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            RIGHT-WINGERS

         
 
         I sat in my car in a lay-by totally devastated. There’d been no sign of trouble but suddenly, without any warning, a very special relationship had come to an end. The love of my life didn’t want me any more. I felt numb, betrayed and totally empty. It was like being chucked by a girlfriend, but much worse. My beloved West Ham United, the team I’d always supported, said they no longer required my services as the stadium announcer. 
         

         It was 15 August 2008, the day before the football season started. I’m a freelance broadcaster and after-dinner speaker and I was working as a TV reporter for the BBC. I wasn’t having a very good day. I usually specialise in ‘And Finally’ stories or sports features. But this job was a serious story, reporting on the disruption to residents caused by a BNP rally coming to a small Derbyshire village. The anti-Nazi people were planning a counter-demonstration and the police were cordoning off the village in the interests of safety.
         
 
         Having found a way through the cordon, I was parked up and waiting for my cameraman to arrive when the phone rang. It was someone from West Ham with the bad news. After ten seasons as MC Hammer I was to hang up my microphone. The decision had been made by Scott Duxbury, the club’s chief executive. He didn’t make the call himself. That task fell to a good friend of mine, who’s still with the club today. He broke the news gently and did his best to make it sound positive. The official line was that I was still part of the team, but they would be using a different announcer. The plan was to use more graphics on the big screen and use the announcer less. It was no reflection on me apparently and the club would sort me out with tickets to games whenever I liked.
         

         In other words, I was sacked and it felt awful.

         I’d supported West Ham United since I was six years old, tasting FA Cup success and the misery of relegation. This was the club of Bobby Moore, Billy Bonds and Paolo Di Canio; the club I loved. Over the years we’d established a reputation for playing football in the right manner, the West Ham way. In reality that meant entertainment was the number one priority and success had been rare in recent years. The last time we won a major trophy was 1980, the year I left home for university. My ambitions back then were to become the next Des Lynam, meet a lovely lady, and watch West Ham win a Wembley cup final. I think of my life as a three-legged stool with the legs labelled: job, partner and West Ham. My dream was for the stool to be perfectly stable, with a successful job, a wonderful woman and West Ham playing beautiful football.

         Over the next few years I had mixed success with these as all three legs wobbled at regular intervals. Working my way up from local radio to national radio, I’d moved into television with some great years as a sports presenter on Channel Five, but I wasn’t in Des’s league and had to fall back on my first love, radio, where having a bald patch isn’t such a drawback. I met a number of lovely ladies, but never quite settled down. Helen had lasted two years, Charlotte an impressive seven and then Catherine another two, but I’d not yet met my princess. As for West Ham, after toying with my affections for years, they finally did ask me to move in. I was asked to become their matchday announcer, a part-time job I’d held for ten seasons, before this last-minute sacking at the start of the 2008/09 season.
         

         When I get bad news I usually go and lie under a duvet for a couple of days, thinking the world is against me. I didn’t want to be in Derbyshire, there was no duvet and I was in my car outside a BNP rally. I sat back in my seat and wondered where it had all gone wrong, thinking about all the highs and lows of the previous ten years at West Ham United. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            FIELD OF DREAMS

         
 
         In the summer of 1998 I received a phone call from Paul Aldridge, managing director at West Ham United, asking if I wanted to be the new stadium announcer.
         
 
         Let me put this into perspective. I’ve been a West Ham supporter since I was six years old. I grew up with a West Ham lampshade by my bed, next to a little statue of Bobby Moore. Every football shirt I owned as a kid was claret and blue, apart from one that was blue and claret. Every rough book I ever owned at school had a pair of crossed hammers drawn on the cover. I’d followed them on Ceefax through university before becoming a season ticket holder. I loved that club and now I was being asked to be the voice of West Ham. I would be the man who announced the substitutions, the attendance and, best of all, the goals. I would be in charge of playing ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’ when the team ran onto the pitch.
         
 
         It was a lot to take in. What a brilliant, brilliant thing to have happened.
 
         I said no.
 
         I was delighted to be asked but I said no. Going to West Ham was an escape from the stresses and strains of the working week. I enjoyed letting off steam from my seat in the West Stand Upper. I loved going to matches, cheering for my team, yelling advice and abuse in equal measure. Working at the game would make it a completely different day out. I’m sure shouting at the players would not be in the job description.
         
 
         But Paul is a determined man and asked me to come in  for a chat anyway. Maybe I could give them advice on how  they could improve the announcements on a match day?  So I agreed. Just to poke about behind the scenes if I’m  honest. It’s not every day a lifelong fan gets invited to the  club offices.
 
         I’ve worked around football clubs throughout my broadcasting  career, but I still felt a buzz as I walked into the  stadium. It would be awesome to be involved here. Instead  of paying for a season ticket, imagine getting paid for working  for West Ham United? Getting paid to watch the team I  loved was quite a thought. The idea made me giggle a bit, I  thought it was in my head, but it may have been out loud,  as the receptionist gave me an odd look.
         
 
         I started visualising myself walking out onto the pitch,  microphone in hand. I had to remind myself I wasn’t going  to be the announcer, I was just going to help them out.  Yes, that was it, I had some expertise in a certain field and  my club needed to consult me. I was, of course, greatly  honoured to be able to help, but I would leave the stadium  still a fan who paid for his ticket and reserved the right to  shout at them, as well as for them.
 
         Paul Aldridge was a tall, broad, charming man. He  asked me what I’d thought of the stadium announcements  during the previous season. I had to admit that I hadn’t  heard many of them. The speakers in the West Stand had  seen better days. The sound quality was awful, either too  quiet to hear or too distorted to understand. There didn’t  seem to be any middle ground, I told him.
 
         Harry Redknapp’s West Ham team used to take to the  field with the announcement, ‘Please welcome ’Arry’s ’Appy  ’Ammers.’ I told Paul I didn’t much care for the contrived  triple ‘A’ alliteration. He may have thought I was being a  bit Professor Higgins about it, but he nodded his head  in agreement.
         
 
         I can’t remember commenting on much else, other than the sarcastic use of music. If your team has just been  spanked, I don’t find it amusing to leave the stadium to  the sound of ‘Things Can Only Get Better’ or ‘The Only  Way Is Up’.
 
         The club was replacing the entire public address system  ready for the new season. The previous announcer, who  organised travel tours in real life, had been sent packing.
 
         My name had been suggested for the job as I often  spoke about West Ham on BBC Greater London Radio. I  was presenting the breakfast show at the time and someone  at the club had heard me.
         
 
         We chatted for a while and had a cup of tea. It was all  very pleasant, especially when he showed me the trophy  room. I didn’t even know we had a trophy room and surprisingly  there were quite a few trophies in it. Closer inspection  showed a lot of them to be plates and bowls that we’d been  presented with on overseas tours. We hadn’t won anything  since 1980; the year I used my head in my A levels and  Trevor Brooking used his to nod in the winning goal in the  cup final against Arsenal. The badge that I loved, with the  crossed hammers and the castle, was everywhere, even  the toilets had blue walls with claret cubicles. It was so  inviting, Paul was so friendly, they clearly wanted me to  do the job and those colours were so damned enticing.  There’s something about claret and blue that is so reassuring.  As a kid when I left the Glade Primary School in  Clayhall to go to big school, I was scared stiff. Instead of  being able to walk to school, I would now have to go on a  bus. But then I found out that Ilford County High School  wore claret blazers with claret and blue ties and I couldn’t  wait to start.
         
 
         I could feel the claret and blue working its magic  again; if I wasn’t careful I was going to be tempted into  taking this job. Where would my broadcasting career be then? I quickly left, heading back to my Docklands flat, having once again turned down the chance to be the new announcer.
         

         The ever-determined Paul told me to think about it and he’d give me a call in a few days to see if I’d changed my mind. My Dad thought I should take the job. My girlfriend Charlotte wasn’t keen as it would mess up our weekends together. It was important that I didn’t let my heart rule my head. Being the voice of West Ham was a powerful draw but it would certainly interfere with my career.

         I say career, but I’ve never really had a career. I’ve stumbled from one job to the next and usually but not always ended up on my feet. All my jobs have involved talking in one form or another, usually on the radio, but most recently on television. At the time I’d just finished a spell as a TV presenter on Channel Five, fronting their sports shows Turnstyle, Sick as a Parrot and Live and Dangerous as well as anchoring their live football coverage. I was now back on the radio presenting a breakfast show, but that didn’t mean I’d turned my back on sports presenting. All through my career I’ve flip-flopped between news, sport and light entertainment on both TV and radio. Committing myself to West Ham would mean ruling out Saturday afternoons. No commissioning editor was going to give me a sports show if I asked for the day off every time West Ham played at home. On the other hand, the TV channels weren’t exactly queuing up for my services. As a season ticket holder I’d not missed a home game in two years.
         

         So I decided to sleep on it. It was a nice problem to have, as football managers say about team selection when everyone’s fit.

         That night I had a dream. I say night, it was the afternoon. Early-morning presenters exist in a strange time zone. Breakfast is another country, they do things differently there.
         

         In the dream West Ham’s Rio Ferdinand was playing for England in the World Cup Final in Paris. It was unclear who England were playing. It started off as Germany but at some point it seemed to have changed into France. Continuity issues have always plagued my dreams and they could never be made into films. But there was no doubt who won the match. Rio Ferdinand rose above everyone in the box to head home a corner. England had won the World Cup for the first time since Bobby Moore and the 1966 team.

         Back in real life at the start of the 1966/67 season Bobby had been welcomed onto the pitch at Upton Park along with his West Ham team mates Geoff Hurst and Martin Peters. The World Cup-winning captain and the men who’d scored all four goals between them ran out to enormous cheers from the crowd. West Ham hadn’t won the cup entirely on their own, but England couldn’t have done it without us.

         In my dream the 1998/99 season started with Rio Ferdinand running onto the pitch ahead of the rest of the players. Thunderous applause greeted him, but as the camera panned round there was no sign of me clapping. I wasn’t in my usual seat in the West Stand, I was down on the pitch. I was holding the microphone. I was the new stadium announcer!

         I woke up with a start. I’d dribbled out of the corner of my mouth onto the sofa. Alan Devonshire had nothing on me when it came to dribbling in the afternoons.

         I made myself a cup of tea and had a good think about things. I’d really enjoyed being the announcer in my dream. It felt good. I was part of history, even if it hadn’t actually happened yet. A West Ham player was going to win the World Cup and I was going to coordinate his triumphant homecoming.
         

         After having the Rio dream for three days running, and some of the nights too, I rang Paul Aldridge and agreed to be the new West Ham United stadium announcer.

         That summer Rio Ferdinand travelled with the England squad to the World Cup Finals in France. He was an unused substitute in the tournament. He didn’t make it onto the pitch for any of England’s matches. They lost on penalties to Argentina in the last sixteen. Rio had to watch from the bench.

         My dream turned into a nightmare when David Beckham was sent off for petulantly kicking out at Diego Simeone and quickly became public enemy number one. England arrived home before their postcards.

         The trouble with dreams is they have a habit of fading and dying. As a West Ham fan I should know that. It’s in our song.

         When the fixtures came out for the new season, West Ham’s first home game was against Manchester United. My debut as announcer would see me read out the name ‘David Beckham’. Instead of welcoming a hero onto the pitch, I was destined to welcome a villain. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            SHEFFIELD SATURDAY

         
   
         West Ham’s biggest name in 1998 was Ian Wright-Wright-Wright. Wright signed from Arsenal in the summer. For brevity I would usually announce him as just Ian Wright. I’d never been a big fan, because he played for the Arse. Now I suddenly found I was a huge admirer of his work. It’s funny how that happens.
         

         Wrighty scored in my first game since becoming the announcer, although I didn’t announce anything. It would have been frowned upon as it was an away match at Hillsborough. The Sheffield Wednesday announcer might not have appreciated a soft southerner grabbing the microphone. In the announcers’ world that would be considered as taking the mike. Instead I contented myself with singing, ‘Ian Wright-Wright-Wright, Ian Wright-Wright-Wright,’ at the top of my voice. It wasn’t a song I’d sung before, but I found that amazingly I seemed to know all the words.
         

         I’d been dreading going to Hillsborough. The last time I’d been there was in 1989 to commentate on an FA Cup semi-final between Nottingham Forest and Liverpool. I was working for BBC Radio Nottingham. It became the worst day of my life. Ninety-six Liverpool fans lost their lives in a huge crush. I went down onto the terracing with a delegation of journalists. We walked in total silence amongst the twisted crash barriers and down into the tunnel where most of the victims died. We won a New York Academy Award for best coverage of a breaking news story, but I take no pride in that. It was just a horrible day.
         

         As I drove into Sheffield to watch my team, images of that day nine years before kept creeping into my head. I had a tear in my eye as I walked into the ground, remembering those that had also entered with such high hopes a few years before. I’d watched as many of them were carried away dead or dying on advertising boards used as emergency stretchers.
         

         Once the game began, I started to feel OK again. I was surrounded by my people. Unless you are a football fan, you won’t know what that feels like. Every weekend, you can go to watch your team and you feel at home, even if you are away. I didn’t know all these people personally, but they were my family. They wore claret and blue, the colours I’d grown up with. They sang the songs I’d sung all my life.

         A few of them recognised me from the TV. Not many, because the Channel Five signal was poor in the early days. In Scotland I had a huge fan base, as their signal was strong from day one. On one trip to Glasgow, to present the World Cup qualifier between Scotland and Latvia, I discovered I had a large female following. Fortunately I managed to shake her off on the way to the ground. When the signal improved nationally I was replaced by someone better-looking.

         On that sunny day in Sheffield, I surveyed our crowd. West Ham fans are a bit special. They were singing their hearts out. They chastised the northerners for the aggression of their tackles and their dubious parentage. There were positive songs too about why East London is wonderful and the delights that it’s full of.
         

         I sat with curly-haired pop star David Essex; the club had probably sorted out tickets for both of us. Between us sat his twin boys and they had an enormous bag of pick and mix. Life couldn’t get much sweeter. It was like sitting in a West End musical version of my favourite things. I was watching my childhood heroes, who’d just asked me to work for them, there were pear drops and cola bottles on tap and I was sitting with Che Guevara. It was going to be a good day after all.
         

         We won the game 1–0 and left the ground as Happy Hammers. The only worry for Hammers fans was how we were going to afford Wright-Wright-Wright on the back of our replica shirts.

         As I drove out of Sheffield, I thought again about the Hillsborough victims. I thought about how badly we treat football supporters in this country, how they are herded around like animals.

         I made a decision then that I would always treat away supporters with respect in my time as the announcer at West Ham. I would love my team, but not hate anybody else’s. I was going to be like Dave Allen, the stand-up comic who mainly sat down. His motto was ‘Whatever your religion, may your god go with you’. I was going to be like Dave, except I wasn’t going to drink whisky or smoke or lose a finger in an accident. It was mainly the respect bit that I was going to copy, and possibly the sitting down.

         I headed back down the motorway to London thinking about my debut: West Ham at home to Manchester United the next weekend. All the talking was over, now it was time to start … talking.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            BOOING BECKHAM

         
 
         In the summer of 1998 Tony Blair was still a popular Prime Minister and Harry Redknapp was the manager of West Ham. Work had just started on the Millennium Dome, Princess Diana had been dead less than a year and Pluto was still a planet.
         

         Things were going to go downhill for Tony, Harry and Pluto. We should have guessed Pluto wasn’t a planet because of its name. Mars, Venus and the rest were named after Roman gods, Pluto was a Disney dog. It all went goofy in 2006 when it was downgraded to a dwarf planet. Even then the name didn’t sit right; a dwarf planet should be named Dopey or Bashful, maybe Sneezy if it’s prone to eruptions.

         Nowadays Harry Redknapp is a pantomime villain when he returns to West Ham as manager of the sleeping giant from down the lane, but back in 1998 he was still Our Harry. He’d been manager since 1994; assistant manager to Billy Bonds before that. Billy is one of my all-time favourite players. He played with his socks rolled down and I would pretend to be him in school football matches, especially when it was muddy. It always seemed to be muddy when Billy played. Maybe that’s why he rolled his socks down.
         

         The club had been promoted or relegated four out of five seasons under Billy. It was like being stuck in a lift with a small child who kept pressing the buttons; you were never sure which level you’d be on next. Harry brought stability. In 1994/95 we finished thirteenth, in 1995/96 it was tenth. The 1996/97 season was nearly a disaster when Harry saw the Bosman ruling as an invitation to go Euro shopping. He bought some disastrous players like Paulo Futre and Florin Radiciou. Harry says he was called Florin because he was worth about ‘two bob’. We were heading fast for the relegation trapdoor that season and only the arrival of strike duo John Hartson and Paul Kitson kept us up with a stream of goals.
         
 
         The 1997/98 season was much better. Hartson and Kitson were up front with an exciting midfield that included Eyal Berkovic and Trevor Sinclair, and we finished eighth.
 
         Then came the biggest signing of all, in my world anyway, I joined the club in the summer of 1998 ready for what promised to be a great season.
 
         I arrived at the ground in plenty of time for my debut as the announcer. I’m a confident person, maybe even a little arrogant, but I still get nervous before doing new things. There are two things I am never without when starting a new job. One is my little statue of Bobby Moore and the other is a packet of Boots Diareze tablets. One is for good luck and the other is to bung me up – I hope you can guess which is which.
 
         Everyone shows their nerves in different ways. I spend most of my time before big events on the toilet. They say an army marches on its stomach; mine lets me down every time there’s a sign of trouble ahead. Not even trouble, just new territory.
 
         It was the same for my first ever show on university radio, my first show at each new radio station since, my first live TV show, the first night presenting live on Channel Five, first dates with girls, first after-dinner speech, first awards show, first keynote conference speech, the list goes on. That statue has been around the world with me and I’ve contributed to the healthy share price of Boots for many years running.
         
 
         The thing that worries me is a lack of preparation. I worry that I haven’t done enough research and I will come a cropper. For this reason most of my reference library is in my toilet. I have shelves and shelves of football books, about half of them West Ham-related, all in my downstairs loo.
 
         Once it is too late to do any more research I stop worrying. I’m not actually nervous when speaking, just beforehand. I know that I’m good at thinking on my feet, so if anything goes wrong I’ll be fine. The only thing that can go wrong is if I’ve not researched my subject.
         
 
         On Saturday 22 August 1998, I went into a gig more prepared than I have ever been in my life. I’d been a broadcaster for twelve years and I’d supported West Ham since I was a boy. I was totally confident in my head that I could do this. Sadly my head hadn’t told my bottom. I’d been up most of the night with worry, but now the Diareze seemed to have control of the situation. Either that or I was totally empty.
         
 
         The club were very worried about the abuse that David Beckham was getting. A banner had been pinned to the gates at West Ham reading, ‘Beckham, 22 August = hell’. It had been pictured in the papers alongside a photograph of an effigy of David hanging by a noose outside a pub. It later emerged the pub was the Pleasant Pheasant in South Norwood in the middle of Millwall territory, but that didn’t stop the papers having a field day. According to one report, hooligan group The Inner City Firm had threatened Beckham’s parents over the phone. It must have been a dodgy connection because the ICF stands for Inter City Firm. I suspect it was some kids having a laugh, but there was no doubt there was a lot of anger against Beckham from the whole country.
 
         Today he’s widely respected, but back then it was a different story. Becks was going out with Victoria Adams, the poshest member of the Spice Girls. A London butcher put two pigs’ heads in his window and labelled them David and Victoria. You know you’ve lost the public when the butchers start turning against you.
         
 
         At the Charity Shield match against Arsenal, Becks was booed every time he touched the ball. While we were playing at Sheffield Wednesday, Manchester United were at home to Leicester. Becks had an easy ride in front of his home fans, scoring at the end.
 
         As the game at West Ham approached, the pressure was building. Some supporters were planning to hold up red cards at public enemy number one. Politicians were making their usual ‘it’s only a game, can’t we all just get along’ speeches.
 
         The police were so worried they contacted supporters’ groups and fanzines and pleaded for them to help defuse the situation. I had to have a couple of meetings with the police and officials at West Ham. I promised not to say anything that would inflame the situation.
 
         I was caught between a rock and a hard place. As an England supporter I was furious with David Beckham. What an absolute plonker, I thought, there’s only a World Cup every four years and he blew it not only for himself, but the whole country. This was a really good chance for us to win it. We’d gone so close at Italia 1990 and we’d not qualified for USA 1994. France 1998 was going well until a moment of petulance from Beckham ended our dreams.
 
         However, as the West Ham announcer I was the voice of the club. The world would be watching. Anything I said would be taken as being the club’s view. I wanted to yell, ‘You robbed us of our dream! You are an idiot! Your girlfriend isn’t posh and she’s the worst singer of a bad bunch!’ I wanted to hold up my own red card and shove it right into his annoyingly handsome face, but that wouldn’t have been a good idea.
         
 
         The players ran out for a kick-about. I welcomed them  onto the pitch from the safety of the announcer’s box, a  cabin I called the Shed down in the corner of the West  Stand and the Bobby Moore Stand. I ran through the team  sheets on the desk microphone. It was forty-five minutes  until kick-off and the ground was only a quarter full, so  it was good to get a few announcements under my belt.  Beckham was loudly booed as he ran out. I booed quietly  in the shed with the microphone turned off, grinning to  myself at how childish I was being.
 
         As soon as I finished the first announcements I felt  better. I took a drink of water, as my throat was totally  dry with nerves. Nowadays I run training courses on how  to cope with speaking in public, but my career up to this  point had been as a TV and radio presenter. I wasn’t used  to seeing my audience. On radio I would talk to my guests,  my producer and maybe the newsreader. On TV you just  spoke into a camera. If someone didn’t like what you said,  you couldn’t hear them shouting at you from their home.
 
         The next announcements would be harder. Just before  kick-off I would take to the pitch with the radio microphone.  That was scarier, because there’s always the  chance your knees will buckle and you’ll go down like one  of those guardsmen who faint on parade. That has never  happened to me, but I’ve never been in the guards.
         
 
         There was half an hour until kick-off, so I relaxed a bit.  Everything had gone fine so far. The ground seemed fairly  quiet. Maybe it wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
 
         Then the phone rang. It was the Bobby Moore receptionist.  That’s the receptionist from the Bobby Moore  Stand. My Bobby statue doesn’t have his own receptionist.  He was just standing quietly next to the CDs.
         
 
         She put through a caller from Cyprus. He was requesting  a minute’s silence for an East Londoner who’d emigrated.  He had been killed in a road accident. The caller said the victim was from the West Ham area originally and he was a huge Manchester United fan. As we were playing Man Utd that day, he thought it would be very fitting if we observed a minute’s silence for his friend. I felt very mean, but I said no.
         

         The caller was insistent. He would be very grateful if we did observe a silence. He was clearly very upset, but I was firm. On a day already filled with all the anti-Beckham emotion, a silence would not be a good idea. The caller went on and on. I let him speak because he clearly needed to talk about his friend, but there was no way I could allow an impromptu minute’s silence on a day as potentially volatile as this one.

         I like to think I was acting thoughtfully and calmly, but inside every impassive announcer there is a fan just waiting to get out. On reflection I know I made the right call. But it’s also true that West Ham fans do not like Cockney Reds or Manchester United fans that live anywhere in the world apart from Manchester. There’s no doubt they are a fantastic club and I will always cheer for them when they play in Europe representing our country, but we believe you should support your local team. We get fed up hearing Cockney Reds saying how well ‘we’ are doing in their London accents, never having been to Old Trafford in their lives. It breaks our hearts when little children from generations of good West Ham stock ask for a Manchester United shirt for Christmas.
         

         So no, I didn’t think the silence would be a good idea for the East London-born, Manchester United-supporting ex-pat in Cyprus. The team he supported against his local team was not in fact a perfect scenario. It could turn ugly and I was not going to do it.

         Calls like that will usually be cut off at the switchboard but I think the Cypriot had been unusually persuasive and so he’d been put through. I felt bad about having to turn down his request and annoyed that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. In the end I had to interrupt him and just say goodbye. We’d been on the phone for ages. I put down the receiver and looked up. There were fifteen minutes to kick-off and the ground had filled up since I last looked out of the window.
         

         The adrenaline was pumping in my body. I hate confrontation of any sort. I hoped the Cypriot didn’t feel too bad about his friend.
         

         I was joined in the shed by Carl Bailey, a former Australian rugby league player now in charge of the West Ham dance troupe, the Hammerettes. He was still Australian but no longer played for the London Broncos. Carl played the CDs while I ventured pitchside with a stick microphone in hand.

         There were 26,039 people there that day. I know because I announced it later on. But for the time being I just had to get through that team sheet. It’s the scariest thing I’ve ever done. Suppose I opened my mouth and nothing came out? What if my voice made that funny high-pitched sound it sometimes makes under pressure? At thirty-five years of age I wasn’t confident that my voice had fully broken. Occasionally on the radio, when I was least expecting it, my voice would jump up to a much higher pitch. Usually it would come in the first word spoken for a while. I’d say ‘Hello, I’m Jeremy Nicholas and you’re listening to GLR breakfast’ and the first syllable of hello would sound like a soprano, with the rest sounding like a tenor. Would my high-pitch ‘hell’ affect me now?

         I opted to say ‘good afternoon’ rather than ‘hello’. In my experience the word ‘good’ was far less likely to cause high-end problems.

         As soon as I stepped out onto the pitch I felt happy. It was good to stand on the grass. I felt I was on home turf. My people were all around me – most of them didn’t know me from Adam but we all shared one passion. Every time I’d felt sad over the years, they had felt the same. They’d been on the same emotional rollercoaster that I’d been on. They’d tasted the highs and lows at the same time as me. They’d cheered when Trevor used his head and cried when Bobby died.
         

         These were my people and they were about to boo me.

         The club and the police had laid down strict guidelines on what I could and couldn’t say. Everything was written down, so there were no worries about remembering it. As long as I could read out loud, I would be fine.

         I flicked the switch on the bottom of the microphone to the ‘on’ position. The switch on my bottom was firmly in the ‘off’ position. Thanks, Diareze! My knees showed no signs of buckling. My big fat tenor was sitting firmly on the boy soprano at the back of my vocal cords. Nothing could go wrong.

         It’s a tradition to read the away team out first. When I reached number seven, David Beckham, a wave of booing cascaded down from the stands. It washed over me like a tsunami of hate. It came from all four corners of the ground. No one heard me say number eight, Nicky Butt, or number nine, Andy Cole; the booing was relentless and hostile. It was incredibly intimidating. I couldn’t hear myself above the noise. The only thing that got me through it was knowing my Dad would be booing, my friends would be booing, and if I was still a season ticket holder in the West Stand, I would be booing too.

         Forget what I said about not being scared once I start talking, I was petrified. There’s nowhere to hide when you are standing on the pitch, surrounded by baying fans on all sides. I looked across at David Beckham and he didn’t seem bothered by all the hostility; he’d gone into the zone, preparing himself for the match. I needed to get myself into a zone as well and control my breathing. The boy soprano at the back of my vocal cords was beginning to wriggle free. I took some big breaths, to give the big fat tenor the extra oxygen he needed to hold him in check. Then I read the West Ham team. It was amazing. Every name was cheered. I don’t know why I was surprised, of course they were cheering. It was nothing to do with me, it could have been a trained parrot reading out the names and they’d still cheer. But I felt so very, very happy. I’d got through the hard bit and this was the reward. The crowd had booed the villain and now they were cheering the heroes. I stood there just soaking it all in. What a brilliant, brilliant moment in time. I was floating on air. It could have been the euphoria or it could have been because my tank was running on empty.
         

         Just then I noticed the referee was glaring at me and seemed keen to start the game. I’d almost forgotten there was going to be a football match. I’d been so worried about the Beckham business. I floated off the pitch and into the shed.

         ‘Good on you, mate,’ said Aussie Carl. ‘You’ve got a good voice there.’

         And with that I sat down to watch the game. A flask of tea and some triangular sandwiches had arrived. I needed to refuel, so this was great news. Life couldn’t get much better. I had my own private suite with full hospitality and colonial staff. I could see most of the pitch and Carl seemed to know how the sound system worked.

         The thousands of red cards in the crowd didn’t materialise. The fanzines had acted with restraint, but the chanting against Beckham was horrendous. Questions were asked about his wife’s favourite position – and I’m not talking about the checkout till at Armani. Further questions were asked as to whether his team-mates had also had a go. Again I’m not talking about shopping. Becks declined to answer any of the questions, quite wisely in my view. If they couldn’t hear me with a radio mike, how would they hear him without one?
         

         The icing on the cake for me would have been a goal on my debut. It didn’t come. I would have to wait to announce one of those. Still we managed a 0–0 draw with Manchester United in the season where they went on to win the treble.

         Since that day Beckham has rehabilitated himself. I was annoyed with him for a long time, until his incredible free kick right at the end against Greece in 2001, which secured qualification for the World Cup Finals in Korea and Japan. He’s a remarkable player and as an East London boy it’s a tragedy that he never played for West Ham. He’s done OK at other clubs and has become a great global ambassador for the beautiful game, but I think it would be fitting if he ended his playing days back home. He’ll always be assured of a warm welcome at West Ham. He certainly got a very hot reception on my debut in 1998.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Season in a Nutshell 1998/99

         
 
         Some of the football was fantastic with lots of flair but we  were better at attacking than defending. When we did lose,  we often let in quite a few. Amazingly, despite finishing fifth  we ended the season with a negative goal difference. The  last five games sum up the season. After beating Derby 5–1  at home, followed by a 2–1 win at Spurs, we then lost 5–1 at  home to Leeds with three of our players sent off. After losing  6–0 at Everton, the topsy-turvy run ended with a 4–0 win at  home to Middlesbrough.
         
 
         
            Highlight – Announcing my first goals in the second home match. We scored three against Wimbledon.
            
 
            Lowlight – Later in the same game, announcing four goals for Wimbledon to lose the match 4–3 as the Wombles cleaned up.
            
 
            International highlight – being called up by England to announce at under-21 level.
            
 
            Worst moment – West Ham striker John Hartson hit the target during training. Unfortunately the target was his team-mate Eyal Berkovic’s head. Sky cameras filmed it and it was shown over and over again on news channels.
            
 
            Heroes – Marc Vivien Foe added strength to the midfield. Paolo Di Canio arrived and became an instant star. Joe Cole broke into the side looking like a player we should build a team around.
            
 
            Villains – John Hartson was sold to Wimbledon after the twin shame of the Eyal incident and appearing in adverts for hair transplants.
            
 
            Team news – Frank Lampard Junior announced he wanted to be known as plain old Frank Lampard despite his dad with the same name also working at the club. Nobody ever confused the two; one of them puffed a lot after a run and the other was our assistant manager.
            
 
            It shouldn’t happen to an announcer – Against  Southampton I announced the releasing of two thousand  balloons. A few got away, but most took to the air still  trapped in the giant net. The crowd cheered. The net was  later found on the beach at West Mersea still containing  many balloons. Amazingly it was found by Ron Read, a  West Ham season ticket holder in the East Stand.
            
 
            New this season – The 50/50 draw ticket was introduced.  Dancing girls, the Hammerettes, would sell tickets before  games and I’d pick out the winner at half-time on the pitch.
            
 
            Missed games – Just one, I already had a holiday booked  to Madeira with Charlotte. My friend Tim deputised for me.  He’s a broadcaster and West Ham fan. He says it went OK,  but his girlfriend told him the crowd were booing him.
            
 
            Did we win at Anfield? – No, we drew 2–2.
            
 
            My bald patch – The size of the bottom of a tea cup.
            

         
 
         Three-Legged Stool Review
 
         
            Job leg – Delighted to be nominated for a Sony Award  for GLR Breakfast. There was talk of some network radio  presenting and I’d landed a dream job with West Ham. So  job leg was rock solid.
            
 
            Relationship leg – Charlotte moved out of our Docklands  flat to be closer to her job in Cambridge. This leg is  wobbling, but hasn’t yet fallen off.
            
 
            West Ham leg – We finished fifth and qualified for Europe  and the boys won the FA Youth Cup. The West Ham leg of  the stool was holding up well. Only the Boys of ’86, with  third place, had finished higher.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            AND THE AWARD GOES TO …

         
 
         There’s no secret to being a good announcer, you just need to have something to say. If you don’t have anything to say the best thing is to keep quiet.
         
 
         In my view the worst announcers are the ones who like the sound of their own voice and they go on and on, just rambling and rambling, with no real purpose, relentlessly talking, talking, talking, rambling and meandering their way through the various thoughts that pop into their heads, and churning them out, never pausing for breath, not bothering to make them into easy bite-size little chunks that we can take in, rather going for long paragraphs of speech, with no complete sentences, no full stops, no pauses, just rambling rubbish with little commas in between, while they breathe, often through their mouths, because this sort of approach attracts mouth-breathers.
         
 
         I prefer to be brief. Short little sentences are best. Pause for thought. Stand and deliver. I’m adamant about this. Ridicule is nothing to be scared of.
 
         As far as I know there are no awards for announcers, at least not in this country. Maybe the mouth-breathers are holding their own dinner once a year and not telling the rest of us about it, but that seems unlikely.
 
         At the end   of each season we do hand out an award for Hammer of the Year. It’s for the best player of the season, as voted for by the supporters. There’s a runner-up and a junior Hammer award too, as well as one for the best Academy player. As the nomination forms appeared towards the end of my first season, I wondered who would win. First, though, I was up for an award myself.
         
 
         The Sony Radio Academy Awards of 1999 were memorable for me; it was the one time where I went into a gig completely unprepared. I was totally speechless. You’ve probably guessed by now that I’m a bit of a control freak, who likes to prepare thoroughly for all my various speaking engagements. However, this wasn’t a speaking job, we were just there for a celebration. There’d only be a speech if we won, and we were confident we wouldn’t.
         
 
         The GLR breakfast show was nominated for a Sony Award. We were never likely to win, because there were two categories: best speech breakfast show and best music breakfast show. We were a mixture of speech and music. We’d entered the speech category with no expectation of making the shortlist.
 
         The other nominations were BBC Radio 5Live breakfast and the TalkSport breakfast show. They didn’t play any music and they were both national networks. GLR always had ideas above its station, but that station only broadcast to London. We were the black sheep of the BBC local radio family, but we were still local. There was no way we were going to win, so we didn’t even think about writing an acceptance speech. You can guess where this is going, can’t you? Actually you’re wrong.
         
 
         We put on our best black ties and headed for a good night out at the Grosvenor House Hotel on Park Lane. Fortunately this was where the awards were being held. The great and the good from the radio industry were all there, plus about five hundred others.
 
         At the arrivals drinks a rumour began to spread. People told us they’d heard we’d won. We didn’t take much notice, distracted by the splendour of the occasion. There were sixty round tables, each set for ten people, with lots of bottles of wine. Each table had a giant Chinese-style paper lantern in the middle. The breakfast team were usually tucked up in bed early, so we were determined to have a good time. Our bosses had officially sanctioned us sounding a bit rubbish the next day, as reward for the nomination.
         
 
         I read the programme over and over again. It definitely did say GLR Breakfast in the Best Speech Breakfast category. Well, it was lovely to be nominated, never mind about winning. While my co-presenter Clare McDonnell and the rest of the team soaked in the occasion and quite a lot of the wine, I had a chat with Fiona Fullerton, one of the most beautiful actresses this country has ever produced and definitely the Best Bond Girl Ever. Fiona and I had co-hosted an awards show for the Tommy’s premature baby charity a few weeks earlier. She was also presenting an award at the Sonys and she’d heard we’d won the award in our category.
 
         It was midway through the evening. We’d had the first lot of awards and dinner. The wine flowed freely and our award category was the first one after the break. As the rumour that we’d won the Gold Award grew and grew, we started believing it. Someone from Radio Two and then someone else from Radio Four came over to our table and gave us those nods and winks that suggested they knew something. When one of the judges, albeit not in our category, came and slapped us on the back, we were putting on the running shoes ready for a lap of honour. When I returned to the table with news that the Best Bond Girl Ever reckoned we’d won as well, we started panicking. Nobody had thought of actually going up to accept an award. An awful lot of alcohol had been consumed, and that’s not like me. I never drink when I’m speaking, but that was the trouble, I didn’t think I’d be speaking onstage.
 
         I hastily wrote an impromptu acceptance speech on the back of my invitation. I was marginally more sober than Clare and besides I was used to stadium gigs. Compared with twenty-six thousand a crowd of six hundred would be a breeze, even if they were all broadcasters or producers.
         
 
         The show restarted. Our award was announced.
 
         ‘And the Sony Bronze Award goes to … GLR Breakfast.’
 
         We hadn’t won. We’d come third. Out of three. Having got used to the idea of winning, our table let out a collect-ive sigh of disbelief. It might have been the sheer force of that group exhalation or maybe someone knocked the table, but somehow the flame of the candle set light to paper around it. The Chinese Lantern caught fire at the base and rose into the air like a hot-air balloon. It floated gently upwards towards the high ceiling, taking with it our forlorn hopes of glory. There were gasps of disbelief from the tables around us; it looked like a protest at the decision. This was not the BBC way to behave. Inform, Educate and Entertain was the corporation’s philosophy, now it looked as if GLR, the black sheep of Auntie’s family, had let the side down again. If anyone was in any doubt as to where these bad losers were sitting, a blazing beacon hovered above us, illuminating our burning cheeks of embarrassment. We protested our innocence to anyone who would listen, but with the station’s reputation for being a bit different, nobody seemed to believe us. This was the station, after all, with maverick ideas like combining rock music with intelligent speech. We were clearly not to be trusted. The Gold Award went to BBC Radio 5Live and rightly so. I congratulated their presenters Victoria and Julian afterwards.
         
 
         I left GLR shortly afterwards. Not because of the lantern protest. I wanted to be able to live a normal life again. Presenting a breakfast show is deemed the most prestigious in a radio station’s schedule, but it ruins your life. Every time I’ve presented breakfast in the past it’s made me tired and fat. And I already have a tendency to be tired and fat.
         
 
          
         The Sony award, even if it was bronze, had brought me to the attention of a few national broadcasters. The future looked bright, so I packed in the show without too many worries. I told my friends and family that if I ever said I was going to present another breakfast show, they should shoot me. Steve Redgrave, the Olympic rower, said a similar thing about rowing, but he returned to the water and competed in an amazing five Olympics in a row. A few years down the line I ‘did a Redgrave’. I accepted an offer to present another breakfast show, on the most unlikely radio station.
 
         Man of the Match
 
         Meanwhile, back at West Ham it was my job to announce the winner of an award at each match. Just before the end of the game I would wait until the ball had gone out of play for a goal kick and then read out the name of the man of the match. During my first season this would more often than not be awarded to Ian Wright. He had an OK season with us, he was popular with the fans and he scored a few goals, but there was no way he was man of the match every week.
 
         The man of the match at West Ham is chosen by a group of people in a corporate box who’ve paid for the privilege. For the money they’d get to pick the winner of the award and then meet him afterwards in their box. It was the notion of meeting him afterwards that would sway the voting.
 
         At the time Ian Wright was one of the most famous people in the game. After a glittering career at Arsenal he was still scoring goals for us and embarking on a media career. The prawn sandwich brigade loved having their picture taken with him. It meant that less famous, less photogenic players in the West Ham team were regularly overlooked for the award.
 
          
         Rio Ferdinand was immense in defence and Eyal Berkovic showed some great skill in midfield, but they rarely won the award. Wrighty was a real character; there was no doubt he was good value; he was a dream player for the hospitality department. Everyone wanted their picture taken with Wrighty.
 
         So week in and week out I’d announce the man of the match… Ian Wright. At first there’d be gasps of surprise, then groans and towards the end of the season some boos. It was embarrassing. People would stop me outside the ground and ask me how I could announce him as the man of the match.
 
         It wasn’t an ideal system. If you cast your vote knowing that whoever you vote for may end up being the prize, it’s bound to affect your decision. No democratic system would allow voting like that. Even if it was fair, have you ever been in a corporate box? Just because you’ve paid a bit more to watch the game doesn’t mean you know any more about it. In fact just the opposite is true in some cases. No disrespect to corporate fans – I love speaking at their company dinners – but I wouldn’t trust some of them to sit the right way round on a toilet. Like I say, no disrespect and I am available for weddings, funerals and bar mitzvahs.
 
         Ian Wright only lasted one season at West Ham. He was one of three West Ham players sent off in the 5–1 home defeat to Leeds. While Steve Lomas and Shaka Hislop left the field without problem, Wright decided he’d pop into the referee’s room in the tunnel. In a moment of madness he trashed it, while the ref was still out on the pitch. He didn’t win the man of the match award that day. It wasn’t his finest moment, but he did get a fine. We loaned him out after that.
 
         Wrighty didn’t win the Hammer of the Year trophy either, despite all those man of the match awards. He wasn’t even runner-up; supporters are much better judges of players than anyone across the course of a season. Defender Ian Pearce came second in the awards, with our goalkeeper Shaka Hislop winning Hammer of the Year. In a season where we’d let in so many goals, it might seem strange that a goalkeeper and a defender should be rewarded, but hey, that’s the West Ham way. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            YOUTH CUP FINAL

         
   
         The highlight of my first season was winning the FA Youth Cup, although I was too old to be in the actual team. West Ham have a proud tradition of developing young talent, our academy is second to none. We’d lost in the Youth Cup Final to Liverpool three years earlier, with a team that featured Frank Lampard and Rio Ferdinand. Now we’d another great youth team with Joe Cole and Michael Carrick leading the way.
         

         It’s amazing how many of our youth team went on to be regulars in the England side. The tragedy is that they’d usually moved on to other clubs by then. Our youth team must have earned the club a fortune in transfer fees over the years. I’ve always said that the most important figure at West Ham during my time with the club has been Tony Carr, the man behind our academy.

         Manchester United also had a reputation for home-grown talent in the 1990s. While Beckham, Giggs, Scholes and Butt stayed at Old Traffford, we lost the cream of our crop. How great might West Ham have been if we’d kept hold of Rio Ferdinand, Frank Lampard Junior, Michael Carrick, Jermain Defoe, Joe Cole, John Terry and Glen Johnson?

         Actually we nicked Jermain Defoe from Charlton’s academy, we let John Terry go at fourteen because we didn’t think he was good enough and Frank Lampard Junior didn’t take much spotting as his dad was our assistant manager. But let’s not spoil a good story.
         

         On a Friday night in May, two days before the end of the season, we played Coventry City in the 1999 FA Youth Cup Final with a team that contained Lampard, Carrick and goalkeeper Stephen Bywater. Having beaten them 3–0 at Highfield Road, the second leg at the Boleyn seemed a formality. It was live on Sky, so the club officials weren’t expecting a large crowd. However, you should never underestimate West Ham fans’ hunger for success. We’d suffered nineteen years of hurt, since the FA Cup triumph over the Arsenal. The silver polish in the cupboard was well past its ‘use by’ date.
         

         You didn’t need a ticket for youth cup matches. It was pay on the door, and lots of people did. Twenty-three thousand turned up, mostly at the last minute. The scent of glory is enticing, but supporters like to keep their priorities right, and you do have to pass a lot of pubs on the way to the ground.
         

         It was a great night, but it caused problems for the stewards. This was in the days when the ground capacity was twenty-six thousand. At first just the West Stand was open, but it soon filled up. Then the two ends were opened. Still the people kept coming. Kick-off was delayed and the East Stand was finally opened as the game started.

         On the pitch West Ham were well in control. Off the pitch it was a different story and led to me upsetting someone I held in high regard.
         

         As the cup final was being played, people were walking around the pitch in front of the stands. Most seats were now full but there was space in the newly opened East Stand. Kids were racing to get the best seats. Families were getting separated.

         With a high percentage of youngsters in a crowd, anything can happen. Kids are more likely to run onto the pitch and songs will be sung in a higher key. The pitch invasion is the more serious of the two, unless you are a dog with sensitive hearing.
         

         West Ham’s kids were scoring at will. As the goal tally went higher, so did the pitch of the singing and the anxiety levels of the stadium manager, John Ball.

         He asked me to read out an announcement urging the fans not to come onto the pitch at the end. The wording was along the lines of, ‘In the interests of safety, do not come onto the playing surface at the end of the game. After the whistle a presentation will be made to the winning team. This presentation will not take place if anyone comes onto the pitch.’

         He made me read this out six times during the second half. I felt like a teacher in front of a class of known troublemakers.

         And then I was a little bit naughty myself.

         The last time I read out the message was just before the whistle. West Ham were leading 6–0 on the night, 9–0 on aggregate. It seemed unlikely that Coventry were going to make a comeback at this stage.

         So after saying, ‘presentation to the winners’, I added the words, ‘whoever they are!’

         There was a loud cheer.

         It didn’t go down well with the Coventry officials.

         The whistle blew.

         Nobody ran onto the pitch. Amazingly, after winning the cup 9–0 on aggregate, in front of a largely juvenile crowd, nobody came on the pitch. It was a great result on both counts.

         I did that. I made that happen. I was a little bit of a hero too, in my own head. My first season at the club had ended in silverware that wasn’t cutlery.

         The club were pleased with me. We’d had a few pitch invasions in previous years and were still on a suspended sentence. A subsequent invasion could have cost us dearly. We could have been fined or forced to play a game behind closed doors.
         

         My ‘Goodbye Mr Chips’ routine had saved the day.

         I was invited to the Chairman’s Lounge for a drink to celebrate a job well done. It might have been to celebrate winning the youth cup, but in my mind it was also to acknowledge the crowd control skills I’d displayed to the full.

         Not everyone was happy with my performance, and an hour later I was pinned up against a wall by Gordon Strachan, the Coventry manager. I don’t know if you ever saw him play, but he was not the sort of man you’d want to mess with.

         He was a short, ginger-haired, tough-tackling, no-nonsense Scottish midfield general. I don’t like to stereotype short, Scottish redheads, but he just happened to be quite short-tempered. It was probably just a coincidence. In short, he was not the sort of person you’d want to argue with.
         

         He seemed unhappy about something. I decided to listen and let him make his point.

         ‘I’ve got sixteen-year-old lads crying their eyes out downstairs, because of what you said.’

         He moved his face even closer to mine.

         ‘It was bang out of order. You shouldn’t say things like that.’

         I knew Gordon. He’d been a guest on my BBC Radio 5Live show Sick as a Parrot a few months earlier, a lighthearted sports quiz show that I wrote and chaired. We were recording on a Saturday evening at the Pebble Mill studios in Birmingham. Gordon was an ambitious booking as Coventry were playing Arsenal that afternoon at Highbury. But he was confident he could make the programme in time. We were recording three shows back to back and Gordon was in the last one.
         

         However by the start time of show three there was no sign of Gordon. The crowd were getting restless. I started telling some of my after-dinner stories. Then resident captain Stuart Hall regaled the audience with tales from his It’s a Knockout days. It looked like we might have to resort to rival captain Phill Jupitus standing in the doorway with a baseball bat, when Gordon suddenly arrived.
         

         There had been a meningitis scare at his kid’s school. Strachan Junior had the symptoms. Gordon had arrived back from Highbury, taken the kid to hospital, got the all-clear and then driven across to Birmingham. Most football managers would have pulled out of the programme, but Gordon is a determined man. He was good on the quiz too, getting most of the answers right and being witty in the process.
         

         I liked him a lot. However, just a few months later, he didn’t seem to like me much. In the Chairman’s Lounge after the cup final, the ginger was going nuts. I didn’t seem to be getting any answers right as far as he was concerned.

         I was aware of people at the periphery of my vision, staring at us. I didn’t like to turn my head in case it angered Gordon further. I hoped I looked in need of saving.
         

         ‘When you are announcing at a stadium, you should show respect for both teams. You disrespected my players.’

         I should have pointed out that the reason those lads were upset was they’d just lost a cup final 9–0. The biggest day of their lives so far had gone badly wrong, and it had been live on Sky, in front of all their friends. But I kept quiet. Please don’t laugh, Jeremy, I thought, because he is really angry.

         At this point I was saved by a West Ham director. He commiserated with Gordon and said all the polite things that directors say to people from other clubs they have just thrashed. After Gordon had left, the director apologised to me for ‘having to be put through that’. Apparently I’d done a great job and we weren’t at Wembley so we didn’t have to be totally unbiased. My announcements had been fine.
         

         I was relieved that I hadn’t let my club down, but I think deep down I know the last announcement was wrong. I did disrespect those Coventry kids and Gordon was well within his rights to stand up for them. But that’s football. I was just excited at winning a cup. And at the end of my first season too. There’s no manual on how to be a good stadium announcer. There’s no British Association of Football Announcers. But I made a note that I wouldn’t do that again. It wasn’t the West Ham way. Mind you, nor was winning trophies!

         It had been a funny old night. I would have to think carefully about announcements next season. With a crop of youngsters like this, surely the good times were just around the corner. Now that is a very West Ham thing to say! 
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