the deadlock continued. And so, with cruel irony, it went to penalties. Hearts were in mouths all over England as each penalty was taken, particularly when Stuart Pearce approached the spot (Pearce had of course managed to erase the shame of 1990, with his successful strike in the shoot-out against Spain in the previous round – the one where he rushed over to the Wembley corner flag and bellowed at the crowd. But this was Germany, and bad memories of ‘that night’ in Italy were strongly present. Pearce scored, however, and for a few futile minutes, the watching nation believed things might go England’s way.)


But in the end it didn’t matter – after five penalties each the scores were tied, and up strode Gareth Southgate. His penalty was saved, and, with a sense of dreary inevitability, England were out. While it was almost worth it to see the looks on David Baddiel’s and Frank Skinner’s faces, it was a flinty heart indeed that didn’t feel Southgate’s pain as he trudged away from the goalmouth, carrying a nation’s disappointment on his shoulders.
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THE HISTORY
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Given how much misery the penalty has caused the English nation, it will come as no surprise to learn that an Englishman didn’t invent it. That dubious honour is credited to William ‘Master Willie’ McCrum from Milford, County Armagh, Northern Ireland, a businessman and amateur goalkeeper who came up with the idea way back in 1890.
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OF THE


PENALTY
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McCrum was a terrible businessman, and an even worse gambler, but he was a very keen goalkeeper and a huge fan of football in general, and played in goal for his local team in Milford. Football and the rules of the game itself were a bit more ‘fluid’ back then, and physical assaults, fights and casual violence were very much part of the game. Many local matches would dissolve into out-and-out rucking, and post-match charges of manslaughter were not unusual.


It was from his lonely position in the Milford goalmouth that McCrum had his brainwave. Why not bring in a ‘penalty’ system to rein in on-pitch violence? And, if so, what better penalty than a deliberately staged shot on the offending team’s goal?


McCrum’s great-grandson, literary critic Robert McCrum, insists that only a goalkeeper could have come up with an idea as tragic and heroic as this, and he may well be onto something. The goalkeeper is the focus of attention in a penalty kick; he’s a second away from either being the man who lost it all or the man of the match. It certainly fits well with what we know of Master Willie’s melodramatic temperament. Either way, the idea was formally proposed to the Irish Football Association, who in turn presented it to the International Football Association Board.


Who hated it.


It’s interesting for the modern reader to hear the main reason they considered it a bad idea. Accepting the idea of penalties for ‘ungentlemanly conduct’ would force the sportsmen of the day to admit that ‘ungentlemanly conduct’ did actually occur on the pitch, something that most were loath to admit. Robert McCrum dug up the following quote from the legendary (and slightly bonkers) C B Fry, detailing his objections. Fry held that the very notion of the penalty was: ‘a standing insult to sportsmen … a rule which assumes that players intend to trip, hack and push opponents and to behave like cads of the most unscrupulous kidney.’


Finally, after a great deal of debate, the board approved the idea on 2 June 1891, and the rule was introduced in the 1891–92 season. The world’s first penalty kick in a professional football match was given to Wolverhampton Wanderers in their match against Accrington Stanley at Molineux, on 14 September 1891. A man called John Heath took the penalty, and managed to score, with Wolves going on to win with a 5–0 whitewash.
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