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‘Football is the most important of the least important things in life.’
Arrigo Sacchi





For Di, Ellie, Jack and Lottie. 
My favourite team.






Foreword

I first met Geoff way back, when I was still playing for Southampton and before the Premier League had even started. He and Sky took a punt that I might have a fairly decent career in front of me and decided to get me on one of their shows. To be fair, I can’t really remember it, it was that long ago.

What I do remember is that Shreevesie stayed in touch, and he became one of the people in the media that I grew to trust implicitly – and that’s the secret of both his success and his longevity.

For thirty-odd years, he’s been a constant presence, either in the tunnel or on the side of the pitch, sticking a microphone under the noses of players and managers, getting that instant reaction.

The fact is, he wouldn’t have lasted two minutes if he wasn’t good at his job (which he is) and if people in the game didn’t trust him. You know he’s not going to turn you over or stitch you up because, if he did, the word would have got around in the game, and nobody would give him the time of day. Other television reporters have come and gone but Geoff has been a permanent fixture, content just to do his job superbly.

You know he’s going to ask you the tough questions but he does it with an honesty and integrity that isn’t looking for the massive headline, he’s simply asking the kind of questions that fans and viewers want answered, it’s as straightforward as that.

That level of trust and honesty goes a long way in football and it’s why I consider him a friend, because he’s never let me down and he’s never looked to exploit our relationship. We’re simply mates, chatting about football and life.

I know that whenever I’m on Match of the Day and I’ve analysed a player or a game, invariably there will be a message from Geoff when I come off air saying, ‘That was a decent point,’ or, more usually, ‘What the fuck were you talking about?’

Over the years, he’s been on hand for advice, for help and for the kind of guidance that comes from decades of experience in television. I know I’m not the only player or manager he’s helped out over the years, and he does it because he genuinely wants to see people succeed, nothing more than that.

Trust is an invaluable commodity but it’s the principle on which Geoff has built his career and it’s why he’s been so successful. Also, he tells a really good story and this book is packed with them.

Anyway, that’s enough blowing smoke up his backside otherwise he’ll think I’ve gone soft in my old age.

Cheers, Geoff.

Alan Shearer






Prologue

It started, as most life-changing events do, innocuously. I got a call from EA Sports asking me if I would like to be the voice of the pitchside reporter for their FIFA game franchise. Nothing arduous, just half a day’s voice recording in a discreet little art deco studio in Soho, me in the sound booth and two engineers on a mixing desk running through a whole range of potential scenarios from groin strains, hamstring tweaks, and twisted ankles, to tactical swaps and the sort of cover-all observations that were part and parcel of any Sky Super Sunday interjection from beside the dugouts. 

In truth, I didn’t know much about the game itself. I thought it was mainly for kids or those in their early twenties who hadn’t quite kicked their teenage hobbies. But I was aware of how popular it was and there was a kudos attached to being involved.

This was 2007 and Sky had established themselves as the major player in football broadcasting. Fifteen years after the start of the Premier League and Sky was the byword for state-of-the-art coverage, the best analysis and a drive for the kind of standards few around the world could match. And I was proud of the fact I’d been there from day one, alongside a small band of people who’d been tasked with revolutionizing the way television fans consumed the game. Frankly, at that stage, Sky was untouchable.

So, the FIFA gig was a handy distraction, a break from gunning up and down England’s motorway network or flying out to Europe for Sky’s Champions League coverage almost every other week. It also helped that Sky’s lead commentator, Martin Tyler, was doing a lot of the heavy lifting with the commentary on the FIFA matches, while another great friend, Alan Smith, was the pundit alongside Martin. The three of us were part of a tight-knit Sky team, so this was a bit of a busman’s – a few days away from the grind but still doing the job we all loved.

Not that I saw either of them, as they’d recorded their parts in different studios on different days. Basically, Martin’s commentary on a fictitious match would be simply driven by the whims and tactics of a gamer and, every now and again, when an incident demanded, he would throw to me, down on the virtual sidelines. My pre-records would fit in with whatever injury or tactical shift the game threw up and my ‘character’ would then hand back to Martin. His response, every time, would be a swift, ‘Cheers, Geoff.’

Cheers, Geoff. Two words. A mere two syllables. But they would come to largely define me for the next fifteen years. Forget all the big-name interviews, the magnificent drama of the Premier League, the World Cups and Champions League finals, I am now as well known for a catchphrase from a computer game as I am for doing my day job for thirty years, despite not actually having ever said it myself.

Mind you, FIFA is not exactly any old computer game, more a global phenomenon. Sitting down to write this book, I quickly googled it and the numbers are astonishing. My musings on groins and hamstrings, substitutions and virtual pitchside observations have been heard by the more than 300 million people who’ve bought the game over the years, and ‘Cheers, Geoff’ has actually entered the Urban Dictionary, defined as ‘a method of marking the moment when a person makes an unwanted or otherwise unnecessary remark which adds nothing to the conversation or is completely unrelated.’

Thanks, Martin!

There were a few other phrases that resonated with gamers. Even now I still get sent images of gruesome injuries, gunshot wounds or car crashes with the message, ‘He’s picked up a bad injury but he’s a tough cookie and I think he’ll be able to carry on’ – another go-to line.

But it’s ‘Cheers, Geoff’ that truly resonated. Now it’s got its own Facebook page, people have made T-shirts with it emblazoned across the front, while somebody with far more time on their hands than is healthy calculated that 25 per cent of the replies to my posts on Twitter merely consisted of those two words. Fifteen years later, it’s a rare day when people don’t shout it to me in the street or when I’m in football grounds up and down the country. I was even sent a photograph of somebody who had it tattooed on their backside!

The players got in on the act, too. I’d notice the sneaky little grins as I was interviewing them post-game and about to hand over their Man-of-the-Match award. I’d pass over the champagne, statuette or whatever, and there’d be a little moment’s beat before, ‘Cheers, Geoff’, and they’d be scurrying off back to their dressing room, giggling away like schoolkids who had got one over on a supply teacher.

Up until this point, I had been gently mocked by friends and colleagues for another phrase that Sir Alex Ferguson had coined. His last words to me after virtually every interview – and there were probably thousands over the years – seemed to be always ‘Well done, Geoff’, as if I had just passed a test. Which, in a way, was fitting, because dealing with Fergie was always an examination of your credibility as a reporter in his eyes. More on Sir Alex later.

I love the fact ‘Cheers, Geoff’ has become something of a signature because it wasn’t planned, it took on a life of its own and it’s always said with a smile. It’s also part of what has been the most memorable three decades of my life and career, a career that has taken me to every continent, to the very heart of football, where I’ve met the most inspiring characters and made the truest of friends. It’s not always been easy or straightforward, there have been times when my physical and mental health have suffered, when I feared my career was over before it had barely begun, and when I’ve made mistakes which still leave a chill hand on my spine when I recall them.

But looking back over these last thirty years, I know it’s been a privilege from start to . . . well, I won’t say finish, because there are still many touchlines to tread, tunnels to stalk and people to interview. 

It’s been my good fortune to work alongside so many talented and wise people and it’s always the words of my father, John, that ring true to me when he said if you do a job you love, you’ll never work a day in your life. I’ll drink to that.

Cheers, Dad.
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All Roads DO Lead to Rome

I’m certainly not the first person in life to have had no idea what career they wanted. Neither am I the first person to have had an utterly unexpected change of career. But when I look back at the teenage me, I can see how the four passions I had – football, music, people and, rather improbably, buildings – shaped my life. 

Football and music are standards for many teenage boys and girls. And, as far as people are concerned, I’ve always been comfortable in different company and can readily adapt to any situation, chatting and listening, hear them tell their stories. 

As for buildings, well, they were always a fascination that I initially thought would determine my whole career. I could not have been more wrong. 

There was absolutely no hardship to my early life, just a gloriously unencumbered upbringing in St Albans with Mum and Dad, Jean and John – and my two brothers, Graham and Jonathan with me in the middle. Football dominated; Match of the Day if we were allowed to stay up on Saturday nights, The Big Match on Sunday, and then straight into the garden to replay the action we’d just seen. 

I was an enthusiastic footballer, an enthusiasm sadly not matched by ability. I was, to quote the immortal words of Joe Royle, slower than a weekend in prison, but I’ve always loved playing. School, Cubs, local Sunday team; then, when I was older, training in the week and playing with my mates on the local Astroturf pitch on a Tuesday night. Wonderful stuff. 

School came a long way second to football. I was very sociable and very talkative but wasn’t exactly setting the world alight academically. I was the only boy in my year that didn’t get a letter suggesting next steps, what A levels might be attainable and an outline of a potential career path. When I went to see my head of year and told him I had no letter, he simply replied, ‘That’s because we have no doubts you won’t be here next year because you won’t pass any O levels.’ Disappointing, but he was nearly right. I left school with a solitary English language O level. 

Another one of my dad’s sayings is that a good education’s key to making balanced decisions, so he was pleased when I told him I had decided to try the local College of Further Education to re-sit six exams. Mind you, I had ulterior motives, given that I’d been to an all-boys’ school and the college was mixed, so any prospect of adding to my less than lengthy list of qualifications was actually not my first priority. 

My parents still laugh about my college end-of-term report, which arrived after ten months of supposed ‘knuckling down’, not just taking education seriously but crucially building a platform for a career. Two comments in particular stand out. One tutor remarked, ‘I understand Geoff to be an extremely popular, sociable young man. Having never met him, I cannot comment.’ Another one just wrote, ‘Who?’ While there was no hope that I’d suddenly discover a previously well-hidden academic prowess (I did manage to double my previous tally of a solitary O level by passing GCE English literature too), I did meet my future wife, Di, although it was a good few years before we actually started going out. Time well spent on that basis, in my book. 

Suddenly the realization hit that I was coming up for eighteen years old and didn’t really have any idea of a career. One thing that interested me was buildings and, specifically, houses. My dad built up a hugely successful quantity surveying practice and was involved in the construction of large-scale commercial property, but for me it was houses. I used to devour the local and national property press, looking at different styles, learning what I liked and didn’t like in terms of architecture, interior design – the details fascinated me. I really don’t know where this interest came from, but it has stayed with me. Later on in life I would buy and sell, renovate, design and build homes, including the one we live in to this day. Back then it was purely just an interest of mine but enough of one to trigger my next course of action. 

I decided to write to the six or seven estate agents in St Albans, and stuck a letter through the door of each of them, asking if they had any jobs going. I got one reply, from a company called Allwright & Partners, run by Nick Allwright – a beer-drinking, rally-car-driving, macho rugby type – and Nic Savage, who was a former male model; a suave, happily married guy, who embraced the arts and culture. Polar opposites as people, but good guys to learn from. 

The business was nothing like the highly functioning digitized, slick operations they all are now. We employed a secretary, Diana, to whom you could dictate letters, and Mavis, who was the office manager and a highly skilled printer in charge of this huge, Caxton-type printing press in the back office. Once we’d put a house on the market, she’d be in there churning out details sheets with the place covered in black ink. No colour and certainly no photocopier. When people from out of town came in enquiring about the area, I would give them a map and draw on it a dotted line where the M25 was to be built. Allwright & Partners certainly wasn’t antiquated, far from it, Nick and Nic were forward-thinking, ambitious guys, it was just of its time. It was also a great way to start for a kid with no experience. 

It was an incredible window into people’s worlds. After death or divorce, you are entrusted with placing a financial appraisal on probably the most valuable asset they’ll probably ever own. In time you become adept at this but, in the early days, I had to leave myself plenty of wriggle room just in case the figure I announced was not the one they were expecting. 

Obviously, you’d do your homework beforehand, but when you hit them with a price and they say, open-mouthed, ‘As much as that?’ I would then hastily add, ‘Well, you know, if you’ve got a long time to sell it, if you’ve got time on your hands and you’re not in a particular hurry, blah, blah, blah – but obviously a more realistic price might be this.’ And then you’d talk it down a bit. 

But if they said, ‘Is that all?’ then you’d tell them that was the price only if they had to leave the country the next day, and that such a ridiculously low price was only there to attract the quickest of sales . . . tap-dancing all the way. 

Then you had to take a photo of the house to put in the local paper. No mobile phones, so we had to use what they called a ‘land camera’, which was very similar to a black-and-white Polaroid. Once you had taken the snap you had to wait for five minutes while the picture materialized. I used to place the very expensive camera on the roof of my car while I waited, but unfortunately developed a habit where, once satisfied with the snap, I would drive off, completely forgetting about the camera! 

I got to meet some real characters. John Gordon ran a local garage where we would take our company cars to be serviced. I liked him enormously because he was such a gruff, grizzled old chap who took no BS from anyone. For whatever reason his house was proving particularly difficult to sell. All the agents in town had tried and failed, so I just pestered him to let me have a go. For some reason, he always called me Godfrey, never Geoff, but eventually I wore him down and he gave me a shot. 

I worked night and day on it and eventually found somebody who wanted it, agreed a price and we exchanged contracts. Chuffed with myself, I went down to John’s garage, where I found him working on a car, covered in grease and oil as usual. Tapping him on the shoulder, I told him I’d sold his house as promised. I’m not sure what I expected, perhaps a ‘That’s fantastic news,’ or, ‘Well done, Godfrey.’ Instead, he looked me square in the eye and – without betraying a single emotion – simply uttered the words I’ll never forget, ‘Well, swallow me knob!’ 

There has always been a side of me that likes to develop things, whether it’s a property, an idea for TV, a book, anything. Once I get my teeth into it, I need to not only see it through to the end, but also make it the best it can possibly be, and apply creativity to the process. It was like that with the estate agency. I wanted to do more with the business so, when one of the partners left, I bought into the partnership around the time things were going well and we were opening satellite offices around the area in local towns and villages. 

This was in the mid-Eighties when, if you didn’t mind working hard, you could build yourself a decent career. I had been fortunate enough to buy my first house when I was twenty-one and, for six or seven years, I’d grafted to build the business and create something for myself in terms of livelihood. A lot of people think that because I’m a good talker is why I was a successful estate agent. It’s partially true, but the main reason was because I was – and am – a good listener. So often exasperated couples would sit in front of me, with reams of details from other agents all totally unsuited to their requirements, and it would be down to me to explain exactly what they needed or wanted. 

With St Albans being so close to Arsenal’s training ground at London Colney in Hertfordshire, it was inevitable we would cross paths with footballers. The first player I met was Alan Smith, who signed for Arsenal for £850,000 in March 1987, but was loaned back to Leicester City for the rest of that season until moving down permanently in the summer. Alan, who is known to everyone as ‘Smudge’, came into the offices with his future wife, Penny, on the hunt for a place within striking distance of both the training ground and Highbury. So, I showed more interest than usual because I was a football fan and, rather than just give them some photocopies, I went the extra mile and offered to take them around, show them the area and do everything I could to help them out. Frankly, they were terrible clients; twice I’ve sold them houses, twice they’ve asked for rural locations, older houses with beams, quirky, with character, and twice they’ve bought brand new houses! Mind you, it’s thirty-five years since we met and we’re still great friends, so they must have been happy with the service . . . 

Football is a very insular world, and whether it’s houses, cars, clothes, financial advice, whatever, it’s, ‘Who’s the guy we need to see? Who do we go to?’ So off the back of selling Smudge his house, he asked me to look after this young lad called Lee Dixon who Arsenal had signed from Stoke City. He was living in a hotel, with his family back up north and, frankly, he was bored, so Smudge asked if I would take him out for a pizza and a beer. 

With the business flying, I enjoyed the trappings of success with a soft-top sports car with a phone in it and a house of my own at a relatively young age. So, I took Lee out and we got chatting, we’re getting on well with each other when he asked if he could use my phone? Not a problem. 

He called his wife and said, ‘I’m with this lad, I’m in his car, he’s got a phone in his car, he’s got his own house and he’s got his own business – he’s fucking Billy Big Time!’ He christened me Billy and, to this day, there’s a certain group of people who still call me Billy. 

From there followed Steve Bould, again coming down from Stoke, and Brian Marwood, who I helped find a house. Through Smudge, I got invited to go to Arsenal a lot. Paul Merson, Nigel Winterburn and Kevin Richardson all lived in the area too. In fact, St Albans was often the starting point for their famous Tuesday drinking club. It was fantastic fun, seeing this team come together under George Graham – all young, all hungry; not millionaires, just a group of determined lads with something to prove. 

About that time, however, I started to get disillusioned with what I call the small-town mentality. Having grown up in St Albans, gone to school and college and (vaguely) played football there, drunk in the pubs, I thought there had to be more to life than that, I had to expand my horizons. So I sold my shares in the business and decided to get into property development as opposed to just selling houses. 

At this point in the Eighties, property prices were still booming and footballers were interested in buying houses or land and having somebody develop them. It was a buoyant, bustling scene and I was in the middle of it. I ran the New York marathon for fun, and to raise cash for a local charity, went on nice holidays. Life was good. 

Well, until it wasn’t. 

When I tell people that I lost every single penny I had and they ask me how, the explanation is very simple to demonstrate. Hold your left hand about four feet above the ground: everything under it was the cost of acquiring the land or properties, the cost of owning it, servicing the interest on the debt, legal fees, everything – that was my outlay, that is what it cost. Now put your right hand a foot above your left which marks what it was worth. Everything between belonged to me and was my profit. 

In the late Eighties, I was in the middle of a perfect storm of a property crash and an interest rate spike that went from around 3 per cent to about 16 per cent in what felt like a week. That’s when your right hand sinks a foot below your left and you are left with plummeting values, spiralling costs and a whole mountain of debt. Your hands may have changed place but what is between them still belongs to you. 

I thought I was gone, over. I avoided bankruptcy but filed for voluntary liquidation, but everything went: my confidence, my ego, my pride; they all went out the window alongside my bank balance. Those same banks that have been slow to lend are pretty quick to call in their loans. My house was mortgaged to the hilt, I had nothing to my name, I was in about as desperate a position as anybody can be. 

For a long time, I was lost, and I couldn’t see any way out. Frankly, I would have done anything to earn a few quid, just as long as I could hold my head up and say I was working my hardest to get out of the hole in which I found myself. And not only myself, because by that time I was with Di. 

Across the road from my old office was a family firm of insurance brokers run by two brothers, Kevin and Brian Luckhurst, who I had got to know really well because they insured all our properties at the estate agency. On the wall of their office were pictures of their younger brother, Mick. Now everybody who had gone to the same school as Mick, knew him. He was an incredible athlete; an England under-19 triallist at rugby, he played basketball for Great Britain schools and had a single-figure golf handicap in his teens. 

He’d gone to a college that had an American exchange programme because he thought he stood a chance of making it in pro basketball. That wasn’t going to happen, but while he was playing rugby out there and taking the conversions, somebody challenged him to try kicking an American football. 

Always up for a challenge, Mick asked what the record distance was and, after being told it was sixty-three yards, he marked out the distance and, without even a kicking tee, launched the ball two out of three times between the posts. That won him a college scholarship, from where he went on to the National Football League (NFL) with the Atlanta Falcons. He played for seven years, becoming their leading points-scorer by the time he retired, and then became the face of Channel 4’s American football coverage. 

Anyway, here I am in early 1990, with no prospects, no land, no job, potless, down on my luck and with no solid prospects on the horizon. So, I decide to pop in and see Kevin because he’s always good for a positive word and a pick-me-up. Not unusually, Kev was on the phone, but I have no idea who he’s talking to, all I hear is, ‘Yeah, yeah, the bloke you need has just walked into my office. All right, cheers,’ and he put the phone down. 

‘Who was that?’ I asked.

‘My brother, he could have some work for you.’ 

‘Oh great, has Brian got some property that needs sorting out or building work?’ I would have taken anything. Labouring, clearing a garden or building a patio would have been a gift from heaven at that point. 

‘No. That was my brother Mick, he’s covering the World Cup in Italy for CNN in the summer and he needs a spotter and I’ve told him you’re the perfect man.’ 

‘Great, brilliant, I appreciate it. Just one question, what the fuck is a spotter?’ 

It turns out a spotter is someone who watches the game alongside the commentator and co-commentator, known as a ‘colour’ commentator in the States. The spotter’s job is to pick up nuggets of information from a game that the two main guys might have missed. He’s also in charge of collating every last scrap of information, statistics and gossip about every single player, manager, referee, linesman, and whoever else the commentators might need to talk about. 

So, I asked Kevin where exactly I fitted into this scenario. ‘Don’t worry,’ he replied, ‘you’ll be perfect for it, you know football.’ I did know football, but only to watch it and chat about it with mates. I had no expertise, and I certainly didn’t have the foggiest idea where to start in this supposed spotter’s role. A little while later, I spoke to Mick, and he told me he was coming over from the States to do a couple of pre-World Cup games that would act as an audition for a few people he thought might be suitable for the role. 

That’s when blind panic takes over. But by sheer fluke, my mum used to play squash with John Motson’s wife Anne, and the next time they got together, she mentioned that I was up for a job and could John, possibly, give me any words of advice? 

I will be eternally grateful to John for all his help and time. Here he was, a broadcasting legend, confronted by a potless property developer, asking about a job that doesn’t really exist in British television. To say he was somewhere between confused and discombobulated is probably an understatement, yet he was so generous and patient as he showed me how to write out a commentator’s board and what to include. Motty’s boards are a work of art, a supreme example of the kind of journalism unique to commentators, a couple of which he gave me to take away and learn from. They were worth their weight in gold. 

I have so much for which to thank the Luckhurst family, it’s impossible to put down in words how much they changed my life; from Kev being the most incredible pal and making the introduction that changed my life beyond recognition, to Mick somehow having faith in me, down to Brian’s sons, Tim and Ben, who generously gave me their Panini sticker albums so I could research all the players before I joined Mick for the two games which would be my audition for a new world. It might well have been schoolboy stuff, but I needed all the help I could get. 

Mick duly came over and we went to a friendly international in France to do a dummy run. We stood on a gantry where the cameras are mounted and commentators sit. There I was, with Motty-style boards, a copy of World Soccer magazine, my Panini sticker book and not much else in the way of preparation, other than a determination to soak up as much information as possible. I have to say, I was proud of my boards until, just before kick-off, Mick said, ‘What can you tell me about the number four?’ 

‘It’s all there on the boards,’ I replied.

‘But what if I lose the boards?’ he countered.

‘Well, don’t lose the fucking boards.’ 

Hmm, probably not the best move, and I really thought I might be going straight home after that first game. Instead, we put that little glitch behind us and retreated to a bar. This was my first experience of a night out with Mick and to say he’s never taken a backward step in his life would be an understatement. There was a rather large Frenchman at the bar, and I had the distinct feeling things could go up a notch or two, but in the end it was all smiles and beers and rugby talk, and we escaped without incident. 

For the next game a week later in Holland, not only did I prepare the boards assiduously, I also memorized them as well as making other notes for myself. Basically, I did a top job. Except that both managers decided they wanted to look at so many different players that the squads were completely unrecognizable from the notes I’d prepared. If there were forty players on display, then I’ve got notes for about six of them. Fair to say, it does not go well. 

After the game, I’m licking my wounds, convinced I was straight out of there, never to come close to the World Cup, back to being a skint St Albans property developer. Again, I’ve got so much to thank Motty for, because the BBC were also doing the game and he invited Mick and me out for a drink. Last hurrah time, I’m drinking and chatting with Motty and the BBC guys, Mick’s having a great time and at least it feels like I’ve gone out on a high, even if it is simply reflected glory from knowing John Motson. 

Three days later, I meet Mick at my house and I’m all for shaking his hand, thanking him for the opportunity and wishing him luck at the World Cup because I’ve got no chance of the gig. 

Mick started with those fateful words, ‘Can I be brutally honest with you?’ – and you know it’s going to be downhill from there. He made it clear that the job of the spotter was to make him look good, nothing else. He was the American football star who supported Manchester United and watched games but who needed someone professional to ensure he was never embarrassed by a lack of knowledge or information on air. He had the profile, and he wasn’t about to let that be damaged by some bumbling fool. 

He then told me he’d interviewed another couple of guys back in the States who were traditional stats men, who were already employed as spotters and who had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the players, their stories and every pertinent iota of information. They were exactly what he was looking for. 

‘Geoff, I can’t sugar-coat this,’ he said. ‘The other two guys are what I need. Secondly, I can’t describe how poor you’ve been over those two games.’ It’s done. The axe has fallen and I can’t argue with a word of his condemnation. 

‘But if you think I’m spending six weeks of my life with two of the most boring people it’s been my misfortune to meet in life, then you’re very mistaken.’ 

In a decision verging on insanity, and certainly against his better judgement, to my complete and utter astonishment Mick gave me the job. He told me I would get better. Why, I asked, because there’s potential? No, apparently because, in his words, ‘You can’t get any worse!’ He later conceded I’d been unlucky in the second match, that there had been improvement, but I was left under no illusion that I’d got the job neither on talent nor ability. 

The USA hadn’t qualified for a World Cup in forty years, so there was going to be a huge spotlight on them, not just from the American viewing audience but for their novelty value to the rest of the world. I devoured everything I could get my hands on about them and the other twenty-three teams who would be in Italy: videotapes, cuttings from every newspaper going. I chatted with Smudge about England, and with other journalists who knew Mick from his Falcons exploits, so I tapped into them as much as I could. I was very fortunate that I met the brilliant Keir Radnedge, who worked at World Soccer and was kind enough to help me out with so much information and insight. 

One thing that also helped was CNN’s budget for the tournament. Even before we’d flown out to Italy, I’d been able to buy a mini-TV with a built-in VHS player, so Mick and I could sit down before every game and watch all the tapes I’d collected. The idea was we would view tapes of each team the night before we covered them. The trunk weighed a ton and cost a fortune in excess baggage. We never even opened it! No matter, both Mick and myself realized this was an incredible opportunity and we were determined not to let it slip through our hands.

We arrived in Rome and drove out to the villa where Mick was staying with the other CNN ‘talent’, a beautiful place with pool, tennis court, five-a-side pitch. I was staying down the road with the other production staff and was envisaging some hostel where we’d all be grubbing around while the stars lived in the lap of luxury. 

Instead, we rocked up at a villa that I can only describe as the most opulent, magnificent country house I have ever seen before or since. It was owned by the composer who scored the film Amadeus, and basically you would not have been surprised if it had hot and cold running champagne on tap. It was sumptuous, with its own pool, a fleet of drivers at our disposal and there was nothing you couldn’t ask for. If this was working in television, man, I could get used to it. 

I wasn’t greeted necessarily with open arms by the American production staff, and it was pretty clear there were two main problems. Firstly, I was English and completely inexperienced. Secondly, I was seen as merely Mick’s mate and not here on any merit. All that did was forge a deeper bond between Mick and me. We loved it, going to so many different matches and all the England games in what was a brilliant tournament for Bobby Robson’s team. I’d been transported to a different world, one that I adored. Quite literally, from the moment I arrived I was enthralled and transfixed in equal measure. 

To be honest, we were outsiders amongst the English media pack. They were always friendly, but we didn’t have any relationship with them and, by and large, it was just Mick and me, driving around Italy, living high on CNN’s dollar. Mick’s favourite tipple was Dom Pérignon and even now, when we’ve had a bit too much of the bubbly, it’s still known as brain domage, something that has stuck for three decades. 

One day, we were stood at the bar alone, chatting with our backs to the room when we heard someone say, ‘Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you, but are you Mick Luckhurst?’ We both turned around, eager to meet a friendly face, then both our jaws hit the floor. Standing in front of us was Sir Bobby Charlton, Mick’s boyhood hero and a player he had worshipped growing up. In fact, Mick’s middle name is Robert in honour of Sir Bobby. It transpired that Bobby was a huge American football fan and watched Mick on Channel 4 each week. 

Later in the tournament, on the night England were knocked out in the semi-finals, we bumped into Sir Bobby outside the stadium. Mick would have loved to have picked up where we had left off in the bar previously, but defeat had hit Sir Bobby particularly hard and it was clear this proud Englishman was in no mood for idle chat. 

It was a fantastic, kaleidoscopic adventure for me, a wonderful introduction to international travel and just football, football, football. It didn’t take me long after stepping into this alien world that I decided that it was where I wanted my future to lie. This was a wonderful dream-like existence that I was determined to make my life. I might have known the square root of zero about television, football and journalism, but all three subjects fascinated me and the thought of being able to earn a living from the combination of all three was simply mind-blowing. But how? was the big question. Contacts – I decided very early on – was the key to prolonging this. I soaked up as much knowledge as possible and made a conscious decision to network as ferociously as I could in order to capitalize on the opportunity I’d been given.

One of my earliest contacts, which turned into a thirty-year plus friendship, started at one of the broadcast centres. I was photocopying some notes and statistics when I got talking to Martin Tyler, who was working for the nascent BSkyB even in those days. I obviously recognized him and struck up conversation. 

Anyway, we got chatting and it became very clear that while Martin might have had a cursory interest in this young fellow from England, it wasn’t my patter or youthful appearance that made an impact, rather the reams of expensively produced and collated stats I had under my arm! We agreed to stay in touch when we got home and, it has to be said, Martin has been an influential ever present in my broadcasting career. 

The whole experience was a massive education condensed into a month. Frankly, I wasn’t much help to the American production team because I was more Mick’s personal assistant. But I did learn about being a runner. Going back and forth between the tunnel area, picking up information, bringing it back to the gantry or the production centre, learning my way around stadia, discovering what went on behind the scenes of putting on a television broadcast. 

There were also moments that the viewers never see or realize what is happening behind the scenes. We were covering West Germany versus Holland in the first knockout stage in Milan’s San Siro and while most people will remember it for Frank Rijkaard spitting at Rudi Völler and both men getting sent off, I recall it for another confrontation between Mick and a Frenchman. 

Mick was trying to squeeze past the French commentary team to get to his seat in the press box but one of the French crew wasn’t making it easy. In fact, he was being downright obstructive and belligerent. Tempers were fraying, voices were raised, insults were thrown, and this rather large French unit was on his feet and making it clear there was only one way to settle things. All this while we were on air. 

CNN co-commentator, Bob Neil, was not the funniest of men but he took his headphones off, pointed at the combative Frenchman and said, ‘Hey, to save time, why don’t you go outside and practise falling down and bleeding. Then I’ll send him out in ten minutes.’ It was a brilliant line and, after it had been translated, completely defused the situation and we ended up having drinks and a laugh after the game together.

I did eventually prove myself as a spotter doing exactly what I was supposed to do when England were locked at 0-0 with Holland and Stuart Pearce smashes in a free kick. Up goes Mick, off on one ‘England have done it!! What a brilliant goal from the left back.’ I, however, have spotted that the ref has disallowed it as it was an indirect free kick but Mick is having none of it. ‘That’s England, Fight to the end, never give up and you will win,’ while I’m desperately tugging at his sleeve, in fact, hanging off him. Game ends, 0-0, few words from Bob and we go off air with the viewers thinking England won. Mick turns and says, ‘That was sensational, what did you want to say to me?’ 

So many astonishing memories, like being in the television booth next to the BBC radio commentary team and hearing the great Bryon Butler in full flow and being mesmerized at his brilliance with words and beautifully rich voice. Or making up for missing my brother Graham’s wedding by filming what should have been my best man’s speech with a proper cameraman and Mick chipping in with best wishes to the bride and groom. Or sitting in the best hotel in Florence, at a writing desk with the window wide open, feeling like Lord Byron. When I look back, I still cannot comprehend how lucky I was for those four brilliant weeks at having stepped into a different world. 

The money helped, too. I picked up one of the most vital of all journalism tips during the tournament, how to manipulate the world of expense! At first, Mick and I were circumspect about claiming for meals and drinks, we weren’t kicking the arse out of it by any means. 

But by the end of the trip, we could have claimed we were buying a meal for Walter Winterbottom and nobody back in the States would have blinked an eye, they simply signed it off. 

CNN were incredibly generous, and at the end of the tournament I got paid a handsome amount. Not enough to completely dig myself out of the financial hole I’d been in before the World Cup, but it went some way to helping. 

The problem was, I was desperate for this experience not to be a one-off. I’d been bitten by the bug; television was all that I now wanted to do. It was an ache, a hunger for this life to continue and for me to be able to carve a career in television football. I naively thought Italia ’90 would put me on the map with all the networks, but I was back to square one with just a month’s experience under my belt. 

I would have done anything just to keep mine and Di’s head above water. The knock-on from the property crash and my business going belly up was that we were skint for quite a few years to come, so much so that it was only the generosity of good friends like Smudge and Penny that kept us going. 

The four of us had been invited to Penny’s brother Greg’s wedding in Devon, but Di and I had to decline because we couldn’t afford a hotel room for an overnight stay and it was madness to think we could drive to Devon and back in a day. Smudge wouldn’t hear of it. There were no rooms left in the hotel so he simply invited us to share their room, getting an extra bed put in. I remember it vividly because we all woke up the next morning, possibly a little worse for wear, and he got up and went out to a car from the FA that was taking him to meet up with England ahead of Euro ’92. 

So, I did a bit of everything, including overseeing the opening of a pal’s wine bar in Harpenden for a while called, fittingly, Billy’s. I’ve still got the original sign for it at home, a fella with a champagne glass in one hand and a cigar in the other. Not sure where they got the inspiration for it . . . 

What did I know about running a bar? Zero, except that even your best friends are no longer your best friends when they’ve had a good drink and that food and booze somehow mysteriously walks out of the door unless it’s nailed down, nicked before you could even blink. 

But Di and I muddled through. I had been in pubs most of my life, I got on with people and I was organized, I knew who was taking liberties and who could be trusted. It was the sort of place that I would have wanted to frequent if I was a punter, and I treated people the way I would like to have been treated if I was paying. Di is a great cook, so oversaw the menus, the chef and the kitchen and we got down to business as a strong partnership. 

I roped in my younger brother, Jonathan, when he was back from university at Christmas, the thinking being that he’d probably spent more time in bars than lectures. He asked who the staff were, only to be told to look in the mirror and he’d find out. 

It was a real battle to be open on time, but we scraped in under the wire, even if a few people got wet paint on their clothes from walls that were still drying. We couldn’t afford any art or photos for the walls, so I asked an old school friend Andrew Wilson who was a picture framer if he could help out. He went out and bought some picture frames then put some paper down on the floor, dipped his feet and hands in different coloured paint and walked over the paper before framing the results. Let’s just say the reaction from the patrons was mixed, although I do know we sold a couple. 

My trusty Gunners friends, Smudge, Lee and Bouldy kindly opened Billy’s for us and Mick Harford, who lived in Harpenden, was a regular. Unsurprisingly, we didn’t have a moment’s trouble when people learned it was Mick’s local. He is a smashing guy and was nothing but a well ordered and loyal customer as well as being a hugely underrated player given he won two England caps, but his mere presence and reputation as one of football’s more ferocious characters probably kept any potential aggro well away from us. Cheers, Mick. 

A few things began to turn my way. I got introduced via Mick Luckhurst to a guy called Mike Wilmot who was a match director for a company called Double Bill, who used to produce and televise a First Division game each weekend (this was a few years before the start of the Premier League). 

Mike’s company looked after the foreign commentators who were at the game, providing all the facilities and logistics they needed for the match, and he employed me as a man on the ground, feeding back all the relevant information, getting the teams from the ref before the game and liaising from inside the stadium, while he sat in the production truck outside, controlling the camera shots. 

Just like in the World Cup the previous summer, this was the steepest of learning curves. For example, it was the first time I’d worn a radio headset and I started happily chatting away to Mike before being told, no, shut up, just stop. When he wanted to speak to me, it was simply ‘Geoff, Mike,’ and my response would be, ‘Mike, Geoff.’ It’s something I take for granted now, like breathing, but, back then, it was an eye-opener and a world where I had to learn fast or disappear. 

You had to think on your feet. Mike and I were due to do a game in the north one Saturday, but there were blizzards up and down the country and, one by one, games were being called off. Neither of us had a mobile phone at the time, so we had to stop at each service station on the M1 to use a pay phone to find out which games were still on or had been postponed. 

At the time, Luton still had their plastic pitch at Kenilworth Road, so we headed back south and then had to improvise once we arrived. There were only two landlines, which we immediately commandeered, and then it was a case of going to all the remaining foreign commentators who, thankfully, had mobile phones they could use for commentary. 

The problem was, come half-time, all their batteries were running low so, quick as a flash, Mike tells me to head over to the executive boxes in one of the stands. His reasoning was that, if you could afford an executive box, you could afford a mobile phone. To be fair, he was spot on. 

So, I’m going from box to box, offering £50 to anybody who would let us use their phones for second-half commentary. I got about half a dozen and then had to leg it back to the television gantry and throw each phone up to a commentator before they got back on air for the second half. After the game, it was back to the executive boxes, handing back mobiles and £50 a pop to make up for the flat batteries. 

It was a fantastic gig but just one day a week, and that wasn’t keeping the wolf from the door, hence the wine bar and anything else I could lay my hands on to make a few bob because I was still, basically, flat broke. 

But through Mike, I met other directors who were freelancing for Sky. Now, this was before the glitz and the glamour of the Premier League and Sky were just picking up broadcast rights where they could, kind of scrabbling around to fill their schedules but also building a reputation as the new kids on the block with fresh ideas and trying to do things differently than the old ways of BBC and ITV. To me, that sounded right up my street. 

At the start of 1991, I was asked to become a floor manager for Sky on a freelance basis, and the first ever game I did for Sky was on 5 January 1991, Blackpool versus Spurs in the FA Cup third round. 

It was much later to become their strapline for the launch of their Premier League coverage, but for me, this really was A Whole New Ball Game. 
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