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         M.J.K. SMITH OF WARWICKSHIRE and England was my first hero. To this day I have no real idea why. After all, he was never a great cricketer. The election just fell on him. He was there when a vacuum needed to be filled. It certainly wasn’t because I saw him as a superman. Right from the first, I was aware of his fallibility: and his every failure caused me a strange, subtle pain. Perhaps the reason I chose Smith – perhaps the reason anybody chooses anybody as a hero – is to know pain. To understand failure. To know sadness. To come to terms with the world’s imperfections.
         
 
         I used to go to the cricket at Edgbaston with my grandfather, day after day of endless sunlit summers, catching the bus at the top of Vicarage Road, King’s Heath with our sandwiches neatly parcelled in my grandfather’s leather valise. I was about eight when we started. Of course, all the cricketers we saw on those perfect days – days without the least scintilla of boredom – were heroes of a kind: giants in white clothing with an elevated calling, living the brave life in pursuit of runs and wickets and glory, men to whom self-doubt was a stranger.
         
 
         Smith was their captain: captain of Warwickshire, going on to become captain of England. That’s why he had an asterisk before his name. Perhaps it was the asterisk that caused me to single him out: I felt under an obligation to throw in my lot with a person so obviously selected for me. But Smith was not an imposing figure, nor, it must be said, particularly successful. He wore wire-framed glasses that tried to be invisible but failed. These, combined with an awkward smile, made him different from the sculpted stars of Tiger comic.
         
 
         But he was my hero, all the same. Not because I overrated him: but because I had chosen him. I didn’t try to be like him. I didn’t think he was a god. I didn’t think he was better than everybody else: I just hoped it would turn out that way. Some mysterious process had made him my representative. As a result of this, his successes were my successes: his failures mine.
         
 
         The notion of the hero has been debased, especially in sport. The term has come to imply uncritical admiration, even worship. It tends to mean “role model”, a hideous term, one that seems to insist that it is a child’s duty to be as much like his hero as possible: willingly losing his identity in the profound need to be someone else. This is not a legitimate process: it is a personality disorder. And I don’t think it actually happens to anyone without a personality disorder: the lie of the role model is a convention that sport, forever puffed up with pride, has invented to boost its own glory. The truth is that a hero is someone who helps you to understand life: helps you to understand how better to enjoy life, and how better to endure it. That is as true of heroes in sport as it is of heroes in fiction and mythology, and it is why heroes matter throughout our lives. Heroes play a large part in the life of a child, but they continue to matter as we grow up, in ways that constantly change and develop. A grown-up’s hero is very different from the heroes of children and adolescents, because we slowly learn that heroes and heroism are far more complex than we had supposed. Take Oedipus, for example. Oedipus is a hero all right. He is the hero of his own myth, and of the plays written about him. Oedipus tells us many difficult and profound things. Oedipus matters. But no one has suggested that Oedipus – given to road rage, lechery, power-mania and self-harm – is a role model. He is a much more complex figure than that: and so, for that matter, was M.J.K. Smith. So are all other heroes, and so are the relationships we have with them: vivid, intense, revealing, often painful – and of course, more or less by definition, one-sided.
         
 
         Smith was nearly great. There is glory in this: also a whiff of tragedy. He was one hell of a games player. He was the last of the double internationals, if you restrict the definition to major sports and reckon it by the date of the last appearance for England. He played one rugby match for England, against Wales in 1956; he played 50 times for the England cricket team, 25 of them as captain, last appearing in 1972. He was a batsman who rebelled against the classical technique of offside strokeplay and hit the ball the other way, to leg, to what he called “the man’s side”. He would fetch the ball from outside off-stump with pulls and sweeps: a technique that became a new orthodoxy as the game changed. Smith was both a throwback, then, and a man ahead of his time. He was good, too: in 1959, he scored 3,249 runs in the first-class cricket season, unthinkable now. He made more than 2,000 runs in six consecutive seasons. He liked to field close and courageous at short-leg: I remember him plucking the ball right off the face of the bat, plunging to the ground to astonished gasps from the crowd – yes, a throwback indeed, for there were always crowds when my grandfather and I went to county cricket.
         
 
         So there was much to admire. I used to steal the daily paper from my parents and scan the county cricket scoreboards, as inky-fingered boys had done for generations, and, like them, I found a brief taste of heaven or hell in what I found there as I looked for Warwickshire, and for *M.J.K. Smith. He let me down, though, far too often. He let me down cruelly. I would note with dismay that he always seemed to score a century in matches that didn’t matter, picnic occasions like Gentlemen v Players, the now obsolete fixture in which amateurs played the professionals in a genteel extension of the class war.
         
 
         Smith had a devastating run of low scores in the 60s, vulnerable against pace at the start of an innings like so many other nearly-but-not-quiters. It saddened me that the heroes of my friends always did better than M.J.K. I was walking round the school playing field one day with my friends Stuart Barnett and Ian Hart, listening to the cricket on the radio. The year was 1965. England were playing New Zealand. Smith came out to bat, and was out for a duck, lbw to Richard Collinge. “A captain’s innings!” Stuart mocked. Stuart was cruel; but then life is cruel, and so is sport. If it wasn’t cruel, we wouldn’t watch it. And if heroes didn’t have the capacity to cause us pain, we wouldn’t bother with them. I rather think I knew that then, but it wasn’t much consolation.
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         YOU ARE TOLD NEVER to meet your heroes. Such nonsense. Of course you should meet your heroes, if only for the disappointment. And anyway, I wasn’t disappointed when I met Anita Lonsbrough, 44 years after I became aware of her heroic existence. I had been on nodding and halloing terms with her for some years before that, but I first had a proper conversation with her in Athens in 2004. She looked great: a statuesque lady of a certain age. She held herself beautifully: you’d know her at once as a former athlete if you had your wits about you. I was with my colleague from The Times, Craig Lord, swimming correspondent; Anita was filling the same role for the Daily Telegraph.
         
 
         We had been covering the swimming at the Olympic Games for our newspapers, and having filed copy, we strolled out into the Olympic Park. The Athens park was big and bleak and punctuated with McDonalds. It was a place I never warmed to, despite the wonderful sport I saw there. But we were at least able to have a couple of beers in its underpopulated vastness – the Athenians never really took to their own Games – and we talked for a while. This gave me the opportunity to suggest to Anita that it was probably her fault that I was here in Athens, writing about the Olympic Games; her fault that I have spent most of my professional life in pursuit of the monstrous and glorious trivialities of sport; her fault that I have spent so many years enthralled by the question of heroes and heroism.
         
 
         The Olympic Games of 1960 was the first sporting event that possessed me. It took me over. I had never been aware that such extraordinary things existed: that such wonder and glory could be experienced. I was nine that summer, and lost in the wonder of it, gazing at the black-and-white television in our sitting room in Streatham. Streatham is a place that needs its wonders pumped in from outside. From Rome, in great waves, there came the most extraordinary things I had ever seen, or ever been aware of. I had always sought my wonders in the natural world: here in the sitting room in Streatham was a revelation that humans were also capable of inspiring wonder and beauty and glory.
         
 
         I discovered this without the delights of partisanship, for this was a disappointing Games for Britain. But disappointment is as vivid an experience as glory – or nearly. For it was when the joy of victory was added to the glories of the struggle that I knew sport would always hold me: and that was Anita’s doing.
         
 
         Swimmers have marvellous bodies: not ostentatiously muscled, not, when they are down to business, even remotely sexy. There is something sleek and purposeful and pared-down about a swimmer’s body: a benign strength not intended to damage anyone. It is a very pure thing, a swimmer’s body, almost literally other-worldly, for it has been trained and honed and polished to excel in water: in another element: in another world.
         
 
         Anita was 19 when she competed at the Olympic Games in Rome. She took part in the 200 metres breaststroke. Black-and-white television, a grainy image, a hysterical commentator, the sight of eight grey swimming caps and the grey water churned into grey froth by all the grey arms and legs. Eight bow-waves advancing and retreating up and down the pool. The gasping faces, the heads appearing and disappearing in their own rhythm. It looks a trifle comical to see the event now, for swimming has changed as all sport has changed, but all the same, these people were the best in the world, and back then they all looked like gods. Rebecca Soni of the United States set a new world record for Anita’s event, 2.20.22, at the Olympic Games of 2008; Anita’s world record from Rome was 2.49.5, almost half a minute slower. But both swimmers had spent their lives preparing for a single moment – that is what the Olympics mean, that is why the Olympics provide the greatest test of them all. One difference, though. Soni was working as a professional swimmer, and Anita worked as a clerk in Huddersfield Town Hall.
         
 
         Anita won. Of course she did. I remember the madness of the commentator, Anita’s face lit up for ever in the beauty of victory. Her rival, Wiltrud Usel of West Germany, had come storming back over the last length, but Anita held on. Britain had won a gold medal, Anita had won a gold medal, I had won a gold medal. I tasted the joys of partisanship and victory, and marvelled that sport could bring such wonderful things.
         
 
         Anita was the first woman to be made BBC Sports Personality of the Year, and at the Olympic Games in Tokyo in 1964, she was the first woman to carry the British flag in the opening ceremony. But I never thought that there was anything remotely odd about women doing great things. My mother, a feminist long before the term was invented, had made it clear that women could be admired with the same freedom as men could. It never seemed inappropriate to have a woman as a hero. Heroines are no different from heroes.
         
 
         I also attended the Beijing Olympic Games of 2008, 48 years after Anita had won her gold medal. In all that time, no British woman had won an Olympic gold medal in the swimming pool. And there I was, sitting next to Craig, as we both covered the event for The Times. On Craig’s other side sat Anita. I was there to write about the extraordinary Michael Phelps, who was to go on and win eight gold medals at the Games. But there was also a race, the 400 metres freestyle, in which a British swimmer had a chance for a medal. Rebecca Adlington might well get a bronze.
         
 
         Bang. Off they swam. The two favourites, Katie Hoff of the United States and Federica Pellegrini of Italy, knew that they had the race between them. But which would it be? They sized each other up as the race unfolded. Each was reluctant to make a break and then get caught. And then, roaring past them, taking advantage of their fear, came the fearless Adlington, blasting through to the finish like a terrible judgement on timidity, and there were Craig and Anita on their feet, shouting her home and then embracing, and Anita’s eyes glistening, mine too. I didn’t know Anita well enough for hugging, but I think I touched her arm, or her shoulder, a movement to represent the hug that would have been out of place. She knew what I meant all right. “Too long,” she said. “Too long.”
         
 
         Always meet your heroes, if you have a chance. And if you can, be with them at the moment when history turns and sets their greatest accomplishment into a newer and richer perspective. I realised at the swimming pool in Beijing that I had spent 48 years looking for heroes. Not long enough.
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         I HAVE MEASURED OUT my life with heroes. We all do. Heroes people our lives, with their virtues and their vices, some complementing each other, others frankly contradicting the values our other heroes stand for. Take just a few of the heroes from my schooldays: Robin Hood, Odysseus, Ratty, Bagheera, Emma Peel, Lawrence of Arabia, Hank Marvin, Champion the Wonder Horse, John Lennon, Che Guevara, Ludwig van Beethoven, Stephen Dedalus, Modesty Blaise, David Attenborough and Reepicheep. You can’t call this a pantheon, because that is a collection of gods, and heroes are quite different from gods. A classical scholar named Jeremy Mynott, a friend who is in the middle of translating Thucydides, has kindly coined a term that will do instead. Panheroikon: a collection of heroes.
         
 
         I thought about writing a book about all these different kinds of heroes, comparing, say, M.J.K. Smith with Robin Hood and Anita Lonsbrough with Modesty Blaise. But the more I looked at the heroes of my life, the more vast and complex the subject became. Looking for heroes is like looking for stars at dusk.
         
 
         The subject rapidly becomes too huge, too confusing, inchoate. It was clear that if I wanted to examine the notion of heroes and heroism, I must take a less pan-galactic view. Sport has always been my subject; I have written about it, mostly for The Times, for most of my grown-up life, so it’s sporting heroes I have turned to. You might say that the provision of heroes is the basic point of sport. If sport didn’t provide heroes, sport wouldn’t command our imaginations.
         
 
         Few people have had a less heroic aspect than Don Thompson, a slight figure in a funny hat who lived with his mum. He was another hero of the 1960 Olympic Games: he won Britain’s only other gold medal in Rome. I had grown aware, as the Games unfolded, that Britain was embarrassed by the shortage of medals. In particular, by the lack of gold medals in athletics. One by one, the sprinters and the middle-distance runners, the leapers and the chuckers, failed to bring Britain the success that once came Britain’s way as a matter of course. But then came the 50-kilometre walk. Of all things, one might add.
         
 
         I had no idea that such an event took place, or that the human frame was capable of walking so vast a distance. But they set off: I don’t think I saw the beginning of the race. I certainly didn’t see the middle of the race, because the technology for bringing the 49 mid-race kilometres to our screens simply didn’t exist. As the race drew towards its conclusion, I found that I was watching – agog – an empty stadium. No athletes, just an expectant crowd and the voices of commentators gallantly busking it. The black-and-white image of the Stadio Olimpico – where I was to watch so many matches for The Times at the 1990 Football World Cup – was there on the television screen at 50 Hill House Road. Where were the walkers? And in what order did they walk?
         
 
         There was a rumour, but no more than a rumour, that a British walker was doing well, that he was in the lead. But these sounded deeply untrustworthy. We had all been disappointed too many times: even me, a child new to sport. I learned about disappointment long before I learned about glory. I remember the wait, a long one. The grand stadium. The complete absence of action: and yet there was something enthralling about the stillness, the knowledge that a great struggle was taking place elsewhere, out of sight. As if this was a Greek play. And then the entrance. The entrance of the hero.
         
 
         It must have looked a comic sight to some. Race-walking exists on the edge of farce at the best of times, and here, leading all and doing so by a distance, was a small, skinny figure, elbows working as if he was trying to play two violins at the same time, hips swaying like Marilyn Monroe on the train platform in Some Like it Hot – “like Jell-O on springs!” – wearing dark glasses in the dark, and an improvised Foreign Legion hat on his head. It was years later that I learned that he had got his mother to sew a handkerchief onto the back of a standard cap, because he was convinced that the heat was a tougher opponent than his flesh-and-blood ones.
         
 
         Heat had already cost him one gold medal, and he didn’t want it to cost him a second. Four years earlier, he had collapsed from dehydration at 45 kilometres at the Olympic Games in Melbourne. He was determined not to let this happen again, so he prepared for the heat with a glorious crackpot Heath-Robinson Wallace-and-Gromit dedication. He rigged up a heat-training system in the bathroom of his mum’s house, carrying in boiling kettles and a Valor stove, bringing the temperature up beyond blood heat, to 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Here, he would exercise. He could only stand it for half an hour, because he got dizzy. He thought this was because of the heat: he didn’t realise until years later that it was actually carbon monoxide poisoning. There was no thought of warm-weather training, as a modern athlete and medal hope would certainly take on. Thompson got no money for racing. He worked as an insurance clerk.
         
 
          
         The legend of his makeshift training has become part of his hero’s legacy. In truth he only used it for three half-hour sessions a week: “More about a boost to my confidence,” he said. By doing this, he anticipated one of the standard tenets of sports psychology by about 30 years. He invented the notion of making friends with the stadium, of getting the place of competition on your side. It was this improvised mental preparation that gave him his edge. In the race, he pulled away from his rival, John Ljunggren of Sweden, and then put a despairing distance between them, reaching the stadium alone and completing a lap inside. Ljunggren had barely entered the stadium as Thompson elbowed and wiggled his way to the tape. The Italians liked him: the papers called him “il topolino”, the little mouse.
         
 
         And my imagination was caught by the unlikely triumph of an unlikely man in an unlikely event. I was infected by the beauty of walking, and have been ever since. In those days before paedophiliaphobia, I used to leave Hill House Road and go for long solitary walks about south London; trudges, I used to call them. Often I would march to the Crystal Palace mast and back. Sometimes I swung my elbows and wiggled my hips as I went, but I soon got bored with that. I wasn’t really walking for sport. I wasn’t really looking for speed and time, or even distance. I was walking for the sake of walking, and I have walked for the same reason ever since. I have walked when beset by troubles, I have walked to seek joy. I have walked miles of cliff-path in Cornwall, I have walked in the bush among the lions and the elephants in Africa, I have walked, sweating and much bitten, through rainforests; I have walked miles in New York and Venice and across Suffolk where I live. I have learned that walking is the best way of understanding the place, of getting the world on your side.
         
 
         And it began with Thompson. It began with a classic British eccentric with a mind fully engaged with the question of winning. He went on to become the oldest person ever to compete at full international level for Britain, taking part in a 200-kilometre event in 1991 at the age of 58.
         
 
         Heroes don’t have to be big or imposing or even spectacularly sane. They just have to be heroic: and heroism is a protean thing, never quite the same from individual to individual. A hero can wear a funny hat and walk a silly walk and live with his mother: but that doesn’t stop him being heroic. Not if the person watching is capable of being reached by his heroism.
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         THE SAME CITY, the same wait, the same year, the same Olympic Games. The Appian Way in Rome in 1960, and once again the action somewhere else, but getting nearer every second, with every unseen footfall. The circumstances that had already brought me one hero were about to bring me another. It held all the mystery of classical drama, obeying the Aristotelian rules of the unity of action, so that the great events take place off-stage, never seen, but are instead reported by a chorus of unreliable aspect.
         
 
         This time it was the marathon. I don’t need to specify that this was the men’s marathon: it would be 24 years before women were considered strong enough to run 26-plus miles. Back then, running so colossal a distance was in itself an extraordinary thing: a thing only the most exceptional – and mad – athletes even considered. To complete a marathon was a matter reserved for the most remarkable people on the planet. How they did it was in itself a mystery. After all, we never saw them.
         
 
         I had never seen a marathon, not even the finish of one. I just sat there marvelling at the idea that people – unseen, off-stage – were in the process of running without stopping for more than two hours. They were all heroes, that was plain. But who was going to be the supreme athlete, the greatest man of them all, the hero among the heroes? Who would lead the rest to the finish on the Appian Way? It was a blank page, filled in by a child’s imagination, made marvellous by the limitations of technology.
         
 
         But it was more marvellous than I could have imagined, and I had an imagination well fed by The Jungle Books and the Chronicles of Narnia and by Robin Hood and by Lawrence of Arabia. He appeared before us: lithe, African, barefoot. He was like an emissary from the Lost World, from King Solomon’s Mines, from Shangri-La: from all the boyhood books of lost kingdoms, those kingdoms filled with great and noble people well outside the common run. This was Abebe Bikila. He was a member of the bodyguard of Haile Selassie, the King of Ethiopia. His father was a shepherd and he had no shoes. But he was faster and better than everyone in the world who took shoes for granted and my heart rejoiced in the glory of it all, in the mad exoticism of it all. In those distant times, I had not often come across people with different coloured skin from my own; Streatham had yet to go multicultural. I remember an Asian girl in my class called Shada Bhamel, for whom I had a sly passion; a black boy who joined the school later who was popular. Being a child, it never occurred to me that people with darker skins were inferior, or for that matter, greatly different. But I felt a difference all right when I had this transcendent vision of Bikila, running to the finish in the Roman night on his own African feet. I was conscious of superiority: the superiority of Bikila over everybody else. It was obvious at once that he was a truly exceptional being: one who really was on a different plane from the rest of the world. I was conscious of the arrival of a hero.
         
 
         This was a child’s view: but a glorious one for all that. I was eager for heroes: for a child, having heroes is one of the ways in which we grow up. We learn by finding people who please, who impress, who amaze, who tell us big things about the world. A child without a history of heroes is a child who has learned nothing. And I, genuinely innocent of racism, for this was not something I had encountered, at home or anywhere else, was given this first, this glorious experience of a non- white person in the form of unambiguous heroism.
         
 
         Bikila had been picked out when his country employed a Swedish coach, Onni Niskanen, to identify and train a team of runners, so that Ethiopia might look good before the world at the Olympic Games. But Bikila was not one of the stars of this programme. He came into the Ethiopian Olympic team late in the day, because one of the more fancied runners broke a leg playing football. Bikila did, in fact, own a pair of running shoes. Adidas gave him these shoes before the competition, but he wasn’t happy in them. They didn’t fit, he said. So he discarded them before the start, and ran barefoot, as he had done in training.
         
 
         He kept with his chief rival until 500 metres from the finish and then put his barefoot on the throttle and left him for dead. It was years before people realised that the combination of a carbohydrate-heavy diet and altitude training was the ideal preparation for distance running: but it was the way Bikila had lived all his life. All the same, it’s one thing having an advantage, it’s quite another making it work for you. That requires the ability to seize your day. I suspect I knew that even then.
         
 
         It was the first Olympic gold medal won by a black African. Africa has haunted me all my life. I have made many trips there, mostly to Zambia, in search of the most wonderful wildlife on the planet. I have made friends there; I have written a novel set in an African national park. Perhaps it all began with the entry of this bare-foot, slight man and those strong, bony East African features, winning against the backdrop of the imperial splendours of Rome.
         
 
          
         That was not the end of his story. Bikila ran the marathon at the Olympic Games in Tokyo four years later – but only just. It was 40 days before the race was due to start when he felt a pain. He tried to run through it, but couldn’t. Not surprising: it was appendicitis. He had the operation, and started jogging in the hospital yard. He made the start line: made the finish too, winning by a distance, burning off the competition at 30 kilometres and running the last ten alone. No one could touch him. This time he wore shoes. After he finished, he performed a series of vigorous warming-down exercises to show how full of running he was. “I could have run another ten kilometres,” he said. I remember the joy of seeing his remembered face, entering the awaiting stadium, the glorious cheek of those exercises, the wonderful self-delight of victory, of being the best, the very best, the best ever. Africa, the underdog continent, was for once, briefly, at the world’s summit.
         
 
         Bikila was promoted to corporal for his achievements, and was given a car, a VW Beetle. Some years later, he was involved in an accident in this vehicle, and was paralysed from the waist down. He took up archery. He died in 1973 of a cerebral haemorrhage.
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         EVERY STORY IS A demonstration of the way things change. Sometimes a hero suffers or undergoes change, sometimes he brings change about. Sometimes he goes into a phone box and emerges with a cape; sometimes he sees a ghost and vows to avenge his father’s death. In some stories a hero takes command. He makes one decisive act, slays the dragon or his father, and things can never be the same again.
         
 
         In many stories, the hero slays the monster or fulfils a quest. As a result, it is not just the hero who is changed. The entire world is changed for the better, light banishes the darkness, and sweetness, prosperity and joy take over the world. Beowulf slays Grendel and at once, everything in life is improved out of all recognition. Such a hero’s deeds go far beyond himself. By means of his huge and extraordinary nature, he labours for the entire world, for all the good people. By dint of his actions, his remarkable skills and his truly exceptional nobility of nature, he makes life better for us all. Night ends: eternal winter becomes spring: the time of sickness has ended: Jack shall have Jill, nought shall go ill, the man shall have his mare again and all shall be well. Bobby Charlton was that kind of hero. Just for one goal, one goal that slew the dragon despair and unleashed a monster called hope.
         
 
         “Let’s run and see what happens.” That’s what Charlton says he told himself as the Mexican defence retreated in front of him. The year was 1966. England were playing their second match in the World Cup against Mexico. The tournament had begun in a desperately disappointing fashion, with England in a goalless draw against the depressingly negative Uruguay team. All the pre-tournament hopes vanished in a terrible douche of reality. England were simply not good enough, never even looked like scoring, who do they think they’re kidding, we were fools to think they would do any good, we don’t play real football in this country, it’s all kick and hope, the sophisticated nations like Italy, like Brazil, that’s where real football is played, we just don’t have what it takes, not at this level.
         
 
         These things are particularly dismaying when you’re young. You don’t have the experience to know that people love to talk up the gloom, especially where the national football team is concerned. For me, watching in the sitting room in Streatham, it was the most desperate disappointment. I felt such an idiot for having hoped. And yet, when the second match came around and England lined up against Mexico, I felt a treacherous rekindling of hope. Fool, fool. For Mexico played the same stifling game as Uruguay, and it seemed clear that England would never score, still less advance in the tournament. It was horrible, it was miserable. It was also football, though I didn’t know much about football. Mine was not a footballing family. My father is from Wigan; he loves rugby league and cricket; football meant nothing to him. I watched the World Cup unilaterally, fighting for the right to do so. In those days, football wasn’t much seen on television. For years it was restricted to the annual national feast day of the FA Cup final, and the occasional international. Football’s rhythms, its capricious nature, its essential dynamic, its extensive range of possibilities – all these things were unknown to me.
         
 
         “The man who made it possible was Roger Hunt,” Charlton said in the volume of his autobiography called My England  Years, ghosted with wonderful sympathy by my old friend James Lawton. Hunt made a strong and elaborate decoy run, drew the defence and the match opened for Charlton. “I was still asking, when is somebody going to come to me?” Nobody did. So Charlton, now in shooting range, shot.
         
 
         It was the most marvellous goal I have ever seen. I had no idea that a goal could be scored at such range, that a ball could travel so far and so fast. Maybe 25 yards. Maybe even 30. Well, let’s be realistic: maybe 50 yards, maybe 100. Well, the ball seemed to travel the entire length of Streatham High Road, past the common, past Streatham Station, past St Leonard’s Church, past Pratt’s, past the library, past the cinema, and on towards Streatham Hill and the 137 bus stop.
         
 
         It was glorious, ineffably glorious, a goal that changed reality, a goal that brought hope back into the world. Has a ball ever been struck so sweetly? Charlton’s modest assessment is otherwise, but he said: “I do like to think that no goalkeeper in the world would have stopped it.”
         
 
         With that one extraordinary goal, a nation of atheists became a nation of believers. From that moment, England’s progress towards victory acquired a glorious inevitability. That goal changed everything. Like a drug, it entirely altered your point of view. On England marched: past France and the row about Nobby Stiles, past Argentina and the “animals”, past Portugal and Eusebio, and at the last, past West Germany and the goal that the linesman gave: and it all came from that one goal, that thing of beauty, flying like a beautiful bird.
         
 
         Charlton did many things in football apart from scoring that goal. But nothing he did compares with it, not for me. My friend Ian thought otherwise, believing that everything Charlton touched was a thing of perfection. He even tried to convince me that Charlton wasn’t bald: “It’s just his hair is so blond you can’t see it on television.” Charlton was awarded 106 caps for England, he won the European Cup for Manchester United in 1968, he was a great player and a man of great decency. But we all know that.
         
 
         For me, everything that mattered about Charlton is concerned with that one moment, that one strike, that one flight. One act, one deed, one moment: and nothing was the same afterwards. And I knew then that the impossible was always possible. That one person – one hero – can in one moment change the world.
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         WE USED TO WATCH showjumping. It was the only sport we watched as a family. There used to be showjumping on prime-time television, every day for a week, a couple of times a year, and it was compulsive viewing, not just for us, but for the nation. If that seems like a despatch from a bygone age, that’s because it is. David Broome won the BBC Sports Personality of the Year in 1960: yes, the most popular and well-thought-of athlete in the country was a showjumper. Mostly, when people talk of Golden Ages, it is nothing but nostalgic nonsense and a disinclination to deal with the present. But the 60s really were the Golden Age of Showjumping.
         
 
         The strength of televised showjumping across that decade was in its continuity. Year after year, the same riders would enter the indoor arenas at Earl’s Court and Wembley, and – here is the crucial point – they would be riding the same horses. Rider and horse were inseparable. There was Anneli Drummond-Hay on Merely-a-Monarch, David Broome on Mr Softee, Harvey Smith on Harvester, Marion Coakes on Stroller: everything about the sport was the celebration of a bond. There were foreign riders to spice things up: Alwin Schockemohle and the Italian cavalry officer, Major Raimondo d’Inzeo, in his dashing uniform. There was the drawling upper-class voice of the commentator, Dorian Williams, hilariously partisan: “Be careful, Harvey!” “Schockemohle sew lucky thar!”
         
 
         The drama would play itself out before us: one tightly-bonded pair following another. It was unthinkable that any of these riders would ever sit on another horse. It would have been a betrayal. And the gasps and sighs as a pole fell, and the roar at the conclusion of a clear round: these things would be part of my life, many years later, when I competed in equestrian sports. I too have heard the sigh, not given by thousands but at least by tens; I too have heard, if not the roar, then at least the murmur of approval and the clatter of a few clapping hands.
         
 
         But we were not a horsey family. If anything, we were opposed to horsey people. We were media pinkoes, from the art-struck middle classes; we were townies who found the idea of the country life barbaric and hilarious. My parents mildly despised horsiness in all its forms. But we were united in our love for showjumping on television. And the horse that I loved best was Vibart. He was huge. His mother was a Clydesdale, beasts bred to pull farmers’ carts, the heavier the better. Vibart’s father was a thoroughbred, but Vibart never gave the impression of speed and sleekness. He was all about bulk and power. He was a horse of a particularly overwhelming kind.
         
 
         He could jump all right; he could jump with what looked like uncontrollable power: certainly, the power never seemed to be fully under the control of either horse or rider. Then, when he reached the apex of his jump, he would inexplicably lash out with his back feet. Occasionally he would double-barrel a top rail – absolutely middle it – and send the damn thing for miles. As a result, every mighty leap was fraught with danger. Most great showjumping horses have a slightly finicky streak: they lift their forelegs and then their hindlegs over the fences as if they fear contamination from the slightest touch. But Vibart would charge at them, take wing and then lash out with absent-minded venom.
         
 
          
         His rider was Andrew Fielder, a man who always looked a trifle overwhelmed. He seemed mild yet curiously unworried by the madcap beast beneath him. He wore spectacles and didn’t in the least look like a man prone to wild risks. There was nothing dashing and devil-may-care about him: he delegated all that to the horse. The first time Fielder saw Vibart, Vibart took a couple of fences and then stood bolt upright: a rear, that most frightening of equine vices. For Fielder it was an instant attraction. He was 14 at the time, and had already done all his growing: he was a briefly freakish 5 ft 11. When he rode ponies, he tended to knock down jumps with his feet. He needed a proper horse. Perhaps he overcompensated. Vibart was 17 hands and two inches – all but six foot at the shoulder – and a 50-50 mixture of vice and talent. As a boy’s first proper horse, Vibart was a ludicrous choice. But Fielder was greatly talented: and had the right understanding, one that perhaps a grown man would have lacked. Fielder always worked with the horse, rather than against.
         
 
         Later on, after the horsey life had claimed me, I grew to understand a little of what I had seen. In Fielder’s mildness lay his strength. Had he attempted to fight the horse and insisted on his own way with every stride, he would have lost. The horse might have jumped, but he certainly would not have put his heart into jumping. There would have been no success. Fielder’s talent was in his egolessness. His achievement came from his refusal to dominate. His technique was based on generosity, sympathy, understanding. I have ridden some overwhelming horses in my time – at an infinitely lower level of competition, I must stress – and I have found my own response much the same: you want a fight? You won’t get one here. Rather, you’ll be quietly persuaded. To make a team. To form a bond.
         
 
         Fielder and Vibart were astonishingly successful, given Vibart’s harum-scarum nature. Right from the beginning, Fielder’s calm tolerance brought the best from the horse. There was a litany of prizes and ribbons and achievements: perhaps the summit was the fortnight in 1967 when Vibart and Fielder helped Britain to win the Nations Cup at Aachen, then won the Aachen Grand Prix for individual combinations, and after that, the Hamburg Jumping Derby. The following year they won the Leading Showjumper of the Year class at the Horse of the Year Show – the third time they had done so – and I was there at home in Streatham to revel in it.
         
 
         Can a horse really be a hero? Isn’t that rather sentimental? Absurdly anthropomorphic? No doubt the answer to all three questions is yes. Vibart stood for strength, power, ability: but he also stood for eccentricity, for self-imposed handicap, for a cavalier disdain for convention. He went at a showjumping course like a misfit: and yet – rarely, but gloriously – he showed that he was better than his prim and proper, readily controllable opponents.
         
 
         Vibart was the maverick who refused to do anything in the normal, accepted way, and yet had so much talent he could beat them anyway: who could not thrill at such an idea? Vibart was a rebel: and yet he could beat all the non-rebels at their own game. Intoxicating stuff, for a boy moving into his teens in the 1960s. And yet the deeper meaning of Vibart, the one I was to learn much later, was in the personality of the rider, in Fielder’s mild bespectacled face. Fielder made it clear that what matters is not dominance, but partnership. Not the control, but the letting-go. Riding Vibart was a fight all right: but it was a fight that they both won. Is that what partnership means? Is that what heroism means?
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