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            PREFACE

         
 
         Welcome to the centenary edition of An Evening with Johnners, reissued with new illustrations by John Ireland to celebrate one hundred years since the birth of Brian Johnston on 24 June 1912.
         
 
         This book is based on the stories told by Brian in his one-man show An Evening with Johnners during the spring and autumn of 1993. Sadly, in the two decades since those performances, several of the people mentioned by Brian have died, including Denis Compton, ‘Hopper’ Levett, John Snagge, and his former Test Match Special colleagues, Bill Frindall, Alan McGilvray, Don Mosey, Jim Swanton and Fred Trueman. But they live on in Brian’s stories and so we have kept his anecdotes exactly as he told them.
         
 
         Technology has also advanced considerably over the past twenty years. It is amusing to read Brian telling his audiences about a controversial innovation that was being tried out in Australia, where action replays were shown on a big screen at the Test match grounds. He worries that it might make life more difficult for umpires in the future. In the days before the widespread use of email and the internet, Brian also expresses admiration for the TMS scorer Bill Frindall, because of all the overseas telegrams that he has to read every morning, and the huge number of reference books that he has to carry around with him. How times have changed.
         
 
         When these performances took place in 1993, the famous ‘Leg Over’ giggle had occurred only about eighteen months earlier, and many audiences were hearing the recording for the first time. Now it has become a part of broadcasting history and in 2005 it was voted ‘the greatest sporting commentary of all time’ by listeners to BBC Radio Five Live. Brian would have found that truly hilarious.
 
         It is hard to believe that my father would have reached his century this year. In the pages of this book, and in the memories of all those who love cricket and laughter, he is forever ageless.
 
         
             

         
 
         Barry Johnston 
 2012
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         In March 1993 I went to see my father at the Hawth Theatre in Crawley. He had just started a nationwide tour of his one-man show An Evening with Johnners and was playing to packed houses everywhere he went.
         
 
         I had heard most of the anecdotes and jokes at least a dozen times before but I soon found myself laughing out loud along with the rest of the audience. It did not seem to matter if the stories were familiar or the jokes were corny; in the words of Frank Carson, it was the way he told them!
 
         And no one told a story like Brian. He would draw you into his confidence as if he had never told this to anyone before and when he came to the punch-line, he would deliver it with such obvious delight that you could not help but laugh, no matter how preposterous the gag.
 
         The show was a triumph and afterwards I thought how wonderful it would be to have a recording of it for posterity, to play to my children in years to come. So I arranged for a recording to be made at the Marlowe Theatre in Canterbury a few weeks later.
         
 
         As I listened back to the recording, I found myself thinking that it sounded good enough to release commercially. Brian was on top form that night and the audience obviously loved him. So I contacted Roger Godbold at Listen For Pleasure, EMI’s spoken word label. Roger explained that spoken word recordings generally took a long time to make a profit, but he felt that if we were lucky, we might be able to sell about five thousand copies in the first year.
 
         Brian was unsure at first. He worried that if people could buy a recording of all his best anecdotes, then they would not need to buy tickets to see him in person. I managed to persuade him that the laughter from the audience was so infectious that it would make people want to go and see his show even more. In the end he agreed, but I suspect it was more as a favour to me than because he believed it was really true.
 
         The audio cassette of An Evening with Johnners was released in October 1993 and sold more than five thousand in the first two months. By Christmas it was the number one bestseller in the spoken word chart and it went on to sell more than one hundred thousand copies in under two years and earned a coveted Gold Disc award. At one point the cassette was selling so fast that it even entered the pop album charts and reached as high as number forty-six, above stars such as Elton John and UB40.
         
 
         The sadness was that Brian never lived to see it, because he suffered a heart attack on 2 December 1993 and died peacefully in his sleep just a month later. He was eighty-one.
 
         Brian had been telling all his stories and jokes for years at cricket dinners, ladies’ luncheon clubs and hundreds of other charity events and functions. He had developed a number of set speeches, depending on whom he was addressing. He could tell his most famous gaffes, or tales about his colleagues on Test Match Special, the royal occasions, Down Your Way, or simply collections of jokes – about judges, bishops and even animals.
         
 
         In the early 1980s Brian’s long-time agent, Dabber Davis, had the idea of putting all the stories together into an occasional Evening with Brian Johnston. Brian would start by talking for about forty-five minutes and then, in the second half, take questions from the audience. But Brian had so much material that he soon found it easier to talk through the whole show.
         
 
         One of the first such evenings was at the Sevenoaks Festival. Brian was used to doing after-dinner speeches and he asked Dabber whether he ought to wear a dinner jacket for the occasion. He laughed when Dabber said that if he did, he would probably frighten half the audience to death. From then on, he always wore a lounge suit on stage.
         
 
         Those early performances were a great success. Then in 1992 I heard from an old colleague of mine from my younger days as a musician. Jeff Watts had played bass guitar in the pop group Design with me in the mid-seventies, but now he was a successful promoter and he wondered if my father would be interested in doing a nationwide tour of his one-man show. Brian was intrigued by the idea and said that if Jeff could find any theatres prepared to book him, then he would give it a try.
 
         So Brian made his debut with An Evening with Johnners at the Chichester Festival Theatre in March 1993. It seats about one thousand four hundred people but the tickets sold out so quickly that they could have easily filled it twice. Brian was amazed.
         
 
         He had no props. He sat on a high wicker stool, with a table alongside him for a glass of water, and sometimes a vase of flowers. That was it. No notes or lists to jog his memory. For two hours he would tell his stories with wit and perfect timing, with no hesitation and no mistakes. It would have been a bravura performance for a comedian or actor of any age, but Brian was then eighty years old. It was a remarkable feat of stamina and endurance.
 
         Brian’s old friend John Woodcock, the former cricket correspondent of The Times, went to see him at the Playhouse in Salisbury and told Brian’s biographer, Tim Heald, that he buried his face in his hands after hearing Brian’s opening lines. ‘Wooders’ had been hearing the same jokes since 1948. He can’t tell that one, he thought, but the audience roared with laughter and he soon realised that there was nothing to worry about. Brian was a natural comedian.
         
 
         His performance was so relaxed that it never seemed rehearsed, but he was always trying to improve his act. After I saw him in Crawley, the first thing Brian wanted to know was which jokes had worked best. There was a story about Eton which I felt had gone down a bit flat. He agreed and never told it again.
 
         Jeff Watts says that, in the car on the way home, Brian would always go over that night’s performance, checking that the audience had enjoyed it or if a new joke had gone well. In quiet moments, Jeff was often surprised to hear what sounded like brass band music, although the radio was switched off. It would be Brian making trumpet noises softly under his breath.
 
         On the way to a show, Brian would frequently drop in for tea with old friends. It made the day seem more like fun than work. He liked to get to a theatre early so that he could get a feel of the stage. He would sit on his stool and chatter away until he felt comfortable. Then he would retire to his dressing room, where he made himself at home, listening to his radio, doing the Daily Telegraph crossword and enjoying cups of tea and a plate of biscuits. He was completely at ease and could not wait to get on stage and entertain the audience.
         
 
         The performance was originally meant to be two halves of forty-five minutes each, but Brian kept adding new stories and soon this had crept up to about sixty minutes each half. When one evening Brian was on stage for more than two hours and twenty minutes, Jeff had to persuade him to keep the show under two hours – otherwise he might have gone on all night.
 
         Normally Brian performed on an empty stage or in front of a curtain, but at the Theatre Royal in Windsor the stage was set up for the following week’s performance of the play The Happiest Days of your Life starring Patrick Cargill. The set was a school hall with steps leading up to a balcony. Brian was delighted. At the end of the performance he told the audience, ‘Thank you very much. Now I’m going up to bed,’ and walked straight up the steps and out of sight.
         
 
         Afterwards Brian would go straight round to the front of house to sign books and autographs and meet the audience. He once joked that he had signed so many copies of his books that they were more valuable without his signature. His audiences were usually an interesting mixture of older couples who had been listening to Brian for more than forty years, and younger cricket lovers who knew Brian from Test Match Special. He always had time for his fans, even though he wanted to get home after a show, no matter where he was.
         
 
         Brian loved to tell jokes and he was a brilliant storyteller. He would embellish them with little details that brought them to life. You have only to read his two stories in this book about the Duke of Norfolk to see what I mean. My earliest memories as a child are of my father trying to teach me some of his favourite old music-hall jokes.
 
         
            ‘My car’s called Daisy.’
 
            ‘Why’s he called Daisy?’
 
            ‘Because some days he goes and some days he doesn’t!’
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘There were forty men under one umbrella and not one of them got wet.’
 
            ‘It must have been a jolly big umbrella.’
 
            ‘No, it wasn’t raining!’

         
 
         If he had been away for a while, Brian would run through all his corny old jokes to see if I remembered them. When I got them right he would look as pleased as punch.
 
         He was always on the lookout for new jokes and sometimes they would find their way into his act. I confess that I told him the one about the lady driving up the M1 knitting a pair of socks. I saw it in the children’s section of my Sunday newspaper. I knew it would make him laugh because it was so simple – and so silly. If Brian heard a joke that he liked, he could not wait to pass it on, although he did not always remember where it came from. A few days after I told him the M1 story he rang me up to tell me his latest joke: ‘An old lady was driving up the M1 …’
         
 
         He would often ring up his close friend William Douglas Home, the playwright, and before William even had a chance to speak, Brian would say, ‘A man went into a pub with a newt on his shoulder …’ and he was off.
 
         Jeff Watts says that the phrase he remembers Brian saying the most is: ‘People are so kind.’ In spite of all his years of experience, Brian never got over the fact that people were prepared to leave the warmth of their homes, to go out on a cold, wet and windy night, and pay to hear him talk for a couple of hours. When members of the public told him how much they enjoyed the show, he was genuinely grateful.
 
         Jeff never saw Brian nervous before a performance, except once, before going on stage at the Richmond Theatre in London. Brian had been there as a young man to see some of his favourite comedians but he never dreamed that one day he would appear on the stage himself. On top of that, the theatre had sold out in record time, so he felt a particular responsibility to be at his best.
 
         We recorded the show for a broadcast on Radio 2 – later released commercially as An Hour with Johnners – and on our original recording you can hear Brian stumbling over his opening remarks – something he never did – and he sounds a little unsure of himself until he tells the story about the couple celebrating their diamond wedding anniversary. After the audience greets the punchline with a huge laugh and applause, you can feel him relax. From then on he gave the performance of his life, and the CD and cassette of An Hour with Johnners was nominated for Best Contemporary Comedy in the 1995 Talkies Awards.
         
 
         He was to perform only one more show. Ten days later he suffered what proved to be a fatal heart attack. In retrospect, he had been overdoing it. After nineteen dates in the spring he had performed another fourteen in the autumn, as well as continuing to give after-dinner speeches, commentating on Test Match Special and hosting the radio series Trivia Test Match, along with all his other engagements.
         
 
         After Brian’s death, the public outpouring of affection was overwhelming. None of the family ever imagined that he would be missed so much. I think Brian had a better idea of how popular he was from the audience reactions he received all around the country, but even he would have been astonished at the front-page newspaper headlines and the glowing tributes on radio and television. The Daily Telegraph described him as ‘the greatest natural broadcaster of them all’.
         
 
         And yet it nearly did not happen. Before the war, Brian had worked for the Johnston family coffee business in the City, although he always dreamed of going on the stage as an actor or a comedian. After being demobbed, he was invited to dinner with the BBC war correspondents Stewart MacPherson and Wynford Vaughan-Thomas, whom he had met while serving in the Grenadier Guards. He told them he was looking for a job in the entertainment world and MacPherson put him in touch with the BBC’s Outside Broadcasts Department.
 
         Brian passed an audition and joined the BBC on 13 January 1946. He planned to stay for only a few months but he was to work for the BBC for the next forty-eight years. His first programmes were live radio broadcasts from the music-halls and theatres around the country. Between 1948 and 1952 he presented the live feature ‘Let’s Go Somewhere’ on the Saturday night programme In Town Tonight. Among his one hundred and fifty stunts Brian stayed alone in the Chamber of Horrors, rode a circus horse, lay under a passing train, was hauled out of the sea by a helicopter and was attacked by a police dog.
         
 
         He was one of the first broadcasters to work for both television and radio. In the fifties and sixties he presented children’s television shows such as All Your Own, Ask Your Dad, and What’s New, while on radio he interviewed hundreds of personalities on Today, Meet a Sportsman, Married to Fame and many other series. He also broadcast from the Boat Race for forty-two years.
         
 
         Brian appeared on dozens of panel games and quiz shows including Sporting Chance, Twenty Questions and Trivia Test Match and commentated on all the major state occasions such as the funeral of King George VI, the Coronation and the Prince of Wales’ wedding. He officially retired from the BBC in 1972 but turned freelance and he presented Down Your Way for the next fifteen years.
         
 
         Finally, of course, Brian was a cricket commentator on television from 1946 and he became the BBC’s first cricket correspondent in 1963. After he was dropped by television for telling too many jokes, Brian transferred to radio in 1970 where he became a national institution on Test Match Special.
         
 
         At the age of eighty, Brian achieved his life-long ambition with An Evening with Johnners – to get up on stage in front of a sold-out audience and tell jokes, like his music-hall hero, Max Miller. He so enjoyed doing his one-man shows and he was thrilled by their success. He told me several times in his last few months that he wanted to give up all the after-dinner speeches and luncheons and concentrate on doing his theatre performances. Sadly, he ran out of time.
         
 
         Brian used to say he was lucky, but you make your own luck. He loved life and he loved to make people laugh. As you read his words in this book, I hope you can still hear his inimitable voice, chuckling at his own jokes, full of enthusiasm for life, family and friends – and of course, cricket.
         
 
         Then you too will be able to experience the sheer fun and enjoyment of An Evening with Johnners.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Barry Johnston 
 1996 
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            An Evening with
 JOHNNERS
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         MUSIC: Horseguards, Whitehall played by the Sun Life  Stanshawe Band.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The theatre audience hears the familiar sound of a brass band  playing the theme tune from the Radio 4 programme Down  Your Way. Brian walks on stage to loud applause and seats  himself on a high wicker stool.   
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Thank you very much.   
         
 
         How nice to be in Canterbury. Although I have to  admit, I had to stop myself just now from saying, ‘Hello  Canterbury.’   
 
         I have got into this terrible habit, wherever I am – it can  be Bournemouth, Manchester, Birmingham – I say hello  to the town and I’ve got be very careful, because next  week I go across to the isle of Wight and I’m speaking to  the Ladies’ Luncheon Club at Cowes!   
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         I am a little bit diffident about speaking to you tonight,  for a change, because last week I gave what I thought was  the best after-dinner speech I had ever given, but when I  had finished a rather drunk chap (at least I hope he was  drunk) came up. He said, ‘That’s the most boring speech  I have ever heard in my life.’
         
 
         And this upset me a bit, but the chairman of the dinner, who hadn’t heard what he said, dragged him away and said to me, ‘Don’t pay any attention to him – he only repeats what everybody else is saying!’
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         It’s marvellous to see so many people. It must be a very bad night on the telly. You know, you can go and speak and there are very few people. A friend of mine the other day was paid a large fee to go to address what he hoped was a big audience in a town hall. He walked out on the stage and there was one chap sitting in the front row.
         
 
         Well, he had been paid the fee so he gave the speech, about forty-five minutes, then turned to this chap and said, ‘Thank you very much, sir, now I am going.’
 
         And this chap said, ‘Please don’t go. I’m the second speaker!’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         From what I can see of the audience, I am willing to bet that I am the oldest man in the theatre tonight and I am going to warn you about what’s going to happen when you get to my age. Three things happen.
         
 
         First thing is you lose your memory …
 
         I can’t remember what the other two things are!
 
         But if the ladies will excuse me, I will just tell you what might happen to the men. This is a bit serious really! A friend of mine was celebrating his sixtieth wedding anniversary, his diamond wedding. He and his wife decided to have a second honeymoon – to go to the same town, same hotel, same bedroom, same bed.
         
 
         They got into bed and the wife put her arms around his shoulders and said, ‘Darling, do you remember how romantic you were sixty years ago? You bit me in the neck, you bit me in the shoulder, you bit me in the breast,’ and he leapt out of bed and went to bathroom.
 
         She said, ‘What are you doing?’ and he said, ‘Getting my teeth!’
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         I have been around rather a long time and it’s interesting how sometimes one is recognised and sometimes one isn’t. About twenty years ago, coming back from Australia our aeroplane stopped at Bahrain and I walked up and down the transit lounge to get a bit of exercise. An Englishman came up to me and said, ‘I think I recognise you, don’t I?’
         
 
         I said, ‘Oh, probably,’ and reached for my pen. I thought he was going to ask for an autograph.
         
 
         ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘did you ever drive a bus in Watford?’
 
         I said, ‘No.’
 
         ‘Dead spit of a chap who did,’ he said and walked away!
 
         And then, only about two years ago in St John’s Wood, where I live, I went to our cleaners and there was a new lady behind the counter, a holiday relief. So I said, ‘Can you clean these trousers, please.’
 
         She said, ‘Certainly, Mr Johnston.’
 
         I said, ‘Very clever of you to recognise me.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I recognised your voice before you even spoke,’ if you can work that one out!
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         And talking of stopping off, I always fly straight back if I go to Australia or anywhere, I don’t stop off for a day’s rest on the way. But when I was in Australia last time we had a married couple with us and they decided to have three days in Bangkok on the way back. They had two very pleasant days and on the last day the wife said, ‘I’m going shopping, you go and amuse yourself.’
         
 
         He thought, Good idea! So he went to the hotel porter and got the address of a massage parlour. He went and knocked on the door and a little Thai girl came and said, ‘What can I do for you, sir?’
 
          He said, ‘I’d like a massage.’
         
 
         ‘Certainly, sir.’
 
         ‘How much will that be?’
 
         ‘A thousand dollars.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘I can’t afford a thousand dollars. Two hundred dollars is the most that I can afford.’
 
         She said, ‘I’m sorry, a thousand is our price. You’d better go somewhere else.’
 
         Well, he didn’t bother. He went window shopping and went to pick up his wife at the appointed time. They were walking back to the hotel when down the street came this Thai girl, who looked at his wife and said, ‘There you are. See what you get for two hundred dollars!’
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         I was in India last winter for two of the Test matches. It is a very strange country. Do you know, I still don’t know whether they drive on the left or the right. They steer very well, even around the cows lying in the middle of the road, but it is all very frightening.
         
 
         And, of course, the food is very tricky. But they have got a new dish especially for Englishmen. It’s called ‘Boycott Curry’.
 
         You still get the runs, but more slowly!
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         Now the theme of this evening is really to let you know how lucky I have been in life and how much fun I have had. I started off by having a wonderful family: a mother and father, a sister, two brothers – a very close family.
         
 
         My wife has put up with me for forty-five years, which is very sweet of her, and we have five lovely children, and they have produced seven [now eight] grandchildren. And it is, quite seriously, very important if you are doing a job like mine, rushing around and meeting a lot of people, to come back to a home in which you know there is love and happiness and comfort. So that’s my luck Number One.
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         I got lucky in my education, because I was sent to the oldest preparatory school in England. The food matched the age of the school! It was in Eastbourne, Temple Grove it was called, and I only remember two things about it really. The matron had a club foot, which was unusual, but the headmaster had a glass eye. It was a very well disguised glass eye and I said to someone, ‘How do you know it’s a glass eye?’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘it came out in the conversation.’
 
         I then went to Eton and again I am lucky, because it’s the best trade union in Great Britain. There are so many Old Etonians around the place; you meet them and it helps and I have lots of happy memories there.
 
         My late friend, William Douglas Home, the playwright, did something which amused me. He was sitting an exam and they brought the questions to his desk and one of them was: ‘Write as briefly as you can on the future of one of the following subjects.’ The first was socialism and the second was coal. So he thought for a moment and chose coal. He wrote one word: ‘Smoke’.
         
 
         And he got seven out of ten, which wasn’t bad!
 
         We used to go to a housemaster’s house for our history lesson and if the telephone rang in his study he would say to one of us, ‘Go and answer the telephone.’ At the time he was very keen on the film actress Anna May Wong. She used to come and have dinner with him and he rather fancied her.
 
         One day the telephone went and he said to this chap, ‘Gilliat, go and answer the telephone.’
 
         Obviously he hoped it was Anna May Wong and when Gilliat came back two minutes later the master said, ‘Yes, yes, who was it?’
 
         ‘Sorry, sir,’ said Gilliat, ‘Wong number!’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         That was Eton. Then I went to Oxford, where I read history and P. G. Wodehouse and played cricket about six times a week, which was good fun. And I only achieved one thing there which I don’t think anybody else has ever achieved. I actually scored a try at rugby wearing a macintosh. I’ll tell you how it happened.
         
 
         I was playing for New College against Trinity and someone tackled me and pulled my shorts off. I went and stood on the touchline while they went to get another pair and someone said, ‘You’d better put this macintosh on to cover your confusion,’ which I did.
 
         The ball came down the line and when it got to me on the left-wing I said, ‘Outside you!’ and took the ball. The referee should have blown his whistle because I hadn’t got leave to go back on, but he was laughing so much that he just went pffftt and couldn’t blow and I touched down between the posts!
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         Then, like so many people of that age, I wasn’t sure what career I wanted to follow. So I was lucky, in a way, because we had a family business. We used to export coffee from Brazil. We had an office in London and so, reluctantly, I went in there. I didn’t understand a thing about coffee. I can confirm there are an awful lot of coffee beans in Brazil but that’s about all I can tell you.
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         I don’t think the manager took to me very well. He thought he’d got me one day. I’d had a late night and arrived about ten o’clock and he summoned me to his office.
         
 
         ‘Johnston,’ he said, ‘you should have been here at nine thirty.’
 
         ‘Why, sir,’ I replied, ‘what happened?’
 
         And he didn’t like that a bit. So it was a good thing for me when the war came and I was able to say to them, ‘Sorry, I won’t be coming back.’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         Again, I was lucky, because just before the war began, in about March 1939, some friends and I decided that war was obviously going to come, so we ought to try and get into a good regiment.
         
 
         By a little bit of luck, and the fact that a cousin of mine was commanding the 2nd Battalion at Wellington Barracks, I got in what obviously I think is the best regiment in the British Army – the Grenadier Guards. We had to train every evening. We used to go from the City in our bowler hats and pinstripe suits and march up and down throughout that hot summer, until in the end they said we were qualified to be officer cadets.
 
         When the war came in September this meant we could go straight to Sandhurst to learn how to become officers.
 
         I can never resist making a bad joke, as you probably know, and I tried one out in the first fortnight I was there. They used to have a thing called TEWTS: Tactical Exercise Without Troops, where they took twenty of you out and gave you various military problems to solve.
         
 
         The officer took us up on a high ridge and said to me, ‘Johnston, you’re in charge of a section on the top of this ridge and approaching a hundred yards away are a squadron of German Tiger tanks. What steps do you take?’
 
         ‘Bloody long ones, sir,’ I said.
 
         He didn’t think that was very funny. I was ‘put in the book’ for it and had to do a couple of drills, but in the end I passed out from there and got into the Grenadier Guards.
 
         Now when you join the Brigade of Guards it is very strange. You go into the mess and they cut you dead for a fortnight. You probably know half of them, so you try and talk with them but no, they turn away. This is evidently to make sure that new boys don’t get too swollen headed.
 
         After a fortnight is up, they more or less look at their watches and say, ‘Hello, Brian. Are you here? Have a drink!’ and it is all very matey. A bit stupid, I thought, and it happened to me at Shaftesbury when I joined up in 1940.
 
         But at the same time a friend of mine was joining up down in Sherborne with the Hampshire Regiment and his Commanding Officer treated him completely differently.
 
         ‘Very glad to have you with us. Want you to get to know people. Want people to get to know you. Monday night we’ll have a thrash in the mess. Lots to drink, never did anybody any harm.’
         
 
         My friend said, ‘Terribly sorry, sir, don’t drink.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry about that then,’ said the Commanding Officer. ‘On Wednesday night we’ll get a few girls up from the NAAFI and have a bit of slap and tickle in the mess. Great fun. You’ll enjoy it.’
         
 
         My friend said, ‘Terribly sorry, sir, I don’t approve of that sort of thing.’
 
         So the Commanding Officer looked at him for a moment and said, ‘Excuse me for asking, but you aren’t by any chance a queer?’
 
         ‘Certainly not,’ said my friend.
 
         ‘Pity,’ said the CO, ‘then you won’t enjoy Saturday night either!’
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         So I actually had a very good war with the Grenadiers, and I only mention them, really, because it is thanks to them (or not) you have had to listen to me, if any of you have, since I joined the BBC in 1946. When we were waiting to go to Normandy, two well-known commentators from the BBC, Wynford Vaughan-Thomas and Stewart MacPherson, came to brush up on their war reporting, so I got to know them, which was a bit of luck.
         
 
         I got out of the army in 1945. I went to a party and I happened to run into them again. Another bit of luck. They said, ‘We’re very short of people at the BBC because they’re still in the services. We want someone in Outside Broadcasts, we know you can talk a bit, come and have a test.’ I said, ‘I don’t want to join the BBC,’ but they said ‘Come on!’ so I said, ‘All right,’ because I had nothing else to do.
         
 
         They set me up in Oxford Street, gave me a microphone and said, ‘Ask passers-by what they think of the butter ration.’ Well, if you ask silly questions, you get silly answers, but what they said was, ‘It wasn’t very good but at least you kept talking. Come and join us for a bit.’
 
         So I said, ‘I will, but I shan’t stay long.’ That was in January 1946 and funnily enough I was with them until I retired as a member of staff in September 1972, so it suited me, if not everybody who has had to listen to me.
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         I remember my first broadcast. I’d only been there about a fortnight when they discovered an unexploded bomb in the lake in St James’s Park. They drained the lake and there was this huge great sausage of a German bomb and it was announced they were going to blow it up at eleven o’clock one morning and my boss said, ‘Right! You can do your first broadcast. You go down there. We’ll interrupt the news and you can describe the blowing up of the bomb.’
         
 
         So we went down with the engineers and we were standing on a little bridge when a policeman came up and said, ‘What are you doing?’
 
         I said, ‘We’re going to commentate on the blowing up of the bomb.’
 
         ‘Not here, you’re not,’ he said, ‘it’s far too dangerous. Go in there.’ And he pointed to the ladies’ loo.
 
         So I went in and stood up on the seat and looked through the louvred windows and I did the commentary from there. I always say I came out looking a bit flushed!
 
         At that time I didn’t have anything to do with cricket at all. But I was so happy, because I loved the theatre and my job was to do radio broadcasts live from musicals like South Pacific, Annie Get Your Gun, Oklahoma and Carousel. I used to commentate from a box and describe anything visual on stage which the listener might not understand. So I got to know all the stars of all the musicals.
         
 
         Then every Tuesday we used to go to a music hall [Round the Halls] and broadcast three acts live from there, and I got to know all the variety artists such as Arthur Askey, Tommy Trinder and Jimmy Edwards. So I was absolutely in my seventh heaven.
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         It wasn’t until March, two months later, when the telephone rang and a friend of mine called Ian Orr-Ewing, with whom I had played cricket before the war, rang up and said, ‘Help! I am just out of the Royal Air Force, I’m now in charge of sport on television, we’ve got two Test matches this summer against the Indians, at Lord’s and The Oval, and we’ve got no commentator. I know you can play. I know you can talk a bit. Would you like to be the commentator?’
         
 
         So, on that little bit of luck, for the next twenty-four years I did all the Test matches on television in this country. After that they got browned off with all my jokes so they sacked me and I went straight across to radio and I’ve been on Test Match Special for another twenty-four years. Just on that one telephone call.
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         I did a lot of television and radio in those days and people often say, ‘Which is the easier of the two?’ Candidly, radio is by far the easier, as long as you’ve got the gift of the gab, powers of description, moderately good English and a reasonable voice. You can be yourself but you have to be the eyes of anybody sitting in an armchair at home or in their car, of blind people, or of someone listening on the beach. You’ve got to paint a picture for them and tell them all you can see, so that they can imagine what it is like.
         
 
         That’s the job of a radio commentator but, of course, on television the camera shows all that, so you’ve merely got to dot the i’s and cross the t’s and explain perhaps who someone is if they might not recognise them. You have to edit yourself before you say anything. You think, ‘Shall I speak or shan’t I?’ and to me that is unnatural. We used to have a golden rule which went, ‘Only speak when you can add to the picture’ and I learnt that the hard way.
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         In 1954 the Queen and Prince Philip went on a tour of Australia and when they came back the BBC decided to televise their return. They were going to go up as far as the Tower Bridge in the Royal Yacht Britannia, get into a launch and travel up to Westminster Pier where they would come ashore and go back to Buckingham Palace in the Irish State Coach.
         
 
         Before these sorts of events you always talk over with your fellow commentator who’s going to say what. Richard Dimbleby was going to be on Westminster Pier, so it was decided  that he was going to talk about the people waiting to greet the Queen:  the Queen Mother, Princess Margaret, the Lord Lieutenant, the corgis and  so on, and he would describe her coming ashore.
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         But when she got into the Irish State Coach he would pass over to me halfway down Whitehall, where I would be waiting. I would explain about the Irish State Coach and the Escort, the names of the horses and that sort of thing.
         
 
         So came the great day and I heard Richard in my headphones just as we’d planned. But as he was beginning to get to the end of his preparation, he looked up the river and said, ‘I can’t see the Queen arriving yet, it’s a bit misty up there. Still, perhaps as we’re waiting, I’ll tell you something about the Irish State Coach. It weighs thirteen tons, it was given to Queen Victoria, it’s made of gold and it is used on state occasions.’
 
         So I was crossing out my notes, as I was listening. Then he said, ‘The Queen still isn’t here but you might be interested to know the names of the horses. The front one is called Monty, the second one Eisenhower, and they were given to the Queen by Queen Wilhelmina. Well, it must be the mist up there … but anyhow, the Escort today are the Blues in front, commanded by Lieutenant Harcourt-Smith and in the rear are the Life Guards with their white plumes and red tunics …’ and so on.
 
         I was going mad, crossing things off on my bits of paper. Then he said, ‘Ah, here she comes!’ and he did all that he was meant to do, and described her coming ashore and the people being presented.
         
 
         When she got into the coach he said, ‘Over to Brian Johnston halfway down Whitehall,’ and do you know, the next day people said to me, ‘You did the best television commentary I’ve ever heard. Better than Richard Dimbleby.’
 
         I realised why because, when they came past me, I watched in silence on my monitors as they went into Trafalgar Square, turned left under Admiralty Arch and went about two hundred and fifty yards up the Mall. As they approached Buckingham Palace I said, ‘Over now to Berkeley Smith at Buckingham Palace.’
 
         That’s all I said! But what else could I say? They knew the Queen, they knew Prince Philip, they knew the horses and the Escort and they knew all about the Irish State Coach. So that was a lesson which I don’t think many people follow nowadays, and perhaps they talk too much.
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         And I learnt another thing from that television time. In 1952 I was chosen to be one of the commentators for the King’s funeral, which wasn’t quite my cup of tea. I thought, Look, you can’t get out of it with a joke if you make a mess of things. You must get off to a good start. So for the first, and the last, time in my life I decided to write out my opening.
         
 
         I found out that the procession was going to be led by five Metropolitan Policemen mounted on white horses, so I wrote it down. We had about a week before the funeral and I learnt it every night before I went to sleep.
 
         On the day, Richard Dimbleby was in St James’s Street. He described the procession coming past and as it wended its way up Piccadilly and was approaching Hyde Park Corner he said, ‘Over now to Brian Johnston at Hyde Park Corner.’
 
         My television producer in my headphones said, ‘Go ahead, Brian. Good luck,’ and I said, ‘Yes, here comes the procession now, led by five Metropolitan Policemen mounted …’ and on the word ‘mounted’ I luckily looked up and they weren’t on white horses.
         
 
         It was no good pretending they were because at least there was black and white television in those days, even if not colour. So very lamely I said, ‘Here they are … mounted on horseback.’
 
         My producer, and remember this was a serious occasion, shouted in my ear, ‘What on earth do you think they are mounted on? Camels?’
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         To let you know what sort of thing goes through a commentator’s mind, we have an expression we use when describing processions and I had to say to myself, when the cortège came past me, not to use it. The expression is: ‘Here comes the main body of the procession.’
         
 
         If I had said it then I should probably have got the sack. But those things do go through one’s mind.
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         The other difference between radio and television is in interviewing. Now, if I am doing a three-minute interview with someone on radio, I’ll have a stopwatch. When we get to about two and three-quarter minutes I’ll show him the watch, dig him in the ribs or kick him in the shins, and hopefully he’ll finish and I can hand back to the studio.
         
 
         But in television it’s very different. If I’m interviewing someone up here, say, for television, the camera will probably be down in the second row and alongside it will be a chap called a studio manager who has headphones on, linked to one of those huge command vehicles. That’s where the producer sits and gives his instructions.
 
         He says, ‘Right, tell Brian to go ahead,’ and you get a signal to start and begin the interview. Then, when he wants you to finish, he gives you a wind-up sign, or if he wants you to go a little longer he signals you to stretch it out a bit. If you overrun, he goes qweeck with his finger across his throat, meaning, ‘Cut!’
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         But it doesn’t always work. I was doing a programme from an exhibition in the Horticultural Hall and on one of the stands was a jet engine. It was my job to interview a very well-known scientist called Sir Ben Lock-Spicer and in three minutes he had to describe basic things about the jet engine such as what goes in the front and what goes out behind. We rehearsed him and he did it very well indeed.
         
 
         When they handed over to ‘Brian Johnston’, I got the signal to go ahead and I said, ‘Yes, we’ve got Sir Ben Lock-Spicer to tell us all about the jet engine,’ and he did it absolutely right. When he had finished, as we’d rehearsed, the chap was winding me up very confidently and I said, ‘Well, thank you very much to Sir Ben, that was very interesting.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘this is far more interesting,’ and went up to the other end of the engine. The studio manager was now going qweeck, making cutting signs, so I waited for Sir Ben to draw breath and said, ‘Well, thank you very much, Sir Ben, we’ve learnt an awful lot.’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘you haven’t learnt half of it yet,’ and went up the other end! The chap was going crazy, going qweeck, qweeck, qweeeck, and we overran. So it doesn’t always work. Nowadays they don’t worry. They say, ‘Sorry, time’s up,’ and cut someone off in mid-sentence. In those days we tried to be polite.
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         Another thing is, if you’re interviewing someone and they say something that isn’t meant to be funny, at least on the radio you can hide your smile and hopefully suppress your giggles. But on television, if someone says something funny and it’s not meant to be, you mustn’t be seen to smile.
         
 
         In 1952, when the Indians were here, I was down at Worcester. We always did the first match of the tour on television and inevitably it was raining, as it always did. About lunchtime my producer said, ‘Right, go out under an umbrella and interview the Indian manager. We’ll try and fill in some time.’
 
         The Indian manager was a little man called Mr Gupta, a bit of a volatile chap. I don’t know how much English he understood. Anyhow, I got him under the umbrella and said, ‘Mr Gupta, have you got a good team?’
 
         ‘Oh yes, we’ve got a very good team.’
         
 
         ‘Really,’ I said. ‘Any good batsmen?’
 
         ‘Seven very good batsmen.’
 
         ‘What about the bowlers?’
 
         ‘Six very good bowlers.’
 
         I thought this was getting a bit boring and I’d better try another tack, so I said, ‘What about yourself. Are you a selector?’
 
         ‘No,’ he replied, ‘I’m a Christian!’
 
         So I pretended not to laugh and said, ‘So, tell me about your wicket-keeper …’
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         But I was meant to laugh on the occasion when I interviewed Uffa Fox at the Boat Show. Do you remember Uffa Fox? He was the great yachtsman who taught Prince Philip how to sail, a great old sea salt. Sometime before, he’d married a French lady. Nothing very odd about that, except that she couldn’t speak a word of English and he couldn’t speak a word of French.
         
 
         So when I was interviewing him at the Boat Show I said, ‘Before we talk about the boats, excuse me asking a rather personal question. You married this lady, who doesn’t speak your language and you don’t speak hers. How does a marriage like that work?’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘it’s quite easy, my dear chap. There are only three things in life worth doing. Eating, drinking and making love – and if you talk during any of them, you are wasting your time!’
 
         A lovely bit of philosophy, isn’t it?
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         Now things often go wrong. Sometimes you know they do, sometimes you don’t. I’ll give you two instances which luckily you didn’t know about.
         
 
         In the late forties and fifties we used to go live in the evenings at about eleven o’clock at night to a wood at Hever Castle in Kent. We used to broadcast the birds singing. If it wasn’t raining, the nightingales would sing and so would the other birds.
 
         I used to do this with Henry Douglas-Home, Lord Home’s younger brother, who was known as ‘The Bird Man’. We would run microphone leads from a van to various parts of the wood and one night at about ten o’clock (remember we were on live at eleven o’clock) he said, ‘We’ve just got time to check the microphones.’
 
         So he asked the engineer, ‘Will you bring up the one by the bluebell glade,’ and the engineer turned it up and there was a willow warbler, or some other bird.
         
 
         ‘Right,’ he said, ‘that’s working. Now, the one by the little bridge by the stream,’ and he brought that up and there was a wood pigeon. Then he tried the one by the fir tree and there was a cock pheasant.
 
         Finally he said, ‘We’ve just got time. Let’s check up on the one over the rhododendron bush, where we’ve got the nightingale.’
 
         The engineer brought the microphone up and we heard a girl’s voice say, ‘If you do that again, Bert, I’ll give you a slap in the kisser!’
 
         He just had time to run round and say, ‘Please come out.’ And a very disgruntled couple came out, doing various things up and saying, ‘You might have let us make love in peace.’
 
         He pointed out that in about five minutes time we’d have said, ‘Let’s hear the dulcet tones of the nightingale,’ and goodness knows how far they’d have got by then!
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         There was another occasion when it was lucky we weren’t on the air. I used to do these things in In Town Tonight for about three or four minutes each week where I’d do something live and exciting. One of the things we  thought we’d do was see what it was like lying under a  train. We found out from Southern Region that, if ever  you go into Victoria, about a mile outside the station  there are some planks between the lines. If you take up  the planks, there’s a well about three feet deep where the  workmen can crouch.
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         They said I could go in there with my microphone and one of their men and they’d try to get me the Golden Arrow. So there I was, and when the studio said, ‘Where are you this Saturday night, Brian?’ I said, ‘I’m lying between the lines outside Victoria Station. We were going to get the Golden Arrow but I’ve just heard that it’s late and we’ve got an electric train instead.’
         
 
         The whole ground shook and I described how the lights from the train were coming towards us. Then the driver blew his horn, because he knew I was there, and the train went over me. It was really such a noise; you wouldn’t believe how loud it was. I was having to shout into my microphone.
 
         After it went over me, there were the stars above (we used to do it at night, of course) and I said, ‘Well, that’s what it’s like lying under a train. Back to the studio.’
 
         ‘Now we can leave,’ I said to the man with me, but he said, ‘No, you mustn’t. The Golden Arrow is coming in a couple of minutes and there’s a live rail, and with your microphone lead you might trip up. Let’s keep still.’
         
 
         And the Golden Arrow did come over us and the reason it was lucky we weren’t on the air is because when it went over us someone was washing their hands – at least, I hope they were! Dreadful! I was absolutely soused.
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         One story, which you may have heard, was famous. Wynford Vaughan-Thomas was doing the commentary for television when the Queen Mother was launching the Ark Royal at Birkenhead. Before it started the producer said, ‘Look, I’ve got three cameras. When we start the broadcast, the first camera will show the Queen Mother breaking the champagne bottle and saying, “God bless all who sail in her.” Don’t talk during that.
         
 
         ‘The next one will show the Marine Band playing, the bunting and the crowd cheering. Don’t talk during that. Number three camera will show the chocks coming away and the Ark Royal gliding very, very slowly down the slipway. Don’t talk during that. But when it reaches the water at the bottom, then go into your commentary.’
         
 
         It went perfectly. They had a lovely shot of the Queen Mother, then they had the band playing and the bunting, and the chocks coming away. But while the Ark Royal was gliding down, the producer happened to look back at his number one camera and he saw the most lovely picture of the Queen Mother waving, as she does.
         
 
         Forgetting what he had told Wynford, he pressed a button and brought up on the screens at home a close-up of the Queen Mother just, unfortunately, as the Ark Royal hit the water.
         
 
         But Wynford was watching the ship and not his television monitor, so he said, ‘There she is, the huge vast bulk of her,’ … and there was the Queen Mother!
 
         She loved it, of course.
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         On the Mondays of a Test match at Lord’s, the Queen always comes in the afternoon. It normally rains and there’s hardly anybody there, but the teams are presented to her during the tea interval.
         
 
         Robert Hudson was doing the commentary when the New Zealanders were being presented to the Queen and he said, ‘It’s a great occasion for these Commonwealth teams. It’s a moment they will always forget!’
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         Who am I to talk? At the royal wedding of the Prince of Wales and Lady Diana, I was on Queen Anne’s statue just in front of St Paul’s Cathedral. She was called Brandy Annie, I was told, because she was a bit keen on the grog.
         
 
         So I had a marvellous view standing there, because all the coaches and carriages drew up about six feet below me. I could see the Queen, with a rug over her knees, being helped out and so on.
         
 
         I looked over my shoulder and said, ‘I can see Lady Diana coming up Ludgate Hill, in her coach with her two escorts. The coach will come below me here, a page will open the door and she will be greeted by her father, Earl Spencer. Then they will walk up the steps together, into the pavilion … I mean, cathedral!’
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         There are some very good stories about dear old John Snagge. In 1939 John was deputed to go and commentate as the King and Queen left on a trip to Canada. They were going in a big warship called HMS Vanguard, from Portsmouth. He was told he had about a quarter of an hour, because the tugs would have to push the ship out, and he was just to describe what was going on.
         
 
         So he wrote a lot of notes, and read them all out, saying where the voyage was going, where the royal couple were to visit in Canada, the history of the ship and everything. He began to run out of things to say, so he looked around.
 
         ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I can see the King and Queen up there on the bridge. There they are, waving to the crowd. They won’t be back for two months. They’re saying their farewells.’ And he couldn’t think of anything else.
 
         ‘Oh,’ he added, ‘I see the Queen has gone below now. She’s left the bridge and she’s gone down below for some reason.’ He looked around and still couldn’t think of anything to say.
         
 
         Then, ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘I can see water coming through the side of the ship!’
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         John’s a marvellous chap. He’s still alive, he’s about ninety now. He was the voice of Great Britain. Every big occasion – the Allied landings, Winston Churchill’s death, the King’s death – he was always the voice they put on the air and he represented us all really.
         
 
         He was a tremendous announcer in that way, but he didn’t normally do the sports news. One day he was asked to read it and he got as far as the cricket scores, when he said, ‘Yorkshire two hundred and fifty-nine all out. Hutton ill … Oh, I’m sorry, Hutton one hundred and eleven!’
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         He joined the BBC in 1924, and those were the days when Mr Reith had just started the BBC. He became Sir John and later Lord Reith, and was a very serious minded Scotsman, highly religious and very puritan. Everything had to be above board.
         
 
         He was going round the studios one evening, when he opened the door of a drama studio and, to his horror, he saw one of the producers making love to one of the actresses on a table. He rushed back to his office, summoned his assistant and said, ‘I’ve just seen a producer making love to an actress on a table. Get rid of them both!’
         
 
         And the chap said, ‘You can’t, Mr Reith, you can’t. It’s in the Radio Times: the play’s going out next week. Think of the scandal.’
         
 
         Reith thought for a moment and said, ‘No, no, you must get rid of them both.’
 
         ‘But you can’t, Mr Reith. You see, she’s our best actress and he’s our best producer.’
 
         Reith thought for a bit more. ‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘Get rid of the table!’
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         There’s a marvellous story about John Snagge. He did the Boat Race for fifty years. The Boat Race was John Snagge. I helped him for about forty years and took over from him in the last nine years, which was great fun.
         
 
         When you commentate on the Boat Race, you’re in a launch and you’re always about thirty yards behind the crews, possibly fifty sometimes, if one of them is leading by a lot. So it’s very difficult to judge exactly if they are a length up or two lengths up, or whatever it is. But John was always helped when he approached Duke’s Meadow, which is on the Middlesex side, before you get to Barnes Bridge.
         
 
         There were two flagpoles, and there was a man there who had a dark blue flag and a light blue flag, and he used to pull one up, depending on who was in the lead. If Oxford was going ahead, he’d put one flag up, or if Cambridge were drawing level he’d put two together, and so on. Because John was so far behind, he thought this chap must have a better view, sideways, than he did, so he used to watch the flags.
 
         ‘Yes,’ he’d say, ‘I can see the flags there on Duke’s meadow. Oxford are just going up, about a length ahead. No, I see Cambridge are coming up now.’ He used to do his commentary from those flags.
 
         When he retired, they had a leaving party for him and someone said, ‘That chap over there is the man who works the flags at Duke’s Meadow.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ said John, ‘I’ll go and talk to him.’
 
         He went over to the chap, who didn’t recognise him, and John said, ‘Look, you’re the man who does these flags. How on earth do you do it? You must have a tremendous knowledge about rowing. You’re so accurate, you get the exact distance and everything.’
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ the chap said, ‘it’s quite easy. I listen to John Snagge on the radio!’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         One other thing about the Boat Race. John and I were on the towpath one Friday before the race. We’d gone to watch the crews, and a lady came up to us and said, ‘Oh, do tell me something. I’m very keen on the Boat Race. I’ve been coming for thirty years and I shall be on the towpath again tomorrow. But tell me one thing. Why are the same two teams always in the final?’
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         Then, of course, things are said wrong on the air; a lot to do with royalty, funnily enough. Max Robertson once, at the Guildhall, said, ‘Here comes the Queen of Norway wearing an off-the-hat face.’
         
 
         Audrey Russell said, ‘The Queen Mother is looking very lovely in dark black,’ which is an interesting colour.
 
         Stuart Hibberd was known as ‘The Golden Voice’, and I think he used to do them on purpose. There was a chap called Ernest Lush, who would play the piano in an interlude if a programme underran, and Stuart said once, ‘Now there will be an interlush from Ernest Lude!’
 
         They would go to the Pump Room at Bath for chamber music and, inevitably, Stuart said, ‘We’re now going over to the bathroom at Pump!’
         
 
         At the opening of Parliament once, they cued over to Henry Riddell, who was one of the commentators, and he said, ‘I’m sorry but you’re too late. The Queen’s just gone round the bend!’
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         You see, I said an awful lot of stories were to do with royalty, and there are two about them I must tell you.
         
 
         About twenty-five years ago we used to do a radio programme called Sporting Chance. We would go to all the forces all over the world, when we had them then, and on one occasion we were with the Royal Air Force in Germany. We did this sporting quiz with them, and then they asked me if I would like to go around the hospital.
         
 
         So I went round with the Commanding Officer and talked to the various men and when we came to one ward, the officer said, ‘A marvellous thing happened here about four months ago. The Queen Mother came. She went all down the ward, talking to everybody, and she came to a chap who was writhing in pain on the bed. She said, “What’s wrong with you, my man?”
 
         ‘“Ma’am, I’m in terrible pain,” he said. “I’ve got the most awful boil on my bum.”
 
         ‘“Ooh,” she said, “I hope it doesn’t hurt,” and was absolutely sweet; never turned a hair and was very sympathetic.
         
 
         ‘She passed down the ward, saw the other people and left. And, of course, when she’d gone, the sister came back and gave this chap a tremendous bollocking.
 
         ‘“How dare you talk like that in front of royalty. Make something up; say you’ve sprained your ankle, or anything, but never use a word like that again.”
 
         ‘“Sorry, sister,” he said, “I realise I shouldn’t have done it. I’ll never do it again.”
 
         ‘Unfortunately for him, a few weeks later Princess Margaret came out to inspect one of her Highland Regiments. She went down the ward and came to this chap and said, “What’s wrong with you?”
 
         ‘He remembered what he had promised the sister and he kept his word.
 
         ‘“Ma’am, I’m in terrible pain,” he said. “I’ve sprained my ankle.”
 
         ‘“Oh,” said the Princess, “the boil on your bum is better, is it?”’
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         You know what happens when a visiting President or King comes to stay at Buckingham Palace. They fly to Gatwick, where the Duke of Kent meets them on the royal train; they come to Victoria and their door opens slap opposite the red carpet.
         
 
         The Queen greets them and presents the royal family and the Cabinet, and then the Queen and the President go out to the forecourt, where the Queen’s company of Grenadier Guards presents arms.
 
         The national anthems are played and the President inspects the Guard of Honour. Then he and the Queen get into an open Victoria carriage and they clip clop back to Buckingham Palace, drawn by six Windsor Greys. Prince Philip and the wife get into one behind.
 
         This happened some time ago, I’m assured, and all the procedure went exactly as planned: the royal train, the greetings, the bands playing and the Guard of Honour. Then the President and the Queen got into the open Victoria carriage and off went the six Windsor Greys.
 
         The Queen was waving as they went along Buckingham Palace Road, and so was the President, when unfortunately one of the Windsor Greys let out a rather rude noise.
 
         ‘Sorry about that,’ said the Queen.
 
         ‘Ah,’ the President said. ‘The honesty of you British. Had you not apologised, I would have thought it was one of the horses!’ 
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         I told you that I used to do these things on In Town Tonight when I described the train. This was because In Town Tonight in the late forties and fifties was the top programme of them all, including television, because television couldn’t be seen outside London until 1950. So there were very few television viewers and there used to be twenty-two million listeners every Saturday night to In Town Tonight.
         
 
         Anybody who was anybody, who came into London – politicians, film stars, businessmen – appeared on the programme. They were interviewed by John Ellison in the studio, but it was all very stilted because the whole thing was scripted. For instance, if a Mrs Smith had done something and was being interviewed, John would say, ‘How are you, Mrs Smith?’
 
         ‘I’m feeling very well, thank you, Mr Ellison.’
 
         ‘Where do you come from?’
 
         ‘I come from Hemel Hempstead.’
 
         She read it straight out and it was very dull. So Peter Duncan, the producer, thought they would break this up with a three or four minute live spot in the middle of the programme, either funny or exciting. They asked me to do it, and I did one hundred and fifty of them over four years. It was on most Saturdays and every night was a ‘first night’, because if it is live – that is, at the time and not recorded – you can’t say, ‘Sorry, I’ll do that again.’ You had to get it right.

         
             

         
 
         The very first one was from the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds. I was given a chair and a very dim light and I sat alone, surrounded by Smith, the Brides in the Bath murderer, Mahon the Trunk murderer, and Dr Crippen, and it was terrifying. I was all alone and silent. I tried walking around and the floorboards creaked and something hit me on the head – it was a hangman’s rope!
         
 
         Then, when I went to sit down, I heard a strange noise and I thought it was them, but it wasn’t: it was the tube running underneath. It was very frightening. I was only there on In Town Tonight for four minutes, but I stayed up until midnight. So it was a very eerie experience, and I’ve never been down the Chamber of Horrors since.
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         I did all sorts of things. I was very keen on the theatre so I went up on stage with the Crazy Gang during one of their shows. They invited me to take part as the victim in their Barber Shop sketch. I sat down and they poured coloured dyes all over me; they put soap down my mouth and poured water on me. I had to keep talking all the time because the audience were roaring with laughter so much. It made no sense and I could hardly speak with the soap in my mouth, but it was great fun to do.
         
 
         They were marvellous to work with, except you had to be a bit careful around them. Bud Flanagan was a great, warm-hearted comedian but he did practical jokes all the time. Jack Hylton, who presented their shows, used to go off racing in the daytime. So he always kept a smart city suit hung up in Bud Flanagan’s dressing room, and when he came back in the evening he would change into it, before going round the theatres to see his other shows.
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         Bud had the idea of employing a tailor to come in each day for about a week to take a little bit off the bottom of Jack’s trousers and sew them up again. Jack noticed nothing for about four days and then he began to let out his braces until after about seven or eight days he discovered what was going on!
         
 
         Once I was in Bud’s dressing room and he helped me on with my overcoat and said, ‘Good night. Nice to have seen you.’ The next day, to my horror, as I handed it in at a function at a rather posh hotel, I saw written inside: This coat has been pinched from Bud Flanagan. Please inform the police at once. 
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         I did what I think was my favourite broadcast when I wheeled a street piano outside the stage door of the Victoria Palace and by arrangement Bud Flanagan came out. When they cued over to me, he put his hands on my shoulder and together we sang ‘Underneath the Arches’, which is the only tune I can still play on the piano. That was a great moment, and I don’t think there is anybody else alive now who ever sang ‘Underneath the Arches’ with Bud, because dear old Chesney Allen is dead.
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         I did funny things like going on the stage when Jimmy Edwards was doing his act with a tuba. I was told that if you suck a lemon in front of people in a brass band, they all dry up. So I asked if he’d mind if I interrupted his act on a Saturday night to see if he could go on playing. Which I did.
         
 
         I walked out on stage and said, ‘Jimmy, I challenge you to go on playing while I suck this lemon.’
 
         ‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘It’s quite easy.’
 
         He started off going … [tuba noises] … marvellous stuff – and gradually, as I sucked and sucked, he went … [splutter! splutter!] … and he couldn’t play. So that worked!
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         I was the hind legs of a donkey at the London Palladium with Tommy Trinder, and once they put me inside a pillar box. They searched the whole of the British Isles and they found one big enough to take me, outside the Post Office at Oxford. The idea was to help the Post Office at Christmas time and when the letters came through to say, ‘Well, that one should have had another stamp on it; that one’s badly addressed,’ and so on.
         
 
         So I got inside with my microphone and I was talking away and you could hear the noise of the letters dropping in, and when my stopwatch showed that I had got about thirty seconds to go, I said to the listeners, ‘I’m just going to stand up now,’ and I could hear the clip clop of high heels coming.
 
         I saw a woman’s hand about to post a letter and I put my hand out and took it. The poor lady fainted!
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         I went out in the street, disguised as a tramp, with a hidden microphone and sang ‘Tipperary’ and ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’. That needs a lot of moral courage, to go out in a crowded Strand, as it was on a Saturday night, and start singing. So if I ever see someone singing now, I try to give them something – ten pence perhaps – because I know what they’re feeling. In fact, I think I earned about thirteen pennies in three minutes, which wasn’t a lot, but it was better than nothing.
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         I was even hypnotised once, which I won’t go into great detail about, but roughly, if you are going to be hypnotised, you have to agree that you want to be hypnotised first. This chap got me under and he made me laugh as if I was crazy. I knew I was laughing and I couldn’t stop until he clicked his fingers and just said, ‘Right. Open your eyes.’
         
 
         We put it out on the air and it sounded perfectly all right to us but the telephone never stopped ringing with people either saying it was the funniest thing they’d ever heard, or saying it was disgraceful, it was maniacal and the devil had taken hold of Mr Johnston! So that was unfortunate, but it is one of the penalties of doing things ‘live’.
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         One other thing we tried. You know you can see an advertisement in the paper saying: ‘Meet me under the clock at Victoria at eleven o’clock.’ Who reads these? Who puts them in? We thought we’d try it out and I knew the editor of the Evening News, so I said, ‘Would you put this in on Friday night? Don’t tell anybody and we’ll see what happens.’ The notice was:
         
 
         
            Well set-up young gentleman with honourable intentions invites young ladies seeking adventure to meet him on the steps of the Criterion Restaurant, Lower Regent Street, 7.15 p.m. Saturday. Identified by red carnation and blue and white spotted scarf. Code words: ‘How’s your uncle?’

         
 
         I thought we must have a password, because I couldn’t believe anyone would come, and at least I could go out and shout, ‘How’s your uncle?’ to passers-by.
 
         So, I’d been doing cricket at Lord’s and came down in a taxi about quarter past seven, and said to the taxi driver, ‘Hurry up, I’m a bit late.’
 
         He said, ‘I can’t do anything, Mr Johnston. Piccadilly is very crowded.’
 
         So I said, ‘Well, I’ll get out,’ and I made my way through the crowds and into the front of the Criterion and then looked out through the revolving door into Lower Regent Street and it was absolutely jam-packed.
 
         Police were holding everybody back. There were young ladies, some beautiful and some not so beautiful, and dotted among the crowd, young men with blue and white spotted scarves and red carnations. I told the listeners, ‘This is going to be chaotic, but I’ve got to go out there and try to interview these ladies.’
         
 
         So I went out and there was a loud roar of ‘How’s your uncle?’ and I interviewed some of them and they all swore that they knew nothing about it being a broadcast. They’d wanted to see what this adventure was and, very nice of them, they weren’t disappointed that I was neither well set-up, young, or a gentleman.
 
         But it showed that the ad worked and it got an amazing reaction. The People next day had headlines on the front page: ‘STUPID BBC STUNT STAMPEDES PICCADILLY’ … ‘disgraceful Brian Johnston’ … and so on.
         
 
         So I had my tail between my legs a bit on Monday morning when I went to see my boss, expecting a rocket. ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I obviously made a porridge of it.’
 
         ‘No,’ he said, ‘they always say we’re a staid old Auntie BBC, but as soon as we do something unusual they attack us, so we’ll support you, Brian.’
 
         So I said, ‘Thanks very much,’ and left the room.
 
         I had this awful habit then (and I’ve still got it) of ringing people up and pretending to be someone else. A few minutes after I’d left the room, the telephone rang and my boss picked up the receiver and said, ‘Yes.’
 
         And the voice said, ‘Inspector Wilson here from West End Central Police Station. I want to complain.’
         
 
         My boss said, ‘Look, Brian, we’ve had enough of this. Would you mind ringing off.’ Bang! He slammed the phone down.
         
 
         Of course, the chap rang back about two minutes later and said he really was the Inspector!
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         My son Barry has put together a little montage of four things that I did. The first one is when I went to the circus at Harringay. They had an act where a horse went cantering around and people from the audience were invited to try and get up on him. They were helped up, to see if they could kneel and then stand on his back and, if they fell, there was rope they could hold on to.
         
 
         This went on for about ten minutes and then a clown, who was sitting in the audience disguised as an ordinary member of the public, would always come up and do somersaults and all sorts of things. He ended his act by pretending to fall off. You see, he was an expert rider and, as he fell, he used to pull a little tape which released his  trousers and they always fell off as he landed in the ring.
         
 
         They said to me, ‘Right. You can do that.’ So I want  you to imagine a packed Harringay Circus seeing a BBC  man losing his trousers, and this is what happened:
 
         
            [The theatre audience hears a tape recording]
            

         
 
         Ringmaster: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are now “on the  air” and tonight we have a distinguished guest with us,  Mr Brian Johnston of In Town Tonight, and he’s going to  have a go.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Well, here we go. I am approaching the horse. I’ll  just give him a pat. That’s all right. Now, up we go and  we are going to try and get up there. Give me a leg up, can  you? Whoa! Whoa! No! I’m not up yet!
         
 
         ‘Right. I’m cantering around. I’m just sitting up on the  horse now and he’s going very nicely, a nice steady canter.  He’s a good horse. And now in a moment I’m going to try  and get up on all fours, which is what one has to do, and  I’m sitting up … Argh! Steady with that whip!
 
         ‘I’m on all fours now, rather like a cat. I think I’m doing  pretty well. But now comes the moment in every circus  when you have to stand up on a horse. I’m going to hold  on to the rope with one hand, which I’m doing. I’m going  to stand up with one leg. I can’t get up! I’m standing up  … I’m standing up!’
 
         
         
 
         
            [Cheers from the circus audience] 
            

         
 
         ‘Argh! … Oh No!’
 
         
            [Roars of laughter]
            

         
 
         ‘I’m afraid to say my trousers have come off!’
 
         
            [More laughter]
            

         
 
         Well, they had fallen off, and imagine the reaction. It had quite a funny sequel. About a week later, some friends of mine went there, and the clown came out and did his usual act and lost his trousers, like I did. They heard someone behind them say, ‘Oh, look at that chap. He’s copying what Brian Johnston did on Saturday night!’
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         Next, I discovered there was a strong lady called Joan Rhodes. She was a smashing blonde, with bristling muscles, but she was very strong. She used to get telephone directories in her stage act and tear them in half – she was huge, with big hands.
         
 
         I also heard that she could turn someone upside down on the stage and my producer, Peter Duncan, said, ‘Well, you’d better go along and see if she can.’
 
         So I went on the stage at the Chiswick Empire, with this result:
 
         
         
 
         
            [Tape recording]
            

         
 
         Brian: ‘Now, I challenge you to lift me now in front of all these people. Will you?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: ‘Here we go then. OK?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Well now, she is just putting her hand under my knee and she has got her arm round my waist and she’s lifting me up … Ooh! Ow! … [thump] … She’s dropped me! We didn’t do that in rehearsal. What are we going to do about it?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Joan: ‘Well, as a matter of fact, that one is from Peter Duncan.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Oh, is it! Thank you very much, Peter. Well now, I’ll give you one more chance to do it, and do it properly this time. My kidneys aren’t what they were. Right, well now she is doing it again. Her arms are underneath my legs, she’s round my waist and my head is down now. I’m looking right up at the ceiling and …Oh! … [sound of money falling on the stage] … All my week’s wages have gone!’
         
 
         
            [Laughter]
            

         
 
         ‘I’m in a terrible state here. The blood is rushing to my head. Now, can you hold me a bit longer, Joan? I can see the roof up there, the light is shining in my eyes. I absolutely agree you can lift a man of fourteen and a half stone. I plead for mercy. Spare me! Get me up! Help!’
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            [More laughter and applause]
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         The things people asked me to do! Someone once said, ‘Why don’t you jump off Nelson’s Column with an umbrella as a parachute?’ which I didn’t think was a good idea.
         
 
         One man did make me do something, where I was so frightened you could hear my heart beating like a huge drum. He was called Joe Hitchcock and he was the News of the World darts champion for three years running. He used to do an act in a pub with six-inch nails – very sharp. He had a stooge who would stand about six feet away with his back to him and he’d have a cigarette sticking out of his ear. Joe would throw a nail and knock the cigarette out.
         
 
         Then he’d turn sideways and balance a penny on his nose and Joe would hit it with the nail. Luckily it wouldn’t work on my nose! They challenged me to try it and I said I would agree to the cigarette trick. We put the microphone against my heart and it was pounding like mad. Joe missed deliberately once or twice, but he got it in the end. What a mad thing to have done! If he’d missed by just a little, it would have gone through the back of my head. I was absolutely terrified.
 
         
             

         
 
         After that I found a chap called Mad Johnny Davis. He used to do stunts on motorbikes and he said to me, ‘I do a thing where I charge across a field for about a hundred yards and I go through a pyramid of barrels about eight feet high. It’s quite safe, I do it regularly. You come on the pillion behind me and we’ll broadcast.’
         
 
         So this is what it sounded like:
 
         
            [Tape recording]
            

         
 
         Johnny: ‘OK, Brian?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Yes, all right, Johnny. I’ve got my head down. I’m leaning forward into Johnny and we are going up about a hundred yards away to have a run at these barrels. We’re going up now and I am clinging on and I can promise you it’s the most frightening of anything I have done.
         
 
         ‘He is just turning round to get into the straight to run at these barrels. I can see them in the distance, a white pyramid, and we’re off! We’re going off now … twenty, thirty miles an hour, I should say. The barrels are coming … about ten yards away. Hang on! Here we go … [crash] … Oohwoah! We’re through all right!’
         
 
         Well, I was all right, because I tell you he was an expert. But it was rather frightening.
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         Finally, because I think it is interesting, it wasn’t until 1949 that the lights came up in Piccadilly Circus. They had to repair them, I think, and the London County Council said we could broadcast it live on In Town Tonight in our Saturday night programme. So I went out on the balcony of the Criterion at Piccadilly Circus and looked down on the crowds all around Eros’s statue, and this is what it sounded like:
         
 
         
            [Tape recording]
            

         
 
         Brian: ‘I expect many of us during the war, when we dreamed of this sight, were cheered up by a certain song called “I’m Going to Get Lit Up When the Lights Go Up in London”. Well now, on this balcony with me, not only have we got Hubert Gregg, the chap who wrote it, but on my right, complete in top hat, white tie and tails, we’ve got the girl he wrote it for and who sang it. Zoe Gail.
         
 
         ‘Now Zoe, you’re going to sing the song in a second … [cheers] … you can hear the crowd now – but just before, we want one or two more lights to come up. Would you like to try a little bit of magic?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Zoe: ‘Oh, I always wanted to be a magician. Now let me think of something original. Hey presto! Abracadabra! Let the lights go up in London!’
         
 
         
            [Roar from the crowd] 
            

         
 
         Brian: ‘And, my goodness, it worked! In front of me now I see some of the signs you all know so well. There’s a clock over there which tells you it’s time for something [the Guinness clock]. There’s a big sign there with eight-foot letters – the oldest sign on the buildings in Piccadilly Circus. The stars are shooting up, there are rockets, different coloured lights, white, yellow, it’s marvellous. Well now, Zoe, let’s have the song. What about it?’
         
 
         
            [A piano starts to play]
            

         
 
         Zoe: ‘Oh, this is the moment I’ve been waiting for for years … [she begins to sing] … I’m going to get lit up when the lights go up in London …’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Well that was quite an occasion and I hope you noticed the little ‘deliberate mistake’ by the commentator. I said, ‘There’s a clock there which tells you it’s time for something.’ What the …? It’s an interesting point, because that was live and if it had been recorded, they would have said, ‘Do it again.’ But that went out, so these little slips did occur.
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         Before we all have a drink, can I just tell you a little bit about Down Your Way? This programme ran from 1946 up to 1987, in the format in which I did it. Since then it has changed. But the idea was to go to a city, a town or a village – a hamlet, even – and interview six people. We would find out the history of the place, what it made in the way of industry, any unusual hobbies, the annual ceremonies (if there were any) and all the old traditions, and we would talk to the local characters.
         
 
         It started in 1946 and Stewart MacPherson, the boxing commentator, did the first twelve programmes. In those days, they didn’t arrange it with people beforehand, they used to get a list from the Post Office. They did streets in London for the first twelve, and they would look down the list and say, ‘We’ll go to number five,’ or wherever.
 
         After Stewart had done eleven programmes, he was going down one street in London and said, ‘Let’s try number four – Mrs Wilson,’ and knocked on the door of this house. A huge man came to the door and Stewart said, ‘Is Mrs Wilson in?’
 
         And this chap said, ‘Ah! You’re the chap who’s been after my missus,’ and slugged him one!
 
         So he decided to stick to boxing. It was safer! Then dear old Richard Dimbleby did three hundred of them, until he got too busy on television. After him, Franklin Englemann, whom we called Jingle, took over and he did seven hundred and thirty-three over twenty-two years, which is a long time, but he didn’t do every week of the year. He did about forty each year and did other programmes as well.
         
 
         Alas, he recorded one on a Wednesday afternoon, went back home and died that night. That programme went out on the following Sunday, but they never had any spares. So the next week, someone would have to go and record another programme. And I suppose you could say I was lucky, because I was walking down a corridor at Broadcasting House and someone popped their head out from an office and said, ‘Did you hear about poor Jingle? He’s died. Someone’s got to record his programme next week. Would you like to do Down Your Way?’ And I did it for the next fifteen years!
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         I did the same number as Franklin Englemann – seven hundred and thirty-three – because I copied exactly what Johnny Francome had done with Peter Scudamore. In 1982, Peter Scudamore was way ahead with the number of winners in the steeplechase jockey table, when he fell off and broke his collar-bone and couldn’t ride for the rest of the season.
         
 
         Johnny Francome gradually drew level with him and one afternoon, when he realised that he had the same number of winners, he threw away his whip and his saddle and said, ‘I’m not riding anymore – poor old Peter can do nothing about it in hospital. We’ll finish level.’
         
 
         I thought I would do the same with Jingle, because he was up there [points to heaven] and couldn’t do any more. I chose my last one to be at Lord’s and they did me proud. I remember walking into the ground that morning and on the scoreboard was seven hundred and thirty-three not out. That’s the highest score ever registered on the Grandstand scoreboard. Any cricket buff will know, the highest genuine score was seven hundred and twenty-nine for six by Australia in 1930, when Bradman made two hundred and fifty-four, but mine was the highest!
         
 
         It was a great programme to do, because you read in the paper about awful things like famine and rape and bombings, and all the stuff that goes on around the world. But if you came around Great Britain with me, as I did for fifteen years, you’d realise what a marvellous nation we are.
 
         Everybody in every place seemed to be doing things for other people; they can be official bodies like the Round Table, Rotary or Lions, but also the Women’s Institute, Mothers’ Union, Help the Aged, Meals on Wheels – all these people are doing things for other people. It’s good news, but it doesn’t ever get in the papers. So we are a marvellous nation and I was very lucky to meet so many of them.
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         I have got one or two favourites. My favourite was someone called Mrs Emily Brewster. She was in Radcliffe-on-Trent and she had just reached a hundred. I went to see her after her birthday and she was surrounded by great grandchildren. I said, ‘Did you have a good birthday, Mrs Brewster?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, a very good birthday, thank you.’
 
         ‘Did you get a telegram from the Queen?’
 
         ‘Yes, I did, but I was a bit disappointed.’
 
         ‘Disappointed?’ I said. ‘With a telegram from the Queen?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t in her own handwriting!’
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         I visited a lovely lady in Penkridge in Staffordshire. She was aged eighty-five and still delivering milk every day. She lived in an old farmhouse and she said to me (and this to me is astonishing) that she had never slept a single night of her life outside that house. She had been on a day trip to Great Yarmouth and a day trip to London, but every night she would come back. When you consider how we all rush about the place nowadays and stay away on holidays, that was remarkable.
         
 
         There was this man down in Usk in Wales. He told me that at the beginning of the war he was sent to India to look after the mules in a regiment out there. He was a vegetarian, and he knew you don’t eat the green stuff if you can help it in India, so he thought he would take some packets of mustard and cress seeds. He took hundreds of packets and after he had spent a hot day with the mules he used to take off his wellies, put some mustard and cress seeds in the bottom and go to sleep. And in the morning he would have mustard and cress for breakfast!
 
         I can’t help it. That’s what he told me and I’m sure it’s true.
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         I interviewed a lovely chap at Biggleswade and he had a ferret down his trousers while I was talking to him. He did give me one big tip. If ever you want to put a ferret down your trousers, make sure it’s the male. He’s all right, but if it’s the female – it’s ‘gobble time’, he tells me!
         
 
         That’s a good tip. You’re never likely to do it, but you never know. And I interviewed a rat catcher at Stockport. He was a very well-known rat catcher. He caught all the local rats but if he saw a particularly fine specimen of rat, he would keep it alive, take it to the vet to have it inoculated and put it in a cage in his garden. When I went, there were a hundred brown rats in there. He used to use them for films, for scenes in sewers and so on. While I was interviewing him, a rat was running all over him. Euggh! Awful!
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         And then the things people collect. There was a man at Tenterden in Kent who collected prams. He had three hundred and twenty-nine prams in his garden or in his house: two wheelers, four wheelers, some with hoods and some not. I went up to his bedroom and there were prams all in his bedroom too. He said, ‘Sadly, my wife has died.’
         
 
         I nearly said, ‘Well, I don’t blame her!’
 
         Another man in Sussex collected pipes. He had twenty thousand pipes and I saw them all – unbelievable. A man up in Cumberland collected bottles. He had eight thousand bottles of all different descriptions and people came from all over the world to see them.
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         So you met all these interesting people and you never really knew if someone was going to tell you a funny story or not. I interviewed a dentist once and I said afterwards, ‘You didn’t tell me a story.’
         
 
         ‘No, I had one,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t like to tell you in case it wasn’t good enough.’
         
 
         So I said, ‘What was it?’
 
         ‘Well,’ said the dentist, ‘an old lady came to have her teeth filled recently and I got the drill up to her mouth but had to withdraw it quickly. I said, “Excuse me, madam. Do you realise your right hand is gripping me in a very painful place?”
 
         ‘And she said, “Yes, we’re not going to hurt each other, are we?”’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         Finally, someone who did tell me a good story once was the Archbishop of York. I had interviewed him when we did York Minster and I was in his palace at Bishopthorpe, when he said, ‘Let’s have a glass of sherry and I’ll tell you a story.’
         
 
         Marvellous, I thought, from an Archbishop.
 
         ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you remember when Our Lord and Moses were negotiating about the Commandments? They went up on to Mount Sinai for seven days and seven  nights, working out the Commandments. On the eighth  morning, Moses came down the side of the mountain  and he said, “Gather round, multitudes, gather round.  I’ve got two bits of news about the Commandments. One  good, one bad.”
         
 
         ‘They said, “Let’s have the good news first, Moses.”
 
         ‘“Right,” he said, “the good news is, we’ve got them  down to ten,” and there was loud applause.
 
         ‘“What about the bad news?” they said.
 
         ‘“Oh,” said Moses, “the bad news is that adultery is  still in!”’
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         I must tell you one thing that happened. We were going  to Brinsworth House in Twickenham, which is where  all the old actors and variety artists go in their old age.  It is a marvellous place and that is what the Royal Variety  Performance is always in aid of. We were going to  spend the whole day there and we arrived, going through  Richmond, at about ten o’clock.
         
 
         There was a policeman standing at the crossroads and  I said, ‘Can you show me the way to Brinsworth House?’
 
         He said, ‘Certainly, sir. Go up there, first right, second  left, take the right fork, go across the traffic lights and it’s  up there about two hundred yards on your right.’
 
         ‘Thank you very much,’ I said and, believe it or not, I remembered all that and we got there. We did the programme and finished about four o’clock and came back. When we came through Richmond, the same policeman – I hope he’d had lunch – was standing at the same place. I just couldn’t resist it. I wound down my window and said, ‘Officer, did you say first left or second left?’
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         Now, we always asked people for bits of music, which were then slotted in between the interviews, which was why the programme had to be recorded. You couldn’t do it live, because people always had whatever music they wanted, and we couldn’t carry a thousand records around with us. The producer had to go back and find the records at the BBC and then slot them in.
         
 
         The interviewees took great pride in what they chose and they always answered very quickly, except for one man, Richard Booth, who was in Hay-on-Wye. If you’ve never been there, it’s on the Herefordshire/Welsh border and it is a book town. Richard started six second-hand bookshops and there are millions of books on any subject you want – bridge, gardening – he has about five hundred books on every topic.
 
         So he was a bit eccentric. He lived in a ruined castle and declared UDI on behalf of Hay-on-Wye and sent out ambassadors to places. He was a bit dotty! Anyhow, I interviewed him about his books and then asked him for a piece of music. Unfortunately, he caught my eye and got the giggles and took rather a long time to get out what he wanted. Like this:
         
 
         
            [Tape recording]
            

         
 
         Brian: ‘Right, Richard, now we want a piece of music. I don’t know what your taste is in that direction?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Richard: ‘I would like … er, “Golden Years” …’ [starts to giggle]
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Right, Richard, now we want a piece of music from you. I don’t know what your taste is in that direction?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Richard [laughs]: ‘I don’t know …!’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian: ‘Right, Richard, now we want a piece of music from you. I don’t know what your taste is in that direction?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Richard [splutters]: ‘Erm …’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian [now he’s got the giggles too]: ‘Don’t look at me!’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Richard and Brian are both helpless with laughter.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Brian [starting again]: ‘Right, Richard, now we want a piece of music from you. What’s your taste in that direction?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Richard: ‘I would like … [laughs] … Can I have … [more   laughter] … Can I … [high-pitched giggles] … Can I have “Golden Years” … [hysterical laughter] … Can I have “Golden Years” or anything by David Bowie.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Well, there you are. He got it out in the end.
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         And that is the end of the first half. In the second half, if I may, I would like to talk about a game called cricket.
         
 
         I’m going to refresh myself and I suggest you do too. See you again in about twenty minutes.
 
         Thank you very much.
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