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For all good colleagues, who kept

me halfway sane on the road, and especially

for Jim, who always had my back.



Foreword

But what did it mean?

We seek understanding when it’s over. While it’s still going on we’re too much caught up in what happens from day to day. That’s true of a love affair and of a period in history, of a great life and of a small one.

And it really was all over: 32 years of watching sport across the world, following sportspeople wherever they led and trying to write about it all, ended in a brief and awkward phone call.

So what did it mean? How could sense be made of this vast chunk of experience?

Perhaps a memoir, rollicking about the globe in pursuit of other people’s glory: a tale of deadlines missed (none), late-night drinking sessions on the Ramblas (more than none), rows with sports editors (one, maybe one and a half), dear colleagues who made life on the road possible (a select but splendid few), global scoops (a somewhat brief chapter), and a general celebration of the life of the sporting journalist and in particular of the author.

Who was a chief sportswriter, you know, for 12 years, can you imagine? And you’ve heard about the chief sportswriter with the inferiority complex? He thought he was just the same as everybody else.

Said that before, but no matter.

But who the hell cares about chief sportswriters? What matters is sport. What matters is not the people who write about sport but the people who do it. Because, in sport, truth is only and always in the action.

Said that before, too. And will say it again. Because that does matter.

So look at the sport, not the sportswriter – and sport had been telling its story to this sportswriter for every one of those 32 years.

At once it became clear. The task was to write sport’s story, not mine. Or at least, to write the chapters that were told to me. Here, then, is sport’s ghosted autobiography and I – and this is more or less the last time that pronoun will be used in this book – have the ineffable privilege of being the ghost.

Hear, then, what sport has to say.

The author or ghost was present at nearly all the events described. Where that wasn’t the case, a reference to the television or photographic coverage will be found in the text. Most of the stuff between quotation marks comes from one-on-one interviews. The events of the book of necessity follow the author’s career: which began with small stuff, rising to bigger stories, went through a period of relegation to a backwater and ended up with the big job.

At every stage, sport spoke. Here then is the story.



Prologue

Hail muse.

Hail athletes. Hail victors. Hail losers. Hail nearly-but-not-quiters, has-beens, never-wozzers, young hopefuls, wily old pros, contenders, 12th men, bench-warmers, reserves, mavericks, rocks, leaders, followers, lone wolves, last resorts, team players, rampant individualists, misfits, joiner-inners, fading stars, heroes, villains and victims.

Hail coaches, hail officials, hail the good administrators, hail all those who make it possible.

Hail those who write and talk and shoot and do all the other jobs that bring sport to the many.

Hail those who watch. Hail those who care, hail those who love, hail those who love too much. This is for us.

Done.

Begin!

Noon.

A gunpowder day. Everything you touched seemed liable to crack and burn. Events had been ratcheted up to the limit: one more turn and something would snap. The sky was perfect blue. Everything else was red.

The rich colour of the track underneath the merciless sun. The vest of the man we were all watching. The black skin beneath the vest seemed touched with red. And as we were to learn later, when we saw it on television, his eyes. Red tinged yellow.

Face like the face of a warrior from the Terracotta Army, though running away was his fierce pride. The impossible muscles of the red-black man in the red vest with the red eyes on the red track.

Eight men dropped to their knees. The man in red splayed his arms out wide, as he always did. Low to the ground, so that when he rose up and started to run it was as if he was bursting out of the earth, a chthonic creature hurtling into the light and travelling as if seeking the fastest possible return to the darkness.

It was a revelation of the marvellous. How many times does sport provide such a thing? Times without number if you watch a lot of it, if you spend your life travelling round the world to seek it, if you spend countless hours and years of your life thinking about it. Marvellous beyond measure.

Here were the seven fastest men on earth, and with them an eighth who made them look slow.

Marvellous, yes. Marvellous in a slightly frightening sort of way. He seemed to be running beyond the physical capacity of the human frame, so much so that you half-expected bits of his body to come flying off in the frenzy of his speed. Ben Johnson seemed to be running away from his own humanity.

Two final floating strides with his right index finger pointed at the sky – how much faster would he have gone had he raced to the line, without this premature celebration of dominance? His head lifted high, neck arched to the sun, an instant icon.

Victory.

But at what cost?

This was the final of the 100 metres at the Olympic Games in Seoul in 1988. Sport’s primal scene.
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BOOK 1

1983

They were seeking to be the best, or, at least, the best they ever could be. Of course they were, because this was sport. They were seeking excellence, both comparative and absolute. Above all, they were seeking victory. It was the Newquay Surf Classic and the restless sea was heaving beyond Fistral Beach.

For Chris Hines it was blasphemy. He looked out at the long line of Atlantic rollers but for once he had no wish to be out there. This wasn’t a day to try conclusions with the ocean; God no, quite apart from all those competitors, these were no sort of waves. It’d be like surfing a washing machine. No one would go out into that. Unless he wanted nothing more from life than victory.

Hines’s board was decorated with a view of sunset on Mars. It had a single fin, mark of a person who seeks to become one with the glory of the wave. Multiple fins are for those who prefer to tear a wave into shreds. For Chris, a surfing competition was like a love-making race.

‘The wave has come to you across thousands of miles of ocean and no one will ride it except you. Surf it, and it’s gone. You have a relationship with a wave, a complete involvement with it, and then it’s broken. You know those insects that mate once and die? It’s like that.’
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He was the boy who won. He always would be. Knowing that nothing would ever be as good again. To fulfil your life to the very last degree is a fine thing – but if you’re 21 when you do so, you have plenty of time to contemplate the meaning of triumph.

There were tears in his eyes. A café in Winchester, sitting in the June sunshine with the statue of Alfred the Great. He’d been working in Butlin’s. Coaching kids. He liked it, liked it a lot, but that wasn’t really the point, was it? Now he was talking about the great things he wanted to do, that he still had to do, that he needed to do. If only they’d let him.

Alan Ball. You’ve won it once, now go out and win it again. Instant mythology of our times: sport does things like that. For those were Alf Ramsey’s words to his England team after they had conceded a late equaliser to West Germany in the World Cup final of 1966. They had the world and they lost it. Now it was extra time, 15 minutes each way and the whole world there to be won and lost all over again. Sport can be very cruel: after all, it’s supposed to be.

Ball, the youngest player in the team, set out to win it again. And he did. He took on the task before him in a sporting frenzy, as if exhaustion had started to work backwards. As if running gave rather than devoured energy. As if giving everything meant only that you had more to give.

Like love.

Ball ran as if he was going to run forever. It was that state of infinitely vulnerable sporting perfection that has sometimes been called ‘the rapture’. And through the rapture Ball won. He was the inspiration, he was the fightback, he was the cross from which Geoff Hurst scored. He won what is still remembered as the sweetest victory in English football, and sometimes as the sweetest victory in English sport.

‘I can hardly remember a kick of the game. I went through the last half-hour with a combination of enthusiasm and the complete lack of fear you have when you’re very young. I played in a kind of hypnotic trance of involvement. But I do remember waking up next morning and thinking: I’ve been the best in the world.’

Tears, Butlin’s and imperishable glory.
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‘When Alexander of Macedonia was 33 he cried salt tears because there were no new worlds to conquer. Bristow is only 27.’ Sid Waddell’s commentary on televised darts, coming to the world through unguessable layers of irony. Eric Bristow had been world champion on five occasions. Champion of darts. The world laughed uneasily. How funny was this? If at all? How sporting was this? If at all?

They were getting ready to greet Bristow at the Freemasons Arms in London E14. An exhibition. It cost £500 to hire him for the night. Throw a few darts, sup a few pints. At last the great man arrived and changed into his Crafty Cockney darts shirt. ‘I used to work round here. In a cash-and-carry, when I was about 15. Bloody awful.’

Perfection. Grace. Watch him side-on: that stillness, that balance. The head immobile. The body was like a statue, but the control lacked all tension. He looked like a figure on a Greek vase. Nothing moved but the right arm, and of that, little moved above the elbow. The strength of the wide shoulders made that possible, in combination with the finicky teacup-sipping delicacy of the fingers. He had refined a simple action until it could be repeated again and again and again, even under the stress of competition, when throwing a single dart to an accuracy of half a centimetre is the difference between defeat and victory. The indifferent muscles kept their control when the mind was raging.

Here it was nothing. Just throwing arrows with players from the Bow and District Friendly League. But this same easy action was his to command when the world was at stake.

‘It was always darts with him,’ said Pam Bristow, Eric’s mother. An East End lady, so naturally she dropped in. ‘It was dedication that got him where he is today. As a boy he spent hour after hour throwing darts. He never wanted to do anything else.’

Hour after hour after hour. A natural skill developed to an unnatural degree. A hyper-natural degree. A skill that could be taken into the most stressful times and places without breaking. Taking him to victory after victory after victory. And a kind of perfection. A kind of beauty.
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A lovely bird alights, astonishingly close, and then, perhaps realising that you’re looking, is already gone . . . leaving you with a blurring image of perfection on your retina. It was like that with Tiffany Chin.

Chinese-American, as the name suggests. She was 15, and in the middle of a five-hour training session. Uncomfortable mixture of childish awkwardness and sexual awareness, the classic nymphet package. She could switch from one to another as you throw a switch. A practised if slightly uneasy word of farewell, a polite smile that revealed the brace on her teeth – the American chastity belt – and she was gone with a grace that made your head swim. For she had stepped onto the ice, gliding almost as a bird glides. It seemed that the blades on her feet had freed her not from friction but gravity. The real nature of her beauty was in movement.

It was wonderful to be so close to such beauty, not in the formal and rehearsed manner of performance, of competition, but here in practice. It was almost as if you had discovered the beauty for yourself, and that made it an oddly personal thing. As if she was dancing for you.

She was doing no such thing, of course. She was preparing for the Winter Olympic Games in Sarajevo the following year. She was preparing for glory. And for victory, yes, but more than that. Figure skating is sport, not performance art, and the performance is never entirely under the control of the performer. A certain number and quality of jumps are required in each routine, and a skater can fall on any one of these. A ballet dancer doesn’t fall in the middle of an entrechat: for a skater, falling is part of the job. One definition of a champion is a skater who stays on the blades of her skates when gold medals are decided by fractions of a point.

But it’s not just a jumping competition. ‘People say she’s got a triple this or a triple that, so she’ll win,’ Chin said. ‘But I think that the artistic interpretation should be what makes the difference. Choreography is what matters, making everything beautiful. You just look at her skate past and say, wow! She’s the champion.’

She stepped on the ice and turned in a single step from a pretty little girl to a creature half-woman, half-bird. And in that moment she was perfect.
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Watford Football Club were guilty not of a tactical but a moral error. They were guilty of the lie in the soul that destroys the sport. They had finished second in the First Division that year: and this was appalling. Long-term observers of football found it hard to believe the evidence of their senses. Watford had ransacked the châteaux of the aristos with the weapons of artisans. It was against nature, against sense and against logic.

The villain at the heart of it was Wing Commander Charles Reep, who after World War Two put football to fierce analysis and found that most goals are scored after the completion of three passes or fewer. He concluded that it makes sense to kick the ball forward in the right general direction, for if you did that often enough you would surely win. He called the system POMO: Position of Maximum Opportunity.

Watford and their manager Graham Taylor put it into action wholeheartedly. The squad included John Barnes, one of the most skilful players of his generation, but that didn’t let Watford off anything. The point was that Watford had to fail. It was essential. If they failed to fail, something close to a religious faith would be destroyed.

It was a faith in beauty. Football was a beautiful game and not to be profaned by louts from a no-account club hoofing the ball up the field and chasing after it like berserkers. Mere anarchy was loosed upon the world. It was a crime against beauty. It shouldn’t be possible to win in this ugly fashion: Swan Lake in clogs.

Europe would find them out, that was the one great comfort. They would fall apart as soon as they tried their heresies on the sophisticated footballers on the far side of the Channel. POMO was a British aberration, one that shamed us all, but wrong would be made right when Europe came to the rescue. Watford, thanks to their position as Division One runners-up, were playing in the UEFA Cup, and already lost the first leg against Kaiserslautern 3-1. Thank God.

The return leg was at Watford, with the club hampered by a series of injuries. They promoted a few reserves, including Ian Richardson, and they all played like madmen. They whacked the ball upfield and chased it, headed it, hoofed it and headed it again. The ball occasionally touched the ground, only to be lofted again. No control. No beauty. No order. Watford won 3-0, Richardson scored twice.

There was beauty, perhaps even rapture in that sore night, but not everyone saw it that way.


•   Alan Ball never found the success as a football manager that he longed for.

•   Eric Bristow went on to suffer from a mental affliction called dartitis, in which he was unable to release the dart. ‘I’d bring my dart back, get halfway through throwing it and could not let go. I don’t know how I got it or how I got rid of it, but I had it for about ten years. I feel like I’m doomed.’ He briefly regained the number one ranking but was never the same force.

•   Tiffany Chin was ninth in the World Championships of 1983. She was fourth in the Olympic Games of 1984 in Sarajevo, third in the World Championships of 1985 and third again in the 1986 World Championships. Her jumping consistently betrayed her. She suffered from injury and was never quite the champion.

•   Watford were beaten finalists in the FA Cup that season and finished 11th in the league. They were relegated in 1988, and returned to the top flight – by now the Premier League – in 2015. POMO did not become the new orthodoxy. Its shock value diminished, and it became clear that Watford’s real edge was in fitness. Opponents got fitter and learned how to deal with them and with POMO.

•   Chris the surfer continued his lonely colloquy with the sea.
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BOOK 2

1984

A team of battlers. They put the opposition to the sword. He’s a warrior, that one. The sort you’d want alongside you in the trenches. He left his opponent for dead. It was a war out there. The team kept soldiering on. Then they brought out the heavy artillery and blew their opponents away. They were doing well, but in the second half they just died.

But Bruce Grobbelaar didn’t just die, and not dying defined his life in sport. He did, however, drop a cross going for a one-handed catch when playing in goal for Liverpool against Widzew Lodz in the quarter-finals of the European Cup the previous year. It cost them the match and the competition.

‘You thought I was bad against Widzew Lodz? You should have seen me against Nottingham Forest last week. I didn’t do one thing right. Every cross, I dropped it. Every shot, I fumbled. The ball was a bar of soap and my hands were covered in lather. They didn’t score – I don’t know how.’

A lot of laughter. Hard, dangerous laughter. Good company, but with an edge. He wasn’t playing by the normal rules of the sporting interview. You’re not sure if you want to spend the evening in his company or get out while you’re ahead. After all, he’s left people for dead, this one. Killing them first.

Grobbelaar was born in Rhodesia. At 17 he was drafted into the army to fight the Bush War. He did his year, mostly on border patrols in Mozambique. Survived by a miracle or two. Then they demanded another six months. And after that, six more. Just like the book.

‘I was certain I was going to die. A lot of my colleagues have been injured and maimed and killed . . . I was helicoptered in on a village on the border. One of the enemy came at me and I shot him. I felt nothing but relief at the time. To say it changed me is an understatement . . . I’m getting paid for a game I love and yet I reflect back to the army time and how many lives have been lost through a silly war. An absolutely stupid war . . .’

Grobbelaar could take the responsibility for losing a football match in his stride. Even a game as important – yes, important – as a European Cup quarter-final. Football, after all, is an absolutely stupid game.

Just like all the others.
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It was the worst nightmare in the world coming true.

Words of Peter Hobson, who destroyed a boat, the hopes of its crew and one of the world’s major sporting events by means of his curious instinct for disaster.

A racing eight looks too tiny for its octave of giants; barely adequate for the shrimp of a cox at the back, shouting and operating the rudder. That last was Hobson.

It had happened before. That’s what made it so odd, and perhaps so inevitable. He had even joked about it, listing his interests in the event programme as ‘scuba diving and reshaping barges’.

This was the Boat Race, the annual aquatic competition between the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Hobson was coxing for Cambridge. He was experienced, he knew that the minutes before the start are very difficult and very important: you must get your crew warm and loose, easy in their strength, united, balanced at that point just before eagerness becomes anxiety. Once they feel the boat moving on the water they’ll be all right.

There’s a moment just after the completion of a stroke and just before the crew eases forward again for the next: the moment between the drive and the recovery. At this point the boat is balanced on a knife blade, running sweet and true and impossibly fast: the power of the many in unison. Get the crew to feel that, and the minds don’t just become quiet, they become one. Warm the body, cool the mind: bring them to the start ready to express the months of work that have brought them so far.

But Cambridge never made the start. They returned to the boathouse at Putney with the boat in ruins. The canary-coloured craft was broken: the bow three feet above the surface. It was bent at 45 degrees at a point just behind the seat of the bowman. Hobson had steered the boat into a barge. Reshaping the chances of this crew.

‘It’s the one day in the year in which the river is closed,’ Hobson said. ‘So I was steering my normal course. The last thing I expected was a barge in the way. It wasn’t there the day before, and I just didn’t expect it to be there. The crew were marvellous to me. Just marvellous. They pulled me right back. And I never thought of pulling out.’

Some disaster, that. And some courage.
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Danny Blanchflower, former captain of Tottenham Hotspur, famously said: ‘The great fallacy is that the game is first and last about winning. It is nothing of the kind. The game is about glory; it is about doing things in style and with a flourish, about going out and beating the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.’

Perhaps there is something wrong in playing for the love of victory, rather than playing for the love of playing. Go for it, take a punt, have a dip. Go for glory, don’t die wondering. Don’t weigh up the percentages – open your shoulders and have a go.

Roundheads and Cavaliers. Engineers and poets. Those who play the percentages and those who play the ball. Those who pursue the joy of victory and those who pursue the purer joy of action. But the other kind win matches too. People for whom Blanchflower’s fallacy is an eternal truth.

Steve Davis was playing Jimmy White in the final of the Snooker World Championship in Sheffield: best of 35 frames, or first to 18. It takes two days and when the first ended Davis was 12-4 up. He was always a percentage player: thoughtful, cautious, meticulous. He walked round the table in the manner of the instructor in Rembrandt’s anatomy lesson. He never seemed to have a difficult shot to play. He had schooled himself to show no emotion. He had trained his mind to keep thinking. ‘Anyone can miss a pot. But when you’re thinking wrong you’ve lost.’

White wasn’t thinking wrong. He wasn’t thinking at all. And on the second day he played with the freedom of a man with nothing left to lose. It was thrilling, dashing and daring and it filled the intense little space of the Crucible Theatre with joy. He had plenty of difficult shots to play. He went for them all and he pulled most of them off. He was a man possessed by the rapture.

At last White was in Davis’s slipstream and poised to overtake, the score was 17-16. White needed two more and looked unstoppable. Davis needed just the one and looked a beaten man.

Davis won the next frame, the match and the championship.

There was a real beauty in this defeat, a profound satisfaction in being the glorious loser. Perhaps it was here that White fell half in love with easeful defeat. Perhaps it was, in the end, more comfortable. Less lonely.
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The doomed couple threw themselves into a volcano, plunged to their deaths, making a tryst with eternity and all in the name of sport. Anguish in their faces, desperation in their body language: the long climb up the slope before the last despairing dive into the molten lava as the horrors of love overwhelmed them. And in dying they left their opponents for dead.

It was perfection. Nothing less: nine sixes – the maximum – for artistic impression. And when they did a recap at Richmond Ice Rink a few weeks later there was still tension and terror in every sliding step. It still mattered. They had died once but another double death only made it truer. Richmond was an echo of that first rapture: this death was pure joy.

Here were Jayne Torvill and Christopher Dean. They had won the gold medal in the ice dance at the Winter Olympics in Sarajevo. In ice dance you dance. On ice. You don’t jump, like Tiffany Chin, like figure skaters, so you can control your performance. They danced to a specially commissioned arrangement of Ravel’s Bolero, cut from 18 minutes to 4 minutes 28 seconds: still 28 seconds too long. They solved the problem by kneeling on the ice at the start and swaying about, for the clock only starts once you’re both on your skates. This slow start set the tone: something special was coming up. Something involving that weird stuff called art.

Most sports columnists hated it. For a start, women liked it, and surely that invalidated it as sport. It’d be better, ho ho, if opponents were allowed to tackle. Sport has to be governed by male values if it is to count as sport: that is to say, physical confrontation.

You mean like golf?

Arts commentators also hated it. It was sentimental, melodramatic and kitsch: Tretchikoff’s Chinese Girl made flesh.

Torvill and Dean’s aim was victory: but more than victory. They wanted to reach victory by the path of beauty, by doing it in style. And perhaps the subject of the dance – death – resonated with people who follow sport: for sport itself is a dance in which success and failure operate as metaphors of life and death.

It was bad art and bad sport, but it was great something. The spell of performance turned the commonplace Dean – a former policeman – into a tragic hero and turned the plain Torvill into a doomed beauty – the same aspect of will that turned Judi Dench – self-described as ‘a menopausal dwarf’ – into Cleopatra.

Bolero was never understood or accepted by the majority of art critics or sports commentators, but everybody else adored it. It wouldn’t have been anything without the marks, without the victory, without the moment of tension before the marks were announced. That much was clear. But for the rest: well, if art has its eternal mysteries, then so does sport.
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The Hong Kong Rugby Sevens tournament was first held in 1976. Some nations saw the event as the Olympic Games of rugby union, others as an opportunity to catch up on their drinking. New Zealand sent provincial sides out for a jolly, but as the standard of the competition got higher the policy became humiliating to both sides. One year the invitation for New Zealand was withheld. The New Zealand Rugby Union said all right, we’ll send a national team, a proper All Blacks squad. Great, the organisers said. But not this year, thanks. Maybe next.

New Zealand were invited back and accepted. They also accepted that the event was now serious. Proper sport. Winning and losing and leaving the opposition for dead. They went to Hong Kong to dominate the competition with brutal functionalism: three big ball-winning forwards and four backs who could run like the wind. It was all about straight lines and knocking people over. It was very well organised and very well executed and it took them to the final.

Fiji took another approach. They loved to be thrilling, dashing and daring. They did things in style. Beauty was their chief weapon, and it took them to the final as well.

The New Zealand teams were loved by New Zealanders. Everyone else loved Fiji: for Hong Kong was then the home of the free-booter and the maverick. Poets v engineers, etc.

Before the trial began a dozen drunken Kiwis tumbled shirtless from the stands to perform a rather poor haka. Perhaps that decided the outcome. The Fijians responded with their own war dance, sober, savage, serious. Deadly serious?

Straight lines against spirals. Sheet music against jazz. Science against art. Beauty against functionality. Or was it? Because this beauty was curiously functional, given that its function was victory. There is a mystery in all team sports, and it occurs when for no very obvious reason, every individual plays beyond his own limitations. It’s as if excellence was a communicable disease.

Here a team found perfection. Rapture. Behind-the-back passes, through-the-legs passes, no-look passes: every audacity that had ever been tried on the training fields was tried for real and every one came off as if preordained. Fiji won 26-0. Glory, beauty and wonder.

And yet without New Zealand’s brutal functionalism, there’d have been no need for such beauty.
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The route was not beautiful. It led across the rubble through a hole roughly knocked in a wall. Beyond lay a brick-built shed. Once inside, the hogo of man sweat was like a playful slap. Bricks and metal: damp in the air: too cold. A clang and a crash and a welcome as the two men left off grunting for a moment. Let’s call them Jim and Dave. There’s such a thing as the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, as well as common decency.

The room contained the basic training tools for sport. Well, any sport that requires strength. Weights. Heavy metal. Raised and lowered, raised and lowered: sometimes in pain, sometimes in self-approving vanity, sometimes in duty to the team and the cause of sport. Grunt and clank. Sweat and strain. Self-punishment, self-admiration: all for a distant goal of strength. And beauty too, of a kind.

But a weightlifter lifts weights in order to lift weights. In weightlifting the training is also the event. As if a Test match took place in the nets, as if football was a competitive passing drill, as if ice dance was a series of set exercises. It follows that a weightlifter has a very special understanding of sport.

‘A lot of the time it is very boring indeed,’ said Dave. ‘There is only one way to alleviate the boredom, and that’s by improving. Setting new personal bests is the only thing I don’t find boring about weightlifting.’

The Olympic Games lay ahead, the goal of both men. Dave thought he had a slim chance of a medal, Jim was less sanguine. ‘You learn all the technique when you’re young, once it’s there it should be there. Training is just lifting weights.’

Dave said he was better in training than he was in competition. That was something of a confession. Most sporting performers find their best in competition. They expand in the heated circumstances of confrontation and judgement. Training should be a base from which you arise: not an eminence from which you step down.

Arms like legs. Legs like half-grown trees. Muscles not for show but for use: for constant use, again and again and again. They looked hard as iron.
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The Olympic Games of 1984 took place in Los Angeles. Avoid the false experience of being there. Better to share the real thing with the world – television.

Cheap witticism. But it was still participation in the common experience.

Whooo! Whooo! The televisions of the world echoed to the whooping of American spectators. This was not the brotherhood of nations: this was America against the world. America’s triumph was made easier by the fact that much of the world failed to turn up: 17 nations boycotted the Games, including the Soviet Union, East Germany, Cuba, Iran and Libya. This was in response to the American-led boycott of the 1980 Games in Moscow, in which 65 nations refused to take part, though a good number of athletes competed as individuals under the Olympic flag.

Sport is a continuation of politics by other means. Who cares about the athletes who give their lives to sport? The competitors who live for one chance at the one event? For that is what the Olympic Games mean: all those athletes, lifting weights in sweat-stinking rooms for years, and all for an event they would never see.
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Adrenalin – scientists use the more precise term epinephrine – is secreted by the medulla of the adrenal glands. Then, through a complex biochemical response, blood vessels are dilated, the rate and force of the contractions of the heart are increased and blood pressure is raised. The process that allows the mammal concerned to maximise certain physical responses. It is a time at which nothing on earth matters but the task in hand: and it’s the reason for the stories about mothers lifting cars to rescue their trapped children. Adrenalin is associated with powerful and enduring memories, which explains the extraordinary vividness of everybody’s sporting experiences – however humble – when recollected in tranquillity. (Alan Ball would have disagreed with this.) Adrenalin means that an athlete should perform better in competition than at any other time: and better in the ultimate competition of a lifetime than at any other time in the entire course of existence.

But sometimes it works the other way. Sometimes the stuff seems to work backwards, to disastrous negative effect: think of Eric Bristow and his dartitis. And then think of Sebastian Coe in the 800 metres at the Olympic Games in Moscow four years earlier. In the final he lost his head, failed to control the race with his vastly superior speed and was caught by the better sprinter, Steve Ovett. Coe’s father Peter, also his coach, summed up the performance for all time: ‘You ran like a cunt.’

Adrenalin is essentially connected to the fight-or-flight response. If you want to run away when you need to fight, or vice versa, you get the whole thing tangled up and disaster follows. Coe knew that as he entered the last lap of the 1500 metres a few days later. He was ignited by the terror of a second failure and ran as if the cheetahs of hell were after him. Terror and exaltation combined in that extraordinary grimace as he crossed the finishing line first, arms spread as if crucified.

It was different this time round in Los Angeles. His run to the line was fuelled not by fear but by anger. Not flight: fight. This time he ran as if blasting through walls. He didn’t look as if he was running away from his enemies: he looked as if he was running towards them with a knife in his teeth. He marked the greatest victory of his career with a deranged rant at the press box, jabbing his finger to the air as if it were an enemy’s eye. ‘Who says I’m fucking finished?’

The lunatic and the athlete are of imagination all compact. Or to put that another way, don’t expect exceptional people to be normal. Sport is a process of separating the exceptional from all the others. No champion is normal: that would be a contradiction. Everybody wants champions: we don’t always like what we get.

In other walks of life, ultra-high achievers learn to hide their abnormality with urbanity and charm. An athlete in competition is naked before us: stripped bare by adrenalin.
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Harley Street. Dr Peter Harvey. Consultant neurologist at the Royal Free Hospital. A stout, jolly man with a mind like a scalpel. He was talking of death. Living death, and the other kind. And sport, of course.

Doctors who specialise tend to have a special reverence for the bit of body they have devoted their lives to. Harvey talked about the brain as if it were the soul. As perhaps it is. He met an amateur boxer in the course of his professional life. Some years later, they met again. ‘He had become a near-criminal, a tragic man. The brain-damaged boxer becomes a social responsibility and a menace. Often violent, often a drunkard.’

This meeting changed his view of sport forever.

He spoke of the delicacy of brain tissue, its vulnerability. All brain damage is permanent, he said. It’s not like the films, when the hero is struck on the head, sleeps for a while and then recovers after a brief shake of the head. If that was the case, we would use rubber hammers – or boxing gloves – instead of anaesthetics in hospitals. Nor is concussion a comic episode that passes as if it had never been. All of which makes boxing unacceptable as a public entertainment, he said.

‘People point out that rugby is dangerous, that National Hunt racing is dangerous. They are perfectly right. But the aim of these sports is not to cause injury. In boxing the ultimate achievement is to knock somebody out. And to knock somebody out is to injure their brain.’

There are two kinds of brain injuries. There is a traumatic kind that comes from a single fight, or even a single blow, which can sometimes be lethal. And there is subtle and cumulative damage that doesn’t kill the person at once but bit by bit destroys his personality and his life. His soul, if you like.

‘Boxing is a contest in which the winner seems often to be the one who produces more brain damage on his opponent than he himself sustains.’

The process of injuring an opponent’s brain is much easier when you wear gloves: they protect the striker’s hand, not the recipient’s head. It’s hard to cause real damage when you strike bone against bone. Protect the hand and you can strike with real force. Boxing helmets (worn in sparring and then in all amateur boxing) merely give the striker a bigger target to aim for and increase the torsional effect of a glancing blow.

Most sports are metaphors, often metaphors of life and death: battles, duels, sieges, last-ditch stands, assaults, hunts and great escapes. Boxing, alone among sports, is no metaphor. Boxing is the real thing. In boxing, you really can leave your opponent for dead.

On purpose.


•   Bruce Grobbelaar won six league titles with Liverpool, also three FA Cups, three League Cups, and a European Cup. In 1994 he was accused by the Sun newspaper of fixing the results of football matches. The case went to court and he was cleared in 1997. He sued the Sun successfully and was awarded £85,000. This was reduced on appeal to £1, and he was ordered to pay the Sun’s costs, estimated at £500,000. He was unable to pay and was declared bankrupt. He has since moved to Canada.

•   The Boat Race took place the following day. Cambridge were in a borrowed boat and lost by 33/4 lengths. Peter Hobson went on to cox internationally. He became a development banker.

•   Steve Davis was beaten finalist at the World Championship of 1985, losing on the final black to Dennis Taylor in what’s still remembered as snooker’s greatest match. He won the championship three times in a row from 1987, making six in all. Jimmy White never won the World Championship; he was beaten finalist five times in a row from 1990.

•   Torvill and Dean went professional and put on a series of shows. They made a comeback to competition when the rules about amateurism were changed, and won the Olympic bronze medal in 1994.

•   Fiji have won the Hong Kong Sevens 15 times, the most wins by any nation. The Hong Kong Sevens inspired the development of the Rugby World Cup, which was first contested in 1987. Sevens became an Olympic sport at the Rio Games of 2016; Fiji won the gold medal.

•   Jim and Dave, the weightlifters, were convicted of selling anabolic steroids illegally.

•   Sebastian Coe went into politics. He was made a life peer. He ran the successful London campaign for the Olympic Games of 2012, and was subsequently in charge of the event itself. He then became president of the International Association of Athletics Federations.

•   The British Medical Association continues to campaign, in a low-key but persistent way, for the abolition of boxing. The various organisations that run boxing continue to do a reasonable job of trying to abolish themselves.
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BOOK 3

1985

Eamonn McCabe was a great sports photographer. His work is often graced with art and humour, but he was also a newspaperman who knew what a story was. So when he saw a disturbance in the crowd at the football match he went into action without thinking about artistic values. He felt ever-so-slightly sick: he could foresee bad things. He walked to the other end of the pitch to check them out.

It was his habit to carry a snapshot camera in his pocket: a compact thing with a decent lens that used proper 35mm film. When congestion was too great for his big single-lens reflex cameras and heavyweight lenses, he would make a quick draw and use the little camera. It was ideal in the scrum around a trophy-waving lap of honour.

McCabe got to the end of the pitch where the ground staff were starting to be aware that something was amiss. He went for his camera with the speed and accuracy of Josey Wales and exposed a single frame before he was hustled away. It is one of the most terrible images in the history of sport.

Even one-handed in the midst of a melee McCabe was a good enough craftsman to hold the camera steady as a statue and to produce an image sharp as a stiletto. By doing so he created a masterpiece. A Goyaesque portrait of terror. It is a picture of people who know they are about to die. Their faces stay with all those who have gazed on this photograph.

This was Heysel Stadium in Brussels, on the occasion of the European Cup final between Liverpool and Juventus. The trouble took place before the match when Liverpool fans invaded a neutral area, provoking a retreat. A wall collapsed. There were 39 people killed and 600 injured.

Juventus won 1-0, but it was never a penalty.
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Linsey MacDonald was studying chemical engineering in Edinburgh. She was 21. When she was 16 she won an Olympic bronze medal running for Great Britain in the 400 metres relay. She also made the final of the 400 metres individual event. One of those who didn’t boycott the Moscow Games, then. That same year, 1980, she set a British record of 51.16 seconds for the 400 metres.

Too much too soon. She went on to suffer serious injury, almost certainly from overtraining. After prolonged rehab, she went back to the track determined to run again. Well, jog. Attainable goals, you know how it’s done, don’t overface yourself. So she set herself a target of ten metres. And failed. The woman who aimed low and missed.

Next day, she managed it. All ten. But she failed to make the Olympic Games of 1984, when she might have been at her peak. She had, it seemed, been wasted. The victim of other people’s ambitions. And her own, of course. ‘When you’re 16 and someone asks you to do something, you do it. That’s where experience would have told. It was all so quick. I could, I suppose, have held myself up for the LA Olympics four years later – but then I could have got injured anyway. No, it was a chance to run in the Olympics. I paid for it, but it was definitely worth the price.’

With the Panglossian optimism of everyone involved in big-time sport, MacDonald was inclined to think it was all for the best, and that when she regained competitive fitness she would have a second athletics career. That was the way things seemed to be moving that day in Edinburgh. But part of her – the part she didn’t show to the world, the part that she preferred to bury, the part that tends to crop up at 3.45 on a restless night – suspected that she had already reached her peak. That she was already in decline. That her life as an athlete ended at the age of 16.

Without cruelty there can be no sport.
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Have you actually been to South Africa?

No.

Trying not to sound even remotely apologetic. Failing.

Ayyyoh.

Drawling contempt in that public-school diphthong. Enemy duly slain.

No point in saying you don’t have to witness injustice to grasp the concept of injustice.

Have you read his stuff? And he hasn’t even been there. He has no idea what it’s like, to be out there on the front line beside the braai and the swimming pool. It’s a great way of life they have out there behind the razor wire. Everybody has servants. Except the servants, of course. And they’re happier that way. Everybody is happier that way. But if you haven’t been there you can’t possibly understand. If you haven’t taken your glass of wine – and believe me their wines there are wonderful – from the black hand of a servant under a sky of cloudless blue, you simply can’t understand South Africa. If you dismantle apartheid, the country will collapse in bloodshed. Margaret Thatcher had it right when she said: ‘Anyone who thinks the ANC is going to govern South Africa is living in cloud-cuckoo-land.’ And you see, she’s been there, she goes there often, she takes holidays there, she knows the place, she loves it and she understands it.

And they’ve done a great job in the townships. White people have been helping black people in townships to play cricket. So that makes everything else all right. What can he possibly be complaining about? It’s a view that comes from ignorance. And that, in my book, is prejudice.

The BBC’s radio programme Test Match Special sounded at times a party political broadcast in favour of the National Party of South Africa. The sports pages of the national press were full of generosity and understanding towards the South African government. They’re doing a great job in the townships. And that makes the whole concept of townships all right.

What? You disagree? Have you been there?

Ayyyoh.

[image: image]

The England rugby team ended their practice session. The head coach, Dick Greenwood, was happy with the way things were going, but then again, he wasn’t. He knew his team weren’t really much cop. A dull lot. No imagination. Wholly lacking in devil. They worked hard and enjoyed confrontation and were hot as hell on esprit de corps. But when they won, it was because they ground out a result. And when they were beaten they looked plain bewildered. They were a functional team, except that they didn’t really function. France were the dominant force in northern hemisphere rugby, and played as if there were points on offer for style alone. But two weeks earlier, England had managed a 9-9 draw with France. Grinder-outers can sometimes get results. More than one approach to winning in sport.

Mind you, there was a period in a recent match against Romania when England had looked beautiful. That period of rapture had lasted for a full minute. ‘No, it wasn’t a minute,’ Greenwood said. ‘It was 47 seconds.’

England were facing a match against Wales in Cardiff the following weekend: ‘The finest sound in the game of rugby is the silence of the Welsh crowd.’ The Welsh team of the 1970s had played with style all right: and they were murderously effective, too. But perhaps England could grind something out. Or perhaps they might find 47 seconds of rapture.

‘I’d be happy to win by an unjustified penalty,’ Greenwood said. ‘Except I wouldn’t.’
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‘I’m not a natural athlete,’ Sarah Springman said, an unexpected remark from the British triathlon champion. She was preparing to defend her title the following weekend: two-mile swim, 60-mile bike ride and a 15-mile run. She had been fitting training around her work as a civil engineer: a weekly regimen of 300 miles on the bike, 45 miles running and 10 miles swimming. She was in good shape, well prepared. It had been different the previous year, when work on her thesis for her MPhil at Cambridge rather got in the way.

‘I handed in my thesis on Friday with two minutes to spare and then drove off to the race on Sunday. I was in no fit shape to do the race and I didn’t want to do it either. I was 15 minutes ahead after the swim, but by the time I had finished the run I was only four minutes clear. Then I collapsed with dehydration and heat exhaustion.

‘I really should not have got round the course. It was my mind that got me through.’

Mind and body.

How do you separate them? Can you train both? Questions that were now entering the mainstream of sport. Talent is never enough on its own: but Springman took that idea to an extreme. She said that she had almost no talent at all, not in the physical sense. Her talent was for achievement. For victory. It was a matter of will.

So an athlete can be whatever he and she decides to be? Like an existentialist? Perhaps not quite that, but you can’t fulfil physical talent without mental ability. And both kinds of talent can be worked on: alone or with assistance.

The bodies of men and women are different. Are their minds different also? ‘I don’t feel a macho compulsion to go flat out all the way round. I often beat men who should beat me. They set off too fast and are dead for the run. I try to run my race in an intelligent fashion.’ So that’s mind as instrument of will and mind as thinking organ: two kinds of mind. The brain is better used in sport as a tool than a target, perhaps.

‘Sometimes the mental battle is very hard – when you’re swimming in the Cam in March, for example. People wonder what it is I am trying to prove. But I actually do enjoy doing it, you see. Sport defines your goals. You learn about your limits – and you discover that if you want to do something enough, there really are no limits.’

But perhaps an athlete has to think that way. Perhaps there is no other option. Perhaps a refusal to accept physical realities is a diagnostic trait of a successful athlete.
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Somewhere off one of those ladder-steep streets of Merthyr Tydfil stood the home of the last British man to hold the world featherweight boxing championship. It was filled to the point of clutter with pictures and trophies and souvenirs: a shrine to his own past. He was a champion, but his career was defined by three protracted and bloody fights with Vicente Saldivar of Mexico. Howard Winstone lost them all. But he won ever-greater respect from each shattering defeat. In the first he lost on points after 15 rounds; in the second he lost by half a point; in the last he was knocked down in the seventh and again in the 12th round before his corner threw in the towel.

‘I still think I could have gone on, like,’ he said. Not accepting the physical realities. ‘There’s no doubt that I would have had more problems – but Saldivar said afterwards that he wouldn’t have been able to come out for the next round.’ Saldivar retired after the fight, though he made a couple of the inevitable – and inevitably disastrous – boxer’s comebacks. Physical realities: the will is not enough.

Winstone carried on after the defeat and at last won his world title. Shortly after that he retired. He went to Mexico City for the 1968 Olympic Games as a spectator. ‘First thing that happened when I got to my hotel was a phone call from Saldivar. He picked me up at the hotel every day and we went and saw everything and did everything. He had no-good English but we could communicate.

‘I’m not surprised we became friends. He was a fellow I boxed, we were doing a job, and when it’s all over, it’s finished. I don’t know anyone who doesn’t feel the same about opponents, we’re all good buddies. But Saldivar, he was the hardest, he was the strongest I fought against. He was a good champion.’

But it’s not a job like painting houses or writing for newspapers. Something big is being shared. It’s not just danger, as you get when riding horses over fences, or racing motorbikes. It’s the business of deliberately inflicting pain and potentially lethal damage on each other that is so peculiarly intimate. Boxers often embrace and kiss after a bout: the closer and more brutal the fight is, the more effusive the boxers. In some ways sex is less intimate than a 15-round boxing match between two fighters of equal talent. These two men loved each other for the damage each had caused and that each had accepted.

You can make an unanswerable case for the abolition of boxing. You can loathe the criminal traditions of the sport. You can feel disgust at the way that boxers have so often been the playthings of rich men, discarded when their usefulness is over. You can feel profound distaste for some of the people involved in professional boxing, and double that for the hangers-on. You can have serious misgivings about the people who pay to watch boxing.

But the boxers themselves, well, that’s a different matter. Boxing is neither noble nor an art, but there is unmistakable nobility in the courage and the strange friendship of Winstone and Saldivar. Perhaps beauty as well.
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How beautiful are the feet. An aria from Messiah, words from Isaiah: and if the feet are beautiful, how lovely must everything else be? Not that David Gower ever moved his feet much when he was batting. But never mind that: how beautiful are the runs. Not just the number of them or the fact that they allowed England to beat Australia: those runs were beautiful in themselves. In three successive matches Gower, England captain, scored 166 in a draw at Trent Bridge, then 215 and 157 in victories at Edgbaston and The Oval.

But why so lovely? Perhaps more than any other batsman, Gower brought off the illusion of complicity. When he hit a boundary with a flick-pull, the bat moving through an angle of no more than 45 degrees, the ball apparently acquiring a supernatural life of its own through this minimal contact, it seemed as if the bowler and the batsman were not in opposition but in collaboration, creating as lovely a thing as Bolero: a ritual dance with prearranged steps. The bowler was condemned to be part of this beauty.

No bowler ever cared for this – but there were times when the batsman resented it as well. Beauty was not Gower’s weapon of choice. He was a man condemned: unable to free himself from the shackles of beauty. He could not make an effort of will and become somebody else: someone more reliable, less fickle, less in thrall to his own gifts. ‘I tread a very fine line. My natural strength – and weakness – has always been my timing. If my timing is out, batting looks very hard indeed. At other times, timing is my best ally.’

There was a hint of despair in this self-analysis. A resentment of the lofty talent that made him so vulnerable. ‘If you hit a four without moving your feet they say it’s effortless. If you get out, it’s a fault in your game. But the basis of my game has not changed in times of good form and bad.’

Gower was always being told to knuckle down, get his head down, concentrate, learn to be a grafter. No one ever told the grafters to snap out of it and be a genius. But perhaps grafters and geniuses are equally stuck in the trap of their own natures. Gower was doomed to beauty as others were to mediocrity. And the curse of it all was that Gower knew that such beauty – depending on such fragile nuances of timing – could only ever be intermittent. The rapture comes and the rapture goes.

Is beauty a higher cause than victory? No athlete would ever say as much: especially one playing a team game as captain. But in the heart of the action there are truths that never show up on the scoreboard or in the interviews or the match reports or the autobiographies. Did Gower move beyond his own hopes for victory and personal glory and feel a duty to beauty?

It always looked that way, but perhaps that was just another illusion. And perhaps not: the truth of sport as well as its beauty lies in the action, not in the assessment. It is all about what happens between the motion and the act. In cricket they call it ‘timing’.

Cricket is a dance to the music of timing.
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Graham Gooch told the story of his participation in what was called ‘a rebel cricket tour’ to South Africa in his book Out of the Wilderness. The tour comprised a series of unofficial matches played in a country banned from world cricket because of its policy of apartheid. The tour was set up by a laborious process of lies and deception, or as Gooch put it, ‘almost deception’. ‘But what else could we do?’ he asked. What indeed?

He quoted a letter from the Daily Telegraph: ‘Businessmen of all nationalities visit South Africa daily in furtherance of their commercial interests, so why not cricketers, as already do golfers and tennis players and so on?’ Why not, indeed?

To summarise: Gooch was bribed to take part in Test matches that weren’t Test matches, captaining a side that was mendaciously called ‘England’. He was paid to pretend that South Africa was a normal place in which normal sport could take place. He was paid to show the world that apartheid was a damn good thing: and that England agreed with that assessment.

Some people agreed with the letter-writer. Many within cricket were quietly approving: after all, they’re doing a great job in the townships, and what’s so terrible about apartheid? You can’t understand the system until you’ve been there.

But there were also objections to the rebel tour: and that’s because sport is not the same thing as business. Sport has a meaning, even if we’re never entirely sure what, and sport has a value, even if we’re not entirely sure what – only that it’s not a value that you can add up and stick in a bank.

That’s why sport became the medium for expressing the world’s disapproval of apartheid. Sport bore this burden with more resentment than pride. But sport had no option but to take it on.

Unlike business, sport has a soul.
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Courage is a form of beauty, and courage is the business of the soul. Sport showcases courage in a million different ways, not all of them concerned with men attacking each other’s brains. Courage – perhaps a higher form of it – can also be found in a lovely woman on a nice day in the country.

Fence four at Burghley was a brute. It was big and imposing, yes, but you expect that. It was also blind. Its upper half was a screen of birch twigs. You not only had to jump over the fence, you also had to jump through it. You and your horse, because this was the sport of eventing, perhaps the most dangerous sport in the calendar, certainly the most dangerous sanctified by the Olympic Games. It’s also a rare thing because men and women compete on equal terms for the same prizes.
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