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About the Book

Barry Davies’ face and voice are instantly recognisable to any UK sports fan. He has guided audiences through some of the most compelling and exciting moments in televised sport over the past 40 years. Here, he relives the magic of those events and reveals what was going on behind the scenes.

He has broadcast at a record 10 World Cup finals, and until stepping down in 2004 he was Match of the Days longest-serving commentator. But his expertise goes far beyond football: 10 Summer Olympic Games and numerous Winter Olympics, sharing in Torvill and Deans success in 1984 and heartbreak 10 years later. He is also synonymous with Wimbledon and the Boat Race.

The controversies of sport are also addressed, from the Hand of God to crooked judges and professional rivalries off-screen, together with many light-hearted mishaps played out in front of millions of viewers.


About the Author

Barry Davies joined BBC Radio in 1963. He then moved to ITV where he was part of the 1966 World Cup commentary team, before rejoining the BBC in 1969. He became established as one of the corporation’s leading commentators on football, as well as many other sports including tennis, ice skating, gymnastics and the Boat Race.


‘… beautifully written memoir’ Independent

‘[Barry Davies] has an amazing wealth of anecdotes to draw upon, because he has been commentating on televised sport for more than 40 years … There is an awful lot to reminisce about, and a vast cast of characters to remember’ Daily Telegraph

‘This excellent book looks back on his distinguished career’ Blackpool Gazette

‘Match of the Day’s longest-serving commentator serves up a huge helping of nostalgia in this magnificent autobiography’ Good Book Guide

‘… hugely enjoyable read’ Yorkshire Evening Post

‘Barry Davies writes as he commentates: with geniality, fluency and an easy air of authority. These qualities make him as pleasant to read as to listen to’ Time Out
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Preface

It is said that you should never judge a book by its cover. In this case I would request that the cover be examined lest the wrong conclusion should be drawn about the book’s title. ‘Interesting, very interesting’ were words I chose thirty-three years ago at a moment of anticipation while commentating on a football match. It seemed to me that one of my favourite players, the ebullient Francis Lee, was setting himself to mark his return to his old stamping ground, Maine Road, Manchester, in style. He had left there in some discord six months earlier after seven eventful seasons in the blue of Manchester City. Now, cutting in from the left, he saw the chance to score against them for Derby County. A right-foot shot of some ferocity was truly aimed.

He turned in triumph and his face filled the television screen; his expression mixing a schoolboy’s cheeky grin with adult appreciation that this was a special moment in his career. That my words were thought by my peers and members of the public to have captured the moment, with a further repeated phrase, ‘Look at his face, just …’ suggests that for a commentator it isn’t so much what you say as how you say it. In searching for a title for this book it struck me as a good choice because through much good fortune it is a pretty fair definition of my life. Whether it is also true of the book is not for me to say.

Writing it has certainly been an ‘interesting’ journey, arduous at times, a happy wander down memory lane at others; and then there were the stiles to cross. Doubts were frequent companions on the route, most notably when meeting others’ encouragement. ‘You must have a good tale to tell,’ many people said. But have I? As simply an observer, how much has remained in the memory? Would what some regard as a laid-back style of commentary be an inhibiting factor in bringing moments to life on a page? Would those who wrote so generously, in print and privately – particularly when I left Match of the Day – be disappointed by my written word?

My hobby, for that is what my job has been, has taken me to ten World Cups, ten Summer and seven Winter Olympic Games, seven Commonwealth Games, twenty-three Wimbledon Championships and countless other sporting events. I’ve had a privileged seat to watch the world’s sporting heroes and have met, and interviewed, many of them. I have also worked, and at times been in competition, with the best of Britain’s commentators in five decades of enormous change in the television coverage of sport.

Like the Saturday evening programme that gave me my big chance, my story can only be presented as ‘edited highlights’; some moments have inevitably finished on the cutting-room floor (now the electronic dustbin) and some names aren’t given the credit they deserve. My guides along the way all have my gratitude. Without them, and the support and love of my family to boy and man, there would be no tale to tell.
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Dusseldorf ’77

The men’s 100 metres line-up was awesome – better than at the previous year’s Olympic Games in Montreal. The commentator was an athletics novice, who had learned only that morning that he’d be doing the race.

True, he’d stood in as a substitute for half a season four years earlier, but his only previous attempt at the 100 metres had been in a fairly low-key inter-counties championship. On that occasion, to his left the low roof of the main stand had slightly obscured the start. To his right was the only monitor. Naming the competitors as they took their places on the blocks had been simple enough, but the gun signalled total confusion.

Peering under the roof edge at the start, he said something of little consequence and then turned to his monitor, which showed a head-on picture – from racing left-to-right they were now seemingly running from right-to-left. What few words were said were barely discernible before they finished: in line abreast.

‘Well,’ said the producer, with a sympathy and amusement which deflated the would-be commentator all the more sharply, ‘it’s safe to say things can only get better.’

For the record, seven of the eight runners were split by only two-tenths of a second. And that was in the days of hand-timing.

The eight runners on the track at the Rheinstadion in Dusseldorf in September 1977 were taking part in the inaugural World Cup, a team competition involving the five continents; though the United States and the two Germanys, one from either side of the Berlin Wall, had their own, non-continental teams.

The three main contenders had all missed the Montreal showdown. Steve Williams of the United States, a pre-Olympics favourite, had pulled up hurt in the American trials. Eugen Ray, the East German, had also been injured. Silvio Leonard, from Cuba, in Dusseldorf representing the Americas, went to Canada nursing a cut foot and was eliminated in the heats. Now he boasted the season’s fastest time of 9.98 seconds, with Ray next best at 10.12 and Williams 10.16. All such facts were said by the commentator reading from the race card prepared by the BBC’s highly regarded statistician, Stan Greenberg, a supreme Nut (a member of the National Union of Track Statisticians). But the opportunity to impart more knowledge – such as the fact that Leonard’s time was achieved at altitude and that Williams had been running into a head-wind – was denied me by the producer, John Shrewsbury, sitting at the other end of a commentary box which, along with Stan, also housed Ron Pickering and Stuart Storey. The former was a guru of the sport and the coach of the 1964 Olympic long jump champion, Lynn Davies; the latter was an Olympic high hurdler of recent vintage. Both were long-standing members of the Beeb’s athletics commentary team which, in those days, had only three paid-up members. The team captain, David Coleman, the finest athletics commentator television had known, was out of contract: I was his deputy.

‘There was a problem with the sound,’ said John. ‘Start again.’ The broadcast was what the Americans call ‘live to tape’ – not, in their language, a contradiction in terms. Put simply, the commentary would be done live and a recording would be shown to the British public shortly afterwards. There would be precious little time to correct any error.

Take Two: I had barely finished saying, ‘Williams in lane one’ before the message came once more: ‘Start again.’ And again. The tracksuits were off, the leg muscles flexing in search of the blocks, the perspiration on the commentator’s brow increasing by the second. Never mind the race; my concern was whether I’d be able to finish the starting line-up before they reached the tape. I tried not to rush it, but the adrenaline was flowing fast.

Chatting with Shrewsbury the previous evening I had been daft enough (maybe arrogant enough) to suggest that I’d try to resist the common trick (I thought) of focusing on one runner who was either ‘well’ or ‘poorly’ away, and instead wait to pick from the field. Ray was the fastest starter; there was no doubt about that. Williams struggled a bit. Leonard was well enough away from the blocks to be in with a chance. It was quickly brute force against rhythm – between the German and the American – but very close. And the smoothness of Williams’ acceleration in the closing stages won the day, or so I thought – and said. But Ray thought he had won and so did the close-up cameraman. The crowd were fulsome in their appreciation of a cracking race (and in the moment a facetious thought occurred to me – something I’ve been prone to over the years, sometimes to my cost): ‘That was kind of them … How did they know it was my first try?’

Suddenly I became aware that Shrews was beckoning me from the other end of the box. I started to speak, but he clearly wanted me at his side. ‘I think I was right,’ I said.

‘So do I,’ he replied, ‘though as we aren’t on the line you were taking a chance. But there was a problem.’

‘What?’

‘They lost sound.’

‘Huh! They’ll never believe I got it right,’ I said, as I walked away feeling pretty dejected.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

‘Well, there’s nothing to be done,’ I said. ‘They’re not going to run the bloody race again, are they?’

‘No,’ he said, ‘but you are. I’ll start the watch: make damn sure you’re well out before ten seconds.’

And so, staring at the stopwatch hand ticking round, I commentated again: Williams just, Ray second, Leonard third, Pietro Mennea of Italy fourth, and the time …

Barely fifteen minutes later, viewers at home watched the race ‘live’. The sound now matched the pictures.

‘It worked brilliantly,’ said the London editor, Paul Lang. ‘I think we’ll get Barry to do it like that every time.’

Looking back, it was probably the best example of a feeling that has grown throughout the years: live outside broadcasts, particularly abroad, are at least as much in spite of as because of. But they’ve been my working life for forty years, in the ever-evolving, crazy world of television: it’s been a love-and-occasionally-hate relationship.

As we left the stadium a couple of hours later, Shrews said, ‘Do you fancy doing the women’s hundred tomorrow?’



The 1960s

‘And you are Barry who?’
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A Change of Career

A captain from the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers was the only other officer in the mess when I went in.

‘I hear you’re on BFN [British Forces Network] on Sunday,’ he said.

‘Not exactly,’ I replied. ‘I’m only going down to Cologne with some details of the local services matches. I volunteered to help them.’

‘Well, that’s not what they said on the radio just now. I was listening in my room and the announcer mentioned Sportsman’s Diary, and said something about hearing from Second Lieutenant Davies.’

I suppose the next line, to fulfil the requirement of commentators and clichés, should be: ‘And so a broadcasting career was launched.’ I could add, ‘And it went down the slipway with grace,’ because the presenter and producer of the programme was Alan Grace, who later became the official historian of British Forces Broadcasting. That organisation – so precious to the troops – was a starting-point not just for me but for many of radio and television’s most famous broadcasters. But I was hardly picked for talent. Alan’s later observation that ‘We were desperate for forces personnel who knew something about sport’ tells a truer tale. I’d been mad on sport since my schooldays, so I did at least know ‘something’.

The conversation in the mess of 113 Company, Royal Army Service Corps (RASC), in Mülheim Ruhr, West Germany, is indelibly written in my memory. Of the broadcast itself I remember nothing, though I imagine ‘ropey’ would be a generous description. However, I became a regular contributor and even managed a little commentary and reporting – enough to be able to suggest, some years later (when ITV were seeking commentators for the 1966 World Cup), that I had some experience to offer. That, however, was a long way ahead.

 

From time to time, when World Cups and Olympic Games have led newspapers to print potted biographies of the television teams set to bring the event to the living room, among the sometimes cryptic observations there has been the statement: ‘Barry Davies is a qualified dental surgeon.’

That should have been true, but it isn’t. Through lack of application, too much time involved in sport, mainly football then, and a deal of boredom – break-time conversation always seemed to centre around the molars of Mr Smith or Mrs Jones – I flunked out (an Americanism, I know, but very expressive). Even so, I’m almost certainly the only sports commentator to have made a full upper and lower denture. The recipient, at the Royal Dental Hospital in London, was a 6ft 4in Guardsman with a mouth like a horse’s. With the amount of mixture needed to take the impression, I nearly choked him.

Quite why I wanted to be a dentist is a mystery. Well, I didn’t really: I wanted to be a doctor, and had done since the age of ten. Later I felt sure I’d be a surgeon – a feeling confirmed when, as a medical student, I watched my first operation, craning behind the glass of the theatre at Charing Cross Hospital, and found myself pushing for a better view. But I failed to achieve the exam marks I’d hoped for, and was persuaded that to be a dental surgeon was my best hope. Lack of maturity or just madness? Either way, it didn’t take me long to realise my mistake. Actually, looking back on it, the whole thing is laughable – as anyone who has seen my ten thumbs struggling with DIY will confirm.

After I failed to fill teeth, my life quickly turned to an obsession with the opposite end of the body, the feet – or more accurately what covered them: boots. I was in the army, and the early life of a national serviceman revolved around the shine on the toecap and the fear that someone or something would harm it. Then there were the hut inspections, with every piece of kit – never mind if it was still wet – folded to precise dimensions on the bed. Shining floors, sparkling windows, everything in its place: all to no avail – a speck of dust on the very top of the door. Another inspection tomorrow. Corporal Skelton was his name. I wonder if he later found a job as a security heavy at a football ground: ‘It’s more than my job’s worth …’ He did have a softer side, but it wasn’t until he’d knocked us into shape that he gave us a glimpse of it. Home, because I had arrived from studying the subject, was with the Royal Army Dental Corps in Aldershot. Did that horse-mouthed Guardsman know?

Fairly soon, though, I was off to Mons Officer Cadet School, where the boots were required to be several shines higher and the drill was in a different league. I kept quiet about the fact that I’d passed out top in drill during the army’s inspection of the Combined Cadet Force at my school, Cranbrook: sensible, really, because it was only through a lucky decision. There I was, marching on my own, the rest of the group having gone in the opposite direction. There was a shriek of ‘’Alt!’ and the approach of pounding feet which concluded with a stamp to tremble the parade ground.

‘What’s your name?’ The question cut the air.

‘Cadet Davies,’ I stammered.

‘Daaaviiiiies, I like you.’

Faced with an unintelligible command, I’d been the only cadet who guessed right. Hence pole position and a salutation which lasted the term at school and remains in my ear to this day.

The square at Mons was rather larger and the assembled company stood in awe of Regimental Sergeant-Major Lynch, who could spot a misaligned foot, or a badly timed rifle movement, through the back of his head from a mile away. The important thing was not to find oneself too close to what Lynch referred to as ‘an overseas cadet’. They were his signposts. ‘That man there, third rank, four along from the overseas cadet. Take his name.’ Extra drill was the punishment. It was, I suppose, a form of racism, but it was left on the parade ground.

Mons was a pretty intense six weeks of written and practical challenges, where being a team player was an integral part of searching for personal success and showing leadership. (Among sports coaches it has become a cliché to talk of character, but getting the best from different talents and people who don’t necessarily like each other is their aim, and it’s a quality which deserves praise. Integrating the supposedly wayward character is the hardest part, and the failure to do so reflects as badly on the coach as it does on the player.) The assault course, the army games – leading a group through supposed hostile territory, making the best use of the little and sometimes obscure equipment provided – and all the other exams were both character-building and character-questioning. I have no idea what percentage of cadets failed, but if my group was in any way typical there was no lack of determination or fear of failure.

So there I was, crouching in a bush and counting army vehicles leaving the Essen–Cologne autobahn at a Mülheim Ruhr Ausfarht, feeling lost, cold and hungry. After a couple of hours, I was collected and taken back to the officers’ mess of 113 Company, RASC, and given the chance to start unpacking, which I hadn’t been allowed on arrival. Tea was served in the lounge by two very bolshy mess waiters, who kept interrupting and adding their own comments as two other subalterns vied with each other in running down both other officers and just about everything about the unit. To cap it all, one of the waiters dropped most of the contents of his tray in my lap. It was a very confused Second Lieutenant Davies who retired to his room to change. Half an hour or so later I returned with some trepidation, to be warmly greeted by the same foursome. But the officers were now the waiters. My first afternoon as an officer in Her Majesty’s Army had been a total wind-up.

Many good days followed as I took over the platoon of one of my tormentors; suitably B platoon, which became known as Barry’s Bandits – draw your own conclusions. I still have the engraved glass boot – the vessel for a yard of ale to be drunk in one continuous gulp – thus inscribed. (These days, it stands in the corner of my study, jammed full of accreditation passes from sports events around the world.) They were a good bunch, and I have often been accosted at matches by ‘Remember me?’ – some even adding ‘sir.’ At the last Royal Tournament, the seniority was rather different. I came down from the commentary position to find my erstwhile company commander, Major Gavin Jenks, waiting to greet me. He it had been who told me, when, after some technical error on an exercise, I came clean rather than trying to brazen my way out of it, ‘Mr Davies, you will find that in the army honesty is not always the best policy.’

The 1962 Cuba crisis, when Kennedy and Khrushchev eyeballed each other after the USA discovered Soviet missile sites on the island, meant I served two and a half years in uniform, and to my surprise collected a second pip on my shoulders. I spent six months in Berlin, where we played a sort of cops and robbers – driving through Checkpoint Charlie with my driver, Jeff Bentley, to nose around trying to pick up an East German or Russian tail. The enemy guns trained on our barracks from over the wall concentrated the mind a bit, but I didn’t believe the British Army of the Rhine would have been able to do much about it if Khrushchev’s lot had decided to advance.

I often wondered what it would be like to come under fire and how I’d react, but the nearest I got to confronting the enemy came on the return journey to our Mülheim base – and it might have become an international incident. I was responsible for some eighty men and thirty trucks, and on arrival at the border checkpoint at Helmstedt I found that my collection of identity cards was one short. What made it worse was that the missing one was mine.

I asked my sergeant how he fancied Siberia, but this was no joking matter. There had recently been a number of problems in the ‘corridor’ between the two Germanys, and some British and US convoys had been made to wait several hours or been sent back.

I presented the cards.

The East German guard looked at them and, unfortunately, could count. ‘There is one missing,’ he said.

‘I know,’ I replied. ‘It’s mine.’

His glare would have got him the film part. ‘Where is it?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps your chap at the other end kept it.’

He proved he was capable of looking even grimmer.

Just behind him was a very large, fat Russian, who asked what I had said. On being told, he looked a darker thundercloud than the German. Then suddenly his belly began to wobble like a saucepan of milk coming to the boil. The wobble rose up and up until it emerged from his mouth as a roar of laughter. On a dull, boring day in a dull, boring job, he’d been amused. The perplexed German was instructed to wave us through. The missing ID was found at the Berlin checkpoint and arrived back in Mülheim a week later.

A month afterwards, it was time for my farewell interview. I’d wavered for a long time between the army and broadcasting as a career; broadcasting won. ‘We’d like you to stay, but unless you go out and give it a go, every time you look at that fellow David Coleman you’re going to think, “That could have been me”’: the words of Lieutenant-Colonel John Wright, Commanding Officer, HQ Company, RASC, to Lieutenant Barry Davies. ‘But if it doesn’t work out, provided you don’t take too long we’d welcome you back.’

I was still torn, the more so on the day of departure when most of 113 Company and some from 5 Company (who were sharing the barracks) turned out to say goodbye. My departing autograph book included the observation: ‘This officer went through his entire career pushing all doors marked Pull.’ National service was good to me, and it changed my life.
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From Towser to The Times


Victoria Station in the evening rush hour, circa 1962, en route to the family home in Herne Bay. Had I left the army to join this? Too many people in too small a place rushing head down to catch the train home, most of them looking as though their job, indeed their life, brought them little joy. I joined them in not feeling particularly happy, because I’d been to see Gerald Sinstadt – number two to Angus McKay at BBC Radio’s Sports Report – and my hopes of entering the world of sports broadcasting had taken a severe jolt. Alan Grace’s kind recommendation had cut little ice with the man who had previously been his boss in Cologne. No openings, lots of competition; Gerald painted a very bleak picture. I still had the uniform and the Sam Browne …

A walk across the clifftops to Reculver the next day, talking over the problem with Towser, our Border collie, failed to disperse the clouds. There was no local radio in those days; nowhere except BFBS (British Forces Broadcasting Services) to gain experience. But a phone call from Gerald brought a ray of sunshine: he was one person short for the next Saturday programme, and would I like to help out? I would, and I did so for the next six months, for the princely sum of six guineas a week.

My father supported the growing overdraft. Mother was a constant source of optimism that it would all work out. Initially I took a job in a bookshop but I gave that up to work full time with the Beeb. I was still only being paid for Saturdays, but Uncle Syd, who had first taken me to watch football as a kid, offered me lodging in north London.

Brian Moore, the BBC’s newly appointed football correspondent, often invited me to accompany him to interviews, and, as I wasn’t supposed to be working there, no one could say I couldn’t go. (Security and identity cards were some way in the future.) I became happily involved in programme discussion, and every Saturday, in Sports Report, could be found at the elbow of Eamonn Andrews, checking the facts of the script he was about to deliver. (That was the only time in my life I smoked – with a cigarette holder, because Eamonn used one.) I even did a little broadcasting for the overseas service. But when a vacancy occurred in the sports room Angus turned to Vincent Duggleby, then working in the newsroom and later to be the voice of Money Box, and told Gerald to get rid of me.

I ignored the sacking. They still wanted me on Saturdays, so how could I be sacked from a position I didn’t have? Years later, Gerald recalled that it was only when he saw me in situ on the Monday morning that he began to take me seriously. And I stayed until Brian fixed me up with a job as a sub-editor on The Times sports desk, where he had worked before turning to radio.

Looking back, I have to concede that, for all my disappointment at the time, Angus was right. I wasn’t up to the high broadcasting standard required in those days. (I was happy, though, not to remind him of his decision when he later claimed me as one of his boys.) In fact, he did me a favour. If he had appointed me, I might have been trapped in a staff job as a producer and only occasional broadcaster. I’m grateful, too, for the discipline instilled in me by the department – the ‘who, what, why, when, where’ demanded of a good report; for the encouragement I received from Gerald and Brian and all the behind-the-scenes people in the sports room; and later for the particular help given me by one of them, Pat Chambers, whose friendship with Frank Keating – then of Rediffusion Television, afterwards a gifted, amusing columnist in the Guardian – led me to 1966 and all that followed.

But the most important thing Sports Report did for me was to introduce me to the love of my life, who worked there as a secretary until she was old enough to become a stewardess with BOAC. It took six years and many takings to, and collections from, Heathrow airport before Penny and I decided we were right for each other. But what started with complaints about the scribbled writing of scripts to be typed is now nearly forty years of marriage.

Three years at Printing House Square, just round the corner from Fleet Street, was an education. The Times was a great newspaper in those days. It was, though, going through a period of change, with first the front page of advertisements reluctantly giving way to news; and later the purchase of the title by the Canadian Roy Thomson. What might now be perceived as a Dickensian decorum pervaded the large sub-editors’ room. The foreign, home news and sports desks – that being the order of seniority – stayed remote from each other, which on the evening of 22 November 1963 led me to resolve that this would not be my life for too long. The sports editor’s wife telephoned him to say she’d heard that President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated. When I enquired of the foreign desk if it was true, I received the reply, ‘Oh, yes, old boy, we knew about it twenty minutes ago.’ My protestation that this was a piece of news which might be of interest to all in the room was greeted with a mixture of surprise and indifference.

Penny was that night working for Radio Newsreel, which broke the news having received the wire barely a minute before going on air. She met me after work at eleven and we strolled by the Thames from Blackfriars to Big Ben, she trying to persuade me that the world hadn’t come to an end.

The sub-editor’s role on the sports desk certainly had its boring parts. Things like the racing results, the Worplesdon Foursomes and the Bumps charts from Oxbridge were things to avoid, but set against that was the privilege of reading some of the finest sports writers of their or any other generation – John Woodcock on cricket; Geoffrey Green on football and tennis; Peter Ryde, golf; Neil Allen, athletics; and Rex Bellamy, rugby and many racket games. Rex gave me a piece of advice I’ve never forgotten: it was in a way a gentle put-down of one whose head was crammed with sporting facts probably too often delivered. ‘Young man,’ he told me, ‘the time will come when you’ll realise that the important thing is to know where to look up the information you’re seeking.’

Rex, in my opinion, was a far better writer on rugby than the then correspondent, who rejoiced in the name of U. A. Titley. The pomposity suggested was not without foundation, particularly on the evening I phoned him with news of the Scottish team selection for the Calcutta Cup, asking for comment. ‘How dashed inconvenient,’ he responded. ‘I’m just sitting down to dinner.’ I also argued with him about using Shakespeare’s Henry V – ‘And gentlemen in England now a-bed / Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here’ – as an intro to a London XV’s victory over the All Blacks: I thought it quite inappropriate. John Hennessy, the sports editor, adjudicated. I lost.

Hennessy was later of great help to me in understanding the technicalities of figure skating, but while on The Times caused me some irritation in the manner in which he allocated football reports for Saturday matches. (Later television sports heads caused me similar problems!) My competitor, in the shadow of Geoffrey Green, was Jacob Ecclestone, later a senior figure in the National Union of Journalists, and who did which match was determined by whether or not he was travelling home to Sheffield for the weekend. As both of us paled into insignificance alongside Geoffrey, it had little relevance for the paper; but it was very important to ambitious me. I wanted the decision to be made on merit.

The great Green had an amazing ability to deliver wonderful prose over the telephone from a few scribbled notes. To sub him was a joy, unless he’d been denied the odd warming Scotch. Too many wasn’t a problem, necessitating only the removal of a few adjectives to facilitate the flow: a tot too few was much more difficult. ‘There’s no secret to it,’ he once told me. ‘Just imagine you’ve come into the room and are asked what happened. Tell them, old love.’ I remembered it well when deputising for him in Switzerland when Lausanne Sports played West Ham en route to Bobby Moore’s team winning the European Cup Winners’ Cup. The phone rang just as the players were leaving the field. The news that Geoffrey was sick hadn’t reached the copy-taker. I decided I couldn’t ask him to phone back, so I ‘told them’.

The Times then still had anonymous correspondents and staff reporters, and it’s as one of the latter that my report on the third-place match appears in the official book of the 1966 World Cup.

During my university days, when he felt I was spending too much time playing and watching games, my father had said, ‘You’ll never make a living out of sport.’ Now, he scrupulously collected all my attempts at reporting, in scrapbooks which I still have. In terms of my playing talent which, sadly, has never matched my enthusiasm, he was certainly right. In time, Hennessy gave me – and therefore my father – greater employment, and I enjoyed many an afternoon and social evening covering schools and university football in the company of David Miller, whose considerable career has yo-yoed between Times and Telegraph (he was then with the latter); and Henry Blofeld of the Guardian, long before ‘my dear old thing’ became such a distinctive and distinguished member of the Test Match Special team. At the time he was covering football while trying to break into television with ITV’s very occasional coverage of cricket, but, as with two other great and very different cricket commentators, John Arlott and Brian Johnston, radio proved to be Henry’s scene.

Arlott, if memory serves, was also an excellent football commentator, and I recall one very pertinent comment from my schooldays. ‘The best centre half in England is currently playing at outside left; the best outside left is playing for Finchley’ (then amateurs in the Athenian league). Jack Froggatt, of Portsmouth, played for his country in both positions but George Robb, by then of Spurs, was given only one chance, against Hungary in the 6–3 defeat at Wembley in November 1953. I once had the great pleasure of interviewing Arlott for a programme called On Reflection produced by British Forces Broadcasting. Ian Wooldridge, then the Daily Mail’s cricket man, and I were joint interviewers at Arlott’s home in Arlesford, Hampshire. The conversation ranged from aquatints to wine, from his first editions of Thomas Hardy to his time standing as Liberal candidate for Epping. There were so many facets to the man that the interview comfortably made not the usual one but two forty-five minute programmes.

I well remember asking him the obvious but probably required question: ‘If you could have been present at an occasion before you became a broadcaster, what would it have been?’ I expected W. G. Grace or Jack Hobbs or something of the sort, but he replied, ‘Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign.’ My lack of preparation or knowledge of the subject was perhaps disguised by the simple follow-up: ‘Why?’ Arlott then waxed lyrical about Gladstone’s quality of oratory before the use of microphones.

I later met George Robb when he became a schoolmaster at Ardingly College, Sussex, where for a while he passed on his knowledge to the First XI. There were a number of characters serving that role on the independent schools circuit, none more fascinating than Ken Shearwood at Lancing, the only man in football who was a match for Bill Shankly – as quick with the comment, as clipped with the humour or acerbic line, as in love with his team, and held in awe by the boys. He was an authoritarian, demanding of play and standards of sportsmanship; but a bit of a football Mr Chips.

At Bradfield was Peter Jones, assisted from time to time by Maurice Edelston, a former amateur international who had played for Reading and who, with Brian Moore and Alan Clark, was in the BBC radio commentary box for the ’66 World Cup final. Maurice was also instrumental in helping Peter build a second career which made him the best-known sports broadcaster on radio for two decades. In 1971 it seemed he was about to move to television, but Sam Leitch, BBC television’s head of football, had other ideas. He turned to radio to strengthen his team, but instead of Jones chose John Motson.

I doubt that Peter, who went on to cover state occasions as well as all the top sports events, much regretted Leitch’s decision. His style was once amusingly, but certainly not mendaciously, summarised by Maurice en route to a match in Sheffield. I enquired where Peter was. ‘He’s introducing Sport on Two,’ he replied, adding after a brief pause, ‘Under an Oxford Circus sky, no doubt.’ Peter’s painting of word pictures was often vivid in colour, and he certainly brought things to life. His own was full in many ways, but too short. His last words were with microphone in hand covering the Boat Race in 1990. He collapsed, and two days later, aged only sixty, he died.

In time, I was given more opportunities to report instead of sub-editing, with a range which came to include cricket, tennis and rugby (and even a couple of pieces for the Literary Supplement), but no task was more enjoyable or testing than covering schools football. Accuracy and constructive criticism were at a premium. The reports were scrutinised far more thoroughly than any involving professionals.

I was delighted, therefore, when within a couple of weeks of standing down from Match of the Day in September 2004, I received an invitation to be the guest of honour at the Walkers Stadium in Leicester to present the Boodles Independent Schools’ Football Association Cup the following spring. The Schools’ Association chairman, David Elleray, would definitely make my top five list of best referees; the president, Chris Saunders, succeeded Jones at Bradfield before becoming headmaster of Eastbourne College. At the time of writing, his son Jonny is one of the reporters emerging from the pack at Radio Five Live.
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From North to South

Most people will probably remember the 2002 World Cup mainly for Ronaldinho’s free kick, which knocked England out of the championship. But my own most lasting memory is of an undulating sea of red-clad fans smiling and yelling approval. The winning penalty of the shootout had been struck. Spain, like Italy and Portugal before them, had fallen by the wayside and the streets of South Korea’s major cities mirrored the scene and the noise of the stadium at Gwangju. The hosts were through to the semi-final.

Later that evening, Philip Bernie, the BBC’s senior figure in the Korean half of the competition, congratulated me on my reaction to the decisive moment. ‘You didn’t say anything for about forty-five seconds. It was wonderful.’

 ‘Ah,’ I replied, ‘I’m the world’s best commentator when I keep my mouth shut.’

The Koreans had presented me with some sort of symmetry: the South had today provided the chance to emphasise that the commentator’s best weapon is often silence; the North, back in 1966, had offered a key to the identification of players which served me well over the next five decades.

So much of life is about being in the right place at the right time, and for me the World Cup finals coming to England in 1966 couldn’t have been better for they provided the lucky break which gave me the chance to become a football commentator. TV coverage of the tournament was by a consortium of the BBC and Independent Television, who pooled their resources to provide the facilities and the pictures for the world’s broadcasters. The result of that decision was that for the first time ITV could compete directly with the BBC in the domestic coverage. Match of the Day, introduced and commentated by Kenneth Wolstenholme, was two seasons old, and the Beeb had a number of established names to cover the matches in the four areas of the country: David Coleman, the presenter of Grandstand since 1958, Alan Weeks, Frank Bough and former Wales and Arsenal full back Walley Barnes. In contrast, ITV had only one football commentator, Gerry Loftus, and such was the Beeb’s dominance of sports coverage that he, like the network, had few chances to prove his worth.

One of his commentaries did make headlines, but for the wrong reasons. I watched it happen in a studio in central London. A remark by Gerry, after England had lost 3–2 to Austria at Wembley in October 1965, was partly responsible. Speaking to camera after the match, he began, ‘Well, Alf Ramsey will have to get out his chopper tonight.’ The resulting mirth, not least his own, cut by a good ten minutes the time the videotape editor had to present the tape for transmission, and in the days when scissors and sticky tape were the tools of the trade he, poor chap, cut between two corner kicks and left the winning Austrian goal on the floor. The result on ITV was a 2–2 draw.

Loftus seemed certain to be one of ITV’s four commentators for the championship, but the search was on for three more and thanks to my days with Sports Report my hat was in the ring. My trial for one of the coveted positions began at Rediffusion House in London’s Kingsway. I was asked to commentate on a recording of England versus the Rest of the World from October 1963. Fortunately, I’d seen the match, in which Denis Law scored and Lev Yashin, the great Russian goalkeeper, signalled his departure at half-time by holding his arm horizontal so that a shot hit his fist and with one bounce reached the halfway line. The sound of the original commentary was turned down, so atmosphere there was none. But I did well enough to be invited, along with several others, to commentate for some ten minutes each on the Youth Clubs’ Cup final at the Crystal Palace National Recreation Centre. I wrote to both clubs asking for short biographies of their players and six-by-four photographs which, for a week before the match covered the living room floor of the flat in Hampstead, north London, I shared with two others. Extra contributions to the beer kitty were required.

I’m not sure that my commentary was any better than the others’, but, being in the second half, it – as Frank Keating later put it – ‘awakened the dozing’. I knew the players and had something to add. It established a reputation, which stayed with me, as a commentator who did his homework. Further tests at Football League level followed, including one at Fulham where the sound mix was such that another contender, Hugh Johns, and I found it hard to avoid borrowing each other’s thoughts and finishing each other’s sentences. Then, in February of World Cup year, Graeme Turner, head of sport at Rediffusion Television, put his neck on the line by contracting me to commentate on Chelsea against AC Milan in the Inter Cities Fairs Cup, followed two weeks later by England versus Germany. The programme of the first remains a valued possession. It’s signed: ‘Here’s to the first of many – Jimmy Greaves.’ He had, of course, played for both clubs. He could not have been more helpful as what was then called a ‘summariser’, and it was a fine match in which Peter Osgood, pulling the ball out of the air with one foot then lashing it home with the other, scored one of the best goals of his career – and as a watcher mine.

In contrast, what turned out to be a rehearsal for the World Cup final was pretty turgid, decided by an untidy goal finally credited to Nobby Stiles, though claimed at the time by Roger Hunt. The praise received after the Chelsea match was somewhat tempered by the Wembley affair. (I would learn that ‘good commentary’, though well intentioned, usually meant ‘good match’. Few appreciate that praise is often much more deserved for a bad match.) But I made it to the final four, along with John Camkin, a journalist on the News Chronicle and a director of Coventry City, who would cover the Midlands; Gerry Loftus on his home patch in the north-west; and Hugh Johns, who, in company with former Welsh captain Dave Bowen, won the prize of Wembley and England’s matches. My beat was the north-east and the Parks of Roker and Ayresome.

I suppose I was a little disappointed, but I had no right to be and certainly didn’t express it. And looking back, not being heard too often as I learned some of the tricks of the trade was far more beneficial in the long term. I was also lucky that I had one of the stories of the championship, although nothing that I said in commentary matched the beautifully simple phrase of the BBC’s Frank Bough, who began his end-of-match report with his voice rising in disbelief: ‘What’s happening here? Korea have beaten Italy.’

By the time Pak Do Ik wrote his name into World Cup history I’d become an expert on North Korean football. Rather cheekily I’d insisted on being sent north a week earlier than ITV had planned, persuading John Bromley, the executive editor, that the unknowns from the Far East presented a bigger problem than any other of the sixteen teams. Even with that extra time, the ‘expert’ had one blind spot, called Yang Sung Kuk – number 21 in the squad – who in fact didn’t play until the third match. Somehow, matching his photograph with his style and movement failed, until it was pointed out to me that the full head of hair had, just before leaving home, been given a crewcut.

The World Cup grounding given to me that year by the Koreans – as well as the Russians, Chileans, Italians and, in the quarter-final, the Hungarians – has meant I’ve seldom needed to rely on numbers for identification. It made me something of a rarity. The BBC’s Walley Barnes once commented on air, ‘I can’t tell you who it is, he’s facing me’; and Billy Wright, deceived when a forward called Paolo Barison wore the number 3 shirt, told viewers, ‘We don’t have full backs who can shoot like that,’ a remark which also betrayed how insular English football was before the ‘home’ World Cup. These days, of course, players wear all sorts of ridiculous numbers, and commentators and the public alike have had to get used to it.

In 1966, at least I had no problems watching teams in training. Now, the media are made to leave the stadium after ten minutes of jogging and stretching exercises. Television executives whose companies pay the money that has enabled sport to flourish have done nothing to help their men at the end of a microphone who are expected to know the scorer of the first-minute goal. True, there’s now masses of video footage to study, but nothing’s as good as doing the homework ‘live’.

In theory, ITV’s four commentators in 1966 all had an equal chance of covering the World Cup final. We were required to phone in after the quarter-final to hear the decision. The ‘young man in the north-east’ – I was very much the baby of the team – told John Bromley, before John had the chance to say anything, that he’d be mad not to keep his Wembley team in their seats. I doubt that he ever thought otherwise.

On the day of the final I stood quietly at the back of Hugh’s box, barely opening my mouth; although I did tell the German commentator in the adjoining box, sick though I was at the late equaliser, that his country deserved to be level at ninety minutes. Peter Lorenzo, ITV’s reporter in the England camp, later accused me of being un-patriotic. But I have always felt that it was in extra time that England played like true World Champions. Alf Ramsey’s simple motivational comment – ‘You won it once; now go and win it again’ – deserves its place alongside his very early forecast that ‘England will win the World Cup’ in football’s folklore.

Equally lasting for me, in a very different context, was a comment made by Bill Shankly. At the pre-competition conference, John Bromley had explained that our experts – all members of the current great and good – would be asked to report their views to the pitch-side camera after the match. Bill, who was ITV’s man in the north-west, looked thoughtful for a moment and then said, ‘You mean you want me to talk to you from Goodison?’ He did so after much persuasion and with great reluctance, looking down at his microphone as though it were the camera: the pride of Anfield apparently not wanting it to be known that he was standing on enemy territory.

Being at the England hotel that evening – the Royal Garden in Kensington – and later on the streets with the crowd, was to be part of a very special atmosphere; something, I imagine, like VE day. It was total celebration; joy and pride in full measure. Many must have had trouble remembering the details the following morning, but I recall no sign of aggression; an age of innocence which has slowly been destroyed. It was still alive among the Liverpool supporters who thronged the team hotel in Rome when the European Cup was won eleven years later. But in another eight came the Heysel tragedy. And for all the improvement in stadium safety which, much too late, came from that and the disasters at Bradford and Hillsborough, aggression still seems endemic in the national character at football matches. When did the need to jeer come before the wish to cheer?

 

Returning to the Times sports desk was quite hard after a month in the world of television, which I knew I wanted to join. I’d now commentated on seven matches (nine if the pre-World Cup games were included) and had drawn favourable comment from the two directors in the north-east for the ITV/BBC consortium, Chris Palmer and John McGonagle. But the World Cup was now history, and there were no openings at any of the independent companies. With Hugh Johns rightly considered the Number One, there would be little chance of even the occasional mid-week match for Thames.

Then, unexpectedly, came a phone call from John Bromley with an offer to cover six matches for ABC Television’s World of Soccer programme, one-match recordings to be broadcast on Sunday afternoons in the north and the Midlands. Their commentator – who had not, incidentally, made the ITV World Cup squad – had asked to be relieved of his contract. Martin Locke, a Rhodesian from Salisbury (now Harare in Zimbabwe), had been offered a position with the South African Broadcasting Company. With a six-week guarantee in my pocket, I handed my notice to John Hennessy.
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Mexico ’68

D-Day, 6 June, for Penny and me in 1968 meant our wedding day. We’d got engaged on the first day of spring of that year, so no danger of forgetting the most important dates; I don’t think I ever have. But I hadn’t realised how often June would be the month of a major football championship.

We were married in St James’s Church, in Fulmer, Buckinghamshire, by a delightful vicar called William Taylor – he’d have been ideal for the role of Dr Chasuble in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. It was the most perfect summer’s day, and the reception in the garden of a friend’s house in Farnham Common could not have been bettered. My suntanned bride, who had just returned from a trip to the Far East with BOAC, looked stunningly beautiful.

The World of Sport team, led by John Bromley and Dickie Davies, turned out in style, other friends having to put up with the fact that our wedding day was a Thursday in order to accommodate the sports fixtures. Among the relatives were Penny’s antiques-dealer French uncle and his family from Paris, who had somehow found a way out of their city which had been brought to a standstill by the student riots. His brief speech, though probably not understood by many, took the prize for its expressiveness, worthy of his country’s actor Fernandel. Penny and I left for Rome that evening and the next day hired a Fiat Cinquecento to journey on down to Positano, returning a week later to fly to the city of Penny’s birth, Alexandria. There would be the chance of a second honeymoon in October, because I’d been included in the ITV team for the Mexico Olympics.

 

In the run-up to the Games, I was briefly tried as an athletics commentator. I remember it fondly for two things: for the chance to commentate on the fine American middle-distance runner Jim Ryun (Kip Keino was too much for him in Mexico and then he fell in his heat in Munich); and for the small amount of jogging I did with my fellow commentator, who strode with the bounce of a wallaby – he’d played a big part in Britain taking silver in the 4 × 400 metres relay four years earlier in Tokyo – disconcerting for a hack jogger. Adrian Metcalfe’s knowledge was clearly way ahead of mine, but much though I enjoyed his company, in and out of the commentary box, I felt he didn’t have the voice for the commentator’s role he clearly preferred to that of the expert. In his sport and at that time, I didn’t, either, though there were moments, listening to the man chosen for the role – the Canadian Lionel Pugh, a former coach of note – when I felt both disappointed and a little hard-done-by. Competition against Coleman and company was very different, and, as in the World Cup, it was a good thing that I was used on the side roads rather than Main Street.

The coup ITV felt they had made was to land Christopher Chataway as the main presenter, and at the launch of our Games team, he understandably took the main headlines. His participation in the first four-minute mile and in the Helsinki Olympics, and especially his 1954 5000 metres world record at White City, defeating Vladimir Kuts in one of the enduring classics of the track, had secured his place in sports history. In contrast, I was tail-end Charlie and, until Brommers’s intervention, anonymous.

Bill Ward, ATV’s executive producer of the Games, gave Chataway a big build-up, but came eventually to the end of his introductions: ‘And last, but by no means least, we come to two men who have to be ready at a moment’s notice to turn their hands to anything, to cover all the other sports which make up the Olympics – and for this role we have Neil Durden-Smith [applause, applause] and … and …’

John Bromley jumped in to reveal my identity.

‘And you are Barry who?’ said our grinning boxing commentator, Reg Gutteridge, afterwards.

It was Reg who, an hour out of Mexico City, among a group of us sitting together in first class, broke a silence which had lasted some five minutes from the moment we hit an electric storm. ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ he said, ‘but he’d get all the headlines. I’d just be “Also on board were …”’ The ‘he’ was David Coleman travelling alone in row one. He and Harry Carpenter were the only members of the BBC team permitted first-class travel – a fact I discovered only after I’d signed the contract that took me to the BBC eighteen months later.

ITV were intent on having a happy team (they even built in a five-day holiday in Acapulco after the Games). In many respects, they also had a successful one; but it was not helped by the politics of ‘us’ and ‘them’ between the London and Mexico production teams, and a failure to trust their commentators at a moment which would have brought positive headlines to offset the predictably low viewing figures.

For a considerable time in the long jump, the BBC had Britain’s Sheila Sherwood in the gold medal position; they’d somehow missed the first jump of Viorica Viscopoleanu of Romania. Now with computer updates that would be virtually impossible; but in 1968 physically tracking every jump of each round of the competition was a necessity. Predictably, Mary Rand, the champion in Tokyo four years earlier, got the blame; star names as commentators – more of that later.

The ITV team had it right, but in London the BBC output was being monitored; and London thought they knew better. Metcalfe and company were instructed to correct an error they had not made, and eventually, on the threat of dismissal, they succumbed. Of course, they then had to apologise a second time, and the ITV wires between Mexico and London were red hot. The Beeb, incidentally, also missed the giant leap of Bob Beamon, though you’d never have guessed it from the excitement in the words of Ron Pickering which were delivered moments later and speedily dubbed onto a recording: ‘Oh, it’s an enooooormous one!’

My Games had their downside, not least being well away from the main stadium at big moments such as when David Hemery won the 400 hurdles in classic style, breaking Olympic and World records in the process. Coleman was criticised for his comment, ‘Who cares who’s third?’ because it happened to be John Sherwood of Britain. Such was Hemery’s mastery and the margin of his victory that I felt the criticism was unfair. Coleman was just unlucky, and when, years later, Hemery was a subject in the Maestro series of interviews I conducted, I made sure that the commentary – for which, incidentally, Coleman later publicly apologised – was clipped.

Thirty-seven years on in Singapore, leading London’s successful bid for the 2012 Games, Sebastian Coe made it very clear in his speech in the prize-winning presentation that he had cared very much who came third: John and Sheila Sherwood, husband and wife – who, like Seb, hail from Sheffield – had been, he said, the inspiration for his career in athletics. As the only man to defend the Olympic 1500 metres title successfully, in 1984, it could be said that he struck gold for a third time when the IOC awarded the Games to London.

For me, the greatest disappointment of Mexico ’68 was missing a scoop. On the evening of the men’s 200 metres final and the demonstration of Black Power on the rostrum by Tommie Smith, the winner, and the bronze medallist, John Carlos, I happened on the latter at a downtown hotel in Mexico City and persuaded him to be interviewed by our crew, who were due to arrive in the next few minutes. Not only were they late, but their equipment then failed. The departing Carlos was later secreted away in a different hotel before a ‘live and exclusive’ interview by the BBC at prime time back home.
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