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FROM THE EDITOR

“Hilary Lister,” I suggested to my colleague at a London-based sport 
magazine on being asked for my recommendations for the top 100 
sporting moments of that year. “Yeah, yeah, she’s on the shortlist,”  
he smiled. I smiled back, both of us knowing full well the achievements  
of Hilary Lister would never grace the hallowed pages of the football-
heavy publication. As the countdown to the top moments continued  
it became a running joke. 
“You’re down to number 30. Is Hilary there yet?” 
“Not yet, not yet.” 
“Wow, she must be really high up the list then. That’s brilliant.”

Hilary never made the list. Hilary who sailed solo around the British 
Isles by blowing through a straw. Hilary, you see, is paraplegic – unable 
to move from the neck down. It is stories like these in the lower profile 
sports that inspired Sports Liberated.  

The sporting utopia that was the London Olympic Games 
encompassed the drama and disasters, delight and dissensions, the 
duffers and the doers of sporting life, which is why this first issue 
takes a peek behind the scenes before, during and after the Games in 
this special first edition of quarterly online magazine Sports Liberated.
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There once was a cyclist named Lance 
A legend he became in the Tour de France 

But copious drugs he did take 
The results he did fake 

Leading the world on a merry dance

But Oprah, I did not cheat 
Seven tours an incredible feat 
Everyone was doing the same 

I’m not solely to blame 
It’s not just me who should be beat

But what of those you dragged down? 
The innocents who looked at you with a frown 

Brave to speak out 
You did nothing but pout 

Going out of your way to run them out of town

Exclusion from sport a death sentence, you cry 
Unfair, unwarranted, how will you get by? 

Not a thought for those lives you’ve impacted 
Leaving people broken and fractured 

You hung them out to dry

And so to you Lance I do say 
You’ve left a novice cycling fan in dismay 

A consequence of your actions 
True heroes lost by your distractions 

I hope your sport recovers from you one day
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THE ODD COUPLE
Rapper Redfoo has carried out his threat to sample his 
tennis-playing girlfriend’s on-court shrieks in a track 
entitled Heart of a Champion. Former world number one 
Victoria Azarenka, winner of January’s Australian Open, 
can be heard around the 1m 25s mark, if you’re fussed. 
http://tennis.si.com/2013/03/21/redfoo-song-victoria-
azarenka-grunt/

SUPER CHOIR AT SUPERBOWL
The Sandy Hook Elementary School choir took centre 
stage at the Superbowl in February. Singing America 
the Beautiful, the students, who survived the massacre 
of 26 pupils and teachers in December last year, performed 
with fellow gun-crime victim, singer Jennifer Hudson. 

X GAMES LOSES STAR
Just truly sad for 25-year-old American Caleb Moore 
who died following complications after an accident  
on his snowmobile at this year’s Winter X Games in 
Colorado in January. Moore’s brother, Colten, was 
injured during the same event coming away with a 
separated pelvis. The experienced Texan, who had 
previously won four Winter X Games medals, under-
rotated a backflip and flipped over the handlebars, with  
the 200kg vehicle hitting him as he lay in the snow.

ONLINE DATING FARCE 
Such a truly bizarre story I’m not sure where to begin. 
US college football star Manti Te’o returned to the field 
to plaudits from fans and teammates days after both his 
grandma and girlfriend died – except his ‘girlfriend’ 
never existed. Seems the 22-year-old became involved 
in an online relationship, with ‘Lennay Kekua’, a 
character created by hoaxer Ronaiah Tuiasosopo. Te’o 
talked about his ‘girlfriend’s’ leukaemia diagnosis in the 
press and the whole thing snowballed. Tuiasosopo has 
since appeared on American chat show Dr Phil, who are 
suing another media outlet for allegedly stealing their 
exclusive... there’s more, but seriously. Can you imagine 
the banter in Te’o’s dressing room – where would his 
teammates even begin?

An ode to Lance Armstrong
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CLARE BALDING @clarebalding
Twitter bio Author of My Animals and 
Other Family. Co-inventor of the Mobot 
(yes, really) 
Top tweet “Hooray for Alison Kervin, first 
female sports editor in a national. Stunned 
& impressed with variety of her career.”

DENISE LEWIS @RealDeniseLewis
Twitter bio Multi-tasker on and off the 
track – Olympic gold medallist, Strictly 
contestant, @BBCSport pundit, mum of 
three... clean freak! 
Top tweet “’Was it possible to win without 
doping?’ Armstrong: “I didn’t invent the 
culture, but I didn’t try to stop the culture.’ 
#BBCLance disgrace”

IAN THORPE @IanThorpe
Twitter bio No bio but he swims really fast 
Top tweet “Talking about problems is 
exhausting. But I hope it can show others 
that [depression] is nothing to be afraid of 
or embarrassed about.” 

KELLY SOTHERTON @KellySotherton
Twitter bio Olympic Medalist. Arsenal fan. 
Opinions. Marathon runner virgin. Uk.
virginmoneygiving.com/kellysotherton7 
Top tweet “One thing I don’t think Sports 
TV should do is repeatedly show a 
horrendous tackle that seriously  
injures someone.”

PAULA RADCLIFFE @PaulaJRadcliffe
Twitter bio Fastest Women’s Marathoner in 
history. 3 times winner of London and New 
York Marathons. 
Top tweet “We need to clean up all sports 
for our kids’ sporting futures and health.”

MARK CAVENDISH 
@MarkCavendish
Twitter bio Professional cyclist from the 
Isle of Man, riding for @opqscyclingteam. 
Fast sprinter, faster talker. Disclaimer: May 
cause offence. 
Top tweet “Sat, staring at my cereal bowl, 
already tired about today, with 2 stages in 
1 day. 110km this morning and 10km time 
trial this afternoon.”

PERRI SHAKES-DRAYTON 
@Shakesdrayton
Twitter bio British no1 400mh. Double 
European Indoor Champion. That athlete 
with the biggest grin 
Top tweet “Real talk RT @CoachZah: All 
this fake good luck on twitter is a loads of 
bullshit  Coming from other athletes 
hoping you fail”

REBECCA ADLINGTON 
@BeckAdlington
Twitter bio No bio but she’s double 
Olympic gold and double bronze medalist 
in 800m swim 
Top tweet “Don’t get people or twitter at 
times! Why tweet nasty comments? I’m not 
going to reply or RT,just going to block! 
Thank you to lovely people!”

TANNI GREY-THOMPSON @Tanni_GT
Twitter bio 11x Paralympic Gold Medallist, 
now Baroness / Lady GT, sits in House of 
Lords as an Independent Crossbench Peer, 
Welsh. 
Top tweet “@WRUWomenSupport if we’re 
serious about women’s game it needs 
support.  If this were the men’s game there 
would be a riot”

LOUISE HAZEL @LouiseHazel
Twitter bio Commonwealth 
Heptathlon Champion, London 
2012 Olympian, Birchfield Harrier, 
French Speaker, Boxing Fan, 
Mizuno, Panasonic, Oakley lover 
Fashionista & Hazelnut! 
Top tweet “#XommonwealthGames 
selection criteria is a farce! What do 
selectors expect to achieve by this? 
#needsrevision”
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Having danced in a catsuit at the London 
2012 Olympic opening ceremony,  
carried a flag at the World Gymnastics 
Championships in Birmingham and got in 
trouble for announcing the arrival of boy 
band JLS through a megaphone at the 
Comic Relief mile in London, Sports 
Liberated feels qualified to say that 
volunteering can be a huge thrill. 

But the best thing about volunteering is 
the like-minded people you meet, the 
feel-good factor of giving back to your 
local community when you get involved at 
the grass-roots level. So if you’re a doer, a 
make-things-happener, an enthuser or just 
someone with energy to burn and time on 

VOLUNTEERING

Sport makers join forces
their hands then join the 40,000 others 
who have signed up to the Sport Maker 
programme and become part of the 
official London Olympic and Paralympic 
legacy. You just need to be 16 or over and 
that’s it. You can also use the service if 
you’re running an event and need 
volunteers. For more info and to get 
involved go to www.sportmakers.co.uk. 

Want to travel further afield? How 
about teaching netball in Malaysia or 
swimming in Kenya or football in Brazil 
– hold it – teaching football in Brazil?  
You sure about that? 

Visit Travellers Worldwide at www.
travellersworldwide.com/sports.htm

So you’re a bit nifty with a camera despite 
fingers frozen to the buttons? Now’s the 
time to get your film ready to submit to 
the world’s biggest mountain film festival.
Categories at the 38th edition of the Banff 
Mountain Film and Book Festival include 
the best films on climbing, mountain 
sports, exploration and adventure with a 
select few incorporated in a world tour 
taking in 40 countries, including the UK. 
No film is too short – the most popular 
ones on the tour tend to be under five 
minutes. That’ll be attention span of a 
gnat, then. Deadline is August 6 2013.

For further info on the tour and festival 
and also the more sport-oriented Radical 
Reels tour go to www.banffcentre.ca

BANFF MOUNTAIN FILM AND BOOK FESTIVAL

Calling all adventure sport film makers 
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From the film 
Moonwalk

Matjaz Wiegele descending 
Planjava in the Slovenian Alps 
©Marko Prezelj
Left: From festival-winning  
film Crossing the Ice

FRONT ROW FRONT ROW



flighty as a bird queried, ‘Am I 
wearing the right shoes? The wrong 
shoes? What do you think? I’m going 
to change them. No, I’ll keep these 
on. Can you hold these please?’

Once inside and through security 
it all became rather real when we 
had our photos taken for our passes 
‘in case we got through’, and then 
measured for costumes. I was 
intrigued by my measurement of 
7ins for my hands and astounded by 
the next set of figures.

“32.” Yep, knew that. “24.” Get me 
with my little waist. “38 1/2.” What? 
My butt is 38 1/2ins. Are you kidding 
me? Guess I don’t need to be going 
for any of those butt implant 
thingies, then. 

Once inside we’re addressed by 
the guy who has had the dubious 
pleasure of sorting out the ceremony 
melee for the past four Olympic 
Games. Trying to get a handle on the 
sort of volunteer he had in front of 
him he asked various questions of 
the auditionees gathered round him. 
Usually one to spout my sporting 
credentials at any opportunity I 
somehow find myself tongue-tied  
as others jumped in ahead of me.

When asked if anyone had any 
memories from the Athens Games  
I could only think of being robbed on 
the train on the way to the stadium 
and I thought perhaps this might 
seem a little negative and a red  
mark would be scratched against  
my name, so I kept silent.

OPENING CEREMONY – AUDITION 1 
Saturday November 5 2011

At 9am one drizzly Sunday morning  
I made my way through a graffiti-
daubed tunnel, past a rotting 
mattress and held my nose through  
a gas-leak haze to ‘London’s largest 
film and television production 
studios’. Standing in line at Three 
Mills Studios, passport in hand,  
I got chatting to those around me.  
A middle-aged artist, nervous and 

Nobody puts Sports Liberated in a corner. Well, after  
auditioning twice for the London Olympic opening  
ceremony they tried but one dashed-off poem later  
and editor Jo Gunston was in. This is her diary

I saw a like-minded 
cagoule-clad dancer 
and we shimmied 
over to each other, 
still dancing. It  
was Danny Boyle.  
“This is bloody 
brilliant,” I shout
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One fella trumped everyone  
with his enthusiasm for taking part, 
having flown in from Philadelphia to 
audition. The director of operations 
pointed out the American’s thin, 
well-worn T-shirt. “Yes, it’s from the 
1996 Atlanta Olympics,” the man 
explained proudly. “I was a volunteer 
there, too.” I cross my arms over my 
pink and yellow Atlanta Olympic 
motif T-shirt – I clearly can’t compete 
with this man’s devotion. Mine was 
bought the previous week from Next.

And so it was on to what can only 
be described as a ‘drill’, for three 
hours. What I didn’t know was that 
at the point we were told to ‘do your 
own thing’ I acted with a bit too 
much gusto, something that was  
to have consequences in what 
happened next.

OPENING CEREMONY – AUDITION 2
Sunday November 20 2011

“You have been selected,” says  
the head honcho of the opening 
ceremonies of the Olympic Games, 
“because you all did your own thing 
during the first audition. You’re now 
all auditioning for the main dance  
in the Olympic Games opening 
ceremony.”

Gulp.
The only reason I did my own 

thing in the first audition is because  
I hadn’t heard them giving direction 
to do specific movements, and the 
reason I’ve been chatting to 
professional dancers all morning 
suddenly becomes only too clear.  
I was in over my head. Not only  

that but four days before I’d had a 
cortisone pain-killing injection in  
my spine, which hadn’t gone well  
so I was, how you say, a little 
uncomfortable. There was nothing  
to do but smile and clap gleefully, 
bouncing up and down like those 
audition stalwarts around me.

On arriving at the studio earlier 
that morning I stood in the queue 
next to a guy with three giant purple 
spikes jutting out of his black 
slicked-down hair. A professional 
dancer, natch, he’d just arrived 
having been out dancing on a 
nightclub podium all night, in stark 
contrast to yours truly going to bed 
early, eating carbohydrates for 
dinner and having bananas in her 
bag, tennis-star style, as snacks for 
throughout the day.



After learning three different 
dances and then stringing them 
together in a full routine I was 
getting confused but grinned along 
nevertheless. The more we went 
through the routines the more  
I forgot how it even started. It’s likely 
this is where being a professional 
dancer is an advantage as those 
around me perfectly executed the 
routines adding their own flourishes 
for extra oomph.

Feeling deflated but having 
nevertheless enjoyed my 
Flashdance-plus-200-people 
moment I’m comforted by friends a 
few days later after I’m told I’m a 
reserve. “You did really well to get 
where you did,” “You should be 
proud of yourself”,”Good for you”, 
but for me it was more a case of I’m 
not out of this yet. I just need to get 
in and I can show them I can do it. I 
know I can. I just need to get in. 

HOW TO SOLVE A PROBLEM  
LIKE GETTING INTO THE OPENING 
CEREMONY DANCE?

Two months before the Games 
began I’d heard nothing. It was 
mid-January when I was told I was  
a reserve – I had to do something. 
After dismissing doing a Tonya 
Harding and smashing the knees of 
successful auditionees, I did what 
any right-minded person would do 
– wrote a poem to the organisers.

A plea to whoever receives this ode 
From a reserve left by the side of  
the road 
Please know that I am here 
Waiting for the all clear 
I even live in the Olympic post code

The opening ceremony is what I await 
My schedule is a clean slate 
Two auditions I did complete 
Tip tapping my dancing feet 
But now I await my Olympic fate

So to you I do ask 
Let me help with your task 
To welcome the world to our host 
nation
Going above and beyond expectation 
To help inspire a generation.

Two days later I received a phone 
call. “We liked your poem,” they 
said. “It was rubbish,” I blushed. 
“You’re in,” they said. 

THE FIRST REHEARSAL

Sunday June 17 2012
Ten of us had been picked from the 
reserve list as Danny Boyle, director 
of the London Olympic ceremonies, 
had had a brain wave and so our  
new group congregated in a car park 
in Dagenham one Sunday morning. 
‘You’ll be in the 1970s dance 
sequence,’ it was explained. ‘During 
the performance there’s a dance to 
Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody and in 
their video, the band has reverberations 
of themselves (see left). We want to 
recreate that on stage. You’re the 
Freddy Reverbs.’ Blank. Smile. 

In time, we found out this meant 
splitting into pairs with one wearing 
a Freddie Mercury ‘back-pack’ which 
concertina-ed out into progressively 
smaller sparkly Freddie’s (see 
bottom left pics) and the other using 
a long pole to stretch the cut-out 
figures creating the reverb effect. 
Clear? Great.

We proceeded to spend the rest  
of the morning agog at our fellow 
dancers who had been training  
for months already. The best bit, 
however, was the first two of our 
group going into the costume 
department changing room Mr Benn-
style and coming out dressed in, oh 
yes, brightly coloured catsuits. The 
girls were mortified but the boys... 
well, let’s just say there was much 
arranging to be done.

THE REHEARSAL AND THE TRAMP

Arriving at my local bus stop early 
one morning with stadium passes 
flapping round my neck I’m asked by 
a bearded-crumb-adorned tramp if 
I’m off to work. His surprise response 
to my telling him that I’m a dancer  
in the opening ceremony at the 
Olympics is that he used to be a 
ballroom dancer. 

We chatted about the medals he’d 
won – ‘a bronze one, a silver one and 
a… erm… a… erm…’ ‘A gold one?’ 
‘Yes!’ – and I thought, what a nice 
man, disproving the stereotype of 
drunken, lecherous, hounding 
comments. ‘So are you doing pole 
dancing? Will you be naked?’ 

Oh brother. Seriously? What a let 
down. I promptly turned my back 
and took to comprehensively 
studying the bus timetable.

THE FIRST STADIUM REHEARSAL
Thursday June 21 2012

Up to now, the bulk of the cast had 
spent hours and hours practising in  
a car park in Dagenham. The Freddie 
Reverbs had rocked up, spent one 
session on the tarmac and the next 
were Olympic Stadium bound. 

Arriving earlier than anyone I took 
the opportunity to sit in the stadium 
practically by myself, with ant-like 
workmen for company. A never-
forget-moment, alongside my end  
of the night couldn’t-make-this-up 
experience. This first stadium session 
was spent getting our bearings, 
walking through routines and finding 
our positions, but towards the 10 
o’clock finish time it started to rain 
so people were told they could go 
home. I happened to still be on the 
podium with my nine other reverbs 
when suddenly lights and music 
came on for the first time. 

This unexpected assault on the 
senses set me dancing, face tilted up 
to the rain. I saw a like-minded 
cagoule-clad dancer and we 
shimmied over to each other, still 
dancing. It was Danny Boyle. “This is 
bloody brilliant,” I shout. “What?” he 
says, still boogying but cupping his 
hand to his ear. “Brilliant. I’m a 
Freddy Reverb.” “That’s great,” he 
smiles as he sashayed across the 
stage looking like a man without a 
care in the world. A constant 
presence throughout every moment, 
Danny’s sincere thanks to the 
volunteers expressed in ways such as 
clapping us all off the car park at the 
end of the Dagenham session 
filtered through the long, sometimes 
testing hours of the huge event.

THE KINDRED SPIRIT

A week before the Games, on the 
way to rehearsals I met James, an 
architect and kindred spirit who had, 
like me, gone the long way round the 
stadium to the audition area to 
enhance the chances of spotting 
newly arrived athletes. We laughed 
about being so keen and I suggested 
I could out square him. ‘I stayed late 
on Sunday,’ I reveal, ‘as they needed 
more people to help carry flags in 
the rehearsal for the walking in of 
the athletes. I was Afghanistan,’ I tell 
him. ‘Egypt,’ he replied, with a grin.

THE SECOND-TO-LAST REHEARSAL
Monday July 23 2012

Running around the stadium with lit 
flares had been added to our remit 
so tonight was a lesson in how and 
when to light them. My parents 
watched this rehearsal, saw no sign 
of me, my theatre-loving dad calling 
it “the best visual display he’d ever 
seen”, and my mum particularly liked 
the nurses. “After my bit,” I prompted. 
“Yes, darling, after your bit.”

CURTAIN UP
Friday July 27 2012

The 80,000-seater Olympic Stadium 
is somehow cosy. The first few rows 
you can see the spectators, but 
beyond them the LED light panels 
blocked the rest of the crowd. It 
wasn’t until we’d finished our 
section, dancing on the ‘hill’, and the 
music stopping that the roar of the 
crowd startled me into realising just 
how many people were watching, let 
alone the dignitaries. Luckily, by that 
time, it was too late to be nervous. I 
had to be crow-barred off the stage, 
never wanting the night to end. 
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For a behind the scenes video of Jo’s view  
of the Olympic opening ceremony go to  
http://sportchick.co.uk/2012/08/16/behind- 
the-scenes-at-the-opening-ceremony/

The first two went into the costume department and came out 
Mr Benn-style wearing brightly coloured skin-tight catsuits

It’s Jo!

http://sportchick.co.uk/2012/08/16/behind-the-scenes-at-the-opening-ceremony/
http://sportchick.co.uk/2012/08/16/behind-the-scenes-at-the-opening-ceremony/


(Locog) to run the tournament set  
to take place at Manchester United’s 
football ground, Old Trafford. 
Juggling FIFA regulations within 
Locog’s parameters at the world’s 
richest football club was not for the 
faint-hearted. “I got the job primarily 
because I was well known in the 
industry and also because they needed 
someone who had experienced 
working with Manchester United,” 
says the London-based former 
manager of the likes of Rio Ferdinand, 
Lee Dixon and Dennis Wise.

“So what we delivered was nine 
games in seven days, which meant 
two sets of double headers – so 
kick-off at 4pm and 7pm – so at any 
one time, four teams were in the 
stadium. When teams arrive for a 
match they usually go straight to the 
pitch to get a feel for the ambience, 
but on double headers the second 
teams can’t do that as the first match 
is still playing – they’re just in the 
dressing room rattling around. So I 
was very, very nervous about the 
logistics.” 

Ah, logistics. Lizzie’s role involved 
not only managing the tournament 
itself but also the team hotels, both 
of which had to comply with the 
uniquely Olympic experience. “You 
have four sets of teams in your team 
hotel, which had to emulate the 
Olympic village. Normally in a 
tournament, particularly the World 
Cup, a team would pick their own 
base camps.  

ou’ve got to put on nine 
football games in seven 
days at one of the world’s 
biggest sporting venues 

for the world’s biggest sports event 
– who do you turn to? The woman 
who has had instrumental roles at 
four World Cups, five European 
Championships, two Champions 
League finals, and myriad other 
football occasions, that’s who. Step 
forward Lizzie Liebenhals, the 
woman known to boxing legend 
Muhammad Ali by an unusual 
moniker. “Ali used to call me ‘my 
little Tree’ the whole time,” explains 
the former sports manager, “because 
I wore a green dress when I first met 
him and he kept saying, ‘Where’s 
Tree? I gotta see my little Tree’.”

From managing some of the 
world’s biggest sport stars to 
Champions League consultant to 
organising sponsors’ hospitality at 
the World Cup, the 41-year-old 
Bournemouth University graduate 
has done it all, right from her first 
job working at the English Football 
Association.

Clearly one for the big occasion 
Lizzie was called upon by the London 
Olympic Organising Committee 

In a regular series for Sports Liberated the woman known to 
Muhammad Ali as ‘my little Tree’ takes us behind the scenes of 
the nation’s favourite sport. Here Lizzie Liebenhals reveals what 
it was like to run the Olympic football tournament at Old Trafford

MAN MANAGEMENT At the Olympics they were all in the 
same hotel so there were some 
issues there.” Such as? “In the 
middle of the tournament we had 
Ramadan, so we had three teams 
and staff, that’s around 60 people, 
all eating at midnight to two o’clock 
or four o’clock in the morning and 
we had to put lunch packs out for 
them. If the kick-off was at 5pm they 
wouldn’t have eaten all day, so 
you’ve got to work out all of that.”

Lizzie was also the go-to person 
on match day pulling the strings to 
make sure everything ran smoothly. 
“I’d confirm the teams were in, bring 
the teams out onto the pitch and 
then sit on the fourth officials’ bench 
making a note of all the substitutions, 
while also being ‘on comms’ to 
everybody else. If there’s a problem 
at the turnstiles or a big accident,  
for example, my team would tell me 
and then I’d speak to FIFA and we’d 
make a decision on whether to delay 
the game or not.”

A sports fan herself Lizzie 
sometimes, amusingly, forgot her 
high-visibility position on the bench. 
“When the fantastic Canada versus 
America women’s game was on, I 
was screaming with excitement and 
the FIFA representative, Yon de 
Luisa, laughingly said, ‘Lizzie, you 
need to remain impartial because 
you’re on TV!’”

HEART-STOPPING MOMENT
Security around the teams was a 
huge responsibility with one early 
match setting Lizzie all aflutter, due 
to a very unlikely source. “I was in 
the tunnel and I got a call to say  
I’ve got a P1 VIP arriving. I thought, 
that’s the code for either the Queen 
or the Pope. It was a really random 
match and I had to tell everybody in 
my team it’s very unclear how this is 
going to go down because it’s a 
situation that’s not planned. Then  
I got a call from the police saying  
the vehicle is being searched and  
I thought, that’s weird, because  
a P1 should go straight through.

“So I come out of the tunnel, and 
could see the car coming towards 
me. I was like, ‘That really looks  
like Rio Ferdinand’s car. It is Rio 
Ferdinand’,” Lizzie chuckles. “The 
thing is, he’s used to doing that, 
that’s what the Man United players 
do, they drive up to the back of the 
stadium. I’m like, ‘What are you 
doing in this area? Go and park 

“In the middle of the tournament 
we had Ramadan, so we had three 
teams and staff, that’s around  
60 people, all eating at midnight”
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LIZZIE’S WORK HERO

“Volunteer driver Julie Fearnley was 
phenomenal. At the very beginning she came 
in and was incredibly chatty and I thought, ‘Oh 
my god, this is not who I would employ to be 
in that job’. I was like, this is going to be a 
nightmare but she turned out to be the most 
efficient, the most brilliant person. Even if we 
left the stadium at one or two in the morning 
she was still there to take us back to the hotel 
and then she would drive 25 minutes to go 
home and her next shift might start at 6am. 

She made my Olympics and also made me 
realise that what you perceive as wrong and 
who you’re given as a volunteer you shouldn’t 
judge. I felt she would be tricky to manage and 
she was fabulous and I’ve got to absolutely 
take a good look at myself for prejudging what 
was her normal  job – sewing shoulder pads 
into dresses!”  

of football I’ve ever seen in terms of 
quality of football, atmosphere and 
result, was my USA v Canada game, 
which went down to the wire. I 
haven’t watched women’s football 
much but in the 20 years I have 
watched football – and I went to 
three games a week for seven years 
and not just Premier League games 
– it’s one of the best events I’ve ever 
been party to. The quality of 
football, the excitement, and we only 
had 30,000 in the stadium but the 
atmosphere was electric. So yes, 
maybe women’s football should be 
included, but then you have the 
problem of having to showcase  
the men’s if you want to showcase 
the women.” 
 
CULTURE SHOCK 
With so many teams from around the 
world descending on the UK Lizzie 
had to be super sensitive to cultural 
differences. Threatening student 
accommodation apparently works 
wonders. “Senegal were fantastic 
but they had a portable stove in the 

to say. I think they’ve got big enough 
tournaments and we could showcase 
a different sport.” But, I argue, 
certainly the men’s game attracts 
massive attention, not so much the 
women’s – would Lizzie ditch the 
women’s game, too? “The best game 

over there’. Hilarious. For twenty 
minutes of my life I actually thought 
I was going to meet the Queen. I 
used to be Rio’s manager so I knew 
him well enough to tell him off. 
‘What are you doing? Does your car 
parking ticket say come here? No.’ 
Rio found it hilarious and was fab 
and polite, and signed an Olympic 
poster for each of my staff.”

Despite Lizzie’s best efforts, 
though, she admits the event just 
didn’t have the same Olympic vibe 
as the venues in London. “It was 
quite isolating being in Manchester 
because we didn’t have all the 
excitement of the Olympics. When I 
came down to London, particularly 
for the Paralympics, I was like, ‘This 
is an amazing atmosphere’, and I 
didn’t have any of that when I was  
in Manchester. 

 “I still find it a bit peculiar we 
spread the matches around the 
country. I think we could have 
chosen smaller London venues 
because crowd size absolutely 
makes a tournament or makes a 
match and, for example, Hampden in 
Glasgow really did struggle. We were 
lucky at Old Trafford as we had some 
good teams but when you’ve got 
16,000 in an 80,000-seater stadium, 
not only is it difficult but the players 
don’t particularly enjoy it either. If I 
was going to go back I’d suggest 
smaller stadiums and let’s ram them 
to the roofs.”

Lizzie would go even further than 
that by suggesting football shouldn’t 
be an Olympic sport. “A lot of 
people would agree but it may be 
surprising for somebody like myself 

hotel room and kept setting the fire 
alarm off. The seriousness of that is 
that my hotel had been locked down, 
which cost a considerable amount  
of money and everything had been 
signed off. If we had to go through 
an evacuation, the hotel would then 
be classed as dirty, the police would 
have to re-search and seal the hotel 
and, in the meantime, we’d have  
to go somewhere else and that 
would have cost more money. The 
volunteer Team Liaison Officer, Will, 
had spoken to the team resulting in  
a ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah’, the door closed, 
they lit it up again, and the fire  
alarm went off for the fifth time. 

“I was like, right, I’ll go up. You 
have to remember a lot of African 
countries haven’t had a woman work 
with them in football before and that 
can be difficult for them so they 
were like, ‘Right, oh okay, so you’re 
the boss’. They were all sitting there 
and Will translated into French.

“What they were saying was it was 
tradition that they burnt or drunk or 
ate whatever it was on that stove 

and they had to do it the night 
before a game. I was like, ‘I 
understand that but this is the 
situation. If you set the fire alarm off 
again’ – and Will translates so there’s 
like a gap and I was looking at them 
– ‘what will happen is that I will 
evacuate this hotel, the fire people 
will come and that will cost about 
£250,000, which I will bill your 
association. Then we will all be in 
university accommodation and you 
two’ – looking at the head guys 
– ‘will be in bunk beds’. One of them 
winked and in English said, ‘Okay, we 
don’t put this on anymore’.”

Thankfully not her faux pas, Lizzie 
nevertheless also had to deal with a 
jittery North Korea who arrived at 
her hotel following the flag mix-up 
with South Korea at Hampden Park. 
Aiming to put the nervy team at 
their ease Lizzie opted to stay on 
their floor level at her hotel so they 
had someone senior to approach if 
required. During an office debrief, 
one of Lizzie’s team pointed out,  
to much hilarity, it was obvious 
which room was their boss’s. She’d 
observed outside all the hotel room 
doors on that floor little urine 
sample bottles – used to test for the 
health of the player – all except room 
218, which had an empty bottle of 
red wine outside.

LIZZIE’S LEGACY
“It’s not about the venues, it’s not 
about Stratford,” says Lizzie now, 
eight months after the Games in 
London came to a close, “for me  
it’s about how people perceive 
disability. I had some of the most 
amazing sporting experiences of  
my life being a spectator at the 
Paralympics. I cannot get my head 
around somebody like Martine 
Wright who can have their legs 
blown off, and suddenly wake up 
one day and have such a positive 
attitude to say, I think I’m going to 
be a Paralympian. I can’t tell you 
how proud and honoured and 
amazed I was to even get to go and 
see the Paralympics. I loved it. 

“The other lady I was so in awe  
of was the dressage girl, Sophie 
Christiansen. I don’t know anything 
about horses but friends tell me it’s 
either all about your legs in terms  
of how you steer your horse or it’s 
about speaking or verbalising to  
the horse, which if you saw her post 
interview, she’s incredibly slurred 

because of her cerebral palsy. The 
bond she must have with her horse 
and how she delivered that is 
extraordinary. I don’t know if there’s 
anything more than a gold medal but 
that for me was amazing. 

“I feel we just didn’t engage with 
disabled people prior to the Olympics, 
we didn’t talk about it or even 
acknowledge it but if this Olympics 
has done anything it’s about 
absolutely engaging with disabilities 
and saying, actually, you know what, 
I would say even though you’ve got 
no legs you’re probably fitter than 
me, better than me. Imagine if the 
next generation of children just don’t 
see anything different about a kid 
with one leg or no legs. That, to me, 
would be the best legacy.”

Next issue: Lizzie takes us behind  
the scenes revealing what it’s like  
to manage some of the Premier 
League’s biggest stars

LIZZIE’S TOP THREE OLYMPIC WORK MOMENTS

Walking Team GB  
out versus Senegal 
having done the  

first double header of  
my life knowing we’d 
absolutely nailed it.  
We’d got four teams  
in the building, had  
a full crowd, my  
team were absolutely 
rocking and just walking 
out, sitting down and  
it kicking off was 
absolutely phenomenal.

My leaving party 
where not only did 
my own team cry 

but the transport guys 
bought me a present,  
and to me, that much – 
very corny – love and 
respect at the end of a 
tournament when you 
could have made a lot  
of enemies or people 
might be like, ‘stuff  
them I’m done’ – I felt 
incredibly privileged.

I learned the most 
out of managing 
people and I think 

that’s my take away from 
the Olympics. I hadn’t 
worked with a volunteer 
programme before and  
my biggest learning curve 
was how amazing they 
were and what a difference 
they made. People you 
think, ‘Oh god, they’re  
not going to be able to  
cut it’, absolutely did. 
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Used to working in large venues 
Lizzie’s office is currently 
Wembley Stadium



Heather Stanning and Helen Glover 
were in their finals and they’re 
coming up to 1,000m, they’re about 
to hit where the crowd starts and 
both those crews were leading 
comfortably, I couldn’t help but get 
out of my chair, then go back down 
to my computer, out my chair, back 
down to my computer – you just get 
caught up in it. 

You can’t help but get emotional 
when the athletes do or don’t 
succeed. For two years building up 
to the Games I’d got to know the 
rowers pretty well and I knew how 
hard they’d worked and so trying to 
remain impartial was difficult. 

When the camera switched off 
following John Inverdale’s interview 
with Zac Purchase and Mark Hunter 
who were devastated and apologetic 
for just missing out on gold, John 
just let go. The emotion got to him. 
Steve Redgrave consoled him and it 
just showed how you get caught up 
in the moment. 

When the likes of Katherine 
Grainger and Anna Watkins or 

know when your copy would be 
coming in. 

Then your first race starts and I’d 
be in the stands on the finish line.  
We sat below the commentators  
so you could hear them get excited 
as the races reached their climax, 
and to the right were the athletes’ 
family stands so you were aware of 
their emotions, and you were bang 
opposite the fans. The atmosphere 
was incredible. 

My first job was to get a report 
that could be published as soon as 
they crossed the line so research and 
preparation was key. I’d then hit send 
and head down to meet the athletes 
as they filed off the pontoons to be 
interviewed by BBC Sport presenter, 
John Inverdale, and then they’d be 
available to talk to me. As the host 
broadcaster, we’d be allowed time  
to get some extra quotes that we 
could use to bump up the content 
that we’d got from the interviews 
and then the athletes would relax  
a little bit before they did their  
press conference. 

As soon as I’d got quotes, I’d 
transcribe them and file them to the 
newsdesk so they could be added to 
the report. I’d then start thinking 
about what I could turn into a quote 
story, and depending on other news 
of the day, would depend on if the 
BBC wanted a piece I’d suggested. 
For example, a feature might be 
about the level of success achieved 
by the rowers being far greater than 
anyone else, bar perhaps the cyclists 
at the velodrome. 

My job was to write 
reports, features and 
interviews for the BBC 
Sport website. I was 

based down at Eton Dorney for the 
first week to cover the rowing 
regatta but would head up to Lee 
Valley White Water Centre in the 
afternoons to cover the slalom,  
and then back down to Eton Dorney 
for the second week to cover the 
sprint canoeing.  

My day involved getting to the 
venue around 7am, ringing my news 
editor who was based at the Olympic 
Park in the IBC (International 
Broadcast Centre), pitching ideas for 
features based on what could happen 
in the races that day, and going 
through the big stories, key aspects 
and level of importance compared 
with other sports going on at the 
same time. 

Around 8.30am a press-centre 
briefing advised us of press conference 
times, and that’s important because 
as soon as the race you’re writing a 
report on has finished, you need to 
run down to the mixed zone to get 
the interviews and then head over to 
the press conference. So you’d plan 
your day, then let the newsdesk 

BBC Sport’s big presenting hitters claimed well-deserved 
plaudits for the London 2012 Olympic coverage but what  
was the experience like for a journalist further down the food 
chain? BBC Sport’s Olympic rowing and canoeing online 
reporter, Lawrence Barretto, spoke to Sports Liberated

HEATHER STANNING AND HELEN GLOVER 
SETTING THE OLYMPIC RECORD IN THE HEATS
That was pretty much the first day and it just 
settled the nerves a bit. I remember getting 
goose bumps because what they did was 
incredible and they blew the field away. The 
reaction of the crowd, the reaction of them,  
the reaction of the people in the media stands 
– you just knew this was the start of something 
special. Speaking to them afterwards they just 
wanted to show off their union jack-painted 
nails when chatting to the media.

KATHERINE GRAINGER WINNING GOLD
Katherine had missed out three times on winning 
Olympic gold and I remember speaking to her 
at the trials in February that year and she was 
running late, so I walked with her to her car and 
she was just so relaxed and so nice. She was so 
honest saying that she would be incomplete if 
she didn’t win and that could’ve heaped a load 
of pressure on her, but she just soaked it up 
and she’s delivered. It was just one of those 
things where you just felt, yeah, you deserve that, 
and good things do happen to good people.

THE FINAL DAY WITH SIR STEVE REDGRAVE
We were in his cordoned-off presenting box, 
which was in the middle of where all the 
families and friends could celebrate. We sat 
there and Steve let out a deep sigh before we 
started the interview and said, ‘I just can’t 
believe it’. There was a release of emotions and 
you could just see how tense he’d been and he 
wasn’t even competing. It just felt like he was 
carrying a weight for all those guys who were 
on the water and he felt quite responsible. It’s 
those kind of people, and all the support he 
gave to the athletes and all the rowers that 
made the Games, I think.

@LawroBarretto

BEHIND THE SCENES

Garry Herbert commentating for 
the BBC was two levels above me 
and I remember him jumping up and 
hearing this booming voice saying, 
“Katherine Grainger, you are Olympic 
champion”, and hearing him when 
you wouldn’t hear him ordinarily  
was special.

There was a real Olympic spirit, 
even between the journalists, so  
that if you missed an interview or 
whatever, people would do what 
they could to let you speak to 
someone for five minutes, or if  
you missed hearing something,  
other journalists would let you  
know what happened.

I’d only been at the BBC for just 
over a year before the Games so I 
consider myself just the luckiest 
person in the world to get the 
chance to work at the London  
2012 Olympic Games.”

You can’t help but get emotional when the 
athletes do or don’t succeed. Building up to 
the Games I’d got to know them pretty well 

@BritishRowing
www.britishrowing.org
#britishrowing

14  www.SportsLiberated.com www.SportsLiberated.com  15

Go to www.SportsLiberated.com for a bit of 
nostalgia watching the highlights of the rowing 
regatta at London 2012:
➤  BBC presenter John Inverdale’s emotional  
 interview with Zac Purchase and Mark Hunter
➤  Katherine Grainger, and her partner, Anna   
 Watkins finally winning gold
➤  Helen Glover and Heather Stanning win Team  
 GB’s first gold of the Games



Sports Liberated scoured the  
crowd with their camera’s long lens, 
suspecting the fans at Earl’s Court 
next to us may well be wondering 
what was more interesting than the 
women’s volleyball bronze-medal 
match taking place. ‘Look hard right,’ 
texted the Games Maker for whom 
we were searching. And there she 
was, smiling from ear to ear. Mum, 
the Games Maker. So proud.

‘A-my, A-my, A-my,’ 
reverberated round the 
Aquatics Centre one Friday 
morning. British 50m 
swimmer Amy Smith had 
finished in a dead heat 
first-thing that morning 
and now there was a 
swim-off between her and 
two other sprinters for the 
last place in the final. So, 
just three in the pool, Amy 
had already raced twice, 
the second time in the relay 
half an hour before and 
now she had 15,000 people 
cheering her on. Falling 
silent as the racers took 
their positions, the crowd 
roared her home to what 
was only ever going to be  
a win in the one-lap race. 

From a special moment in the crowd with an athlete’s  
mother to a winning performance despite coming last,  
Sports Liberated goes all gooey remembering last summer
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On the way to the opening ceremony, 
having spent hours getting into 
costume, primping and preening in 
hair and make-up Sports Liberated 
was astounded when one of the dance 
troupe burst into tears minutes before 
entering the stadium. The first concern 
was her make-up running but that 
soon dissipated when it was revealed 
that the Polish national had become 
overwhelmed with the all-inclusive 
nature of the event. Indicating the kids 
in wheelchairs and all the cultures, 
ages and abilities taking part, furiously 
through her tears Daria said, 
‘You’d never get this Poland. Never’.

A CELESTIAL 
MOMENT AT 
THE BLUE 
RIBAND EVENT

It was the silence that 
got Sports Liberated.  
A stadium full of 
80,000 people and  
you could hear a pin 
drop. Simultaneously, 
flashbulbs sparkled as 
the sprinters held their 
position on the 100m 
start line. That pause, 
pregnant with 
anticipation, created  
a celestial atmosphere 
in an other-worldly 
moment. Incredible.

Tom Daley relishes inviting the 
world into his life. With, at the 
time, 300,000 Twitter followers, 
interest in his event was already 
off the scale, but non-diving fans 
too couldn’t help but feel for the 
perma-tanned talent after his 
father died from a brain tumour 
in 2011. The first dive of six was 
off kilter but a successful appeal 
meant he was allowed to repeat 
the dive due to the distraction of 
flashbulbs that accompanied his 

first – the crowd were 
reprimanded accordingly.  
Round after round Daley climbed 
the leader board until the 
penultimate dive where he found 
himself in first. The final two 
competitors executed more 
complicated dives, which meant 
Daley finished in third, prompting 
his ‘swimming family’ to grab the 
18-year-old in celebration and 
leap laughing and shouting into 
the pool.

POOL IDOL

GAMES  
MAKER-ME  
SMILE

You didn’t have to be from Team GB to 
experience the crowd’s uplifting support. 
During a qualifying round for the women’s 
800m Kenya’s Janeth Jepkosgei stormed 
to win but it was the lady finishing a lap 
behind her who received a standing 
ovation. Sarah Attar became the first Saudi 
Arabian woman to run in track and field, 
and formed half of the first Saudi Arabian 
women’s squad to ever compete at an 
Olympic Games – the other participant 
was Wodjan Shaherkani in the judo. 
Despite having to walk behind the men 
during the opening ceremony, the ladies 
made history in the first Olympic Games in 
which women competed for every country.

LAST 
BUT NOT 
LEAST

THE 
NOISY 
SWIM-OFF

TAKING 
LONDON FOR 
GRANTED



Sports Liberated’s Jo Gunston managed  
to get a part in the opening ceremony as  
a dancer (see page 6 for her behind-the- 
scenes diary). One of the best moments  
of the whole experience was seeing her 
boyfriend and best friend after one of the 
dress rehearsals. She waited in costume 
while spectators poured out of the stadium 
grinning at her and sharing how they’d loved 
the performance. 

Jo’s boyfriend and best friend appeared 
out of the crowd with the catsuited Jo 
jumping up and down and hugging them  
like loons, her best friend with tears in her 
eyes. Unforgettable.

The night Team GB won three golds in  
45 minutes on the athletics track, Sports 
Liberated was in the stadium but barely 
saw a thing having blubbed through the 
entire evening – even sobbing into the 
fatigues of a startled neighbouring 
squaddie. First, Jess Ennis, pretty much  
a guaranteed winner of the heptathlon 
before the final 800m event, surprised and 
delighted the crowd by overtaking two 
heptathletes who had already passed her 
to win the race and with it, the gold she 
craved. Minutes later, Greg Rutherford  
held his arm aloft as competitor after 
competitor failed to beat his fourth-round 
jump of 8.31m. And then Mo Farah – oh 
lovely Mo – stormed to gold in the 
10,000m and was greeted by his daughter 
running on to the track along with his 
eight-months pregnant wife... with twins. 
Emotional wreck barely covers it.

OH 
WHAT A 
NIGHT

Team GB’s men were just about to secure a historic 
medal in the gymnastics team competition. Currently 
second, only Japan could move above them; their 
final gymnast, Kohei Uchimura, three-time all-around 
world champion and arguably the best men’s 
gymnast ever, was set to go on the pommel horse.  
He fell. His score was low, Team GB came second to 
tumultuous celebrations from the partisan crowd.

Behind Sports Liberated, a group of elderly 
Japanese women were distraught. Shortly afterwards, 
the Japanese team put in a query to the judges 
regarding the score. Turning to the ladies behind us 
we smiled and gestured there was a query. The crowd 
held its breath, the appeal was granted, Uchimura’s 
score improved, and it was silver for Japan and 
bronze for Team GB, a still astounding achievement 
and a fair result. Turning to the ladies behind us again 
we gave them the thumbs up, smiling and shaking 
their hands. One of the ladies turned to us, grabbed 
our hand, shaking it furiously saying ‘uchimuramama’, 
‘uchimuramama’. It slowly dawned what she was 
saying. Turning to the now smiling Japanese lady on 
the left, she bowed, took our hand and pressed it to 
her face. It was Kohei Uchimura’s mother.

A MOTHER’S 
LOVE

BFF
AND
BBF

Sports Liberated was in 
the stadium but barely saw 
a thing having blubbed 
through the entire evening 
– even sobbing into the 
fatigues of a startled 
neighbouring squaddie

‘Don’t tell anyone,’ a sport-phobic friend told 
Sports Liberated, ‘but I loved the opening 
ceremony. I was just going to have it on in the 
background but ended up watching it all.’ This 
from a man who would rather ‘chew off his own 
arm’ than watch anything to do with the Olympics. 

‘I got addicted to it all,’ avowed another 
sport-loathing pal – how do we know these  
people? – and proceeded to wax lyrical about  
Team GB cyclist Laura Trott and her sensational 
performances. In a time of economic misery we 
were all in need of a feel-good factor, a chance to 
lose ourselves in the achievements, dedication and 
frailties of human endeavour. 

Journalist Simon Barnes wrote in The Meaning of 
Sport that sport matters because it doesn’t matter 
– a sentiment echoed by the sporting summer of 
2012, which enveloped us in a microcosm of the 
dramas of life within the safety of sporting arenas.

THE 
WHOLE 
SHEBANG
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loitering within a few feet of me in 
her bow-adorned suit. A middle-aged 
autograph-hunter stopped Adams – 
how embarrassing for him, I thought, 
that’s so not the done thing, while 
secretly envious that he’d got the 
London gold medalist’s squiggle. 

Tennis legend Martina Navratilova 
wondered past a few times – clearly 
unable to walk in her heels, which 
made me smile. A feeling I knew well.

Mo Farah turned up, surrounded 
by beefy fellas and accompanied by 
his wife and step-daughter, the duo 
famously running onto the tracks 
after his 10,000m win at the Games 
– he looked embarrassed by the roar 
that accompanied his arrival. 

SPORT CHIC
Best dressed of the night for me, 
bearing in mind I know nothing 
about fashion, was Twiggy – no, not 
the 60s model at the wrong event 
but the youngest member of Team 
GB at the London Games, 15-year-
old gymnast Rebecca Tunney. 
Bearing in mind the above fashion 
quip, I can only describe it as a floaty 
ringmaster outfit. Yeah, I won’t give 
up the day job.

Prepping the Manchester City 
moment during which the crowd 
were asked to turn their backs to the 
stage and jump up and down like the 
fans on the terrace in honour of last 
year’s Premier League winners, some 
people booed, presumably the 

I couldn’t have been 
any closer to the action 
unless I’d competed in 
the London Olympic 

Games themselves. In the front row 
of the seated section in the block 
behind the action, I watched mouth 
agape as a galaxy of sports stars, 
past and present, wafted by in all 
their finery. It was difficult to 
recognise them with their clothes  
on, if you know what I mean.

First past me, was my personal 
favourite for the Sports Personality 
of the Year title, Olympic gold 
medal-winning heptathlete Jess 
Ennis, looking resplendent in a bright 
red, floor-length Victoria Beckham 
number. Jess turned around to  
look towards the person who’d said, 
“You look beautiful”, as she wafted 
past but I slunk in my seat.

A plethora of stars wandered 
around in front of me – from Boris 
Becker and his stunning Thandie 
Newton look-alike wife to the 
surprisingly tiny smiley boxer Nicola 
Adams, unsure where to sit so 

A friend of Sports Liberated was lucky enough  
to get tickets to the end of year sports love-in, 
otherwise known as Spoty. This year was extra 
special – a last chance to celebrate London 2012

I watched mouth agape as a  
galaxy of sports stars, past and 
present, wafted by in their all  
their finery. It was difficult to 
recognise them with their clothes 
on, if you know what I mean
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Manchester United fans who were 
told they didn’t have to join in. 

I’d taken my boyfriend to the 
event as, despite him not particularly 
being a sports fan, he was instrumental 
in getting me a plethora of tickets 
for the Olympic Games. But even  
he ended up doing the Manchester 
City bouncing up and down bit and 
cheering for everyone mentioned 
and constantly naming sports people 
before I’d even clocked them.

For the crowd around us the 
experience was like some sort of 
bizarre 3D quiz show. “Oh, look. It’s… 
you know. What’s her name? Did the 
running...” 
“You mean the swimmer?” 
“ Yeah, that’s it.”

Brain-damaged boxer Michael 
Watson stumbled into the arena 
reminding everyone of the dangers 
of sport. Paralympic sitting-volleyball 
player Martine Wright, who lost  
both her legs in the 7/7 bombing, 
reminded us not of the dangers of 
life but of the best things, receiving 
a standing ovation as she made her 
way onto the stage, determinedly 
using her prosthetic legs to get up 
an awkward-looking ramp. 

Following the show, in which the 
audience were spectacularly 
surprised at the presentation party 
of Kate Middleton and David 
Beckham, many in the crowd 
avoided the gaze of security trying 
to clear the room and made their 

way towards the stage to get up 
close and personal with the athletes.

Christine Ohuruogu, London  
400m silver medalist could have 
done with being ambidextrous the 
amount of autographs she was 
signing. Dame Kelly Holmes made 
herself available to meet fans and 
Dame Tanni Gray-Thompson chatted 
away animatedly.

A friend who worked behind the 
scenes told us some tales from the 
backstage party, but I shan’t share 
them. I’d been lucky enough to  
close my Olympic year perfectly by 
attending the event and this was one 
last hurrah for the 2012 athletes. 
They deserved to let their hair down 
together in private one last time.”

Clockwise from left: Jess 
Ennis, heptathlon gold 
medalist in 2012; Mo Farah 
and step-daughter Rhianna 
do the mobot; Christine 
Ohuruogu is photographed 
with a fan; and popular 
Spoty 2012 winner Bradley 
Wiggins sans sideburns



English people, one guy introducing 
himself with, ‘Hi I’m a gymnast’. “I’d 
read about Louis for the first time 
ever on the plane on the way over in 
BA’s High Life magazine,” explains 
Gab, “and then I’d heard that this 
guy had won a medal so I made a 
beeline for him and didn’t leave him 
alone all night. Well, I didn’t leave 
him alone for four-and-a-half years.”

When Gab set up his fledgling 
business a year later, Louis was the 
first to sign on. “Louis was 19 years 
old, had just won a bronze medal at 
the Olympic Games, the first 
gymnastics individual medal in 100 
years, was good looking and well 
spoken. Setting up on my own  
I wanted to develop a group of 
exciting individuals who were lesser 
known and, up until that point, 
probably wouldn’t have fitted  
with other agencies and probably 
wouldn’t have got sponsorship. But  
I felt that it was worth developing  
a group who I thought would be 
commercially viable leading up to 
the Olympics.”

Gab has revealed a certain knack 
in that department – Greg Rutherford, 
anyone?

THE JOURNEY BEGINS 
Bearing in mind the most money 
earned by an Olympic British 
gymnast two decades ago when 
Sports Liberated was competing  
was a £10 Debenhams voucher,  
Gab is very much the first agent  

he text received at 8.17 
one Tuesday morning  
was not unexpected. “You 
free to chat now???!!”.  

Sports Liberated had been trying to 
interview the busiest agent in sport, 
Gab Stone, for a few days and had so 
far received nothing but apologetic 
refrains. The man behind the 
stratospheric commercial success of 
Louis Smith, Britain’s most successful 
ever gymnast, is a non-stop whirling 
dervish, a fact witnessed by Sports 
Liberated on a long weekend to 
Tokyo for the world gymnastics 
championships in 2011. Gab could only 
manage three days in Japan’s capital 
city before heading back to London 
to work with myriad clients he looks 
after at his sport agency, GSE 
Management. From the moment he 
landed Gab was attached to his 
phone and computer like Sir Steve 
Redgrave comforting an upset rower.

The symbiotic relationship 
between Gab’s agency and Louis’s 
meteoric rise, the success of which 
has recently been recognised with a 
Sports Industry Awards nomination 
for best promotion of an athlete,  
has resulted in the inexorable rise  
of both parties, and, like many good 
partnerships, it started outside a 
nightclub. Gab was working at the 
Beijing Olympics for a sports agency 
and when a colleague hit the hay 
with jet lag, Gab went to hit the 
town. While waiting to get into a 
club Gab got chatting to some other 

The BBC did a ‘5 minutes with…’ series of interviews within which Olympic 
gymnast Louis Smith was asked what it felt like to be Louis Smith. “Stressful,” 
he replied, “but not as stressful as for my agent.” So who is the man behind 
the burgeoning brand? Sports Liberated tracked him down

BEHIND THE STARS

others, reveals Gab, is youth. “I’m 
MD of my own company and I’m  
just 30. You won’t find many other 
sports management agencies in the 
industry where its company and its 
employees are a young age. All my 
employees are younger than me and 
the point of that is that we like to 
think we relate to the athletes. 

“While we’re there as agents and 
to make them money, we’re also a 
mate, which may sound a bit cheesy 
but the business ethos behind that is  
we get to know them well. It helps 
understand how they tick and not 
only does that mean that when you’re 
speaking to potential sponsors  
or contacts then you can really  
speak with a knowledge and an 
understanding of what would be 
good for them, but it also shows 
those corporate contacts that  
you’ve got that good relationship, 
and in working with you they’re 
going to get the work they need 
from those athletes.” 

MAINTAINING BALANCE
Gab admits the matey relationship 
comes with its challenges, too. “In 
being their mate you also have to 
work out where the boundaries are 
and at times need to be more stern 
when trying to make a point and do 
that in a way they don’t tell you to 
piss off, like they might to a mate.  
It also becomes full on because when 
you become close, when you’re 
trying to offer a service, when 
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to maximise the monetary 
opportunities resulting from the 
increasing success of British 
gymnasts on the world stage. “I like 
to think I’m good at my job but at 
the same time Louis did himself  
the favours. He was a prominent 
prospect at a time when the 2012 
partners were starting to ramp up 
their sponsorship activity and then 
take on brand ambassadors. With  
his achievements and the way he 
applied himself, he put himself in  
a very good position to maximise 
those opportunities. 

“So we got to a stage come the 
Olympics when, in terms of his 
prominence and developing his 
profile, we definitely started to see 
shifts. In December 2010 we went to 
LA and did a shoot with adidas for 
their ‘All-in’ campaign and he was in 
an advert with David Beckham and 
Lionel Messi. It showed those brands 
were starting to use him as an 
essential part of their marketing.  
At the beginning of 2012 adidas  
ran their ‘Take the stage’ campaign 
and he was one of four athletes with 
Jess [Ennis] and Tom [Daley] and 
Phillips [Idowu] who they focused 
on and it gave a stamp of 
respectability in the commercial 
world, in those terms, a brand.”

Gab’s branding has made the 
Huntingdon-based gymnast into one 
of the most commercially successful 
Team GB members. The secret to his 
company’s success with Louis, and 

“While we’re there as agents 
and to make them money, 
we’re also a mate, which may 
sound a bit cheesy but the 
business ethos behind that  
is we get to know them well”

SPORTS AGENT: GAB STONE



The dam burst for Louis prior  
to the final in the qualifying 
competition. On completion of his 
routine and before the score was 
even announced, he promptly burst 
into tears. “I was sitting with his 
mum and we both knew straight 
away the whole back story of what 
led to those tears – it was the 
pressure. He almost tricked his mind 
into thinking it was all okay and  
that he just had to repeat what he’d 
done in training, and control it. The 
qualifier was the important one, as 
what would have been worse than 
falling off the horse in the finals is 
falling off in the qualifiers and then 
not being able to realise that 
potential. So it was just relief and all 
that stuff he’d bottled up.”

During a competition, Gab is  
clear on which side the business 
philosophy falls – watching the 
athlete’s performance as a mate  
or evaluating the commercial 
potential of a performance. “In the 
competition, everything that your 
job is, which is making money, goes 
out the window. It’s about sitting 
next to their parents and being a 
part of their lives. You wouldn’t mind 
if you didn’t get paid for the rest of 
your life as long as you got to be a 
part of that and do that job.”

For all the highs, the job is a 
24-hour-a-day beast for Gab and  

didn’t, and Louis had two round his 
neck. When you come down to it, on 
the commercial side, it’s not what it’s 
about, but you think, right, well 
moving forward what does [missing 
out on gold] do for him other than 
missing out on stamps and a post 
box? We’ve got all we needed out of 
the Games.”

UNDER PRESSURE
A delicate balance between 
promoting the athlete and the added 
pressure that brings is not lost on 
Gab as he admits the situation was 
overwhelming. “Louis had taken the 
pressure from the commercial and 
advertising campaigns and become 
a prominent athlete with his face on 
billboards and that was fantastic,  
but the pressure that puts on is  
too much. 

“I believe, for people like Phillips 
and Louis and Jess, that top rung of 
athletes – they put pressure on 
themselves at a time when they 
choose to agree to advertising 
campaigns and the media, but at  
the same time, there’s a lot of things 
they can’t get away from – the 
interviews and people coming  
up to them in the street. 

“I always said to Louis, I feel how 
he feels because I live and breathe 
so much when I’m with him. I know 
when he’s nervous, I can tell when 
he’ll be on edge, but what I can’t 
understand is how he did what he 
did in that final. We’d got to the 
point where there was that much 
pressure and intensity, and he got on 
a pommel horse and didn’t screw up 
on a piece of apparatus that is easy 
to screw up on – I don’t get that bit. 
Dealing with it as individuals by 
themselves in their room at night is 
hard enough let alone dealing with it 
on a public level.” 

you’re looking after every single 
aspect of their everyday life, then 
that becomes full-on management, 
which is great when it benefits that 
relationship but you’ve got to be free 
enough to go out and find them work 
and build a strategy around them.” 

For all Gab’s planning and cajoling 
and commercialising of Louis’s 
talent, as Gab’s the first to admit,  
it’s only down to Louis’s skill and 
application that he has someone  
so good to work with. As American 
writer Heywood Hale Broun famously 
said, “Sport doesn’t build character, 
it reveals it”, a statement surely apt 
for Louis during a dramatic moment 
in his showpiece event. 

Louis was one of the favourites for 
pommel horse gold during the 
London Olympics yet he ended up 
with exactly the same score as arch 
rival Christian Berki. Due to Louis’s 
lower execution mark the Brit ended 
up with silver. When the score 
popped up on the screen, the nation 
held its breath – how would Louis 
react to such a gut-wrenching 
situation? A pause, then Louis calmly 
smiled, shrugged his shoulders and 
went to congratulate the Hungarian 
winner. All very admirable from the 
gymnast, but how was his agent 
taking it up in the stands? 

“I remember going crazy when  
he landed his routine – more than 
anything I was so happy that 
whatever happened then, he’d done 
what he’d been training for the past 
19 years. I felt like that should be 
enough for the gold. So how it 
panned out was initially deflating, 
but immediately after that he backed 
it up with the team bronze and what 
he’d achieved was phenomenal. The 
most successful British Olympian 
gymnast ever – you can’t knock that.” 

Due to unexpected success at the 
Beijing Games, where on winning 
bronze on the pommel horse Louis 
became the first British gymnast in 
100 years to win an Olympic medal, 
the expectations in London were 
higher, increasing the pressure on 
Gab’s charge. “In the media and in 
the public, especially in the lead-up 
to the games, Louis felt so much 
pressure. It was about gold medals 
and that wasn’t the case before; it 
was a result of the success of the 
previous Games. Louis’s focus was 
just to do a clean routine and see 
what happened. There were athletes 
who were meant to win medals and 

his team. “I always say whatever 
time [your athlete has] got to be up 
you’ve got to be up an hour earlier 
– whatever time they go to bed you 
go to bed an hour later. You’ve got 
to make sure they’re fully briefed 
and that everything’s in place and 
you take that burden everywhere 
you go. You’d drop anything for 
them, you go out of your way to 
make sure they get whatever they 
need – you’re always caring about 
how they come across, how their 
family’s doing. So it is stressful and 
you take it personally and you’ve got 
to deal with them as individuals 
based on any given day depending 
how they feel.”

Post Olympics, TV shows that 
wouldn’t have touched Louis before 
the Games were suddenly clamouring 
for the personable 24-year-old to 
take part. Gab reveals Louis always 
planned to take some time away 
from his sport after the Games,  
so a stint on the super successful 
celebrity show, Strictly Come 
Dancing was perfectly timed to 
enhance his profile. Despite the 

commercial pressure of wanting to 
see his charge succeed, the 
experience of watching both 
performances were poles apart. 
“Strictly was amazing but it was 
about the next stage really. Even 
though there was a lot of stress  
each week, if he messed up a dance 
the implications were miniscule 
compared to messing up at the 
Olympics. Then it came towards the 
end and I thought, it doesn’t really 
matter – again, we’ve got what we 
needed out of this experience. But 
then, winning it is always better. It’s 
a stamp of popularity really and 
appreciation that people know who 
he is and they like him.”

TIME OUT
In regard to the future, first and 
foremost Louis is a sportsman, but 
Gab’s job is to make sure his charge 
makes a living from his sport, so 
presumably wants him to capitalise 
on his commercial opportunities that 
are available to him now. “If there’s 
any chance that Louis won’t continue 
in gymnastics then that is nothing to 
do with Strictly or anything like that. 
He always says that 2012 added an 
extra four years on to him because  
of the pressure. For lots of reasons  
it would be better if he didn’t carry 
on to Rio – he’d be 27 at the next 
Games and with the way that the 

sport is developing, with so many 
good all rounders, they can’t justify a 
pommels specialist. If he did carry 
on, it would be all about the bronze 
in Beijing, and the bronze and silver 
in London, and it would be all about 
the gold in Rio and if he didn’t get 
gold he’d be perceived as a failure.

“And the training is so hard, 
especially gymnastics, and its impact 
on the body. Does it get any better 
than winning silver and a bronze at 
the London Olympic Games? Even 
winning gold in Rio may not be 
better than that and for someone 
that’s not been about getting a gold 
medal but about achieving the best 
that you can, then where’s the 
motivation to carry on? It’s evident 
that he’s got a lot of opportunities.”

Right now, both are taking time 
out to reflect. With Gab evaluating 
where the end of the Olympics 
leaves his business and Louis 
pondering continuing his gymnastics 
career, it’s a period of transition for 
both after a whirlwind few years. Yet 
the pull of gymnastics looks like it 
remains for Louis as he’s been back 
to his club just to do a few swings  
on the pommels. With a notoriously 
fickle entertainment industry both 
Louis and his agent have a new 
journey ahead. Gab’s agency looks 
to continue the momentum after the 
dust settles following the Games 
with Gab adamant there’s still 
“loads” of interest in his main man 
before conceding it’s still hard work. 
“You’ve still got to go out and find 
[jobs] as the entertainment industry 
is so fickle – you’re flavour of the 
month one day and nowhere the next. 
You’ve always got to be on it and 
looking for that extra opportunity. 
It’s an exciting prospect for him in 
that world as he’s become a 
household name but the key to it is, 
it’s all based on talent and he could 
be a TV star. But the fact is, he’s 
there because he achieved and the 
media can never take away from him 
his achievements, and I don’t mean 
Strictly, I mean his career as an 
athlete – that he represents hard 
work and achievement and success, 
so there’s massive opportunities.”

And with that Sports Liberated has 
taken up enough of this busiest of 
men’s time, especially as he’s just 
received a call from one of his other 
athletes, resulting in Gab advising 
what gift to take to a host family. It’s 
not even 9am.
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BEHIND THE STARS SPORTS AGENT: GAB STONE

Louis Smith’s hopes of 
an individual medal at 
the London Olympic 
Games rested on the 
most tricky of pieces 
– the pommel horse. His 
agent, Gab Stone, sat 
anxiously in the stand 
with Louis’s mother

“On Strictly there was a lot of  
stress each week, but if he messed  
up a dance the implications were 
miniscule compared to the Olympics”



While the crowd has reluctantly returned to real life, the athletes begin  
the next Olympic cycle. In Sheffield, six months after London 2012, the  
British Judo Championships provides a snapshot of life after the Games 

SNAPSHOT

Heartache and  
disappointment hurt  

just as much in  
lower profile events

Back to life, back to reality

26  www.SportsLiberated.com www.SportsLiberated.com  27

Recently retired 
Olympic judoka 

Euan Burton 
coached Olympic 

silver medalist 
and now fiancée, 
Gemma Gibbons, 

at the event

Back to the drawing board  
for “bad-boy Olympian” Ashley 
McKenzie following a surprise 
first round defeat at the Games, 
which left him in tears

No ticket problems here 
– the crowd can get up 
close and personal

When athletes name check 
their friends and family for 

supporting them through 
thick and thin, weekends 

like this is what they mean

“You know it’s bad 
when you’re only 
two days into your 
training week and 
you can barely sit 
down because of 
your sore quads  
and glutes,” tweets 
Gemma Gibbons

“Get back to the middle 
because you’re gripping 

like a lunatic,” bellows 
one coach during a bout. 
Tell them how you really 

feel, why don’t you?

The press  
facilities differed 
slightly to those 

at the Games...

...as did the  
athlete chill- 

out area

The pain, though, 
remains the same
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New names  
were jostling for 

recognition hoping 
to be named  

in the GB team



going to change your style and not 
give competitors such a head start?
“My so-called blast is just me 
keeping my rhythm where it’s other 
people actually dying. I just handle 
lactic very, very well – I’ve got a high 
pain threshold so it looks like I’m 
blasting but I’m not.”

Directly after your final at the 
London Olympics you said you were 
“heartbroken” to lose the Olympic 
title you won in Beijing 2008. On 
reflection, nearly a year on, would 
you say the same thing?
“No, not at all. I can honestly look at 
myself and know that at the time I 
did the best I could. The three years 
[prior to the Games] were tough and 
to come back and only just miss out 
on gold – it wasn’t like I was beaten 
by loads – was a huge confidence 
boost for me to know I can come 
literally from the depths and get a 
medal when no one thought I could.”

Did you see any other events at  
the Games?
“I didn’t and that’s the sad thing 
because the track and field 
programme is so late you don’t get 
to watch anything else but it’s just 
how the programme works.”

What, for you, was the best Games 
moment outside sport?
“The Olympics was always my 
Olympics. Just watching my town 
(Stratford) transformed into 

You got back into the swing of 
things pretty quickly after the 
Olympics – winning the 4x400m-
relay gold at the European indoor 
Championships, coming third in the 
Diamond League meeting in Doha 
and you’ve got the European team 
championships in June and the 
World Championships later this 
year. Any problems getting 
motivated following the Games?
“Not really. For me, when it’s time to 
work, it’s time to work. I really enjoy 
what I do.”

Have you and your coach, Lloyd 
Cowan, decided to do more races 
than you’ve done before instead  
of saving yourself for big 
championships?
“In the past our focus has been on 
championships because of injuries or 
whatever – so we had to play it safe, 
but we’ve realised there’s nothing 
we need to play safe for anymore. 
We’ve done the big one, which was 
the Olympic Games and I came out 
of that okay so it’s almost like you 
go out there and enjoy yourself, 
travel the world, do the Diamond 
Leagues and run with the other 
athletes. The last couple of weeks 
I’ve been to Jamaica and Doha and 
it’s a lot of fun. I do have to run at 
the end and the run does hurt but 
it’s nice to travel around.”

You’re renowned for your blast into 
the home straight – is it true you’re 

“Heartbroken,” was how British 400m-runner Christine 
Ohuruogu described her feelings immediately after claiming 
silver in a dramatic seventh-to-second in a few strides at the 
London Games. Nearly a year on, Sports Liberated asks the 
29-year-old how she reflects on last summer

something I would never have 
thought could happen when I was 
growing up.”

Any interactions with fans you 
particularly remember?
“I like to hear reactions like yours –  
it just brings home how people 
actually do appreciate what you’ve 
done and you don’t really see that 
when you’re out there competing 
– it’s always good to be reminded.”

I asked Jamaica’s Shelly-Ann 
Fraser-Pryce and America’s 
Carmelita Jeter (100m Olympic gold 
and silver medallists, respectively,  
at the London Games) if they had 
problems in their countries with 
girls taking up sport and they said 
no, both suggesting it may be the 
British weather that is a detrimental 
factor. Do you agree?
[Laughs] “I don’t want to say that 
because there are plenty of girls in 

sport now who are not deterred by 
the weather. I don’t think that’s the 
best, erm, excuse, as such. I think if 
girls are not doing sport it’s because 
they just don’t want to or they don’t 
really feel it’s for them or they think 
that there’s other things to be doing.  
I think you have to show kids and 
young people that it’s worth their 
time and effort and what they  
can get out of it to try and get  
their attention.”

You train with your younger sister 
Victoria. Do you mentor her or does 
she prefer to go her own way?
“It’s hard because no matter what 
happens, I’m always going to be her 
big sister so she’s always going to 
hear my mouth whether she wants  
it or not [laughs]. But it’s a nice 
partnership, she really wants to go 
out and run well and I’m just trying 
to teach her as much as I know. I 
want her to do better than I’ve done 

– whatever I can teach her or tell 
her or help her with I’m willing to 
do it.”

So, presumably from what you’ve 
just said, there’s no competitiveness 
between you despite the fact she’s 
chosen the same sport as you?
“No, no, I’m nine years her senior so 
she’s too young for me to fight her 
[laughs] so I just try to support her 
rather than antagonise her. I want 
her to run faster than me – not yet, 
not yet, but eventually I would like 
her to go out and fly the flag for  
our family.”

I’m co-writing a book about the 
difficulties faced by retiring athletes 

– have you got anything in place  
for when you retire?
“It’s hugely important for everybody 
to start thinking about where their 
skill set lies because you never know 
when your career might be curtailed 
with injury or you may decide that 
you don’t want to do this anymore, 
it’s too cold [laughs]. Sometimes you 
get caught up with competing and 
you don’t think much about it.”

So what about you personally – do 
you have something in the pipeline?
“I have a whole collection of stuff 
but I don’t think it’ll be that difficult 
for me to figure out something. I tell 
myself I’ve got a brain in my head so 
I can pull something out.”

“The Olympics was always my Olympics. Just watching my 
town (Stratford) transformed into something I would never 
have thought could happen when I was growing up.”
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Christine
Ohuruogu

ATHLETE INTERVIEW

It’s time to get your 
flags out again people. 
Gateshead International 
Stadium will host the 
European Athletics 
Team Championships 
on June 22-23 2013 



is not just about performance it’s 
about participation as well and 
England Netball have set up various 
projects over the past four years. 

One of the campaigns is Back to 
Netball, which does a lot for health 
issues in general, so Sport England, 
although they recognise performance 
levels, they also recognise the need 
for sport to have a piece in everybody’s 
heart whether you’re playing at the 
Olympic Games or whether you’re 
playing in the local chip-shop league 
as my mum likes to call it. 

So I think the Olympics was about 
sport, generally, and the passion and 
the grip of the nation. Not everyone 
gets into sport because they want to 
compete at the highest level – that’s 
what I’m finding now. There’s a lot  
of people out there that just do it for 
the social aspect. That’s what’s come 
out of the Olympics, for me, not the 
fact that I’m bitter because netball 
wasn’t in it.”

You know, it’s funny,  
a lot of people ask me  
if I was annoyed that 
netball wasn’t in the 

Olympics, and definitely not. Of 
course I wish netball was a part of it 
but netball has given me so much 
pleasure over the past 10-15 years, 
and we want to be in every major 
competition there is, but I think 
what’s come out of the London 
Olympics was the essence  
of sport in England. 

The number of athletes and the 
amount of success that we had was  
a credit to all sport in general. With 
the Sport England funding that has 
just come out, some Olympic sports 
didn’t actually get funded or got 
their funding cut whereas netball 
was given £25 million. 

Sport England recognise and 
appreciate all sport at all levels and 
we play quite a major part in the 
Commonwealth Games, but netball 

Weren’t you infuriated watching the Olympics 
last summer and the biggest female participation 
sport in Britain was not a part of it, Sports 
Liberated prompts former England player and 
now Northern Thunder coach, Tracey Neville. 
‘Definitely not,’ said Tracey. Here’s why

I think what’s come out  
of the London Olympics  
was the essence of sport  
in England

Tracey Neville:
@Gina_Shoes
@England_Netball
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“Netball is not played in America, it’s not played in Canada.  
It is played, but not at a high level, across Europe, so what the 
International Netball Federation is trying to do is get more 
countries playing netball and the more countries that play it, the 
more attractive it would be to the Olympic committee. In Australia 
it’s one of the biggest sports in the country; New Zealand, Africa 
and the Caribbean, netball is major in those countries but it’s not 
played in enough countries to warrant – as yet – a place in the 
Olympics. But hopefully, in my lifetime, we will attract more people 
to netball not just in this country but across the world as well.”

Why netball isn’t in the Olympics, according to 
Tracey Neville

“Since I’ve been in netball this Sky Sports media day is one of the most intense 
I’ve had. To have an actual itinerary of who you’re speaking to and when you’re 
speaking to them is pretty up-market for us. 

“Normally it’s a case of, [shouts] ‘Tracey, will you do this interview?’ Your 
support is always really appreciated, as is all the other media support we’ve  
got. We just hope long may it continue for us.” 
The Netball Superleague grand final is exclusively live on Sky Sports 4 at 6.30pm 
on Saturday May 25 2013 as part of a year-round schedule of women’s sport on Sky. 
For more information go to www.englandnetball.co.uk/competitions/2012-13/
superleague_66

So how’s the media coverage currently, particularly after 
England whitewashed the Aussies 3-0 this year?

“The whole picture of netball, which I 
think came from school back in the day, 
the aesthetic look of netball in schools 
was not great. The bibs were massive 
and it was played in kilt skirts, a polo 
shirt your mum had bought that would 
last four years – the whole outlook  
of netball with the plastic ball and no 
nets on the ring was just not attractive. 
I think now it has become more 
attractive – we’ve got better outfits,  
the balls are all jazzed up now. 

When I was at school, netball was 
always played outside and with the 
weather in England it’s not very 
complementary to sport. Look at 
Australia and New Zealand – they  
have better weather so people always 
want to be outside doing things.

I coach at all levels now and I see  
a lot more boys in my sessions and 
primary schools attract a lot more 
gender mixing. For me, I actually quite 
like just our gender playing. Women  
do a good enough job as it is. Mixed 
netball does have its place but 
definitely not at the top level and I 
think our sport should be appreciated 
for what it is and that’s the high class 
physically-demanding sport that we 
actually play.”

Where is netball now?

WHERE CAN YOU PLAY? 
Go Play Netball 
www.goplaynetball.com 
Back to Netball 
www.englandnetball.co.uk/my-game/
back-to-netball 
Mixed social netball in London 
www.playnetball.com 
@PlayNetball 
Mixed social netball in the north west 
www.simplenetball.co.uk 
 
OFFICIAL WEBSITES 
International Federation of Netball 
Associations www.netball.org 
England Netball 
www.englandnetball.co.uk/england

http://www.goplaynetball.com
http://www.playnetball.com
http://www.netball.org


Oh yes, ’tis less than nine months to go before we can shout 
and cheer for Team GB once more and you may be surprised 
to know we do actually have some potential winter sports 
medal winners. Sports Liberated takes a look
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WINTER OLYMPICS 2014

When February 7-23 2014
Where Sochi, Russia
Motto Hot. Cool. Yours. WTF  
(We may have added the acronym)
Events 98 events in 15 sports

UNUSUAL FACTS 
Sochi will be the warmest city to 
ever host the Winter Olympic Games 
with average February temperatures 
of 8.3 degrees centigrade (42.8F)  
with its humid subtropical climate.

MOUTH-AGAPE MOMENT
Women are ‘allowed’ to ski jump at 
the Olympics for the first time. ‘Bad 
for the uterus,’ was one reason given 
for the ban. And that was in 2006. 
Watch influential and inspiring 
documentary Ready to Fly if you can. 

SPORTS
3 skating disciplines
➤  Figure skating (5 medals)
➤  Speed skating (12 medals)
➤  Short-track speed skating  
 (8 medals)
6 skiing disciplines
➤  Alpine (10 medals)
➤  Cross-country (12 medals)
➤  Freestyle (10 medals) – mogul,  
 aerial, ski cross, slopestyle
➤  Nordic combined (3 medals)
➤  Ski jumping
➤  Snowboarding (10 medals) – half  
 pipe, parallel giant slalom,  
 boarder cross
2 bobsleigh disciplines
➤  Bobsleigh (3 medals)
➤  Skeleton (2 medals)
4 more disciplines
➤  Biathlon (11 medals)
➤  Curling (2 medals)
➤  Hockey (2 medals)
➤  Luge (4 medals)

WINTER OLYMPICS XII

ELISE CHRISTIE
Age in Sochi 23
Sport Short-track speed skating 1,000m 
and 1,500m
And short-track speed skating is...
Bombing round and round an ice rink  
as fast as possible trying to beat the 
other skaters without clipping each 
other and sliding out like penguins.
Twitter bio Olympic Short Tracker for 
Great Britain. I’m secretly a genius!!! 
Where from Nottingham 
Twitter @Elise_Christie  
Website www.elisechristie.co.uk

Currently world number one and having 
taken part in the Vancouver Games in 
2010, the Livingston-born speed skater 
has valuable experience, too. Having 
moved to Nottingham as a 15-year-old 
the decision payed off this season  
when the Scot became GB’s first ever 
champion in the 1,000m short-track 
speed skating World Cup.  

Elise says “Being world number  
one means nothing if I don’t stay there 
until Sochi and win an Olympic medal.  
I can still improve and I have got to 
make sure I give myself every possible 
chance of achieving my dream.”

SHELLEY RUDMAN
Age in Sochi 32 
Sport Skeleton 
And skeleton is…
Sliding down an icy half-tube, face 
down, reaching speeds of up to 85mph. 
Just be quicker than everyone else in 
your combined two run times and your 
work is done.
Twitter bio Olympic silver medallist,  
2 x Olympian, Overall world cup 
Champion, 2 x European Champion,  
GBR #1 04-12. Also a Mummy to Ella x 
Sponsored by Mazda
Twitter @ShelleyRudman 
Website www.ShelleyRudman.com

Aiming to emulate Team GB slider Amy 
Williams who won gold at the 2010 
Olympics in Vancouver. Rudman is the 
current world champion and beat the 
rest of the field by a mile in St Moritz in 
January. Hoping to improve on the silver 
Olympic medal she won in 2006.

Shelley says “I’m totally consumed by 
Sochi. I had a difficult time in Vancouver 
and I was gutted because I missed the 
chance to win a second Olympic medal. 
It’s really hard when you know you could 
have done a lot better, but that’s what 
keeps me going.”

“I’m totally consumed by Sochi.  
I had a difficult time in  
Vancouver and I was gutted 
because I missed the chance to  
win a second Olympic medal”

https://twitter.com/Elise_Christie
http://www.elisechristie.co.uk


JAMES WOODS
Age in Sochi 22 
Sport Ski slopestyle  
And slopestyle is...
Imagine a skateboard park covered 
in snow, a bunch of dudes and 
dudettes on skis pulling all sorts of 
rails, tricks, jumps and flips and, 
voila, you have slopestyle. 
Twitter bio I’m Woodsy, from 
Sheffield in the UK. I am a Freeskier 
& live out of my suit case, so that I 
can ride everyday!  
Where from Sheffield
Twitter @JamesWoodsy 
Facebook www.facebook.com/
JamesWoodsyWoods  

Woodsy has benefited from the 
expansion into more freestyle 
events, which have been added to 
the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi. 
Woods won silver in the World 
Championships and was crowned  
2013 World Cup champion.

JENNY JONES
Age in Sochi 33
Sport Snowboard slopestyle
And snowboard slopestyle is…
Same as Woodsy mentioned earlier 
but on a snowboard. So, skatepark-
covered-in-snow type deal. 
Twitter bio Professional snowboarder 
from England.
Where from Bristol, England 
Twitter @jennyjonessnow
Website www.jennyjonessnowboarder.com

Slopestyle snowboarder world 
number one in 2009 and 2010, the 
31-year-old from Bristol has won  
two prestigious X Games titles but 
injuries make her a bit of an unknown 
quantity. Snowboard slopestyle will be 
part of the Sochi Games for the first 
time and if fit, Jenny has every chance. 

Jenny says “The Olympics is a new 
challenge for me and as long as I stay 
injury-free I think I have got a good 
shot. I didn’t compete a lot last winter 
so it is about doing more events and 
getting back to where I was before, 
ahead of going to Sochi.”

KATIE SUMMERHAYES
Age in Sochi 18
Sport Ski slopestyle
Twitter bio Professional Freeskier 
from Great Britain. 17 Years Old. 
Training for the 2014 Winter 
Olympics. Team GB Youth Olympian.
Twitter @suummerhayes
Website  
www.katiesummerhayes.co.uk

Katie has returned from a period out 
with a knee injury and in her first 
competition back won silver at the 
World Cup. This made her the first 
British female skier to make a World 
Cup podium in 19 years. She’s best 
mates with Woodsy.

ZOE GILLINGS
Age in Sochi 28 
Sport Snowboard cross 
And snowboard cross is...
Along with three other 
competitors, bombing and 
barging your way down a 
lumpy bumpy, twisty turny 
snow track without taking  
a spill. It’s a knockout 
competition so easy to watch. 
Twitter bio British No 1 & World 
No 6 Olympic snowboarder. 
Entrepreneur-www.IsleofDeals.
com 2 x Olympian, Sponsored 
by: BMW, Pokerstars & Optimal 
Payments. 
Where from Isle of Man/Leeds 
Twitter @zoegillings 
Website www.zoegillings.com 

AIMEE FULLER
Age in Sochi 22 
Sport Snowboard slopestyle 
Twitter bio Professional 
snowboarder from England, Team 
GB, living in Northern Ireland.  
This is my journey.  
Twitter @aimee_fuller. 
Website www.aimeefuller.co.uk 

A former motocross rider, Aimee 
learned snowboarding on a plastic 
dry slope in Bromley, Kent, then 
moved to America at age of 12 
where she was spotted and then 
sponsored by women’s surf and 
snowsport label, Roxy. Combining 
technical tricks with a relaxed, 
natural style, she has already 
achieved a string of big results  
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Finished eighth at the Vancouver 
Olympics, but her funding was 
withdrawn soon after. Gillings is  
a determined lass and now funds 
herself by writing a column for the 
Daily Mail, and runs a discount voucher 
website alongside her reinstated 
funding from UK Sport. She’s had 
seven podiums at World Cup level 
already so is a good bet for a podium 
finish in Sochi 2014. 

Zoe says “Last year was one of the 
best of my career, so I’m really looking 
forward to this pre-Olympic season 
during which qualifications for the 
Sochi 2014 Olympics will take place. I’ve 
competed at World Cup competitions 
for several years but this is the first time 
I’ve had such a professional programme.”

in slopestyle contests across the 
world and is one of the first women 
to land a double backflip. 

Aimee says “Sochi 2014 that’s the 
goal right now. I’m just going to  
do everything in my power to ride 
as best as I can between now and 
then. And put down the best run  
I can possibly do on the day and 
the result will follow.” BBC Sport

WINTER OLYMPICS 2014 WINTER OLYMPICS 2014

James says 
“Going to an 
Olympics was 
something I only 
ever dreamed of 
and now with it 
being so close  
it gives me all 
the motivation  
I need.” 

Katie says “To finish second  
in my first event back is just 
amazing. I’ve always wanted  
to go to the Olympics and  
after today it seems closer 
than ever.”

“I didn’t compete a lot last winter 
so it is about doing more events 
and getting back to where I was 
before ahead of going to Sochi”

British Ski and Snowboard  
www.teambss.org.uk 
@TeamBSS

https://twitter.com/jennyjonessnow
http://jennyjonessnowboarder.com/
http://www.katiesummerhayes.co.uk
https://twitter.com/zoegillings
http://www.zoegillings.com


The American alpine ski legend seeks solace on the slopes from her turbulent private life

A SPORTING LIFE IN QUOTES

“When my 
parents were 

getting divorced, 
I just said to 

myself, ‘Go to 
sleep and 

tomorrow you 
can go skiing’.  

I cried myself to 
sleep, and in the 

morning I was up 
on the mountain 
and I was good. 

When I ski,  
I’m happy.”

Lindsey Vonn
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HOW NOT  
TO WIN FRIENDS

“I would finish a race and  
all the 14-year-olds at the 
bottom would be crying 

because a 10-year-old had 
beaten them.”

Lindsey on her early  
skiing years

IT’S A FAMILY AFFAIR
“When I was 11, my family of 
five – I’m oldest of five kids 
– we all moved out to Vail 
[Colorado]. My mom gave  
up her job in Minnesota so 
that we could all move to 

basically support my skiing  
at 11 years old… no one has 
any idea if I’m going to be 

Joe schmo or be in the 
Olympics… so that was a 
huge, huge sacrifice for  

my family.”
Lindsey on the pressure  

to succeed

STAR IN THE MAKING
“She’s hauling down the 

mountain, her skis probably 
going 60, but the rest of  
her was hardly moving. It  
was like watching water  

flow down a hill.”
Jim Tracy, US ski-team coach, 

describing the first time  
he saw Lindsey ski

LEAVES HOME
“She was 15, and it just kills 
you, because she had left 

home already. People say to 
me, ‘How did you give up 

your child like that?’ Lindsey 
wanted to be an Olympian.  
I gave her to the country.  
I saw it as a noble thing.”

Lindsey’s mum, Linda Kildow

WAKE-UP CALL
“I fell behind them by, like, 

five miles, and I’m out in the 
middle of nowhere and 
Julia’s beating me and  
I look like a fool. I was  
totally embarrassed.”

Lindsey commenting on a 
mountainous bike ride 

alongside long-time junior 
rival and fellow pro skier Julia 

Mancuso and Julia’s dad

BOYFRIEND TROUBLES 
Thomas Vonn first met his 
future wife, then Lindsey 

Kildow, in 2002 when they 
each skied for the United 

States at that year’s Salt Lake 
Olympics. They began dating 
a year later, and within a few 

years, Thomas Vonn had 
ended his racing career and 

devoted his attention on 
Lindsey’s racing. 

NY Times, Bill Pennington

CRACKS START TO SHOW THE WORST POSITION 
(2005 World Champs)

“I was the first loser.  
And I did it twice.”

A sobbing Vonn finished  
fourth in two events in which  

she was favourite to win.  
Her complex personal life  

was said to be a factor

ESTRANGEMENT  
FROM FATHER

“Obviously, my dad knew what 
was right for me for a long time. 
I liked and appreciated it then, 
but it was intense. When I got 
to the US ski team and I was 

older, his input wasn’t helping 
anymore; it was tearing me 
down. It was negative. I was 
reaching a breaking point…” 

“I was concerned over the fact 
that a teenage girl was dating a 
man nine years older than she 
was. But as time goes on, you 
have to accept it. When one’s 
daughter chooses a husband, 
you need to accept him into  

the family, and we have.” 
Lindsey’s father, Alan Kildow, on 
his daughter’s choice of partner

TRAINING DAYS
“No one can see what I’m 
doing, so they can’t try to 
copy it. I am motivated by 
the idea that no one else is 
doing these crazy things.”

Lindsey on her secretive 
training regime

“I’ll let her get up and start 
doing push-ups in the aisle of 
the plane for a while but then 

I usually have to say, ‘Hon, 
please come sit down.  

People are trying to get  
to the bathroom’. ”

Thomas Vonn on his wife’s 
relentless exercising

DOWN BUT NOT OUT 
(Turin Olympics 2006)

“It is a miracle that Lindsey 
raced today. She has  

my respect.”
Winner of the downhill event 

Michaela Dorfmeister on 
Lindsey’s decision to race 

despite a horrendous training 
crash two days earlier. 
Lindsey finished eighth

SHIFTING SANDS
“As husband and wife we 
know that sometimes we 

have to flip the switch and  
be a normal couple, not  
a coach and athlete. We  

don’t talk about racing as 
much as you might think.”

Vonn on the coaching/ 
spouse relationship  
with Thomas Vonn

SPOUSAL SUPPORT
“I try to keep the messes  
off her plate so she can 
concentrate on training  

and racing.”
Thomas Vonn on his role  

as Lindsey’s coach

ALL WORK AND NO PLAY 
“We worked so well together, 
but I feel like ultimately that 

was one of our main 
problems. We were more 
about business and work 

than we were about having  
a relationship.”

Lindsey on the reason behind 
the split with her husband

DADDY’S GIRL
“I needed my dad to be there 
for me, and he was. We kind 

of just let the past be the 
past and moved forward.”
Lindsey on calling her dad 

after six years’ estrangement 
to let him know she was 

getting divorced

NOT ALL ROSES
“I couldn’t get out of bed 
anymore. I felt hopeless, 
empty, like a zombie.”

Vonn’s surprise admission  
to a bout of depression

LINDSEY WANTS TO  
RACE MEN

“I’d like to have one chance 
in my life to race against 

(men). Annika Sorenstam did 
it in golf and paved the way 

for women. I’m not asking for 
World Cup points. I just want 
the chance to compete. There 
are some commentators who 

think that I would be far 
outside of the men. 

Everyone’s entitled to their 
opinion, but I’d like the 

chance to compete against 
them and see where I stand. 
I’d definitely like to be inside 

the points, in the top 30.”
Lindsey’s official request to 
race against men at a World 

Cup event at Lake Louise  
is turned down by the 

International Ski Federation
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“My knee looks...um... 
not very good.... 

#longskirtsthissummer” 
Lindsey suffered a 

horrendous crash at the  
2013 World Championships 
in February but is rehabbing 
hard for the Sochi Olympics 

in early 2014

28

“I guess it wasn’t a  
well-kept secret but yes,  
I am dating Tiger Woods. 
Our relationship evolved 

from a friendship into 
something more over these 
past few months and it has 

made me very happy.
xo LV”

GOLDEN GIRL 
Olympic Games 
Gold, Downhill,  
Vancouver 2010
World Championships 
Gold, Downhill,  
Val D’Isère 2009 
Gold, Super-G,  
Val D’Isère 2009 
World Cup 
4 x overall titles 
(2008-10, 2012)



By Tafa
Oil on canvas 56 x 68”
www.tafagallery.com

“I paint sports themes because  
they are a universal form of 
communication that is replete with 
powerful, multi-layered symbolism,” 
says Ghanian artist Tafa. “Team  
sport fosters hard work, fraternity, 
excellence, and international 
understanding... It is an area of life 
that underlines Dr Martin Luther 
King’s vision that people should be 
judged by the content of their 
characters.” Quite right, that man. 

For more ways to procrastinate  
go to www.SportsLiberated.com

CLASSIC ART

GAME 7 (JUST LIKE  
NIKE SERIES)

CLASSIC SHORT FILM CLASSIC BOOK

By Kelly Holmes
Published by Virgin Books
2005

Sports Liberated 
has to fess up.  
The bookcase  
is chock full of 
autobiographies 
– from sports men 
– the favourite so 
far being Liverpool 
footballer Jamie 

Carragher’s Carra: My Autobiography. 
On picking up Dame Kelly Holmes’s 
book it was pre-judged as a ‘and 
then I ran this time, and then I did 
some press ups and then went home 
and ate some pasta’ from the double 
Olympic 800m and 1500m champion. 

Yet Kelly had a life before 
athletics, another passion. Immersed 
in the army life she loved something 
had to give. Revealing details of a 
difficult family background it was 
also a surprise to find out our Kel’s a 
bit of a party animal – picturing Kels 
dancing to ‘aciiiid’ takes some doing.  
Verdict A page turner. No idea why  
it hooked us so completely. No dirt 
dishing, no great revelations, just 
completely absorbing.

BLACK, WHITE  
AND GOLD: THE 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY

By Johannes Ostergard
2010, 5 minutes
www.relentlessenergy.com

A snippet of Brit Jenny Jones’s life 
as a pro snowboarder by Finnish 
director Johannes Ostergard 
revealing a solitary, nomadic, 
precarious existence where injury 
can leave you with nothing.

JENNY JONES 
PERMANENT VOCATION
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TOP LONDON 2012 
OLYMPIC QUOTES

“This is going be a piece of piss now 
compared to [winning the Tour de 
France]. It’s just an hour and not  
three weeks.” 
Bradley Wiggins on being asked about the 
Olympic time trial, which he went on to win

“They were giving out 
stick-on sideburns at an 
event I went to yesterday,” 
said one middle-class lady 
sitting next to Sports Liberated 
at the gymnastics. 
“Did you get some?”  
“Oh yes,” she replied. “And 
wore them all afternoon.”

“If I hear you say that 
word again I’ll sew  
your mouth shut.” 
Mother to child at  
Olympic archery

“There was no pressure. You should 
play in my country, then you will see 
pressure. They throw bricks at you.”
Croatia’s Ivano Balic reacts after his side’s 
handball semi-final defeat by France

“A drunken guest threw a bottle …  
on the track! I HAVE BEATEN HIM... 
Unbelievable!” 
An idiot who threw a bottle onto the track 
prior to the 100m final didn’t realise he was 
sat next to Dutch judoka Edith Bosch. And, 
by the way, how perfect is the name?

“I’m ready to wrestle anyone who 
steps across that line. If the Queen  
of England came out on the mat I 
probably would double-leg her.”
Exuberant American Jason Burroughs  
after he won Olympic wrestling gold

“I saw the board with number 31 on it and thought  
my brother had got a penalty. I thought ‘What an  
idiot Alistair, you’ve got a penalty’. Then I looked  
at my arm and realised I was number 31.”
Team GB’s Jonathan Brownlee won bronze in the triathlon  
          after receiving a 15-second penalty for getting on his  
                 bike too early. His brother Alistair took gold

“I hope that this medal inspires the kids at 
home to put down guns and knives and pick  
up a pair of trainers instead.”
Winner of Guatemala’s first-ever Olympic medal Erick 
Barrondo, who won silver in the men’s 20km race walk

“When baby kicks, I will breathe in and 
breathe out and try to calm myself down  
and talk to baby: ‘Behave yourself and help 
mummy to shoot!’”  
Eight months pregnant, Malaysia’s Nur Suryani 
Mohamed Taibi later said she felt “three or four  
kicks” during 10-metre air rifle qualifying

“‘Inspire a generation’ is our motto. Not 
necessarily ‘create a generation’, which 
 is what they sometimes get up to in the 
Olympic village.”  
London mayor, Boris Johnson

BBC presenter to gymnast Beth Tweddle’s parents: 
“Just tell me what you’ve been going through 
this past week.”
Mr Tweddle: “I’ve been laying a patio.”

“I swear, sometimes I think some 
Americans shouldn’t  
leave the country.”
American Carl Lewis on  
Mitt Romney’s Olympics  
gaffes, which included  
suggesting it was “hard  
to know just how well  
it will turn out”

“Look mate, this is my country.  
This is where I grew up, this is where  
I started life. This is my country and 
when I put on my Great Britain vest 
I’m proud. I’m very proud.”
Double Olympic gold medallist Mo Farah  
is angered by a journalist’s suggestion he 
would have preferred running under the 
Somali flag

“Can you have a word please Chris Hoy, I got  
done in an Olympic lane last night in my car.” 
“I think you should speak to Sir Steve Redgrave,  
he’s got more clout than me!’
Sir Chris Hoy can’t help Andrew ‘Freddie’ Flintoff 
escape a Games Lane fine

“I’m pretty amazed that I still split 45 seconds 
on a broken leg.”
US runner Manteo Mitchell hears a pop in his leg during 
the men’s 4x400m qualifying. They still made the final

“The support that we’ve had this week has 
been unbelievable and the crowd have been 
unbelievable and I’m just a bit disappointed 
that I haven’t been unbelievable.”
Sprint freestyle swimmer Fran Halsall becomes 
emotional after a disappointing week for Team  
GB in the Aquatic Centre

http://www.tafagallery.com
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“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people  
can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

Margaret Mead
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BECAUSE THERE’S A 
WHOLE OTHER WORLD  
OF SPORT OUT THERE


