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Introduction

Embarrassing defeat. Utter failure. Humiliating loss. Okay, there’s not much there that, say, Toyota, Qantas or the Commonwealth Bank would want to incorporate into a slogan, but, for better or worse, it’s what often lies in wait for sports fans.

We all have our war wounds – one of mine is from the Socceroos’ match against Iran in 1997. I remember trudging around the perimeter of the Melbourne Cricket Ground after the Aussies had been eliminated from the 1998 World Cup, with the stands almost deserted and the cleaners preparing to step in. I was mulling over what had just transpired: 85,000 people at the stadium and a brilliant atmosphere throughout, accompanied by a fantastic display by the Australian team. It had been an amazing evening. Courtesy of two late goals by the Iranians, though, what hadn’t transpired was an Aussie win.

So, as prospective Socceroos sponsors melted away, and hectares of potential post-victory media coverage were quickly slashed to an apologetic square metre or two, should everyone who was there at the MCG – and the couple of million who watched the whole doomed affair unfold on the telly – just hit ‘delete’ in their memory banks and forget it ever happened?

In the commercial world, this seems the preferred option. Virtually every television promo yet devised for a football code, or ad campaign cooked up for a pair of trainers, isotonic drink or betting agency, has depicted an athlete (or fan) exulting in the delirious, glorious thrill of victory, or perhaps an elegantly perspiring, triumphant warrior raising a trophy in a celestial direction. But anyone who barracks for Melbourne, Western Bulldogs, St Kilda, Cronulla Sharks or South Sydney – among others – knows this isn’t how sport actually works.

For most supporters, the spectre of failure is never far away. Your football team probably won’t win the premiership more than once a decade, while your favourite golfers, tennis players and swimmers are as likely as not to leave you high and dry if you’re expecting them to snag a major or a medal. But the defeats suffered by our heroes over the years inevitably constitute some of our most enduring memories. Appalling officiating, calamitous misfortune or other unexpected disasters at the finish line, tryline or baseline offer as much of a focal point for our passion as our teams ruling the roost during their occasional days of glory.

This book is a selection of stories of sporting events that I’ve watched, read about, heard about or otherwise stumbled upon over the years that have struck a bit of a chord. It focuses on the matches, races and tournaments that the fans, as well as the athletes themselves, might sometimes like to forget – the ones that hurt at the time and probably still do (although if you’re a Richmond supporter struggling with the outcome of the 1933 grand final, it might be time to let it go).

In the late 19th century, the Australian statesman and politician Sir Henry Parkes observed that ‘One danger to a sound and healthy public spirit in Australia is the inordinate appetite for sports and amusements … Man in a civilised state has capacities for something more.’ On a good day, this might be the case. So Close is about some of those other days.

– PATRICK MANGAN



LONESOME LOSER

Sometimes defeat follows defeat

follows defeat, and it seems as if there’s

nothing on earth you can do about it …

You’d be right.




LUCK OF THE DRAW

ST KILDA v COLLINGWOOD, AFL GRAND FINAL, MELBOURNE, 25 SEPTEMBER 2010

They say buses come in threes, but St Kilda fans had had to wait 69 years for the first one to make an appearance, and 44 years later they were still peering out from under the shelter looking vainly for a second. But on 25 September 2010 – with 96 seconds left in the grand final, with the ball about to hit the MCG turf deep in the Saints’ forward line, and with leading goal-kicker Stephen Milne poised to swoop – it seemed their time might finally have come.

St Kilda fans of a particular vintage – many of whom would have been old enough to remember their team’s one and only premiership in 1966 – were probably still pinching themselves that they were in the grand final at all. Holder of a record number of wooden spoons – 26, all told – for much of the 1970s and ’80s the Saints were a byword for failure. Or, at best, for woefully unfulfilled potential.

The 1990s had been more encouraging, with Tony Lockett, Stewart Loewe, Nicky Winmar and co. to the fore, but ultimately it yielded just the one grand final: against Adelaide in 1997, when the Saints were swamped in the final quarter.

Regular finals appearances followed during the first decade of the new millennium, but it wasn’t until 2007, when Ross Lyon, a member of the Sydney Swans’ coaching staff, was appointed senior coach, that they began to look genuinely resilient. Even then, it took until 2009 for St Kilda to play in its first grand final of the decade. Despite leading Geelong at three-quarter time, the Saints couldn’t bring home Australian football’s bacon.

But footy fans are nothing if not gluttons for punishment, and when the Saints finished the 2010 home-and-away season in a solid third position, the dream was alive again. Victories over reigning premier Geelong – by just four points – and the Western Bulldogs saw Lyon’s team through to the grand final for the second year in succession.

The Melbourne media loves a St Kilda grand final, almost as much as it loves a Collingwood appearance on the last Saturday in September. With the passion of both clubs’ supporters and their 200 years of tradition (if you add them up), the Saints and Magpies reek of what the city and the indigenous football code is all about. Imagine, then, the celebrations among local newspaper editors, radio and TV producers, bloggers and vloggers alike, as the Victorian clubs were confirmed as grand final opponents. Throw in the fact that on the only other occasion the two had contested the big one – back in 1966 – it had been an epic, decided in the dying seconds by a famously wonky kick from St Kilda’s Barry Breen, and it was a wonder the metropolitan area didn’t self-combust in the days before the match.

But could the 2010 grand final possibly live up to the hype? As the detritus from the pre-match entertainment was removed from the ground – deflated giant footballs, the tattered remains of the banners, the members of INXS – and the game itself finally began, Collingwood certainly seemed prepared to do its bit. Storming forward from the opening bounce, the Pies goaled within 22 seconds, Darren Jolly converting from close range.

St Kilda responded, but three quick majors saw the Magpies in front by 19 points before the quarter was half over. Two late Saints goals, though, reined in the deficit to one straight kick at the first change.

The second quarter brought more of the same, with St Kilda just about holding on. Goals to Brent Macaffer and the Brazilian-born Harry O’Brien gave Collingwood a handy 24-point margin at the main break, although a couple of terrible misses by Travis Cloke in the dying embers took off some of the shine for the Maggies.

Saints fans were on edge, but knew they’d got off lightly: the profligate Magpies, who’d had trouble with their accuracy all season, had booted 3.6 for the quarter. Besides, there was always Collingwood’s appalling record of just one premiership from 12 grand final appearances since 1958 to provide some half-time cheer.

Indeed, after the break, the tide began to turn. The cliché has it that the third quarter is the premiership quarter; if so, the flag was heading to St Kilda. The Magpies suddenly looked a little tentative, and the Saints drilled three unanswered six-pointers, through Lenny Hayes, Brendon Goddard and Sam Gilbert. Collingwood’s wastefulness in front of goal was beginning to look terminal as Jarryd Blair hit the post and Dale Thomas fluffed another shot. Despite both teams having six scoring shots for the quarter, the margin was down to eight points at the final change. The Saints now had more than a sniff.

Supporters chewed at the stumps of fingernails, while neutrals wondered which of the two – St Kilda, the perennial loser, or Collingwood, the perennial grand final loser – might contrive to throw the match away in the last quarter. The Magpies seemed determined that it wouldn’t be them, and, after a stalemate in the early stages, Leon Davis – thus far anonymous (and not for the first time in a grand final, some would suggest) – snapped from 30 metres, booting the Pies’ first goal in aeons.

Fourteen points down, though, the Saints weren’t giving up the ghost. A long bomb from Hayes and another from Milne suddenly had the scores tied up, and when Goddard pulled down a colossal mark and then coolly goaled with seven minutes to play, St Kilda was ahead for the first time and its fans were going mental. ‘Collingwood have led for one hour and 52 minutes, just short of running a marathon,’ exclaimed Channel Seven commentator Dennis Cometti. ‘It is a marathon, it’s not a sprint, and St Kilda finishing over the top …’

During the previous half-century, Collingwood’s grand final defeats had been characterised by freakish, one-off moments of instant football immortality, and Goddard’s mark looked destined to be cast in bronze. But the Magpies, their grand final record hanging over them like a shroud, were still only one scoring shot in arrears. And as the play went from end to end, with less than four minutes on the clock Collingwood’s Heath Shaw and Chris Dawes combined close to the goal square to present Cloke with a sitter; the Magpies had snatched the lead again by a point.

Dawes and Steele Sidebottom had chances to wrap it up for Collingwood, but after a true captain’s mark by St Kilda’s Nick Riewoldt on the wing, the Saints were in attack again – possibly their last forward surge for 2010. Hayes booted it long and, with a minute and a half on the clock, the spirit of Barry Breen seemed to descend on the MCG. In an uncanny reversal of the 1966 grand final, though, in which Breen’s kick had bounced through for a point to secure victory for St Kilda, this time the ball lurched cruelly out of Milne’s reach and, to the disbelief of 100,016 onlookers, squirted through for a point. Incredibly, the scores were level.

In the final minute, St Kilda maintained the pressure but the Magpies held firm. The siren rang around the stadium, signalling just the third draw in grand final history. The players from both teams seemed in a trance, gazing blankly as the reality sank in that they’d have to face the same physical punishment in the replay the following Saturday.

Understandably, many weren’t happy about the grand final not being decided on the day, Magpies captain Nick Maxwell expressing his view: ‘It’s probably going to take this for the AFL to change the rules. It’s an absolute joke.’ Nonetheless, the comment by Age journalist Rohan Connolly seemed reasonable: ‘If encores are good enough for mere old rock concerts, why not one for one of the greatest grand finals ever played?’

Another Maxwell quote about Collingwood’s good fortune at escaping with a draw also resonated with many – Saints fans, in particular. The Magpies now had just one grand final win from their past 13 attempts, yet somehow it seemed it was St Kilda that had thrown the match away. The fear was that this had been the Saints’ chance, and that it had now passed. Indeed it had.

In the replay, Collingwood was again swift out of the blocks, registering the game’s first two goals. The match’s defining moment would come shortly afterwards. In the 21st minute, with St Kilda yet to break its duck, Riewoldt marked in the goal square. Turning and playing on, and expecting to complete the formality of the Saints’ first goal, he was mowed down by a brilliant, desperate tackle from Collingwood defender Heath Shaw. The ball dribbled through for a point as Magpie supporters roared their approval. The fact that Shaw’s father, Ray, was a Collingwood legend, who’d played in five unsuccessful grand finals for the club and been captain in two, ladled on the pathos. The statement by Shaw junior was deafening: We’re not going to let that happen today.

Sadly for St Kilda, they didn’t. Collingwood was 27 points in front at half-time and ran away with the match, eventually winning by 56. Goddard, whose towering mark and goal late in the initial game had nearly claimed a first premiership for the club in more than four decades, was inconsolable – and he wasn’t the only one. The Saints had played two grand finals in a week and three in 12 months but, heartbreakingly, hadn’t managed to win any.

After the game, coach Lyon was sanguine, remaining intent on the bigger picture. ‘We’re servants of the club,’ he said. ‘We’re passing through and we’re trying to create history, and make no mistake, this club’s going to be around for a long, long time, and it will come. It will come.’
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