
B
angladesh is a remarkable 
country of stark contrasts, 
most obviously that between 

the rich and the destitute, with the 
one constant running through the 
lives of everyone being a passion  
for cricket. Close up pictures of  
the crowds here reveal an interaction 
with a cricket match that becomes 
quite manic – as if it is a welcome 
outlet for the frustration and hard-
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cricket’s most powerful stronghold  
in the world.

That is not merely due to the 
global reach of the television broad-
casts of our Premier League, which 
last season generated a cumulative 
audience of three billion viewers, but 
the clubs are also investing time and 
effort to sell themselves to their new 
supporters. Two years ago, two for-
mer Ma nchester United sta rs,  
Bryan Robson and Dwight Yorke 
came to Bangladesh to play a friendly 
m a t c h  w i t h  u n d e r p r i v i l e g e d  

children – thousands 
turned out to watch. 
And only last month 
there was huge publicity 
here when one of the 
club’s sponsors ran a 
competition to select  
12 under 16-year-old 
players for a coaching 
session at Old Trafford.

So the impact of success or failure 
is felt far beyond Manchester, Liver-
pool and London, and having sold 
more than two million shirts world-
wide last year, it will be interesting  
if United’s disappointing season  
impacts upon the loyalty of its  
overseas fanbase.

ship of day-to-day life.
There are very few open spaces in 

Chittagong, and those that we pass 
on the way to the stadium are filled 
with bare-footed children playing 
some form of makeshift cricket as  
the teeming traffic noisily trundles 
past. This hunger for the sport exists  
despite the regular failings of the 
Bangladesh national team, whose 
form in this tournament has been 
particularly disappointing, and is a 
regular source of grumbles among 
our hotel staff.

And yet while your 
first few outings through 
the choking streets are 
so mind-blowing that 
there is simply too much 
to take in, it is not long 
before you notice the 
football shirts. Here, 
there and everywhere in 
this cricket-crazy city 
you will see Arsenal, Chelsea and 
Liverpool shirts, but the most popular 
is Manchester United. It is the same 
wherever we travel on our interna-
tional circuit – there is no escaping 
the fact that football is making seri-
ous inroads where cricket has, tradi-
tionally, always been the number one 
sport. It is estimated, for example, 
that there are 35 million Manchester 
United supporters in India, which is 

I
’ve been filming in Japan with  
a dolphin who’s had a prosthetic 
tail fitted. It’s a long story, but it 

will eventually be on a new BBC sci-
ence programme called Operation 
Wild. The series has taken me to 
South Africa, Borneo, Cameroon, 
China and Japan. Being a sports fan, 
of course I ask about sport and even @clarebalding

They have two runners again this 
year, Mr Moonshine and Vintage Star 
and they fancy both of them to run 
well at big prices. More significantly, 
Harvey had this to say about the 
changes to the course that were 
brought in last year (the core of the 
fences was changed completely and 
the start was moved forward to re-
duce the gallop to the first fence): 
‘There is no doubt in my mind that 
they have saved the National. Those 
fences still take some jumping and  

it’ll take a good horse to 
win but they had to do 
something that worked 
and, to my mind, they 
have. We want all the 
horses and jockeys to 
c o m e  b a c k  s a fe ,  o f 
course we do.’

The day a f ter the 
Grand National I will be 

on the River Thames for the Boat 
Race. Oxford have the benefit of ex-
perience but I’m hoping that family 
honour can be restored for Ivo Dawk-
ins, who will be in the number three 
seat for Cambridge – the same spot 
his father Will occupied in 1978 when, 
in one of the most famous incidents  
in Boat Race history, they sank just 
after Barnes Bridge.  

in the wilds of Borneo you will see 
young men wearing football shirts 
saying Manchester City or Arsenal.

In Japan, the sporting interest is 
more American influenced. They love 
basketball, baseball, American foot-
ball and, as their home-grown sport, 
they adore sumo wrestling. Sumo 
wrestlers are big business in more 
ways than one. They are enormous in 
girth in a land where, honestly, it is 
hard to find one overweight person  
in a crowd of thousands, and they’re 
handsomely rewarded 
for their success.  

This weekend I will be 
mixing with the two ex-
tremes of the human 
species: jockeys a nd  
rowers. For a very short 
while at universit y I  
tried to dabble in both 
sports but it proved im-
possible.  Rowing requires you to bulk 
up and have broad shoulders and 
thigh muscles, while race riding is  
all about keeping the weight down,  
b e i n g  a s  s t r e a m l i n e d  a n d  a s  
balanced as possible.

Forty jockeys will get the leg up  
for this year’s Grand National, spon-
sored for the first time by Crabbie’s.  
I have just been filming with Harvey 
and Sue Smith, who won the race last 
year with 66-1 shot Auroras Encore. 
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Horse 
Racing  
Aintree 
Grand 
National  
3-6 April
I’d suggest 
Long Run 
(above)  
and Vintage 
Star each 
way in the 
Crabbie’s 
Grand National. 

Cricket  
ICC World 
T20 
6 April
A tournament 
which has 
produced 
some amazing 
matches comes 
to a climax with 
the men’s and 
women’s finals 
being played  
in Dhaka.

Tennis 
Davis Cup  
4-6 April  
If Britain could 
win this world 
group quarter 
final against 
Italy, a home 
semi-final is 
on the cards – 
especially with 
Andy Murray 
bolstering  
the team.

Formula One
Bahrain 
Grand Prix
6 April
This year’s 
unpredictable 
Formula One 
season moves 
to Sakhir for  
the third race, 
with Lewis 
Hamilton (above) 
currently lying 
in second place.

Rowing  
BNY Mellon 
Boat Race  
7 April  
Oxford are 
favourites to 
win for the 
second year 
running in this 
watery battle 
from Putney 
to Mortlake, 
being shown 
on BBC One.

Football
Premier 
League, 
Everton v 
Arsenal 
6 April
Victory for 
Everton could 
put them 
in prime 
position to pip 
Arsenal for a 
Champions 
League place.
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‘There are 
an estimated 

35 million 
Man United 
supporters  

in India’

‘This weekend  
I will be 

mixing with 
extremes of  
the human 

species’
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