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The Fix

By Declan Hill

McClelland & Stewart, 496 pages, $35

This sensational new book by Canadian journalist Declan Hill alleges that worldwide corruption in professional soccer at the highest levels even included fixing the outcomes of four matches at the 2006 World Cup.

Maybe. He suspects.

Hill says that Ecuador threw its match to England ,  Ghana tanked against Italy and Brazil , and  Ukraine did the Black Sox routine in its match with Italy .

The Fix can be fascinating reading, but the title could also be short for fixation.

There's an awful lot here that pretty much goes: If you know A to be true, if you think B might have happened, if you have a hunch about C, if D looks fishy, and someone says there's an unsubstantiated rumour about E, then it surely follows that obviously X, Y and Z must irrefutably be true.

Hill's chief evidence that the World Cup was fixed is that a Bangkok-based Chinese mobster told him ahead of time the minimum number of goals by which the underdog would lose each of those four matches.

And in each of those matches, and many other "fixed" games that Hill describes from an extraordinarily extensive three years of research, goalkeepers made sheer blunders, defenders parted like the Red Sea, strikers missed open nets and referees made questionable calls -- in other words, what you'll see in pretty much any professional match.

Based in Oxford ,  England , Hill is a fervent believer that professional soccer matches are fixed all over the globe. But we haven't heard much about it, he tells us repeatedly, because soccer officials, police and the media are covering up the corruption lest they slay a golden goose, or 

because they're on the take, or because they fear for their safety.

He makes a good case for the threat of murder and violence being very real, at least in  Russia and several other countries.

Hill's book grew out of his doctoral thesis at  Oxford University .

He presents a history of corruption in soccer leagues in Singapore and  Malaysia , where gamblers bribed players and referees to ensure they won their bets. When those obscure leagues were so obviously dirty that bettors would no longer lay down their money, the gamblers used the Internet and open borders to extend their influence into the West.

Hill describes how gamblers use prostitutes to get control over referees. He explains how buying off keepers, defenders and attackers could help fixers ensure a desired outcome.

He also explains why it's better to bribe the underdog, and why it's better to score a goal early in a fixed game rather than late.

Nor does Hill spare himself from the corruption. A gangster gets him drunk and has prostitutes perform public sexual acts on Hill to show him how easily gamblers can coerce referees.

Everything Hill says may be true. Certainly, he is a believer, but there's a lot here that he doesn't back up. He throws a lot of mud just to see if it sticks.

Free Press reporter Nick Martin

has been a model of integrity

as a Winnipeg soccer coach.
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