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    Introduction




    Greetings, comrades.




    Another famous chairman once said:




    ‘In studying a problem, we must shun subjectivity, one-sidedness and superficiality.’1




    This, very loosely, describes the approach that I try to apply when writing my articles for the Daily Telegraph: avoid the spin and the hype and investigate the facts. From that point forward, it is possible to put into context what is being claimed or said by the protagonists in a particular matter. This often results in inconsistencies being highlighted and thus exposes those who would have us see things as they want them to be seen and not how they really are.




    By at least challenging what is often vernacular wisdom, I try to help readers make up their own minds about an event by cutting through the sometimes purposely created pretence. Of course I get things wrong – and subjectivity and superficiality cannot be banished entirely – but I try to call things as they are, or at least as they are to me.




    It is not possible to set out with the intention of being controversial. When your words palpably do not fit any reasonable interpretation of the facts you undermine justifiably controversial points, and readers lose faith in your ability to be objective; and once credibility is gone there is nothing left.




    It is right to praise achievement and I try to balance my articles by referring to things that deserve mention. Sometimes for my own sanity and that of my readers I just try to entertain – no one can be deeply analytical all the time without becoming a miserable bastard.




    The Spanish-born philosopher George Santayana is quoted as stating: ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’ Obviously I now have the benefit of hindsight when rereading these pieces and it is interesting to look back and see how many times I got it right or wrong.




    What is clear to me is that, even within this limited number of articles, you can see how often people – and, more importantly, organisations – do not learn and do not remember. Ordinary sports lovers are left exasperated, shaking their heads at the latest fiasco created by those tasked with running the sport they love. It is alarming to reflect that in some sports there appears to be little or no prospect of these errors not being repeated.




    Causing people to pause and consider a particular proposition is not always possible, but it is a decent objective. That you may not agree with my conclusions is not the point, though it is satisfying when it happens. Undoubtedly some of you will state that what I write is utter nonsense; all I strive for is to make you think about things before you reach this conclusion.




    As with most anthologies, this one can be read a bit at a time; in fact, it is probably best approached in that way. And if you don’t like it, remember, it also makes a good doorstop.




    Brian Moore


    June 2010




    Author’s Note




    Although most of the articles are chronological, the two sections headed ‘The Rain Tax’ and ‘Bloodgate’ have been consolidated to help readers see how affairs played out, thus avoiding the need to go back and forth.
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    Have you been a good boy?




    December 2007




    ‘’Tis the season to be jolly’ or ‘Bah humbug to you’: whatever your take on festivities this week, take a look at what gifts Santa Moore has lined up for good rugby people in 2007.




    For Kiwis: a slightly serious yet practical present – A Dummies Guide to the Heimlich Manoeuvre. This easy-to-read, step-by-step pamphlet could just save your life; okay, you might need it only once in four years, but better safe than sorry. Watch out for the new and even more comprehensive edition which will hit the shelves in 2011.




    For all Aussie front rows: the Charles Atlas mail order course, ‘Are you tired of getting sand kicked in your face?’This course of dynamic tension exercises will turn you from 97-pound weaklings into the world’s most powerful front row. No longer do you have to accept being the butt of everyone’s jokes. Following the Atlas course every day for a decade will provide you with muscles you told yourself, and everyone else, you didn’t need. Guaranteed ‘Sheridan-proof’.




    For Brian Ashton: a Ronco ‘Andrew Detector’. Effective over 50 metres, this small device will alert you to the presence of England elite rugby director Rob Andrew, enabling you to move to a different seat; never again get trapped on TV with your boss. This scientific approach to ‘Andrew detection’ will stop you having to rely on the old wives’ tale of expecting to see him only when your team’s winning.




    For Lawrence Dallaglio and Mike Catt: the super new ‘Retractor Kit’. This amazing product allows you instantly to retract anything you have proof-read and authorised for publication. Using a little-known piece of Government sophistry known as ‘being taken out of context’, the ‘Retractor’ will ensure you are able to make any number of contradictory statements yet still retain the public’s complete confidence.




    For all Wasps OAPs: if, like poor Alan Black, you are often driven almost to the point of violence by the poor value afforded you by your club’s match-day programme, I can enrol you on a two-day anger management course with Harrow Social Services; much better than a lifetime ban and discounted for senior citizens.




    For television match officials: I have secured sponsorship with Specsavers so you can avoid decisions that prompt those with normal eyesight to exclaim, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’




    For the IRB and their elite referees: I’m very sorry, but those who don’t keep their promises get nothing.




    For that lovely lad Danny Cipriani: a signed DVD of The Crying Game.




    And a few gifts for general rugby lovers: if you want to steal a march on the rest, I have done a deal with Smugs Tours and secured huge discounts on their exclusive packages, for the knockout stages only, to the 2011 World Cup in New Zealand. Those of you who know your team will either be winners or at the very least will reach the final should book now to reserve your very own camper van.




    If you’re sweating over whether you will get a pay rise, I have the EOS card. Backed by the Northern Shock Bank, if you play this card during contract negotiations it will get you a four-year bonus even before the results of your latest sales initiative are known.




    I know some of you want your fifteen minutes of fame, and for that I can take you on a short cut to the top of the world as I have secured a number of those incredible ‘All Black jerseys’. Modelled closely on the Mithril Mail made in Erebor for a young Elf Prince, from metal found only in Khazad-dum, and worn by Frodo Baggins during the Quest of Mount Doom, the ABJ makes the wearer appear ‘world class’ yet renders the wearer invisible when worn in France.




    A boon for the many driven to distraction by the drivel spouted on television, I have the Com-Zapper. Plug this into your remote control and whenever Butler, Moore, Harrison or Barnes make a mistake, push the red button to deliver a 200-volt shock to their headphones. (Limited to five shocks per game under European Health and Safety regulations.)




    And, finally, to Matt Hampson, Ali Johnson, Paul Sutton and all others battling with serious game-related injuries: the best wishes and support of the whole rugby fraternity. Your courage and humour are humbling, and I hope you and your carers have as good a Christmas as you can.
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    Lawrence Dallaglio’s tears


    for a life ending




    June 2008




    In a time long, long ago, my then club Richmond won the league and gained promotion to what is now the Premiership on the last day of the season. Crowning this was the knowledge that we had beaten Sir John Hall’s much-lauded Newcastle team into second place.




    A changing room that fizzed with euphoria had one place where the sun did not shine; it was my last ever game. At first, tears came slowly and quietly. I managed to commute these for feigned gladness, trying to mirror my team. However, at the end, I was alone save for Scott Quinnell and all restraint failed. I sobbed uncontrollably.




    That which had dominated nearly all waking thoughts, save those of work or family, was now gone. How would I now define myself? With what might it be replaced? What would ever provide the astonishing experiences that rugby had given me?




    My feelings were akin to those I have felt at bereavements.




    Quinnell put a huge arm around me, kissed me and gave me a few words of compassion that remain treasured; that he had purposely stayed to do this showed notable sensitivity.




    I cannot aver that Lawrence Dallaglio felt the same as he lifted the Premiership trophy with Wasps on Saturday at Twickenham. My description is personal; both of circumstance and personality. All morning I had been thinking about what he was feeling as the seminal moment approached. I thought about sending him a supportive text but decided he had enough to deal with without old gits bothering him. However, I’ll bet there was a kernel of all I state in the thoughts and emotions which swept through Dallaglio from the point he left the field.




    When he tries to explain them, I think he will find it difficult to discern precise trains of thought. So many things thrust into your head: past players, games won and lost, moments of triumph and despair; all these flash into view, but have to be trodden down because there is a game looming which demands your attention.




    As he stood in the tunnel, Dallaglio’s eyes welled and this evoked a fraternal lump in my throat because I had an insight into how he felt. A small voice will have been telling him ‘This is the last time, boy; never again; all the dreams; all the triumphs; all over.’




    It was almost inevitable that the fates would engineer his final game to take place before a world-record crowd for a club game, and on a Saturday with no other major sporting event to employ the thoughts of the sports press. Dallaglio likes a big stage, and he played his part with no concession to advancing age.




    The ovation he received from all supporters of a sold-out Twickenham recognised the passing of an extraordinary career. The temporary hatred of rival factions – for it has almost come to that – was put aside for a wonderful minute.




    That moment will have registered with Dallaglio as it occurred, but his side still had a game to win. Thus, the emotion that showed on his face was restrained in deference to a wider cause. He will have been rightly content at the bestowed honour, but the significance thereof will not register properly until he has time for reflection. Tears will have been shed later because he is a passionate man. However, these will not be the tears of shame, or failure, just genuine emotion and regret for a life ending.




    In his past games, many will not have understood his vast contribution to his sides’ success. Everyone sees who makes the yards when driving forward. Fewer spot the thorough nuisance Dallaglio made of himself while around the loose ball. With consummate skill, he slowed the ball down sufficiently to allow his colleagues to organise effective defence. With his power, he was often the core of driving mauls that battered opponents. He was a brilliant organiser of his team and any pack in which he played; and, as an aside, a ready and willing adviser to referees. Many accused him of illegality and they have a point, but most of the time he pushed to the limit what referees would allow.




    Today’s players are given advice about retirement, what it will bring and what it takes away. This is an important function of the Professional Players’ Association because the psychological effects of retirement are real, however much the ignorant in the press or in the bar dismiss such a notion as imported American rubbish.




    Most people have to face retirement, but this comes at the end of their working life. They have built up to this moment and they do not intend to work again. This is different for a sportsman. He has to deal with the thought that when only half his life is over he has had to give up that at which he excelled and that nothing will equal the myriad experiences he has had. Now he has to work like everyone else, do the mundane things like commuting; the only surprise to me is that more sportsmen do not sink into addiction in an attempt to recreate the intensity of what they felt.




    Dallaglio is now taking his coaching exams and plans to continue in the game through that medium. I have no doubt he will succeed, but whatever a player says there is nothing like playing; not coaching, not managing, not commentating. They may come near, but are mere imitations of the real deal.




    Few players are able to bow out with a script as implausible as an amusing Sylvester Stallone film, but Dallaglio has never been ordinary. He may have played as such occasionally, but at all times he has been unlike most men.
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    Wimbledon is so hideously English




    June 2008




    Unless you are in the retail trade, the two weeks of Wimbledon are a nightmare for residents. It is a myth that we locals rent out our homes for thousands, and thus I cannot escape. In defence of this whinge, I hated Wimbledon before I lived there.




    For two weeks the country slips into collective madness akin to that surrounding a royal wedding. Wimbledon deftly combines traits of the English that I abhor.




    Take queuing for the limited number of tickets that are not in the hands of the corporates and without any complaint.




    I would give the fanatics some credit if they vented their spleen at having to drink Chef’s Square-Shaped Soups for four days when interviewed; but, no, it’s always ‘Could be worse’, or ‘It’s not that bad once your limbs go numb’ (to match their brains, presumably).




    Unbelievably, some of these people watch only a fraction of the day’s play, before getting back in the queue for the next day. At least the campers don’t need to pay the usurious prices. I am used to rip-off ‘London charging’, but so expensive was the quote for strawberries last year, nearly 25p for each little fruit, I suggested they might consider selling them individually.




    And never have so many bottles of metallic NV champagne been bought without anyone realising a decent Cava would be better.




    There are lots of punters from the City so at least this means they drink rather than watch the tennis. Thus, there are fewer people to indulge in another hideous English trait: cheering for losers.




    If any League One football team’s supporters had had to wait as long as this English crowd for glory, they would have been vandalising the fibreglass wagon wheels on the gates of the chairman’s house.




    Not only do we indulge losing, we are so terribly nice about it. The legendary NFL coach Vince Lombardi summed it up:‘Show me a good loser and I’ll show you a loser.’




    Finally, whether the All England Club likes or accepts this, tennis is middle, if not upper, class. The numbers playing are dismally low and not of the demographic that makes athletes strain for success as a way to a better life.




    I don’t care how many youth initiatives are launched, or how much is given to the Lawn Tennis Association – the image of the game will not change until the All England Club changes. Yes, they let local kids play on the courts as part of a scheme, but none of them will be able to join the Club.




    Perception is set from the top down. When I went to join a local club, I was told that I would have to attend their club nights first. This was for two reasons: ‘to see what standard I was’ (actually, I am probably a reasonable club second teamer, but I thought: how do you start if you have not played before?); also ‘to see what sort of a person I was’. I left immediately.




    If you want to join the big one, it’s even worse. The lame excuse for not expanding the membership of the All England is even given on their website: membership has to be limited because with it comes the right to tickets for the Championships. If they had more members, they would have to give away more tickets. Why can’t they simply create another class of membership, which does not have such rights? What they really mean is they are determined to keep the club exclusive.




    Before this is dismissed as a chippy rant, how many English players in the world rankings are in the top 100?
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    Sepp Blatter needs a lesson in history




    July 2008




    In the eighteenth century slaves were transported in ships so tightly packed that dehydration, dysentery and scurvy led to the death of one in three. Slaves who were thought not to be working hard enough suffered arbitrary punishment; in the worst cases – for theft, disloyalty and the like – methods designed to give the maximum pain to the victim were used. The gibbet, for a slow and painful death by hanging; flogging to death; the use of the wheel; and hanging, drawing and quartering (where the person being hanged was cut while still alive).




    Eschewing the comparison of older conditions for slaves, let us look at the definition of modern-day slavery. This is defined as the submission to authority for the purpose of subsistence; contract slaves are described as generally poor, often illiterate, and people who are tricked into signing contracts they do not understand.




    Signal the obligatory comment from Herr Sepp Blatter. Blatter has long been willing to pontificate on all things English, usually to interfere or warn England that they risk censure for any manner of things. Strangely, he shows no similar regard for other countries; Spain, for example. While worthy European champions, they were lucky to be in the finals following the racist behaviour of their fans towards black players only a few years previously. From Herr Blatter what did we hear on this? Platitudes, but no effective action; talk, talk, talk.




    When questioned about Cristiano Ronaldo’s apparent desire to break his contract with Manchester United in order to join Real Madrid, Blatter said: ‘The important thing is we should also protect the player. If the player wants to play somewhere else, then a solution should be found, because if he stays in a club where he does not feel comfortable, then it’s not good for the player or the club. I’m always in favour of protecting the player and if the player, he wants to leave, let him leave. I think in football there’s too much modern slavery in transferring players or buying players, and putting them somewhere. We are trying to intervene in such cases. The reaction to the Bosman law is to make long-lasting contracts in order to keep the players and then if he wants to leave, then there is only one solution, he has to pay his contract.’




    Herr Blatter must either have a tenuous grasp of history, or be unforgivably insensitive to use the word ‘slavery’ in relation to the allegedly unfair treatment of Ronaldo. The fact that Ronaldo has agreed with Blatter’s words shows what a preening, pampered Portuguese pillock he is. None of the modern-day definitions of slavery apply. I know not whether he is literate, or stupid, but he employs professionals to advise him and cannot be said not to have understood the legal obligations he undertook when his advisers negotiated a lucrative five-year contract with United, presumably with his full knowledge and permission.




    As a trained lawyer, Blatter obviously has no problem saying the first thing that comes to mind to support his case, even if it appears contrary to what he has said previously. He must think we are all thick and suffer from amnesia.




    It was only in January 2008 that Blatter and FIFA reacted angrily to a ruling by the Court of Arbitration for Sport on the Andy Webster case.




    Earlier, on 4 April 2007, the FIFA dispute resolution chamber found Webster guilty of having breached his employment contract without just cause, outside the protected period. Webster wanted to leave his club, Heart of Midlothian, to play for Wigan Athletic. As a consequence, FIFA ordered him to pay Hearts compensation of £625,000.




    The CAS reduced the payment to £150,000, which was the value of the remaining period of the contract. Thus, there was no punitive element. The decision implies that the amount of compensation to be paid by a player who terminates his contract prematurely without just cause after the protected period can easily be calculated in advance; further than that, there is no element of penalty to be included.




    Many commentators agreed with the opinion that the ruling would be detrimental to the system but probably advantageous for players’ agents, who, as in Webster’s case, will offer their clients to new clubs with a price tag on them. Small clubs that are already struggling to keep their squad together, in particular if they have promising players in their team, will be faced with even more aggressive approaches towards their players once the relevant contracts have passed the protected period.




    Of this Blatter said: ‘The decision which CAS took on 30 January 2008 is very damaging for football and a Pyrrhic victory for those players and their agents, who toy with the idea of rescinding contracts before they have been fulfilled. CAS did not properly take into consideration the specificity of sport as required by article 17, paragraph 1 of the Regulations on the Status and Transfer of Players.




    ‘Because of this unfortunate decision, the principle of contractual stability, as agreed in 2001 with the European Commission as part of the new transfer regulations and which restored order to the transfer system, has been deemed less important than the short-term interests of the player involved.’




    Blatter presided over the agreement, in March 2001, of FIFA’s transfer regulations, following discussions with all stakeholders – including player and club representatives as well as the European Commission. They are based on the central pillar of maintaining contractual stability between professionals and clubs. Unilateral early termination of a contract between a player and a club without just cause by either party, even if committed after the protected period, still remains an unjustified breach of contract. So which is it, Herr Blatter – which of these contradictory points of view do you maintain?




    Come to think of it, if Ronaldo is being treated like a slave, perhaps Sir Alex Ferguson might like to avail himself of one of the punishments listed above. I wonder which of the cruel and unusual ones he would favour.




    Meanwhile, FIFA and Herr Blatter remain completely ineffective in combating the issues that weekly bring football into disrepute. Players diving, feigning injury, trying to get others sent off. On these, where is the leadership of Blatter? Why is he not investigating the proper use of technology to assist referees in games? I could go on and on.




    Finally, I haven’t even started to list the multifarious allegations of a more sinister nature that surround Herr Blatter’s presidency. These would take a whole supplement; suffice to say serious allegations remain and have not been conclusively refuted by Herr Blatter or by FIFA.




    Should such an important office be held by a person whose grasp of legal decisions appears woefully inept; a person who either does not understand, or does, but does not care, that the use of the word ‘slavery’ is insulting to the memory of those who suffered, and those who continue to suffer because of that abhorrent system?
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    The Open: Chris Evert obsession


    is not fair game




    July 2008




    The Open golf was fascinating, though unusual. Congratulations to Pádraig Harrington for a tenacious series of rounds and producing it when it mattered most.




    I followed the Open via a number of media platforms and became thoroughly hacked off by some of the coverage.




    Further evidence of the obsession with tittle-tattle was the numerous references to Greg Norman’s partner, Chris Evert. An appeal to spot her on the Royal Birkdale course, so that ‘we can have a word with her’, left me in despair. I don’t care; she obviously did not want to be interviewed or she would not have tried to hide.




    Also, conditions were bad, sometimes very bad, but that is links golf. A morbid preoccupation with the weather produced some risible comments; I particularly liked the Damoclean conundrum one commentator said was facing a player because of his cap. ‘Very difficult; he needs his cap to keep warm, but the wind might just lift it at the wrong time.’Well, could he not take it off for the shot and put it back on to walk about? A novel remedy, perhaps; but they are professionals.




    Also, we do not want to know how difficult it is to do your job; how cold you are; that your rainwear doesn’t fit and so on. Most people, wrongly, think your job is a doss; whining about things only makes them angry, not empathetic. Players made comments that left me thinking they, particularly the Americans, have become a bit nesh.




    Conditions were unfair because they gave some players an advantage due to their tee-off time; they did not allow the public to see the brilliance of the professionals; the tournament might be won over par, and Tiger Woods wasn’t there. Tee-off times always advantage some; starting in the searing heat of the day in the United States, as opposed to an earlier, cooler time, is a disadvantage. Unless you devise a way to allow all players to start at the same time, that risk remains. Conditions were claimed to be almost, if not actually, unplayable; clearly untrue. Each day players throughout the list scored par, or under, so it was possible.




    The public are capable of understanding this. They did not see an exhibition of target golf, often dull anyway, but they saw players in difficulties to which they could relate. There was probably a little Schadenfreude at seeing professionals having to cope with the unfamiliarity of multiple bogeys.




    As for Tiger not being there – do you think Harrington gives a monkey’s?




    Finally, shouting ‘Get in the hole’. Bad enough in an American accent. With a British one, there are reasonable grounds for summary execution.
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    John O’Neill threat of rugby


    doom is bullying




    July 2008




    Looks like they’re getting desperate: the proponents of the experimental law variations (ELVs) are stooping to thinly veiled threats of schism to force their reluctant counterparts into line.




    Australian Rugby Union boss John O’Neill has warned that rugby risks being split if northern hemisphere countries do not embrace the ELVs. This follows the refusal of England, Ireland and Wales to trial them.




    ‘You would hate to think we would end up in a situation of two games [but] it could happen,’ said O’Neill. ‘Over the last few weekends we have seen the Springboks play the All Blacks in two wonderful Test matches and we’ve seen Australia versus France and Australia versus Ireland and the All Blacks versus England under the old laws. You don’t have to be Einstein to figure out which game is a far more impressive spectacle.




    ‘We’re simply saying to England, Wales and Ireland – and to the IRB – give it a fair go. To sit back and say “No, we’re not trialling them” is not in the best interests of the world game.’




    This is just the sort of flawed justification that I have previously highlighted. The Boks v. Blacks Tests were between countries numbered one and two respectively in world rugby; that they were better games than those involving northern hemisphere teams against clearly superior opponents is not surprising. As for them being an endorsement of the success of the ELVs – rubbish.




    This pseudo logic has manifested itself in several other alleged truisms: ‘the ball is in play longer’, ‘more tries are scored’, ‘coaches think they are a huge step forward’.




    All are now parroted without any intellectual scrutiny in the hope that repetition will give them ineluctable truth. Actually, I am grateful to O’Neill because perhaps people will now look properly at all the claims about the ELVs.




    When O’Neill says things are not in the best interests of the world game, he really means the Australian game. Only in his country do they have a problem competing with rugby league; why a whole sport’s rules should be reorganised to combat this singular threat remains unanswered.




    It is perfectly possible for a refusal to enter into this process to be in the best interests of the world game. Not doing something that appears to you to be arrant nonsense is usually called common sense. Under O’Neill’s logic it would be wrong to refuse to stick your hand in a fire, because others have done it.




    O’Neill and his supporters have not helped themselves by introducing and then dropping so many variations. They have further confused everyone by trialling certain proposed changes in some competitions and not in others. This haphazard approach would never be accepted as a valid form of development in any other context.




    For what it’s worth, my take on the specific ELVs is that they are fine apart from the following: allowing the maul to be collapsed; allowing any number of players in the line-out; handling on the floor being allowed; awarding free-kicks when the ball is unplayable; drawing an offside line at the tackle; and reducing all offences other than foul play, offside, and repetition/deliberate infringement to free-kicks.




    Unfortunately, while the situation continues in this confusing manner, anyone with a modest degree of scepticism about the motives of O’Neill et al. is perfectly right to say non until they go away and come back with something which is cogent and not supported by flawed reasoning.




    And finally: nobody likes to be bullied or has much respect for someone who takes their bat home. If you want to go your own way, then go; see how far you get without the economic power of England and France. Our game will be the poorer without you, but we will always have one.
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    Michael Schumacher is just


    a good old boy




    August 2008




    A cowboy sporting Stetson and spurs sits astride a magnificent steed. The background is a late medieval moated castle, white-tipped oast houses and rolling English countryside. Last weekend found me in Bodiam, East Sussex, at the Garden of England International Festival of Western Riding.




    I have never been into equestrianism. My inverted snobbery does not favour gymkhanas where Bunty competes with Poppy to see who can extort most out of their guilt-ridden yet pushy middle-class parents.




    Watching dressage is, to me, akin to putting my testicles on a chopping board with cloves of garlic, to be used by a celebrity chef cooking for five thousand Glaswegian labourers. That this discipline is derived from the evasive actions used by knights during battle makes it no more interesting.




    Recovery only seemed likely with a large drink, so I headed to the VIP area. This was cordoned off by a line of four-inch-high wooden sticks that even an asthmatic ant could have scaled.




    The VIPs and judges, as was de rigueur, were completely kitted out western-style. Country music played gently in the background and I had a sudden, wild, urge to go and request ‘Coward of the County’ by Kenny Rogers. Get a grip, for God’s sake.




    Throughout the day things remained reliably strange, Belgians, Dutch, Americans, all nations riding under the sun for good cash prizes.




    Unaccountably, I was drawn to the western riding equivalent of dressage – reining – derived from the skills needed by ranchers to drive cattle across vast plains.




    As I watched, my brain again spun when it clocked a stiffly erect Teutonic-looking man, dressed in cowboy jeans, also staring avidly at the riders – Michael Schumacher. I gawped at an iconic world-class sportsman whose concentration was intense.




    Should I approach him and elicit fascinating revelations? No, it was enough to watch him watch. His analysis and comment outdid those about him who, I was informed, were experienced enthusiasts, some quite high-level competitors. Perhaps that’s why he is the honorary show president.




    The charming Honourable Lady Francesca Sternberg reeled off statistics with such rapidity I could barely take them in – then again, her tight cowboy jeans were distracting.




    Reining is being pushed as a discipline for riders at the Olympic Games. Its enthusiasts have widely different backgrounds and incomes, all informing me that western riding has numerous adherents. The event was being webcast worldwide.




    Ultimately it is the feeling of equality that makes western riding just much more enjoyable than its stuffy English counterparts like the Cartier Polo and Hickstead.




    Accuse the attendees of being irredeemably naff and they wouldn’t give a damn. They are not there to see and be seen anyway. And Michael Schumacher – he’s just another good old boy.
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    Team GB in Beijing – how to


    win without petulance




    August 2008




    The performance of Team GB exceeded the targets set by UK Sport, whose investment it repaid, and then some. It also proved that the link between investment and performance is indubitable; you get what you pay for. As a result, when Team GB arrive back in Britain they will receive a welcome that will exceed all expectation due to the effect their success has had on the nation.




    The British are hungry for sporting triumph because it is so rare; sport is the last arena in which we can battle Johnny Foreigner. Although we like a near miss, this is probably a defence mechanism against decades of disappointment and I defy anyone not to have found a moment of inspiration from Beijing.




    Team GB have just competed in an event large enough for comparisons to be made with the national game, and football has been found wanting.




    There is growing displeasure at the preternatural wages earned by our leading footballers, compared with what they give. Footballers like to say ‘Show us your medals’ to those from outside who have the temerity to involve themselves in their sport, but people realise that no current British player can claim to have even been in the final of football’s biggest tournament.




    The manner in which our athletes have gone about their business, their respect for officials and the way they have borne success and failure has been a refreshing change from the snarling petulance of footballers.




    Football fans wrongly claim their sport is more passionate and pressured than any other and that, with so much at stake, bad behaviour is inevitable. But was there less passion in, or pressure on, any member of Team GB, who, lest we forget, knew that in this one tournament four years of dedication would be at stake? If they got it wrong it meant four more years of dedication before they could try again.




    It has become apparent how much preparation has been necessary for each athlete to maximise his or her chance of winning. Sacrifice is not too strong a word for the restricted lifestyle accepted as the price of success.




    Even though FIFA president Sepp Blatter claims slavery exists at Old Trafford, no footballer is close to adopting a similar regime. Why? Because they do not have to.




    So craven are football’s governing bodies and fans that they accept what is given without enquiring how much better their game and players could be if the latter copied our athletes.




    Inevitably, there have been knockers, those who feel it necessary to criticise, as if this is clever. They whinge about the cost of Olympic success and how many hospitals could have been built with the money, but if we took a lead from our athletes and did a modest amount of exercise we would not need as many.




    Alternatively, they focus on the term ‘elite’ – it’s a class thing. The word refers to the position reached by the athlete; it has nothing to do with privilege, power or social standing. In any event, there is nothing wrong with elitism, provided it is based on performance and not the things aforementioned. We do not want the lowest common denominator.




    The sports of cycling and rowing have been specifically attacked. If there is social elitism in rowing the way to open it out is to encourage existing clubs to widen their membership. Those who say it is elitist do not mention the background of Sir Steven Redgrave, our greatest Olympian, who went to Great Marlow Comprehensive.




    As for cycling, there are few families in Britain that cannot afford a bike. Elite? You’re ’avin’ a giraffe, mate. The adult subscription for membership to British Cycling starts at £13, about the cost of two packets of fags.




    They should be criticising the fact that Team GB now find their budget is in jeopardy for London 2012. The much trumpeted public investment of £600 million in sport for 2012 stated that £100 million of this had to be raised by UK Sport. Anyone in sponsorship could have told the Government this was untenable.




    First, to raise that much money requires specialised skills, which nobody has within UK Sport. Secondly, UK Sport would struggle as London 2012 is also fighting for sponsors for the Games.




    The present shortfall of about £79 million, unless guaranteed, will mean UK Sport having to implement fall-back plans whereby each sport will have to revise downwards the plans it made in expectation of receiving the full £600 million.




    No athlete will give up his or her present income and go full time with just the hope that funds might be available.




    Future governments, whatever their hue, have the legacy of Beijing and the promise of London 2012 which will keep sport in the public’s consciousness. It has this unique opportunity to build and invest in sport – a one-off chance finally to silence those who deride sport because it is physical, not cerebral. Those who bear a life-long grudge because they got picked last for any team at school.




    What sport needs, and deserves, is its own place at the Cabinet table. This would attract politicians of ability rather than also-rans and would secure its funding long term.




    We could then set about reaping the benefits of exercise, self-discipline, sportsmanship, diet and how to work within a team; learning how to cope with winning and losing; and providing meaningful alternatives to indolence and petty crime.
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    BBC Olympic coverage is value for money




    August 2008




    ‘£3m of licence payers’ money’; ‘More staff sent than athletes’ – so claimed those parts of the press that hate the BBC, in particular, the Daily Mail.




    When a paper wishes to illustrate unwarranted largesse, a total figure is highlighted; when the reverse (e.g. the cost of the Civil List), they use a cost per head to the GB population.




    Well, using their method of calculation and their claimed figures, this element of the BBC’s provision over sixteen days of 2,750 hours of TV, radio online, six interactive streams, mobiles online and the World Service, has cost each of us £0.05.




    If the stunning successes of Team GB had been pay-per-view (and bear in mind you would never get sixteen days of events for one fee anyway) at, say, £14.99, we would have paid almost 6,814 times more.




    The BBC should get stick when it is deserved, but this is not such an occasion.
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    London must match Sydney’s


    support of Paralympics




    August 2008




    The year before the 2000 Olympics I was in Sydney watching a rugby league State of Origin game. At half-time there was the final qualifier for the disabled men’s 100 metres, the prize being a place in the Paralympic team for the Sydney Games.




    What surprised me, apart from how fast the race was run, was that nearly all the crowd stayed to watch. My Aussie mate told me this was usual. He said that, following the main Sydney Games, there would be the same number of volunteers and crowds would be very good. I admit I was more than sceptical.




    It turned out that he was right and I was wrong. The Sydney Paralympic athletics saw the Olympic Stadium full, with 110,000 spectators.




    What will the response of the Chinese be to the next two weeks? Well, it is probably not a fair test, as they are able to compel volunteers and spectators, but it cannot be as bad as Atlanta 1996, when most Americans tried to pretend it wasn’t happening.




    The Paralympics are worth watching, not out of patronising sympathy for how well the athletes have coped with their disability, but for their sporting prowess itself. For each Paralympian, the same sacrifice and dedication is demanded as from their able-bodied equivalent.




    I believe the support given to the Paralympics by the host nation says much about both its humanity and whether it has an intrinsic love of sport. I only hope London 2012 will replicate Sydney and not Atlanta.
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    Time for the Olympic carping team to


    put up or shut up




    August 2008




    We couldn’t even have a nanosecond of basking in the Beijing triumphs before the moaning started on the phone-ins. The non-London synchronised carping team swung into action, complaining about their lack of representation during the Beijing parades, in the London segment of the closing ceremony, or in London 2012 itself.




    I thought the eight-minute slot filled by Beckham et al. was toe-curling – not because it didn’t have anyone in a kilt, flat cap or any whippets; it was just naff.




    It doesn’t matter that no other city in Britain could have won the bid to host the Games; these bitter people would rather no one had them than they go to what they think is an already overmighty monstrosity.




    Although, for example, research undertaken by both the Yorkshire and Humberside and East of England Development Agencies estimates that each could benefit by £600 milllion from London 2012, this still hasn’t stopped the claim that London alone will benefit economically. As a net contributor to GDP, London already subsidizes the rest of Britain. No matter, the rest want their piece of the pie. That is, they want the pie, but don’t want to pay for it. A direct quote from one caller typified the thrust of these whingers: ‘It’s London’s Games; let Londoners pay for it.’




    As a London resident, I and fellow Londoners, on top of the above, will pay a large premium in council tax for London 2012. I’m happy to do so, but not if all I get from elsewhere is bleating. I presume the said caller would agree that seeing as London residents will, as he wishes, pay for the Games, tickets should be restricted to those with London postcodes.




    One youth worker could not wait to play the race card: what is it going to do for the average coloured youth? Nothing, if they sit on their backsides, determined not to be involved.




    Anyone who strives can reach the sky, like Christine Ohuruogu and Phillips Idowu; then again, that would mean taking responsibility for your own advancement and lots of hard work.




    Obviously, gold medals cannot be won by everybody, but the discipline involved in trying would lift any youth, of any race, at least away from a life of torpor and leave a belief that they can achieve elsewhere.




    As for the Celtic fringe of the carping team, could it get any sillier?




    Stewart Maxwell, the Scottish Minister for Sport, wants Scotland to have its own Olympic team. Well, we wouldn’t have been competing under the GB banner had it not been thought up by a Scotsman and had the Scots not accepted just short of £400,000, plus £20,000 in bribes, to sign the Treaty of Union in 1707.




    While attempting to make his isolationist fantasy real, he might speak to Chris Hoy, Scotland’s fantastic Olympian, who identified the flaw in his argument. There is no national infrastructure capable of supporting Scottish athletes. That is why they have relocated to England.




    One Welsh windbag complained that Welsh athletes were not allowed to wave the Welsh flag, nor was there anything Welsh in the eight-minute slot. Could I point out that London isn’t in Wales and the English members of Team GB, who won the vast majority of medals, didn’t get to parade the flag of St George, but didn’t complain and were happy to share the stage with their Celtic team-mates?




    Look, if you don’t want to be involved – fine; but just shut up and leave those of us who are proud to host the world’s athletes to get on with it in peace.
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    Andriy Shevchenko’s Chelsea


    figures don’t add up




    August 2008




    It’s a good job Chelsea don’t have to reveal the loan details paid by AC Milan for the return of one of their most prolific goalscorers, Andriy Shevchenko. The lack of transfer fee speaks volumes about just how bad a piece of business was his acquisition, rivalled only by that of Winston Bogarde in 2000.




    Some £30 million and £120,000 per week got Chelsea nine league goals and a player who became, unwittingly or not, a divisive presence in the dressing room. It was not just that he was not doing what he had been bought to do but that he was seen to have the favour of Roman Abramovich.




    There is always antipathy towards the teacher’s pet. Although he may not always have deserved this moniker, Shevchenko’s translation of Abramovich’s tactical advice to Michael Essien after one game solidified his image as far as the rest of the Chelsea squad were concerned.




    Shevchenko has said that he thanks the fans for their support while at Chelsea; I should think so. The full opprobrium he deserved was withheld for two reasons; he at least looked as if he was trying, and there was respect for his undoubted former brilliance. The nearest he got to public vilification was the chant ‘You’re so shit, that you let Sheva score.’
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    If anyone is to blame for Carlos Tévez


    debacle, it is the Premier League




    September 2008




    One of the first comments that will be made on the ruling of the independent tribunal in the matter of Sheffield United against West Ham United will be that it was not that of a court. Maybe, but this will not wash because the panel are all highly qualified legally and both parties nominated one of the panel. This jurisdiction was mandated under Football Association rules and there is no right of appeal. That does not mean it is impossible to appeal, but the process is tortuous and legally difficult. West Ham, against whom the panel ruled, are now in a very difficult position.




    There are some who question why this case was allowed to be brought at all, given that the question of playing the ineligible Tévez was dealt with by the Premier League and West Ham fined £5.5 million.




    Unfortunately, unless it is clearly frivolous or vexatious, a court or tribunal cannot throw out even an unlikely case, unless they find evidence from which they can conclude that it has no prospects of success, even if the factual matrix (list of actual facts pertaining to a case) averred by the party seeking damages is accepted.




    What this tribunal had to decide was this: had it not been for Tévez, would West Ham have won enough points to stay up?




    Much was made of Tévez’s contributions to the West Ham win over Manchester United at Old Trafford, but they would also have considered the fact that Tévez had scored six goals in West Ham’s previous nine games. The tribunal decided they would not, and the damages flowing therefrom will be the subject of a further hearing.




    The point has been forcefully made by many in the football world – in and out of the media – that nobody is able to know what the results would have been had Tévez not played following his ineligible registration. The debate over this sort of issue sinks quickly into philosophical realms. The tribunal decision would not have passed the first meditation of Descartes and his basic strategy of considering false any belief that falls prey to the slightest doubt. This ‘hyperbolic doubt’ is summoned to criticise what is labelled a ‘guess’ by the tribunal.




    The emotions that surround this matter are strong and cloud the real issues; the element of ‘morality’, in itself a hugely questionable concept, is with Sheffield. They went down and suffered all that that entails. Their most direct rival played an ineligible player and stayed up.




    Though the decision of the tribunal, indeed of any ruling body, is open to question, that does not in itself make it wrong, whatever the father of modern philosophy states. If these bodies did not indulge in this kind of speculation there would be no civil jurisdiction within which claims could be decided. You may not like this, but it is the foundation of the civil legal system and is used to decide cases infinitely more complex – and could I cause controversy by saying with more importance? – than the one at issue.
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