
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   

      
       

      
      
      
      Also by Max Davidson

      
       NON-FICTION

      
       It’s Not the Winning That Counts

      
       Sorry! The Hardest Word and How to Use It

      
       FICTION

      
       The Wolf

      
       Beef Wellington Blue

      
       Hugger Mugger

      
       Suddenly in Rome

      
       The Greek Interpreter

      
       Well Done, Beef Wellington

   






Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-11784-0




Copyright © Max Davidson 2011



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DY




www.hachette.co.uk












      
       

      For my late, courageous father, Norman Robson, RIP

      
      And for Hilary – Say Not the Struggle Naught Availeth
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EMPICS

      The deprivations of childhood can have long-lasting consequences. I was born in the 1950s, the forgotten decade, the decade
         of austerity. If I had been born ten years later, into an age of plenty, I would not have had to wait until I was seven years
         old before my father could afford a television. But then if I had been born ten years later, and grown up with television,
         I might not be writing this book.
      

      
      In the Surrey village where I spent the first ten years of my life, the arrival of television – our very own, not just a set
         in a shop window – had a revolutionary impact. There it was suddenly, in the corner of the sitting-room, when I got home from
         school, and there, half an hour later, as I sat watching with my mother, was cricket, lovely cricket.
      

      
      In the weeks and months that followed, I would become addicted to Crackerjack, Hancock’s Half Hour, Z Cars, Hugh and I, Steptoe and Son, I Love Lucy, all the hit shows of the time. But it was cricket that I got to watch first, and cricket that first wove its magic.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s the Test match,’ said my mother dubiously, fiddling with the aerial. A man with a cricket bat came into focus,
         then an umpire in a white coat, looking cross. ‘Yes, it’s the Test match. Imagine that!’
      

      
      It took at least another six months for me to get my head around the idea of a Test match. ‘What are they testing?’ I would
         ask my long-suffering parents. ‘When are they going to play the real match?’ But on 25 June 1963, there was no time for semantics
         like that. Fate had decreed that my first taste of Test cricket was one of the most dramatic Tests ever played: England versus
         West Indies at Lord’s, a match for the connoisseurs, a contest of so many twists and turns that a whole book would later be
         written about it.
      

      
      I had played cricket in the back garden – where you had to be careful not to hit the ball over the hedge at square leg, which
         meant asking the fearsome Colonel Goddard for it back – so I knew the rudiments of the game. But, as I could sense from the
         suppressed excitement in the voice of the commentator, this was ‘The Real Thing’, played by grownups.
      

      
      I was good at maths, little swot that I was, so the arithmetic of the match was straightforward. England were chasing 234
         to win, but running out of wickets – 203 for seven became 219 for eight. Blocking their path to victory, racing in to bowl
         as if his life depended on it, was the seriously scary Wes Hall. To a boy growing up in a Surrey village in the 1960s, the
         sight of a black man was an event in itself, on a par with Martians landing in the back garden. But for such a man to launch
         a cricket ball at a batsman with the velocity of a missile was the stuff of nightmares. From the moment I set eyes on him, I was in thrall to his terrible beauty. I thought Colonel Goddard was pretty terrifying:
         he had a voice like a rusty machine-gun and kept bees. Wes Hall began where Colonel Goddard left off. He had something awe-inspiring,
         elemental, about him.
      

      
      ‘What if he killed someone?’ I whispered to my mother.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, dear. It’s only a game.’

      
      Only a game? Even half a century later, the banality of the answer still has the power to shock. Couldn’t she see that what was happening
         on the TV screen – this demon fast bowler doing his best to batter the English batsmen into submission – had a deeper significance?
      

      
      With the match scheduled to finish at six o’clock, at ten to six, to my horror, the cricket coverage suddenly stopped and
         a middle-aged man in a jacket and tie started reading the news.
      

      
      ‘But how do we know who won?’ I yelped.

      
      ‘It’ll be in the paper tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Mum, I can’t wait for the paper.’
      

      
      Someone at the BBC must have been listening, because the next thing I knew, the telephone on the desk beside the newsreader
         started ringing. He picked it up, smiled – I can still see that smile to this day – and said: ‘Now straight back to Lord’s
         for the conclusion of the Test match.’
      

      
      I could have hugged him.

      
      And then, like something in a dream, it happened. Another England wicket fell, the West Indies fielders celebrated, everybody
         looked towards the pavilion, and there, walking down the steps, to a smattering of applause, came a batsman with his arm in
         plaster.
      

      
      Crikey! The only other person I had ever seen with his arm in plaster was a boy called Gibson at convent school. He had broken
         his arm in a playground fall and cried for about six weeks. His gruesome accounts of hospital visits made half the girls in the school cry too. When the cast finally
         came off, the nuns treated him like a returning war hero.
      

      
      ‘That’s Colin Cowdrey,’ said my mother, with disapproval. ‘He shouldn’t be batting. Not with a broken arm. He should be resting.’

      
      As a qualified doctor, she knew what she was talking about. But even at the age of seven, eyes glued to the TV screen, I could
         tell that the situation was not that simple; that doctors don’t always know what they are talking about; that there are circumstances
         when defying medical advice is not foolhardy, but heroic.
      

      
      With only two balls of the match left, explained the commentator, and Cowdrey as the non-striker, he would probably not have
         to face Wes Hall – the bowler who had broken his arm earlier in the Test. And so it turned out. The other England batsman,
         David Allen, blocked the two remaining balls, and the match ended in an honourable draw, with handshakes and smiles all round.
      

      
      Only a game? Maybe so. But one of such heart-thumping excitement that, in the space of an hour, between homework and baked
         beans on toast, it had changed my young life, inflaming passions that have never left me.
      

      
      The first was a passion for Test cricket, that grandest, maddest, subtlest of team sports: a battle of skill and wit stretched
         out over five whole days. By rights, five-day Test cricket should be a thing of the past, a Victorian relic. Who has five
         hours to devote to watching men chase a ball about a field, never mind five days? But each time its obituary is pronounced,
         it rouses itself once more and produces an epic sporting confrontation, like the 2005 Ashes series, which makes all other
         sports seem trivial.
      

      
      
      The second was a particular passion for West Indies cricket. In Wes Hall, gliding in to bowl like a well-oiled machine, I
         had seen, for the first time in my life, a great athlete. I had seen what it meant to have such a superb physique that you
         could do things ordinary mortals could not do. But I had also – in Hall and in the West Indies fielders – witnessed something
         else. Call it spontaneity. Call it exuberance. Call it joy in competition. Whatever it was, I had never seen it in Surrey.
      

      
      The third, burning just as deeply, was a passion for sporting heroism: the kind of Boy’s Own courage displayed by Colin Cowdrey, striding down the pavilion steps with his arm in plaster. To the comedy of bat-and-ball,
         there had been added an element of danger. Only a game? Not with Wes Hall delivering thunderbolts, a nation holding its breath
         and seven-year-old schoolboys watching mesmerised from the sofa.
      

      
      Sport in the twenty-first century has fallen prey to the culture of celebrity. New heroes are born every week; put under the
         microscope; found wanting; discarded. There is a relentless process of trivialisation. But sport, as a force for good, is
         more durable than its critics allow. For every George Best or Paul Gascoigne – soaring talents that crash and burn as celebrity
         takes its toll – there is another sporting hero who stays the distance, revered by millions. On the great public stage that
         their talents have earned for them, they act out parables of endeavour and determination that kindle the imagination.
      

      
      In my last book, It’s Not the Winning That Counts, I tried to highlight the role played by chivalry in sport: pinpointing those little acts of good sportsmanship, or gallantry
         towards an opponent, that embody the Corinthian spirit in which sport ought to be played, but seldom is. This book celebrates another of the great sporting virtues – courage.
      

      
      The word is sometimes bandied about too easily. Anyone who dies of some painful disease is ritually praised for their courage,
         as though it were a badge of office. Yet the notion still resonates powerfully, in all walks of life. ‘Courage is rightly
         regarded as the highest of human qualities,’ said Winston Churchill, ‘because it is the quality that guarantees all the others.’
         Exactly. And it is one that sportsmen and women have exhibited in particular abundance.
      

      
      If Colin Cowdrey batting with a broken arm was pretty brave, his heroics seem routine, a mere mention in dispatches, compared
         with the VC-winning exploits of some of the other sportsmen featured in this book. When the Manchester City goalkeeper Bert
         Trautmann collected his FA Cup winner’s medal in 1956, his head was lolling to one side – X-rays later revealed that he had
         broken his neck in a goalmouth collision. The pain barriers that some sportsmen have played through are so extraordinary that,
         as you read about their exploits, you feel physically sick yourself. One New Zealand rugby player insisted on playing on despite
         a torn scrotum that required twenty-two stitches after the match. The winner of the 1986 Tour de France had shotgun pellets
         in the lining of his heart, acquired during a hunting accident. Broken ankles, torn cartilages, collapsed lungs: they are
         all here, like entries in an A & E logbook.
      

      
      Physically, the heroics of the sports field can seem trivial compared with the heroics of the battlefield or, for that matter,
         the labour ward. But it is the fact that they are witnessed live by a large audience, in thrall to the drama of the occasion,
         that explains their iconic power. In the unfolding narrative of a match or a race, a richer human narrative can be glimpsed.
      

      
      Disabled athletes have demonstrated not just incredible physical resilience, but robustness of spirit, a refusal to be beaten.
         In the very public arena of sport, their bravery has touched millions, offering a shining example of fortitude in adversity.
         Their exploits alone could fill a dozen books.
      

      
      Yet courage resides in the mind as much as the body. The athlete driving his body to extremes of exhaustion to cross the finishing-line
         first is a magnificent, inspirational spectacle – courage made flesh. But, when the race is run, how do you weigh that kind
         of courage against the courage to swallow disappointment and put a brave face on defeat?
      

      
      Some of the bravest figures in sporting history have not been heroic winners, pushing their bodies through the pain barrier,
         but people who have exhibited courage in other ways – by fighting racism, or by coming out as gay, or by owning up to alcoholism,
         or to stress-related illnesses. Many were flawed individuals, but it is their strength of character at a time of crisis that
         we will remember. They were put to the test, in unexpected ways, and responded magnificently.
      

      
      The same applies to some of the more marginal sporting figures to whom I have paid homage – from the fearless nineteenth-century
         cricket umpire who waged war on the ‘chuckers’ to the equally fearless American boxing commentator who quit his sport in disgust
         in the 1980s.
      

      
      Some of the women included here were not only brave, but pioneers of their sex, writing their own chapters in social history.
         When Suzanne Lenglen of France first appeared on court at Wimbledon at 1919, she was doing what no woman had ever previously
         done at the championships – showing her calves. Scandalous behaviour! But did it take courage? Without question. One gusty woman was blazing a trail
         for others. Like Emily Davison, the suffragette who threw herself under the King’s horse in the 1913 Derby, Lenglen was using
         a sporting event to convey a message of larger significance.
      

      
      Throughout sporting history – and this is why sport, at its best, can command our respect, as well as our affection – men
         and women have found themselves challenged in ways that transcended the imperatives of winning a race or lifting a trophy.
         They have had to make moral choices that, because they are public figures, have public consequences. They have not always
         made the right choices, but when they have taken a stand, their actions have reverberated beyond the narrow confines of sport.
      

      
      If Muhammad Ali had not been a world-famous sportsman, his refusal to fight in Vietnam would have gone unreported. As it was,
         he threw down the gauntlet to an entire generation of Americans. His courage at that time cast such a long shadow, was a tipping
         point of such historical significance, that it is impossible to do it justice in a sporting miscellany of this kind. I have
         omitted Ali for that reason – just as I have omitted Tommie Smith and John Carlos, whose Black Power salutes at the 1968 Olympics
         reverberated around the world – for fear of wearying readers with material that is already familiar.
      

      
      But, even with those omissions, I hope I have been able to demonstrate how sport, for all its faults, has been not only a
         source of innocent pleasure, but a platform for social change, thanks to the courage of individual sportsmen and women. Who
         now remembers the name, or even the nationality, of the third man on the podium when Smith and Carlos made their celebrated
         protest? But he, too, was a moral giant, a man who did his bit for the cause of equality and respect between races.
      

      
      And I hope I have managed, in these fifty-odd vignettes, to celebrate some of the bravest figures in sporting history: some
         household names, some long forgotten; but all, without exception, icons of courage.
      

      
      They dared what others did not dare.

      
      They set an example that still endures.

      
      In short, they inspired.
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‘Only the deepest cynic
could not be moved by
this remarkable
collection of tales’

Leo McKinstry,
Mail on Sunday

¥
N






OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





