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            Praise for Dougie Donnelly – A Man for all Sports

         

         
            I don’t know if the average TV watcher realises the skills needed to make a smooth, accomplished knowledgeable sports presenter.

            I’m lucky enough to work alongside a variety of these top professionals as their match analyser and I marvel still at the ease and apparent nonchalance that they bring to what is often a very frenetic situation.

            As they watch and comment accurately on the action taking place in front of them, various instructions and commands are being fired into their earpieces. Knowledge of the sport in front of them is essential. From racing to rugby, football to athletics, every sport has a specialist presenter you immediately associate with that sport – and you couldn’t imagine them fronting another different activity.

            But not Dougie Donnelly. Obviously football, from his earliest Sportscene days, and golf with his long association with the European Tour are the sports rightly most associated with him.

            But down the years you will have seen him presenting darts, snooker and bowling, Commonwealth Games, Summer Olympics and Winter Olympics – most memorably in Salt Lake City in 2002 when describing skip Rhona Martin’s ‘stone of destiny’ that won curling gold for the UK.

            Moving comfortably from sport to sport – as Dougie has done – doesn’t happen by accident. It takes long hours of background research to get to know as much about the sport as possible – its history, skills and pitfalls. That knowledge then lets Dougie earn the trust and respect of the participants – and that is reflected in the quality of his interaction with them. A professional to the core!

            I would love to comment more about Dougie Donnelly the sportsman, rather than the sports commentator, but I’m a bit short of material. The first time I played golf with him, I was amazed he lugged round a full set of woods in his bag – and never used any of them, only a 1 iron. Hopefully, that changed over the years.

            And Dougie Donnelly the footballer remains a mystery too. When the Tennents’ Sixes were on in the Kelvin Hall many years ago we were scheduled to play a friendly six-a-side during the afternoon recess. Sadly, Dougie snapped an Achilles tendon with his first touch of the ball and limped off to casualty.

            I guess the other side of the microphone was safer, Dougie.

            However, his most important role I can confirm is Chairman of our Bad Boys lunch group. A job he takes very seriously – and his timings and locations are rather splendid!

            Ally McCoist

            Winning a gold medal was a life-changing experience, but having the household name of Dougie Donnelly commentating felt like an honour in itself! I think it’s testament to Dougie’s talent and skill as a commentator that his description of the ‘stone of destiny’ is something so many people still remember and associate with Britain’s first Winter Olympic Curling gold medal since 1926.

            Over the years, we have shared a laugh, that despite Dougie’s expressive way with words, his initial reaction was simply: ‘She’s done it!’ ii

            Dougie’s voice is as distinctive as it is familiar in homes across the country – and no matter what sport you follow, watch or listen to, Dougie’s versatility as a commentator and broadcaster means he is more than likely to have been involved with it at some point in his career. This is what makes him so relatable.

            Dougie’s sporting wisdom, knowledge and talent matched with his humour, kindness and professionalism make him someone who is always interesting and enjoyable to be around.

            Rhona Howie

            Fifty years ago or thereabouts I met Dougie Donnelly and we’ve been pals since then. It’s easy to have a wee pop at your pals for a laugh, but I choose to be serious about a guy I admire still after half a century of friendship. Firstly, he’s an outstanding family man. With his darling wife Linda, he’s raised three beautiful daughters, Kim, Laura and Lisa. Add a few grandchildren and you would wonder how he would have time for a career. Well, he did, and what a career!

            After getting 12/13ths of a Law degree he decided he’d try broadcasting. A great try. Dougie has covered every major sport on the planet: football, rugby, tennis, cricket, international bowls, golf, to name just a few. He has covered several Olympic Games and done all of these with aplomb! That’s how to convert a try into an exceptional score on a CV.

            There are several reasons for his success and they would need another book to illustrate, but for me his outstanding quality is professionalism. He does his homework and it shows in all of his work. He has flown all over the world to earn his reputation, so much so British Airways ask him if they can borrow some of his Air Miles!

            Dougie Donnelly, a real pal.

            Andy Cameron

            I first heard Dougie doing the football in Scotland (you normally hear him before you see him). I thought, What a great host, with a voice to match.

            We first met when he came to Largs to interview me. As it turns out we got on really well and we both loved most sports, a wee dram and a good laugh.

            Forty years later we’re still best of friends.

            We worked together on commentary for BBC and later the world feed which was owned by the European Tour and went worldwide but not in Britain! Our mates thought we had died!

            Dougie was always the lead commentator and he was brilliant at it. So easy to work with and he made you feel very comfortable.

            Our best times was when I had to do some after-dinner speaking and Dougie was invited along to do a Q&A with me – also to keep an eye on my alcohol intake! :D

            He so easily took me to places in my mind where I could remember some of the great and funny times I had in my career.

            I hope you enjoy the book as much as I enjoyed his friendship.

            Sam Torranceiii
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            For the girls in my life: Linda, Kim, Laura and Lisa – the wind beneath my wings.
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            Foreword

         

         The Seventies was a time I spent wandering around universities, playing the banjo and making music.

         And the guys that booked the acts to entertain were the entertainment social secretaries.

         I wondered how these guys booked the acts and I was curious to see how the machine worked, and that is how I met Dougie Donnelly, or Doogly Dogly as I called him. I always called him that for a reason unknown but to myself!

         Doogly had a real fondness for the Humblebums and I seem to recall he also had a liking for the Sutherland Brothers and Quiver.

         His bookings kept me alive in those early days and I really enjoyed the gigs.

         For some strange reason, I remember that there was always someone stealing all of the condoms in the gents toilet.

         I took part in many a witch hunt to find the culprit.

         I stayed with Doogly for years until I could stand up for myself and spread my wings and go on to become the gorgeous superstar I now am!

         I used to meet him in airports from America to Australia as he traipsed the world explaining golf to the citizens.

         I love him because he reminds me of a great time in my life when I was full of hope for the future and Doogly always encouraged it.

         He has become a huge success and he thoroughly deserves it.

         What memories we share — and what a memoir!

         
             

         

         Billy Connolly

July 2024viii
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1
            INTRODUCTION

            Best laid plans

         

         If my life had worked out as I had planned all those years ago, I would probably now be a retired solicitor, spending my days playing golf, watching sport and enjoying my grandchildren.

         I would never have broadcast on seven Olympic Games, three World Cups, three Commonwealth Games, over three hundred golf tournaments and thirty-three consecutive Scottish Cup Finals!

         I would probably never have walked on the Great Wall of China, climbed the Sydney Harbour Bridge, strolled across Red Square in Moscow, and visited close to sixty countries all over the world.

         I wouldn’t have spoken at dinners in the House of Lords, or on a North Sea oil platform, or interviewed an American President onstage at the Royal Albert Hall, or three of the Beatles.

         I certainly wouldn’t be on first name terms with some of the most famous sportsmen and women in the world, many of whom have become good friends.

         Lucky? You better believe it!

         And all this – and more – happened because a DJ didn’t turn up at a Student Union disco one Saturday night in 1974. 2

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Chapter 1

            Recorded highlights

         

         World Cup 1998 – a familiar story

         The Spanish referee blew his whistle on a warm Parisian afternoon and the 1998 World Cup was under way. It was no surprise that Brazil – the defending champions and four-time winners – were involved in the tournament’s opening match, but, thrillingly, their opponents on this great sporting occasion were … Scotland!

         Standing on the TV gantry in Paris’s Stade de France that famous afternoon, I breathed a sigh of relief. The two-hour build-up to the kick-off had gone well, even though I had been dealt a major shock earlier in the programme. As planned, I had thanked my guests Ally McCoist, Gordon Smith and Willie Miller and handed over to Barry Davies, the BBC network’s commentator for the Opening Ceremony. But as the introductory music blared out in the stadium, there was only silence on the BBC Scotland feed. For reasons I never discovered, Barry’s commentary was going to the rest of the UK, but not to the huge audience back in Scotland waiting for one of the great occasions in our football history.

         Panic immediately broke out in the BBC Scotland Control Truck outside the stadium, as plugs and circuits between Paris and Glasgow were checked, but eventually, I got the apologetic instruction in my earpiece: ‘Dougie – you’re going to have to commentate.’

         I was only too aware from previous Olympic and World Cup Opening Ceremonies that those huge extravaganzas featured a cast of hundreds amid music, drama, lots of obscure symbolism and proud tributes to the host nation’s culture. 4

         The commentator would have spent days preparing an explanatory script to interpret it all to an often-baffled audience, and would certainly have watched the full-scale rehearsal in the stadium the day before. I had nothing. And not a clue as to what was already unfolding in front of me. The French, after all, love their impressionists.

         Thankfully, I did have – somewhere in the bottom of the bag lying at my feet – the thick wad of bilingual explanations which was the running order for the Ceremony. For some reason I had picked it up as I left the Broadcast Centre hours before, not thinking for a moment that I would need it. I was much more interested in Craig Brown’s team selection and any tricky Brazilian pronunciations.

         Now that creased and dog-eared sheaf of notes was a lifesaver. As I fumbled for the right page thinking: Come on, Dougie – we need words, I tried to reassure myself with the old adage less is more along with only speak when you can add to the pictures – an old-fashioned concept now, it seems, in these days of wall-to-wall words from the commentary box.

         Somehow, I got through it, the words just about making sense, if lacking the polished articulacy which I’m sure Barry gave to the network commentary. Then, and with only the briefest word of acknowledgement from the production team, we were straight into the last 20 minutes of the build-up to Scotland v Brazil.

         And bizarrely, after the initial panic, I actually enjoyed it all. Unscripted, seat-of-the-pants broadcasting, with no autocue, no meaningful running order and no idea what you might have to suddenly describe.

         Live television is what I do – almost all the TV I have presented in my long career has been live – and I love it.

         I have never felt the same buzz on the occasions I have had to write a script and read it from an autocue. Even worse if it’s recorded. When you know you can have another shot at it, the brain immediately goes into ‘retake’ mode.

         I wish I could say that once I was back on familiar big match ground with Ally, Gordon and Willie, there was a happy ending to one of the most memorable days in my broadcasting career. But this, of course, is Scotland in the World Cup.

         Then, as now, the BBC and ITV tossed a coin for the live coverage of matches in the World Cup. Luckily, my long-time employers at the BBC 5had won the right to show the big one – Brazil in the opening match – together with our final game in the group against Morocco. Those were the two games you wanted, obviously, with ITV showing the second match against Norway.

         Fortunately, our bosses at BBC Scotland recognised that the Scottish audience would want to hear from their own, familiar, commentary team rather than our network colleagues. So, although Des Lynam, Gary Lineker, Alan Hansen and co were alongside us on the Stade de France gantry, BBC Scotland were able to mount our own production from France.

         That hadn’t always been the case, of course. I remember not long before in the years when the annual Scotland-England match was played at Hampden, the network production and commentary team would move in en bloc to show their country cousins how it was done. That didn’t go down well with the BBC Scotland Sports team, as you can imagine.

         Happily, BBC politics had moved on a little from those days by the time I began my career.

         Broadcasting exclusively to a Scottish audience at World Cup 98 also allowed us to be a little – well, a lot – less than impartial in our coverage of Craig Brown’s team. That was absolutely right – unlike the World Cup in Italy eight years before, my first as a member of the BBC Network team. I was quietly taken aside by the producer and told that I couldn’t refer to the Scotland team as ‘we’ or ‘us’, as I had been happily doing in my first few reports from the Scotland camp.

         BBC impartiality was all important – or, to put it another way, Know your audience. Not everyone in Milton Keynes is a Scotland fan.

         Scotland, as you won’t need reminding, played our all too familiar role of gallant losers against Brazil in Paris, going behind to the World Champions after just five minutes before equalising through a John Collins penalty. A bizarre and freakishly unlucky own goal by Tom Boyd with 15 minutes left saw us beaten 2-1 by Ronaldo and co. After recording the highlights show that evening, we needed a night out to drown our sorrows before I flew home for 10 days or so. Our highlights programme featuring Scotland’s second match against Norway in Bordeaux left us clinging to the well-worn We can still make it – really line after Craig Burley’s equaliser earned us a 1-1 draw. Brazil beat Morocco 3-0 to clinch their expected qualification. 6

         Then it was back to France for the vital final tie against Morocco, who had only ever won once before in the World Cup – against Portugal in Mexico in 1986. To be fair, they had added two draws to top the group ahead of England! So, they at least had qualified for the second stage of a World Cup – something, we hardly needed reminding, that Scotland had never done.

         There was to be no happy ending in Saint-Étienne. Scotland crashed to a 3–0 defeat and were once again heading home before the postcards had arrived. My memory of the game is dim, thankfully. I was only too used to trying to find the words to describe another huge World Cup disappointment for the huge audience (1.9 million viewers) back home.

         Actually, I have far more vivid memories of the preview programme Gordon, Willie and I had done the night before.

         Place de Marengo is an attractive tree-lined square in the small town of Roanne, an hour or so north of Saint-Étienne, which had been chosen as the production and commentary team’s base for what would prove to be Scotland’s final contribution to World Cup 98.

         When the advance BBC party had been on their site visit a few months before, our producer spotted that this attractive square also had a lovely, old-fashioned bandstand in its centre. Showing the imagination for which BBC producers are of course renowned, the bandstand was quickly identified as the ideal location for our live preview programme the night before the Morocco match.

         Permissions were sought, bookings made, and after a swift visit to the Scotland training session in Saint-Étienne, the BBC team arrived at what we had been assured was the perfect setting for our programme. ‘Very French, lads – you’ll love it!’

         What the town officials hadn’t sent along with their invoice was the news that a large screen TV had been set up in the square to allow the locals to watch the Romania–England game being played that night in Toulouse. No great problem, we thought. This will provide a bit of atmosphere for the programme, which was due on air shortly after the final whistle. What we hadn’t anticipated was the several hundred-strong battalion of the Tartan Army who had also made their World Cup base in Roanne and were now enjoying the England match, along with a few beers, as they encouraged the locals to become Romania fans for the night.

         As Gordon, Willie and I ran through what is laughingly known as the rehearsal for a live sports show, the big screen behind us was showing 7England going down to a 2-1 defeat, to the noisy delight of the Tartan Army!

         I remember Willie saying, ‘Ah well, at least they’ll be in a good mood if they notice us over in the corner.’ Oh, they were in a good mood all right, and fully refreshed after an afternoon ’s drinking in the French sunshine!

         With perfect timing, the TV lights illuminated the three of us on the bandstand, and the speakers blasted out the opening music to World Cup Sportscene. Hundreds of tartan-bedecked heads spun round, and like Glaswegians finally discovering the location of a Saturday night party, they quickly surrounded our bandstand and its two increasingly worried-looking French security guards, who were there only to ensure that the TV crew didn’t damage their beloved bandstand. Quickly recognising the three of us in the lights, they greeted us with cheers the moment they realised that the fun wasn’t yet over, and then gave us the benefit of the Tartan Army songbook. ‘One Willie Miller, there’s only one Willie Miller’ was followed by ‘One Tillicoultry’ for my benefit.

         Yes, the Tartan Army was in a good mood all right. As it got ever more raucous, the only problem was that Willie, Gordon and I couldn’t hear each other speak – we were literally trying to lip-read. And I could barely hear the director’s voice in my ear – it was chaos.

         And then a few of our audience got bored and started to launch a few of the colourful plants surrounding the bandstand at everyone on stage. They were probably aiming at the three stooges trying to discuss Scotland’s chances the next night, but their aim was rotten – although a couple of direct hits on the back of our two cameramen’s heads got the loudest cheers of the night.

         Things never got totally out of hand, thankfully, but it was a close-run thing. Several of the TV crew from our control truck ran out to help the beleaguered security guards, as a few of the braver – or drunker – spectators tried to climb up beside us, to offer their opinions on Scotland’s chances, presumably.

         Our stage manager also got a huge cheer when he literally rugby-tackled an intruder to the deck right behind me. All I heard was the crash, as I wondered how much longer this madness could go on. One of the few comments I did hear in my ear was an increasingly stressed director saying: ‘Glasgow, we might have to bail out here. Have you got a Tom and Jerry you can fill in with?’ 8

         It was one of the longest hours of television I can remember, and I’m still not sure how we got through it. Willie and Gordon admitted afterwards that they hadn’t heard a single one of my carefully crafted questions, and just talked about whatever came into their heads about Scotland, Morocco, Craig Brown and, of course, England’s unfortunate defeat.

         Years later, I met one of that night’s Tartan Army, who told me it was one of his favourite nights following Scotland, certainly more fun than most of the football.

         Twenty-four hours later, Scotland had lost 3-0, and once again had failed to qualify from the first stage of a World Cup. Little did we know on that sad and silent journey back to our hotel that there wouldn’t be another World Cup adventure for Scotland for 26 years – and counting …

         Just to add to our misery, when we got back to our hotel, we made the discovery that the hotel bar was closed. To be honest, although we badly wanted to drown our sorrows, crashing sadly into bed at the end of a long unhappy day suddenly wasn’t the worst idea. Except for Ally McCoist. ‘No way I’m going to bed, I’m going out to find a drink,’ he announced and headed out into the night. ‘Go with him, Dougie, you’re his pal,’ pleaded our gaffer. ‘The BBC are responsible for him.’

         Still laughing at the idea that anyone was responsible for the bold Alistair, I headed out after him, but somehow, in the few moments during which I ascertained that any subsequent expenses would be met by the BBC, Ally had disappeared. After wandering the streets for a short while I gave up. Ah well, even then he was a big boy, and I didn’t fancy wandering the darkened streets of a town I didn’t know.

         In typical Ally fashion, he apparently met up with some of the disappointed Tartan Army (probably the same ones who were launching plants at us the night before) and slept on someone’s floor. He made it back the next morning, just in time to join us for a (very) long consolation lunch, before flying home for yet another Scotland World Cup inquest.

         But still, a year to remember

         1998 was one of the busiest and most enjoyable years of my career, and in many ways, the peak of my time at the BBC. I was still the main presenter of BBC Scotland’s football coverage, with Sportscene, Match of the Day on a Saturday night, and regular Wednesday nights of European and 9International football. BBC Network Sport based at Television Centre in London was making more and more demands on my time. I was more than happy to be playing to a much bigger, UK-wide audience, even though I was getting some good-natured stick from my colleagues in Glasgow about never being around.

         The year had started as it regularly did with the World Darts Championship at the Lakeside Country Club in Frimley Green in Surrey, always an enjoyable week with a fun bunch of people, and time off in the mornings to go and play golf at Sunningdale.

         Two weeks later, I was in Lancashire for another indoor sport which attracted huge audiences at the time (much to the disgust of a few more traditional but considerably less TV-friendly sports): indoor bowls. I had been in at the start of the sport on TV when a BBC Scotland producer, Bill Malcolm, had instituted a four-player tournament at Coatbridge.

         Sponsorship from Imperial Tobacco’s Embassy brand saw the sport take off spectacularly, and the quickly established World Indoor Bowls Championship rapidly outgrew the friendly little Lanarkshire club and moved south to the grander surroundings of the Guild Hall in Preston.

         After the final, I drove home to Glasgow to enjoy precisely nine hours at home with my family before flying to Japan for my first Winter Olympics.

         Like bowls, curling had been a staple of BBC Scotland’s sports portfolio for years, and I knew and liked the sport. In fact, I used to point out that Scotland, sadly, wasn’t world class at many sports, but snooker, bowls, darts and curling were four of them – and I worked on them all.

         The Crucible and further Scottish snooker success was still a couple of months away. For the moment, excitement around Scotland’s ice rinks was growing – and had been for the last few years, ever since it had been announced that curling was to make its Olympic debut in Nagano in 1998.

         I was delighted to be asked to travel to my third Olympics, but first Winter Games, as the curling commentator. To be honest, I was on the shortest of short lists – my BBC London colleagues had as much idea about curling as they did about shinty or tossing the caber but were extremely excited at the prospect of a British medal. Scotland, after all, were regular European and World Champions, and competing as Great Britain, were obvious contenders for a Winter Olympic medal. There 10hadn’t been many – GBR had only ever won eight Golds in the ninety years before Japan.

         Obviously, the commentary team – I was accompanied by former Scottish champion Richard Harding – was going to have to do a lot of explaining about this ancient sport. At least three-quarters of our audience across the UK would be seeing the sport for the first time, so we quickly decided that we had to assume no previous knowledge on their part, and the rules and tactics couldn’t be repeated often enough. If that offended the curling aficionados – almost exclusively in Scotland, of course – then we assumed that they would be so delighted to see their sport in the Olympics and wouldn’t mind the constant replaying of ‘Curling for Beginners’.

         It proved to be a fascinating three weeks in Karuizawa, the curling venue an hour so from Tokyo on the bullet train, but there was to be no medal for GB, sadly. The men’s team never got close to the medals, but Kirsty Hay’s women lost agonisingly to Canada in the semi-finals after an extra end. Just to add to their pain, they lost the bronze medal play-off to Sweden the following day as Canada took gold.

         With two days of competition left before the flight home, we were able to take in some of the speed skating and bobsleigh events as well as a visit to the spectacular Zenko-Ji temple before the traditional final night BBC party. Fortunately, the next day’s flight wasn’t an early one!

         Kirsty and her close-knit team of Jackie Lockhart, Felsie Bayne, and the Loudon sisters Edith and Katie did take home a permanent memento of the Games, though. All five had the Olympic rings tattooed on their hip! And very attractive it looked too … apparently.

         After such a busy start to the year, it was good to get back home to my wife Linda and our girls. It was good to also settle back into the usual pattern of Sportscene programmes on Saturday afternoon and evening, together with my usual busy schedule of after dinner speeches and awards ceremonies.

         Early April meant the much-anticipated visit to the Masters at Augusta. I always considered myself hugely fortunate to be part of the BBC team at the season’s first Major, not just because it was such a special week, but because our team was such a close-knit one. We were, and remained, very good friends.

         Peter Alliss, Alex Hay, Steve Rider and I shared a house near the course with our producers John Shrewsbury and Alastair Scott, barbecued every 11night, and laughed late into the evening. Peter, of course, was storyteller in chief, although we all contributed. He was a huge fan of Chic Murray, as I was, and I made a point of finding a few new tales of the great Scottish comic before every trip. Sorry, I can’t resist throwing in perhaps my favourite Chic Murray story at this point – after all, I was there.

         For a time in the early Eighties, a few of us would head over to the BBC Club near the studios in Glasgow between our two Saturday programmes. At the time, Chic had a flat near the BBC and used to drop in to the Club at six or so after finishing his weekly shop. He would stand with us at the bar, bag of shopping at his feet, enjoying the chat about the day’s football. Inevitably, he would then launch into a typically surreal tale to amuse his willing audience. One week, a fly was buzzing around our heads as Chic told a story, and eventually landed alongside him on the bar. A swift smack, and the irritant had been dispatched. The barmaid, cleaning glasses and minding her own business, was startled by the sudden noise, and let out a squeal. With perfect timing, Chic turned to her and said, ‘I’m sorry – was it a pet?’

         It was a moment of comic brilliance from the great man and I took great delight in telling Peter the story all those years later as the wine flowed on a warm Georgia evening.

         Another of Chic’s tales which Peter loved – and regularly retold over breakfast – was about the theatrical digs where the breakfasts were less than generous. A request for some honey for his toast brought the tiniest little pot Chic had ever seen.

         ‘Ah, I see you keep a bee …’

         The Scottish Cup Final was always one of the highlights of my year – I would go on to present the BBC coverage of 33 of them – especially when live football, in those pre-Sky days, was relatively rare on TV.

         The Cup Final was a very big day for the BBC. We were usually on air for around three hours before kick-off. Preview material was stockpiled for weeks beforehand, anyone with the most tenuous connection to the two teams was interviewed, and there was always a new suit for the Cup Final!

         With Hampden under reconstruction, the Final was at Celtic Park in 1998, the scene of huge celebrations the week before as Celtic ended Rangers run of nine titles in a row by beating St Johnstone 2-0. There were probably Celtic celebrations again on Cup Final day, as Hearts beat Rangers 2-1 to lift the Cup with goals from Colin Cameron (pen) and 12Stéphane Adam. It was the end of an era for so many of that Rangers team. Andy Goram, Stuart McCall, Ian Durrant and Richard Gough were all leaving along with manager Walter Smith. So too was Ally McCoist, just weeks before his contribution to the BBC’s World Cup coverage in France.

         Naturally, Ally couldn’t slip quietly out of the spotlight. Coming off the bench, he scored Ranger’s goal, before ending an illustrious playing career alongside his great pal Durrant for three seasons at Kilmarnock.

         From the Final to Wentworth, for interviewing duties at the Volvo PGA Championship, which included my friend Colin Montgomerie, who won the first of three in a row in what is always described as the European Tour’s flagship event – an achievement Monty still describes as one of the greatest of his career.

         Then it was off to the World Cup, although there was still plenty of golf to come that summer. Loch Lomond has always been one of my favourite courses, and I was lucky enough to work on all 15 Scottish Opens held there.

         It was designed by former Open Champion Tom Weiskopf, who had given me a memorable interview before the inaugural tournament two years previously. The American had been staying in a garden cottage on site during the construction phase, and, unable to sleep, had got up at 4 a.m. one summer morning to go down and have a look at how the 14th was progressing. It was a beautiful risk/reward hole, inviting the player to play either over or around a peat bog from the tee. Picking his way through what was soggy ground even in midsummer, Tom slipped and found himself slowly being sucked under the water. Very quickly, he was submerged up to his armpits. With no one around at that time in the morning, his cries for help went unheard.

         As he told me the story, he became quite emotional, remembering the feeling of horror as he realised that if the tree root he was clinging to gave way, or his strength gave out, he would quickly be submerged. He tried not to remember that they had lost a bulldozer in that same bog just weeks previously: it had taken three hours to sink and disappear.

         ‘I thought of my wife Jeanne back in the cottage, still sleeping. If I went under, no one would ever know what had happened to me,’ he murmured. ‘I would have just vanished off the face of the earth.’ He clung, cold and terrified, to that tree root for an incredible four hours, pulling 13himself agonisingly slowly, inches at a time, towards the bank. Somehow, he made it, and lay shivering in only his shirt and underpants. His boots, socks and jeans had been sucked under during his desperate struggle. He limped back to the cottage, exhausted and filthy. His shocked wife helped him to shower, and he collapsed into bed. ‘I slept for ten hours,’ he told me.

         There are times as an interviewer that you say nothing. What could I say? I left the discussion of the wonderful course he had designed for another day.

         It remains one of the most memorable interviews I ever did, and I never played the 14th afterwards without remembering the story.

         From Loch Lomond, it was straight on to Royal Birkdale and the Open Championship and a week that the amiable Mark O’Meara would never forget, as he went on to add the Claret Jug to the Masters trophy he had won three months before.

         I always enjoyed interviewing Mark. We had struck up a rapport at Augusta, and I had plenty more opportunity to talk to him that summer as he followed up his two Major wins with victory over his close friend Tiger Woods in the World Matchplay at Wentworth in October, all at the comparatively late age of 41. I have often wondered if the warm reception I always got from Tiger around this time was partly down to Mark’s influence. The older man was very much a guide and mentor to the young Woods, already a superstar at just 22 years old.

         I remember one conversation with Tiger that year at Birkdale as we waited to go live with a post-round interview. I had asked him where he was staying for the week – a rented house – and whether he was able to get out for dinner in the evenings.

         ‘No chance, of that – I’d never get a moment’s peace,’ he said. ‘They have to bring everything in.’ And then with a huge grin, he literally dug me in the ribs and said: ‘And I mean everything, Dougie!’ The audience must have wondered why we were both giggling like schoolboys as Steve Rider handed over to us.

         Later in the year, I presented the Regal Masters snooker in Motherwell and was honoured, as an occasional presenter, to join some of the legendary figures of BBC Sport at Grandstand’s 40th Anniversary celebrations at Ascot Racecourse. I still had to fly back to do Sportscene that night, though! 14

         As the year wrapped up, there was snooker and bowls to do in Preston and Norfolk, a Rangers video to write and direct for the Christmas market, and an afternoon at Celtic Park for an Old Firm match won 5-1 by the home team, thanks to two goals each from Lubo Moravčik and Henrik Larsson, two of the finest players I ever saw in green and white.

         I wasn’t presenting the match coverage, though – I was doing something called Sofa Soccer live on Noel’s House Party on the Parkhead pitch an hour or so after the match. I have no recollection of what was involved, but a huge Saturday night prime-time audience wasn’t doing my career any harm.

         Then there was more snooker and indoor bowls, in Bournemouth and Glasgow this time, together with my Saturday football commitments. This was as busy a year as I’ve ever had. It was time to spend some much-needed time with my wonderful – and long-suffering – family.
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            Chapter 2

            A good place to grow up

         

         I was born on 7 June, 1953, in the Redlands Maternity Hospital in Glasgow’s stately Great Western Road. It was a private hospital apparently, so I have no idea how my solidly working-class parents were able to afford it. My mum Jean was a medical secretary, so maybe she was able to pull a few strings. My brother Stewart, who came along four years later, was also a Redlands baby.

         Home was the rapidly expanding town of Rutherglen, just three miles from Glasgow city centre. Actually, the Royal Burgh of Rutherglen, created by King David I of Scotland in 1126, as we proudly learned at primary school. Sadly, more than 800 years of history disappeared when the town was subsumed into the City of Glasgow in the mid Seventies.

         Ru’glen, as we knew it, was a good place to grow up, and I have nothing but fond memories of our house on Clincarthill, so steep that it was accessible only by footpath despite being just a ten-minute walk from Main Street. Even today, I enjoy walking along its wide, tree-lined pavement, admiring the clock tower on the town’s famous Town Hall, a distinctive building in the Scottish baronial style. The tower is still visible today from the M74 driving into Glasgow, and the sight of it always makes me smile.

         Childhood, school and football

         When I was around 14, we moved a little upmarket to a fine old semi-detached red sandstone villa in Limeside Avenue, a mile or so closer to Burnside Primary School. Luckily, I was able to transfer newsagents, and found a new paper round to augment my pocket money.

         Overtoun Park was close by, with its tennis courts and red blaes and black ash football pitches, where I spent so much of my teenage years. 16Years later, Rutherglen Maternity Hospital was built on the site, and I love the fact that all three of our daughters were born there.

         Dad Bert, a quiet and gentle man devoted to his family, was originally a bricklayer – frustrated, as so many of his generation were, by the need to leave school early to earn a living. On the outbreak of war in 1939, he volunteered for the RAF and spent much of the conflict in Malta and Sicily. Again, typical of his generation, he rarely spoke of his wartime experiences, but confessed to a sense of disappointment that his eyesight wasn’t good enough to qualify for air crew. I do, however, still have the medal won by Leading Aircraftsman Donnelly, R, as a member of the football team who won the Junior Command Cup! Dad was a grafter – always – and went to night school after the war to earn the qualifications he needed to rise through the ranks and eventually become a Construction Director. Throughout his life, though, and despite his obvious intelligence, he resented the fact that he was, as he saw it, uneducated. Both he and Mum were insistent that Stewart and I had to work hard at school and pass our exams.

         I did pretty well at primary school, only just missing out on the Dux Award, and qualified to go to the top school in the county, under the selective education system which applied at the time. Hamilton Academy was an outstanding school, renowned for its academic achievements, with an encouraging emphasis on sport, too. Both Craig Brown and his brother Jock had been pupils a few years before. Looking back now, I probably didn’t do myself justice, always able to finish in the middle of the pack academically, without having to work too hard. I did, however, manage to win a place at university, the first in my family to do so, even if I had made much harder work of it than I should have. I never went seriously off the rails, but I made some friends my folks clearly didn’t approve of and spent too much time going to gigs and playing sport.

         My final year at school was more about parties, going to the pub (illegally, most of the time – I was only 17!), coming home late at night and, almost most seriously of all in my parents’ eyes, refusing to get my hair cut. Nothing that most teenagers weren’t doing. When I look back at the photographs, though, my folks had a point about the hair.

         I remember very clearly the conversation I had with the Careers Master in my final year. ‘So, Donnelly, what are your plans?’

         ‘I’d like to study English at university, sir.’ 17

         ‘Shouldn’t be a problem,’ he nodded, checking his notes. ‘Your best subject. So, you’re going to be a teacher, then?’

         This was a bombshell. I had no real idea what I wanted to do, but I knew that teaching didn’t appeal. ‘That’s all you’ll do with an English degree,’ he went on. I still get angry at that teacher’s dismissive attitude even now. How wrong can you be? He was supposed to be there to give advice. Graduating from college or university should surely be about opening doors to your future – not shoving you down a predetermined corridor?

         Anyway, after he accepted that I couldn’t see myself as a teacher, we agreed that I would apply to study law at the University of Strathclyde. I was duly accepted, and the next steps on my future path were laid out. Only the destination would be different.

         In 1971, a few mates and I ‘dogged off’ school, caught the train into Glasgow and joined the long queue for tickets outside Greens Playhouse (later the legendary Apollo) for the upcoming Rolling Stones gig. The sort of gig that was a huge part of my life at the time, and having never seen the Stones live, I knew there was no way I was going to miss it. Unfortunately, a few thousand others had the same idea that morning, and the queue stretched for hundreds of yards, long enough to attract the attention of the local BBC Scotland news programme. Since we were in our school uniforms, we thought it best that the dental appointment we had taken the morning off to attend didn’t appear on that night’s news. As the camera panned along the crowd, I took a sudden interest in the shop window alongside. I’m not sure that even my back appeared on Reporting Scotland.

         We got our tickets, though, and the gig was worth waiting for, of course. But still not as good as Deep Purple three nights previously at the same venue. I was huge Purple fan, and although I liked the Stones, I was much more of a Beatles fan. In those days, you had to be one or the other.
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