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Why not us?

An introduction

Hello. Nobody is more aware than Danny and I that the last thing the world needs is another book about football. It is a sombre fact that since the very first publications using movable type were introduced to Britain in 1510 there have been no fewer than 40 different books worrying themselves over this simple peasant pastime.

Even before that there were six separate illuminated soccer manuscripts being painstakingly worked on by monks in monasteries as disparate as York and Tintagel. Incredibly none of these monks was aware of the toils of their brethren and yet frustratingly they were all simultaneously turning out histories of Bolton Wanderers. (Only one of the works was actually authorised and was finally published in 1987 to universally poor reviews.)

So why do we need another one now? Has football changed that much? Can we, a pair of straw-chewing yokels, add anything to that vast 40-book pyramid of prattle about what is, essentially, an old ladies' fascination?

Well we think we can.

The sad truth is that football – once a game that enthralled kings and maharajas, dustmen and charladies alike – is dying. It is an oft-repeated fact that though there were 69,000 souls inside the Olympia-stadion Berlin for the 2006 World Cup final, barely half that number bothered to watch it on TV throughout the world. And yet how many people realise that 'barely half' of 69,000 is 34,498 – a figure that, in the 1980s, Chester City could have comfortably expected to turn up on a wet Monday morning just to watch them train?

This is football in the twenty-first century. Something must be done. Has to be done. And we, a pair of chuckling fat old boys, are here to do it.

Over the next six volumes and 20,000-plus pages Danny and I hope to not only put football into its proper historical perspective but to get among its modern-day guts, wriggle around in its teeming matter, yank out gristle and teeth and say, 'Here. Here, world. Here's your football.'

By putting it in context and reminding both everyday and 'big-pot' people of what it was that folk once found so fascinating about this game of two halves, we believe we can not only cause a surge in worldwide attendances but revive the moribund attitude towards the sport of radio, television and the hundreds of people who use the Internet.

A long time ago it was said that football was bigger than life or death. I think it was death. Danny and I believe that through this book we can get it back to that state of importance, renew our vows with this estranged muddy wife of ours, and collectively make the sequel the whole world really wants to see, yet has forgotten not only that it wants to see it but even where the cinema is situated and what way you face the screen if, and when, you did remember its location. It really is as bad as that.

So welcome home, football. Through oral history, remarkable tales, stunning graphics and big-budget fireworks may this book herald your return. We may not be able to work any magic for the next World Cup but the one after that... Is a global television figure of one million reawakened soccer fans merely a dream?

It would be our pleasure.

Danny, 2009





Can any other sport

seriously match up

to football?

Anyone for Kabbadi?

In the introduction to his famous book The Great American Novel (it's about baseball and communism) Philip Roth devotes the first seventy-five pages to slagging off rival books that might aspire to the title of The Great American Novel. Thus Moby Dick, The Last of the Mohicans, The Great Gatsby and all the rest of those A-level staples get the most terrific kicking. Baker & Kelly are fairer than that, and think that you might like to know, before reading a book of this size and complexity, that other sports are available. What follows, then, is an expert assessment of the other major sports, recreations and pastimes worldwide, and how they compare to soccer. Football first, obviously...

Association Football

What's it like? In its mixture of individual skill and team effort, in its pattern of striving but only very occasional attainment, in its ability to inspire, distress, engage and enthral, football is a grass-bound version of everything that makes life worth living. It lacks only the sexy bits. Even that isn't true if you count the incident in 2001 when José Antonio Reyes (once of Arsenal, but at that time a kid with Sevilla) scored a brilliant goal. In the resultant celebratory pile-up, one of his teammates, Francisco Gallardo, pulled Reyes' shorts to one side and gave him a little kiss on his most private part. Reyes was mildly perplexed. 'I felt a little nip,' he said, 'but I didn't realise what Paco was doing.' The main Spanish sports paper Marca took a rather less relaxed view, running a gigantic headline on its front page: INTOLERABLE! Yeah, football is great.

Who plays it? Everyone. The United Nations has 192 members. The International Olympic Committee has 205. FIFA has 208.

Who likes it? Everybody. Except Americans. And lunatics. In truth, football has captured the globe. In 1998 a group of American scientists infiltrated the murkiest depths of the Amazon jungle to film a remote tribe that had only ever had the most fleeting interaction with the outside world. When they finally made contact, they were greeted by the tribal elder emerging from the dense forest in just a loincloth, and a Barcelona baseball cap.

Famous fans. Just a smattering, English clubs only. Prince Harry, Osama bin Laden (Arsenal), Martin Shaw, Prince William (Aston Villa), Michael Parkinson, Dickie Bird (Barnsley), Jasper Carrott, Vernon Kay (Birmingham), Fat Boy Slim (Brighton), Alistair Campbell (Burnley), Melvyn Bragg (Carlisle), Dame Kelly Holmes (Charlton), Richard Attenborough, Michael Caine (Chelsea), Eddie Izzard, Ronnie Corbett (Crystal Palace), Ridley Scott (Hartlepool), the Kaiser Chiefs (Leeds), Englebert Humperdinck (Leicester), Roger Whittaker (Hereford), Daniel Craig, Jimmy Tarbuck (Liverpool), Monty Panesar (Luton), Rick Wakeman, the Gallagher brothers (Manchester City), Jennifer Saunders, Thom Yorke (Manchester United), Frank Maloney (Millwall), Ant 'n' Dec, Tony Blair, Sting (Newcastle), David Frost, Stephen Fry (Norwich), Michael Foot, Dawn French (Plymouth), Pete Doherty, Michael Nyman, Mick Jones out of The Clash (QPR), the Chuckle Brothers (Rotherham), Kenneth Branagh, Salman Rushdie (Spurs), Glenda Jackson, Patricia Routledge (Tranmere), Frank Bruno, John Cleese, Keira Knightley, Ray Winstone (West Ham).

Weird. As this book is busy proving, virtually everything about football is pretty odd. But if we have to pick one thing, try this. There will be a poor-quality prize for the person who can help B&K understand why it is that Londoners are never successful managers outside the capital. Craggy Scots, blunt Yorkshiremen, down-to-earth Lancastrians and a host of other regional stereotypes successfully manage clubs all over the shop – Nicholson, Revie, Clough, Busby, Shankly, Robson, Paisley, Ferguson, Moyes, even George Graham – yet nobody born within the old North/ South Circular ring road has ever done the remotest good away from London. What, exactly, is that about?

Wonderful. When, in 1950, Uruguay won the World Cup for the second time, half of the nation's population came to the capital, Montevideo, to see the team and the trophy arrive. The nation's president, Tomás Berreta, did not mess about. 'Other countries have their history,' he declaimed, 'we have our football!'

Suggested improvements. More games. Cancel the close season. And take up Danny Baker's sister's idea of snazzing up kits with brightly coloured capes.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 98. Most wonderful game ever invented. Two points docked because of baleful influence of sharktoothed American tycoons, skulking Russian oligarchs, oil-rich despots and faceless Icelandic financial institutions who've bought the actual clubs. Family silver sold to rag-and-bone men for gin money.

Test cricket

What's it like? Be-flannelled chaps potter about in the sun, waiting for lunch. Or, in the case of the Pakistan team, the chance to start a major diplomatic incident. Or small war.

Who plays it? England. And people who used to be beneath the imperial heel of England.

Who likes it? The teeming multitudes in India. And TV, cos it's cheap to broadcast.

Famous fans. John Major, Sir Mick Jagger, Ben Travers, Siegfried Sassoon, Stephen Fry, Sufi Abdul Jalil (Pakistan's 'Uncle Cricket'), Gravy (West Indies), Jeremy Paxman, John Kettley, Johnny Borrell of Razorlight, Keane, the speccy teenager who plays Harry Potter.

Weird. Nearly every cricketer who's ever played for England was born outside the country. Here's just a sample: Tony Greig, Allan Lamb, Kevin Pietersen, Robin Smith, Andrew Strauss (South Africa); Gladstone Small, 'Daffy' DeFreitas, Devon Malcolm (various parts of the West Indies); Adam Hollioake, Tim Ambrose (Australia); Graeme Hick, Phil Edmonds (Zimbabwe); Andy Caddick (New Zealand); Bob Woolmer, Nasser Hussain (India); Owais Shah (Pakistan); Robert Croft, Simon Jones (Wales); Mike Denness (Scotland); Dermot Reeve (Hong Kong); Ed Joyce (Ireland); Derek Pringle (Kenya); Neal Radford (Zambia); Geraint Jones (Papua New Guinea).

That's Papua New Guinea.

Wonderful. It lasts five days. Or longer. In 1939 England and South Africa decided that the final test of the series (in Durban) should be 'timeless' – played beyond the normal five days until a natural conclusion was reached. In the event the game occupied the whole of 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13 and 14 March. The England team then had to get the steamship home and so the match still ended in a draw. And they all had tea.

Suggested improvement. Softer ball, to give kids a chance.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 59. Great game, perhaps lacking just a teensy bit of the MTV wow factor to attract the youngsters. Worth persevering with as every youngster born in the former British empire apparently dreams of playing for England.

Horse racing

What's it like? Huge, specially bred horses are ridden round a big field by tiny, specially bred Irishmen. The tiny Irishmen wear brightly coloured costumes made of silk, even though horse racing often takes place in the iron depths of winter.

Who does it? The English-speaking world. And the French. And loads and loads of Arabs.

Who likes it? Loads and loads of Arabs. Irish people. Bookmakers.

Famous fans. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, Michael Owen, Steven Spielberg, Dennis Hopper, Gene Simmons of Kiss, Ed Norton, Alan Brazil, Andy Capp.

Weird. Steeplechasing is so-called because the original races took place between the church of one village and the church of one of its neighbours.

Wonderful. Every single racehorse in the world can trace its ancestry to just three Arabian stallions imported into England in the late seventeenth century and used to start the formal breeding of speedy nags. The three lucky creatures were called the Darley Arabian, the Byerly Turk and the Godolphin Arabian.

Suggested improvement. Monkey jockeys.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 67. Mostly gained by bewildered visits to high-street bookmakers. Indeed, Danny Kelly's family doctor spent almost no time in his surgery and could nearly always be found perched on a rickety stool in William Hill, Essex Road, grumpily filling out prescriptions with one of those stubby pens.

American Football

What's it like? Teams comprising between 80 and 120 formidably muscled African-Americans and square-headed Caucasians from America's farmlands (all armoured like Samurai warriors) charge at each other in the manner of drug-crazed bison. Then they all fall in a big pile. Then they get up and do it again. Occasionally the ball gets thrown.

Who does it? Americans. Plus the kind of English blokes who call their kids Chad and Elmer and have Confederate flag stickers on the bumpers of their cars. And who were no good at football at school.

Who likes it? Middle-class Americans. Plus the kind of English blokes who call their mates 'the guys' and buy Colt 45 off the Internet.

Famous fans. Jon Bon Jovi (New York Giants), Will Smith (Philadelphia Eagles), Ice Cube (Oakland Raiders), Jamie Foxx (Dallas Cowboys), Huey Lewis (San Fransisco 49ers), Snoop Dogg (University of Southern California), Condoleezza Rice (Cleveland Browns).

Weird. American football has always reflected the society from which it sprang. The original game, about going up and down the pitch in rushes, reflected the frantic migration of the US population from east to west. After the Second World War, the game started to mirror the shape of the American military, with the mostly black GIs grunting and groaning in the trenches while the ultimate weapon of destruction (the ball) stayed resolutely in the milky-white hands of the quarterback. In recent years more and more of the quarterbacks have been of African-American extraction, until the present moment when, for the first time, they're in the majority. Cue a black president!

Wonderful. The players' names have suddenly gone quite mad. Ten years ago 99 per cent of the protagonists were called Joe, Frank, Johnny or Chuck. Now, thanks to the habit of American parents of randomly inventing new monikers, we are blessed with a generation of burly boys with bewildering, quirkily entertaining, handles. Come on down (in alphabetical forename order):

Alge Crumpler (Tennessee)

Arnaz Battle (San Fransisco)

BenJarvus Green-Ellis (New England)

Brodney Pool (Cleveland)

Cadillac Williams (Tampa Bay)

Calais Campbell (Arizona)

Chartric Darby (Detroit)

Craphonso Thorpe (Tennessee)

D'Brickashaw Ferguson (New York Jets)

Devery Henderson (New Orleans)

Frostee Rucker (Cincinnati)

Flozell Adams (Dallas)

Herana-Daze Jones (Denver)

Jermon Bushrod (New Orleans)

Keyunta Dawson (Indianapolis)

Kregg Lumpkin (Green Bay)

Kroy Biermann (Atlanta)

LaDainian Tomlinson (San Diego)

Laveranues Coles (Cincinnati)

Leodis McKelvin (Buffalo)

Lousaka Polite (Miami)

Mackenzy Bernadeau (Carolina)

Mansfield Wrotto (Seattle)

Marshawn Lynch (Buffalo)

Pacino Horne (Detroit)

Ramzee Robinson (Detroit)

Scorpio Babers (Miami)

Shawntae Spencer (San Fransisco)

Sinorice Moss (New York Giants)

Skyler Green (New Orleans)

Syndric Steptoe (Cleveland)

Tashard Choice (Dallas)

Tavares Gooden (Baltimore)

Tearrius George (Miami)

Travonti Johnson (New York Giants)

Wilrey Fontenot (Arizona)

Suggested improvement. Even bigger helmets and padding, all heading in the general direction of those huge rubbery giants from Jeux Sans Frontières.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 78. Massive bruisers knocking seven shades out of each other – what's not to like? Plus Kregg Lumpkin!!!

Formula 1

What's it like? Skinny, unattractive cars – motorised supermodels – zip round and round and round the track, in exactly the order in which they qualified. A few drops of rain fall. The safety car comes out. The race finishes at 14 mph. Champagne is sprayed. Garb-averse nubiles are entertained in motorhomes. Everyone heads for the courts where the winner is eventually decided.

Who does it? Desperate car manufacturers and rich patrons too cowardy-custard to try the real racing and genuine competition of Nascar. The only Americans who take part are those being punished for their mediocrity or some infraction of the rules back home.

Who likes it? Jet-setters. Oil-rich sheikhs – why not, it keeps topping up the old current account? Blokes who scour eBay for vintage T-shirts bearing the legend 'Castrol GTX'. Fans of Amazonian girls in hot pants. Carrying flags.

Famous fans. Jude Law, Sylvester Stallone, George Lucas, Gordon Ramsey, Pavel Nedved, Vladimir Klitschko.

Weird. Between 1976 and 1978 the Tyrrell P34 startled the world with the traditional two big fat wheels at the back plus four small, aero-dynamically advantageous, wheels at the front. At its unveiling journalists fainted. But it was fast – it even won a Grand Prix. Other teams also tried the six-wheel trick. As late as the early 80s the Williams team was achieving record testing times with a car that had six full-size wheels (two at the front, four at the back, like a furniture removal van). Then the spoilsports at F1 changed the rules, insisting in future that all cars would have just the traditional four wheels, one at each corner.

Why? Why would they mess with the forces of evolution? Why didn't they follow the example of those in charge of the development of men's razors? Originally one blade was thought sufficient for satisfactory male depilation. Then two became the accepted optimum. Then three. Now five is the minimum requirement for any fellow requiring a smooth shave. In some strip-lit laboratory, no doubt, a boffin is currently working on the seven-bladed razor. Indeed there is a scene in The Life of Brian where the firebrand preacher is telling us, in the voice of the Reverend Ian Paisley, about a sword that is 'nine bladed... NINE bladed!' Even that once-impossible-sounding prophecy is now no more than a marketing meeting from reality. If the killjoys that run motor racing had kept their noses out, we could now be watching Grand Prix cars with anything up to two dozen wheels.

Wonderful. In a world rife with tabloid hysteria and tut-tut moralising, Formula 1, you might be surprised to learn, has stood as a shining beacon against knee-jerk conservatism. When, in 2008, Max Mosley, president of the Fédération Internationale de l'Automobile (which governs F1), was filmed enjoying a lengthy S&M (not sausage and mash) session with a gaggle of hookers, you might have expected the FIA to show him the door, with extreme prejudice. But no. Despite pressure from less progressive bodies, the FIA allowed Sir Max to keep his job. Only for the old boy to be shown the door a few months later anyway, after he fell out with the top teams over his perfectly sensible plans to cut the ludicrous cost of the sport.

Suggested improvements. Races in the proper dark, with headlights on. A figure-of-eight track, no bridge. Cars with a second seat in the back, in which they must carry a celebrity. Less camera-phone footage of Max M's septuagenarian bottom.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 27. Mostly for the leggy lovelies that stalk the grid, and a few for James Hunt's legendary pre-commentary relaxation techniques (see Recreational Drugs in Sport, page 227).

Fishing

What's it like [Britain and Ireland only]? Early-bird enthusiasts hunch over sultry canals and slow grey rivers. The surface is disturbed only by the small explosions of bulbous raindrops steadily plopping onto the water. Roll-ups are smoked. Flasks of tea and 'special coffee' are drained. Occasionally an inedible fish is hooked, photographed then chucked back into the drink.

Who does it? Solitary men in hooded oilskins. And, in more recent times (judging by the canals of Islington and Kings Cross), east European electricians and bricklayers actually hoping to reel in a tasty supper.

Who likes it? If the sheer proliferation of angling titles is anything to go by, then great swathes of the UK population. The male population that is. The key phrase here seems to be 'Gets them out of the house.'

Baker & Kelly are equal opportunity authors, as demanded by Section 4, Para 7b of the 2004 Sexual Discrimination in Best-Selling Books Act. We therefore wish to remind all readers that angling is not just for men. To back this up, we can reveal that the heaviest fish ever caught in the UK by a woman is a 66-pound catfish hooked by mother-of-one Bev Street of Skegness, at Bluebell Lakes in Oundell, Cambridgeshire in 2007. Her monster catch broke the record of legendary angler Miss Georgina Ballantine, a member of the famous Scottish whisky family, who caught a 64-pound salmon in the River Tay near Glendelvine, Perthshire, some 85 years earlier.

Famous fans. David Seaman (of course!), Chris Tarrant, Gazza, Nick Hancock, Paul Whitehouse, Billy Connolly, Jim Davidson, Jack Charlton, Robbie Williams, Steve Davies, Prince Charles, Norman Schwarzkopf, Jeremy Paxman, Eric Clapton, Emperor Trajan, Sir Ian Botham, Roger Waters, Roger Daltrey, Ronnie Corbett, Bobby Davro, Jim Bowen, Loyd Grossman, Diana Rigg, Marco Pierre White, Nick Faldo, George Bush Snr.

Weird. Man has been fishing since the ancients first learned to pull the slippery blighters out of rivers with their bare hands. Fishing magazines have been around for almost as long. You would have thought that by now there would be numerous ways in which successful hunters could display their scaly trophies. But no. In every single photograph, in every single angling journal ever published, fisherman and piscine captive have – as if by some ancient by-law telepathically transmitted down from the Neanderthals and cavemen – to be photographed the same way. Regardless of the size of the fish (or the fisherman); regardless of background scenery; regardless of race, colour or creed... the angler faces the camera and smiles. His arms are extended towards the camera, bent at the elbow, hands palm up, like someone offering you a bundle of invisible towels. The fish is then placed onto the hands, not flat on its side, but on its belly, in profile, for our perusal. It is, in its relentless consistency, a thing of timeless, comforting beauty.

Wonderful. Anglers yield to no man in their conviction that their beloved activity is a sport, not a pastime or an excuse to get out of creosoting the fence. In 1991 the Angling Times ran a vigorous campaign to get four-time world champion Bob Nudd named BBC Sports Personality of the Year. In the event he garnered over 100,000 votes, enough to make him clearly the winner. The BBC, desperate not to award the prize to someone whose sport was never, ever shown on the telly, concocted some phoney-baloney ruling to deny Nudd his due. Instead they awarded the prize to Scottish distance runner Liz McColgan.

Suggested improvement. Only that the people who make the decisions about new record catches should get themselves a rather more imposing address than the one at which they currently reside: British Record (Rod-Caught) Fish Committee, c/o NFSA Head Office, Hamlyn House, Level 5, Mardle Way, Buckfastleigh, Devon, TQ11 0NS.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 82. Not least because fishing writers are prone to write meandering, dusty pieces about a long day's search for the perfect zander, only to see their prose headlined RED HOT ROD-BENDING ACTION.

The Boat Race

What's it like? Two high-tech rowing boats. Into each is strapped eight wardrobe-sized toffs – the rowers – and one toff so small he gets pushed around by jockeys, the cox. They row from Putney to Mortlake. Medium-sized toffs cheer them on from the banks. The team that won the toss and chose the Surrey station wins. The victorious microtoff is chucked in the drink. Champagne is quaffed.

Who does it? Traditionally, braying hee-haws from the shires. Nowadays, specially imported supermen from the USA and Germany, many with no connection whatsoever to either university, or joined-up writing.

Who likes it? Thames-side purveyors of Dom Perignon and quails' eggs. The BBC. Swells, blue bloods, poshoes, toffee-noses, noblemen, peers, the upper crust, members of the aristocracy, the high-born.

Baker & Kelly are equal opportunity authors, as demanded by Section 9, Para 13c, of the 2002 Class Discrimination in Best-Selling Books Act. We therefore wish to remind all readers that the Boat Race is these days no longer the entire preserve of the privileged and moneyed. It is a genuine sporting event between highly tuned teams of top-class intelligent athletes, definitely worthy of your admiration and respect. This apparent volte-face has in no way been motivated by the realisation that the victorious 2009 Oxford crew weighed an average of 17 stone. And may very well live in the London area.

Famous participants. Andrew Irvine (mountaineer, Oxford 1922, 1923), Lord Snowdon (photographer, Cambridge 1950), Jeffrey Archer (liar, Oxford 1962), David Rendel (MP, Oxford 1974), Colin Moynihan (sports minister, Oxford 1977) and Hugh Laurie (Blackadder, House, Cambridge 1980).

Weird. It's always the same two teams in the final (copyright every half-baked comedian, circa 1957).

Wonderful. The Boat Race played a very important role in the development of British cinema. The 1895 race was filmed by one Birt Acres, an American film pioneer who, among other things, invented the 35 mm camera and the home projector. On 5 May the following year the film (glorying in the snappy title The Oxford and Cambridge University Boat Race) was shown at Cardiff Town Hall, thus becoming the first film to be commercially screened outside London.

Suggested improvement. Replace the cox with a Ben Hur-style horator, you know, the sweaty ox who beats out the rowing speed on a big drum. 'Row well number 41, and live... Ramming speed!'

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 28. Most of those points accumulated, let's be honest, by the occasional sight of eight massive marquesses and one diminutive duke sinking into the Thames slime.

Kabaddi

What's it like? Amazing. A mixture of kiss-chase and British bulldog. Two teams line up on a pitch about the size of a tennis court. Then, using various techniques familiar to any British schoolboy (rushing, elbowing, kicking, some gouging), one member of team A attempts to infiltrate the territory of team B. Team B defend themselves by grabbing, elbowing, kicking, some gouging. To the untrained eye it might very easily pass for a particularly violent version of tag.

Who does it? People all over India, plus Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Japan and Pakistan. Called kabaddi, meaning 'holding of breath' in north India, in southern parts it's known as chedugudu or hu-tu-tu. Best of all, the good folk of eastern India call it hadudu (for the chaps) and chu-kit-kit (for the ladies). That's hu-tu-tu, hadudu and chu-kit-kit.

Who likes it? Subcontinentals and, for a brief window of time, viewers of Channel 4.

Famous fans. Shilpa Shetty, possibly. And the British army, who have adopted the game for fitness reasons and in an attempt, apparently, to attract more recruits from the Asian community.

Wonderful. In the early 1990s the game attained brief popularity in the UK when Channel 4, flush with the success of its American Football coverage (or possibly after a long afternoon on the hookah), made it a mainstay of their sports coverage. For the first time the UK viewer was presented with a sport where the attacker had to keep saying 'kabaddi... kabaddi ... kabaddi...' over and over again. When they ran out of breath, they had to retreat to their own half, assuming they hadn't already suffered a good cuffing or a dead leg. Presumably, in other parts of India, the contestants were muttering 'hu-tu-tu... hu-tu-tu... hu-tu-tu...' 'hadudu... hadudu... hadudu... or 'chu-kit-kit... chu-kit-kit... chu-kit-kit...'

But the real reason for the early success of kabaddi on TV was that C4 chose to show us the women's version of the game, in which tiny pigtailed gals in large shorts grappled with each other in exotic locations. Suffice to say there are stalls in Walthamstow market charging £15 a DVD for far less exciting fare.

Weird. Then, out of a clear blue Punjabi sky, some lunatic (possibly under pressure from an EU directive – back off, Brussels!) decided to show the men's game. Exciting though it was to root for West Bengali Police – you know the rule: whenever there's a televised sporting event, even one about which you care less than a whit, you have to pick a team – it soon became evident that watching bear-like Sikh warriors pawing at one another was somehow not the same. And so, with a rapidity that would have impressed Usain Bolt, the golden age of kabaddi came to an end. Channel 4 binned it quicker than you could gabble 'chu-kit-kit... chu-kit-kit... chu-kit-kit...'

Suggested improvement. The Indians have had 4,000 years to perfect kabaddi, so it seems slightly impertinent to even offer alterations from the other side of the world. But you could have said the same about curry, yet in no time at all Britain has come up with chicken tikka chilli massala, the ultimate dish. Sepp Blatter would no doubt have the females (maybe everyone) playing in 15-denier lace-tops.

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 48. Possibly brilliant game badly let down by the male variant. Too hairy.

Swimming

What's it like? Shaven-headed, gigantically built hulks propel themselves like sinewy torpedoes through lakes of chlorine. Men do it too. The monotony of watching a line of splashes racing one another is broken only by those tumble turns that look easy as pie and which everyone (admit it) tries in the holiday swimming pool when nobody is looking. They are not, it turns out, easy as pie.

Who does it? Triangular-bodied buzz-cut Americans and Australians. Druggy east Europeans. Brits who get up at five in the morning and make 40-mile round trips on sleet-whipped January mornings to dilapidated Victorian communal baths in places like Coventry and Tranmere. Then go on the telly and complain about it. Until they get lottery money.

Who likes it? Aussies, obviously. And rednecks, as it's the only major sport not now largely dominated by African-Americans. Oh, and there's ice hockey.

Famous fans. Erm...

Weird. In the first three Olympic Games swimming was held not in specially built pools but in open water. At the 1896 games in Greece the swimming was held in the Mediterranean; in 1900 in Paris swimming took place in the River Seine; four years later in St Louis all aquatic events took place in a man-made lake.

Wonderful. It doesn't matter how many medals Ian Thorpe wins. It's immaterial how many records Michael Phelps breaks. Wonderments though they both are, the greatest swimmer of all time is, and always will be, Australia's Shane Gould. Born on the very first day of competition in the 1956 Melbourne Olympics, she was by her mid-teens a watery phenomenon. She won three gold medals at the 1972 games in Munich, and is the only person ever to hold all the freestyle world records between 100 and 1,500 metres. Unless some GM boffin starts cross-breeding sun-ripened Australians with sailfish (who've been clocked at 65 mph through the water), that latter achievement will never be equalled. And yet she was also blessed with cartloads of common sense and street smarts. When she shocked the world by retiring at the age of 16, the global media could mutter just one question: 'Why, Shane, why?' The teenager sat back in her chair, thought – as young women do – about the harmful effects of chlorine, and said, 'Because boys don't date girls with green hair.' That, friends, is a champion.

Suggested improvement. 'Exciting? No, it's not. It's dull. Dull. Dull. My God, it's dull, it's so desperately dull and tedious and stuffy and boring and des-per-ate-ly DULL.' So speaks Mr Anchovy in the Monty Python sketch about careers advice. He's actually talking about accountancy, but 'Exciting? No, it's not. It's dull. Dull. Dull. My God, it's dull, it's so desperately dull and tedious and stuffy and boring and des-per-ate-ly DULL' just about sums up swimming too. And the main reason it's boring is that we cannot see the faces of swimmers. We have absolutely nothing (bar the occasional glimpse of a postage-stamp Union Jack) to help us identify with them, to make us want to support them, to force us to care.

Baker & Kelly have a plan. We believe that the solution to most of swimming's ills is to mount a large fin on the back (or in the case of back-strokers the belly) of the contestants. The fin would be shaped like shark's or like a sail, about three feet high, and made of an ultra-lightweight material onto which could be projected high-definition images. The benefits are obvious. A lovely portrait of the swimmer could be displayed throughout the race, giving us armchair enthusiasts something to really relate to, to root for, to fall in love with. Obviously this image could alternate during the race with advertising. At low-grade meetings the fin would no doubt carry local endorsements ('Eat at Leo's Snackbox, Brain-tree'), but at Olympic finals Mothercare, Cleanopine, Vauxhall Nova and Clarks Shoes would all be falling over each other to rent the space.

B&Khave contacted the FINA, international swimming's ruling body, with the details of this bold plan plus an estimate of the remuneration we believe we'd be entitled to once the scheme has been universally adopted. We have sent it by post (courier, registered letter and normal second-class post). We have phoned, faxed and emailed. We have contacted the FINA via Facebook, MySpace and Twitter. We got a Native American to send up smoke signals. Despite our best efforts, we have to relay to you the sad, almost unbelievable news that as of yet we have had no response from the aquatic overlords.

Maybe you feel as strongly about all this as us. In which case, why not contact the FINA. Mark your correspondence 'Baker & Kelly's Excellent Fin Plan' and send it pronto to:

FINA

Avenue de l'Avant-Poste 4

CH – 1005 Lausanne

SWITZERLAND

Tel: (+41-21) 310 47 10

Fax: (+41-21) 312 66 10

Baker & Kelly Rating [points out of 100]: 11. Time for the fin!

The Final Reckoning





	Association football
	98



	Fishing
	82



	American football
	78



	Horse racing
	67



	Test cricket
	59



	Kabaddi
	48



	The Boat Race
	28



	Formula 1
	27



	Swimming
	11
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