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Foreword

By Paul Hayward

An astounding thought about London 2012 is that there were East Enders who saw the Games burst into colour and also lived through the Blitz. They saw that part of the city ablaze and they watched it stage the greatest show on earth.

 If London’s transformation showed how much the world changes in a generation, it can shift a lot in a week as well. The third Games to be staged in Britain’s capital were announced by a coach driver getting lost as he drove Australian athletes to their billets from Heathrow. For many, this felt like the starting gun for chaos. The London Games would be one long carnival of self-crucifying comedy.

 Jump ahead now to Visit Britain’s slightly gloating survey of foreign press reviews from arguably the most joyous Games of all: “It must be said that the British are the friendliest people on earth” (Germany’s Süddeutsche Zeitung). Or: “Can we have London hosting all future Games?” (Sweden’s Svenska Dagbladet).

 As the GB golds rolled in, and the stadiums heaved with enthusiastic supporters, the British entered an increasingly intoxicated state that led to a reappraisal of our negative self-image. But even more exultant were the verdicts bouncing back from abroad. Even Australia – yes, Australia – joined the back-slapping, with the Sydney Sun Herald seeing, “Not a trace of English pomposity, no Rule Britannia imperialism, or even nouveau British triumphalism. A celebration of twee humour, homely rituals and – the best of all – a back catalogue that makes Britain the world’s jukebox.”

No wonder Visit Britain could not stop ramming these rave notices into their look-back. The Brisbane Times spoke of “a hugely successful, continuously enjoyable Olympics. The enthusiasm, good humour and even very un-British passion with which they were embraced, makes it all the more impressive. Well done you magnificent Pommy bastards.”

So what happened? The spark in the night was a stunning opening ceremony that soothed nerves, boosted confidence and drew a knowing grin across Britain’s face. The event that brought us down off the high window ledge of trepidation contained no sport but said just about everything about the hidden depth of the British identity in all its forms. From that night, London assumed a glow. Everything would be all right. Better than that: we might just have the time of our lives.

 From a media viewpoint the biggest mobilisation of sports-related journalism in British history offered gasp-by-gasp coverage of the biggest events to be staged on these islands. You will read much of it in these pages.

 For the Olympic and Paralympic extravaganzas, the media brain split two ways. Up front, excitement led the way. Further back, newspapers, TV and radio were on full farce-alert; ready, if called upon, to chronicle Britain’s failures in transport, security, stagecraft, volunteerism and on the medal podium, where tens of millions of Lottery money had been hosed into the quest for gold, silver and bronze.

 There was no autopsy. Instead, both Games became a way for Britain’s hidden virtues to resurface: warmth, cheeriness, gratitude and an eagerness to cheer others on, whatever their country of origin. The first weekend brought a let-down: in the men’s cycling road race, which Mark Cavendish had been expected to win. Yet the event itself was no anticlimax. Hundreds of thousands lined the roads and packed Box Hill in Surrey to be part of the streaming pageant.

 We knew, right away, that Britain had come out to play. The Aquatics Centre shook with noise. The Velodrome was a cauldron. Each British medal was accompanied by a blast of human sound. The cyclists seemed to be blown round the track by the emotions of their supporters. A perfect synchronicity was struck between the desires of the crowd and the deeds of the athletes. The two became indivisible. Through David Weir, Sarah Storey, Ellie Simmonds, Jonnie Peacock and many others, the Paralympics picked up this torch.

 London itself did so much of the work. The city slapped on its make-up and displayed its ancient charm. Bradley Wiggins won his time-trial gold against the backdrop of Hampton Court palace. The equestrian sports were beautifully framed at Greenwich. Andy Murray’s gold was hung from his neck on the most famous lawn in tennis (Wimbledon). The triathlon reaffirmed the pleasures of London’s parks.

 At the main Olympic complex, at Stratford, the waterways and plant life suggested something more than a vast industrial complex of sport.

Whipped-up by megaphone-wielding volunteers, the public sensed they were part of something special. Morning sessions in Olympic track and field tend to be for the cognoscenti. At London 80,000 punters savoured each heat and every early jump or throw.

 It was self-perpetuating. The crowd fed off its own enthusiasm. And soon it was feasting on British medals. The pay-back for all that support was 46 minutes of ecstasy on surely the greatest day in British Olympic history.

In one symphonic sweep, Jessica Ennis took the heptathlon, Greg Rutherford won gold in the long-jump and Mo Farah took the first-leg of his 10,000m-5,000m double with a storming gallop. Britain’s gold medal haul for the day was six.

 Across one golden August, Sir Chris Hoy became Britain’s most successful Olympian, surpassing Sir Steve Redgrave, and Usain Bolt completed the sprint double-double – the biggest global moment of the Games. The American swimmer Michael Phelps won his 18th Olympic medal. Mo Farah came back for more on the track and Ben Ainslie became the first sailor to win medals at five Olympic regattas, with four golds in all.

 Giants were created in British Olympic sport. Too many of them, in a way.

The cast of champions was so wide that individual triumphs were caught in a stampede to proclaim the next one. The morning TV sofas were a conveyor belt of freshly-minted stars. The whole thing cost £8.921 billion – £377m less than expected. Even that defied all predictions. This book will send you back to a time when London glowed and it all felt like a rhapsody Britain composed in one golden summer.


The Opening Ceremony


July 27, 2012

A thousand twangling instruments: welcome to this, our isle of wonder

By Jim White



It was loud, it was defiant; above all it was gloriously, tumultuously, spinetinglingly British. Ninety minutes of dazzling theatre, dance, film and music; a mash-up of our cultural history delivered at breakneck speed, Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony last night was everything we could have hoped for and more. It spun the head, brought a tear to the eye and made everyone lucky enough to witness it smile hard and long. Which is not something we have generally been able to say of an Olympic opening ceremony.

How different, indeed, it was to what took place in Beijing’s Bird’s Nest stadium four years ago. Then, 2008 drummers opened up a ceremony of such scale, such extravagance, such precision it seemed to defy anyone even to attempt to follow it. After all its technical glories we feared what London might produce. Some thought that Boyle would be better off forgetting about the traditions of the form – the tableaux alluding to local historic moments, the interpretative modern dance on a theme of world peace – and instead simply do that at which Britain excels: stage a mini-Glastonbury, headlined by Tom Jones and Radiohead.

In the event he sidestepped any such alarums and came up with something innovative, witty and properly patriotic. A celebration of the best of our nation, a reminder to the world – and perhaps to ourselves – that this little island has long held within it a wellspring of joy.

When Sir Kenneth Branagh stood underneath a giant spreading oak occupying one end of the stadium – they’re going to have to get the chainsaw in before Usain Bolt runs – to deliver Caliban’s speech from Shakespeare’s The Tempest it could have been that our greatest poet had written a review of what was to follow. “Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises / Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not / Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments / Will hum about mine ears.”

For the next hour and a bit, sounds and sweet airs did indeed fill the stadium. From Elgar’s Enigma to “My Boy Lollipop”, from Parry’s ‘Jerusalem’ to “I Bet You Look Good On The Dance Floor”, as our ears hummed with a thousand twangling instruments it was like tuning in to the entire back catalogue of Desert Island Discs. And those who arrived clinging to the cynical assumption that it would all end in tears of embarrassment were sent home with faces hurting from all that grinning.

It began with a rural idyll. As we filed into our seats, down on the athletics track was a vision of our bucolic past, complete with a gaggle of geese and several dozen well-corralled sheep. A plume of smoke emerged from the chimney of a cottage; there was a water wheel turning through a gentle torrent, wild flowers filled the meadows. It was The Archers without the telephoned threats of violence or the vicar’s daughter engaging in an affair.

Not to say that this was some sleepy past being recalled, it got very, very busy down there. From a cricket match to members of the London Symphony Orchestra wandering through the fields carrying their instruments, something was always going on: something to grab the attention, something to point at, to chuckle about. It set the tone for the evening; one of constant activity.

And there was something else that was not evident in Beijing: self-deprecation.

Every opening ceremony has traditionally been bedevilled by inflatables. Here, they were clouds. “Yes,” the pointless cumuli smiled, “Britain is a country obsessed with its weather.”

All this, incidentally, was before we had actually started. It was just to get us in the mood, to get us grinning. After a fly-past by the Red Arrows and a countdown film featuring images of numbers central to British life – the 19 bus, Number 10 Downing Street – there followed a wonderful film tracing the Thames from source to sea. There were hints in its flash-by of allusions – the clips of the Eton Boating Song and of the Sex Pistols railing against a fascist regime – of what was to follow.

Because this was an evening in which references swished past at astonishing pace. On the big screens we saw fleeting images of great British heroes: Jonny Wilkinson kicking for World Cup glory, David Hemery leaping hurdles, Michael Fish failing to predict a hurricane. How baffling it must have been to anyone watching in downtown Pyongyang. How beguiling to anyone in Pangbourne.

The rural landscape was soon to be ripped asunder by the grinding engines of progress. Where meadows had been, giant chimneys emerged. Ironworks appeared, spinning jennies and winding gear squashed out the greenery. The farm labourers were replaced by grubby-faced factory workers. And what they were building soon became apparent: from the cauldron of the industrial revolution was forged the five Olympic rings, which hovered, sparking above our heads, before being lifted high up to the stadium roof. It was a breathtaking image.

Boyle promised surprises and none was better than the lovely James Bond pastiche film. It represented the first time the Queen had appeared as herself in a film. “Good evening Mr Bond,” she said as Daniel Craig was seen arriving at Buckingham Palace. Then the two of them made their way by helicopter to the stadium, where they leapt out and parachuted in. It was obvious that was how she arrived: she was wearing the same outfit. For the Mexican journalist alongside The Daily Telegraph in the press box this was the stand-out moment: he could not stop grinning at this demonstration of the country’s humorous affection for the Queen.

There was a delightful bit of coloured pixel magic, in which the entire stadium turned red white and blue. Plus there was politics. The one sequence that will have sent jitters through government involved a musical Great Ormond Street hospital. Sure, it was good to celebrate our greatest institution and say “hands off the NHS”, but all those dancing nurses and illuminated hospital beds did give an impression of a society obsessed with its own sickness.

Boyle, though, like the true showman he is, saved the best till last. His interpretation of a Saturday night in suburbia, which wrapped things up before the athletes arrived, was a work of inspired genius. To one side of the stadium, a house appeared. Then in the middle a huge inflatable version was erected, on to which were projected images of what was going on inside. And on this particular night, it was party time, a jukebox rave through of British pop’s finest moments, a heady stream of twangling instruments. This was the Britain we all could relate to, the one in which the means to escape lies in our collective cultural heritage, the wonders of our isle. It ended, bang up to date, with a party advertised on Facebook, everyone back to ours for a good time. Which in this case meant some 1,000 over-enthusiastic dancers filling the drive of the house. And, with that, the athletes appeared in serried ranks and the Games began.

But what a start it was. Sure, for viewers in Milwaukee, much of this may well have required subtitles. As a show, though, it was all the better for its refusal to compromise. Outside the stadium, the Olympics corporate message is set on ironing out local niceties, determined to homogenise us all in the supranational state of MacCokeland. But inside, for one night only, we were given an image that was resolutely Britain. Not the Britain of Coldstream Guards and Downton Abbey, perhaps. Nor the Britain of Austin Powers and Benny Hill. But the Britain of suburbia and the escapism of pop culture. The place most of us live.

This is our world, it said, welcome to the isle of wonder. Boyle’s bravery was to say, “never mind if outsiders didn’t get half the show’s many allusions, enough of us will have done”. Which was fair enough. Because, after all, we paid for it.


DAY 1

July 28, 2012


No British medallists
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FORLORN FACES GREET FAILURE OF MANX MISSILE

Cavendish crumbles under pressure as breakaway group outfox GB team

By Paul Hayward



The British cycling fan in the Mark Cavendish face mask was a forlorn sight as he stood by the finish line. Twenty-eight riders flashed past before he could greet his hero. A defiant cheer broke out when Bradley Wiggins, king of the Tour de France, wheezed along The Mall, his brilliance all burned out.

It was not meant to be like this. London was not geared up to welcome Kazakhstan’s Alexandre Vinokourov, a former doper, who punched the sky as he speared towards Trafalgar Square. Prime Minister David Cameron stood beside The Mall ready to congratulate the first big British winner of these Games. The hallowed men’s cycling team, though, could not match the splendour of the opening ceremony.

Counting golds before they hang from necks has always been risky, but seldom has hype collapsed so brutally. The world ganged up on Cavendish and Britain’s road race team to subdue the new power in world cycling.

Thoughts turned in the aftermath of this flame-out to whether Cavendish should have contested the Tour de France so close to a home Olympics. That question can be batted away.

First, the “Manx Missile” would not have survived nine quick laps of Box Hill without the improvement the Tour allowed him to make on climbs in mountain stages.

The story of the race was that Britain’s five were in no state to respond to a large breakaway 7km from the finish. There were too many riders in front of them to sweep up and too little road. Much of their energy had been expended in pegging back an earlier surge, which had opened up a six-minute deficit by the time the field reached the picturesque Box Hill.

Olympic gold had cast a powerful spell over Cavendish but he is also loyal to his day job as world road race champion and No 1 sprinter. Even before this disappointment he was already planning to ride in a 100km race in Belgium today.

“I’m a professional cyclist, it’s my job,” he explained at the team hotel on Thursday. If fatigue was a factor, it was also true that Wiggins said he had never seen “Cav” so fit.

A finishing line in front of Buckingham Palace and a send-off from Prince Charles were hardly likely to alleviate the pressure on Cavendish as he chased the first Olympic gold of his illustrious sprinting career.

Nor was the role of first GB big shot off the rank likely to relax him as he faced his 152-mile ride through town and country. He tends to win these battles against anxiety.

But there was a bigger obstacle this time: an early breakaway that set the pattern for almost six hours of frantic pedalling and outfoxed Britain’s normally clever strategists. Vinokourov, an unpopular winner in many quarters, served a two-year ban after testing positive for blood doping at the 2007 Tour de France. The bust came after he had won stages 13 and 15. Remorse is said to not feature highly in his vocabulary.

There are no preordained triumphs at the Olympics. Cavendish is the world road race champion and has won two world track championship golds in the Madison. But his Olympic career has yet to take off.

He left the Beijing Games without a medal but prospered on the road, where L’Equipe, of all people, have voted him the best Tour de France sprinter of all time. He is the most successful sprinter in Tour history, with 23 wins.

Firing him over the line in front was, said Dave Brailsford, the head of GB cycling, “plan A and the rest of the alphabet”. But the other nations in this race were in no mood to allow that, especially after Team Sky’s win in the Tour.

“The strongest GB Olympic road team ever, and perhaps the strongest that has ever been fielded in the Olympics,” is how Wiggins described the team who set off through one of the most affluent parts of England, into Fulham, over Putney Bridge, across Richmond Park and then through commuter land, beyond the M25 to Surrey’s towns and villages.

The British have displayed their love of cycling many times since the Tour de France went international, and the Velodrome became one of the temples of sport in this country, but this was their chance to express the kind of love you see on the roads of France and Belgium.

Around this time of year, much of Surrey is to be found around the Dordogne, but this time the county stayed behind to recreate the Tour on Box Hill. Banks of enthralled spectators watched the British team fall six minutes behind the breakaway before the relentless confidence and industry of Wiggins, Ian Stannard, Chris Froome and road captain David Millar began to chop chunks off the deficit to keep the master plan alive.

This was a meticulously planned operation, conceived not months but years ago. Yet the Wiggins victory in the Tour de France turned the screw on this five-man Olympic team. It turned hope into a sense of entitlement among their fans. On day one of the main Games, Cavendish would tick this target off. The Mall was sure it would rejoice again in Jubilee year.

It was a route more reminiscent of a vintage car rally, but with a heck of a lot more tension. Five is too few riders to be able to control such a sprawling field and the absence of radios stemmed the flow of information between coaches and riders.

Brailsford and his assistants positioned spotters around the course. Undeniably, though, there was far more onus on the riders to make the right decisions without the full strategic picture.

Invincible in the hills and vales of France, Wiggins sacrificed himself to help Cavendish ascend to an Olympic podium already occupied by a generation of greats. He emptied himself for no reward. Britain were wiped out.

About the strongest charge you might direct at them is one of overconfidence. Along the lanes of Surrey, on their practice laps, they looked and felt invincible and on a flat course they probably would have been. At least the organisers cannot be accused of doctoring the course to assist the British cause.

There are lots more medal-winning opportunities to come, starting today on track and road. Back on the bike, everybody.



 

 

 

SAND, SUN AND SEXY KIT LURES ALL TYPES

Rarely has Whitehall been subjected to such surreal sights – but it proved a huge success

By Tanya Aldred

Downing Street is used to oddities and takes them in its stride: in the last generation and a half we’ve seen the orchestrated flag-waving of Tony Blair’s 1997 arrival, Margaret Thatcher’s quoting of Francis of Assisi, and an IRA mortar bomb exploding in the garden. But nothing has been more bizarre than the Olympic beach volleyball tournament that started just around the corner yesterday morning.

Right on time, at nine o’clock, brazen and brassy with its mirrored shades, suntans and the skimpiest of swimwear, it took to the sand. It was a concept right out of Spike Milligan: take a patch of Horse Guards Parade, mark it out with tiers of purple seating, plonk tonnes of beach in the middle, play a bit of Benny Hill music, strip off and play. It was quite the campest, highest-risk strategy this side of Beijing, but it works, beautifully.

The setting is awesome. The London Eye turns gracefully, imperceptibly to the south while Big Ben peers over the top of the Downing Street End, struck mute by the persistent blasts of top decibel musical medleys. The band of the Blues and Royals, resplendent in ceremonial dress, prep the early-comers with a brass version of Euro pop anthem The Final Countdown.

Beach volleyball became an Olympic sport at Atlanta in 1996 and has in the intervening years become more famous for its swimwear than its athleticism. Most coverage strikes a slightly dribbling tone, with The Sun outraged when it was suggested that the players would cover up if the British summer fouled up and the temperature fell below 16C. In fact the real sun did its job yesterday, with the sand reaching a temperature of 19.5C – uncomfortably hot to land in.

The female players wear a costume best described by most women as “you have got to be joking”. On the evidence so far, teams do not stray from a fig leaf of a pair of pants and a larger, though hardly substantial, bikini top. Not the most practical outfit to spike and dive in with 10,000 people watching your every move and a TV camera up your bottom. But the victorious German Ilka Semmler, slayer of the Czechs, said that her team designed their costumes themselves: “The colour, where to put the flag and a little more here and a little less there”.

The men, meanwhile, relax in board shorts and muscle T-shirts, not Speedos, an unfair clothing comparison which reflects the good taste of the female spectator rather than any latent sexism. The morning session actually was stolen by a man nicknamed the Lion King, Aleksandrs Samoilovs. He was the bouffant-haired half of the Latvian team that defeated the Poles two sets to one and never walked when he could bound.

When the British men appeared in the afternoon they received magnificent support but they failed to use it to their advantage, losing in two sets to Canada.

The crowd was made up of a mixture of people: a happy product of the ticketing system. It seemed equally gender divided with lads, grannies, babies stacked on top of each other. There was no sign of Prince Harry but the presence in the VIP seats of Chris Patten and the Latvian president in the morning, and Boris Johnson and Kofi Annan in the afternoon told you something about the nuttiness of the whole thing – and possibly about middle-aged men. There may have been the odd person who knew exactly what was going on but the rest were there for the pure thrill: every volunteer, every official, every player, every sandraker (a designated role) received a roar of approval.

Strangely, for all the talk – unless you are in the front row seats or a journalist able to examine the athletes close up in the mixed zone – this is not a very lascivious experience. The voyeuristic aspect must have been higher for the viewer sitting at home with his high-definition TV for company. What those in Horse Guards Parade saw were top-class, if slightly naked, athletes: what they had was a total ball.



 

 

 

THE LONDON GLOBETROTTERS

The proud GB players returning to the capital after years in exile

By Brendan Gallagher

Benjamin Disraeli, not particularly known for a fadeaway jump shot or reverse slam dunk, once observed that London was truly a “roost to every bird”. If ever you want confirmation of that, take a quick look at Great Britain’s emerging basketball team, who take on the might of Russia in their opening game tonight.

Within the capital there has never been a major senior basketball team, save for Crystal Palace more than 30 years ago, but with such diverse ethnicities in the city, there has always been individuals who love the game and yearn for a proper outlet to their passion. Now, belatedly, they have got it.

While nodding respectfully to Scotland, who provide two of the GB squad – Robert Archibald and Kieron Achara – London has provided the core of the group who have breathed life into the corpse of British basketball by qualifying for the Olympics against considerable opposition from Fiba, the sport’s governing body.

Much of London’s rich diversity is represented. There is Luol Deng, the proud Arsenal supporter who arrived in Brixton as a political refugee from South Sudan, and Pops Mensah-Bonsu and Eric Boateng, whose families hail from Ghana. Ogo Adegboye is of Nigerian stock, while skipper Drew Sullivan boasts a Caribbean heritage. Dan Clark is an old-fashioned Anglo-Saxon from Greenwich, while Mitcham’s Andrew Lawrence is an American-English hybrid, the son of former American professional Renaldo Lawrence, who came to play for Crystal Palace and loved the place so much he settled here. His son, another Arsenal supporter, spent three years at Chelsea’s football academy before concentrating on basketball.

To achieve their ambitions in basketball, these Londoners have had to take flight, sometimes reluctantly, sometimes with blazing ambition.

That migration has often followed an outstanding career with one of the capital’s thriving junior clubs and then a high-school scholarship in the United States, organised by community leaders such as Jimmy Rogers at the Brixton TopCats and the late Joe White at the Hackney White Heat club.

Deng has become an NBA All-Star. Mensah-Bonsu – his name, to his huge amusement, translates as “chief whale-catcher” – has played briefly for no fewer than five NBA teams while the others have found gainful employment around the European leagues. Lawrence is midway through his college career at Charleston and has aspirations to play NBA. None of them ever considered that he might some day muster in GB colours at a “home” Games – not, that is, until London won the Olympic bid in 2005. “It wasn’t even a dream, it was that far off the radar,” says Mensah-Bonsu, a native of Tottenham, where his parents are Pentecostal ministers.

“It was just something that was never going to happen and then suddenly there was a chance and we went for it. I’ve known Luol, Andrew and Eric, in particular, most of my career. The London connection goes to our heart. We are very close, though there are still a few mysteries. I’ve never understood why all the south London boys like Luol and Eric are ‘Gooners’ and support Arsenal, I mean come on, guys, what’s that all about?

“What will make these Games so special is being able to play in front of family. Luol has a huge family here in London, so do the other guys and I have plenty of folk as well. GB had to fight real hard to get here, we had to keep proving ourselves worthy every summer with European qualifying tournaments and EuroBasket finals when guys like Luol should probably have been resting. But we love each other’s company and it’s a chance for us to gather back in London, for two months or so and play ball together.

“I love this city. There’s nowhere like it. I grew up with Africans, Indians, Caribbean guys, Chinese, Cockneys, Muslims, Christians, non-believers. The world is right here on your doorstep. There is no language in the world that can’t be heard on London streets. I have played and lived everywhere, it seems – the US, Canada, France, Spain, Italy, Moscow, Turkey – but London is always home. I tell people the city is just like New York but just a little bit smaller, a little less noisy and, well, just a little bit better.”

Mensah-Bonsu, and indeed Sullivan, worked closely with White at Hackney in their teenage years before he died at the age of 39 in 2002. His memory and those early days in London have motivated them hugely. “It’s going to be very difficult for me to fathom him not being there in the Olympics, that’s going to be a tough pill to swallow,” Mensah-Bonsu said.

“He never saw me at my best but he was a massive influence. For him to have seen the product of his hard work and dedication with a few of his lads playing in the London Olympics would have been fitting. We even used to play at the old Eastway gym, which was just a mile or so from the Olympic Park. He wasn’t just a coach to us, he was a father figure. He gave us homework and taught us discipline and how to be men at a young age.”

Happily, Rogers is still with us and continues his good work at Brixton, forever looking for the next Luol Deng. In recent years Rogers has been a formative influence on Boateng, Adegboye and Matthew Bryan-Amaning, a younger generation of Londoners who were heavily involved in the qualifying campaign and will be important players for Britain.

“I’m an Olympic fan, so it’s good to see GB with a side now,” Rogers says. “Let’s enjoy the Olympic basketball for what it is but the underinvestment in basketball in this country continues to be something of a disgrace. Basketball is the second biggest team sport in the world. It is mainly a street game, a game for the poorer sections of the community, and in the inner city environment, it can become a focus of local pride. We are very proud of what we have done in Brixton, but we should be replicating that across the city, across the country.”

The TopCats were essentially a product of the race riots in Brixton in the early 1980s when community leaders appreciated that there had to be more outlets for youngsters. Their distinctive name derived from the old American cartoon series in which an alley-cat gang were pursued by a local policeman, Officer Dibble. That gave the team street cred. Their programme introduced midnight matches, from which grew the annual Midnight Madness Festivals, which mix basketball and disco, shaping a few moves on and off court.

Deng is lost in admiration for Rogers’s work: “Playing at the Olympics in front of Jimmy is going to be huge. He was, I believe, the first black guy to play for the old England team. He has been a pioneer and dedicated to helping others and giving young Londoners a chance.

“He is a tough guy who makes you work hard, harder than you want to sometimes, but he does it for a reason. What he taught me in Brixton has stayed with me in the NBA. He believes in your talent. He wants you to improve yourself on and off the court and, as he looks on during the Olympics, I hope he feels proud of his efforts.”



 

 

 

TEAM GB IS A SURREAL MISTAKE

Simmering rivalries mean Home Nations’ collective will never fully embrace Olympics

By Henry Winter

Even after acknowledging the opening ceremony brilliance of Boyle, Bond, Branagh, Becks, Berners-Lee, Bean and a Beatle – whoever said British sport never has a Plan B? – it remains a difficult process to square British football’s presence in the world of the five rings.

Even after listening to the excited Stratford chatter of Team GB players like a “buzzing” Jack Butland, the feeling remains that the disparate Home Nations footballing community will never fully embrace the Olympics until the International Olympic Committee and Fifa make the competition the Under-21 World Cup and say that England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales are allowed to go for gold separately. This is not to decry the families flocking to Old Trafford last week, faces painted in Union flags and eyes gleaming before GB took on Senegal, or the hordes thronging up Wembley Way today for GB’s Group A game against the United Arab Emirates. Football should stir the passion, the soul and the larynx. It did occasionally at Old Trafford last Thursday.

There were moments when Butland was diving athletically to save from Senegal’s Ibrahima Baldé when GB looked a force. There were signs when Craig Bellamy was running at Senegalese scythe-wielders, when Ryan Giggs, Tom Cleverley, Joe Allen and Danny Rose were involved, when the concept of a British collective did not look so surreal. Yet viewed in the cold light of day, and through the prism of Home Nations’ rivalries, GB remains an artificial edifice lacking emotional planning consent. It is all very well getting caught up in the spirit of such a special multi-sport tournament but British inclusion in the Olympics for the first time in 52 years has serious ramifications.

Some of the Welsh players refuse to sing the national anthem (deeming it too associated with England), politics abound over International Football Association Board representation, while many domestic fans simply crave the resumption of the great Premier League soap opera, particularly after a last episode saw the drama of Sergio Agüero’s late goal taking the title away from Old Trafford.

Nothing can fully prepare a Premier League obsessive for finding Old Trafford tarted up in Olympic gear.

I tweeted a picture of the Stretford End bedecked in London 2012 logos and the reaction from United fans ranged from “bizarre” to “heretical”. It was hard to know how much of the summer redecoration Sir Alex Ferguson would have approved of apart from the additional security checks for journalists.

Yet United boast a solid association with the Olympics, ranging from Matt Busby as coach in 1948 to Giggs as the current captain and Cleverley revealing his potential in midfield against Senegal. This was a welcome opportunity for Cleverley but far more important days lie ahead at Carrington.

In every sense, this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience for Cleverley. For all the healthy turn out at Old Trafford on Thursday, the 72,176 crowd comfortably eclipsing the 60,000 who attended a GB game at Rome in 1960, GB will surely resemble an old band, reformed just for one summer tour. British football has moved on.

Weird customs apply at the Games, particularly commercially. Even down a quiet side-corridor at Old Trafford, en route from the directors’ box to the dressing rooms, names of sponsors on pictures of United players have been blanked out. Someone from the London organising committee has gone around with tape to ensure official Olympic sponsors are not offended. As if the world outside would notice. But don’t mention Nike at Old Trafford in a fortnight of Adidas, or Turkish Airlines in a time of British Airways. It is rare indeed when even United are outmanoeuvred on the Mammon front.

Forgive any curmudgeonliness. There is much to enjoy in this unfamiliar tournament taking place in familiar footballing homes. Football always being keen to seize the limelight like an X-Factor contestant, the competition started early, jumping Lord Coe’s gun. Much excitement has already unfolded in the men’s football, not least Spain showing they are mortal in succumbing to Japan, and Neymar’s Brazil delighting but almost dissolving against Egypt.

Individuals like Uruguay’s tireless midfield dynamo Gastón Ramírez and UAE’s floppy-haired, smooth-moving attacking midfielder Omar Abdulrahman stand in the way of GB reaching the knockout stage. Abdulrahman is up today, operating in the same midfield area as Cleverley, having paraded his talent in their narrow loss to Uruguay. “I saw that,” said Cleverley. “We’ll look at videos and find a way of stopping that. We want that gold medal.”

Some dream. GB need to start raising their game, their tempo and tighten their sights on goal. “Wembley should help,” added Cleverley. “Hopefully we can put on a good show for all the fans and get the whole country behind us.” Some dream.
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BRITISH MEDALLISTS



SILVER

Lizzie Armitstead

Cycling, women’s road race

BRONZE

Rebecca Adlington

Swimming, women’s 400m freestyle
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QUEEN OF CYCLING INSPIRES BRITAIN’S HOPES AND CHEERS

Armitstead answers the call for homebred heroine with dramatic silver

By Ian Chadband

She made us gasp and sigh, then she made us smile, a very British heroine for a very British Games. As the rain drummed down, Lizzie Armitstead, her face dripping but still a picture of delight, tried to work out whether her silver medal should actually have been of the golden variety.

“I should have jumped earlier in the sprint,” she mused, reflecting on her epic duel down The Mall with flying Dutchwoman Marianne Vos, which saw her suffer the pain of losing by little more than a bike wheel after 140km of rare theatre. Then a pause and a sigh. “But never mind,” she said, sweetly.

Isn’t this what we love about our best Olympians? You wanted to tell this tough, funny, feisty Yorkshire lass not to scold herself for losing to a phenomenon like Vos, because she had effectively just lit a second flame for these Games, igniting the British medal hunt. She had featured in a unique piece of drama which had to be the best production at Buckingham Palace since 007 popped in to offer Her Majesty parachute lessons.

In the most testing of conditions, over 3½ hairy, torturing hours up hill and down Dorking, with the rain sending riders slipping, sliding and crashing all around, our new queen of cycling had given everything. And then just a little bit more.

And as it all came down to three women on a bike powering towards central London through countless downpours, she could have sworn the whole of the capital had emerged beneath brollies to scream her home. Here was someone and something truly worth cheering.

Empty seats in the Olympic Park? Now you could see what a scandal that really is because here was proof that Londoners will come out amid hell and high water to savour every drop of the Olympic experience, to feel what the whole festival is truly all about; that is, compelling, utterly thrilling sport like this.

These Games needed their first homebred hero. How tough was our thin Lizzie? Even she had to concede ultimately that hers was a silver won, not a gold lost. She had not been able to see a thing in the sheeting rain so got shot of her shades en route; she was so tired she could not feel her legs and she was so deafened by cheers, she could not hear herself think. But she was still in her absolute element.

Last week, when the brief heatwave had come along, everyone else was cheering. Except her. “I absolutely hate racing in the heat,” she said. All those years of slogging up and down the moors in the rain near her Otley home were perfect preparation for a day like this. “I was rejoicing,” she said, after hearing the news yesterday of lightning and thunder on the course.

You had to smile as Armitstead then outlined the journey which had transformed her from hopeless school goalie to the first British medallist of the 2012 Games.

She came over a bit like Rebecca Adlington in 2008, a little starstruck, almost disbelieving about what she had achieved, but underneath you could still glimpse steeliness.

Now she gives an impression of someone who is afraid of nothing, not even the good burghers of her sport who she evidently believes have been guilty of treating women cyclists like second-class citizens.

Annoyed that only 66 women were in the road race, compared to 145 in the equivalent men’s version the previous day, she had to bite her lip when the international cycling federation chief Pat McQuaid came to chat to her on the start line.

“It was difficult. When he came up and shook my hand, you wanted to say ‘let’s sit down and have a conversation after this, Pat’. It can get frustrating and overwhelming, the sexism I’ve experienced in my career,” she said. “It’s something as an elite athlete you get used to so at the moment there’s not much I can do to change it. But after my career is over I hope to.”

She will be a formidable opponent because this is a career which promises so much. Yet wherever Lizzie Armitstead’s soaring talent now takes her, it may be tough to surpass the moment she went winging in the rain and brought Britain’s Olympics to life.



 

 

 

A GREAT ATHLETE DENIED HER LAP OF HONOUR IN FRONT OF HOME FANS

Paula Radcliffe’s body was unable to cope with her punishing high-mileage regime

By Simon Hart

As Paula Radcliffe struggled with the grieving process following her dramatic collapse during the Athens Olympic marathon eight years ago, what hurt her most was the accusation from certain quarters that she was “a quitter”. Just the thought of it would reduce her to tears.

It was an epithet that could not have been more inappropriate for an athlete who is arguably one of the bravest and most determined Britain has produced, but who will now never realise her dream of an Olympic medal after succumbing once again to injury.

No one capable of tolerating the pain of a 140-mile-a-week training regime for the best part of a decade should ever have their resolve questioned, and certainly not a runner who has had to overcome so many injuries and ailments since she first came to attention with her world junior cross-country title in Boston in 1992. Her career history reads like a medical encyclopaedia.

Her running achievements on all surfaces and her chequered fitness history are two sides of the same coin, because Radcliffe has always run on the edge, pushing her body close to its maximum and occasionally beyond.

Her obsessive devotion to her craft led her to be described as Britain’s first 24-hour athlete, and a visit to her winter training base in Albuquerque, New Mexico, last year revealed there was no let-up in the volume of her work, despite her advancing years and the competing demands of her two young children, Isla and Raphael.

A typical day would begin with a run of 12–18 miles followed by a trip to the gym, a sleep, an eight-mile early-evening run and then 45 minutes of exercises on the floor of her apartment with Isla joining in.

It is the kind of lifestyle that has been embraced by the young man she mentors, world 5,000 metres champion Mo Farah. Indeed, Farah admits it was Radcliffe’s example that persuaded him to take up a monastic existence several years ago, training and sleeping and doing little else at high altitude in Africa.

But her influence goes beyond elite athletes. In her prime, when she won three London Marathons between 2002 and 2005 and set an astonishing world record of 2hr 15min 25sec in 2003 that was quicker than any British male runner managed that year, she sparked a jogging boom in Britain, particularly among young women.

The sight of Radcliffe hurtling through the streets of London, her blonde ponytail bobbing up and down in her familiar, slightly ungainly style, turned her into something of a national treasure.

But the Olympic Games have been a different story – a succession of near misses and spectacular breakdowns that have burnt deep into the Radcliffe psyche over the years. After narrowly missing out at the trials for the 1992 Games in Barcelona, Radcliffe made her Olympic debut in Atlanta in 1996 and finished fifth in the 5,000m final.

If that was disappointing, it was nothing compared
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SUPERMAN TO CLARK KENT: LIFE AFTER SPORT
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