
AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOOTBALL POEM

My father dreamed football dreams,. and woke up to a scholarship. at Ohio State University. Grown now. living the
big-city life. in Columbus. just sixty miles.

The point I was making to the editor of the Observer was that the ambassador found great offence in the word
genitals. The editor thanked me warmly for but said he was afraid they couldn't use it. Behind the poem lies a
controlled rage: that it was rejected, even by those who sympathised with its sentiments, offers melancholy
proof that hypocrisy is not confined to governments and politicians. Perry Smith, a retired general and CNN
analyst, claimed that the Gulf War would 'set a new standard' in avoiding civilian casualties. I heard that a
magazine called Bomb, a very well-produced publication in the West Village, might be interested, and indeed
they published the poem. It was a truly political poem, he said. We hebben er de stront uitgeschoten, Ze zijn in
hun eigen stront gestikt! But I'm running into all sorts of resistance. He said, 'Absolutely right. General
Schwarzkopf talked of 'surgical bombing' and 'collateral damage'. Look, I want to publish the poem. We
would dream of hugging them, and crouch later in weird rooms, and come. So I did not waste any more time. I
admit to having cold feet. But the letter went on to make the extraordinary assertion that the paper shared my
vies about the USA1s role in the world. The editor sat on it for a few days and then made no comment except
to say the Independent was not going to publish the poem. Oooh, I think we're in for real trouble if we try to
publish it in the Guardian. Although it is very hot, I also think it is steely. It was also shortlisted for pretty
much every prize going the Polari, the Forward prize for best first collection, the Dylan Thomas, the Costa
before becoming the only poetry collection ever to win the Guardian first book award. But as the New Yorker
reported on 25 March , Operation Desert Storm not only involved massive civilian casualties but 'battle
carnage on a scale and at a pace equal to some of this century's most horrifying military engagements'. This
poem uses obscene words to describe obscene acts and obscene attitudes. To cut a long story very short, the
literary editor wanted to publish it but he felt he had to show it to the editor. And then the following Sunday
nothing happened. This sense of mourning infuses the first half of playtime. He thought it was very testing.
The tanks had bulldozers, and during the ground attack they were used as sweepers. So I called the editor. But
as far as national newspapers go, in Holland it was published in one of the main Dutch dailies Handelsblad - in
no uncertain terms, too, with an article written by the editor about the rejection in England. It was the use of
the word that was offensive, but not the act. He said, 'Oh dear, Harold, I'm afraid that I've run into one or two
problems with your poem. But the reality of the situation, the actual reality of electric current on your genitals,
was a matter of no concern to him. Hot steel People get very offended by this and that's why they think we are
going to lose readers. He'd send me a proof, which he did The next Sunday nothing happened. He said, 'Well,
you know, Harold, we are a family newspaper. So that was the Guardian. We hebben hun ballen aan flarden
geschoten, Aan flarden. As with all the best second outings, this collection firmly establishes his patent.
Edinburgh International Book Festival is the bigger book event in all Europe. It sprang from the triumphalism,
the machismo, the victory parade, that were very much in evidence at the time. The trouble is the language, it's
the obscene language. But nobody ever said, 'We don't think this poem is good enough. Raw and visceral in its
descriptions of male bodies and their wants and needs but equally elegant and cerebral in its consideration of
them, it drew on the past to create a new present, and in so doing moved the whole conversation forward. It
was finally published in Britain in January , by a new newspaper called Socialist, with a limited circulation.


