
I
t has been quite a week for eques-
trianism, with the Olympic and 
world dressage champion Char-

lotte Dujardin deservedly winning the 

reflects life. I passionately believe, for 
example, that cricket is a brilliant 
education in resilience, with just you 
and your mate batting against 11 of 
the opposition. Can you muster the 
character to stand up for yourself in 
that hostile environment, or will you 
crumple? And, let’s be honest, there 
can be no more graphic example of 
dusting yourself down from one of 
life’s unexpected disappointments 
than the ruthless dumping I received 

last week. Are you up for 
the challenge or not? 
That is the question 
sport constantly asks, 
and it’s one that is en-
tirely relevant to life in 
the outside world.

There is a fine line. It 
is surprising how many 
of the celebrities I’ve in-

terviewed on Test Match Special were 
put off playing cricket as kids because 
they were hit and hurt by the hard ball. 
If I am honest, had I broken an arm in 
my fall last week, I might not be quite 
so bullish now. But a successful 
sportsman learns from mistakes and 
misfortune, turning a negative expe-
rience into a positive. Just like life, 
sport was never supposed to be easy. 

prestigious Sportswoman of the Year 
award. Then a film of a certain BBC 
radio commentator being thrown 
from a runaway horse went viral to the 
extent that it was even shown on the 
television news in New Zealand. (If you 
have not seen it yet, a YouTube search 
for ‘Jonathan Agnew riding lesson’ 
will do the trick.)

Happily the bruises have now sub-
sided and I have, literally, got back on 
the horse again. It was a timely lesson 
in just how powerful 
these wonderful animals 
are, and having seen the 
footage there are defi-
nitely some aspects of 
my technique that can be 
improved. Frantically 
yelling ‘Whoa, Paddy!’ as 
we thundered through 
the field at breakneck 
speed is not enough.

It has been a while since I tried a 
sport – or a new sport, at any rate. 
And, yes, I am hooked. To learn some-
thing from scratch at the age of 54 is 
a healthy challenge, and while I am not 
quite as keen on the mucking out as I 
might be, the thrill of rhythmically 
cantering along a hedgerow in the 
sunshine is something that simply 
must be experienced.

But the most important reminder 
for me from this incident is how sport 

S
ports fans were spoilt for 
choice last weekend. Along 
with the usual Premier League 

fare, Lewis Hamilton won the For-
mula One World Championship with 
victory in Abu Dhabi, and Roger 
Federer and Stan Wawrinka led Swit-
zerland to a first-ever Davis Cup title.  

I was quite happy to watch those 
goings-on from afar, but I wanted to 
be present at Wembley for the first 
appearance at the new stadium of the 
England women’s football team.

England nearly scored in under 20 
seconds, but Germany were better 
tactically, looked stronger and scored 
nearly every time they had a chance 
to be 3-0 up at half-time. It was a lead @clarebalding

made. ‘Women and girls from some 
ethnic communities remain unaware 
of the opportunities which exist – and 
there are cultural, religious and social 
norms to overcome,’ it says. 

The filthy weather and disruption 
to the London Underground meant 
not all ticket holders turned up, but a 
crowd of 45,619 was a record for an 
England women’s side. I walked out of 
the stadium with hoards of smiling 
families, and with ticket prices gener-

ously affordable (£10 for 
adults, £1 for children), 
they cou ld savou r a 
friendly and well-man-
nered atmosphere at the 
home of football. It’s not 
often you can say that, 
a nd I think women’s 
football has a chance of 
reaching the people the 

men’s game alienates.  
The England women will play two 

more high-quality friendlies before 
they head to Canada for next year’s 
World Cup and I would highly recom-
mend you try to attend them. In de-
cent conditions and with no transport 
problems, who knows how big the 
crowd could be and how quickly Eng-
land will raise their levels to match 
strides with the very best.

they never relinquished, despite a 
much closer second half.

Germany have been World Cham-
pions twice and have dominated the 
European Championships. They are 
ranked second only to the USA. Eng-
land manager Mark Sampson is keen 
for his team to be tested against the 
world’s best, but although this match 
showed the gulf that still exists, it was 
an admirable example of how in-
creased investment and taking 
women’s sport seriously 
makes a difference.  

The b e st G er ma n 
girls play football with 
boys until the age of 18, 
whereas here the upper 
limit for mixed games 
has recently been raised 
from under 15 to under 
16. Looking at the supe-
rior technical skill and strength of the 
Germans, the benefit of playing with 
boys to a later age is clear. 

There have been huge strides 
made in the FA, and the new National 
Football Centre at St George’s Park 
has excellent facilities for the different 
age groups of the men’s and women’s 
game. The FA recognises there are 
huge swathes of the country still un-
tapped in terms of footballing poten-
tial. On its website, it identifies a key 
area in which improvements can be 
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Racing
Hennessy 
Gold Cup 
29 November 
This is one of 
the few big 
races 19-times 
champion 
jockey AP 
McCoy hasn’t 
won. He returns 
from injury to 
try to put that 
record straight.

Cricket
Sri Lanka  
v England: 
2nd ODI
29 November
England’s 
cricketers 
(above) 
continue their 
World Cup 
warm-up with a 
second one-day 
match against 
Sri Lanka.

Snooker
UK Champ-
ionship
27 November
The world’s 
best, including 
Mark Selby, 
Ding Junhui 
and Ronnie 
O’Sullivan 
go head to 
head at York 
Barbican for 
the UK crown.

Hockey 
Women’s 
Hockey 
Champions 
Trophy 
29 November 
England’s 
opener in 
Argentina  
is against 
Australia, who 
beat them to 
Commonwealth 
gold (above).

Football
South- 
ampton v 
Manchester 
City
30 November
A big test for 
the season’s 
surprise 
success as the 
Saints welcome 
champions  
Man City to  
St Mary’s.

Rugby Union 
England v 
Australia
29 November
England will be 
desperate for 
a win over the 
Wallabies after 
narrow defeats 
to South  
Africa and  
New Zealand 
in the autumn 
internationals.
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‘Sport 
reflects life 

– it was never 
supposed to 

be easy’

‘A crowd of 
45,619 was 
a record for 
the England 

women’s side’
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