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To my dear wife Annie, who suffered my long absences, and to
my son, Fred, who became my best mate. Also to David Jones
and Bob Abrahams, two of my mentors who both passed away
in 2009. Without them, I would not have made the grade.





'I couldn't consider retiring when there are still so many things I
want to do.'

Paul Anka on BBC Breakfast Time – on his sixty-sixth

birthday, July 2007

'The first and last appearances are the big ones. Everything in
between is just your job.'

Michael Parkinson on his own retirement at seventy-two in 2007

'I like what I do and I'm getting better at it, why shouldn't I
continue? Is there something wrong with that?'

Debbie Harry (Blondie) – aged sixty-two

'When I started in television there were only two channels, so if
you were a success on one or the other you made quite an impact.'

Sir David Frost

'Never retire completely, Johnny. Don't even think about it.'

Doug Ellis, aged eighty-four – in the Aston Villa boardroom
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Prologue

'At the end . . .'

ON THE MORNING OF 29 June 2008, I was sitting in an outdoor
café in the Stadt Park, Vienna, when a young boy came up
and introduced himself. He was twelve-year-old Maxim Fillin from
Moscow, and he'd come to Austria with his parents to watch the
European Championships. Despite living in Russia, Maxim was
extremely knowledgeable not only about English football, but also
my own contribution. 'I don't like Russian football much so I
download a lot of English games and listen to your commentary,'
he explained.

To be honest, I was glad of the interruption. Preparation for
that night's final between Germany and Spain was not going well.
I'd been thinking about what Pierluigi Collina had said at the
Referees' Association Centenary dinner, when he was asked about
how he had felt walking down the tunnel to referee the World
Cup final. 'You think of the good games you have had earlier in
the tournament that have got you selected for the final,' Collina
had said. 'Then you realise one single mistake would wipe all
those away and be the only thing you are remembered for.'

At a BBC press call two days earlier I had announced that Euro
2008 would be my last major tournament – a ninth European
Championship to go with nine World Cups. Would one mistake
in the Ernst Happel Stadium, where the commentary position is
farther from the pitch than anywhere else in Europe, spoil the
memory of eighteen championships? Maybe even cast a shadow
over thirty-seven years of television commentary?

It only needed me to call the wrong goalscorer, miss a yellow
card, or misidentify a player at a key moment, and the viewers
would be waving white handkerchiefs as a send-off. The thought
was too frightening to contemplate.

I was so wound up that I can hardly remember anything at all
about the actual game, other than the winning goal scored for
Spain by Fernando Torres. But it must have gone quite well, because
David Pleat, an old friend but at major tournaments a rival
commentator with ITV, phoned me afterwards to congratulate
me. He said he had watched the match at home and considered
my partnership with Mark Lawrenson had been immaculate.

Gary Lineker also had something to say. At the airport the
following morning, he confessed, 'I was a bit nervous for you last
night. It would have been horrible if something had gone wrong
for you on your last one.'

Lineker had taken it upon himself, before handing over to me
at the start of the match, to list my portfolio of big games for the
BBC: nine World Cup finals, with the final itself coming my way
six times; nine European Championships, with eight finals; twenty-nine
FA Cup finals with five replays. Talk about putting me under
pressure! After the final whistle, though, he was kind enough to
say I had 'played a blinder'.

I suspect not all the 12 million viewers would have agreed with
that, but as such luminaries as David Coleman and Sir Peter
O'Sullevan have said: 'Sports commentary is first and foremost
about survival.' They couldn't be more right: all those big games
look great on my record, but a critical mistake in any one of them
could have made my career unrecoverable.

This, then, is the story of how I survived for the best part of
forty years . . .





PART I

'Barry

commentates from

the grandstand,

John is talking

from the terraces'





Chapter 1

'Motson, that's

your lot son'

Mugged in Manhattan

ROSIE O'GRADY'S BAR and restaurant is on Seventh Avenue
in New York, more or less opposite the Sheraton Hotel and
Towers. It has a perceptibly Irish feel to it, as well as a sporting
one. There are framed baseball and American football memorabilia
in the bar at street level, but downstairs, curiously
for a steak and seafood house in the theatre district of the
Big Apple, there is a collection of fine prints of celebrated
cricketers.

There was nothing for me to celebrate when I took a call on
my mobile in the upstairs bar during the World Cup of 1994. At
the time I was enjoying a beer with David Davies, a former BBC
colleague working for the FA, and Terry Venables, who was
working with the BBC as a co-commentator. Terry had just taken
the job as England coach following Graham Taylor's failure to
qualify for the tournament.

The call came from Malcolm Kemp, the BBC team leader at
the International Broadcast Centre in Dallas, and it was not good
news. 'I'm ringing to tell you that Barry has got the final,' intoned
Kemp in his thick New Zealand accent.

If I'm being honest, the call did not come as a complete surprise,
since the BBC had played off Barry Davies and me in a neck-and-neck
contest for nearly twenty years. Up to that point, I had enjoyed
by far the best of it. Sixteen successive FA Cup finals had come
my way, including the most recent one, while Barry was still waiting
to commentate on his first (usually he had been awarded the
European Cup final instead, which, not unreasonably, he saw as
the second prize). It was much the same story with World Cups.
After David Coleman handed over the microphone following the
1978 tournament in Argentina, I had broadcast the next three
finals, culminating in Italy in 1990.

In 1994, though, it had been my understanding that some in
the BBC hierarchy were putting pressure on the heads of my
department to make a change. They preferred Barry's more
restrained style to my own. I sensed that editor Brian Barwick
had fought hard to keep me in the seat during Italia 90 when
others had wanted him to make the switch. Four years later,
having left the decision until after the quarter-finals, he went the
other way.

Before Kemp could ring off I asked him where Barry Davies
was. With the way this World Cup was working, he could have
been in one of three time zones. 'He's right here in the office,'
said Kemp.

'Let me speak to him,' I said, seizing the moment to offer
congratulations before the news had sunk in. We had a convivial
conversation, and Barry later dropped me a note saying that
although it was his turn this time, he expected the keen competition
to go on for years to come.

Terry Venables and David Davies could see by the look on my
face that it wasn't good news. 'We had better do what we did when
I got sacked at Barcelona,' said Venables. 'Have another beer.'

The word soon went round that I had lost the final. It had
taken the BBC such a long time to make the decision that many
people believed it would be a defining one. MOTSON – THAT'S YOUR LOT SON trumpeted one tabloid headline.

But I can say with hand on heart that once the feeling of being
mugged died away, I was nowhere near as heartbroken as people
seemed to think. For a start, I didn't find it the easiest of World Cups. Only Japan in 2002 was more difficult. Much as I admired
the way the Americans put on a show, and despite enjoying most
of the matches I was allocated, I had been limping around with
a broken toe.

Admittedly, that was largely my fault. I had kicked the bedpost
in frustration one night, after being told that our commentary
positions would be several rows farther away from the pitch than
expected. This was to accommodate a small camera so that the
co-commentator or any other pundit at the ground could do a
live interview with the studio at half-time or full-time.

The BBC sent me to hospital in Boston to have the damage
assessed, but short of offering me a walking stick and telling me
it would take six weeks to heal, there wasn't much that could be
done by the American medics.

I was asked to hand in the air ticket that would have taken me
back to Los Angeles, and instead stayed in New York for the semifinal
between Italy and Bulgaria before flying home. John
Rowlinson, a BBC colleague and firm friend, who had joined soon
after me and had risen from assistant producer to Assistant Head
of Sport, took my mind off the situation by taking me shopping.
'Rowly' had spent a lot of time in America and knew the big
stores in Manhattan where I could buy some presents. My son, Frederick, was only eight, and I thought he might appreciate getting
some toys a few days earlier than expected.

I received a number of supportive messages from home, including
one from Mike Dillon, the face of Ladbrokes Racing. Other friends
in the team, such as Des Lynam and Tony Gubba, rang to sympathise.

I appreciated it but told them that it was hardly necessary
– nobody had died.

As it happens Des and Tony were with me in Dallas at the start
of the tournament when a group of us, including Liam Brady, who
did some co-commentary with me, turned tourists and visited the
Texas School Book Depository on Dealey Plaza from where Lee
Harvey Oswald shot John F Kennedy in 1963.

I'll always remember Tony, who is quite useful with a rifle,
expressing amazement when we looked down from the window
of the room where Oswald had stood, on to the pavement below.
'Bloody hell, I could have shot him from here,' exclaimed Tony.
He, like the rest of us, had always believed that Oswald had had
to set his sights over a much greater distance.

Our headsets told us in great detail about the events that led
up to the day the people of Dallas clearly didn't enjoy reliving.
The conspiracy theories, the political climate of the time, and the
conclusions of the Warren Commission made it a memorable
morning.

Gubba was able to solve one mystery. 'I always wondered why
Oswald was arrested in a cinema,' he said. 'If you had just shot
the president of the United States, would you go to the cinema?'
We discovered that Oswald was actually hiding in the cinema after
going on the run. He had also shot a police officer, J D Tippit.
'You would have thought that Oswald would have gone back
home and watched television,' added Tony.

Which is exactly what I did when I limped to the airport after
the semi-final. Jonathan Martin, the BBC's Head of Sport, phoned
to say I should not be disheartened. 'The pressure is on Barry
now,' he said.

In fact the final between Brazil and Italy was a disappointing
goalless draw, settled on penalties. My feelings were more of relief
than rancour. I certainly did not miss being in the Rose Bowl at
Pasadena where the final was played. I had covered an earlier
game there between Argentina and Romania and had never been
so far from the pitch in my career. I never was again, until my
last international, the European Championship final in Vienna
fourteen years later!

Back in Britain, the time had come to consider my position. I had
a decent contract at the BBC and had no real wish to leave, but
clearly I needed to decide how bothered or desperate I was to
regain my status as the perceived number-one commentator.

My agent at the time, John Hockey, went with me to see
Jonathan Martin at the start of the following season. Jonathan
had been a studio director when I joined the department in
1971, and ten years later rose to be Head of Sport, a position
he kept until he retired in 1998. Apart from an encyclopedic
knowledge of sport, and a brain that could work out television
schedules months (sometimes years) ahead, Martin scrutinised
every single sports programme in great detail. Nothing escaped
his notice.

He was also a straight talker. He was making no promises about
the FA Cup final the following year, and he pointed out a few
incidents and matters of style that he felt I needed to address, and
areas where I may have lost ground on Barry.

In the second round of the World Cup, Mexico had played
Bulgaria in the Giants Stadium in New York and, believe it or
not, a goalpost collapsed and had to be replaced. Martin thought
I treated the incident with somewhat childish glee, and clearly felt
the time had come for the occasionally incredulous, raucous
Motson to hand over to the more mature Davies.

For the first and only time during the whole episode I felt upset.

I had been hoping for a more encouraging prognosis, but Martin
had told me in no uncertain terms that it was up to me to fight
back. Had I been a golfer he would probably have said, 'Go away
and adjust your swing.' That, eventually, was just what I did. But
before things got better, they got decidedly worse.

In September I was chosen to do live commentary on both legs
of Blackburn Rovers' first-round UEFA Cup tie against Trelleborg
of Sweden. Blackburn were going great guns at the time under
Kenny Dalglish and his coach, the late Ray Harford. Thanks to
owner Jack Walker's largesse, they had acquired the likes of Alan
Shearer, and the previous season had finished runners-up to an
Eric Cantona-inspired Manchester United, who won the league and cup double.

This time it would be Blackburn's turn to lift the championship,
but their entry into Europe was hardly an auspicious one, and neither,
sadly, was my performance. The first leg at Ewood Park was a poor
game which the part-timers of Trelleborg won by a single goal. But
the live broadcast went smoothly, and Trevor Brooking and I travelled
to Sweden two weeks later knowing we had already familiarised
ourselves with the Trelleborg team. Or so I thought.

What we discovered when we got to their tiny 6,000-capacity
stadium was not only that the Swedish producer had never directed
a football match before, but he had built us a commentary platform
where the view of one half of the field was obscured by a
huge tarpaulin. We never expect conditions abroad to be as structured
as our home-based production, but even by overseas standards
this was starting to look like a makeshift job.

Things started all right with Chris Sutton scoring for Blackburn
in a first half that ended one apiece. So Trelleborg were still ahead
on aggregate. Then early in the second half Trelleborg's big, blond
right back, Brorsson, brought down Blackburn's left-winger, Jason
Wilcox, in full flight. Trevor and I waited to see the replay of the
incident on our monitor. And waited. And waited.

We knew about slow motion and 'super slow', as it is known
in the trade, but this replay seemed to go on for ever. When we
looked up, Blackburn had taken the free kick and play had
resumed, and it was a couple of minutes later that I had a sick
feeling in the pit of my stomach – Trelleborg were playing with
ten men.

Instantly I realised what must have happened. Brorsson, who
was already on a yellow card from the first half, had been sent
off by the referee. It was no good blaming the tarpaulin, the quality
of the replay or any of my colleagues. Quite simply, I had missed
the sending off. While Trevor had been watching the replay to
analyse the tackle, I should have been keeping my eyes on the
pitch and seen the referee show the red card.

The dilemma of when to watch the monitor and when to ignore
it is one all commentators have to grapple with at some time. I
know a couple who have actually thought a goal was scored, and
looked up after the replay to see the ball was back in play. They
assumed the defending team had kicked off when in fact that 'goal'
was ruled out and a quick free kick had been taken. So for a few
minutes they found themselves commentating with the wrong
score. In those cases somebody in the studio or an outside broadcast
production vehicle spotted what had happened and they were
able to correct themselves, just as I did in Sweden, although it
was an experience I don't ever want to go through again.

For me it couldn't have come at a worse time. When Trevor
and I got back to Stansted the following morning I told him that
was me finished as far as cup finals were concerned. To compound
my misery, the first person I saw in the car park when I got back
to the BBC was Jonathan Martin. He wound down the window
and said how sorry he felt about what had happened. He did not
need to say any more. Any lingering chance of me retaining the
FA Cup final the following May had disappeared.

Strangely the rest of my season went quite well. By the time I
covered Tottenham's victory over Liverpool at Anfield in the sixth
round I had done nine FA Cup ties, including replays, without
any complaints. I then set off for the National Hunt Festival at
Cheltenham – the first time I had gone for the whole week, although
it was to become a regular pilgrimage in the years that followed.
On the morning of the Gold Cup Brian Barwick phoned. 'I've got
something to tell you, Mots.' Brian always called me that. 'You
can either come into the office or we can do it on the phone.'

He didn't need to tell me what it was. Barry Davies was to get
the Cup Final job he had coveted for so long. My consolation
prize was to be the live semi-final between Tottenham and Everton
at Elland Road.

The BBC put out a brief announcement on Ceefax, trying not
to attract the same headlines as had greeted the World Cup decision
nearly a year earlier. But the news soon got round, and now
it really did look a bleak picture as far as I was concerned.

Jimmy Hill always said 'try to get a plus out of a minus'. It was
one of his little homilies that I picked up. 'Always praise your
enemies' was another, as was 'admit your mistakes openly, people
will like you more for it'. How to get a plus out of my situation
was not immediately apparent.

I know I shocked a few people when I decided to take a sabbatical.
For the past twenty-five years I had recharged my batteries
at the end of one football season, and then wound up ready for
the next. But in 1995 I asked Jonathan Martin and Brian Barwick
if I could go on holiday and miss the whole of August and
September. I felt a complete break from the business would be in
my and the BBC's long-term interest.

In hindsight they would have had every reason to say no. I was
under contract and I was asking to be absent from the first six
or seven Saturdays, not to mention midweek games. Even when
they agreed, some others thought I was taking a gamble. 'Out of
sight, out of mind,' they mused, suggesting that I was retreating
at the wrong moment.

My wife, Annie, insisted that I did something positive and useful
rather than moping around at home, so I booked a cruise on the
Nile from Luxor to Aswan, and it proved to be just the therapy
I needed. Sitting alone in my cabin one day, I looked at the season
ahead. England was about to stage Euro 96 so there would be
two big cup finals to be fought for. I decided there and then I
would go hell for leather when I got back.

And when I did it was to a reception I never expected. Somehow
or other my absence had made a few people's hearts grow fonder.
I was told my commentaries had been missed, and suddenly all
the doubts and deliberations that had clouded the previous twelve
months turned into a flattering, warm affection.

To my great surprise my return to work received wide coverage
in several newspapers. 'Where have you been, Motty?' was the
general theme. My gamble seemed to have paid off.

By a quirk of fate my first game that October was in Scandinavia,
where I had stumbled so badly a year earlier. It was an England
friendly, which put me right back in touch with Terry Venables,
who had bought the comforting beer at the start of my demise.
A quiet 0–0 draw in Norway was probably the ideal way to kick-start
the next phase of my career. There were no major incidents
to contend with, and I flew home sipping champagne with the
England manager in the front seat of the plane.

All the time I was fighting back I reminded myself of a favourite
quote of Dave Sexton's, the former Chelsea and Manchester United
manager and coaching guru, from one of the philosophers whose
books he studied. 'Failure in itself is not important. It's what you
learn from it that counts.'

I felt I had learned a lot. Getting away from the game for a
while had refreshed my enthusiasm and made me think about my
excitable style. After a match at Chelsea that autumn, Ken Bates
came up to me and said, 'Motty, you have become a much more
rounded commentator.' I wasn't entirely sure what he meant, but
a compliment from Mr Bates was not to be treated lightly!

Jonathan Martin and Brian Barwick then came up with a judgement
of Solomon. Barry Davies would keep the FA Cup final for
a second year and I would do the European Championship final
at Wembley, whether England were in it or not. As it turned out,
it was the second occasion when my ambition to see England in
a major final was thwarted by the narrowest of margins. In Turin
in 1990, those agonising penalty misses were by Stuart Pearce and
Chris Waddle. Now it was the turn of Gareth Southgate.

It was Barry who talked the viewers through this latest anguish.
I commentated on only one England game in Euro 96, but that
was the group match against Scotland in which Paul Gascoigne's
goal confirmed my view that he was the most gifted English player
during my time at the microphone.

From his days as a raw teenager at Newcastle, Gazza had the
lot. The late Jackie Milburn, himself a Tyneside hero, said he had
never seen such a talent. For a start, he was strong and determined
on the ball, able to go past opponents using his body weight.
But he was also nimble in his movement and could spot a pass
that others just could not see.

Most of all, he came up with brilliant individual goals at critical
moments in big games. Such as the one against Scotland, when
he cheekily lobbed the ball over Colin Hendry before beating Andy
Goram. Sadly, Gazza was a few inches away from putting England
into the final of Euro 96. He just failed to reach a cross from
Alan Shearer that would have won the semi-final against Germany.

As it was, my first Wembley final for over two years finished
on the 'Golden Goal'. Germany's Oliver Bierhoff delivered that in
extra time to see off the Czech Republic, although it was only
after the match that it became clear that a linesman had been flagging
for offside against the German forward, Stefan Kuntz, standing
in the six-yard box. During the goal celebrations he lowered his
flag again.

* * *

It was level pegging again between me and Barry. They say the
better the game, the better the performance of the commentator
– a generalisation with which I would largely go along.
Unfortunately for Barry, his two FA Cup finals were hardly classics.
I had sat squirming in the stand watching Everton beat
Manchester United with a Paul Rideout goal. I was no more
comfortable a year later when United returned to beat Liverpool.
Eric Cantona's volleyed goal robbed the Merseysiders (and Barry
for that matter) of what looked like a certain replay.

While Davies and I had been battling it out on the BBC, over
on ITV the urbane Brian Moore had had things all his own way.
Brian's mellifluous voice and easy armchair manner won him many
admirers and kept him clear of the field of regional commentators
who supported ITV's coverage of football. From the time he
left BBC Radio, where he was football correspondent until 1968,
to when he retired thirty years later, Brian often combined the
roles of presenter and commentator with admirable professionalism.

As I got to know him better it turned out he was often more
nervous than me. Brian suffered a lot of sleepless nights before
commentaries – as I did in the early days – and would be hugely
and unnecessarily worried about his performance, until somebody
reassured him that it had gone well. So it did not come as a
complete surprise when, just before Christmas 1996, he told his
ITV bosses he would like to step down – either at the end of that
season, or after the World Cup in France in 1998.

What did come as a bombshell was when they offered me his
job. The first contact came from Jeff Farmer, ITV's Head of Football, who took me to lunch at Isolabella in Red Lion Street
– a family-run Italian restaurant close to ITV headquarters which
was to become a favourite of mine in later years.

ITV had just secured the rights to the FA Cup and England
matches from 1997 onwards, so the Cup Final would be shown
live by them and not by the BBC. They also had rights to the
Champions League. Jeff said that they would like me to replace
Brian as their principal football commentator from the start of
the following season. After further discussions with him, the plan
would be for Brian to go to the World Cup, but not as the number
one.

I had two good friends at ITV. Gary Newbon and I had been
at boarding school together in Suffolk, and had rekindled our
friendship when we found ourselves in the same profession. I had
also got to know Jim Rosenthal well when he joined BBC Radio
in the seventies. I played with him in the commentators' Sunday
football team as he made rapid strides as a presenter after joining
ITV in 1980.

Gary and Jim gave me the best advice they could. Without laying
it too much on the line they said how welcome I would be made
on their channel, and emphasised that my position would be a lot
more secure as the number-one voice than it appeared to be at
the BBC. I then received a letter from Michael Southgate, ITV's
Commercial Director, setting out the terms of a four-year contract.
He said he felt their football portfolio, and the mass audiences it
delivered, would provide the professional satisfaction to justify a
major career move on my part.

The offer came just before Christmas, so I had some serious
thinking to do before letting them have my answer early in the
New Year. The promise of an unrivalled number-one position,
considerably more money and benefits, together with a guarantee
of big live matches across several competitions, was very tempting.
Yet something was nagging at me about the BBC. Call it pride,
ego or just plain stubbornness, but I couldn't get it out of my
head how badly I wanted to turn the tables and get back to where
I had been.

What swayed me in the end was a meeting with Brian Barwick,
by now Head of Sports Production. The same man who had given
me the bad news about the World Cup final and FA Cup finals
over the previous two years. Barwick offered to rewrite my contract,
beating ITV's offer. He and Jonathan Martin promised I would
get the FA Cup final back in 1997 – the BBC's last before losing
the contract – and implied that they saw me as the number-one
man at the World Cup in France the following year.

As a sweetener, Brian also assured me I no longer had to race
across the pitch at the end of my Saturday commentary to fight
my way to the front of the queue waiting to do interviews. This
had been a source of frustration for some time, partly because I
never thought my mind was clear enough to ask sensible questions
after ninety minutes at the microphone, and partly because
there were younger reporters who were perfectly capable of getting
the sound bites for Match of the Day.

One of them was Garth Crooks, whom I had known well as a
player at Tottenham, and who had been keen to pursue a media
career after guesting on a BBC teatime show during the 1982
World Cup. The decision was supported by the new editor of
Match of the Day, Niall Sloane. Garth would come to the match
I was covering and do the interviews. It was the start of four
highly enjoyable years on the road with a man who could be as
sociable or as serious as the moment demanded.

Now I had to tell ITV that my decision was to stay with the
BBC. The first Saturday in January is traditionally set aside for
the third round of the FA Cup, and I was scheduled to cover
Birmingham City's tie against non-league Stevenage at St Andrews.
The Hertfordshire club was a rising force under manager Paul
Fairclough, and Match of the Day felt they could smell a shock
result. As it turned out, however, Trevor Francis got his Birmingham
team in the right frame of mind and they coasted to a 2–0 win.

When the game was over I met Jeff Farmer in the street, where
he had parked his car so that we would not be overheard in the
club car park. He was utterly gracious, although admitted he was
disappointed that I was not coming. Michael Southgate wrote to
say they both respected the reasons behind my decision. 'You never
know, in four years time we might try again,' was how he signed
off. As it turned out they did not need to. Clive Tyldesley, who
had joined the BBC team after ten years with Radio City in
Liverpool, moved across from Match of the Day to succeed Brian
Moore.

All in all, it had been a remarkable turnaround in my fortunes.
When I went to my old Cup Final seat to describe Chelsea's final
against Middlesbrough, I could only smile at the events of the
previous three years. Up until 1994 I had been getting on with
my job with the minimum of fuss and publicity. Now I had been
pushed into the limelight, first as a failure, then as a commentator
in demand.

Not that I had much time to dwell on that when I picked up
the microphone at Wembley. It took Roberto Di Matteo just forty-three
seconds to score what was then the fastest goal in a Wembley
FA Cup final. Every year since I had started, I had a note on my
pad in case somebody beat Jackie Milburn's record of forty-five
seconds in 1955. My homework had paid off at last.

So had my decision to go away and readdress my career. Getting
the Cup Final back topped the recovery process, and that seemed
somehow appropriate. Not only has there always been something
special about the FA Cup, but the competition and my career have
always been curiously interlinked. After all, it was the FA Cup
that had set me on my way in television in the first place . . .





Chapter 2

The Giant-killers

How Ricky and Ronnie changed my life

ON A COLD, DARK Friday evening in February 1972, I took the
251 bus from Mill Hill, near my flat in North Finchley, to
Edgware Station, where I was due to meet the Hereford United
striker Billy Meadows. Billy was giving me a lift to Hereford,
where his team were about to play an FA Cup replay against
Newcastle United, and I was to make my FA Cup debut as a
Match of the Day commentator.

Billy turned up in a Vauxhall VX490: footballers in those days
did not drive Ferraris or Hummers. He was one of those players
who got signed up by a league club in the sixties – Arsenal in his
case – but did not make the grade at top level. After playing for
Dunstable and Hastings, he arrived at my local club, Barnet, where
he made his name as a fearless centre forward.

In two seasons of Southern League football Billy scored seventy-eight
goals. He wasn't particularly tall, and he certainly wasn't
quick, but with his false teeth out and a nose so often broken that
you didn't know which side of his face it was on, he cut an angry,
aggressive figure ready to go to war with any centre half.

The previous season Meadows had moved from Barnet to
Hereford United, another semi-professional club in the Southern
League. He was followed by his friend and fellow forward Ricky
George. I had known Ricky since he walked into the office of the
Barnet Press in 1964 and told me he was leaving Tottenham
Hotspur to join Watford.

When Spurs manager Bill Nicholson saw George play for
Hertfordshire Schoolboys at the age of fourteen, he told one of
his coaching staff that this was the best boy he had ever seen at
that age. Ricky was taken on to the Tottenham groundstaff the
summer after they won the double in 1961, trained with the likes
of Dave Mackay and John White, but graduated only as far as
the A team.

George then became one of football's itinerants, moving on first
to Watford, then to Bournemouth, Oxford United (playing in the
Football League for all three), Hastings and Barnet, for whom he
scored a hat-trick against Newport County in the first round of
the FA Cup in 1970. The Southern League side beat their fourth-division
opponents 6–1.

It was the great John Charles, who ended his illustrious career
as player-manager at Hereford, who signed Meadows and George.
They were immediately in awe of the 'gentle giant' who had been
idolised at Juventus following his move to Italian football from
Leeds United.

When Charles left Hereford after five years, he was succeeded
as player-manager by thirty-one-year-old Colin Addison, who had
played around four hundred league games for York City, Arsenal,
Nottingham Forest and Sheffield United. Addison was a swift,
imaginative inside forward with an eye for goal, but he also
possessed obvious leadership qualities, and was keen to move on
to the coaching and managing side of the game. Hereford, where
he would make his home for the next thirty-five years and more,
was a perfect breeding ground, especially now that they had drawn
first-division Newcastle United in the FA Cup.

'I'll introduce you to Colin and the rest of the team at the
pre-match lunch,' promised Billy Meadows as we drove to pick
up Ricky George at the Oxford Moathouse, where he had been
working at a shoe fair.

As a newcomer to television commentary, I was still very much
in awe of the players, and flattered to be in their company. At the
age of twenty-six, and just assuming the independence of a bachelor
flat, I felt as though I was at the start of a great adventure.
The fact that Ricky and Billy were part-timers did not detract
from that one bit.

Having dropped out of the professional ranks, both players
were supplementing their £25 per week wage as Hereford players
with full-time employment outside the game. Meadows was a
representative for a carpet cleaning company. George, meanwhile,
worked for Adidas.

On the way from Oxford to Hereford, Ricky and Billy went
through the rest of the team. Goalkeeper Fred Potter had played
a handful of games for Aston Villa and more than a hundred for
Doncaster Rovers. Roger Griffiths at right back was Hereford
born and had never played in the league. But on the other flank
the boisterous Ken Mallender had made 200 appearances for
Sheffield United and Norwich City.

The two centre backs were ex-Newport County man Mick
McLaughlin and Swansea-born Alan Jones, who had completed fifty
games for his home-town club. In reserve was Billy Tucker, who
was competing with Ricky George for the single substitute's shirt.

Colin Addison, as player-manager, patrolled the midfield, ably
supported by the languid skills of Dudley Tyler, at twenty-seven
a late developer who was still to have a future in league football.
Captain Tony Gough was a busy influence, having had experience
at Bristol Rovers and Swindon; then there was Ronnie Radford,
born in Leeds but signed, without making the senior side at Elland
Road, by Newport County for whom he had played in the humbling
cup defeat at Barnet the previous season.

Meadows' partner up front was bustling Brian Owen, without
whom this replay against Newcastle United, to which we were
going, might never have happened.

The Hereford–Newcastle match took place during my first season
covering football on television. The previous summer, it had been
announced that Kenneth Wolstenholme was to leave the BBC after
more than twenty years as the nation's leading football commentator.
With David Coleman and Barry Davies established as regular
Saturday and Wednesday commentators, the BBC needed a backup
contributor who could also go out and report stories for the
Football Preview show on a Saturday lunchtime.

Sam Leitch, voted Sports Journalist of the Year during a highly
successful career as a Fleet Street columnist, had the job, in his
capacity as editor of Match of the Day and Sportsnight, the BBC's
flagship football programmes, of replacing Wolstenholme.

At the time, I was a young BBC radio reporter. David Coleman
had heard me on the air and recommended me to Sam. The result
was a drink in the cocktail bar at the Royal Lancaster Hotel with
Leitch and his wife Shirley. It was something of a shock to find
myself being handed a glass of champagne: when my boss in radio
bought me a drink, it was invariably a brown ale.

'We want you to go to Leeds and do a test commentary on the
Fairs Cup [later the UEFA Cup] final against Juventus,' Leitch
explained. 'You will go up anonymously as "Commentator X"
and we will record you down a private line into a separate channel
at TV Centre. We don't want to upset the radio people by letting
them know we are after you at this early stage. The only thing
you will notice straight away compared with radio is that you will
hear the director talking in your ear, even when he is addressing
his cameras. It's called talkback. Frank Bough is a master at it.
There is somebody talking in his earpiece the whole time he is in
front of the camera chairing Grandstand.'

At this point Shirley chipped in, 'That Frank Bough, if Sam told
him in his ear that the laundry was coming at ten past four, Frank
would promptly tell the nation the laundry would be arriving in
a few minutes' time.'

My first few television broadcasts were mediocre to say the
least. It was a completely different medium to radio, and I was
less than comfortable when 'in vision' on the screen. In those early
months, I quickly realised my future lay behind the microphone.

At first I was sent out with David Coleman to monitor his
commentary, then moved in front of the camera to deliver a match report for Grandstand at the final whistle. Coleman was a great
act from whom to learn, but he also protected me. The first time
I went out with him was to a match at Anfield between Liverpool
and Manchester United in September 1971. George Best, Bobby
Charlton and Denis Law were playing for United. Best cheekily
set up Charlton with a clever back-heel for him to strike a powerful
equaliser in a 2–2 draw.

'We only want sixty seconds,' the Grandstand producer screamed
at me as I sat nervously on the camera platform, waiting to do
my first ever television report. Coleman heard the instruction and
shouted across to me: 'Just do what you want, and let them sort
it out.'

The BBC used to put on a private plane when Coleman travelled
north, and I often went with him. We would assemble at
Denham aerodrome on a Saturday morning and be flown north
in a four-seater piloted by a man called Tony Trowbridge.

The two things I remember, apart from being terrified, were the
sandwiches that Tony's wife provided for the journey, and his call
sign as he taxied down the runway. 'Bumpetty bump, bumpetty
bump, Tony Trowbridge bumpetty bump' is what it sounded like.

When we returned to Denham after the match David would be
driven to his home in Buckinghamshire, have dinner, change his
clothes, and then be driven back to the Match of the Day studio
at Lime Grove to introduce the programme. He was a brilliant
broadcaster who revelled in living on the edge. Many were the
times when the titles were running as he took his seat.

Up in the production gallery above the studio floor at the old
Lime Grove studios, as my learning curve continued, I would sit
next to Sam Leitch, who seemed more nervous of the phone call
he would get from his boss, Bryan Cowgill, at the end of the show
than of anything that might go wrong on the air.

Cowgill used to dial as soon as the end titles were running. If
he didn't like the show, or there weren't enough goals, he used to
say, 'Always remember, Sam, the last name on the titles is the arse
that I kick.' As the editor, Leitch's name always went up last.

Not everyone was as supportive as David and Sam in my early
television days. The Sun had hit on the idea of sending Kenneth
Wolstenholme to cover games I was doing, and had even started
a campaign to bring him back.

To be fair to Ken, he resisted any direct comparisons, but the
veteran Daily Mail reporter Ron Crowther took me to task after
a match at Old Trafford between Manchester United and
Tottenham.

It was only my third commentary for Match of the Day (the
first had been a goalless draw between Liverpool and Chelsea)
and it was a great thrill to be commentating on the United 'holy
trinity' of Best, Law and Charlton. A great day too for seventeen-year-
old Sammy McIlroy, who marked his home debut with the
opening goal in a game United won 3–1.

Denis Law got the other two, but as he converted a cross from
Willie Morgan I noticed that the Spurs left back, Cyril Knowles,
was lying on the ground injured, unable to make a tackle. I pointed
this out, but was criticised by Crowther for taking some of the
gloss off the admittedly majestic finish by Law. It taught me to
get used to my commentary being dissected from time to time. A
thick skin was something I had to develop.

There was something else about those early days that, even now,
people find hard to believe. We were in the early years of the
'action replay' – or the 'video disc', to give it the technical term.

This had been developed during the 1966 World Cup, but
there was only one machine available at Television Centre on a
Saturday, and that was used for horse racing on Grandstand,
which was shown live, while the Match of the Day games were
being recorded.

Therefore, when a goal was scored, David Coleman, Barry
Davies and I had to reprise the move as best we could remember
it, without seeing the pictures, while the players ran back to the
centre circle.

You would desperately hope that you had the correct player
crossing the ball, the right defender who had missed it, not blamed
the goalkeeper unfairly, and then hold your breath until they put
the slow-motion pictures in later in the evening.

What a difference to today, when commentators get so many
replays that you run out of things to say!

Hereford's FA Cup journey that season had started in October
1971 with a 3–0 victory over Cheltenham Town in the fourth
qualifying round. In the first round proper they had drawn 0–0
at King's Lynn, then won the replay at their own Edgar Street
ground with a single goal by Gough.

League opposition loomed in the second round, when they were
drawn at home to fourth-division Northampton Town. A goalless
draw, with the prospect of a replay at the County Ground, suggested
Hereford's brief cup dream would soon be over. A spirited performance
saw them force a 2–2 draw after extra time with goals by
Tyler and Owen. There were no penalty shoot-outs in those days,
so the teams had to meet again for a third time at The Hawthorns
– home of West Bromwich Albion. Again the tie went into an
extra thirty minutes with the scores level at 1–1, but then Tyler
came up with the winning goal to send Hereford's vocal support
in the 8,300 crowd into dreamland.

The winners had been drawn away to Newcastle United, who
at the beginning of that season had broken their transfer record
by signing 'Supermac', the brash, electrically charged centre
forward Malcolm Macdonald, for £180,000 from Luton Town.

I reported on the original match for BBC Radio. I caught the
train at King's Cross and travelled up to Newcastle to see the
game. It was being played on a Monday because the match had
been postponed twice owing to a waterlogged pitch. When I arrived
at St James' Park, the first person I saw on the steps outside the
main entrance was Ricky George.

When the game finally started many in the 39,000 crowd had
not taken their seats when Brian Owen lashed Hereford into the
lead in just seventeen seconds. Within a matter of minutes John
Tudor had equalised and Malcolm Macdonald put the first-division
side in front from a penalty. But Hereford had a shock in store.
Colin Addison struck the sweetest of 25-yard shots past Ian McFaul
in the Newcastle goal to make the score 2–2 at half-time.

And that was how it stayed, even though Billy Meadows went
mighty close with a header in the second half. Ron Greenwood,
whose West Ham side were to meet the winners, came into the
Hereford dressing room afterwards. He said to Meadows, 'If you
had just glanced that it would have gone in.'

In hindsight, one wonders whether a Hereford victory that night
would have attracted the lasting romance created by the replay.
But suffice to say, as I rushed to the BBC studio in Newcastle to
do a radio report, I was as excited as the Hereford supporters.

Although I was officially still on trial at Match of the Day, I had
been told that in the unlikely event of a draw that night I would
be sent to the replay. What I didn't know, as I recorded my radio
piece under the watchful eye of BBC North East producer Clive
Page, was just what a life-changing experience that would be.

Page was an ardent Newcastle supporter himself and would
become a good friend of mine when I later married a Geordie girl.
That night he recounted how many times his team had been turned
over by smaller clubs in the FA Cup. 'You could be on to a giant-killing,'
he said.

I travelled back to London on the train the following day with
Ricky George and Billy Meadows. Neither had moved from their
London homes when they joined Hereford, so more often than
not they made their own arrangements while the team coach made
its tortuous journey back to the West Country.

'Never mind their pitch, what about ours?' said Billy. 'It's under
water at the moment. God knows when they will be able to stage
a replay.'

In fact the replay was postponed three times. The Newcastle
party were marooned at their base in Worcester, unable to go
home in case the game went ahead at short notice. It was finally
rescheduled for the day of the fourth round.

That gave me a bit of a problem. My flatmates at the time were
a lifelong friend called Jim Currie and the BBC news reporter Bill
Hamilton, who would go on to greater things after a short stint
in the sports news department at Radio Two.

Bill was due to get married to his fiancée, Veronica Lee, on
Saturday, 5 February at Brampton, near Carlisle. Normally he
would have expected both Jim and me to be there, but in the
circumstances it was agreed that Jim would put on the kilt and
be best man for our proud Scottish bridegroom. I would put on
my overcoat (the sheepskin days were still ahead of me) and travel
with Billy and Ricky to Hereford.

We were all booked into the Green Dragon Hotel in the centre of
Hereford. When we arrived there were a number of journalists
drinking in the bar, as well as my producer, John Shrewsbury. John
had joined the Sports Department as a young production assistant
and had just graduated to match directing. He was at the same
apprentice stage as I was as a commentator.

We had a good chat about the match during dinner. I told
'Shrews' what I had learned from Billy and Ricky about the
Hereford team, while he made a few notes for the benefit of his
camera team, to whom the Southern League side were unknown
faces. Not so Newcastle. Apart from Supermac there were household
names in Frank Clark, Bobby Moncur, Tony Green, Terry
Hibbitt and the on-loan Viv Busby.

The north-east press corps following the team included the
legendary Jackie Milburn, then writing for the News of the World.
One of the kindest men on the circuit, 'Wor Jackie', as he was
known when he won three FA Cup medals with Newcastle in the
fifties, joined us for a chat and a drink after dinner.

I made the introduction to Ricky George, whereupon Milburn
gave him a long, searching look. 'It was lads like you that made
me give up football management,' he said, shaking his head. 'You
should be in bed!'

'I'm only the substitute, though, Jackie,' Ricky protested, 'and
I haven't had a drink.'

Milburn replied, 'You never know, you might come on and score
the winning goal!'

On the morning of the match Ricky drove me to two different
hotels. The first stop was to meet two new Hereford signings, Ivan
Hollett and Calvin Palmer, whom Addison had persuaded to drop
out of the Football League to help Hereford try to gain admission
themselves. Then it was on to the The Spread Eagle, where
the Hereford team were having a pre-match lunch.

Manager Colin Addison gave me a warm welcome. 'I think a
nice steak would suit you, John, with a fried egg on top,' he said.

Steak was very much the pre-match favourite for footballers
in those days, and I was welcomed as though I were one of the
squad. Years later Tony Gough would officially adopt me as the
'thirteenth man', when he and his wife Brenda came to my sixtieth
birthday party.

But then I was just twenty-six and getting more fidgety by the
minute as I prepared myself for the first major cup tie I had covered
for BBC Television. Every commentary had to start with an 'intro'
in which we featured a couple of players who might make an
impact in the game or between whom there was some connection.

I told John Shrewsbury I would like to feature Macdonald and
Meadows, who had, I discovered, played against each other when
Malcolm was a full back at Tonbridge – before he was discovered
by Fulham in 1968 and converted into a striker.

As I waited in the Edgar Street foyer for the teams to be
announced, I overheard Billy explaining to Malcolm what I had
in mind. It only involved a shot in the warm-up of which neither
would be aware. But somehow the eagerness of Meadows' conversation
– which seemed utterly lost on the England centre forward
– summed up what was to be a surreal afternoon.

The atmosphere was everything an FA Cup tie should have.
There were fifteen and a half thousand people somehow crammed
into Edgar Street that afternoon, and that number did not include
the many people watching from trees and floodlight pylons.
Referee Dennis Turner from Cannock got the match started,
with Newcastle in an all-red strip, as I sat on the temporary
platform that the BBC had constructed especially for the
occasion.

In the first few minutes Macdonald, who had been boasting in
the days leading up to the game how many he would score, raced
through the Hereford defence only to be foiled by a brave save
from Fred Potter, diving at his feet.

Next Tony Green, exuding quality in the Newcastle midfield, broke
away from Addison and found Busby, whose cross caused untold
confusion in the Hereford penalty area before they scrambled it away
for a corner. First-division class beginning to tell, was my assessment.
But then Addison settled Hereford down, starting a move that ended
when McFaul almost fumbled Tyler's shot.

Then Hereford had two amazing escapes. First a Macdonald
header dropped into the net, only for Turner to pull Tudor up for
a foul on Potter. Then, within minutes a clearance by McLaughlin
hit Tudor, the ball looping over Potter and hitting the Hereford
crossbar. Hibbitt, seizing on the rebound, promptly struck the bar
again.

Hereford survived until half-time. Tyler forced a decent save
from McFaul on the restart, then Ken Mallender hit the post with
a header. Alan Jones shot inches wide from the rebound. Fred
Potter continued to perform heroics in the Hereford goal. Even
when Macdonald took the ball past him, he somehow contrived
to shoot over the bar.

Then, eight minutes from the end, the Green/Busby combination
on the right produced the cross from which Macdonald headed
what any sane person would have thought was the winning goal.
'That's it,' I said. 'Eight minutes from the end, Newcastle break
the deadlock.'

At that point the Match of the Day highlights were pencilled
in to last four minutes. My FA Cup debut would have taken its
proper place at the back end of the programme.

Then substitute Ricky George came on to replace Roger Griffiths,
who was later found to have fractured his fibula. With five minutes
to go, George showed a flash of the skill that once impressed Bill
Nicholson. His trickery on the left wing forced Newcastle to clear
hurriedly, and Ronnie Radford won a fifty–fifty tackle with John
Tudor some forty-five yards out from goal.

Radford played a quick one-two with Brian Owen, and then,
as the ball rose just slightly out of the mudbath that had once
been a football pitch, propelled himself, his team and the match
into FA Cup folklore. 'Oh, what a goal!' I said. 'What a goal!
Radford the scorer. Ronnie Radford. And the crowd are invading the pitch . . . Now it will take some time to clear the field.'

Even now, when I see the goal replayed, I half expect it to hit
the bar. The bulge of the net and the pitch invasion that followed
would forever be imprinted on my memory. Ironically Radford's
wife, Ann, missed the goal because she was attending to one of
their young sons in the stand. When she looked up, the celebrations
were in full swing!

Now it was extra time, with the teams playing from the same
ends. My recollection is that the part-timers looked the fitter side,
although Macdonald's first touch let him down again when he
was clean through.

Then Ronnie Radford found Tyler, who picked out George on
the right-hand side of the Newcastle penalty area. Given space by
Moncur, he controlled the ball with his left foot, moved it in an
arc on to his right, then drove it through the Newcastle captain's
legs wide of McFaul and into the bottom left-hand corner of the
net: 'He's got it! Ricky George! Ricky George has done it! What
a moment for Hereford!' Hereford were leading 2–1 after 103
minutes.

Up in the stand George's wife, Patricia, never a great football
fan, said to her sister Teresa, 'Do you know, I think he's
done something famous!' In the second half of extra time the
first-division side made a belated bid to save the game, but as
one of their attacks petered out Turner blew the final whistle
and the pitch was covered again with delirious supporters in
their parkas. 'It's all over!' I exclaimed. 'They've done it!
Hereford have done it. Well, what a cup tie. What can you
say?'

I can't remember how I made my way round the ground to the
dressing rooms on the opposite side to my commentary position.
When I got there the place was in uproar.

One of the first into the Hereford dressing room was John
Charles, who had brought so many of their heroes to the club. I
managed to get Addison, George and Radford to change quickly
and get out on to the pitch for a Match of the Day interview.

We had no interview room or indoor facilities in those days.
The trio walked calmly across the pitch – with Ronnie's two young
sons – to tell the nation how it had happened. Ten million people
watched Match of the Day that night.

Billy and Ricky drove back to London in convoy with their
families. I squeezed into the back seat, and when we stopped for
petrol George remembers me saying, 'Do you realise that you have
just made history?'

His wife, Patricia, said to me, 'Try to get him as much publicity
as you can, John, because he is the youngest player in the team.'
George was twenty-five at the time.

We got some fish and chips and settled down to watch the
programme in the Meadows' front room. When it was over we
went on celebrating. Pat Meadows, Billy's wife, had just bought
the chart-topping single 'American Pie' by Don McLean.

For me, it was far from being the day the music died. Perhaps
the band had just started to play, but only faintly, because I often
wonder, with good reason, what course my career would have
taken if Hereford had not won that game.

Hereford United's cup journey did not end there. Just four days
after the Newcastle match Edgar Street was packed again for the
delayed fourth-round tie against West Ham United.

Hereford fielded the team that had finished the Newcastle replay,
with Ricky George now in the starting line-up. The Hammers
included Bobby Moore, Geoff Hurst, Trevor Brooking and Harry
Redknapp. They say lightning doesn't strike twice, but the non-league
side came mighty close to providing another upset. Ron
Greenwood's team were relieved to escape with a 0–0 draw.

The replay at Upton Park was fixed for the following Monday,
with an early afternoon kick-off owing to the country being in
the throes of a miners' strike and power cuts.

By the time I got inside the ground the game had started with
over 42,000 watching. I stood at the back of the paddock in front
of the main stand and watched Geoff Hurst put an end to Hereford's
fairytale with a hat-trick. Billy Meadows scored a consolation
goal.

After the game I linked up with the Hereford party at their
London hotel. For them it was the end of a chapter. For me, it
was just the beginning.

Although I was left out in the closing rounds of the FA Cup –
I went to the semi-finals and final as a reporter and interviewer
– I made my international debut at the end of the season when I
was entrusted with Scotland's match against Northern Ireland in
the Home International Championship.

The game was played at Hampden Park, and enabled me to
meet Jock Stein, the legendary Celtic manager who was working
for the BBC as a pundit at that time. Denis Law and Peter Lorimer
scored for Scotland in a 2–0 win, and I remember being in awe
of Stein, who disarmed me by inviting me back to his house for
a cup of tea.

Experiences like that meant that I didn't attach that much importance
to the significance that the Hereford cup saga would assume
in the years that followed. It was only much later, when the
Hereford giant-killers started to hold regular reunions, that I fully
appreciated what a momentous occasion I had been part of and
what a launching pad it had been for my career.

In 1992, to mark the twentieth anniversary of the game, the
club gave a well-deserved testimonial to their physiotherapist Peter
Isaac. Alan Ball was the speaker, and the ovation the team got
probably rivalled that given to John Major, who won the general
election on the same night!

The last time the whole team were together was in March 2005,
when I drove from an evening FA Cup tie in Southampton to join
a dinner organised by Hereford supporters in conjunction with
Colin Addison, just before midnight. This caused quite a stir, as
I had already sent a video message apologising for not being there,
but it was worth the effort to get a big hug from Ronnie Radford,
who had made a great recovery from illness.

I say the last time, because Roger Griffiths, the right back who
played on in pain against Newcastle that day, passed away in July
2006.

Ronnie and Ricky's contribution to FA Cup history was recognised
again when they joined the parade of FA Cup heroes at the
first final in the new Wembley Stadium the following year.

After Hereford, other cup shocks came my way on Match of
the Day. Non-league Leatherhead led Leicester City 2–0 at Filbert
Street thanks to Chris Kelly, the 'Leatherhead Lip', before losing
3–2. York City beat Arsenal with a last-minute Keith Houchen
penalty in 1985. Four years later, Sutton United, under the pipe-smoking
Barrie Williams, put out a Coventry side who had won
the trophy eighteen months earlier.

There was a trip to Whitley Bay to see them beat Preston North End in 1979; I was at Chesterfield when they beat Premier League
Nottingham Forest on their way to the semi-final in 1997. Then,
in my last season before Match of the Day lost the rights to the
competition in 2008, there was a dramatic day at Oakwell when
homespun Barnsley, having already knocked out Liverpool, put
paid to the billionaire high rollers, Chelsea.

Maybe it was because it came so late in my career, but in the
closing minutes of that game I got the same tingle in the spine
that I had experienced at Hereford all those years before.

So what made that Hereford victory over Newcastle stand out
above all the other giant-killing acts down the years? Was it because
the invasion of the pitch in pure exuberance marked the end of
the age of innocence? Within two years, the ugly face of hooliganism
started to replace such genuine euphoria.

Maybe it was because regular televised football was still in its
infancy. Coverage in colour was only three or four years old, and
the action replay was no more than a new toy.

Perhaps Newcastle United themselves, with the acquisition of
'Supermac', had been such a big FA Cup name in the past that
the exploits of their non-league conquerors assumed national
importance.

Or was it simply 'Ronnie's goal'? Over the next thirty-five years,
that 35-yard shot was replayed every time the third round of the
FA Cup came round.

Whatever the reason, being part of an event that touched so
many people so unexpectedly is something I will always cherish.
Fittingly perhaps, my love affair with football had started exactly
twenty years earlier.
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