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			  I was a nuisance, tripping, falling,

				Yapping always. But today

				It is my father who keeps stumbling

				Behind me, and will not go away.

Follower by Seamus Heaney. 

				

				

				Follow the fellow who follows the dream

				Song, Look to the Rainbow

				

               

              
				Jonathan Smith was, for many years, head of English at Tonbridge School. As well as his acclaimed memoir, The Learning Game, which was described by Matthew Parris as ‘the only book I have read on teaching which is not boring’, he has published six novels and written many plays for radio.

				He is the father of the writer, Ed Smith, who played cricket for Kent, Middlesex and England.
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January 2006

				Today I put the novel I am writing on hold because there is something else, something more pressing, that I want to explore. It has been in the back of my mind niggling away for far too long, and for all that time I have been using every kind of ploy to deny its urgency, even to deny its importance. But I now know that it is my priority.

				I want, if I can, to capture what it has been like to be a follower and a fan, but also to capture what it has been like to be a follower and a fan who happens to be the father of a professional sportsman who also happens to be a writer himself. 

				This was a book I was going to leave until after Ed Smith, my son, had retired. It had seemed better – more seemly and more sensible – to wait until he had hung up his boots, whenever that day came. It had seemed more balanced and mature to wait. Waiting for that day would surely afford us both a bit of distance, a proper perspective, and as a project this book would certainly be less risky because there would then be fewer hostages to fortune.

				And yet I had planned to leave coming to terms with my life in teaching until after I had retired from the classroom, only to change my mind at the last moment and to write The Learning Game while I was still at my desk, still at the chalk-face, and still feeling the teacher’s everyday rough and tumble. It is in a similar spirit that I want now to write about being a follower and a father while Ed is still playing, while it still thrills and still hurts.

				The other reason I have decided to put my novel away for a while is that I was told last week that I have cancer. It’s all right, don’t worry, this is not going to be a book about cancer. There are plenty of those already. No, I just want to write this one because… well, obviously, because just in case… but more importantly because it feels the right moment to do so, and because when I think of doing so it feels fun. The idea has stopped coughing apologetically in the doctor’s waiting room and, without bothering to knock, has barged straight into the surgery.

				I will not tell anyone, least of all Ed, what I am up to. As is usual with me there is a touch of evasion involved in this strategy because he would, I suspect, try to dissuade me from this course. He would try to persuade me to go on with the novel. But after the surgeon had spelt things out to me and my wife in a clear matter of fact way and after the attendant nurse had given us a pile of what-you-need-to-know-about-your-condition leaflets, Gillie and I went, undefended, into a side consulting room to do the family phone calls. 

				First we rang our daughter Becky (who was feeding her newborn son) and then we rang Ed. He drove down straightaway from London to Kent and as he walked in the front door I knew I would start this.

				Next week, as luck would have it – and the timing could hardly be better – Ed and I are off to India together. We are going on a trip, the trip of a lifetime, driving right across Rajasthan. From Delhi to Agra, then Jaipur, Udaipur, Jodhpur and on to Mumbai. He has set it up. He has been to India many times to play cricket and this time he has asked me along. 

				It will be my first visit. And it may be a little disloyal of me but while he thinks I am jotting down my impressions of temples or forts or my first sighting of a vulture, I will, on the sly, be up to something else, something a bit personal. Well, to cover my tracks, I will probably be doing a bit of both: a bit of looking out and a bit of looking in.
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Dependency

				This shadow, this dependency thing, goes back a long way with me. It unravels back to my early childhood. Not of course that I thought about it back then in such terms, but I did start circling around the issues in the mid-1950s. 

				In fact, I can be much more specific than that. I was reading a magazine and I was sitting on a train on my way to Brecon, on a train pulling slowly out of Newport station. I was fifteen or so – so this is probably 1957 – and I was reading an article written by Cecil Day-Lewis, the father of the actor Daniel Day-Lewis and later, in 1968, to be appointed the Poet Laureate. 

				This would have been The New Statesman I was reading, a journal I bought each week to make me feel an intellectual, or was it The Listener, anyway, in whichever it was Cecil Day-Lewis admitted, if that is the right word, confessed perhaps, to being a hero worshipper.

				I can’t find those sentences now but I do remember the sentiments: I can recall exactly the lines on which Cecil Day-Lewis was thinking. He confessed that he had always believed that some human beings were greater than he was – greater, finer, more talented, more gifted, better than he was – and that he hated the way that many modern people tried to increase their own importance by cutting everyone else down to their own puny size.

				Yes!

				I read his words again.

				Yes! 

				I unscrewed my fountain pen (a Platignum, I hadn’t got round to ball points) and wrote Yes! in the margin because (i) I was at the age when I saw the sight of my approval in the margin as a sign of scholarship and (ii) I did not want the distinguished men and women I followed, my heroes, to be downsized. 

				The whole point was that my heroes could do things that I could not, and I wanted my literary and sporting heroes to be heroes, not people like me. I not only admired their lofty presence, I needed their company every day of my life. Was the fifteen year old boy on that Welsh train inadequate, then, in some way? I am sure he was, very inadequate. And fifty years later he still feels the same way.

				But hero-worshipping now sounds off-puttingly old-fashioned if not dead in the water. These days people are more likely to agree with Andy Warhol: ‘You can only see an aura on people you don’t know very well, or don’t know at all.’ The very concept of hero-worship feels out of date. It smacks of veneration. It smacks of homo-eroticism, of high-flown bright-eyed undeveloped youth, of Ancient Greece and Rome, of same sex crushes and recommendations for combat medals, a world altogether closer to the colossal than the life size, a world where rap is not a form of music but something small and administered across the knuckles.

				I cannot fix the moment or date the day when hero-worship of my favourite sportsmen slid into hero-worship of my favourite writers. But sometime in my teens it did, and Thomas Hardy led the way. For many of my generation Thomas Hardy, rather than cannabis, was the gateway drug. His tragic tales were the dangerous first steps which led you on to a lifelong addiction to the hard stuff. 

				But no, ‘slid into’ is wrong. I didn’t slide at all. It wasn’t so much that I graduated from sport to literature or matured or anything ghastly like that, it was more that I just added writers to my list without deleting any of the players. As the weeks passed I was unconsciously arming myself with the insights of my heroic playwrights and my heroic poets and my heroic novelists. After reading Hardy I was no longer a boy but a man seeing the world with new eyes. In my letters and conversations (thanks to Jane Austen and Oscar Wilde and Samuel Butler) I was developing quite a nice line in what I liked to see as cool irony and subtle understatement, while deep down I was also being knocked sideways by Shakespeare and George Eliot and being blown away by Ibsen and Wordsworth. 

				It was as if I was not only seeing the world in a sharper way but seeing through it, seeing it for what it really was. 

				So when, on that day in 1957, I got back to school in Brecon I cut out and stuck the cautionary words of Cecil Day-Lewis inside the front cover of my grey ring binder essay file. And each time I sat down and opened the file I would see the quotation before I wrote my next critical essay (and my critical essays were very critical, stropping the edge of my blade until it was keen), essays on Addison or Emily Dickinson or Dryden or Marlowe or Pope or Swift or Vaughan, but the truth is that long before I got round to reading and writing about that march-past of literary heroes, I had attached myself to (ie had started to follow in a very obsessive way) the Great Tom Graveney, the England batsman, as well as the Great Welsh rugby teams and, as this was 1957, the Great Elvis Presley. 

				In fact, lying next to me on the train seat, and next up after I had finished reading The New Statesman, was a magazine full of Elvis Presley photographs, black and white photos of The King (with sultry eye shadow) singing I Want You, I Need You, I Love You and Love Me Tender in front of his ecstatic and adoring fans. 

				Even if I could not get my hairstyle to swoop and flick and settle in quite the same way as Elvis I was one of those adoring fans, an addict, an aficionado. 
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J P R Williams

Heathrow, flight BA 143 to Delhi. 

				We’ve checked our bags in and we will soon be called to board at Gate Number 14. While we wait we are in the Est Bar and having a mozzarella and tomato roll. It is while we are in there that I know the trip is off to the best of all possible starts because sitting a few feet away from us and drinking a pint of bitter is the greatest rugby fullback of his generation, J P R Williams. 

				No, it’s lager he is drinking, not bitter. If you see a hero in the flesh and blood, Jonathan, particularly a Welsh hero, you might at least get the basic details right.

				Wow.

				JPR!

				Right.

				Yes, that is him, no doubt about it.

				Tick.

				Nerves kick in.

				But straight away I have a problem. Do I speak to him? Do I tell him to his face what I consider his greatest performances were, what his absolutely finest moments were? I could describe them all and celebrate them all and given time I could place them in order of greatness from one to ten except where would I start? There are so many. Ten wouldn’t do it. No, I’ll just stand up, move one step and go for it:

				-JPR, isn’t it? Sorry to interrupt, you won’t know me, but I just wanted to say that I have been watching rugby for over fifty years now and you were without any shadow of a doubt the greatest fullback of your or any generation-

				As I am considering this approach the greatest fullback of his or any generation catches my eye and his eye says ‘no’. It is a direct, no-messing look, and no one was better at direct no-messing than J P R Williams.

				Fair enough, so I won’t say anything. I let a few seconds pass and then I tap Ed’s arm. He is sitting opposite me reading a newspaper, and I whisper,

				-Ed.

				-What?

				-J P R Williams.

				-Where?

				My eyes flick right. Ed’s eyes flick left. He very slightly nods, a barely perceptible reaction, and goes on reading. He is more used to sitting close to sporting legends. But Ed loves Welsh rugby as much as I do and will be excited because it is not any old sporting legend sitting there with his pint of lager, it is JPR. 

				Over the last twenty years we have spent countless hours sitting together on the sofa in front of the television assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the Welsh team, game by game, position by position, player by player, move by move, and above all encouraging them to be individual, to be Welsh in fact, and sometimes standing up and screaming at them to run, to run like the little genius Shane Williams runs, to trust in their instincts and to believe in their flair, which basically and usually means encouraging them not to play like the English.

				J P R Williams.

				He is smaller than I expected.

				Let’s think, he must be in his late fifties now.

				JPR, full back, fearless, frightening, inspiring, fifty five caps, leonine, socks down, sideburns, brave under the high ball, devastating in defence, powerful in counter attack, unequalled in will, runs through a wall and asks ‘Wall? What wall? Was there a wall there?’ Six Triple Crowns, three Grand Slams, played ten times against England and never once on the losing side, and was fullback in the Lions teams that beat New Zealand and South Africa.

				And, if you really want just one fearless frightening and inspiring example: in 1978, having had his face stamped on by an All Black boot he left the field in Bridgend and was stitched up by his father, a doctor, in the changing room before running back out to play on.

				When I say he is smaller than I expected I mean he is less big. No surprises there, heroes often are. Even though I had been told he was small, Don Bradman was even smaller than I thought he would be, much smaller, with small hands. But JPR is still compact, still strong, his cheek is still scarred, of course it is still scarred, if some big New Zealand farmer stamps on your cheek with a big Kiwi rugby boot it’s more than a scratch it’s a scar for life, but JPR’s cheekbones are prominent, no sign of middle age fat, and even though he is sitting down at the moment I can sense he has a very low centre of gravity.

				I mustn’t stare.

				I look away.

				I look back.

				The pint glass is drained. 

				JPR has gone. 

				There is foam on the inside rim of his empty glass, and I am relieved I didn’t go and make a fool of myself. On most occasions I am pathologically keen not to make a fool of myself as I very nearly did on the Eurostar coming back from Paris a few years ago when I was sitting opposite a woman who was reading one of my books. Now this rarely happens to me. In fact this happens so rarely to me that the whole thing was exquisite pain. I tried to look cool. I pretended to be absorbed in my own reading. Then I looked up and tried to appear arrested by something in the passing countryside, gosh isn’t Northern France flat, but inside my jacket I was fingering my biro for the autograph (an autograph on the title page is even better than a tick in the margin) and my heart was off and running like Shane Williams and I was non-stop desperate for her to look up and look down at her book (at my book!) and open the back flap and look up and look down and double check and flush a bit and say,

				-My God, no, I don’t believe this, no, you couldn’t be the author, could you?

				I catch her eye. I am open to an approach.

				-Sorry, did you speak?

				-I just wanted to ask you if you’re the author of-

				She points at the book. With a modest shrug, a modest shrug practised so often that it comes very naturally to me, I say,

				-Well, yes, I suppose I am. 

				But she never did ask, and it’s not surprising she didn’t as I hadn’t allowed any photograph of myself on the dust jacket. No, that’s not true. The truth is the publishers did not even ask me to provide one let alone go to the lengths of offering to pay for a photographer to drive down to my place in Kent. Such expensive things, photographs, Jonathan, and times are very difficult in the publishing business and we are looking at ways of cutting our costs, especially on books like yours.

				On the credit side, though, she did keep reading that book of mine, so I did not fall at the first fence, and she kept on turning the pages, and ‘a real page turner’ is exactly the kind of review I like to have on one of my covers, it’s much better than any old photograph, and she even popped a sweet into her mouth (and a very nice mouth it was) without taking her eyes off the book, which is the kind of readerly absorption I absolutely approve of.
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A bit of last minute shopping

				Just before our flight is called – BA Flight 143 to Delhi – Ed stands up and says he is off to buy a few things. I would never do anything as mad and as stressful as go last minute shopping when any flight I am booked on is about to be called. I ask him not to cut it too fine. He smiles at me and tells me to relax. And how exactly can I relax when he might be too late for the flight? ‘This is the last call for Mr Edward Smith on flight 143. The gate is now closing.’ I do not want to be on my own in Delhi. I do not want to be on my own in Rajasthan. Right now I don’t want to be on my own anywhere at all and though I have not told him this I nearly pulled out of this whole India trip in the morning because I had a panic attack when I was shaving.

				He is back soon enough, though, and holding out a pair of trainers for me. He thinks the shoes I have on will not be all that comfortable as we walk the streets and sightsee all over India.

				-You are size eleven, aren’t you?

				While he was away I took the chance to check that I have my passport and my ticket. I have. And have I got the poems? A few nights ago he asked me on the phone to bring along some of my favourite poems, and make sure they’re short he said, just a few that you particularly like, your Desert Island poems, so that we can read and discuss them. 

				This request surprised me. Even though I have spent a lifetime ‘teaching’ poems and plays and short stories and novels, or ‘appreciating’ them, or ‘criticising’ them, or hoping I was helping my pupils to enjoy and to appreciate and to understand them, I have never been asked anything along these lines by my son. So I’ve slipped a selection in the same folder as my passport and ticket, which means that as I check my passport and ticket I am also aware of the poems. Yes, they’re all still there, and they will travel well, these poems. 

				That’s a relief. 

				Mental note: whatever happens, when I talk about the poems I must not sound like a teacher.

				After seeing that I’ve got my passport and my ticket and the poems I do the even more shameful check (in the other side pocket of my shoulder bag) and this is to see that I have got my Malarone (for malaria), avoid being bitten and if symptoms persist see your doctor and if you feel dizzy do not drive, as well as my Immodium (can stop severe diarrhoea in one dose, that must take some doing) and my blackcurrant flavoured Dioralyte (fast and effective) for replacing lost fluids and body salts. The nurse at my GP’s said it is very important in hot countries to avoid dehydration.

				Thinking of surgeons, I’ve just remembered that J P R Williams is a surgeon. He is a surgeon somewhere in South Wales. Yes, in Bridgend, I think. I wonder what kind of surgeon he is? Might he be orthopaedic? Yes, that’s it, I recall reading somewhere that he is an orthopaedic surgeon. 

				Bones and joints.

				And if he is it makes sense. First of all JPR crash tackles his patients on the pitch, which cripples most of them, then he picks them up and slings them over his shoulder and carries them off to the operating theatre where he puts them together again on the slab, all in a day’s work. 

				Anyway, an orthopaedic surgeon is not quite what I’ll be needing, that’s not quite my problem area.

				-Are you all right, Dad?

				-Fine, fine.

				He puts his arm round me.

				-You sure?

				-Sure. And thanks for the trainers.

			

		


		
			
			
			
				5



Good hall

				It did not matter if it was sunny or raining or even getting dark outside. Twelve months of the year, whatever the weather, I would roll or throw or bowl tennis balls or cricket balls at Ed. It might be out in the back garden or along the runner carpet in the hall or up against the garage door or in the nets or in a squash court, and he would drill them back at me. 

				Drill is the word. Once – fortunately it was only a tennis ball – he drilled one back right between my eyes. I didn’t see it coming or I reacted too slowly. That apparently was funny. 

				And when I wasn’t being the bowling machine as well as all the fielders, Gillie or Becky were. Ed didn’t really mind who bowled at him – his father, his mother, or his sister – as long as their arms were tireless and the balls kept coming, as long as we all put in the required hours.

				If he hit the ball directly back at me, gunbarrel straight along the narrow runner carpet in the hall, it was ‘Peter May’ or ‘Greg Chappell’ or ‘Martin Crowe’. This was in honour of three of the master batsmen known for playing straight, three great players noted for showing the full face of the bat to the bowler. Or, if he hit the ball straight back at me and we were being a bit less legend, it was simply ‘good’. If the ball touched either wall in the hall, however, it was ‘bad’. ‘Bad’ because he had hit ‘across it’ to the leg side or he was playing the shot ‘inside out’ to the off. And we didn’t want that.

				In later years, when I arrived at a county ground and peered at the pitch to find Ed was batting (rather than the last man out for, say, 7) and then saw one of his straight drives just to the left or just to the right of the bowler’s stumps, with mid-on or mid-off trotting back to retrieve it from the boundary, I would sometimes find myself whispering ‘good hall’.

				Like lots of little boys who love hitting or kicking a ball, Ed was insatiable. When I had had more than enough of rolling it along the carpet to him in the winter months or bowling at him in the summer, when I needed to mark some essays or to push off to the pub, he would always ask for six more. 

				Last six, Dad. 

				And two more for luck. 

				No, can’t finish on that, got to do better than that, one more.

				Smack. 

				That’ll do. Thanks, Dad.

				Then, after a plateful of toast and jam and a Michael Jordan basketball video, he would move smartly in on his mother or his sister and I would soon hear bat on ball again. 

				Last six, Mum. Last six, Becky.

				Come on, put a bit more into it.

				Smack.

				And it wasn’t just at home that he practised. Each school holiday we travelled west (for a spell with his ‘Welsh grandfather’) but on the way we always turned off the M4, just before the Severn Bridge, and stayed with my wife’s parents in Gloucestershire, where Ed would get more advice and more bowling, this time from his ‘Yorkshire grandfather’. There they’d be in the garden, Eric then in his mid-seventies and Ed aged four or five, a grandfather and his grandson playing cricket, and I would be looking out of the patio doors to see my father-in-law assessing and suggesting and very occasionally (with his back to Ed) smiling his canny smile to himself.

				This was also a weird and spooky re-run for me. It was sporting déjà vu, paramnesia, because thirty years earlier it had been much the same, only back then I was the young boy who Eric was trying to help. On summer evenings in the mid-1950s, after listening to Elvis or Buddy Holly or Eddie Cochrane, I used to go for grass nets with Eric. My older brother David, as cricket mad as I was, would come along too, and Eric (always padded up to bat first, box in, gloves on) would be there waiting with a half crown coin placed on top of the middle stump and, and while we bowled him into form for his weekend of Saturday and Sunday matches he would keep up the stream of instruction. 

				Eric’s advice – to me in the 1950s or to Ed in the 1980s – was the best that any young cricketer of any generation could wish to hear, and you have to hear it in a Yorkshire accent:

				-Come on, pitch it up, lad, you’ll never get anyone out with that. Let it swing, better too full than too short. Don’t lose your temper, Jonathan, you’ll bowl worse. I told you you’d bowl worse, lad. Now calm down. That’s more like it, had me in a bit of trouble there.

				-Howzat!

				-No, that’s never LBW, not in Pudsey anyway. Len Hutton would never give that out, never. Don’t try something new every ball. Wear me down. Be canny. Be patient. That’s it, that’s the spot. That’s a length, that is. Why not just bowl a length? What’s wrong with bowling a length? Don’t have any fancy theories. There are too many fancy theories going round. Now that was a good ball. That was a good ball was that. That’s what batsmen don’t like. Why not give them what they don’t like? You’re not with the girls now.

				And then, after he had filled his boots with all the batting practice he wanted, Eric would take his pads off and it was my brother David’s turn to bat, and the stream of advice would continue as Eric started to bowl his medium pace seamers at him.

				-Front foot closer. Smell the ball. Right forward or right back. Wrong ball for that shot, David. Bend that front knee. Yes, lad. That’s it, I like the look of that. Hit it, that’s rubbish, that is. That deserves all it gets.

				While Eric would be plying his mean medium pacers at my determined brother I would be tiring badly and impatient to have a bat myself and, with nothing else working, I would now be trying to hit my brother on the body. Well, he had spent earlier years trying to hit me, hadn’t he?

				And then, with the light beginning to go and me getting more fretful and more disheartened, it would be time for Tom Graveney of Gloucestershire and England to bat. I put on my box and picked up my batting gloves. I could of course have been Colin Cowdrey or Peter May or any number of other top batsmen but there was no doubt about the player with whom I would identify. And as I walked into the nets I could hear Brian Johnston’s rich tones as he described the match on the wireless. 

				-Yes, here is Tom Graveney coming down the pavilion steps now. And what a familiar sight he is, rosy faced, the elegant, tall right hander from Gloucestershire. How marvellous it would be for this big crowd if we were to see him unfurl some of his favourite off-side strokes. 

				And even against the fastest of fast bowlers Tom Graveney never seemed hurried. It was even the case when Hall and Griffith and the other West Indian quicks were battering the English top order. When the English top four seemed caught in the headlights, Tom somehow always had time.

				Time, ah, time: that’s the thing. 

				In sport Having Time is class. On stage, too, great actors always Have Time. Come to think of it, great performers in all arenas Have Time. And equally important (for me as a watcher) is that they Give Pleasure. The aesthetic side of sport is vital. Without elegance, without timing, without touch, without grace (the work ethic lot won’t like that old-fashioned word, will they?), all games are much uglier and much the poorer. 

				And back in 1956 I was Tom Graveney, and I had my box on. It was not one of these modern plastic ones you slip into your jockstrap, it was one of those old-fashioned jobs, one of the padded boxes with white straps attached. It was a hell of a fiddle pulling the straps between your legs and under and round the back, especially if you were in the middle of a batting collapse and it’s a bad wicket and you’re next in and there’s a big unshaven fast bowler running down the slope and the last man out is still running his bruised hand under the cold water tap and your own as yet unbruised fingers are already shaking and slightly sweaty.

				T W Graveney, or Tom to you and me, played his first test for England against South Africa at Manchester in 1951. Manchester was the third test of that series. Strangely enough, Ed’s first test was against South Africa in 2003, in the third test of the series, 52 years later.

				Another thing. Tom always had the peak of his cap slightly raised, set just so, set at a slightly jaunty angle, and he always rolled his sleeves carefully up to just below the elbow, never right on the elbow and never ever above. Sleeves rolled right up above the elbow would have given him the blacksmith look and Tom wouldn’t be seen dead as a blacksmith. Nor would I. I would never have dreamed of going out to bat or to field until I had my sleeves rolled up to exactly that point, Tom’s point, ie just below the elbow. Yes, it was difficult to keep them rolled up and in place exactly there, because long sleeves tend to have a mind of their own and to work themselves loose, but that was the price of fame: attention to heroic detail. 

				I called out to my big brother – in a very genial way because Tom Graveney was always very genial – and asked him to give me guard:

				-Middle and leg, please.

				I was wasting my breath. Brother David did not even bother to turn round as he walked back to his mark. He called out,

				-Doesn’t make much difference where you stand.

				-Yes, it does.

				-No, it doesn’t. Same result.
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Agassi, father and son

				Brothers aren’t the real problem, though, not even my big brother. Fathers are. Well, not always, but far too often. As a teacher, whether I was the coach on the touchline or the umpire or the referee on the field of play, there was little doubt about the trickiest issue.

				Boys could, of course, behave badly. They always have done and they always will do. They could let the team and themselves down by unfair or dirty play, poor body language, glaring at the umpire, graceless ‘acceptance’ of a decision, open dissent, shouting too much, spitting, throwing their bat and gloves and box before they got back to the pavilion, or saying ‘would you fucking believe it’ so loudly you could hear it, without the help of a following breeze, from fully sixty yards away. But all that was part of the job, and I found any or all of that easier to deal with than a particular kind of parental ‘support’.

				When a schoolboy had ‘lost it’ in the heat of battle I tried to make my point to him outside the changing rooms after the game. I would take him to one side for a quiet chat, the kind of quiet chat that involves only one speaker and one listener until things have become clear, and if that did not work and things remained unclear you could always drop him for the next match, or, if he still wasn’t quite picking up the way the wind was blowing, you allowed him to go off and join the tennis club.

				With some fathers, however, it was a different ball game. To be fair, most fathers get it right. They’re there for the best reasons and with the best of intentions. Whatever the disappointments and the injustices out on the pitch, whatever the pain or the vicarious glory, most fathers turn up in a philosophical spirit to watch their children. They feel the thrill of seeing them play well, or, just as important, seeing them do their best, and they understand that their sons must accept all the ups and downs that go with the game. And the love between a father and son, often forged on the rocky road of sport, can run very deep.

				But how does a teacher tell off a pushy parent who is so driven, so out of control, so doing his nut that it’s gone way beyond prescription pills and may require sectioning? Faced with that kind of adult misbehaviour how does the teacher/coach make his approach? How does he shape his corrective sentences? Well, I never cracked that one. Much as you may fancy it you couldn’t really go for the Alex Ferguson hairdryer, that’s the dressing room full-on-toe-to-toe rant, the eye-rolling rollicking that blows the hairs right off the victim’s head, nor could you drop Dad for next week’s fixture, and, although I am out of touch with the latest Health and Safety requirements, as far as I am aware no touchline bans operate in school sport. 

				No, try as I might, I could never find the right way of explaining to that father just how off-putting and counter-productive his conduct was. And not only for his son, but also for his son’s team and, while we’re at it, for the referee and the opposition and the other parents, not to mention those living in the immediate neighbourhood, if he spent the afternoon bawling, lips frothing, like a man in the early stages of a seizure, not that I’ve ever seen a man in the early stages of a seizure, more like a man in the later stages of rabies then, not that I’ve seen that either but you can see his face, can’t you, the saliva bubbles, the muscles at the corners of his mouth twitching, the difficulty with swallowing?

				Most mothers were fine. Most mothers were absolutely great. They struck one as grown up. It was as if they understood that ‘sport’ and ‘my son’ and ‘life and death’ and ‘tragedy and comedy’ were concepts that came in different categories. There was, come to think of it, the occasional barking woman I can recall but no more than two or three in forty years. 

				Most women revealed – or settled for – an amused, semi-detached, supportive manner. Some looked slightly out of place, even a touch apologetic, as if they’d landed on an alien planet and were having some difficulty with the language. After a spot of patronising male explanation they might clap a successful moment – a try or a goal or a great tackle or a well struck boundary – but their body language tended to say: Yes, I know I’m being a bit silly being here at all but then it is all a bit silly, isn’t it, but it means so much to them, and boys will be boys, and I’m a loyal mum and I’m also here to help keep things in proportion, but as long as my own lovely little boy is not too upset afterwards or, above all, not badly hurt I don’t mind.

				And a few of these same women would be deeply embarrassed at how their husbands were behaving, and would look away. As well they might. 

				Wouldn’t you return to the car or turn your back and disown a man-boy who spent the whole afternoon walking round the boundary kicking the grass or pacing up and down the touchline shouting ‘Ref! He’s off side!’ or ‘This lot always cheat’ or ‘Never get a good ref here, do you?’ or my least favourite, ‘Oh, thank you, ref!’, the father rolling his protruding eyes at the cognoscenti on the touchline and nodding to himself and clapping very slowly and sarcastically to make it crystal clear to all who had eyes to see, which would be nice if it included the ref, that after missing endless offsides/high tackles/late tackles/hands in the ruck and all of these by the opposition, that this particular referee (who was out of condition and couldn’t even keep up with the game) had finally spotted an infringement and given a penalty, albeit far too late to affect the result.





