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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

– PATRICK MANGAN



LONESOME LOSER

Sometimes defeat follows defeat

follows defeat, and it seems as if there’s

nothing on earth you can do about it …

You’d be right.




LUCK OF THE DRAW

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


MONDAY MELANCHOLY

GREG NORMAN, THE MASTERS, AUGUSTA, GEORGIA, 11–14 APRIL 1996

Between the Bangles and the Boomtown Rats, it’s pretty much set in underwater-cured concrete that Mondays have a bit to answer for. They certainly have for Australian golf fans, especially during the mesmerising but frequently demoralising heyday of Greg Norman.

The ‘Great White Shark’ was world number one for 331 weeks, twice conqueror of all and sundry at the British Open, and the most charismatic player of his generation. However, it’s those infernal final rounds in a succession of US tournaments in the 1980s and ’90s that – as much as anything else – will be his legacy.

Over the course of a decade and more, crusty-eyed Aussie sports fanatics rose before daybreak at the beginning of the long working week, desperate to see arguably the most famous Australian on the planet secure his rightful place in the golfing pantheon by adding one of the three US majors to his victories elsewhere. Instead, what they witnessed was emotional carnage.

In 1986 Norman led the field into the final round of all four majors, but would claim only the British Open. His defeat at the US PGA was the most extraordinary, with little-known American Bob Tway holing out from a greenside bunker to steal the title on the final hole. During the Masters the following year, on the second play-off hole, another little-known American, Larry Mize, denied Norman with an incredible shot, preposterously finding the cup with a chip from 140 feet.

But that was only the entree. In US majors over the next few years, the Aussie bogeyed 18ths to miss play-offs, made play-offs but was beaten in them, and had 12-foot putts lip out on final holes. These misadventures led to Norman being considered the unluckiest (or ‘chokingest’, depending on how callous you were, and how bad your grammar was) golfer of the era. However, all these luckless, godforsaken defeats were as nothing compared with the events at Augusta on 14 April 1996 – the anniversary, as it happened, of the sinking of the Titanic.

By now a six-time runner-up in the American majors, Norman entered the Masters in reasonable form. But he was almost crippled by back pain, and had to cancel his practice round. Help was on its way, though, as his friend – and 1992 Masters winner – Fred Couples sent over his back therapist, who conjured a miracle cure. Perhaps the Shark’s luck was changing in the land of the free.

Certainly, after a majestic opening round, it looked that way. Norman shot a course-record-equalling 63; Couples, by contrast, floundered with a 78. Couples’ fiancée, Tawnya Dodds, apparently commented, ‘You picked a helluva time to make Greg Norman feel like a million bucks.’

Two shots ahead of the field after the first day, Norman played steadily on the Friday and Saturday, shooting 69 and 71. After completing the 54th hole, the world number one headed to the non-champions’ locker room – seemingly for almost the last time – at 13 under par, six strokes clear of the Englishman Nick Faldo.

On the face of it, Faldo appeared unlikely to provide much of a threat, having failed to impress in a major since his equal fourth at the US PGA two years earlier. Adding to his woes, he’d recently become tabloid fodder: after splitting with his wife, his relationship with a 21-year-old Arizona golf student had become public.

The final day began poorly for Faldo, who, despite his reputation for ruthless efficiency, was half an hour late arriving at the course – he’d been distracted by car racing on the telly. Norman, meanwhile, declared himself ‘totally in control’ as the pair approached the first hole.

As soon as they teed off, though, the Australian’s mood darkened. At the first, he hooked a drive into the trees and had to settle for a bogey, while Faldo made a steady par. Norman salvaged a par on the third, then bogeyed the fourth. His lead was down to four strokes. ‘Boy, it’s going to be a tough day,’ he told his caddie, Tony Navarro. Neither of them knew the half of it.

‘I sensed early in my round that things weren’t quite right,’ he wrote in his memoir The Way of the Shark, which appeared an accurate assessment as he pulled the ball horribly on the eighth. He saved par again but Faldo made birdie, and Norman’s lead was down to three. What followed was described by Rick Reilly in Sports Illustrated as ‘the most catastrophic four golf holes in Norman’s life’. Begging to differ slightly, Norman later pinpointed his demise to his arrival at the tenth tee. ‘And then everything started to cave in,’ he wrote. ‘And I do mean everything.’

On the par-four ninth, Norman left his approach shot short, then three-putted. That bogey left him only two strokes ahead. On the tenth, the Queenslander overhit a chip, sending the ball eight feet beyond the hole. He missed the putt – bogey. One stroke …

Come the 11th and the Shark finally had an opportunity to arrest his slide. Putting for a 12-foot birdie, though, he watched the ball slide agonisingly past the cup; making matters worse, he missed the two-footer to save par. All square. A six-stroke lead had evaporated.

Still the golfing gods weren’t done with Norman. Ominously, the par-three 12th featured a pond to the side of the green. On the Friday, the Aussie had hit the bank and stayed out. On the Saturday, he’d found water. This day, his tee shot landed on the bank, then – to the surprise of no-one – slid into the pond. Norman double-bogeyed and was two strokes behind. In five gut-wrenching holes, he’d conceded six shots.

In the midst of the meltdown, Norman somehow managed a birdie on the 13th, but even that provided scant relief, as Faldo did likewise. After both made par on the next hole, on the 15th the Shark had another – maybe final? – chance to force the momentum his way. Yet again, his luck was out, as his chip for an eagle eased past the hole, missing by an inch. As the crowd groaned, the Australian fell to his knees in anguish.

Two strokes down with three to play, Norman still wasn’t mathematically out of the contest. A few minutes later, he was. On the 16th he drove into the water again – double bogey. He was now four shots behind, and with Faldo in such imperturbable form – during the course of his partner’s final-round collapse, the Englishman had bogeyed just once, on the fifth – there was no way back for the Shark.

At the 18th hole, Norman was stoic, acknowledging the applause of the crowd although his head was spinning. Faldo birdied to stretch the margin out to five strokes – an 11-shot turnaround, and the biggest lead ever surrendered in the fourth round of a major.

Faldo and Norman had hardly exchanged a glance all day, but at the moment of victory, instead of celebrating, the Englishman walked over to his opponent. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Faldo admitted. ‘I just want to give you a hug.’ Norman later wrote that ‘for that brief moment the two of us embraced like brothers’.

The presentation of the traditional green jacket to Faldo was subdued. ‘Our sincerest feelings go out to Greg,’ said the previous year’s champion, Ben Crenshaw. ‘I do feel sorry for Greg,’ added Faldo. As Rick Reilly observed, it was a ceremony ‘conducted as though Norman had been taken away by ambulance’.

It might have been some consolation for the Queenslander on the most infamous day of his golfing career. At least he still had his health.


PENALTY STORM

ST GEORGE ILLAWARRA v MELBOURNE, NRL GRAND FINAL, SYDNEY, 26 SEPTEMBER 1999

One hundred and eight thousand people turn up at a place called Stadium Australia – built on a former toxic waste dump in Sydney’s west – to see a team from Melbourne play a rugby league match. Its opponent is a new organisation: for a $4 million cheque, the nation’s most renowned club, the legendary St George, has merged with a team from a provincial outpost that, during Harry Bath’s reign as Dragons coach in the late 1970s and early ’80s, didn’t even exist. I’m sure you’re a reputable clairvoyant, mate, but are you sure you’re not making this up?

Viewed from a couple of decades back, the events of September 1999 might have seemed fractionally far-fetched. But even weirder than the idea that a crowd of over 100,000 was watching this ‘Melbourne’ side in action was that, at the end of the second millennium, St George was about to complete two decades without a premiership.

As the Dragons supporters cheered their team onto the Stadium Australia turf, the fact that St George was technically only half a club nowadays, thanks to the merger 12 months earlier with the Illawarra Steelers … well, tell it to the judge. The boys were wearing white jerseys with the immortal red V – some things would never, ever change.

The Steelers had experienced plenty of pain of their own – their 17 seasons in Australia’s premier rugby league competition had yielded precisely zero premierships. But the merger club’s collective four decades of pain looked likely to end in front of a world-record rugby league crowd of 107,558 fans in this stadium newly built for the Sydney Olympics. The Dragons had made light work of their grand final opponent, the Melbourne Storm, 34–10, in a qualifying final three weeks earlier, and had been in compelling form throughout the finals series. At the same ground the previous weekend, they’d easily accounted for minor premier Cronulla in a preliminary final, having dispatched Sydney City Roosters the week before.

St George Illawarra began the match like title favourites. Thirteen minutes in, a perfectly judged grubber by Dragons five-eighth Anthony ‘Choc’ Mundine was pounced on by Craig Fitzgibbon, who scored under the posts. The man allegedly nicknamed ‘Forrest Gump’, Wayne Bartrim, converted comfortably. First blood to the Dragons.

In the 22nd minute, Fitzgibbon nailed a penalty goal: 8–0. St George Illawarra fans were loving it. ‘It’s all red and white,’ intoned Channel Nine commentator Ray Warren. And it got even redder and whiter ten minutes before half-time, as Melbourne’s Brett Kimmorley tried a chip kick that bounced perfectly for the Dragons’ Nathan Blacklock. ‘Tingha’ burst through the Storm’s defence and went on a lung-combusting 70-metre run before planting the ball under the posts; a thrilling try and his 24th of the season. For the 15-time premiers, the Ansett Australia Grand Final Scoreboard was a sight for sore eyes: Dragons 14, Melbourne 0.

At the break, few could picture the Storm mounting a comeback, but Dragons coach David Waite hadn’t forgotten how Melbourne had overcome a 16–6 deficit against Parramatta eight days earlier. He beseeched his team to start the second half at 100 miles per hour.

Waite’s message didn’t sink in, and the Storm finally got on the board in the 42nd minute with a Craig Smith penalty goal. Soon, however, the Dragons were back where they’d been all game, on the front foot. After witnessing ten further minutes of punishment, commentator Peter Sterling struggled to find a few words of encouragement for the besieged NRL newcomers as they battened down the hatches. ‘The good thing for the Storm is that they’ve survived,’ he said.

It seemed they hadn’t survived for much longer, though, when, almost instantly, Mundine was on the ball deep in attack. Ignoring two unmarked players to his left, he stretched for the line under a challenge from Smith. ‘Mundine’s over!’ yelled Warren, as Dragons supporters went wild. It looked as if the game was too.

But was it? While referee Bill Harrigan called for the video arbitrator, the uncertain expression on the usually ebullient Mundine’s face told the story. He knew the ball had slipped from his grasp at the critical moment. Somehow, to Choc’s frustration, the premiership was still up for grabs.

The Storm reacted instantly to their let-off and began to assert some pressure. Matt Geyer sent a sharp pass to a running Tony Martin, who grounded the ball on the tryline. Harrigan again called for the video ref, and this time the verdict was in the affirmative. Across the country, St George Illawarra fans wondered whether Geyer’s pass had been forward; nonetheless, after 54 minutes Melbourne had pulled it back to 14–6.

Playing with the air of premiers, though, the Dragons immediately steamed forward and replied within 90 seconds. A try by captain Paul McGregor – which established a 12-point buffer with 23 minutes to play – seemed to spell it out: Anything you can do …

But the Storm, who’d hardly been in the game to that point, had other ideas. In what was becoming a gripping encounter, stunningly they went straight up the other end themselves to notch a second try, this time by Ben Roarty. Twelve metres in from touch, Craig Smith made the conversion: 18–12.

Now it was the Dragons under siege, and in the 64th minute, with the Storm only a few metres out from their tryline, Nathan Brown interfered with a play-the-ball. Harrigan spotted the infringement and Smith duly slotted the penalty goal. Just four points the difference, and the Dragons were looking shaky.

The Storm seemed utterly transformed, but St George Illawarra were just holding on, barely four minutes from a premiership. The Dragons’ anxious supporters watched Kimmorley launch a bomb into the right-hand corner, and the ball floated high before falling invitingly for Melbourne’s Craig Smith. With Geyer in brilliant form, Smith had spent much of the year on the sidelines, but he was about to become the key player in one of the most dramatic incidents in Australian rugby league history.

With every eye in the stadium on him, the Storm winger bravely caught the ball, but as he was about to plant it he was clobbered around the head by Jamie Ainscough. Smith was knocked out, the ball fell to the ground and both sets of fans went berserk. Referee Harrigan again called for video adjudication.

After a seemingly endless wait, a penalty try was awarded to tie up the scores. And with the conversion attempt taking place directly in front of the posts, suddenly the grand final had been all but decided. Geyer pulled the trigger: Storm 20, St George Illawarra 18.

The dejected Dragons fans were in shock as their team failed to make any headway in the remaining few minutes. With Warren declaring it ‘a sporting miracle’, Melbourne was crowned premier in only its second season, having clawed its way back from 14 points down. It was a horrifying, devastating defeat for the favourites, not least for their stalwart winger Rod Wishart, who’d just played his final game. He looked on from the sidelines, crestfallen, as fellow retiree and Storm captain Glenn Lazarus jubilantly punched the air and hugged his team-mates.

It would be a decade before the Dragons were able to make amends. Redemption came in the form of the 2010 premiership, with the grand final won against the Sydney Roosters. ‘The years of getting bagged by everyone were finally over,’ said centre Mark Gasnier of the victory, adding, ‘We had a few drinks that week and were a little bit dusty.’ The only thing dustier had been the Dragons’ trophy cabinet – but no longer. And defeats like the disastrous ’99 grand final made the triumph all the sweeter.


AWAY GOALS RULE

AUSTRALIA v IRAN, WORLD CUP QUALIFIER, MELBOURNE, 29 NOVEMBER 1997

In the Aussie public imagination, soccer had long been a peculiar fringe activity indulged in almost exclusively by … well, the polite term was ‘new Australians’. In the 1970s and ’80s, a squad of them – calling themselves the ‘Socceroos’ – went in to bat every few years in the World Cup. And generally got beaten pretty comfortably. It was interesting enough, in an SBS cultural-curiosity documentary kind of way, but you’d have to say it didn’t have much to do with the real Australia.

Somehow, though, from the outer edges of society, and over the course of a couple of decades, a different scenario emerged. There was now a generation of talented athletes raised in places like Smithfield, Fairfield and Keilor who were keen to represent their country on the international stage. At soccer. Some of their Scrabble-friendly names – Bosnich, Viduka, Vidmar, Lazaridis – were a bit much; I mean, one or two Jesaulenkos, Campeses or Raudonikises per team was okay, but eight or nine? Nonetheless, these soccer blokes were tough, dedicated and, supposedly, pretty good.

In late 1997, it was announced that the Socceroos’ crucial World Cup qualifier for the 1998 finals in France would take place at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, underwritten by the Victorian government. Premier Jeff Kennett was gambling that at least 62,000 people would turn out, thus ensuring a profit for the Garden State. With soccer matches in Australia having traditionally been watched by a couple of men and a reluctant dog (one of whom might sneak a flare into the stadium, resulting in ‘Soccer Shame!’ headlines in the tabloids and on the Channel Nine news), this seemed like a game-changer.

The bottom line was that, in the eyes of the public, Australia finally had a soccer team worth watching. The squad contained a core of seasoned professionals, as well as some of the most promising players in European football: Mark Bosnich, Harry Kewell and Mark Viduka all seemed destined for the very peak of the sport. And in the away leg in Tehran on 22 November, in front of 128,000 fans at the Azadi Stadium, the 19-year-old Kewell had netted the vital goal that secured a 1–1 draw against Iran.

What it meant was simple enough. If the Socceroos could win at the MCG a week later – or even manage a scoreless draw, thereby qualifying on the away-goals rule – they’d be through to their first World Cup finals in 24 years.

Kennett had done his sums correctly. A massive crowd – compared to anywhere but Tehran, anyway – of 85,000 greeted the Aussies as they prepared to face their destiny. The pressure was immense, and with the Socceroos having stumbled at their previous five attempts to qualify for a World Cup appearance since 1974, it was clear that the first few minutes at the ’G might define the contest.

We needn’t have worried. In possibly the most devastating opening spell ever produced by an Australian soccer team, they blew the Iranians away. One goal-gaping chance followed another in a breathtaking display, and only a balletic combination of Iranian feet, heads and goalkeeper Ahmadreza Abedzadeh’s outstretched hands kept the Socceroos at bay. Then, in the 32nd minute, after the umpteenth dangerous ball had been pumped into Abedzadeh’s penalty area, the baby-faced Kewell pounced at the back post and slammed it into the net. Destiny 1, Iran 0.

Only slightly slackening the pace, the Aussies should have been four or five goals ahead by the time Hungarian referee Sandor Puhl blew his whistle to bring the half to an end. The explosive cheers from the MCG crowd indicated how the locals felt about the opening 45.

The half-time pep talks by Australia’s English coach, Terry Venables, and Iran’s Brazilian, Valdeir Vieira (who’d had the job for fully several weeks), didn’t appear to alter much on the park as the Socceroos continued to pepper the visitors’ goal early in the second stanza. Less than three minutes in, it seemed the next day’s headlines were all but written. After a teasing cross by Stan Lazaridis on the left, at the far post Kewell headed the ball back towards goal and, from a few yards out, midfielder Craig Foster’s header rapped against the crossbar.

The massed groans turned to elation as South Australian Aurelio Vidmar – who plied his trade with Spanish first-division side Tenerife – was Aussie-on-the-spot, tapping the loose ball into the net. The Socceroos were 2–0 up and the MCG erupted again. ‘We’re well and truly on the way to France now!’ said SBS commentator Johnny Warren, a veteran of three World Cup campaigns during his playing days.

A two-goal margin only hinted at Australia’s superiority on the night, but it would be more than enough. Venables nodded approvingly, but you could almost hear him urging, Just keep your concentration, boys. Please. As long as they stayed focused and didn’t allow anything unexpected to distract them, a place in the World Cup finals was surely theirs.

It was at this point that something unexpected occurred. In the previous couple of weeks, a young man with straggly hair named Peter Hore had attempted to disrupt both the Melbourne Cup and the funeral of deceased rock star Michael Hutchence. This evening, though, Hore was thinking about nets. Goal nets. Iranian goal nets.

It was hard to know exactly what Hore’s motivation was, but before the Socceroos’ celebrations for the second goal had ceased, and before anyone could yell ‘Behind you!’ to Abedzadeh, the net of the Iranian goal had been ripped from its moorings. Naturally, the game was halted. The keeper looked nonplussed, as did the other 21 players. But had the momentum of the Socceroos ground to a halt?

Not likely. Hore was escorted from the stadium by a couple of members of the Victorian constabulary, the crowd giving him a spray of any water or beer they could spare as a little farewell gesture, and when the match resumed after a break of
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