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CHAPTER 1

HAVING YOUR MIND RIGHT

Great athletes are mentally as well as physically exceptional. They are capable of feats of concentration beyond the reach of ordinary people.

All sports fans will have their own examples. Muhammad Ali outwitting the fearsome George Foreman in the jungle. Steven Gerrard driving Liverpool back from 3–0 down to win the 2005 UEFA Champions League in the ‘miracle of Istanbul’. Nick Faldo grinding out eighteen successive pars on his way to his first major on a windswept day at Muirfield.

My favourite is probably the sixteen-year-old Monica Seles beating Steffi Graf in the 1990 French Open. The previous year she had lost to Graf in the semis. But this time there was no stopping Seles. In the first set tie-break, she went 2–6 down but saved four set points, blasting the lines with her two-fisted ground shots. She went on to win her first grand-slam final in straight sets.

Seles knew why she had won the second time. As she explained at the press conference after the match, ‘As a fifteen-year-old, I couldn’t beat her mentally . . . But today in the final, my strategy was to just play as well as I could . . . and not be afraid of her.’ It’s understandable that a fifteen-year-old should be overawed by perhaps the greatest woman player in tennis history. But it takes a freakish sixteen-year-old to beat that same opponent by power of will.

Supreme athletes can fix on a goal and pursue it with every sinew, even in the most testing of circumstances. This kind of mental steadfastness is not to be taken for granted. It is one thing to formulate a plan, another to stick to it in the heat of competition. In the words of another great champion, Mike Tyson: ‘Everybody has a plan, till they get punched in the mouth.’

Curiously, there are experts who downplay the mental side of sport, and hold that athletes perform best when their minds are empty. As these experts see it, elite athletes have honed their bodily skills in many thousands of hours of practice. Given this, they will do best simply to think about nothing and give their physical reactions free rein.

The Hall of Fame Yankees catcher Yogi Berra was very much of this opinion. Berra was notorious for swinging at bad pitches. According to one much-cited anecdote, his manager told him not to be so eager, but ‘think, think, think’. On his next time at bat Berra struck out ignominiously. He stormed back into the dugout, complaining, ‘How the hell can you hit and think at the same time?’

Berra has plenty of distinguished support. Hubert Dreyfus, professor of philosophy at Berkeley, has long argued that conscious thought is the enemy of physical expertise. Dreyfus appeals to the classic twentieth-century phenomenologists Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who held that physical skills are guided directly by the physical environment without the intervention of conscious thought.

According to the phenomenologists, skilled performers like athletes and musicians do not think about what to do. Rather they





















































SOPORIFIC APPENDIX

Here is my current alphabetical list of international sporting families – the cure for insomnia mentioned in Chapter 12:



	A

	Anand and Vijay Amritraj, India, tennis. (‘A’s are not easy.

The Durban cricketing Amlas and the London footballing Allens only have one full international player each.)




	B

	Kevin-Prince and Jerome Boateng, Ghana and Germany, soccer. (Binational sporting families are becoming increasingly common. See the Xhakas and Zebos below.)




	C

	Martin and Jeff Crowe, New Zealand, cricket. (Plus their less successful first cousin, Russell.)




	D

	Jannie and Bismarck du Plessis, South Africa, rugby union.

(Bismarck du Plessis is my all-time favourite name.)




	E

	Bill and John Edrich, England, cricket.




	F

	Les and Rio Ferdinand, England, soccer.




	G

	Frank and Eddie Gray, Scotland, soccer.




	H

	Walter, Richard, Dale and Barry Hadlee, New Zealand, cricket. (Just sticking to New Zealand cricket, there are also the Howarths, Harrises, Hornes and Harts.)




	I

	Paul and Tom Ince, England, soccer. (OK, Tom isn’t a full international yet, but ‘I’s aren’t easy.)




	J

	Jeff and Simon Jones, England, cricket.




	K

	Vitali and Wladimir Klitschko, Ukraine, boxing.




	L

	Michael and Brian Laudrup, Denmark, soccer.




	M

	Graham and Rod Marsh, Australia, golf and cricket. (This and the next two families have the distinction of representing their country in different sports.)




	N

	Phil, Gary and Tracey Neville, England, soccer and netball.

(And Phil also played cricket for England under-15s.)




	O

	Chris and Alan Old, England, cricket and rugby union.




	P

	Graeme, Peter and Shaun Pollock, South Africa, cricket.




	Q

	Derek, Craig and Scott Quinnell, Wales, rugby union.




	R

	Karl-Heinz and Michael Rummenigge, Germany, soccer.




	S

	Robin and Chris Smith, England, cricket.




	T

	Glenn, Greg and Brian Turner, New Zealand, cricket, golf and field hockey respectively. (Brian has also been his country’s Poet Laureate. Sometimes I wonder if there are only a couple of dozen families in New Zealand.)




	U

	Rory and Tony Underwood, England, rugby union.




	V

	Billy and Mako Vunipola, England, rugby union. I used to think the Vinklevoss twins were so spelt, but in fact they are:




	W

	Cameron and Tyler Winklevoss, USA, rowing.




	X

	Taulant and Granit Xhaka, Albania and Switzerland, soccer.




	Y

	Nick, Tom and Ben Youngs, England, rugby union.




	Z

	Arthur and Simon Zebo, France and Ireland, athletics and rugby union.
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