



[image: ]






What some audiences said after John-Paul Flintoff followed the guidance provided in this book


“To tell you the truth, I only went to see this guy to get the afternoon off work… So I was really surprised that I enjoyed it.”


Attendee, in-person event


“I did enjoy listening. The best thing was that he didn’t just keep going on about himself, like one or two that had come earlier that week.”


Attendee, in-person event


“There are few occasions when you can genuinely forget that you are ‘inside’ when you are a guest of Her Majesty, but this was surely one of them, and it lasted for a whole afternoon.”


Attendee, in-person event at HMP Dumfries


“One of the most powerful talks that I have ever been to. It was so raw, honest and exceptionally brave.”


Attendee, illustrated talk online


“I was the one at the back, sobbing and snotting.”


Attendee, in-person talk, Mishcon de Reya


“Very good. Very funny… In fact, it made me laugh.”


Harold Pinter, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature (Also attendee at in-person event)
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To Nancy: May you always speak well.


A.M.D.G.
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“Churchill’s oratory became a remarkably well-tuned and well-practised political instrument. Indeed, considering that he never built up a regional power base in the country or a personal following at Westminster, that he changed his party allegiance twice, that his judgement was often faulty, that his administrative talents were uneven, and that his understanding of ordinary people was minimal, it is arguable that oratory was Churchill’s only real instrument...”


David Cannadine, The Great Speeches





“He almost did not come to that meeting. He was tired; the weather was bad, he hoped not many would show up… His speech lasted almost an hour.”


Garry Wills, Martin Luther King is Still on the Case





“It is better to die on your feet then to live on your knees.”


Dolores Ibarruri, known as “La Pasionaria”
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INTRODUCTION




We often forgive those who bore us, but we cannot forgive those who find us boring.


La Rochefoucauld





The backstory


Which of these situations is most like your own?


A young woman, talking to her mother in the kitchen, is surprised to find herself say she wants to make her first public speech.


A retired bank manager in Yorkshire wakes up one morning and remembers he must give an amusing after-dinner speech down south.


A pair of young men sit down to write an entertaining routine for their sister’s wedding.


A woman living in Norway reads a book about changing the world and decides she must somehow get the author to speak in her native Greece.


An Englishman at a conference in Mexico panics as he realises that the speakers before him have already covered his best material.


A washed-up politician writes a speech intended to convince his party leaders to change direction dramatically and at once.


A woman offers to give the “father of the bride” speech at the wedding of a friend who is estranged from her father.


An author of thirteen books contemplates, with dread, the prospect of his first online book launch, on camera, with a paying audience he won’t be able to see.


In China, a preacher-in-training reads the book of Isaiah and sketches ideas for turning it into a sermon.


These are some of the people whose triumphs and disasters you will read about in this book.


But let’s begin with the Englishman in Mexico...


A few years ago, I was invited to speak at a conference there. It would turn out to be a memorable event, but not for reasons I’d have chosen.


I’d never heard of this conference, but it was obviously quite a big deal, because the person who invited me was just one relatively small part of a larger team. I was to talk to so-and-so about travel arrangements, and whatsername about my fee.


To be perfectly clear, I was excited to be asked. For most of my career I’d done little public speaking, and I was enjoying it as a newish experience. By then, I’d given quite a few talks, in a number of countries. Mostly in London, but also a little around Europe and even in Asia and North America. It was not always a big deal, and I not uncommonly found myself facing a smallish audience, but I relished turning up to talk to people about the things I care about.


I want to make that perfectly clear, because I know some people absolutely dread public speaking. And those people may include you.


I understand the dread of public speaking, because I’ve felt that way myself in the past. But at this particular time, I enjoyed it. And people told me I was good at it – sometimes very good – with a couple of painful exceptions, which I’ll come back to.


So I went to Mexico.


On the plane, for eleven hours or so, I attempted to teach myself Spanish using an audio download. I would be delivering my talk in English, with simultaneous translation into Spanish through the earpieces supplied to every member of the audience, but I thought it would be polite, and more friendly, to start with a spot of their native language.


In Mexico City, coming out of customs, I was greeted by a man in a smart shirt and blazer, holding up a sign with my name on it. This wasn’t any old sign – not the usual laminated sheet of paper, or portable whiteboard with hastily scribbled handwriting. This sign was shaped like a massive table-tennis bat, and my name had been printed onto it in full colour.


The man called me Sir, and insisted on carrying my bag.


Again, that wasn’t entirely unusual in the circumstances, but something in his manner gave me the impression that he felt astonishingly privileged to meet me. It was around this point that I started wondering if I had been invited by mistake. They thought I was someone else!


Of course, I didn’t spoil the driver’s pleasure by saying anything like that out loud. After all, I was in Mexico now. The organisers had spent all that money on my ticket, and my hotel, and I would jolly well have to give the best talk I could manage. Thank goodness I’d practised Spanish: I’d be able to apologise in my hosts’ own language if their embarrassing mistake about my identity became apparent.


(See how high I was aiming! See what confidence I had in myself!)


The city where I was speaking was several hours’ drive from the capital, and the young man with the large table-tennis bat led me to a minibus. A group of people who looked like academics, with untidy clothes and spectacles, and whitish hair, stood chatting together in North American accents. (And, as it turned out, they were academics.) When the time came to climb aboard, I stepped back to allow them inside first. As a result, I found myself sitting apart, and for most of the journey they talked among themselves. Which was fine by me: many hours had passed since I woke in London, and I’d been working hard at my Spanish on the plane; once we had cleared the dreadful rush-hour traffic in Mexico City, the rocking of the minibus sent me to sleep.


Every so often, I woke and caught short passages of conversation between my fellow passengers. I had the impression they all knew each other. They seemed to meet regularly at conferences all over the Americas. They’d evidently spoken at this conference before now, and spoke of the man in charge by his first name, like an old friend.


I had never met him, or spoken with him, and wouldn’t actually do so until I was on stage, mic in hand.


Perhaps noticing that I had woken, one of the women asked me about myself. When I started to answer, my own British accent startled me. I was feeling more and more like an outsider.


An imposter.


Sound familiar?


At the hotel, I was checked into a luxurious suite, where I slept soundly and woke the next morning in time for a splendid breakfast, before being collected in a new minibus and driven to the vast conference venue. I wasn’t talking till the next day, but having nothing better to do – and having been told I should not walk outside the hotel on my own lest I be kidnapped – I decided to pop along and see the venue for myself.


Hurtling down the great boulevards in the minibus, I noticed with the detached interest of a would-be connoisseur that the graffiti looked distinctively Mexican, as if it had been spray-painted by Aztecs: a reminder that I was not in Spain, where I usually practise my lisping Spanish, but in another country altogether.


Climbing out of the vehicle, we were directed towards the green room, and immediately assaulted by the tremendous noise and wind created by a helicopter, from which several people with earpieces leapt as soon as it hit the ground: security people. They were followed by somebody I didn’t recognise, but who carried himself with an air of self-importance.


Not for the first time that day, I wondered what I was doing there.


The green room was in fact a large hall (not green), with private spaces along the side for guests, whose names were on the doors, and a space in the middle for us to sit and talk together.


Finding no room with my name on it, I experienced a remarkable transformation: from feeling like an imposter I transitioned instantly to hurt pride. I was outraged to have been overlooked. But a moment’s reflection helped me to see that the rooms had been allocated to people speaking today, and my own talk was not until the next day.


Phew.


Indignation melted away. I went to look at the list of speakers – to see if there was anybody I knew.


It was quite a shock to find myself listed among people I have admired for years. There were some names I didn’t know, but an awful lot of them were extremely famous. Not just famous in my line of work but famous-famous.


Oh, God.


I decided to go and look at the stage from the audience.


To do this, I had to walk through the backstage area where upcoming speakers waited to go on.


The ones who were going up next wore headsets, with wires running under their clothes and radio transmitters clipped behind them. They stood before a large screen, watching the speaker who was currently on stage, stretching their fingers as if preparing for a swim, or drawing folded papers from their pockets to check their notes (again).


I didn’t recognise any of these individuals, but I did recognise their behaviour: they looked extremely nervous.


Quietly stepping down into the auditorium, I came to see why they might feel that way. It was frighteningly big. I guessed there must be about 5,000 people there. Turning to the stage, I watched the current speaker finish, and walk off. He had quite a distance to cover, but mercifully the audience applauded him all the way.


Must have been some talk.


I stayed for a couple of hours, standing in the aisle to watch the audience watch the speakers, one after another.


Gradually, it became clear that all the things I usually talked about were being covered by the speakers before me. Sure, I could use slightly different examples to illustrate my points, but I doubted that my stories, drawn from my life in faraway London, could be more compelling than those the audience had heard already.


What could I possibly add?


At lunchtime, I returned to the green room/hall, and joined a group of other speakers preparing to be taken to a restaurant where we would eat together. They included an American writer I have read avidly for more than a decade; another American, a woman, whose life-story was turned into several series of TV box-set entertainment; and a third American writing superstar whose internationally best-selling memoir was turned into a film starring Hollywood’s most highly paid female actor.


And these were just the individuals standing nearest to me.


Others, undoubtedly as famous – and justly so, I’m sure – added to our numbers as we walked outside and across the conference site.


I found myself talking to the husband of the woman whose life-story became a TV box-set. I’d watched it myself, with some enthusiasm, and felt as if I knew him already because he featured as a character, though played by somebody else, a well-known actor.


As before, I kept to myself all thoughts of being an imposter. I didn’t cringe, suck up to people, or talk openly about my unworthiness of being among them. As much as it was in my power, I acted as though I belonged there, just like everyone else. After all, that was my face up there, high above the crowd, blown up to vastly bigger than life size, beside that of a great German movie director.


Oh, God.


As we walked, ticket holders spilling out of the auditorium towards us beamed with delight: they hadn’t expected to be so close to all these famous speakers during the lunch break. We smiled back, and kept walking. But then I stopped.


I will never know exactly what possessed me to do what I did next. But I can tell you this: I wouldn’t have done it if I had known what was going to happen – not even if I’d known that it would work in my favour, eventually, and might even be seen as a blessing.


It would take more than a year to come to terms with it: to be willing to share it with people who weren’t there at the time. But with hindsight, I can see that it did help me to become a better public speaker. Certainly a more confident one, more willing to face the danger of it “all going wrong”, whatever that might mean.


At any rate, it confirmed ideas that were already settling in my mind about the whole point of addressing an audience, large or small, and about the spirit in which we might do that.


It taught me to be ready for an audience to respond in ways I couldn’t expect.


To like my audience, rather than fear it.


To trust myself to say what needs to be said, even (or especially) things I might prefer to keep hidden.


To make use of my body, not just my brain.


And to tailor what I say to the people in front of me, rather than repeat, hollowly, exactly what I have said to others elsewhere, perhaps many times before. It’s just a lot more fun that way. And believe it or not, it’s easier.


But that didn’t come all at once. It would be another 24 hours before I went on stage to deliver my talk. And for much of that time I felt sick. I would have to think again, from first principles, what I was here for.
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Many people would do anything to avoid speaking in public. And you can see why: for most of human history, if you had that many eyes on you it meant you were about to be gobbled up.


Only the most important people – kings, emperors, sultans – learned to be comfortable in the gaze of a large public. Most others probably never experienced it – not once, in a whole lifetime – let alone became comfortable with it.


But opportunities to be observed, and listened to, have quickly multiplied. And with these opportunities have come challenges.


As we travel more, so audiences and speakers become more diverse. In fact, even without travel, technology allows us to appear anywhere, and the sudden, mass adoption of online conferencing by people all over the world during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic rapidly made that an everyday reality.


Consequently, audiences today may be confronted by speakers whose manner, accent and stories baffle them.


Social changes mean that people who previously were deprived of a hearing because of their gender, race or age can now be given a platform (I won’t presume to say “enjoy”, because they might dread it as much as the next person).


And with every opportunity to speak comes a heavy burden of anxiety:


•   Will anybody want to hear this?


•   What can I say that hasn’t been said already?


•   Does my audience hate people like me, for some reason?


•   How do I avoid saying something offensive?


•   What if people walk out?


•   Or fall asleep?


•   What if I forget what I was going to say?


•   Or overrun the time I’ve been given, and get hauled off?


•   Is it OK to read notes?


•   What if somebody asks me a question I don’t know the answer to?


•   If I tell the truth, will I be sacked?


And so on. I’m sure that if you take a moment to think about it, you can add more scenarios.


This book attempts to address those questions. But it doesn’t have the usual motive of setting out to turn you into a big-shot corporate superhero.


There are plenty of books about public speaking that do that. They can be found in any airport bookshop, tempting morsels for business travellers. This book is different. Its modest ambition is to help you become merely adequate at public speaking.


To become adequate, you will overcome the very same difficulties that lie in the way of your becoming actually rather good at it – indeed, you may find that you have over-come them already. And with a spot of luck, “rather good” is what you will turn out to be.


But I’m not making any promises. Because if I do that, I start to feel like a fake. A charlatan.


Why only “adequate”?


One day in 1815, after watching an accomplished group of Indian jugglers, the English writer William Hazlitt wrote about the experience, commenting that their technical skill seemed to outshine his own.


“The Indian juggler can keep up four brass balls at the same time, which none of us could do to save our lives… Is it a trifling power we see at work, or something next to miraculous?”


Hearing a speech in parliament, Hazlitt continued, did not shake his good opinion of himself. But seeing the Indian jugglers did. “It makes me ashamed. I ask, what is there that I can do as well as this? Nothing. What have I been doing all my life?”


The best he could do was write a description of what the juggler can do. “I have always had this feeling of the inefficacy and slow progress of intellectual compared to mechanical excellence.” With juggling, as with other circus tricks, the object to be attained is not a matter of taste or opinion but of actual experiment: if a man is learning to dance on a rope, and isn’t careful, Hazlitt says, he will break his neck. “Danger is a good teacher, and makes apt scholars. So are disgrace, defeat, exposure to immediate scorn and laughter. There is no opportunity in such cases for self-delusion – whereas I can make a very bad antithesis in my writing without cutting my fingers.”


What this tells us is that writing, unlike juggling, cannot be done to perfection. The same applies to speaking and presenting. Which, if you think about it, should really come as a relief.


If speaking and writing were like maths, we could state propositions with certainty, and even draw graphs to prove them, like this one showing that the ideal speaker stands exactly halfway between pleasing self and pleasing the audience:
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But communication is not maths. There are too many variables. People who teach this kind of thing will quote studies showing overwhelming statistical evidence in favour of specific practices and approaches – the right clothing, posture or enunciation. But these are matters of opinion, and even if 99.99% of global audiences have a particular preference, you may find yourself addressing the 0.01%.


What’s more, you may simply be unable to meet all the preferences shown by studies, which are liable to include stereotypes. If your audience has a dislike of British people, and you’re British, you’ll have to do your best to satisfy, despite this awkward fact.


For this reason, it’s a good idea to give yourself some options; to learn a little about the sheer variety of factors that affect the conveyance of information, ideas and inspiration from one person to another; to consider briefly the functions of oratory, a little of its history, where ideas come from, and the five steps that teachers of oratory have followed for 20 centuries.


There are two alternatives to doing this prep: burying your head in the sand, and pulling a sickie when the time comes, or trusting your intuition.


The advertising man David Ogilvy, in his amusingly self-promoting manual Ogilvy on Advertising, wrote about the lack of ambition he found in many copywriters. “‘Raise your sights!’ I exhort them. ‘Blaze new trails. Hit the ball out of the park!! Compete with the immortals!!!’”


He asked one of these indifferent copywriters what books he had read about advertising. The man told Ogilvy that he had not read any. He preferred to rely on his intuition. “Suppose your gall-bladder has to be removed this evening,” Ogilvy replied. “Will you choose a surgeon who has read some books on anatomy and knows where to find your gall-bladder, or a surgeon who relies on his intuition?”


Functions of oratory


Students of oratory tend to have two basic motivations: generous, and selfish.


When generosity is the motive, a speaker looks to inform (tell people things they don’t know), persuade (help them rethink what they do know), and inspire (encourage them not only to think differently but to do something as a result of that).


Selfishness distorts those motives. Most of us have had the unpleasant experience of listening to someone who appears only to enjoy the sound of their own voice, waste our time and manipulate us for some purpose of their own.


When I was first asked to write this book, I felt a bit sick. You see, I really believe I have valuable ideas to share about this topic, and love to help people tell their stories. I do it a lot. But at the same time, I recognise that others are better qualified. They’re better at public speaking, and better at teaching.


And yet... I also don’t think anybody in the whole world would be a better choice than me. Because only I can be me. Only I can share what I have to say. So nobody is better than me, and I’m no better than anybody else, either.


What I love most about speaking to an audience is the feeling of connection that comes from talking honestly and – KAPOW! – seeing people’s eyes light up. That comes if I make a joke, but it also comes if I share something painful. KAPOW! Same when I’m listening to other speakers. Only that person can do it, and only to this audience, in this moment. Nobody else can say it. And that individual speaker can’t say exactly the same thing to another audience without starting to become a robot. Might as well record a video and never say it again. It has to be fresh.


For related reasons, I’m not particularly interested in mere technique. In themselves, techniques are neither good nor bad – or, rather, they can be both. Hitler was a master of various techniques. But would you buy a book called “How To Speak Like Hitler”? (If you answered “yes”, this may not be the book for you.) Of course, the books that are sold in airport bookshops have more appealing titles than that. But after flicking through some of them, I have come to the conclusion they might just as well have that title, because they’re all about conquering the world. If not like Hitler, then through the mastery of body-language, timing, rhetoric and generally being a smoothy-chops. I hate that. Pass the sick-bag!


Even the books dressed up to look easy-going promise, too often, that you can learn to get the better of your audience if only you do it the right way. Well, this book is designed for people whose talks may be a bit wonky, no matter how often they practise. People who, despite having peculiar accents, using phrases and idioms weirdly and talking too quietly or too fast, are passionately devoted to sharing ideas that may never have crossed the mind of their audience, and stories about lives that others could never have imagined.


It’s for people who long ago rubbed down their wonky bits, hid their natural accent and learned to pace themselves just so – only to find they’ve lost themselves entirely behind a mask of blandness.


It’s for people who have no desire to “own the room”, not least because the rapid, widespread shift to online presentations means there’s no room to own, and requires speakers more than ever to harness the wisdom and goodwill of participants.


It’s for people who aren’t out to please (or offend) but to tell it like it is – to say what they need to say, and what the audience needs to hear, in that blessed moment of time when they come together to speak and be heard.


The author’s credentials


The first time I appeared in front of an audience I was seven years old. My father had founded a Shakespeare festival in Brussels, where we lived and he worked. He cast me as Moth, the pageboy in Love’s Labour’s Lost. Mum made my pageboy outfit. All I had to do was walk on stage at the front of a group of four men, who wanted to get to know the four women already onstage. I had to make a little speech acknowledging the women’s beauty and talking up the men a bit. Nothing too complicated.


I had my lines by heart and I was ready to go. The four men (including my father) lined up behind me. I walked on, holding my head high as instructed. I said my speech perfectly, but felt terribly confused because the audience laughed. I wondered if I had done something wrong. Afterwards, I asked why they had laughed. I was told that the audience just liked me, which with hindsight suggests that they thought I was comically sweet, but I didn’t understand that at the time, no matter how hard the grown-ups tried to explain, so I felt miserable.


Decades passed.


I made a few presentations at work, as you do. I was best man at the wedding of Martin and Alex, and also gave a speech at my own, to Harriet. I wrote journalism and books that occasionally led to appearances in front of groups of people, or on broadcast media.


Some of my talks have been scripted, others were almost entirely improvised. Some went down tremendously, others didn’t. In fact, some went down very badly indeed, and you may be rather startled to read, later, what effect this had on me.


If in this book I mention some of these experiences, both good and bad, it’s because I believe that we learn as much from mistakes (our own, and others’) as we do from what went well. Actually, I suspect that we learn more from the mistakes.


When I worked at the Financial Times magazine, I was regularly teased by a colleague for putting myself into my stories. I felt slightly ashamed, but wonder now if that was only because I lacked the insight, and vocabulary, to describe why I did it. It wasn’t all about showing off (though there was certainly a little of that). It was about describing situations at first-hand so that readers could imagine themselves in my place.


I don’t know about you, but some readers might feel, if they were to flick through these pages and see only stories about the giants of oratory, that they have no chance of emulating them – and give up.


I hope that, precisely because I’m a mere Gulliver in this oratorical Brobdingnag, you will reach the opposite conclusion: “If Flintoff can do it, I certainly can.” To put that another way, this book contains the reflections of a fellow speaker, not the wisdom of a master to a pupil.


Odd though it may seem, it’s easy to give a talk if you have no time to prepare. If you told me that you’d just been commanded to give an unplanned presentation, starting in the next five minutes, I’d say: congratulations! And if you wanted it, I’d give you some advice:


Take deep breaths before you start.


Look at your audience, and remember at all times that you are here to serve: keep the focus on them, rather than worrying about whether you are being “good” or not.


As you draw to the end, impose structure retrospectively, by summarising what you have already said.


Thank everybody for their precious time.


That’s it. Simple? Yes, but only because nobody can expect you to deliver, without any notice, something amazing. It’s only when you have time to prepare that it gets difficult.


Perhaps you have bought this book with only a few days to go before an important event, and are desperately flicking through, looking for ten simple bullet points that will make your speech into an instant success. While I can’t make any promises, the tips I outline later on will help you to feel more confident about the task before you. But in my experience, the most memorable things I have learned about public speaking have come out of stories – some telling of great triumphs and others of getting it horribly wrong. Indeed, it’s from the ones that have gone wrong that I’ve learnt the most, which is why I would recommend not skipping to the back at this point (however tempting it may be).


The purpose of this book is to encourage you to believe, through precept, personal experience and the stories of others, that you have a right to speak, occasionally a duty to do so, that you ought to work hard beforehand to make the best of the opportunity, but also be willing to throw away your careful preparation if circumstances call for that, and trust yourself to improvise.


Reasons you shouldn’t speak


Sometimes there are reasons you might think you shouldn’t speak when you are given the opportunity. They include:


•   Being afraid


•   Thinking you are unworthy, or not up to it


•   Worrying that you might upset people; or they won’t understand you


•   Not having done anything quite like it before


•   Holding too tightly to a painful memory of previous occasions that went badly.


These all seem like very good reasons to avoid speaking, I’m sure, but they aren’t. Let me explain.


•   You should be afraid, or at least a tiny bit nervous


•   There are innumerable cases of “lowly” people coming up with the goods


•   Sometimes audiences need to be unsettled; and there are ways to aid comprehension


•   If you won’t try new things, why be alive?


•   The way to move on is to put bad experiences behind you.


Good reasons not to speak include these:


•   You have nothing new to say, at least for now


•   Your ideas would be better shared on paper or digitally, saving the time and effort involved in attendance


•   You have concluded, after careful thought, that this is not the right time for you, either because you would like longer to prepare, or you are not ready yet to share something/it will be too late


•   You may be thinking, “I don’t have any choice.” You have been told to speak, perhaps by your employer, and you can’t think of a way out of it. We’ll come back to that.


Nobody is beyond help


You can be a great speaker if you were born with a speech impediment, part lisp and part stammer; even if this requires you to avoid the treacherous rhythms of everyday speech. You can be a great speaker if your voice is unattractive, and not resonant. You can be a great speaker if you are physically ungainly – short, say, with a hunched frame, a stooping walk and a weak upper lip. If you lack the capacity to charm people, you can be a great speaker. If you have a lifelong inferiority complex because you didn’t study at Oxford or Cambridge, you can be a – well, you can guess how this sentence is going to end. And you can be a great speaker if every one of these descriptions applies to you, because they all applied to Winston Churchill, and he was a great speaker.


But he worked at it. Really hard. He consulted voice specialists to improve his delivery. Studied and memorised great speeches of the past, spent many hours polishing his own, and yet more hours in front of a mirror practising gestures and facial expressions.


So it seems desperately unfair that his glittering, well-built speeches failed more often than they succeeded, over his career as a whole – because he was no good at speaking off the cuff. Too often, he was over-prepared, inflexible, ill-suited to the changing moment. Arthur Balfour – a brilliant extempore speaker – mocked Churchill’s speech-making as a specimen of “powerful but not very mobile artillery”.


Partly for that reason, this book will show you not only how to prepare something powerful in writing, but also how to cast it aside if the moment requires, and confidently improvise.


To do either of these things even adequately requires hard work and a willingness to take risks. Whoever you are, whatever you plan to achieve by your speaking and presenting, you must push through the ghastliness of doing it badly at first if you want to find success. It won’t happen if you give up.


I know how tempting that is.


At secondary school, I went through a terrible patch. I was desperately awkward, especially around girls. I don’t think I’m unique, but that was no consolation.


At fourteen, I switched from sport to drama half way through the school year. This was partly because the boys doing sport were psychopaths. When the teacher wasn’t watching, which happened a lot, the boys would start playing a game called Punching Circle. It was a very simple game: just punch the next person as hard as you can on the upper arm, and they in turn must punch the next person, until it has gone all the way round.


You mustn’t flinch when it’s your turn to take the blow, otherwise you get punched again. (Like I said, it’s a simple game.)


But my move from sport was also substantially motivated by the type of people I would be joining in drama: tons of girls. And drama turned out to be good for me, in so many ways. But there was one excruciating moment towards the end of the year. The drama teacher sat us in a circle and asked what we’d got out of a particular project…


“John, how did you think it went?”


(I hated people calling me John, instead of John-Paul or JP, but I’d given up correcting them.)


“All right,” I replied. And then I went bright red. And the more I thought about how embarrassed I was, the more embarrassed I became. I was looking at the carpet, and I couldn’t help it but my mouth kept filling up with saliva, so I had to keep swallowing, as if I was scared. And all the time the girls I liked were watching, quietly waiting for me to say something.


I thought I would die.


Then my eyes started to water. Staring dimly at the carpet and swallowing like a maniac, I wished I’d stayed in sport. Because the thing about the nutters was, I knew how to behave: muck about, come up with evil tricks to play on each other and throw insults.
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