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  First-hand account from the heart of Welsh sporting action


  One of the country’s most recognised sport presenters - Jason has rubbed shoulders with the greats: from Brazilian footballers Zico, Ronaldinho and Juninho; to rugby giants Graham Henry, Lawrence Dallaglio and Martin Johnson; and even filmstar Al Pacino.


  In My Sporting Heroes Jason chooses his favourite Welsh sporting stars – including his boyhood hero, the former Wales manager Mark Hughes, Ryan Giggs, Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson, Welsh rugby stars Sam Warburton and Ieuan Evans, boxer Joe Calzaghe and swimmer David Davies – and gives us a personal and intimate view of each of these different characters as well as of life as a TV presenter.


  This book is dedicated to my three children Lili, Max and Poppy who sometimes have to go weeks on end without seeing their dad. I miss you all and thank you for being the World’s Best Children. You have made me very proud.


  INTRODUCTION


  A FEW YEARS ago I spent a lovely afternoon in the sun with my little boy Max. It was a hot day. I really should have been happy after such a miserable winter. For months, cold and snow had made us dream of the sunshine. It was the coldest winter I can remember. Trust me – sports reporting looks like a glamorous job but standing or sitting in a football stadium can be a very cold experience. I froze doing my Saturday reports for Final Score. Anyway – this was a summer to look forward to. But sport – don’t you just love it? Sport had ruined it.


  Sun shining. Shorts on. Sun cream on. Kicking a ball in the park. Summer was here and yet I just couldn’t enjoy it. It was the day after Cardiff City’s Premier League dream had died at Wembley and I was left feeling like when the love of your life tells you that ‘it’s just not working.’


  Twenty-four hours after Blackpool had beaten City 3-2, and Brett Ormerod’s toe poke had spoiled the capital’s hopes of getting back to somewhere near respectability, I still couldn’t get that sick feeling out of my stomach. There was no-one in my local park when I went there with the kids on this beautiful summer’s day. It was deserted. No kids kicking a ball around pretending to take on Luis Suarez and Wayne Rooney. Not now. Not after that Saturday. It could have been so different. My phone didn’t ring all day. I couldn’t look at the papers. It was just too much. You know you want to cry but you can’t. Why does sport do this to us? The shoulders are hunched. The tissues are on standby.


  That Sunday seemed to go on forever and when I did bump into someone it was a neighbour who offered ‘shame about the result?’‘Shame about the result?’ It was a disaster – for today, tomorrow and the next day – is what I wanted to shout back at him!


  Instead I weakly offered a ‘yes’ and asked Max if he fancied an ice cream at home to try to make this sad, lonely feeling go away.


  So off we went into the kitchen and on went the telly. Max – three years old and in his red Wales football shirt – takes his place in his chair at the kitchen table and out comes a Fab from the freezer. He tucks in. Wales are playing Croatia – it’s live on TV.


  ‘Who do we want to win, Dad?’ says my innocent, sweet young football supporter, who’s falling more in love with the game on a day-by-day basis. (He’s a decent keeper actually!) ‘Yellows or red and whites?’


  Wales are in yellow. They’ve changed strip and it looks terrible.


  ‘Wales, son. The yellows,’ I reply, like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders. ‘They’re losing,’ I add.


  ‘Like the Bluebirds?’ he asks, and licks the bits off the top of his ice-cold Fab and smiles.


  ‘Yes, son,’ I sigh. ‘Like the Bluebirds.’


  That’s football eh?


  JORDAN 1 WALES 0


  ‘Up goes the hand…the punch … if ever there was one.’ (Archie MacPherson, BBC commentator, Anfield, 1977)


  A hand? That’s all. A hand. His bent right arm goes up in the air into the dark Liverpool night. Thousands watch. Some can’t look. No. Please tell me no. Dark blue. Dark blue with a little white piping. Blue. Dark blue. Of course it was a Scottish hand. The hand of Joe Jordan. The arm! The dark blue arm. You get used to this as a Wales sports fan. The disappointment. The sick, gut-wrenching feeling that will become so familiar at Wembley Stadium. The churn that tells you you’re not going to the World Cup. That feeling when you’re told you’re not going to the party. No son, that’s for us. You can’t come to the top table. Never.


  Argentina 1978? Ticker tape and Mario Kempes? You won’t be seeing that. That’s for Ally MacLeod’s Tartan Army. Not for you, Welsh boy. Simple as. Ticker tape? In a flash, my country had kissed goodbye to taking on the beauty of the white and pale blue-striped pin-up players of Argentina. Mario Kempes, the Argentina striker, César Luis Menotti, the man who would be king, and the throbbing cauldron of the Estadio Monumental – all gone. Finished in a flash. Scotland fans go crazy as Don Masson scores a penalty. They go even crazier when Kenny Dalglish – King Kenny – scores the second to make it Wales 0-2 Scotland. Funny how everyone knows about Diego Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ in 1986 at the World Cup. Yet not many people talk about the Joe Jordan handball at Anfield in 1977, which ended Wales’ World Cup dreams. No-one talks about it. As if it never happened.


  I can still see it now. People talk about Maradona’s ‘Hand Of God’.but this was just as bad. Maybe if Joe Jordan had handled against England there would have been more outrage. Maybe if Jordan hadn’t won a penalty and duped the referee on that fateful night, Wales might have gone on to do well in the World Cup. Maybe John Toshack and Terry Yorath would have done better than the Tartan Army. Maybe Wales would have qualified for every World Cup and European Championship ever since. Maybe. Just maybe.


  Watch it again. As I did as I wrote this. An arm. That’s all. The arm went up in the air. Dark blue – not a red arm. Obvious. Clear. A big fist. A throw of the right arm. A kind of reverse hook – a hook that knocked us out.


  Not that I knew at the time, mind you. I was only four years old.


  In 1977, I was growing up in Ely, Cardiff, Wales, and far more interested in dressing up as Batman (and to prove it I’ve raided the family photos) ready to take on The Joker or some other crackpot.


  When Joe Jordan was a coach at Tottenham Hotspur Football Club working alongside Harry Redknapp I rang the club to ask him about that night, about Scotland, and to ask him about the handball. But I was told he wasn’t there. I left my number. That was a few years back. He never returned my call. Funny, that.


  SATURDAYS


  My fascination with the most beautiful game in the world started in 1982. The Joe Jordan/David Jones handball which saw Scotland beat Wales in 1977 at Anfield in a World Cup match really should have turned me off. But it didn’t. You see, I was only a kid of four at that time, even though I remember my granddad – a lovely man, fondly known as Dickon the streets of Ely – watching the match that night on an old TV set in my grandparents’ house. I grew up in a family that stopped for Five Nations rugby, the Grand National, Wimbledon and Test Match Cricket. It was a sports-mad house.


  Saturday afternoons in Heol Carnau, Caerau, Cardiff - a long road of redbricked council houses on the west side of the city - were a highlight. My granddad watched sport all day and his day began with a sneaky look at the betting pages. He turned me into a ‘start-at-the-back-of-the-paper fella’.


  To this day, I’m still one of those. And, to be honest, if I hadn’t seen the sporting papers at an early age, I doubt I would have gone into a career of presenting or reporting sport on TV. In fact, one of my early newspaper memories is of seeing The Sun on the morning after Steve Davis won his first World Snooker Championship in 1981. Little did I know then that I would end up working with Mr Davis at the Crucible, presenting BBC Sport’s coverage of the UK Championship, Masters and World Championship.


  So anyway, back to Saturday afternoons. Highlight of my week. And I can stillchart my life through those afternoons. I could spend the next few pages describing the houses, the street, and the smell of my street as a kid. But I’ll keep it brief and get on with the job. Saturday afternoons. The smell of great, home-cooked food – spaghetti bolognese – kids playing football in the sun (or rain, wind or snow), Football Focus, Saint and Greavsie, Peter O’Sullevan, David Coleman, the vidiprinterand the Cockle Man selling cockles, mussels and winkles.

