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PREFACE


‘Let me know if you need someone to carry your bags.’


If I’d had a fiver for every time I’d heard that, I’d have been up there on the Forbes Rich List, sandwiched somewhere between Bill Gates and Tiger Woods. It was a familiar pattern. One of my chums would enquire about my next assignment, I’d say something like ‘Augusta, US Masters’, and back would come the offer to become my unpaid personal porter for a week.


I felt it no more than my duty, on such occasions, to assure this deluded individual that I’d actually prefer to mix it with the 7am traffic on the M25, would gladly run the risk of asphyxiation while hanging from a strap on the Northern Line, and would positively welcome sitting through a turgid meeting while some pin-striped bore from head office kept droning on about projections and targets. Not to put too fine a point on it, anything at all compared to the living hell I was about to put myself through.


‘Have you ever been to Augusta?’ I’d say. ‘Er, no’, they’d reply. ‘Well, this time next week I’ll be standing in the immigration queue at Atlanta Airport – an experience, incidentally, that they are now offering to prisoners on Death Row as an alternative to a lethal injection – and should I survive it, I will then find myself in another queue at the rental car office, bracing myself to stand firm against the remorseless attempts to persuade me to upgrade my mid-sized sedan to a stretch Cadillac convertible for only a modest additional outlay of $2,000 plus tax.


‘Eventually, having triumphantly parted with only half that for the privilege of sitting behind the wheel of a compromise vehicle which, when stationary, still leaves the boot and bonnet in different postal districts, I will find myself trying to stay awake on the Interstate 20 to Augusta – a two-and-a-half-hour journey which, in terms of jaw-dropping scenery, makes Australia’s Nullarbor Plain look like the Swiss Alps. Finally, I will arrive at one of America’s ghastliest towns, whose main thoroughfare is littered with signs inviting me in for a “Dunkin’ Donut” or an even more tantalizing culinary experience at the “Waffle House”. Or, this being a town where – in more senses than one – you will certainly find religion, I can avail myself of the “free lemonade” offer blinking out from the neon sign outside the Christian Bookstore as a reward for attending Sunday Service.


‘Then I will check into a motel, which a week ago was offering rooms for $40, but which now sports a giant sign reading: “The Cockroach Inn & Suites Welcomes Masters’ Fans!” and requires more like $500 per night (paid six months in advance) in return for accommodation that you’d think twice about housing your dog in. With, mark you, no bar or restaurant, and a serve-yourself breakfast which consists of grits, more grits, maple syrup, four-day-old muffins, and a jug of liquid (for pouring into polystyrene beakers) which – in both looks and taste – is difficult to differentiate from engine oil.


‘Next morning, I will set off for the course, and as the tournament has not yet started, try and find something to write about when nothing is happening. Apart, that is, from players being interviewed underneath the big oak tree outside the clubhouse, which generally involves some oleaginous representative from the Golf Channel thrusting a microphone at everyone wearing a golf hat, with the single exception of Tiger Woods. Woods doesn’t do casual interviews, although, as we’ll see later, this doesn’t stop the Golf Channel man asking all the other players about him. Most of the players try to keep their heads down and keep walking when running the media gauntlet between clubhouse and practice ground, although with some of them – like Gary Player, as we’ll again see later – it’s the media that hopes he won’t notice them rather than the other way around.


‘Then, notebook full of dietary advice and trembling testimonials to the God-like status of the world’s No. 1 golfer, you head back to the press room to compose your story. This would be a good bit easier if you were not surrounded by Americans, who have never been known to simply talk to their next-door neighbour when they have the chance to shout instead. Directly behind you are the radio commentators, who all have voices like oxyacetylene torches. “Hi there Dan!! Breaking noos!! Tiger will tee it up at 2.05 in tomorrow’s first round, and who’s gonna bet against the guy!! They’ve lengthened the course, and you know he’s just gonna bomb it out there!! Live from the Augusta National!! This is Mike Motormouth, for WX2BY Detroit!!”’


Why do Americans routinely converse at decibel levels equivalent to a Formula One pit lane? My own theory is that the first pioneers parked the wagons too far apart when they were relocating to the Wild West, and, consequently, when someone ran out of provisions, they were forced to yell at each other across the campsite. ‘Hey buddy!! I’m fresh outta beans!!’ ‘Okay fellah!! Be right there!!’ Whatever, it’s rare to come back from a trip to America without a matching pair of perforated eardrums.


Somehow, though, this stark insight into the cruel and gruelling world of the travelling sports hack rarely seems to strike the intended chord, and people still want to carry your bags. The only time, in fact, when I didn’t get the offer was when the bags consisted of a single rucksack, and some bright spark on the Daily Telegraph decided it would make a nice story for me to yomp across Europe to the Champions League Cup final in Moscow on a shoestring budget that did not so much involve the usual routine of four-star hotels, as arming yourself with a travellers’ guide to soup kitchens and park benches. It was, as I hope to illustrate later, not an experience to recall with great fondness, although at least it didn’t involve interviewing people. Into every life a little rain must fall, but there are times when it falls so hard on the travelling sports hack you don’t so much need to carry an umbrella, as start building an ark.
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IT’S A DIRTY JOB BUT SOMEONE’S GOTTA DO IT




But if I’ve really got to report from a beach, I suppose Copacabana just shades it over Clacton





I’d just returned from South Africa with a January suntan, and a chum down at the local clearly wasn’t having it when I took issue with his assertion that I had the world’s most enviable job. ‘Ok then, name me a cushier one,’ he demanded. ‘Easy,’ I replied. ‘The TV weather forecaster in Darwin.’ I’ve been to Australia pretty often, sometimes for months on end on an England cricket tour, and while anyone who’s been to Melbourne will tell you that you can be reaching for the sun cream one minute and an overcoat the next, not only does the temperature in Darwin never change by so much as a single degree, it also rains every day at precisely the same time. Consequently, I have this picture of the weatherman turning up at his studio in Darwin every morning, pinning: ‘34°C, Late Storm’ onto his map, and then taking himself off to the beach or the golf course. ‘That’s what I call a cushy number,’ I said. ‘Believe me, you wouldn’t want my job. You spend half your life emptying your pockets and getting frisked at airports, lying in bed all night with your brain trying to work out what time zone it’s in, and having the Wifi go down on you with a minute to go before deadline. And don’t ask me when I last had a weekend off.’


I might have convinced him if the mobile hadn’t started ringing. It was the office. ‘Okay, when? . . . Where from? . . . Heathrow? . . . How long for? . . . Well, if you insist.’ I put the phone back in my pocket, shook my head, and gave out a weary sigh. ‘If I haven’t already convinced you,’ I said, ‘you’ll buy me a pint out of sympathy when I tell you what ghastly assignment they’ve given me now.’ ‘Tell me,’ he said. Outside, the wind howled, and horizontal rain battered against the window. ‘Beach volleyball,’ I replied. Pause. ‘Women’s beach volleyball.’ Long pause. ‘In Rio de Janeiro.’ Even longer pause followed by weary sigh. ‘I rest my case.’


Forty-eight hours later, I was sitting in a custom-built stadium on Copacabana beach, at half past nine in the morning, with the digital temperature clock registering 91°F. The place was packed, and about every five minutes an automatic hosing system doused the crowd with cold water – partly due to the humidity, and partly, perhaps, because of what the competitors were wearing. Which wasn’t a lot. The office had sent me to watch the Women’s World Championships, and when the two British girls taking part were predictably eliminated on the opening morning, I spent half the afternoon lying around the hotel swimming pool, and the other half wandering around the beach bars at Ipanema. Mildly bored, I rang a friend, who was a football reporter on another newspaper, and asked him what he was up to. ‘Off to Stoke versus Wolves tonight. And it’s bloody freezing.’ ‘Lucky bugger,’ I told him. ‘It’s too bloody hot where I am. Pardon? Sorry, hang on a minute. Er, yes please. One of those cocktails with the umbrella in it. Thanks. Now then, where were we . . . ?’


After three days of this kind of hardship, I sent over my piece, and was informed that the deputy sports editor would like a word. ‘When are you due back?’ he asked. ‘My flight’s tomorrow lunchtime,’ I told him. ‘Ah, you don’t want to rush back here just yet. The weather’s awful,’ he said. ‘How do you fancy a trip to the Caribbean instead?’ ‘What for?’ I inquired. ‘There’s a World Cup football match in Dominica,’ he said. ‘But the World Cup’s more than two years away,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it?’ He replied: ‘Yes it is, at least the finals. But there are 635 qualifying games before then, and on Sunday it’s the first of them. Dominica versus Antigua.’


‘Should be of interest to at least half a dozen of our readers,’ I thought on the flight over, although a football match that had no doubt bypassed the rest of the universe would at least, I reasoned, have the locals in a frenzy of anticipation. Street parties, hog roasts, non-stop Happy Hour in the rum shacks. Hey, this could be fun, I thought, and shortly after checking into my hotel, I took off in my hire car around the streets of the capital, Roseau, armed with my notebook and a single question to put to the soccer-mad populace. Which was: ‘Are you looking forward to the big match on Sunday?’ I was expecting pretty much the same response every time – along the lines of ‘Yeah, man, can’t wait’, but while it was indeed the same response every time, it was more like ‘Match? What match?’ It was a long old day, largely because it was impossible to drive more than ten yards before coming up behind some lorry offloading bananas in the middle of the road, and while you waited your eyes were drawn to posters and billboards advertising such things as Coca Cola, Sand and Gravel Supplies, and Parish Prayer Meetings. Just about everything, in fact, bar a football match.


A telephone call to the Dominican Football Association seemed in order, but the number listed in the FIFA handbook rang out unobtainable. No matter, there were two more listed in the island telephone directory. The first gave the following message: ‘I’m sorry, the number you have called is out of service. This is a recording.’ And the second clicked me onto another recording, offering advice on what precautions I should take in the event of a hurricane. The only thing you could do fast in Dominica was get nowhere, so I wondered about their opponents.


I decided to phone the Antiguan Football Association office, only to discover they didn’t have one, but eventually I managed to track down their secretary, a Mr Chad Green, to a shipping company, from where he handled his soccer business during tea breaks. I discovered, fairly early on in our conversation, that we had something in common, in that he too had been unable to contact any official from the home country, and still didn’t know – this was on Thursday afternoon – which hotel his team was supposed to be staying in.


He was, though, ‘pretty sure’ the game was taking place on Sunday, but was keen to hear from someone regarding the kick-off time, and should I find out, would I be kind enough to let him know? Chad revealed – although I didn’t exactly regard it as a scoop – that the secretary of FIFA, João Havelange, had been scheduled to attend the game, but Chad had now heard he wasn’t coming after all. This came as no great surprise to me, given that João had probably given it up as a bad job after spending all week on the phone trying in vain to find out the date and kick-off time. Although he would at least have discovered what to do in Dominica in the event of a hurricane. Which was, for those of you planning to take a holiday on the island during the hurricane season, to ‘keep some rags and cloth handy, to prevent water rushing into the house’ and ‘try to remain sober’.


I wondered whether trying to remain sober would have been easier while cowering under a table listening to the tiles being ripped off your roof, or when trying to get in touch with the Dominican Football Association, but just as I was about to give up and get stuck into the local grog, I tracked down the vice president of the DFA, a Mr Ferdinand Frampton, to an office at the Dominican Broadcasting Association. Ferdinand declared his surprise that the Antiguans appeared to be unaware of the time and date of their match, and while it came as less of a shock to him that nobody on the entire island knew there was a World Cup soccer match taking place at all, the publicity machine was about to spring into action and change all that.


The publicity machine, he revealed, would consist of a van with a loudspeaker driving around the streets of the capital twenty-four hours before the game – when, he said, most people would be out doing their shopping. It’s an interesting marketing technique, and if ever the FA suspect that not everyone out shopping in the West End is aware that England are playing Germany at Wembley on the morrow, a van with a loudspeaker driving down Oxford Street would represent an economical method – even allowing for the congestion charge – of advertising it. Mr Frampton was certainly confident of it working in Dominica, predicting that as many as four thousand would attend the game, albeit adding that only around half of them would end up paying. The walls around the ground, he said, were ‘not very high’, and the police ‘couldn’t be everywhere’ to stop people climbing over them.


Ferdinand then kindly invited me to attend that evening’s team training session at the ground, which had a certain rustic charm, and a pitch that, while bumpy, had considerably less potholes than the capital’s High Street. It was also impressive to see that they had no less than three groundsmen: one bloke with a lawnmower, and two goats. The team itself was made up of a few civil servants and a couple of casual labourers, but most were unemployed, said Ferdinand, who told me he would have preferred it if all his players had been unemployed. As it was, training sessions could only be squeezed in late in the afternoon.


The stadium, as it was grandly called, accommodated all sports, not just football, and looking at the two main stands, named after two fairly obscure West Indian cricketers, made you realize that dropping the Encyclopaedia of Dominican Sports Legends on your foot wouldn’t leave much of a bruise. Each stand had a seating capacity of around a hundred, with air conditioning supplied via holes in the corrugated roofs. I thanked Ferdinand for all his help, and wished him luck on the day, especially after hearing him making a phone call asking whether they’d found a band yet for playing the pre-match anthems. I told him to make sure they knew their stuff, as I’d just been reading about a bit of a cock-up at a Pan-American soccer game between Honduras and Brazil, when the Hondurans had returned to the dressing room in protest at being invited to stand proudly to attention for what turned out to be the national anthem of Panama.


The office wasn’t interested in a match report, especially when I told them no one quite knew when the match was actually due to take place, so after sending a piece back to London about how half the island was in a lather of ignorance, I asked the deputy sports editor if he could sort out a flight back for the following day. ‘Ah, yes, glad you brought that up,’ he said. ‘During conference this morning someone pointed out that the West Indies are playing a World Cup cricket quarter-final in Pakistan on Monday, and that there might be a good story in cricket-mad fans going crazy with excitement.’ ‘As crazy with excitement as they do for World Cup football matches you mean?’ I replied. ‘Now, now,’ he answered, ‘everyone knows cricket’s the big thing over there. You could take one of the island hoppers to Barbados and watch it among the locals in one of the bars . . .’


Which is how I came to find myself in Bridgetown for the West Indies v South Africa in Karachi, among people, according to my deputy sports editor, who eat, breathe and sleep cricket. I soon found out that for every West Indian in Barbados eating and breathing it, there were a hundred more sleeping while the match was taking place. It was being broadcast, given the time difference, right through the night, and the interest was such that when I drove around Bridgetown in my hire car to decide which of the island’s many bars I would choose to watch it from, I found everywhere closed.


Well, almost everywhere. Only one licensed premises in the whole of the capital bothered to stay open for the night, and to describe ‘Bert’s Bar’ as packed would have been a serious exaggeration. The audience peaked at around 1am, at roughly thirty customers, and by the time the game finished – in a surprise win for the West Indies – only three people remained: myself, Bert (the owner of Bert’s Bar) and an American tourist whose complete ignorance of cricket at least provided some entertainment – more so than the one-sided game itself, that’s for sure.


Already puzzled by the fact that McDonald’s had just closed down on the island (rumour had it that the chain’s market researchers had failed to latch onto the fact that Bajans hardly ever eat beef) our American friend was even more bemused attempting to follow what was taking place on what Bert was advertising as a ‘big screen’, but what was in fact so small that you couldn’t see a thing from further than a yard away. A South African fielder diving to cut off a run was met with ‘Hey, this guy’s a short stop, right?’ and when the West Indies star batsman Brian Lara hit a boundary it was: ‘That’s like a homer, I guess.’ And so on.


Bert, a white Bajan, was either serving or glued to the screen, so he heard none of this, and was not even aware of the American leaving ‘to see if there’s any baseball on at the hotel’. Which was quite an achievement given that the American had a voice so loud – albeit not quite as loud as his shirt – that it threatened to break all his optics.


As dawn broke outside Bert’s, I realized that they were starting work back in London, so I phoned the office to inform them that I was walking back to my hotel, and that if the inhabitants of Bridgetown were busy lighting bonfires and dancing in the streets in celebration of victory, I had yet to locate them. I’d been walking for about ten minutes, in which time I’d spotted half a dozen early-morning commuters and a corporation dustcart. ‘I’ll send the piece later after I’ve had a bit of kip,’ I said. ‘Meantime, can you organize a flight back tomorrow?’ A voice replied: ‘You’re in Barbados, right?’ ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, it’s the start of the Cheltenham Festival today, and they’re really big on their horseracing there. Did you know that Garrison Savannah (Gold Cup winner in 1992) was named after the Bridgetown racetrack?’ ‘No, I didn’t,’ I replied. ‘Well, what do you think about spending the afternoon in a betting shop there, and doing us a piece about the locals watching Cheltenham on the telly, and having a bet?’ ‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘After all, you’ve just sent me to Dominica for a soccer frenzy story, only to find out no one even knew there was a match taking place, then to a bar in Barbados bursting with cricket fanatics – the owner, an American who hadn’t a clue what was taking place, and me. So why not complete the hat-trick with a deserted betting shop?’


This time, though, the office were spot on. At the time, Barbados was grappling with a number of important topics – privatizing the shipping port, water shortages affecting tourism, and trading wrangles with their Caribbean neighbours – but the one causing the greatest amount of agitation on this particular Champion Hurdle day in March I found mildly surprising. It was snowing at Sedgefield. Up until this point, I had supposed that the weather in Sedgefield would not have caused much of a stir outside Sedgefield itself, never mind on an island in the Caribbean, but while the Champion Hurdle at Cheltenham was clearly the main attraction of the day, there were just as many punters inside the betting shop looking to have a few bob each way on some selling-platers’ handicap hurdle in the frozen north of England. Bajans take their horse-racing seriously, and frontal depressions over Sedgefield (or Market Rasen and Towcester come to that) are not matters to be idly dismissed with a shrug of the shoulders and a muttered ‘C’est la vie.’


Following the horses, I discovered, was – on the evidence of the previous day at any rate – a far bigger deal than watching the cricket, and up until this point in my life I’d never have suspected that a course inspection allowing horseracing to go ahead at Sedgefield would be greeted with outpourings of joy inside the venue I was in at the time, a betting shop in Bridgetown, Barbados. The Champion Hurdle was the main event of the day, but there was just as much jostling at the betting till to hand over a slip for a race called the Monkey Puzzle Selling Handicap Hurdle at Sedgefield. And when the race began, I discovered that the locals didn’t just bet on the horses, they rode them as well. Each stool in the shop doubled as a saddle, and if they’d actually been aboard real horses, the Jockey Club would have stood them down for excessive use of the whip.


What’s more, even though the official language in Barbados is English, you’d have had more chance comprehending the dialogue in the Tokyo Stock Exchange than a group of Bajans watching a British horse race in a Bridgetown betting shop. They didn’t even take a break when the 2.08 greyhound race from Sunderland came on, where the snowflakes blowing across the front of the traps was a mild contrast to the eighty-five-degree sunshine beaming in through the open door. It was uncomfortably hot inside, with all those sweating bodies, although it was a lot cooler for Sir Garfield Sobers inside the air-conditioned manager’s office. A courtesy extended for being not only the most famous person in Barbados, but also the manager’s best client.


I sent the article, phoned the secretary’s extension to ask about her booking me a flight back, and heard her say: ‘Just a minute. Brian would like a quick word.’ It was the deputy sports editor again, who said: ‘It’s still snowing over here, so you won’t be in any hurry to get back, and we’ve had another great idea.’ ‘Brian,’ I replied, ‘I only packed for three days, and I’ve been away three weeks. Where now?’ ‘Well, we were talking snooker in the pub the other day, what with the World Championship coming up, and someone said, ‘Whatever became of Bill Werbeniuk?’ ‘You mean,’ I replied, ‘that enormous Canadian who looked like Doberman in Sergeant Bilko?’ ‘The very one,’ said Brian. ‘Anyway, he’s apparently back in his native Vancouver, and apparently is a regular at the Jolly Coachman pub in a suburb called Pitt Meadows. If you could get hold of him and arrange an interview, it doesn’t look too far to get there from Barbados.’


Every hack in the field knows that newspaper desks are notorious for misjudging distances, and the trip to Vancouver turned out to be a short hop of twelve and a half hours. Four hours to mainland USA, two hours in transit, and another six and a half hours to west coast Canada. I eventually made it to the Jolly Coachman pub in Vancouver to meet a by-then retired snooker player who never made a televised 147, but who certainly came close several times. And we’re not talking points here, but pints. Wearing a tatty old tracksuit top with ‘Harrogate Leisure Centre’ on the front and ‘Big Bill Werbeniuk’ on the back, he said that he was a bit hard up and couldn’t afford to go to the pub very often any more, which didn’t surprise me given what it would have cost him.


As I watched fifteen pints of lager disappear in the course of our three-and-a-quarter-hour meeting it became clear that when Big Bill went out for a quiet pint, a big bill is what he ran up. All fifteen of his pints were delivered by a girl on roller skates, who operated a bit like an auctioneer at Sotheby’s. She’d look over, I’d nod, and she was there thirty seconds later with a freshly topped-up glass. Each one was despatched in the same way, with one gulp removing half of the contents, and the second gulp the rest. And with only two visits to the Gents required, the ‘Big’ in ‘Big Bill’ clearly extended to his bladder as well. The receipt was a collector’s item – fifteen pints and seven halves – and I only wish I’d thought to keep a copy of the bill as a souvenir before submitting it with my expenses.


Bill’s biggest claim to fame as a snooker play was in managing to persuade the Inland Revenue to give him tax relief on his pints of lager, in the same way as a painter and decorator can claim for his overalls. He had some kind of ailment known as ‘Familial Benign Essential Tremor’, which caused his cueing arm to behave as though he was conducting the London Philharmonic. The only cure – which was prescribed by doctors and accepted as a legitimate expense by the Revenue – was a combination of alcohol and beta-blockers. However, the taxman later took the money back, and when snooker’s governing body started to ban various substances to try and weed out the cocaine sniffers, Bill found that he was no longer able to take his beta-blockers. And as he couldn’t play without them, at least not without ripping the cloth, he couldn’t play at all.


When I met him, Bill’s cue had been in mothballs for five years, although he was still on the beta-blockers, otherwise he’d have spilt more than he drank. Not even fifteen pints could make him dizzy, and if the pub hadn’t eventually closed for the night, the expenses bill could have closed the paper down, but we eventually said cheerio, and he cut rather a sad figure returning home to the small apartment he shared with his mother, more or less broke, and living on state benefits. It reminded me that I hadn’t seen any of my own family for quite some time, and sure enough, when I phoned the office next morning, a voice at the other end said: ‘There’s a big Seniors golf tournament in Arizona, and we wondered whether . . .’


I learned something from this latest assignment, which was that you can possess a plane ticket from Canada to America, but if you haven’t also got a plane ticket that takes you back out of the USA, they won’t let you in. I also discovered that when an American immigration officer informs you that the absence of a plane ticket out of his country marks you out, in his eyes, as a potential illegal immigrant, the clever answer is not: ‘Listen here, chum. On the dozen or so occasions I have visited America, which is, by the way, about a dozen times more than I’d care to have done, the urge to get out of the place again has seldom taken more than two minutes. Believe me.’


I had four hours to wait for the British Airways desk to open, and purchase the ticket out of America which would allow me to get in, but being a smart-arse meant that instead of passing the time enjoying a leisurely lunch in downtown Vancouver, I was obliged to remain in a detention room while various checks were made to find out whether I’d recently escaped from an asylum or was in any way related to Fidel Castro. Nowadays, every time I run into an American immigration officer, I smile and nod inanely, and call him ‘Sir’ about six times a sentence. It’s sound advice, trust me.


It was a relief to finally get to Scottsdale, in the upper reaches of the Sonoran Desert, and it was a pleasant enough couple of days watching old people prospecting for gold in the Arizona Hills. Once upon a time they came with donkeys and panhandles, but this lot arrived in Lear Jets carting golf clubs. There was then, and still is now, a lot of money in American Seniors’ golf, and the tournament was full of old timers raking in more swag than they ever did as regular pros. The first-round leader, wearing a ten-gallon hat on his head, was someone called Tom Wargo, who had earned around sixteen thousand in seventeen years before becoming eligible for the Senior Tour at the age of fifty, since when he’d trousered over three and half million in three years. They don’t even have to walk – getting driven around in electric carts – and there is something about achieving senior status that makes American golf galleries even more fawning than they are at regular tournaments. Jack Nicklaus was playing, and, not surprisingly, the great man not only drew the biggest gallery, but also the most obsequious.


‘You’re just the nicest, Mr Nicklaus,’ gushed a woman spectator as he walked onto the first tee, and this sort of thing went on almost throughout Jack’s entire eighteen holes. Golfers in general, never mind golfing greats, don’t have to do very much to win over a crowd, and Nicklaus more than once reduced the spectators to helpless laughter with rapier-like wisecracks such as ‘Not such a great lie, huh?’ or by ordering some flying beastie to stop hovering over his ball. Jack’s playing partner, Larry Nelson, didn’t join in the general hilarity, largely because steam was still coming out of his ears from a quadruple-bogey seven at the previous par three. His tee shot fell into a waste area, finishing behind one of several large rocks, and he only finally emerged after a series of jabs and ricochets. As happy as Larry, Nelson was not, and his mood was not improved by a comment from a lady spectator exclaiming to her husband, ‘I guess he should have hit it a bit harder, huh.’


‘Did you get the golf piece okay?’ I asked Brian over the phone next day. ‘Yes thanks. So when are you flying back?’ he said. I replied: ‘You mean, you don’t want me to go to Vladivostok to interview some Russian ice-skater, or Tierra del Fuego for the South American trout fishing championships?’ He said not. But it wasn’t until I was airborne bound for Heathrow that I felt entirely safe.


It wasn’t long, though, before I was heading back to America, this time for a boxing match involving Lennox Lewis. The British heavyweight was to fight someone called Ray Mercer, who frankly I’d never heard of. It was Sunday morning, and Brian phoned me from the office. ‘There’s a great piece in one of the Sunday papers by Harry Mullan previewing the fight. You’ll get all the background info you need from that.’ So I picked up the paper, cut out the article, and put it into my jacket pocket with the view of quietly going through it, and gathering some background info, on the flight over.


The office had sent me the return plane tickets to Las Vegas, and the reservation for the ‘Pink Flamingo’ hotel, and although this was my first trip there it didn’t take me long to discover that the American grasp of geography was as hazy in Nevada as everywhere else in the USA. ‘Where you from?’ asked the taxi driver as I sat in the back seat heading into town from the airport. ‘England,’ I replied. ‘No kidding,’ he said. ‘I’m gonna visit England one day. I wanna see me that Eiffel Tower.’ Even by American standards this startled me just a little, and I felt compelled to tell him that I had bad news to impart. That the Eiffel Tower had been moved. To Paris. Paris, France, that is, as opposed to Paris, Texas. ‘They moved it?’ he said. ‘’Fraid so,’ I said. ‘They moved the Eiffel Tower?’ he said. ‘The very same,’ I said. ‘They moved the Eiffel Tower to Paris?’ he said. ‘Paris, France.’ I said. ‘You don’t say,’ he said. ‘I do say,’ I said. And it was while he was digesting this clearly deflating information that I remembered the newspaper cutting in my jacket pocket and fished it out.


Harry Mullan, the author of the article, was a highly respected boxing writer, but while I had no qualms about transferring some of his observations on the fight into my own notebook, I did think it a bit odd that he could have got something so basically wrong as the venue. ‘Madison Square Garden?’ I thought. ‘That’s in New York. How can you drop a clanger like that?’ Then another thought occurred. What if Harry was right and my own sports desk had somehow got it wrong. ‘Don’t be daft,’ I thought. ‘This is the biggest selling broadsheet in the country. They don’t go around sending their journalists to the wrong places.’ A couple of minutes later we rounded a bend and any remaining traces of doubt were emphatically removed.


There by the side of the road, as we headed into the city, was a large neon sign advertising the fight. ‘Lennox Lewis Double Header!’ it flashed. ‘At the MGM Grand!’ it added. ‘Friday Night Live!’ it revolved. And several more electronic signs had beamed out the same information by the time we pulled up outside the Pink Flamingo. I had a quick look at the check-in list while I was registering, and didn’t see any familiar English boxing writer names, but there were hundreds of hotels in Las Vegas, and they could have been scattered all over the place. So the following morning, the day before the fight, I set off for the MGM Grand Hotel, one of Las Vegas’s biggest and best-known boxing arenas, and asked at reception where I might find the press accreditation room.


‘Sorry buddy, there’s nothing like that here.’ ‘But this is where the Lennox Lewis fight is, right?’ ‘Sure is, buddy. You here to watch it?’ ‘Yes I am,’ I said. ‘Which part of the hotel would it be in?’ ‘Follow me, bud, I’ll take you right to it.’ And after a while I was ushered through a door into a room about the size of Wembley Stadium, with what appeared to be several hundred television screens. ‘Er, sorry,’ I said. ‘There’s been some misunderstanding. I don’t want to watch it on TV. I’m here to see it live.’ ‘You wanna see it live?’ he said. ‘Yes, live,’ I said. ‘You know. Ringside.’ He looked at me and smiled. ‘You’re kidding right?’ I told him that I wasn’t. ‘In that case, man, you’re in the wrong place.’ ‘Blooming heck’, I said. ‘Where is it then? Caesar’s Palace?’ ‘No sir, it’s way out east,’ he said. ‘East?’ I said. ‘East of what? East side of town?’ He smiled again. ‘No sir. East as in east coast.’ ‘East coa . . .’ A horrible thought occurred. My mind went back to the newspaper article and Harry’s preview. ‘Are we,’ I asked, ‘talking about New York by any chance?’ Another smile. ‘Yes sirree. The good ol’ Big Apple.’ I must have made some kind of gurgling noise, as he asked me if I felt okay and would I like a glass of water, but I merely thanked him for his time and trouble, and wandered back towards the Pink Flamingo to consider the situation.


It was pretty hot, so I wandered out onto the hotel poolside terrace, ordered a beer, and phoned the office. I can’t remember now exactly who picked up the phone, but the voice was a cheery one, and asked me if the trip was going well. ‘Er, not bad,’ I replied. ‘Although, not quite as well as I’d hoped perhaps. Still, at least the weather’s nice and hot.’ ‘Nice and hot? At this time of year? You surprise me,’ he said. I replied: ‘Actually, surprise you is what I’m about to do. Would you like the good news or the bad news?’ ‘Okay, give me the good news.’ ‘The good news is that I’m here in America.’ ‘And the bad news?’ ‘The bad news is that you’re closer to the fight than I am.’ ‘Eh?’ ‘Well, almost.’ ‘Where are you then?’ ‘Las Vegas.’ ‘Las Vegas?’ ‘Las Vegas.’ ‘What on earth are you doing in Las Vegas?’ ‘I’m having a beer next to a hotel swimming pool.’ ‘But aren’t you supposed to be in New York?’ ‘Well, that’s where the fight is, but when you gave me a return plane ticket to Las Vegas I kind of assumed, and call me stupid if you like, that that’s where I needed to go.’ He said: ‘Bloody hell. So what do we do now?’ I replied: ‘Well, I’ve been giving it some thought, and decided it might be a good idea if I flew to where I should have flown in the first place.’ ‘Right, I’ll get someone on it.’


Eventually I got a call back saying that they’d booked me a seat on the midnight red-eye, getting into New York, with the three-hour time difference, at six o’clock in the morning. It was still only lunchtime in Vegas, and with nothing else to do I lay around the pool for most of the afternoon, shaking my head about every thirty seconds, and muttering: ‘I don’t believe it. I do not believe it.’ A hotel employee came by offering complimentary newspapers, so I took one, and found it so full of interesting stuff it almost made coming to Las Vegas by mistake seem worthwhile. First, I discovered that they were about to start construction on a giant replica of the Eiffel Tower, which made me wonder if my taxi driver chum had seen it and realized that he would no longer have to travel to Paris (or London if they’d moved it back again) to visit it.


The best article, though, was all about a woman who’d shampooed her poodle, and then attempted to dry it off in a microwave oven, issuing a lawsuit for damages. The gist of her complaint was that the manufacturers had not put a warning on the oven door, which of course made you wonder what kind of warning the judge – when it came to the court case – might have deemed appropriate. Something like this, perhaps. ‘Caution. Do not insert metal containers, tin foil, or small dogs. Otherwise, three minutes on full power might mean that your pet is substantially reduced in size, a little on the stiff side, and only fit for hanging in the back window of your Oldsmobile.’


Finally, it was time to leave for the airport, and after dropping my plastic, electronic room key into the disposal bin near reception, I hopped into a taxi to play the usual game of ‘guess-where-I-come-from?’ Only this time, having been born in Wales, I wasn’t going to make it so easy. We went through the usual suspects, Australia, South Africa, and eventually got to England, but finally I realized the cabbie was never going to get it and that I’d have to tell him. ‘Wales?’ he said. ‘Hey, don’t tell me. Wait. I know where that is. Hang on, man. It’s on the tip of my tongue. Don’t tell me. Let me see now.’ And a couple of traffic lights later he swivelled his head, shot me a look of triumph, and said: ‘Little island in the Pacific, right?’ ‘Nice try,’ I replied. ‘You’re so close I’m tempted to give it to you. It’s not actually an island, nor is it in the Pacific, but it’s little, so jolly well done.’ ‘Hey, I know Wales has some famous people, right?’ ‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said.’ ‘I won’t,’ I said, and for the next ten miles or so the conversation from the front seat went something like: ‘Wales . . . Wales . . . What the hell! Wake up buddy! . . . Wales . . . Wales . . . C’mon! Quit hogging the centre lane! . . . Wales . . . Wales . . . Jeez, that was close! . . . Wales . . . Wales . . .’ and then . . .’ ‘Got it!’ Followed by a not very tuneful, but nonetheless impressive, rendition of ‘It’s Not Unusual.’ ‘Tom Jones right!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m impressed,’ I said, and I genuinely was.


Finally, having slipped him Shirley Bassey, Ivor Emmanuel and Barry John, none of which he’d heard of, I arrived at the Delta Airlines desk, produced my ID, and the girl behind the counter handed me my ticket. ‘That’ll be a hundred and twenty dollars please sir’ she said. ‘Hasn’t it been paid for?’ I inquired, a tad surprised the office hadn’t sorted it. ‘No sir, that’ll be a hundred and twenty dollars to pay.’ I checked on how much cash I had, which was about eighty dollars, and reached for my wallet. Only to find that my credit card did not appear to be in it. Puzzled, I thrust a hand into my left-hand jacket pocket and found nothing. I tried the right-hand pocket. Bingo. There it was. I slapped it triumphantly on the counter, and couldn’t quite work out why the airline girl was looking a trifle puzzled. Until I looked at it, and discovered that I was attempting to pay for my flight with one of those flat, electronic, plastic hotel-room keys.


Strange, I thought. Strange because I remember having disposed of it in the hotel lobby shortly after paying my bill with the credit card. There had been a ‘used key’ bin in the lobby, and I’d popped my room key in it before leaving for the airport. Or at least I’d posted something plastic and flat, and . . . Oh my God, I thought. Don’t tell me. It’s not possible. Is it? ‘Excuse me,’ I said to the airline ticket girl, ‘do you think I could use your phone?’ I called the hotel, and said to someone on reception: ‘I know this sounds a bit odd, but could you check your used key bin in the lobby. I think I may have posted my credit card in it.’ ‘Hold on please sir, I’ll check with housekeeping.’ A minute went by, maybe two, and when he came back on the line he said: ‘Would that be a Visa card sir?’ Yes it would.’ ‘Mr Martin Johnson.’ ‘You’ve got it?’ Yes sir, we have. We’ll hold it right here for you at reception.’


I looked at my watch. The prospect of hanging around all day had been so boring that I’d left very early for the airport, and I calculated I still had time to get back there, pick up the credit card, and still make the flight. I was in no mood to play the geography game on the way back to the hotel, declining all attempts at polite conversation, and getting increasingly agitated by the fact that all the lights seemed to be on red. Finally, we got there, and I dashed inside, retrieved the credit card, and dashed back outside again. A look at my watch told me it was going to be tight, so imagine my consternation when I found that the taxi had gone. I’d simply have jumped into another one, but this one had my suitcase in the boot. Where was he? And then I realized that the Pink Flamingo actually had four different entrances, all of which led to reception via rows of fruit machines, and they all looked identical. I realized I’d gone back the wrong way, and by the time I found the cab again, I was seriously up against it.


It was a close call, but I made it, and the following morning, somewhat dishevelled and short of sleep, I found myself in the considerably colder climate of New York City, and walking from my hotel to Madison Square Garden to collect my press ticket for the evening fight. I was almost there when I spotted, coming the other way, a boxing journalist I knew very well: John Rawling. ‘Jonno!’ he said. ‘I didn’t know you were over here for the fight?’ Followed by ‘Blimey, what happened to your face?’ Las Vegas had been hot, and I’d already discovered from the mirror in my new hotel bedroom that my skin was all red and blotchy, and starting to peel off. ‘Sunburn,’ I said. ‘Sunburn? Where’ve you been to get sunburned at this time of year?’ ‘Las Vegas.’ ‘Las Vegas? What on earth have you been doing in Las Vegas?’ ‘John,’ I said. ‘Don’t ask.’
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It was during the 1996 cricket World Cup in South Africa that I slipped a disc in my back, and to this day I will give any female an argument that childbirth has got to be an absolute doddle compared to back pain. I ended up being examined by a specialist with an impressive number of letters after his name, who warned me not to attempt things like digging the garden or humping refrigerators, which I was happy to hear, and not to travel anywhere by air if I could possible help it, which was I was not so happy to hear. ‘Don’t fly? In my job? Sorry doc, not an option, sadly.’ He asked what I did for a living, and when I told him he replied: ‘Ah well, at least you’ll have a reasonably comfortable seat up at the front of the plane. At least I assume you travel business class.’


It is a common misconception that all journalists travel in the front of the plane, sipping vintage champagne, nibbling canapés, wondering which wine will go best with the lobster, and finally pressing a button which turns your seat into the equivalent of a four-poster at The Dorchester. Whereas in fact you actually spend all your time flying around the world while sandwiched between a twenty-five-stone sumo wrestler and a woman with a wailing child, attempting to stave off an attack of deep vein thrombosis at 30,000 feet. Which would be a good deal easier if you were able to extricate yourself from your wholly inadequate seat and clamber your way to freedom over the sumo, whose snoring is now threatening to match the decibel level of the howling brat on your other side.


It is also assumed, every bit as falsely, that all journalists enjoy expensive five-course dinners at Michelin-star restaurants which they would then submit as ‘entertaining David Beckham’. Nowadays, the meal allowances on offer almost puts McDonald’s out of reach, at least unless you forgo the slice of processed cheese, or do without the McFlurry for afters. So when my back specialist said, ‘Well I really don’t recommend flying with what you’ve got,’ I asked him if he wouldn’t mind putting that in writing. Which he did, and which is how, for a few years at any rate, I managed to swing business-class travel on medical grounds. It was almost worth the back pain, especially when you find that your very first pampered journey is to a destination as far away as Tokyo.


All Nippon Airways might not have been my preferred choice for making my business-class debut, especially given its on-board smoking policy. While most long-haul aircraft of the time had about two smoking seats in business class, and the rest non-smoking, All Nippon did it the other way around. I had experienced smog in Calcutta before, but that was the equivalent of a perfumed spray from an eau-de-Cologne bottle by comparison with the interior of a Japanese aeroplane. I was on my way to the Winter Olympics in Nagano, and while the fact that you found your wine glass consistently full suggested that someone must have been looking after you, I never actually got to see them.


The service was equally impressive on board the train from Tokyo to Nagano, and we quickly got a flavour of the Games from the individual entertainment screens attached to the seat in front. The opening item was a video of Japanese schoolchildren engaged in such an orgy of celebration you had to assume that either double algebra had been cancelled, or the headmaster had performed a triple Salchow on a banana skin. However, it eventually became apparent that their outpouring of joy was the result of a former pupil who had just won a bronze in the ski-jumping. The way the hosts appeared to be embracing the Games was in stark contrast to the level of interest back home, which quite frankly was so close to non-existent I wondered why the office had decided to send me.


The time difference didn’t help, but the BBC’s decision to broadcast 100 hours of these Games – presumably in the belief that a sleeping army of curling addicts were lurking somewhere out there – was a tad surprising, and viewing figures were poor even in the USA. Four years earlier, in Lillehammer, a feud between two American girl ice-skaters, Nancy Kerrigan and Tonya Harding, had climaxed with a US TV audience bettered only by two Super Bowls and the final episode of M*A*S*H, but attempts to build up a similar rivalry between Michelle Kwan and Tara Lipinski had thus far proved beyond the American media. Much to their consternation, the two girls seemed to genuinely like each other, and by the time I got there, the American press had been reduced to in-depth revelations about the fifteen-year-old Lipinski’s experiments with make-up, and her stress-relieving sessions in the Olympic village’s embroidery class. Not to mention interesting features about hinged skate blades.


Personally, I found it hard to get worked up about the Winter Olympics, with so many events decided by judges. Not so much Citius, Altius, Fortius, as what some anonymous arbiter from Azerbaijan thought of your mid-air separation. Or, when it came to handing out the artistic impression marks, whether the sequins on Michelle’s dress were more eye-catching than Tara’s. By way of contrast, however, the Japanese were overdosing on Winter Olympic fever. Huge parties of locals queued enthusiastically for three-hour bus trips up into the mountains (mostly to find out that the giant slalom had been postponed again) and everywhere you went, touts were shouting ‘ticketo!’ Everywhere you looked there were signs promoting the official Games motto of ‘Homage to Nature’, the theme of which was ‘caring about plant and animal life’.


They’d taken it seriously enough to move a ski-run in order not to disturb the local buzzard population, although I found it a bit of a struggle to get my head around how these laudable sentiments squared with Japan’s apparent ambition to harpoon every whale in the ocean. However, after an afternoon watching the 10,000 metres speed skating, I’d definitely have chosen harpooning over ever having to repeat the experience. It began with a series of tension-building announcements involving such things as the ice temperature, followed by people dressed in Spiderman suits, who had apparently had their thighs replaced with tree trunks, skating round in circles with their hands behind their backs. On their own. For a quarter of an hour. The short-track skating was almost as tedious, although at least it involved people racing against other people, rather than a stopwatch. It was also dangerous enough for skaters to be required to wear special neck and wrist guards to protect the major arteries from flying blades – in contrast to the speed skating, where it wasn’t so much the skaters who needed them as the spectators, in case they developed an overpowering urge to open a vein.


More fun to be had, perhaps, from the women’s aerials, where America were winning everything, including the gold medal for the naff banner of the Games. ‘We Love You Nagano – Go USA!’ Unlike the speed skating, this event did turn out to be mildly entertaining, not so much for the quality of the skating, as for the antics of the spectators. A man in a Stars and Stripes anorak, who turned out to be the fiancé of the American favourite, Nikki Stone, was behaving as though his underpants had recently been invaded by a colony of wasps, and he reacted to his girlfriend’s gold medal leap by letting rip with that catch-all American expression of delight, ‘Waaaah-Hooo!’, before clearing the fence separating the punters from the competitors’ enclosure with a vault that would have earned him (at worst) a bronze in the summer Olympics high jump. His fiancée, meantime, was blubbing so hard she almost melted the snow, but finally she managed to compose herself for the TV cameras, delivering unto them the quote all America was waiting for. ‘I just can’t believe it’ sobbed Nikki. ‘It’s just . . . it’s just so impossible.’ I quizzed those reporters with a more intimate knowledge of women’s aerials than myself, and was informed that the winning jump was something called a lay full double tuck, which involves a forty-foot leap into the air, a series of backward flips, twists and somersaults, and, not least, landing the right way up. Other competitors, it appeared, had taken the wimpish option with kid’s stuff called the lay tuck, and the lay, which, by comparison with Nikki’s degree of difficulty, sounded like the kind of thing I could have pulled off myself merely by taking to an icy pavement wearing leather soles.


From there, I wandered over to the ice rink, where the Olympic Kissing Championships, sponsored by Interflora, were taking place. This followed a comparatively dull affair called the ladies’ ice-skating short programme, which more or less confirmed my suspicion that once you’ve seen one triple toe loop you’ve seen them all, and once it was out of the way the punters were treated to a far more compelling contest to see which one of the two American girls, Michelle or Tara, would have more bouquets thrown at them. They were then required to kiss all the flower collectors, and fall tearfully into the arms of their coaches, before retiring to a booth containing even more flowers to await the judges’ marks for artistic impression. Weeping uncontrollably while wiping away a small river of mascara is an important element in trying to impress the arbiters, but if you want to pick up a full set of 5.9s, and possibly the odd 6, waving at the camera while clutching a cuddly toy seems to be the way to do it. Tara got the better marks, which led to a ferocious scrum in the interview room. You wouldn’t have got a glimpse of Michael Jordan, never mind a girl who stood all of 4 foot 10 with her skates on, but you could just make out a squeaky voice somewhere behind the sea of bodies. One reporter, arriving late, grabbed another as he rushed to file his copy in the media centre. ‘What did she say?’ he implored. ‘I gotta replay this tape recorder’ came the reply. ‘But I think it was something about being on a cloud.’
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