
SidelineCut

It’s Thursday night and the darts is on. No,
really. Martin “Wolfie” Adams is taking on
Scott “Scottie Dog” Mitchell in actual live
sport that you can actually sit down and
watch.

Okay, so it isn’t on TV – you need to
stream it on a site called Dartshop.tv. And
granted, they’re not actually sharing an
oche – they’re in their respective houses,
throwing at their own dartboards.

Nor, for that matter, can you actually
see either of them. Both players have one
webcam, zeroed in on their dartboard and
nothing else. The screen is split down the
middle, with the Adams board to the left
and Mitchell’s to the right. There’s no intro-
duction, no wave to the camera, no
walk-on music as they stride confidently
from kitchen to spare room. There is just
this – two rheumy-lit boards, three darts
each flying in from off-screen and the play-
ers’ hand reaching in to grab them back
every 10 seconds or so.

Icons of Darts, for that is what the com-
petition is called, got out of the blocks in
the past fortnight and has had games run-
ning morning and evening every day. Last
night, the PDC started running their ver-
sion, calling it Darts Home Tour. Some of
the biggest names in the game are in, with
the likes of Peter Wright, Gerwyn Price
and Dave Chisnall all playing.

Not everybody is rushing to get on
board, all the same. Gary Anderson has
pulled out because his wifi connection isn’t
strong enough. The sport’s biggest star Mi-
chael van Gerwen has given it a pass too.
“It has to be quiet,” he said. “But with a
newborn baby, a child of 2½ years and
three dogs in my house, it really won’t
work.”

Darts Home Tour will be played out for
32 consecutive nights, all of it lives-
treamed on the PDC website. To take part,
each player has to install professional,
broadcast-worthy lighting, set up a tripod
for the webcam, ensure reliable
high-speed broadband to keep the scoring
tablet up to date and wear an earpiece con-

nected to a Zoom call for the referee to call
the scores. If you’re wondering why go to
all this trouble, there’s a line in the press re-
leases that might give a hint.

“The action will also be streamed live on
a number of bookmakers’ websites.”

**********
Sport has stopped. Gambling has not. Only
this week, Reuters reported that the own-
ers of online firm 888 Holdings were flag-
ging up the growing risks of problem gam-
bling, even as its share price was falling 7.2
per cent. “With people spending more
time at home and with increased levels of
stress and uncertainty,” said chief execu-
tive Itai Pazner, “we are proactively com-
municating with our customers to provide
information on safer gambling and where
necessary, offer support.”

Tony O’Reilly, author of acclaimed
memoir Tony-10 and addiction counsellor,
knows the territory better than anyone.
There was a time in his life when a lack of
sport would have paused his gambling and
made him think he didn’t have a problem.
There was a later time when he would have
found a way, regardless of what sport was
around. He had the same problem both
times, just at different stages along the
road.

“I had a client last week who had been a
couple of weeks free of it,” he says. “But
then, through boredom, through sitting in
the house with nothing to do, he was flick-
ing through his phone and he found two
semi-finals of a cup competition some-
where. I think it was Belarus. He ended up
gambling on the two games. It was availa-
ble and he needed to get that bet on.

“We’re finding that the number of peo-
ple seeking support has dropped. That
would suggest that the lack of sport has
made some people pull back. But the prob-
lem hasn’t gone away for those people.
The problem is the problem. It isn’t sport
and it isn’t betting shops.

“That would be my worry. That people
think to themselves, ‘Ah sure the gambling
is gone now, I don’t have an issue with it’.
But then when sport comes back, they
have a false sense of security. I know my-
self, that would have been me away back in
the day if this had happened.

“But I also know that later on, I was sit-
ting up at three in the morning betting
¤1,000 every 30 seconds on the virtual
stock exchange. You don’t solve a gam-
bling problem by taking away sport. If it
was that easy, everyone would do it. You
have to treat the underlying reason for
gambling, otherwise it will manifest itself
eventually.”

More than ever, the gambling industry
is walking a fine line during all this. In nor-
mal times, betting companies can legiti-
mately pass themselves off as part of the en-
tertainment business. Ordinary punters
having a bit of fun to go along with watch-
ing their sport provides plenty of cover.
Just as it’s no harm to like a bet, it’s no
harm to facilitate one.

But now that sport has almost without
exception gone away, the spotlight shines
brighter than ever on those parts of the in-
dustry that can still make a crust. Yester-
day morning, Flutter, the parent group
that owns Paddy Power-Betfair, an-
nounced overall group revenue for the
first three months of the year rose by 16 per
cent. To be able to do so at a time of a global
cessation of sport is a fairly awesome dem-
onstration of how nimble the major bet-
ting companies can be when it comes to
making money.

Flutter have been able to absorb a 57
per cent drop in sports betting revenue
partly because of a staggering 200 per
cent rise in their American gaming plat-
forms in the first quarter of 2020. For the
moment, Flutter have continued to pay all
their staff salaries without leaning on the
Irish Government’s Covid-19 scheme or its
equivalent anywhere else in the world.
That may change the longer the crisis goes
on.

efootball
For now, the bigger companies are mud-
dling through. In the industry, there’s talk
of one firm turning over a million euro in a
single day during the past fortnight taking
bets on efootball – that is, punters betting
on strangers with handles such as Danger-
dim77 and White_Boy1927 playing Fifa
against each other. There are markets on
teams of Far Eastern kids facing off in bat-
tle games like League of Legends and
Dota. It’s not a Champions League Tues-
day night but it’s not nothing either.

Lower down the food chain, the picture
for the smaller chains and independents is
understandably a lot bleaker. Of the 814
betting shops in Ireland, 670 are either
Paddy Power, Boylesports or Ladbrokes.
The remaining 144 are either wholly inde-
pendent or part of smaller chains like Bar
One and Tully. While the bigger beasts can
survive by pushing customers towards on-
line casino, poker, roulette and so on, the
small-town local bookmaker is starving for
sport.

“I don’t foresee all of the betting shops
opening when we come to the end of this,”
says Sharon Byrne of the Irish Bookmak-
ers’ Association. “Please God we get out of
it as a country with as low a number of
deaths as possible. That’s the main thing
for everybody. But we’re no different to
any business. We’ve had a complete stop
and the thing we rely on, the actual sport it-
self, is going to be slow to come back.

“Nobody could have imagined some-
thing like this. We had 1,365 shops before
the last recession and we’re down to 814 at
the start of this one. There will be a marked
decline in consumer spend so all small busi-
ness will suffer to some extent.

“The biggest issue for betting shops
isn’t payroll because the Government sub-
sidy is a great help on that front. The big-
gest concern is rent. I have so many mem-
bers ringing me in huge distress over land-
lords.”

For those firms with an online presence,
the past month has been about casting
around for sports on which to offer up mar-
kets. While it will seem unfathomable to
most of the general public that football in
Belarus or Nicaragua or greyhound racing
in Australia could be of interest to anyone
other than gambling addicts, the reality is
that they’re providing a small trickle of in-
come in an otherwise frozen business.

Peter Kingston is a trading and content
manager with Bar One in Co Louth. Bar
One are down to a skeleton staff across the
country, with a handful of operators keep-
ing the website going and a few more man-
ning the phones. Most of the calls are older
customers keeping up their lotto bets, full
sure that if they skip a week that’s when
their numbers will come up. “There’s
Hong Kong racing on this afternoon,”
Kingston said when we spoke on Tuesday.
“That’s a godsend for us. It’s live on Sky
Sports Racing. It has a good reputation, it’s
being covered well, you will have lads who
have expertise and can tip well so that all
helps. The American racing is still going so
there’s three race meetings in Florida.

“The football in Belarus and Nicaragua
is still going. Obviously it’s not massive or
anything but it’s there. In all honesty, I
would have never even have noticed it be-
fore. You would have found it on our site,
from our third-party providers. We would
use companies like Bet Radar. They pro-
vide a lot of the content we wouldn’t physi-
cally be able to source or manage.

“They provide our odds for that kind of
stuff, as they do for a lot of the smaller
firms. So that has been pushed to the top of
our site and we are taking money on them.
People follow along on Livescore.com. We
haven’t grown to the size where we’d be
able to provide livestreams for people to
watch on our site. The likes of ourselves,
we don’t have poker or casino games on-
line. We have some esports online but we
wouldn’t have had at the start of this.
We’re adapting with efootball and the like.
But we haven’t the vast area of esports that
other firms would have.”

In the real world, sport can’t come back
quick enough. Whatever about the con-
glomerates and their ability to extract mon-
ey online, the smaller firms won’t survive
an indefinite stoppage. The one bit of good
news they cling to is the fact horse racing is
likely to return quicker than most sports,
thereby providing some measure of bread
and butter.

Among the general public, the desper-
ate, the bored and the addicted will always
find a way. They don’t need the shops to
open, they don’t need the PGA Tour to
start up again, they don’t need razzmatazz
or normality or any of the million things we
think of when we think about sport. All
they need is a laptop with a split-screen,
glitchy footage of a couple of dartboards
and the thunk-thunk-thunk of faceless
throwers keeping the whole show rolling.

Welcome to sport in the lockdown.
Streaming live on your favourite betting
site.

MalachyClerkin

Keith
Duggan

SportsWeekend
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In further proof that this
virus is truly diabolical and
twisted in nature, we are
now being asked to imagine

a world in which golf is the only
sport played. That prospect is
the latest assault on society
and on our senses. All of that
chino, all of that plaid, all of
that fidgeting and faffing over
a three-foot putt for par.

For many sports fans, a
golf-only world is a perfect
vision of hell on earth.

Little wonder, then, that
administrators are trying to
reimagine every way possible
to get their own sports on show
again. For the GAA, that
means the possibility of
playing the All-Ireland
championship in empty
stadiums or, more grimly, of
not playing the games at all.

Deep down, there has been
a deep reluctance to contem-
plate that possibility because
the championships aren’t
merely sporting competitions
or high-season diversions.
They form the rhythm and
sounds and, for many, the soul
of the Irish summer season. To
cancel them just seems wrong
and ludicrous. But for the GAA
there comes a burning ques-
tion: is that the right thing to
do?

As the world tried to guess
its way through the ramifica-
tions of this pandemic, there
were dark mutterings in the
world of the GAA that maybe
they’d have to make adjust-
ments and revert to a knockout
championship for the year that
was in it. The idea was even
appealing: a kind of snappy,
guerrilla competition in which
they’d get the Connacht final
over and done with while the
coronavirus was still stuck in
traffic somewhere beyond
Manulla Junction.

But no championship at all?!
There are limits to endur-

ance. Yes, the restaurants of the
world can bolt their doors; the
skies can empty of airplanes
and the world’s economy can
grind to a stunning halt. But did
anyone in the GAA truly believe
Cavanv Monaghan would not
take place in Clones, later if not
sooner?

Did anyone really think that
this – a pandemic – is what it
would take to stop Dublin?
There may have been an
unspoken belief, too, that the
championship might be the
very thing to kill off this vile
little bug: that after 77 minutes
of Derry v Tyrone in blanket
mode, the bug might just lose
the will to live; that if it encoun-
tered Davy Fitzgerald during
one of his sideline rain dances,
it might get spooked and that if
it met the unflinching stare of
Brian Cody in are-you-real-
ly-telling-me-that’s- a-yellow-
card mode, then it would,
without question, just wither
and die.

Completehead-wrecker
But all of that is wishful
thinking. And now intercounty
players are being asked to
consider whether they would
wish to compete in an All-Ire-
land championship played in
empty stadiums. For any
player, that idea must be a
complete head-wrecker.

GAA players are amateur
athletes living and working as
de facto professionals. There is
no direct financial reward for
what amounts to a total
immersion into the team
culture and training regime.
The reasons for wanting to
play for the county are almost
illogical in that they are deeply
ingrained in every player’s
sense of place.

So the monster days – big
hurling afternoons in Thurles
or Cork, Ulster finals, MacHa-
le Park, Croke Park: the
promise of those days has
always been the lure. And the
crowd is essential to what
those days are. The noise. The
heat. The blithe indifference to
sunburn. The thick waves of
hope and desperation surging
from the stands and terraces

and onto the field.
During the best champion-

ship matches, crowd and
teams seem to operate in
perfect synchronicity: one
indivisible from the other. So
on the surface, the notion of
Kilkenny v Wexford hurling in
a ghostly Nowlan Park seems
pointless and kind of wrong.
To ask players all over Ireland
to train and prepare for such a
weird scenario is to ask a
terrible lot of them.

Why would they?
Why should they?

Flameofdefiance
One immediate answer:
because the alternative of
doing nothing runs contrary to
the flame of defiance which
has kept the All-Irelands hot
for a century. It’s what the
GAA thrives on: defying
limitations, expectations, the
other crowd, themselves.
Gritting the teeth and keeping
going. On one level the
survival of the GAA in its old
amateur glory is a massive two
fingers to the world. It
ploughed on through world
wars and won’t be stopped
because of some effin’ bat.

So to play the championship
without the people would be
strange, for sure. But perhaps,
just perhaps, it would also be
unforgettable. Picture, now,
an All-Ireland semi-final
between Dublin and Galway
say. In an empty Croke Park.

People adjust. The last month
has illustrated that. Players
adjust. By then, they’d have
forgotten about the silence.
They’d be hot-wired into the
occasion. And they’d possess
this odd, background knowl-
edge that beyond the walls of
the big ghostly stadium, tens of
thousands would be going
berserk. It would be a risk. It
might be a unique, special
celebration of the old games.
Or it might fall disastrously
flat. The question for the
players – and it must be theirs
to answer – is whether that risk
is worth taking.

Because the alternative
idea, of the world magically
returning to normal over the
coming months: the hope that
a kind of sporting feast awaits
us all next autumn, with golf
Majors and NBA finals and
Premier Leagues and All-Ire-
lands all rolled out at once
seems kind of fanciful.

This week, far below the
droning madness of President
Trump’s blaring certainty that
sport would soon be up and
running again, Dr William
Hanage, a Harvard professor
of evolution and epidemiology
of infectious diseases wrote a
quiet, authoritative opinion
piece published in the Guardi-
an beneath the undeniable
headline: “No matter how you
crunch the numbers, this
pandemic is only getting
started”. Then he crunched
the numbers. And he demon-
strated why all the talk of “the
peak” is just hope.

“Worse, there may be a
mountain range,” he wrote.

That’sthe backdrop against
which the GAA must try to
grapple over whether their
summer procession goes
ahead. If the games are to
proceed at all, then it must
firstly be because of the desire
of the players to take part,
albeit with the beautiful sounds
muted. And even if they do
wantto play, the GAA may well
decide, after everything, that
nothing is worth the risk.

Championship
maybea
risktoofarfor
theplayers
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Champion
Hurdlewinner?

It’s a race I’m lukewarmabout. It’s a badChampion
Hurdle if PentlandHills is one of the favourites. I
suppose the favourite [EPATANTE]but I’ve no
strong opinion.

Everyone felt therewas aweakChampion
Hurdle a few years ago but BuveurD’air came
back from fences andwonso it ended upquite a
good renewal. If either BenieDesDieux or
Honeysuckle had lined up I’d have fancied them.
But probably Epatante.

If Honeysucklewas in the field I’d have backed her.
Otherwise I’ll go for JP’smare Epatante.

Supasundae is an eachway bet. He’s aGrade
Onehorse andhis comeback runwas very
encouraging.He’ll comeon for that and testing
conditionswould suit.

Epatante in aweak renewal. It’s difficult to see
anyhorse giving 7lbs to amarewho’s only ever
runonebelow-par race.”

GoldCup
winner?

I’m a real Al BoumPhoto fan. He’s had just the one
run this season and that’s tried and trusted from
last year. If somethingworks you don’t change it.

I loveDeltaWork. I thinkhe bolted up the last
day. To put down like he did at the last and run
on like hedidmeans having plenty left in the
tank. You don’t do that if you’re a tired horse.

There’s no standout. Philip Reynolds’s horse
PresentingPercy hasn’t really sparked this year. It’s
a hard call butmaybeWillieMullins andAl Boum
Photo again.

Last year’swinnerAlBoumPhoto has had a
perfect preparation under the radar. It’s his to
lose.

PresentingPercy got no preparation last year.
He’s been brought along nice and slow this year
with plenty of GradeOne experience to peak at
the right time next Friday.

Champion
Chasewinner?

I wasn’t overly impressed byChacun Pour Soi and
theway hewon at Leopardstown. He didn’t have
great speed in the final stretch. Defi DuSeuil has a
turn of foot when it counts.

It looks as good a renewal aswe’ve seen. I don’t
know if Altior’s jumping is as good as it used to
be. ChacunPour Soi didn’t have an amazing
finish at Leopardstown. I would go forDefi Du
Seuil. He’s such a slick and sharp jumper.

I have to gowith Altior again.

ChacunPour Soi progressed fromhis first run,
like a lot ofWillieMullins’s, andwonwell at the
Dublin Racing Festival. He’s the younger horse
with room to improve.

Forgive Chacun Pour Soi his first run of the year
when he needed it badly. I take him to confirm the
promise of last yearwhen hewon at Punchestown
beatingDefi Du Seuil on only his second chase
start.

Bankerbet?
I’m going to do a treble of BenieDes Dieux [MARES
HURDLE], Envoi Allen [Ballymore Hurdle] and
Tiger Roll [CROSS-COUNTRY].

I’ll gowith Envoi Allen. I fancyMin in the Ryanair andSempowhohas been
backed for theCoral Cup already.

I was blown away byAppreciate Itwhenhewon
at Christmas and the vibes from theMullins team
are very positive for the bumper.

BenieDesDieux tomake amends for last year’s
final hurdle fall and showHoneysucklewho the real
Queen is!

Top trainer? WillieMullins again – it has to be. Oneof eitherWillieMullins orGordonElliott,
probablyWillieMullins.

WillieMullins to just edge out Gordon Elliott, closely
followed by Paul Nicholls. His horses are really
flying over in England.

GordonElliott will have over 50 runners and he’ll
bemob-handed in thehandicaps. That can help
himover the line.

Gordon Elliott towin for a third time.

Top jockey? If Mullins is top trainer thenPaul Townend has to
be top jockey now that RubyWalsh is retired.

GoingwithWillieMullins for top trainer doesn’t
necessarilymeanPaul Townendwill ride all of
them.Rachael Blackmorewon’t have asbig a
bookof rides but she has plenty quality.

You’d have to gowith Paul Townend, althoughwith
JackKennedy out injuredDavy Russell will get a lot
of the better rideswith Gordon Elliott.

RachaelBlackmore has a very strong team
already and could pick up spares. It would be a
great story if shewas top jockey at Cheltenham.

DavyRussell.

A couple of weeks back, in among the pile
of post that arrived at Paul Nolan’s Tobero-
na Stables near Enniscorthy, was an enve-
lope with a cheque in it. It was a ghost of a
thing, this cheque, carrying with it all the
good and all the bad of trying to make a liv-
ing out of training horses. If you wanted to
use it for storytelling, you’d frame it and
hang it on the wall. Nolan has more sense
than that and put it to its intended pur-
pose.

It came from a chap who used to have
horses with Nolan, back when there was
money and there were horses to be having.
But just like a whole swathe of owners
around that time, when the recession
came to smother him, his racing hobby
was the first thing to lose oxygen. Nolan
was left with his hand out, deserted out of
necessity. The owner of the horse was sor-
ry but then a lot of people were sorry.

“He was a lad who went wallop in the
crash,” says Nolan now. “But this cheque
that he sent me, it was to pay off the last bit
of a bill he owed me from a good 10 years
ago. In fairness to him, all the way along he
said, ‘When I get going again, I’ll pay you
what I owe you’.

“And it took him all that time. But a fort-
night ago, he sent his last cheque to clear
the debt. And I said to Imelda, my sister in
the office, ‘We’ll make sure and send that
man a card and thank him very much’. Be-
cause there wasn’t too many like him that
stuck at it and made sure to make it right.
Plenty of others, you never heard from
again.”

This is the real life. This is not fantasy.
Nolan makes an appealing poster-boy for
racing’s lower middle class, the dozens of
trainers grinding away from year to year,
just about making the game pay.

Always one good horse away from mak-
ing the leap, always one bad injury away
from wondering if the whole thing is worth
it.

Thirdfavourite
He brings four to Cheltenham next week,
the apple of the yard’s eye being Latest Ex-
hibition, the current third favourite of the
Albert Bartlett on Thursday. When he won
the Grade One staying novice hurdle at the
Dublin Racing Festival, it was Nolan’s first
Grade One success for seven years.

You want a feel for how tight the mar-
gins are on this whole thing? Back before
Christmas, Nolan nearly lost the horse out
of his yard. His owner Jim Mernagh got a
huge offer for it and if the sale had gone
through, it would have meant a move to a
bigger trainer. While there was too much

money on the table for the owner to say no,
Nolan managed to get him to settle for
long enough to cobble together a coun-
ter-offer.

“We were lucky,” he says. “Three guys
who were already owners in the yard amal-
gamated together and bought three-quar-
ters of the horse and left Jim with the last
quarter. So we were able to keep him in the
yard. That’s why I was so delighted that he
won in Leopardstown. He was in the col-
ours of a new partnership and it just made
the whole venture worthwhile.

“It’s a precarious life, there’s no doubt
about it. It’s the same really as a soccer
club down the divisions who have to sell
their best players at the end of the season
and they’re back to square one again. You
can never really elevate yourself to the
next division up if you keep selling the
good ones. I’m not saying that I’m elevat-
ing myself at all but it’s to be able to make a
living and stay going.

“It’s very hard for an owner to decide to
come to me. They’re going to go to the
yards that win on the big day. And you
won’t win on the big day unless you have
the ammunition to do so. That’s basically
it. You can’t win unless you have the horses
and you won’t get the horses unless you
win. So if have to you go selling the good
ones, you won’t get anywhere. That’s the
only thing it comes down to. You can be a
great fella, you can have great facilities,
you can have everything you like. But if
you’re not having winners, you won’t get
the good horses in.”

Winnersdryup
When the winners dry up, then what? It’s
only four years since Nolan went a whole
season with just five winners. And they
weren’t big winners either – he had a horse
called Solita that was placed in a few grad-
ed races and the prizemoney it won for the
odd second and third amounted to more
than the others picked up for winning.
That sort of strike rate isn’t a feasible way
of life. He surely gave serious thought to
getting shot of it?

“Well, it’s all right to think about pack-
ing it in but where do you go then?” he says.
“If you had an underlying business to
switch to, that would be one thing. But my
whole family is involved in this with me. It
wouldn’t have been a case of, ‘What am I
going to do next?’ It would have been,
‘What are we all going to do?’ Do you sell
the whole place and buy a pub? Or buy a
shop? Or buy a deli? What do you do? I
want to do this.

“People say it must have been terrible
when you went down to five winners. But
the God’s honest truth of it is that we knew
that was coming. We knew the year before
that we had nothing for the following year.
We knew we had nothing. We wouldn’t
have been surprised if we’d only had two
winners for the year. We were actually de-
lighted to have five!

“It was the same as if we were told the
electricity was going to be turned off at
lunchtime on Monday – we knew there was
no chance of going out there and flicking a
switch and suddenly finding the lights
worked. We weren’t going to suddenly
wake up one morning and find the stables
filled with yokes who were well-handi-
capped, coming out to win this, that and
the other. It just wasn’t happening.”

So they hunkered down and saw it out.
Late in the season, they ran a young horse
called Discorama to come second in a
bumper in Thurles. The following March,
it came from the back in the Martin Pipe at
Cheltenham, passing every horse but one
to finish second again. Last year, it ran in
the four-miler and looked the winner over
the last and a couple of times up the run-in,
only to give way at the line.

A few weeks later, Discorama split Delta
Work and A Plus Tard at Punchestown. It
wouldn’t have taken much for him to be a
superstar, unthinkable back in the black
days of 2017. For now, Nolan is happy
enough to have one that pays his way and

promises to have a big day in him if and
when everything eventually falls right. It
might be in the Ultima on Tuesday, it
might be at the Irish Grand National on
Easter Monday. Might be never.

Risingstar
The thing is, you keep going. When Latest
Exhibition won at the Dublin Racing Festi-
val, the rolling boil of goodwill for Nolan
was obvious to everyone watching, wheth-
er you were at Leopardstown or watching
on TV. There was a time when he was a ris-
ing star in the training ranks and maybe if
the crash hadn’t happened, he could have

kept growing. But it did and he survived it
and here he was, standing in for the photo
on the big day again. Thoughts of how far
he’d come must have accompanied him
down the road that night?

“No. Not really. That’s not how you
think. You’re just waiting for the next one
to run bad. It goes very quick. The very
next day you could have something that
runs shite and you’re thinking, ‘Ah Jaysus
Christ, how am I going to face into this shit
again?’ Sport fairly keeps you grounded.
It’s like if you’re over a hurling team and
they go out one day and have a big win. If
you get the shit hurled out of you the next
day, the last thing you should be is sur-
prised.

“Sport is the most unforgiving thing in
life. It’s unbelievable. And at least in other
sports, you’re dealing with human beings
and you can ask them what went wrong.
Try coming down the road with a horse in
the lorry who’s after doing the exact oppo-
site of what you thought it would do.

Keepdigging
“The analysis that goes into it is incredible.
You bring them home, get them scoped,
get their blood tested, get a lung wash –
you’re basically crawling through them
with a fine-tooth comb to find out some-
thing. And if you keep looking, you will
find something. If you keep doing swabs
and keep digging into the animal, you’ll
find some class of foreign pollen or some-
thing that might be affecting it.

“But even when you do all that, are you
sure that’s what caused the problem? Not a
hope! Sometimes, sport goes that way. Did
they scope the rugby lads after the Eng-
land game? But people always want an-
swers. It can’t just be, ‘It wasn’t our day’.”

Here he is, all the same. Heading to Chel-
tenham with a couple of live chances, too
long at it to be overly bullish, too happy in
himself to write them off. It’s nine years
since he had a winner at the festival and
the craving is still in him. If he hadn’t seen
such riches he could live with being poor.

“There’s some difference in Chelten-
ham at the end of a race,” he says. “You
walk up into the parade ring and there’s a
carpet yoke leading to the left into where
the winners’ enclosure is and the first four
go there.

“And if you’re not one of those, you turn
to the right and it’s a shorter walk and
they’re throwing buckets of water on your
horse and the rest of them.

“You’re standing in a foot of shit and
there’s mucky water flowing over your
shoes and your yoke is after running shite
as well. And all you can hear is the music
and the roaring and shouting for the win-
ners. I call it the long-face parade ring. If
you’re in there and you’re after having a
runner you fancied and it came nowhere,
it’s a long walk. I’ll tell you that, it’s a long
walk.”

Not always. And not forever.

RacingCheltenham Festival

MalachyClerkin

‘‘
■ Latest Exhibition, ridden by Bryan Cooper, in action at Leopardstown during the
Dublin Racing Festival. PHOTOGRAPH: BRYAN KEANE/INPHO

Nolansees
outstorm
onthelong
walkback

CoWexfordtrainerbrings
fourhorsestoCheltenham
nextweekaftera
fallowfewyears

It’s aprecarious life, there’s
nodoubt about it. It’s the
samereally as a soccerclub
downthedivisionswho
have to sell theirbest
playersat the endof the
seasonand they’reback to
squareoneagain.Youcan
neverreally elevate yourself
to thenextdivisionup if you
keepselling thegoodones

PaulNolanbringsfourrunners
toCheltenham,LatestExhibi-
tion,thecurrentthirdfavourite
oftheAlbertBartlettonThurs-
day.WhenhewontheGradeOne
stayingnovicehurdleatthe
DublinRacingFestival,itwas
Nolan’sfirstGradeOnesuccess
forsevenyears.
Photograph:Inpho

Trainer Paul Nolan
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H
er name probably doesn’t
mean a lot to you. Tianna Bar-
toletta is one for the athletics
heads. She’s the reigning
Olympic long jump champi-
on, if that helps at all. In fact,

she has another two Olympic golds for the
4x100m relay in London and Rio and two
World Championship long jump golds as
well. In another country, in another sport,
she’d be a household name. She might be
yet.

She’s 34 now and if 2020 had rolled the
way it was supposed to, she’d be six weeks
out from her third Olympics. Instead,
she’ll wait another year to defend her
crown in Tokyo, if it happens. In the mean-
time, she trains, she writes, she teaches
yoga, she lives. She finds none of it easy in
today’s America.

As the week crawled by and her country
fought itself like a spider trapped in its own
web, Bartoletta found the days too full and
the grief too heavy. Cities burned from
coast to coast and everyone got a lick of the
flames.

“It feels exhausting,” she says down the
line from California. “It’s almost like senso-
ry overload in a way. There’s so much to
see, you’re hearing so much. The pandem-
ic is still a thing. It still exists, it’s just not be-
ing covered as much. So people aren’t be-
ing as diligent about not spreading the vi-
rus, which is going to be a problem for us
soon, again.

“You’re watching these things unfold
and you’re exhausted because it feels too
overwhelming for one person to make a dif-
ference about, if that makes sense. And I
want to say that that is actually untrue.
There are things that a person can abso-
lutely do. It just feels overwhelming.

“Last week was a recovery week for me
after a very heavy training block. And I
didn’t recover at all. My body did not regen-
erate, it did not heal. I didn’t sleep well. All
of it is not because I don’t know how to take
care of my body – I know how to do that.

But there’s too much anxiety, anger and
grief internalised in my body.”

Bartoletta has been writing about how it
feels to be black in America since she start-
ed a blog in 2017. She didn’t need the kill-
ing of George Floyd as a prompt to use her
voice on the subject. When she was a kid in
Ohio, her family built a new house in a
white neighbourhood. They went to take a
look at it during construction and found
some locals walking around the site, being
nosy. When they started looking around it
themselves, they felt the mood turn. It sim-
ply didn’t occur to anyone that house could
belong to them, a black family.

She is the product of a million of these in-
cidents, some of them just thoughtless mi-
cro-sleights, others pure unadulterated ra-
cial prejudice. Something as simple as go-
ing out for a run takes a level of thought
and preparation that is alien to white peo-
ple. She is a triple Olympic champion and
yet she has had to devise a method for pass-
ing people in the street.

“So when I’m approaching someone out
on a run, I go through three steps. I an-
nounce my presence – big smile, yell hello.
I talk about the weather – great day for a
run! And I run away. That, hopefully for
me, makes that exchange with that person
only interpretable in one way. As in, ‘Oh, a
really friendly black girl.’

TeamUSA
“That’s all I’m trying to do. I don’t want to
accidentally be lost in the music and may-
be have an aggressive look on my face. I
have all of these things that I am thinking
about when I approach people, things that
when you’re at home you don’t have to wor-
ry about. But when you walk out that front
door, you know that this is who I need to be
in this world. So that I can make it home.”

When she competes, she wears USA
across her chest. Don’t imagine this to be a
small thing. Every four years, she feels the
gathering of a country behind her. They
may not know exactly who she is or what
she stands for in her life but they know they
want her to do well. And she knows, in that
moment, that the support is sincere. In
that moment.

“In an Olympic year, what would start to
happen in the run-up to the Games is you
start to see all the Olympic commercials,
you see clips from past performances, you
see image after image of Americans on top
at the Olympics. So you start to feel the
country coalescing behind Team USA.
You feel that solidarity.

“When we get there, we really do feel
like we are wearing the shield for our coun-
try and we’re there to represent for our
country. And we want to bring that medal
home for our countrymen and we know
that they’ll be proud of us when we win.
We know that they’ll be disappointed with
us when we lose.

“Black athletes also know that that is
temporary. So the moment that the uni-
form comes off, the moment the clothing
ceremony ends and once the media tour is
over after you’ve gotten your medal, you
become black in America again.

“There’s also this really horrible reality
that people find out what you’ve accom-
plished and you see in that moment the be-
haviour change. Because now you have val-
ue. You have been to the Olympics. Not
only have you been to the Olympics, which
is incredible by itself you’ve got three gold
medals? Oh my gosh. But in the conversa-
tion before any of that came out, it was
very different.”

Vocalreaction
It’s clearly too early to say what the killing
of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police of-
ficer has changed. Maybe nothing, maybe
everything. One obvious difference to be
drawn against almost everything that has
gone before has been the vocal reaction of
sports and sportspeople across America.
From LeBron James on down, there aren’t
many sitting this one out.

Bartoletta has been on this corner for a
while, waiting for the others to arrive. She
doesn’t feel the need to hector anyone into
doing more with their voice than they want

to. She understands, too, the limitations of
the platform. Just because you speak out
doesn’t mean you get a hearing.

“It feels really trivial to be an athlete
right now,” she says. “I have been really
struggling with the idea that while there
are protesters and people marching, I’m
putting on sneakers to go run some
sprints. It feels very trivial and inconse-
quential. But my life coach reminded me
that this is part of the platform and I need
to do what I’m good at, which is using that
platform to share my voice and my story.

“Athletes need to remember that it’s not
separate from you. It’s part of your story
and your journey. And if you choose to, you
are able to weave what it is you do as an ath-
lete into what it is you care about as a hu-

man. And to not be afraid to do that be-
cause you’re not going to please everyone
anyway. Somebody is going to be upset
that you didn’t just shut up and dribble.

“There’ll be fans who will be upset to
find that you don’t believe exactly what
they believe. And then there’ll be fans who
will be upset that you didn’t use your plat-
form to throw your hat in the ring behind
something that was important to them.
You can’t please everyone so you might as
well follow your heart in this. But don’t di-
minish your role as an athlete either. Be-
cause I struggle with that myself.”

In Trump’s America, the lust for battle
has become fiercer than ever. Us v Them,
over and over again. In a perverse kind of
way, she can see an upside to his presiden-
cy. Everything she has felt through her life
is out in the open now. All those times she
was told she was overstating things, all
that gaslighting – it’s all ashes in people’s
mouths now. Has to be.

Theunderbelly
“I said to someone just the other day that I
was very disappointed when Trump was
elected but not surprised. Since then, it’s
basically like the underbelly of America
has been exposed. You can’t fix something
you can’t see. You can’t fix it if you’re not
ready to acknowledge it.

“And so he is a catalyst for that. It’s bet-
ter to know that America is still here. A lot
of us were tricked into believing that we
were beyond this. And now we know and
now we can address the problem as it is in
front of us.

“There’s still people claiming these
deaths to be isolated incidents caused by
bad individuals rather than racism. But for
the most part, there’s a lot of people who
can’t ignore this anymore.”

So is there hope?
“Oh yes. There’s always hope. Protest-

ing is an act of hope. Otherwise, you
wouldn’t bother. You wouldn’t risk it. If
you didn’t believe things could be better,
you wouldn’t demand it. You just wouldn’t.
There’s more hopelessness on display
from the rioters and looters who resorted
to illegal and criminal activity. That’s more
of a hopeless act than protesting.

“But the fact that we are having uncom-
fortable conversations – and I’ve had a lot
of them with black and white friends over
this time – that’s a prerequisite for the
change that we’re fighting for. So yeah,
there’s a lot of hope.”

As we finish up, I cast around for a way
to end the conversation. The sympathy of a
privileged white stranger eight time zones
away feels like it falls well short. Someone
who never had to come up with a greeting
ritual going on a run, who never had peo-
ple snoop around his house and take um-
brage at the thought of him owning it. Who
catches 20 minutes of CNN before going to
bed and considers himself informed. So I
thank her for the conversation and offer a
sighed, feeble, “It’s a grim time”.

“Grim, yes,” she replies. “But also, it’s
not any different from any other time for
me and people like me. That’s the truly sad
thing about this all. As overwhelming as it
feels to all of us in the world right now, this
is every day for a lot of us. We don’t wish it
on anybody. But I’m actually grateful to be
more understood in this time.”

SidelineCut

Keith
Duggan

Who knew that Greater Manches-
ter had a sheriff? And how many
of us would have guessed, if
pushed for an answer, that his

name is Eamonn O’Neal? And if Boris
Johnson can become prime minister of
Great Britain, then why not Marcus
Rashford?

The year 2020 will go down as a dark
and grotesque period in the official
political history of the United Kingdom but
through the debris are shining examples of
the best of that society.

Manchester United’s Marcus Rashford
has been among those. After the Premier
League was suspended, Rashford quickly
began to turn his energies towards his
local community. When the schools
closed, he was quick to figure the implica-

tions and put both his fame and money
behind the Fareshare UK charity, which
was set up to provide free meals for people
who might otherwise go hungry.

As a child who grew up in Wythenshawe
in the late 1990s – the era of prosperity and
Cool Britannia and smiling Tony Blair
remember – he could relate to this.

“My mum worked all day every day
when I was growing up to make sure I had
at least one meal on the table every night,”
he said recently. “I needed the Breakfast
Club and school meals – otherwise I didn’t
eat until eight or nine at night.”

In late March, the charity was hoping to
reach 400,000 people with daily meals.
When Rashford got involved, they had
around £50,000 in donations. Now that
figure has ballooned to £20 million. This

week, Rashford made another personal
donation and the charity is edging close to
supplying three million meals across the
UK by the end of June.

A follower from Norway was among the
hundreds of replies when Rashford
messaged news of the progress: he was
pitching in with an apologetic 50 quid. He
had been laid off and couldn’t afford any
more. Rashford messaged back: “Mate,
that £50 will go a long way. Thank you so
much.”

On this evidence alone, who is doing
more good for his country: the United
striker or the prime minister?

Rashford’s social conscience is nothing
new and none of this makes him a saint;
countless people contribute charitably and
civically in all kinds of ways. But during a
time when Britain is stalked by fear and
loathing, during a period when the coun-
try’s political class is exposed as fraudulent
and lacking credibility, there is something
incredibly powerful about the idea of one of
the Premier League’s gilded footballers
rolling up his sleeves and just quietly and
steadily helping other people around him.

Funnyessay
And it causes an instant flash of recogni-
tion, like Housman’s Land of Lost Content
– oh, yeah, that United Kingdom, that
England . . . the place that once had
Clement Atlee in Downing Street.

Almost a year has passed now since the
critic and writer James Wood wrote a
disturbing and funny essay in the London
Review of Books about watching in ap-
palled fascination as his former school
mates at Eton –which he attended on
scholarship – blithely step into the positions
of powerbrokers and future-makers of the
UK. The rise of David Cameron was the first
shock – “Wasn’t he that affable, sweet-faced
minor fellow at the edge of things?” – but

worse was to follow when Jacob Rees-Mogg
began dominating the headlines.

“He was four years below me, notorious
as soon as he arrived, because he never
seemed young.” It’s an alarmed and
bewildered exposé of the class system and
hidden connections and delusions on which
England/UK has been run for centuries and
includes this unforgettable pen picture of
its current hapless prime minister.

Bumblingconfidence
“Johnson, by the way, looked pretty much
the same at 15 as he does at 55 and was a
familiar sight as he charged and flapped
his way around the college lanes. The
bigfoot stoop (he was known as ‘the Yeti’),
the bumbling confidence, the skimmed
milk pallor, the berserk hair, the alarming
air of imminent self harm, which gave the
impression that he had been freshly
released from some protective institution:
all was already in place.”

The writer, of course, hardly belonged
to the England captured in the films of
Shane Meadows: his dad was a lecturer
and his mum a schoolteacher. But at Eton,
he felt acutely aware that he did not belong
in this opaque world of money and entitle-
ment. And Marcus Rashford belonged to a
different social class again – with those
millions of immigrant grandsons and
granddaughters who are expected to
remain pliable and invisible.

Football is a business and it is more
unforgiving and brutal than politics,
where you can bumble and fail again and
again. If Rashford’s promise had not
materialised, if he had suffered an injury
or lost form at the wrong time, then he
would have been discarded. He just
happened to be blessed with a preternatu-
ral gift for football and showed such
promise that even in Manchester, where
these things are fiercely prized, he was

part of the United academy by the age of
seven.

And Rashford has emerged as one of the
leading figures in a strange period for
Manchester United, when the club is still
drifting around in the tidal wave created
by Alex Ferguson’s departure while
desperately trying to hit upon the right
combination of manager and team. It’s
caught in the precise vacuum that knocked
its fierce rivals Liverpool off course for a
full 30 years, unable to reimagine itself
after a prolonged run of glory and achieve-
ment.

Footballvoices
Rashford is one of those in the spotlight as
the man who holds one of the most exalted
and lonely roles in all of football: the
leading man up front. It would be easy for
him to focus on himself and that pressure
to perform and to remain silent and
wealthy. Instead, it was no surprise that
Rashford should emerge this week as one
of the most prominent football voices on
the protest movement that has swept the
United States for the past week.

“Black lives matter. Black culture matters.

Black communities matter. We matter,” he
said during a message. It’s fairly simple and
obvious. But Rashford can reachentire
swathes of young English people to whom
Jacob-Rees Mogg and the old Etonians
simply don’t exist. He is 22-years-old and he’s
about to return to a football that for the first
time doesn’t need to be more than just a
game; it is enough for football to be mere
entertainment and escapism.

Soon the debate on the consistency of
Rashford’s onfield talents will return. But
there is no real debate as to the true
substance of the man. The pinned message
on Rashford’s Twitter account is a photo-
graph of the written Special Recognition
Award presented to him by Eamonn
O’Neal, the high sheriff of Greater Man-
chester for his ‘outstanding activity and
contribution to the community’ – particu-
larly during the C-19 pandemic. This is
someone who has already lived the
common sports fantasy – in attack for the
Red Devils and for England. But it’s this
local award that floats his boat. Manches-
ter and England should cherish him.

Marcus Rashford had yet to make his
senior debut when, in 2012, young Conserv-
ative Party members including Dominic
Raab and Priti Pritel published Britannia
Unchained: Global Lessons for Growth
and Prosperity. It was a manifesto for their
vision of the future.

“The British are among the worst idlers
in the world,” was one of its more notori-
ous lines.

“We work among the lowest hours, we
retire early and our productivity is poor.
Whereas Indian children aspire to be
doctors or businessmen, the British are
more interested in football and pop
music.”

Eight years on and football and pop
music may be all the British have left to
believe in for now.

SportsWeekend

Themoment that the
uniformcomesoff, the
moment theclothing
ceremonyendsandonce
themedia tour is overafter
you’vegottenyourmedal,
youbecomeblack in
Americaagain

Thesame,but
different’ – ready
for resumption
Racing
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Anxiety,
anger,
grief

‘‘

Rashfordproves
himselfaleading
manoffthepitch

‘‘Mymumworkedall dayeverydaywhen Iwas
growingup tomakesure I
hadat least onemealon the
table everynight,”he said
recently
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ForAfrican-Americans, the
deathofGeorgeFloydhas
shoneaharsh light on the
natureofAmerican society

■ Tianna Bartoletta: she has been
writing about how it feels to be black in
America since she started a blog in
2017. She didn’t need the killing of
George Floyd as a prompt to use her
voice on the subject. PHOTOGRAPH: PATRICK
SMITH/GETTY IMAGES
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