
50 Irish Daily Mail, Monday, February 8, 2021

ON
THE
BOX

By Mark gallagHEr

what to watch this week...

a Casey of flexible 
moral convictions

P
AUL Casey was in 
one of Sky Sports’ 
featured groups on 
Thursday for the 
Saudi ‘Appearance 

Fee’ International. Hardly 
a surprise. The affable  
Englishman is always an 
audience-pleaser and had 
just won his 15th Tour 
event in Dubai. 

That he was playing with 
Graeme McDowell and the tal-
ented young Scot Bob McIntyre 
ensured there were Ryder Cup 
connotations in the air.

The only surprising thing was 
Casey’s presence in the King 
Abdullah Economic City, ‘a prop-
erty as big as Washington DC’ as 
Sky commentary breathlessly 
informed us. Only two years ago, 
the golfer, as an ambassador for 
UNICEF, told us his conscience 
would not allow him to play in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,

Very little had changed in the 
meantime. The Saudis are still at 
the forefront of the genocidal war 
being waged in Yemen, they are 
still locking up women’s rights 
activists and still beheading  
people as a means of execution – 
more than 180 died by that 
method in 2019, according to 
Human Rights Watch.

Casey was asked about his volte 
face on Wednesday and awkwardly 
claimed it was an attempt to 
engage with Saudi people and see 
the country for himself. Better 
than the reason that Bryson De 
Chambeau gave for being in the 
star-studded field. He was just 
growing the game. Nothing to do 
with the wad of petro-dollars they 
all got for simply showing up.

The field had the depth of a 
Major championship. Rory McIl-
roy was one of the few big names 
who opted for the Waste Manage-
ment Open instead. Kudos to  
Rory for sticking by his principles 
in not accepting a seven-figure 

appearance fee because it doesn’t 
feel morally right to play there. 
One or two of his Ryder Cup 
team-mates should take note.

Golf ’s absurdity was laid bare 
as Sky’s Nick Dougherty spoke 
about Patrick Reed in Thursday’s 
introduction to the tournament.

In case you don’t know, Reed 
was alleged to have interfered 
with his lie during the Farmers 
Insurance Open, which he went 
on to win. By Thursday, they were 
still banging on about it as if it 
was the invasion of Poland.

‘History follows a man’, Dough-
erty said in hushed tones about 
Reed. But history also follows a 
nation, and that doesn’t exactly 
reflect well on the country  
where the ‘Appearance Fee’  
International was being staged,

The tournament is in its third 
year now and is front and centre  
of Crown Prince Mohammed Bin 
Salman’s (MBS for short) efforts 
to launder  Saudi’s appalling 
human rights record with the 
glamour of sport. 

In the same week that Graeme 
McDowell defended his title, the 
Kingdom announced they would 
sponsor four more Ladies Euro-
pean Tour events in 2021 to the 
tune of €1.5million, hoping it will 
blind people to the number of 
women’s rights activists this ultra-
conservative state continues to 
lock up, including leading feminist 
Loujain al-Hathloul, recently 
imprisoned for five years.

‘Things are changing and golf is 
becoming part of life here,’  
proclaimed the Sky commentary 

following an advertorial for a 
course that Jack Nicklaus is 
designing in the desert. 

We were told, in coverage of a 
golf event that felt more like a 
corporate video, that the aim is 
to have one million Saudis play-
ing the game within a few years. 

More than 60 percent of their 

population are under 30 and MBS, 
the de facto leader, views sport  
and, it seems, primarily golf, as a 
way of normalising a country 
where dissent can result in death, 
as it did for Washington Post jour-
nalist Jamal Khashoggi and where 
homosexuality is still a crime.

To be fair, the European Tour 
isn’t alone in their complicity with 

this sportswashing. Formula 1 
will have its first Grand Prix in 
Saudi this year, Anthony Joshua 
regained his world heavyweight 
title there in December 2019, 
WWE have held major events, La 
Liga and Serie A sides have 
played in Saudi. 

Later this month in Riyadh, the 
richest horse race on the planet 
will be run. And the Saudi capital 
will likely bid for an Olympics 
soon.

None have embraced the regime 
as willingly and shamelessly as 
golf. Bombarded by constant 
images of the Red Sea and palm 
trees on Thursday and being told 
endlessly about the pristine  
fairways, it was as if the game can 
erase all the bad things this  
country has done. 

Dustin Johnson, Phil Mickelson, 
De Chambeau, Casey, Tommy 
Fleetwood and, disappointingly, 
our own national treasure Shane 
Lowry all played their part in try-
ing to cleanse Saudi’s reputation 
over the weekend. 

Does this even matter? We 
gladly watched the last World 
Cup in Russia, turning a blind eye 
to  their dreadful human rights 
record – and will do the same 

when the next one is played in 
Qatar in the winter of 2022. 

The most anticipated sporting 
event every year is the Masters, 
despite its racist past and the 
abject poverty large parts of 
Augusta live in.

Maybe it’s time to stop and 
think about what sport is being 
used for. 

On Monday, Panorama investi-
gated Daniel Kinahan’s links to 
MTK Global. When the Beeb’s 
flagship current affairs show gets 
its teeth into sport, it usually 
means it is a big deal.

In the past, they have looked at 
FIFA, managerial bungs in  
English football and race-fixing 
in UK racing. Perhaps, golf and 
Saudi Arabia might be next.

For an Irish audience familiar 
with Kinahan, there wasn’t much 
new in it, but it did illustrate the 
power of television, with its 
shocking footage of the Regency 
shooting. 

And there was a sense among 
many within boxing that they 
aren’t bothered by how Kinahan 
gained such influence.

‘This is the wild west, so you 
have to expect some gunslingers 
coming to town,’ American pro-
moter Lou Di Bella proclaimed.

The following night on BBC 1, 
they had a stark illustration of 
why Kinahan has become so pow-
erful as True North laid bare the 
harsh life of a professional boxer. 

Tyrone McKenna, who fights 
under the MTK stable, spoke 
about turning pro, how some think 
you are going to make big money 
straight away. And it’s never like 
that. Most boxers just want to 
make enough to live, maybe get 
enough together to buy a house.

It’s a hardscrabble existence so 
when someone comes along 
promising a fighter they will look 
after them, is it any wonder they 
ignore their violent past?

The thing is the world’s top  
golfers, some of the most affluent 
sportspeople on the planet, don’t 
have the same excuse.

tUesDaY
FA Cup: Manchester United v 
West Ham, BBC 1, 7.30pm
United have improved this year 
but their manager will still need 
silverware in his third season. 
And the Cup may be the best 
option.

thURsDaY
FIFA Club World Cup final, RTE 2, 
5.30pm
RTE are showing the streamlined 
competition from Qatar, where 
German giants Bayern Munich 
will expect to be in the final.

satURDaY
Premier League: Man City v 
Spurs, Sky Sports, 5.30pm
Pep Guardiola v Jose Mourinho 
but not as we know it, as the old 
bitter rivals are in charge of 
teams going in different 
directions.

sUNDaY
Six Nations: Ireland v France, 
Virgin Media, 2pm
Ireland’s first home game of this 
year’s tournament sees them 
host the young and exciting 
French side.

“It’s the wild 
west. You 

expect some 
gunslingers”

Desert swing:
 Shane Lowry 

was in action in 
Saudi Arabia
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TODAY
West Ham v Leeds United, Sky 
Sports Main Event, 8pm
In this strangest of seasons, it is 
always worth tuning in to  
watch Marcelo Bielsa’s Leeds.

ThursDAY
Player’s Championship Golf, 
Sky Sports Golf, 11.30am
Rory McIlroy and Shane Lowry 
are among those teeing up in 
the so-called fifth major.

Europa League: Man Utd v AC 
Milan, Virgin Media Sport, 
5.55pm
Zlatan Ibrahimovic returns to 
Old Trafford where he will hope 
to upset his old team-mates.

sunDAY
Six Nations: Ireland v Scotland, 
Virgin Media One, 2pm
The Scots have been impressive 
so far in this campaign and will 
test the level of Ireland’s 
improvement.

Hockey: Ireland v Great 
Britain, RTE 2, 4.30pm
Live coverage of this women’s 
international from Queen’s 
University as both teams 
continue their Olympic 
preparations.

whAT TO wATch 
This week...

There’s time 
and space 

for a Hendry 
comeback

Legend: 
Stephen Hendry  
still possesses 
outstanding 
potting skills

F
OR a while last 
Tuesday, it felt we 
were experiencing 
one of those glitches 
in the space-time 

continuum that used to 
happen in Star Trek. No 
sooner had we switched off 
Bertie Ahern talking about 
sport stadiums on the  
airwaves than we turned 
on Eurosport and saw 
Stephen Hendry casually 
knock in a century. 

We hadn’t been transported 
back to 1999, though. The former 
Taoiseach was being wheeled out 
to talk about the 2030 World Cup 
bid, presumably because it is as 
much of a pipe dream as the  
BertieBowl was. 

Hendry, meanwhile, was a little 
chubbier in the face and greyer 
of beard than the merciless  
potting machine who had his 
sport cowering in fear during the 
1990s.

Snooker feels like it is in an 
interesting place, at the moment. 
Its profile has relied for too long 
on the charisma and genius of 
Ronnie O’Sulllivan and whatever 
mood its greatest-ever player 
was in on a given day. 

But the game has enjoyed a bit 
of a revival during the pandemic, 

producing heart-warming stories 
like Antrim’s Jordan Brown beat-
ing O’Sullivan in a final-frame 
decider to win the Welsh Open.

Barry Hearn runs the game 
these days and does so with his 
savvy boxing promoter’s mind. 

It was his idea to offer a  
two-year tour card to Hendry, 
who hadn’t played a competitive 
match in nine years before  
Tuesday’s first round match in 
the Gibraltar Open. The result 
was  a blizzard of publicity.

Eurosport is now the home of 
snooker that BBC 2 once was. 
And while force of habit will 
mean always turning the Beeb 
on for the Crucible, it must be 
said that Eurosport’s coverage is 
excellent. 

Of course, they milked Hendry’s 
grand return for all it was worth 
on Tuesday, even replaying his 
last maximum break at the world 
championship, back in 2012 
against Stuart Bingham.

The break was a thing of beauty. 
All poise and precision, as if Hen-
dry was relying on the muscle 
memory of the player who stalked 
the Crucible during the 1990s.

Nobody in the history of the 
game could build a break or score 
as heavily as the Scot. It was a 
sign of what we had missed – and, 
maybe, what we might see 
again.

So while it was remarkable that 
he stitched together a break of 
107 in only the second frame he’d 
played in almost a decade, it also  

managed to feel natural. ‘He’s 
r o l l i n g  b a c k  t h e  y e a r s , ’  
proclaimed an excited Neal 
Foulds on commentary. 

That was to be the only glimpse 
we got of Hendry’s exceptional 
break-building as Matt Selt, his  
good friend, ran out a 4-1 winner.

As Foulds pointed out, the  
scoring is still there but his safety 
needs to improve. But the sense 
is that Hendry will enter the 
world championship qualifiers 
and wants to continue this  
comeback in the Crucible, which 
he once bestrode like a giant.

That would be a truly extraor-
dinary story and will put Hendry 
in the unusual position of fans 
actually rooting for him. Back in 
the day, Hendry was the sport’s 
heel, to use wrestling parlance. 

Growing up, I watched a lot of 

snooker with my grandmother 
and she did not like Hendry.

Not just because he crushed 
Jimmy White’s world champion-
ship dream with depressing  
regularity, but also because he 
played the role of dour Scot to 
perfection. ‘He wins all the time 
so why does he never smile?’ she 
would wonder..

A couple of years ago, at the 
launch of his autobiography, I 
interviewed Hendry. My granny 
wasn’t around to hear that I 
found him affable, charming and 
funny. 

But he also offered an insight 
into his single-minded obsession. 
All those titles and century 
breaks, 776 now and counting, 
didn’t matter as much as 
winning.

‘It was all about winning for me. 

It was like a drug. All I wanted 
was  to win,’ he explained.

‘I would win a ranking event 
and while the other lads might 
celebrate for a few days, I was 
back on the practice table the 
next morning, because I wanted 
to win the next event. So, when I 
wasn’t able to win any more, I 
lost the passion for it.’

Hendry wasn’t the relentless 
killer we remembered from   
childhood last Tuesday. He 
smiled. He complimented Selt  
on his good shots. He was a  
different beast. 

The question remains if his  
simple love of the sport will  
sustain this comeback when  
winning will be much harder for 
him.

Hendry might find that more 
difficult to answer than this 

week’s big question. How much 
football is too much? Probably 
when Sean Dyche starts barking 
at you in your sleep.

Even by the standards of this 
season’s saturation coverage, it 
felt that there was an awful lot of 
Premier League on the telly over 
the past 10 days with no way to 
escape it.

A lot of the games seem to fea-
ture Burnley but it is not entirely 
their fault that the football hasn’t 
been all that memorable. 

Apart from matches involving 
Manchester City, the always-
entertaining Leeds or Fulham, 
surely the unluckiest team to be 
stuck in the relegation mire, the 
quality has been fairly dire, 
recently. 

Much has been made of the 
effect of all this football is having 

on the players. But what about 
the effect on the viewer? 

Then again, maybe the quality 
doesn’t matter all that much, Is 
that really why we watch the 
Premier League? 

Most of us are probably doom-
scrolling through twitter during 
most games anyway, waiting for 
the soap opera element of who 
Roy Keane will have in his cross-
hairs after the final whistle.

I spent most of Manchester 
United’s turgid goalless draw 
with Crystal Palace on Wednes-
day monitoring the latest out-
rage on social media. As draining 
as that is, it was better than  
trying to concentrate on what 
was happening in the fog between 
two lifeless sides.

But the thought did occur that 
the last time we saw an United 
team this devoid of attacking 
ambition and intent was when 
Louis van Gaal was in charge 
back in 2015. 

Perhaps there was just another 
g l i tch  in  the  space - t ime 
continuum. 

‘He played 
the role of 

dour Scot to 
perfection’

‘It was all 
about the win. 

It was like a 
drug for me’
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today
EuroHockey: Ireland v 
Scotland, RTÉ2, 11am
Ireland look to get their 
European campaign back on 
track after the defeat to the 
Dutch.

friday
Euro 2020: Italy v Turkey, RTÉ2, 
7pm
Opening game of the summer 
football festival from the Stadio 
Olimpico in Rome, with two  
of the more interesting dark 
horses in a tournament that  
will inevitably be won by  
France.

saturday
Allianz FL Division 1 semi-final; 
Kerry v Tyrone, TG4, 5pm
If David Clifford does his stuff in 
Killarney, there won’t be a 
League final, as Kerry have a 
Championship game in a 
fortnight.

Allianz FL Division 1 semi-final: 
Dublin v Donegal, TG4, 7.15pm
Similarly, if Donegal pull off an 
upset, there will be no League 
final. One wonders what’s the 
point of these semi-finals?

sunday
Euro 2020: England v Croatia, 
RTÉ2, 1.30pm
It’s probably not coming home, 
not with Jordan Pickford in goal, 
but if they beat the Croats and 
gain revenge for their World 
Cup semi-final defeat in 2018, the 
hype will begin for England.

what to watch 
this week...

Osaka showed 
her strength 

not weakness

T
HERE was plenty 
said on the air-
waves over the past 
week about Naomi 
Osaka. Some of it 

sympathetic, some of it less 
so. However, the most 
insightful contribution we 
heard  was  made  by 
Anthony Costello, a profes-
sor in global health, on 
BBC 1’s Question Time last 
Thursday night.

‘Anxiety depression is the most 
common illness in the world,’ 
Costello explained. ‘And it is 
largely untreated and undiag-
nosed, and a lot of athletes suffer 
from it, and suffer silently. 

‘Everyone watching and every-
one on this panel knows some-
one with mental health problems 
and what you do is try to  
help them.

‘What you don’t do is what the 
French Open did which was to 
fine her and threaten to bomb 
her out of the tournament. 

‘If Naomi has said she injured 
her knee, nobody would have 
thought anything of it. Naomi 
has suffered long bouts of depres-
sion since 2018. We all have to 
have a bit more sympathy and 
patience and protect the mental 
health of people.’

Costello’s thoughtful response 

to the Osaka situation was Ques-
tion Time at its best, a show I 
watched religiously for a couple 
of years as Britain went through 
its existential crisis over Brexit. 

The professor wondered, as 
many of us did, why Osaka was 
being judged as if good health is 
a choice and suggested that his-
tory will not look kindly on the 
world of tennis for how they dealt 
with the issue.

He is right about that. As 
Eurosport kicked off its coverage 
of Roland Garros last Monday 
Mats Wilander, a hero of my 
childhood for two weeks every 
summer, appeared on the screen, 
passing judgement on Osaka’s 
refusal to do her post-match 
press conference.

‘Why should she be treated any 
differently to the other players?’ 
Wilander wondered. ‘That’s not 
fair on the other players. 

‘She has sponsors; she is the 
highest paid female athlete in 
the world. 

‘So, we want to see great cham-
pions win, we want to see them 
celebrate, but we also want to be 
inspired by great athletes when 
things are tough.

‘We are all struggling with men-
tal issues these days during the 
pandemic but Naomi, I think you 
need to reconsider or, I would 
say, don’t play in tournaments 
until you are ready to face the 
job,’ the Swede continued before 
concluding the rant by joking 

that Osaka should time-travel 
back to when he played in  
the 1980s, as there were less 
media duties.

Within 24 hours, Osaka did pull 
out of the tournament. 

The four-time Grand Slam win-
ner was taking a break to get 
herself well. 

And maybe, the distance will 
allow her sport to take a hard 
look at itself. 

Wilander’s suggestion, which 
amounted to telling her to get a 
grip, only appeared to echo what 
many inside the rarefied walls of 
tennis believed. 

Social anxiety and depression, 
get over it and do your job,

It left me wondering what the 
reaction would be had the sec-
ond-ranked male player in the 
world, Daniil Medvedev (or 
indeed, the third in Rafael Nadal) 
said they were unable to do press 
citing anxiety and depression. I 
think we all know it would have 
been slightly different. They 
wouldn’t have been mocked. Or 
scorned. Or vilified in the man-
ner which Osaka was.

Tennis has a long history of 
treating their female players as 

something less than their male 
counterparts. 

And there are parts of Osaka’s 
character and background that 
make the entitled and country 
club set at the top of the game 
uncomfortable. The colour of her 
skin. The father from Haiti, the 
mother from Japan. The fact that 
she has used her profile to high-
light social justice matters, the 
names of seven different African-
Americans shot by police adorn-
ing her masks at last year’s  
US Open. 

There was no doubt some who 
were happy to take its brightest 
young talent down a peg or two.

But she is a young person strug-
gling with her place in the world, 
a young person who has risen to 
the top in a predominantly white 
profession (and remember, her 
interrogators in those press con-
ferences are almost entirely 
white) and has done all that  
by 23. 

What were the rest of us doing 
at that age? Sitting on a beach in 
Thailand on the way to Australia. 
Deciding what music festivals to 
go to that summer. 

Basically, still figuring out our 

journey, without the pressure of 
being one of the most high-pro-
file athletes in the world.

As Anthony Costello pointed 
out, once mental health came 
into the equation, the sport 
should have reached out and 
tried to help one of its biggest 
stars. If anxiety depression is the 
most common illness in the 
world, it is even more undiag-
nosed among top-level athletes 
because  they  can’ t  show 
weakness.

England prop Joe Marler puts 
this point across very well in Big 
Boys Don’t Cry, the excellent Sky 
documentary chronicling his 
mental health struggles. ‘Rugby 
is a very macho sport, you puff 
your chest out and get in peo-
ple’s faces. If I was to turn around 
and talk openly about being 
mentally weak, struggling with 
depression, I would worry that 
would be seen as a weakness and 
not being able to do my job for 
my team-mates or the team I 
was playing for.’

As one of those English rugby 
players it was easy to dislike, 
Marler is an unlikely poster-boy 
for vulnerability. ‘Loosehead is 

my position and I suppose I  
am loosehead in more ways  
than one.

‘I have a reputation on the field 
for being a bit of a pantomime 
villain. Tough, uncompromising, 
would happily swing a punch if I 
got the opportunity because all I 
want to do is win.’

The rugby dressing-rooms that 
Marler has been a part of are full 
of alpha males, but as a front row 
forward, he was supposed to be 

the toughest and most grizzled 
of them all. 

He says that he wasn’t sup-
posed to be crying in the car on 
the way to work.

Sky Sports realise that Marler 
has made an important piece of 
television here and have put the 
documentary up on YouTube. It 
is worth checking out, as it 
should do a little more to lift the 
stigma around mental health  
in sport. It can happen to any-
one, one of the toughest rugby 
players in the world with a ‘beau-
tiful wife and beautiful kids’. Or 
the highest-earning female ath-
lete in the world. 

Osaka’s decision this week to 
step back and deal with her 
issues should be seen as a sign of 
strength, rather than weakness. 
And when she returns, maybe 
the likes of Mats Wilander and 
the Grand Slam chiefs can be 
more empathetic, and we can all 
enjoy her for what she does well. 
Playing the most wonderful shots 
and being an incredible tennis 
player.

‘Some were 
happy to take 

this talent 
down a peg’

‘The sport 
should have 

tried to reach 
out and help’

Mind over 
matter: 
Naomi Osaka 
was right to 
put her health 
first  GETTY IMAGES
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