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  PROLOGUE




  CALAIS, OCTOBER 2007




  TOM




  I opened my eyes and looked around the inside of the campervan. It looked like a bomb had gone off in an underwear factory run by a pair of booze-soaked, sport-obsessed

  gadabouts. Everywhere you looked there were pants – hanging off cupboard-door handles, draped over the seats or stuffed into the half-closed cutlery drawer. Empty wine bottles were piled up

  on the dashboard. Salt-encrusted cycling shorts lay in a heap on the grill-pan. A rugby ball with eyes and a nose drawn on it in biro lay half-deflated on a pile of dusty flip-flops.




  I climbed off my bunk and tugged the blinds open. Rain was going sideways past the window. The only colour for miles around came from a red neon sign blinking mournfully above the entrance of

  the hypermarché across the car park. We were alone in a sea of wet, grey concrete. I sighed and let the blinds drop back down.




  From the bunk at the back of the van came the heavy, rhythmical rasping of a large asthmatic animal at sleep. Stepping over a 24-speed racing bike lying prone on the floor I rapped on the

  bulkhead. The rasping stopped.




  ‘Already?’ croaked a disappointed voice.




  I rinsed out a pint glass, filled it with tap water and passed it to the shaking hand that reached out from underneath a pile of sleeping-bags and coats.




  ‘Already,’ I replied.




  The greatest adventure of our lives had come to an end. After seven giddy, glorious weeks following the rugby World Cup around France, it was time for us to go home.




  We had boozed in Bordeaux, tackled in Toulouse, partied in Paris and found nothing to do whatsoever in Saint Étienne. Our job had been to write a daily blog as we went along, lobbing in

  some video japes every few days and popping up for some chat on the radio, but to call it a job is to insinuate a degree of tedium and toil. There was none. The only task that was even vaguely

  shitty was emptying the campervan’s chemical toilet, and that was nobody’s fault but our own.




  We’d thought beforehand that nothing could match the good fortune of our usual gig – watching cricket and writing live text commentary on the Beeb website as we went along.

  Staggeringly, that had proved to be wide of the mark. We would have pinched ourselves, but the risk of waking up was too great.




  In the trusty Bloggernaut (the nickname our creaking van had been given by the blog users) we had cartwheeled from town to town in a haze of Calvados, up-and-unders and over-ripe soft cheese. In

  our wake lay epic sporting contests, never-closing bars, sun-baked beaches and appalling linguistic faux pas. We had danced nights away with bellowing Argentines, played invisible table tennis with

  tearful Australians and arm-wrestled Welsh women on campsites in Nantes. When there was no rugby to watch, I had recovered by cycling up mountains and swimming across lakes; Ben had eaten cold

  meats and smoked like a Russian soldier.




  Now, it was over. In a few hours’ time, a ferry would take us back to Blighty – back to a monochrome world of bad-news bank statements, soulless rented flats and towns where the most

  popular restaurant was a Dixie Fried Chicken.




  Fantastique.




  Ben fell out of his bunk, coughed like a backfiring tractor and scratched his stomach. Red-eyed and silenced by depression, he resembled an auditionee for an Ian Curtis biopic set in a pie

  shop.




  ‘I’ll buy you breakfast,’ I said.




  Inside the hypermarché’s café, the menus were aimed with deadly precision at its booze-cruise clientele. So well-researched were the dishes that even the puddings came with a

  side portion of chips. We ordered omelettes and pushed the complimentary lagers to one side.




  ‘My mum called me last night,’ said Ben. ‘She wanted to know if I wanted broccoli or cauliflower for dinner tonight. How depressing is that?’




  He took a long suck on his fag and blew smoke at the life-size replica of Louis Blériot’s plane which hung from the ceiling.




  ‘How are we ever going to match the last two months? Things will never be this good again.’




  It worried me to see him like this. The residual melancholy that must inevitably lie within a man whose parents have christened him Ben Dirs was in danger of overwhelming him.




  At his lowest point on the trip so far – his mugging on the dark streets of Marseille in the insane aftermath of England’s win over Australia – I had managed to put a smile

  back on his face by reminding him of the stadium manager we had met in Montpellier, a certain Monsieur Paul Bastard.




  ‘Did I ever tell you about my mate Jon Pudding?’ I said. ‘His wife’s just had twins, and they’ve named them Kate and Sidney.’




  Ben took another drag and stared silently back.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘and you know my mate Rob Ander, the one who got his girlfriend’s sister pregnant? She had a little boy – they’re calling him Phil.’




  The waiter slammed two chip omelettes down on the table between us.




  ‘Mahala Honeyballs,’ I said desperately. ‘Binky Pootwister. Herbert Lusty-Lusty.’




  Ben shook his head sadly, picked up a chip and tapped it distractedly into the ashtray. ‘Do you ever worry you’ll die without having left a mark?’ he asked despondently.

  ‘I do. To be honest, in my bleaker moments, I sometimes wonder if I’ll be one of those old blokes who sits in the pub, on his own, telling everyone he could have been a contender, yet

  no one even knows his name.’




  He nodded at Blériot’s plane. ‘Take that bloke. He didn’t sit on his backside, smoking and drinking his life away, did he? No. He went out there and he achieved

  something amazing. People doubted him – of course they did. They said he couldn’t do it, that he was a madman. But that didn’t stop him inventing penicillin, did it?’




  I reached across and gently took the smouldering cigarette out of his omelette. ‘Ben,’ I said. ‘How could anyone forget what you did in Montpellier? It was you and you alone

  who won that 3 a.m. break-dancing battle with the overweight Australian girl. She thought her Funky Worm had won the day, but your Electric Boogaloo …’




  ‘It’s not enough,’ he sniffed. ‘I want to go down in history.’




  I sat back and looked at him. He had tomato ketchup on his eyebrow. ‘You’re called Ben Dirs,’ I said. ‘You will.’




  Rain splattered against the café windows. On the pavement, a man in leather trousers was arguing with a lady attempting to restrain a small yapping dog.




  ‘Don’t you feel the same?’ he asked, his voice wobbling. ‘We’ve spent our lives cheering from the sidelines, watching other people win things. Mainly Australian

  people too, with the exception of that fat girl.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sick of being a watcher. Why shouldn’t other people cheer us on from the sidelines, rather than the

  other way round? Just once, I’d like to be the hero.’




  Outside, the lady was no longer restraining the dog. The man was still wearing leather trousers, but they now had a small dog attached to the left thigh.




  ‘Of course you do,’ I said softly. ‘I’d like to be a hero too. Who wouldn’t? But look at us. There’s nothing special about us. I can do a passable Kevin

  Pietersen impression and you’re good at smoking. That’s it.’




  There was a thud as the dog hit the window pane and slid down the glass, no longer yapping. ‘They don’t pick you to represent your country just because you fancy a go,’ I said.

  ‘Particularly if you are good at smoking. Whatever it is it takes, you and me haven’t got it.’




  ‘I’ll tell you what we have got,’ said Ben, pushing his plate away. ‘We’ve got no kids, no mortgages and no prospect of getting either soon. So we can still do it

  – become the best at something. It’s just a case of working out what that something might be.’




  ‘You are the best at something,’ I said. ‘Montpellier has never seen a boogaloo like it.’




  ‘I want more,’ said Ben, jabbing his fork at my chest, ‘and I know you do too. Why else would you cycle up all those mountains? And eat all that vegetarian shite? You love a

  pointless sporting challenge, so I know you’d love to be a champion.’




  Pointless sporting challenge? He didn’t know the half of it. My favourite moment in two years of going out with an ex-ex girlfriend had involved me accidentally dropping a crumb of toast,

  instinctively flicking out a foot, trapping the crumb on my instep, flicking it instantaneously back into the air, catching it back on the toast and then munching it with a delighted flourish. The

  ex-ex girlfriend hadn’t even noticed.




  ‘It’s a beautiful idea,’ I said, and I meant it. ‘But it’s also madness. What are we going to win? You might be a shoo-in for gold at the World Lateness

  Championships, but there isn’t one. And if there was, you’d be late for it anyway.’




  I paused for a moment to consider that one more closely. Could being late for the World Lateness Championships actually make you more worthy of the title than someone who’d turned up in

  time to take part? Did the organizers pretend the event started four hours earlier than it actually did, just to make sure the competitors got there on time? How late did you have to be until you

  were considered early for the following year’s championship?




  ‘There’s got to be a sport somewhere we could be the best at,’ said Ben, with a glint in his eye. ‘We just need to find out what it is. Forget rugby or cricket or

  football or tennis. I tried all those years ago and it didn’t happen.




  Another sporting memory surfaced. During a lull in proceedings in the office I had once taken part in a spontaneous game which involved trying to catch a golf ball on the end of a metal relay

  baton. The sense of pride and achievement in being able to do that pointless activity better than anyone else had been both significant and long-lasting.




  Champions. I had to admit it – it had a lovely ring to it.




  ‘There’s some weird old sports out there,’ I said, a tremor of excitement audible in my voice.




  ‘Bloody weird sports that see far lesser men than you and me crowned world champions,’ said Ben.




  World champions! I tried to picture how it would feel to have a solid gold medal hanging round my neck. There’d be champagne, of course, and victory parades on open-top buses. Lucrative

  sponsorship deals. Giggling groupies, inevitably.




  I stared out of the window, so caught up in the thought that I almost failed to notice that the man in leather trousers was now kissing the woman both passionately and publicly. The dog was

  nowhere to be seen.




  ‘You got any major plans for the next twelve months?’ I asked casually.




  ‘Yup,’ nodded Ben. ‘I’m not getting married, I’m not buying a house and I’m not expecting my first child.’




  ‘So – in theory – you could dedicate a year to something?’




  ‘To travel the globe, jousting for glory in championship after championship? Oh yes.’




  I scanned my own mental diary. I had things to do, but nothing that would give rise to open-top groupies and giggling buses. It would mean Ben and I spending the foreseeable future in each

  other’s pockets, but we’d worked through any issues months ago. He didn’t interrupt my exercise and I didn’t complain about his smoking. I was careful not to wake him when I

  got up early; he was careful not to wake me when he went to bed late. He ate the meat, I ate the vegetables. I drove, he washed up. When the time came to celebrate, we matched each other drink for

  drink, and if every fourth one of mine was water and every third one of his was the filthiest local firewater he could find, that was fine.




  ‘We’d need a new van,’ I said. ‘The BBC want this one back.’




  ‘Let them have it!’ shouted Ben. ‘It ruddy stinks. We’ll buy a new one!’




  ‘A new second-hand one.’




  ‘A new cheap second-hand one.’




  ‘The Bloggernaut is dead. Long live the Bloggernaut!’




  We were both standing up. Ben was waving and gesticulating like an orang-utan at a rave. There was omelette everywhere – on the table, on the floor, in his hair.




  ‘I’ll start the research tonight at my mum’s house,’ he said, eyes blazing.




  ‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep. You won’t get round to it. We both know that. Anyway – what about your mum’s broccoli?’




  ‘Forget my mum’s broccoli. She’s doing cauliflower.’




  ‘Respect to Mama Dirs. I might stay over for tea.’




  ‘This time next year, you and me could be world champions, Tommy!’




  ‘We could be heroes, Benjamin – we could be heroes …’
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  COAL




  BEN




  So there I am, standing at the bottom of a hill in a small Yorkshire village called Gawthorpe. It’s Easter Monday, it’s snowing and I’m dressed like a proper

  wally in T-shirt and shorts. Then, to top it all, some clown goes and dumps 50 kilograms of coal on my back. And all I can think is: ‘Life didn’t have to be like this – if only I

  hadn’t bollocksed up my Geography A-level.’




  How did I let Tom, who I thought was one of the good guys, pull a stroke like this? When we made our glorious pledge, he was strangely reticent on the subject of lugging large sacks of coal up

  steep northern inclines. Stone skimming? Probably. Pipe smoking? Maybe. Coal humping? Not a ruddy peep. My nan had a name for people like him: ‘Cunning little Stalins’. The key

  difference being that while Stalin wasn’t, as far as I’m aware, big on his fitness, Tom just happens to be a seriously handy triathlete who could probably cycle up Ben Nevis with 50

  kilos of coal in his shopping basket. My nan had another name for people like Tom: ‘Bastards’.




  In fairness to Tom (who, I must clarify, has never stuck an ice-pick in anyone’s head), he did tell me a full week before the event. Still, given my fitness levels, that’s like

  telling Peter Andre that in a week he’s going to take over as Governor of the Bank of England. Plus, trying to break into the world of coal-carrying in Essex is almost as difficult as getting

  a foot-up in tennis. Where does a man of modest means find a municipal court with a functioning net and a weed-free baseline nowadays? And where does a man purchase a giant bag of coal in 2008? I

  tried the local Esso garage, but I wasn’t sure a couple of 4-kilogram bags of barbecue briquettes would accurately replicate the agony.




  Luckily, my dad has a shed positively rammed with large sacks, containing everything from peat to potatoes to the very extensive collection of gentlemen’s titles my mum found under my bed

  after I moved out. I plumped for the peat, although at 22 kilos it was hardly ideal. The fact that my mum and dad’s garden is approximately 20 feet long was also a bit of a drawback, so the

  car park behind my flat in Romford was going to have to stand in for Yorkshire’s rolling hills. What Mehmet, owner of the newsagent next door, made of my training sessions is difficult to

  say, but he did growl in my face one day and vigorously massage my biceps, which, seeing as the Turks know a thing or two about weightlifting, I took to be an encouraging sign.




  Still, 22 kilos of peat, as even Peter Andre will tell you, is not 50 kilos of coal and I travelled up to Tom’s brother’s place in Leeds with a slightly nauseous feeling that started

  in the tips of my hair and stretched down to the pit of my stomach. Tom, unsurprisingly for one of the fittest men in the known world, seemed slightly more sanguine when he greeted me at the

  station. ‘Ready to be a champ?’ he said, with arms outstretched and a beaming smile on his suddenly eminently slappable face. My mood darkened further on discovering his brother Rob had

  also decided to take part, which meant I could look forward to being humiliated by two Fordyces in one day.




  ‘Dunno about you, but I can’t wait to get started,’ said Tom as we tucked into tuna and pasta bake with frozen crinkle-cut chips sprinkled on top. (‘The dinner of

  champions,’ according to Rob. Champion of what? The Bedsit Olympics?)




  ‘Yes and no,’ I replied. ‘Wasn’t it the world marbles championship this weekend? Marbles, they’re pretty light, I would have fancied myself at marbles.’




  ‘Too much skill and tactics involved,’ replied Tom, ‘and anyway, you can’t beat a tough physical challenge.’




  That, in my mind at least, was a declaration of war. And I was sure, over the course of the year, that my light artillery of nettles, peas and eggs would be able to outwit even his heaviest

  guns.




  TOM




  Nerves. I’d seen Ben fearful before, not least when he and I had been caught doing poor South African accents by a group of five enormous Boers in a back-street

  café in Paris before the World Cup final. Back then we had got away with it by pretending to be French (even five enormous Boers hesitate at starting a fight with an entire country) but such

  tactics could only exacerbate our problems in West Yorkshire.




  As always I tried to calm him with the trusty tools of cheap red wine and duty-free cigarettes. See it as a toe in the World Championship water, I told him. Sure, coal carrying might not be

  the ideal opener, but it would give us a decent indication of what it took to be a champ. And if any of the pre-race favourites took their eyes momentarily off the prize – why, there might

  just be a Dirs- or Fordyce-shaped hole we could sneak through to win.




  By midnight his mood seemed positively chirpy. While he’d turned down the chance to practise his technique by carrying me piggy-back up three flights of steps, he’d allowed me to

  carry him. From my own point of view it was an ideal confidence-booster. No matter how uncomfortable the sack of coal turned out to be, at least it wouldn’t be smoking or spilling cheap red

  wine down my back.




  BEN




  Live, as I do, in Romford and you get the distinct feeling that the apocalypse is just around the corner, probably drinking a bottle of WKD and getting ready to gob on your

  back. Whether it’s the teenage mother tearing apart a Happy Meal for her baby in McDonald’s (‘I know she ain’t got no teef, but she can chew it, can’t she

  …’) or the morbidly obese lady sharing doughnuts on the bus with her son (‘Why are you having two?’ ‘BECAUSE I DIDN’T ’AV ANY FUCKIN’

  BREAKFAST!’), or indeed the friend whose mother gave her daughter a remote-controlled dildo for Christmas (come to think of it, his sister does have short arms …), not a day goes by

  when I don’t momentarily turn into my dad and think aloud: ‘I’m pretty sure it never used to be as bad as this.’




  And so many a Romfordian (or is it Romforder?) clings to the hope that somewhere, out beyond the A12, are little




  reminders of what England used to be like: villages where people drink milk warm from the churn, young couples stepping out down lovers’ lane on a summer evening, old men singing folk

  songs in the local tavern, people managing to chat to each other on public transport without using the words ‘wanker’ and ‘bollocks’. My expectations aren’t as high as

  all that – for me, just being able to walk through a town centre at night without stepping in a pool of vomit is the stuff of a madman’s dreams.




  Gawthorpe is situated on the A638 between Dewsbury and Wakefield, has got chocolate box Yorkshire written all over it and, the icing on the cake, a maypole on the village green. One of the

  organizers of the coal race, Brian Wilding, had been kind enough to send ahead some poems written by the event’s founder, a Mr Fred Hirst, to give me a feel for the village and the history of

  the event. As a countryside-starved Essex man, I liked what I read:




  It began in the Beehive a long time ago




  The argument started as the beer began to flow.




  Reggie Sedgewick, to Louis Hartley did say, ‘


  ‘I am a much better man than thee any day.




  ‘At carrying coal, I am surely the best




  All tha’ wants to do is have a rest.’




  Amos Clapham was there and this he said: ‘




  I can beat both of you stood on my head.’




  Horace Crouch said, ‘For 10 pounds I will back




  Reggie Sedgewick – to be first with the sack.’




  Louis Hartley was not to be outdone:




  ‘That 10 pounds is mine, it can easily be won.’




  ‘O’wd on a minute,’ is what I said,




  Better introduce myself, my name is Fred.




  ‘There must be something we can do with this,


  It’s a great opportunity, too good to miss.




  ‘Let’s have a coal-carrying race




  On Easter Monday let it take place.’




  It all started for a bit of fun




  But, surely the hardest race to be run.




  Proudly after thirty-four years we present




  A truly great British Event.




  But just as I was thinking of digging out the Harris Tweed from the boot, Brian went all melancholy on me and in the process shattered a few illusions.




  ‘At one time, the village was a village, as opposed to being an extension of Wakefield as it is now,’ says Brian. ‘It’s changed completely. There used to be three shops,

  a post office, a working men’s club, community club, three pubs, and they were all supported quite well. Everyone knew everybody, but a lot of strangers have moved into the village and people

  keep themselves to themselves. Up to when I was nine or ten years old I could have named everyone in every house. Now, a lot of people don’t even know their next door neighbours’

  names.’ To be honest, that’s not what I wanted to hear, although I tried to lighten Brian’s mood by pointing out there are probably people in Romford who aren’t on

  first-name terms with their flatmates.




  Still, they’re clinging on to the Maypole Feast and procession in Gawthorpe, which has been an annual event since 1875, so the community flame flickers. And it’s comforting to know

  there are still feasts in England that don’t come in a cardboard bucket, washed down with a two-litre bottle of Coke. Although the pit has long since gone, the village retains its links with

  the coal industry and the ‘coil race’, as it is pronounced in Gawthorpe, was first run in 1964 to raise funds for the Maypole festivities.




  ‘I was seventeen or thereabouts when the coal race first started,’ says Brian. ‘You couldn’t say hello to Fred Hirst without him pulling a bunch of raffle tickets out of

  his pocket, and saying, “’av a shillings worth.” And it was all for the maypole – he lived and breathed the maypole, it was his bread and butter. Anyway, he cottoned on to

  this idea of having a coal race to raise money for Maypole Feast day, because even at that time it was dwindling as far as money and everything else was concerned. A lot of people in the village

  have got no idea how much it costs to put May Day on. When I was on the committee, I was looking at something like £6,500 to £7,500 to put it on. Even the local band want

  paying to come and march for us.’




  Brian’s rather deflating words gave me the sudden urge to stroll off into a nearby field and crumble soil between my fingers while looking wistfully into the distance – but the

  arrival in the Royal Oak car park of a bastard great coal truck quickly focused my mind on the task ahead. As did the appearance of ‘King Can’, an anti-litter warrior from Scorton,

  Lancashire, and a man who can remember the year, date and exact time of day he started pumping iron.




  ‘I bought my own free weights on 27 May 2006, 2 p.m.,’ said King Can. ‘And the bar bells. And I practise every day, alternating a snatch and jerk lift and also the dead lift. I

  did snatch and jerk last night and tonight’s the dead lift. My personal best at the snatch and jerk is 195.5 lb and my dead lift has reached 450 lb clean. I’ve improved a lot.’ As

  I listened, I fingered my biceps, and it suddenly occurred to me they had the consistency of cream cheese.




  King Can, it turned out, also competed in 1984 and 1986. So why, I asked him, the sudden urge to put his body through hell all over again at the age of 48?




  ‘I was interested in coming up in 2006, because that would have been twenty years, but I didn’t have enough money because someone had robbed my mother’s inheritance,’ he

  replied, with a candour that made this southerner wince. ‘And I couldn’t come last year because I picked up a food bug on the Maundy Thursday and was shitting through the eye of a

  needle.’ Which reminded me, where did a hungry ‘coil-humper’ get a pre-race meal in Gawthorpe?




  So off we trotted for a walk of the course, about ten of us in all, like jockeys running the rule over Aintree on the morning of the Grand National. On leaving the Royal Oak on Owl Lane, the

  competitors rise about 300 metres before turning left and winding up towards Benny Harrop Hill, a steep approach to the Shoulder of Mutton public house, in front of which stands the village

  maypole. It’s a 1012.5-metre carry in all, and in 1991 and 1995 a certain Dave Jones of Meltham completed the course in an unfathomable 4 minutes 6 seconds.




  ‘Any fell runners among you?’ piped up a chap called Neil, who must have been about 9 stone and pushing 60. The question was met with much silent shoe-gazing and embarrassed tugging

  of jumpers, and even Tommy, a veteran of umpteen triathlons, looked a bit panicked when the wiry little sod added that (a) he was competing in his hundredth marathon in a week’s time and (b)

  he delivered coal for a living – 300 bags a day. I also learned about local hero George Crossland, who was still competing at the grand old age of 69 and who once ran there and back without

  dropping the sack – before helping load the sacks back on the coal lorry. The secret of his strength, according to Brian: ‘He never smoked and ate two breakfasts every day.’ As I

  am a man who smokes two cigarettes for breakfast every day, the omens weren’t looking good.




  Tommy, Rob and I broke from the pack and found a spot to eat in a village hall just down from the Shoulder of Mutton, lured in by a promise of corned beef hash for £1.80. After

  confirming with Tom that the A638 didn’t double up as a time portal and it wasn’t in fact 1978, Rob and I fell upon our gigantic portions like the ravenous coal-warriors we were about

  to become. Tommy, meanwhile, spent his time flipping through compilation disco LPs at the rear of the hall and sipping herbal tea, before pointing out there were only thirty minutes until

  kick-off.




  Now, I’m no nutritionist, but I’m pretty sure you’ll never catch Paula Radcliffe – or dear old George Crossland for that matter – falling upon a plate of

  corned-beef hash (served on a pancake mattress) half an hour before a marathon. So my late breakfast, allied with a bowel-cleansing Marlboro Light (am I the only southerner who feels unmanly

  sparking up a Marlboro Light Oop North?) had me fearing I might follow in Paula’s footsteps and drop my guts on the side of Gawthorpe High Street.




  It was when King Can informed me, on the way back down to the Royal Oak, that Arnold Schwarzenegger was popping over to Scorton in 2009 to back his anti-litter campaign that I really started

  getting jittery.




  ‘He’ll be coming over with lots of other celebrities,’ said King Can. ‘They’re going to put King Can on every channel,although they’ll keep Coronation Street

  and the other soaps on …’ George Orwell, after a Sunday morning spent browsing for ceiling tiles at his local B&Q, could not have conjured anything bleaker. And then Ben Fogle

  rocked up out of the blue with a camera crew to really put the shits up me. Not only was I about to humiliate myself in front of the good burghers of Gawthorpe, I was about to humiliate myself in

  front of the good viewers of Countryfile, and you can’t get a tougher crowd than those two. Disappointingly, Fogle seemed like even more of a bloody nice bloke in person than he does

  on the telly, and a healthier looking specimen I’d never laid eyes on: blond of locks, golden of skin and bulbous of thigh, he made Tom look like Frank Gallagher from Shameless and me

  like Homo habilis.




  Back at the Royal Oak, Brian, perhaps sensing my alarm at the appearance of this otherworldly being, thrust a disclaimer into my hands with the words, ‘Just so we’re not liable for

  owt,’ before asking how the training had gone.




  ‘Good – I’ve been carrying my girlfriend’s bags back from the shops for years,’ quipped Tom, but Brian failed to see the funny side.




  ‘Not many do it from down South,’ said Brian, his eyes boring deep into Tom’s soul. ‘They think they know hills in Derbyshire, they haven’t got a clue. These hills

  make grown men cry.’




  The pre-race banter confirmed what I had heavily suspected all along, namely that I was coming into the event rather undercooked compared with the rest of the field. Eight-time champion John

  Hunter, 43, had spent the previous three months training with sandbags across the hills of his native Scarborough. John, who has been competing since 1990, has also completed the Billy The Kid

  Tombstone Race in New Mexico, which requires competitors to drag an 80-lb stone over a 100-yard course, complete with two 5-ft hurdles.




  ‘That’s what I do in my spare time, lift heavy stuff up and down things,’ said John, who once covered the course in 4 minutes 19 seconds. I studied his face for a trace of

  irony, and either he possesses a sense of humour so dry you could use it as kindling, or he was telling the truth.




  The training regime of Matthew Wainwright, competing for the fourth time, sounded even more masochistic, seemingly incorporating instruments of torture.




  ‘This year I set aside three months to prepare specifically for it,’ said Matthew, whose first love is cycling and who completed an ‘ironman’ in 2007 – a 2.4-mile

  swim and a 112-mile bike ride. Oh, yeh, and a marathon at the end. ‘I did two months pulling Russian kettlebells – like a cannonball with a handle welded on – across a tennis

  court, starting with 16 kilos and moving up to 40 kilos, and then one month before the race I started running with a sack of coal on me back. I’ve also got a Garmin GPS [nope, me neither

  …] which I set to a race pace of 4 minutes 30. I also went up to the course and did it twice …’ Twice. Impressive. ‘… with a ten-minute break between each

  one.’ And there I was thinking the Gawthorpe coal race would be a bunch of pissed-up farmers, blacksmiths, miners and the like staggering up a hill for a bit of a giggle.




  Mark from Wakefield seemed more like my kind of coal-humper. ‘I was in the pub last night getting shit-faced and me mates told me about the race, so I thought I’d come down and give

  it a go,’ said Mark. Now, some might consider it a fairly ignoble aim merely not to come last in anything, but I decided then and there that that was the extent of my ambition: ‘Wait

  for Mark from Wakefield to collapse, as surely he would do, carry your sack past his prone body, and anything after that is a Brucie bloody bonus.’




  As the race drew nearer, talk turned to technique. Defending champion Phil Ounsley, no doubt sensing that this rather doughy-looking southerner wasn’t going to present much of a threat,

  was only too happy to share a few of his precious ‘coil-humping’ pearls.




  ‘Drape the sack over your shoulders and use the back of your neck, take small strides and don’t over-stretch,’ said Phil, as Tom, Rob and I leaned in reverentially, as if Phil

  was talking about another kind of humping entirely. ‘And don’t grip the bag too hard, because your forearms will cramp up. Grip it lightly, as if you’re cupping a budgie

  …’ Did he just say what I thought he just said? A budgie? Seeing as a budgie weighs about 30 grams, I couldn’t help thinking he’d been doing it wrong for all these years.

  That said, Matthew Wainwright was quick to agree that the grip was key.




  ‘I dropped the sack a couple of years ago and I’ve had real trouble with my forearms,’ said Matthew. ‘But this time round, me kettlebells should have helped. And

  I’m also using a bit of chalk.’ A nervous scan of the other competitors revealed that some were wearing weightlifting gloves; suddenly my own withered little hands on the end of my

  withered little arms appeared wholly inadequate.




  Having logged these tips in the old memory bank – apart from the one about the budgie – the tarpaulin on the side of the coal lorry was whipped aside in dramatic fashion to reveal

  approximately three tonnes’ worth of black gold. Tom and Rob were quick to test out the equipment and have a jog around the car park, but I declined a tune-up, mainly because I wasn’t

  entirely sure I’d be able to take the weight and didn’t want to embarrass myself. The ladies’ race preceded ours, and I couldn’t help but feel a little pang of jealousy when

  I clocked the 20-kg bags they had been asked to carry. ‘No one complains,’ explained the official programme, ‘for they add a feminine touch where it is least expected.’ I

  don’t think I’d ever wanted to be a woman so badly. Now, with the ladies out of sight, it was my turn. OK, it was our turn, but rarely had I felt so lonely.




  ‘No event in the Olympic Games could stimulate more enthusiasm than this annual contest of stamina and muscle,’ stated the programme, and while there weren’t exactly tens of

  thousands of screaming fans lining the course, there were probably more than you got at the 10 metre air pistol in Beijing. The starter ushered all thirty-six of us together for a little chat

  before the big push and warned us against any funny business, at which point I kicked myself for not slipping the lorry driver a few quid in return for ‘liberating’ a few lumps of coal

  from my bag. But it was too late now, and even a cry of ‘trip that bastard Fogle’ as we made our way to the lorry failed to raise the spirits. As for Fogle, a man who had rowed across

  the Atlantic just a few years earlier, he looked more than a little bit intimidated as, one by one, the competitors were loaded up like carthorses.




  Realizing that the starting gun would only be triggered when everyone was saddled, and not wanting to stand around for too long with eight stones’ worth of hard, lumpy stuff boring into my

  neck, I used some tactical nous and loitered at the rear of the pack. When it was my turn, I half expected the driver to pipe up with a cheery ‘crucifixion?’ as he heaved the sack on to

  my back, although I felt a surge of relief on finding that I was at least able to take the strain. Then, with my eyes focused on the tarmac about six inches in front of me, some very strange

  thoughts began to swirl round my head: what if I was caught up in a natural disaster or something and I had to carry 50 kg a kilometre up a hill to save my own life – or someone else’s?

  Would I be able to do it? ‘Sorry, Mrs Fordyce, I had to leave Tom behind in the fire because I’m a fat schmuck who smokes too much.’ The shame of it. So I decided to role-play my

  way through it: the bag of coal was Tom and the Royal Oak was burning. Then I heard the crack of the starter pistol and we were off.




  I didn’t actually think many people ‘ran’ the coal race. I thought most people ‘shuffled’ or ‘shambled’ at best. So the sight of thirty-five pairs of

  feet disappearing at great pace into the distance will go down as one of the most demoralizing of my life. I was really letting my imagination run riot now: bollocks to saving Tommy from a blazing

  pub, I was now Jesus and this was bloody Calvary. It was Easter after all. Following a couple of abortive attempts to break into a trot I realized that while slow and steady was never going to win

  the race, it might prevent me from having a heart attack or snapping a fibula. So I shuffled. How long would it take to reach the top by shuffling? Ten minutes? Half an hour? Surely I could beat

  George Crossland’s time of 16 minutes – he was 69 for God’s sake, so he must have shuffled. The crowd quickly deserted me, trailing the main pack towards the finish, and I got my

  head down and concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other, a light flurry of snow and the chunter of the coal lorry my only companions from that point on.




  It’s not difficult to get your head down when you’ve got 50 kg of coal lying across the back of your neck. The really difficult part, as I had been warned, is keeping it there. The

  problem with lumps of coal is they’re disobedient; they don’t sit still in their bag, but keep fighting each other, like frightened puppies, to get into the corners. And they’re

  fucking lumpy. So while I had been expecting my legs to fade first, in fact all my energy seemed to be taken up with repeatedly hauling the bag back into a manageable position. After a hundred

  metres or so my forearms were stiffening, my fingers felt like they were going to snap like twigs and my neck was so sore it felt as though I had been sleeping in the bath for a fortnight. If only

  Budgie Boy could have seen me, he would have been laughing his cods off. He was probably already on his third pint in the Shoulder of Mutton at that point.




  The plight of Jesus slipped off the menu pretty early, to be replaced by rather more mundane questions. Such as: is it my imagination or is it easier to get a round of applause on Question Time

  than it used to be? Why have none of Dennis Waterman’s loved ones told him that his new teeth make him look like Dick Emery’s vicar? And will there ever come a point in my life when I

  actually like the taste of beer? Then I saw him: right there, wrestling with his bag about fifty metres ahead of me, a man who just might save me from total and utter humiliation.




  Like a sailor in a storm, albeit an extremely calm one with not much wind and no waves to speak of, I remained focused on the big northern bugger ahead. ‘Reel him in, Dirsy, just keep

  reeling him in,’ I kept repeating to myself, forgetting I was travelling so slowly I was almost going backwards. And then it happened. His right hand came free, the bag twisted across his

  back and he could hold it no longer. He was out of the ruddy game! Now all I had to do was get a couple of steps beyond him, drop the sack and I’d won my own sad little victory. To my relief,

  he didn’t even try to pick the bag back up, which is within the rules but nigh-on impossible, so I forged ahead, teeth gritted and whimpering like a little girl. After what seemed like an

  eternity, but what was probably about fifteen seconds, I passed his sack and rewarded myself with a mini-break – not quite a weekend in Bath, but as pleasant in the circumstances – and

  looked for more signs of life ahead. I could only make out four or five distant figures, humping their way towards the bottom of Benny Harrop Hill, and so I decided my job was done for the day. I

  dropped the bag, sank to my knees and wondered about the fate of the brothers Fordyce up ahead.




  TOM




  ‘Don’t lose to Dirs,’ I kept saying to myself. ‘As long as you don’t lose to Dirs, you’ve avoided total humiliation.’




  In my mind, it was all so unfair. I was coming off the back of a nasty twelve-week spell of post-viral fatigue – almost certainly brought on from having to chauffeur Ben around France

  for all those weeks in the Bloggernaut while trying to match his thirst-quencher intake. The only exercise I’d been able to manage for months was opening my eyelids when I woke up every

  morning, and even that had been so exhausting it had sent me straight back to sleep.




  Still – all things are relative. At least I didn’t have a liver as marinaded as a tikka chicken breast or lungs that had seen more smoke than a Northumberland kippery. Nor had I

  piled through a trough of corned-beef hash thirty minutes before kick-off. With a fag for dessert.




  My pre-planned tactics were simple. Balance the coal evenly across the shoulders, keep the back straight and take the strainthrough the legs. Instead, as the sack landed on my neck with an

  audible cracking, there seemed to be a very real danger that my head might be forced clean through my shoulders, into my digestive tract and out of my own backside. I briefly wondered what it would

  feel like looking up at my own headless body, lurching around with a bag of coal across its back.




  I staggered the first few metres with the tip of my nose grazing the asphalt and was aware of nothing but pairs of heels disappearing away from me. What shoes had Ben been wearing? Not those

  – they had clearly been used for running. Those? They were matched with clean socks – no chance. I was certain I was last. All I could hear was the rasp of my breath. The cold bit into

  my fingers. I felt snow on my face and tried to break into a run. It was almost impossible. I might as well have tried to tap-dance with an elephant on my back. Like a chubby toddler taking his

  first steps, I wasn’t so much walking as just about not falling over.




  At the foot of Benny Harrop Hill I was aware of other blue-shirted stumblers around me. None of them was wearing Ben’s shorts. The crowd were leaning in from either side of the road,

  yelling and waving like Tour de France fanatics. The old triathlon fighting spirit kicked in and I picked up the pace. Where was Dirs?




  As the Shoulder of Mutton came into view the adrenalin hit me like an espresso enema. I could see my rivals strung out in front of me. I can have you, I thought, latching on to one and

  passing him, and I can have you, I thought, closing on the next one – and you don’t know I’m coming, and you look like you’re almost dead, and you haven’t got time to

  react if I come past 




  Uh-oh. The sack was slipping. I was 20 metres from the finish line and the sack was slipping. I’d lost all feeling in my fingers, and the coal had started to shift. Fifteen metres to

  go, and I was taking two steps sideways for every one forwards. Thirteen metres – come on legs, remember the old days – 12 metres, and it was like gravity had trebled. Eleven metres

  – the pavement was looming up … 10 metres – 10 metres … 




  I hit the deck at the speed of a skydiving hippo. Limbs splayed, I raised my forehead from the concrete just in time to see two competitors trot past me. Panic forced me to my feet. I grabbed

  the sack and heaved. Nothing. I could get it about two inches off the ground, but as far as power-cleaning it back on to my shoulders again, I might as well have been lifting the Roly-Polys’

  tour bus. Two more rivals went past. It was heartbreaking. I could have sneezed on the finish line, so close was I, but I was stuck. Another man went past. The locals were shouting something at me.

  ‘Draggeet!’ they were screaming. ‘Draggeet!’




  Draggeet? Was he some local hero who’d just come past me? Charlie Draggeet, five times North Yorkshire cross-country champion? ‘Draggeet, love!’ cried an old lady. I stared

  back at her, my eyeballs out on stalks as I tried once again to hoist the bag. ‘Drag. Eet!’ she bellowed. Drag it. Of course! I seized the corners of the sack and pulled. It shifted

  three inches. I pulled again and picked up a little momentum. Another man staggered past. There was the finish line – five more paces. Another man passed me. Dirs? Fogle?




  My virus-sapped legs felt like soggy Twiglets. Like a dung-beetle pushing a ball of hardened wildebeest shit up a mountain, I forced the bag over a wall onto the village green and collapsed

  onto my back. I felt a man slap me on the leg.




  ‘Good lad,’ he said. ‘Eighteenth. You should ha’ had tenth, but you fell apart like a reet girl.’




  I lifted my head in time to see Fogle totter past, surrounded by cameramen and fawning local ladies. Hot on his heels was the younger Fordyce brother – twenty-second and twenty-fifth

  respectively. I looked around at the exhausted athletes, some lying on the snowy concrete, others in the arms of their support teams. But where was Dirs?




  BEN




  I was getting a very cosy ride on the back of a coal lorry, thank you very much. I’d hitched a lift up to the Shoulder of Mutton and was mercilessly heckled by children

  along the way. ‘Quitter!’ shouted one young scamp, before chucking me a wristy, well-practised ‘wanker’ sign. It turned out I was one of only three people who didn’t

  make it to the top and I now had a pretty good idea of what it was like to be in a travelling freak show: ‘Roll up, roll up ladies and gentlemen! Behold, the weediest man in the whole of

  England!’




  I made it in time to see the presentations, and was more than a little surprised to learn that the chap who’d been off his noggin in a pub in Wakefield a few hours earlier had come third.

  Mark, it turned out, was a professional boxer, and he was quick to point out that while carrying a bag of coal up a big hill had been tough, it didn’t compare to getting punched in the face

  for six three-minute rounds. Defending champion Phil Ounsley had come second in 4 minutes 50 seconds, while Matthew Wainwright, he of the kettlebells and Garmin GPS, had romped home in first place

  with a time of 4 minutes 32 seconds.




  Thirty-year-old design engineer Matthew picked up a cup and a ‘modest cash prize’ provided by H. B. Clark & Co., a local brewery, but what are baubles and money when you’ve

  just proved yourself to be the greatest carrier of coal on the planet?


‘Let’s be honest, there’s not many things I could be world champion at,’ explained Matthew. ‘I

  remember years ago me mates telling me about it and saying it were unbelievable, that all these blokes were sprinting with 50 kilos on their back, they couldn’t comprehend it. So to be the

  world champion now, it don’t seem right. I run me spuds off to get to the top of the hill and then once I was in the crowd, the roar got me to the finish. Obviously I was in absolute agony

  but the crowd pushed me on and I was thinking, “Bloody hell, I’m gonna be a world champion.” That’s what kept me going.’




  Would Matthew be back to defend his crown? You bet he would, although he doubts Dave Jones’s almost mythical world record will ever be broken.




  ‘I’ve got a 4 minute 20 run in me but 4 minutes 6 seconds is absolutely ridiculous. That’s like a six-minute mile, uphill, with that on your back. I can’t get my head

  round it.’ And that coming from a man who does ironman triathlons in his spare time. To me, a man for whom getting up in the middle of the night to go to the toilet is a bit of an effort,

  Dave Jones’s mark is as incomprehensible as wormholes.




  Tommy, meanwhile, was washing his so-called virus away with an isotonic drink that smelt like cat’s urine. ‘Did you realize that you, me, Rob and Fogle are the only competitors who

  aren’t from north of Derby?’ he said wonderingly. ‘That makes me Southern Area World Coal-Carrying Champion. It’s not a bad start.’




  While supping on a welcome pint in the Royal Oak, I was collared once again by King Can. ‘I came twenty-fourth,’ said The King, beaming from ear to ear. ‘In 1984 I was placed

  twenty-fourth, and that was twenty-four years ago, when I was aged twenty-four. Twenty-four years on, on the twenty-fourth of March, I also finished twenty-fourth. How’s that, eh?’ And

  we took that perfect note of symmetry as our cue to get the hell out of Gawthorpe. ‘This time next year I’ll be on the telly all the time, all over the world,’ roared The King as

  we rolled out of the car park. ‘Plus newspapers … make sure you call me after Countryfile!’
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  STILTON




  TOM




  I was trying to eat a bowl of cereal without crying when Ben phoned.




  ‘Tommy!’ he yelled, with the upbeat manner of a man who has pulled out of a coal-carrying contest before the course even started to go uphill. ‘How you feeling?’




  I winced. It was three days since the denouement on the snow-strewn streets of Gawthorpe, and I was still having trouble sitting down. Initially the pain had been restricted merely to my entire

  back, but in the last day it had spread down through the buttocks and begun to infiltrate my legs. Already I could feel my toes beginning to throb.




  ‘It hurts when I brush my teeth,’ I said.




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Ben dismissively. ‘Fogle probably can’t even walk straight, not after that spanking you gave him. Anyway – I’ve got some

  good news for you. I’ve found our next event.’




  I could hear him scrabbling with some paper on the other end of the line. Knowing Dirs, he had written down the key details on the back of a receipt and then filed it somewhere safe like the

  butter drawer in his fridge.




  ‘Hold up – I can’t read my own writing,’ he said. ‘The burnt matchstick didn’t work very well on the back of the fag packet.’




  A poor impression of a trumpet fanfare gave way to a run of throat-ripping coughs. ‘Right. Like cheese? Like rolls? Good. Because you, sunshine, will shortly be taking part in the

  forty-ninth running of the World Stilton-Rolling Championships.’




  I shook my head. ‘No no,’ I said firmly. ‘There’s no way I’m chasing a cheese down a hill. I’ve seen it before. It’s for maniacs. It’s guaranteed

  broken bones. It’s certain death.’




  ‘Different cheese, different event,’ said Dirs. ‘You’re thinking about all those Aussie and Kiwi clowns chasing a Double Gloucester down a hill and losing legs and ball

  bags and stuff. Forget about Gloucester, that’s a demolition derby. This one’s teams of four, racing each other along the main street in Stilton, winner goes through to the next round.

  Stilton-rolling is the cheese equivalent of the Monaco Grand Prix. You’ll love it.’




  ‘You mean “we”,’ I corrected.




  ‘Nope,’ said Ben. ‘You and whoever else you fancy having in your team. I can’t make it. I’m taking the Doris to Italy. Sorry son.’ He coughed again.

  ‘Booked the flights weeks ago, not a lot I can do.’




  The line went dead.




  I mulled the scenario over. In many ways Ben’s absence would be no bad thing. If our trip around France was anything to go by, he’d be unable to get within arm’s length of a

  cheese without stuffing the entire thing into his cavernous maw. I had visions of him wading wild-eyed through the village, crumbs of ripe Stilton in his stubble, brandishing a baguette over his

  head like a monstrous carbohydrate claymore.




  It was also true that he owed his sweet lady Katie a substantial favour. For starters, she was actually going out with him, and had been for over six months. Secondly, she had proven herself

  willing to regularly leave her home town (Paris) to stay the weekend at his (Romford). The trip to Italy had to happen. At the same time, it would feel a little wrong going into such a big

  competition without any Dirs influence at all. This, after all, was a joint quest for glory. Even if he couldn’t be present in person, I would have to ensure that his spirit ran through the

  very core of the team.




  But first things first. I needed to recruit three team-mates capable of rolling Stilton faster than anyone else on the planet. What sort of physical attributes should I be searching for? Grainy

  pictures on the internet indicated that the cheese in question was cylindrical in shape and about 20 cm high and 40 cm long. ‘It’s very similar to a chunk of telegraph pole,’ race

  organizer Olive Main told me.
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‘A one-punch-to-the-chin, knockout read. | haven’t laughed this hard in years’
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