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About the Author

JEFF STELLING is a lifelong supporter of his hometown side, Hartlepool United. He was a presenter on LBC’s Sportswatch programme in the early 1980s then moved to BBC Radio 2’s Sport on 2. He later spent time as a sports newsreader before moving to Sky in 1992 to present coverage of horse racing, snooker and darts.

Three years later Jeff became presenter of what is now called Soccer Saturday, a show he continues to host 25 years later. Between 2011 and 2015 he also fronted Sky Sport’s coverage of the Champions League.

Jeff was voted Sports Broadcast Journalist of the Year for five consecutive years, and presented Channel 4’s Countdown quiz show from 2008 to 2011.

He lives in Hampshire with his wife and children.
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About the Book

The brand new book from the Sunday Times bestselling author, host of Sky Sports’ Soccer Saturday and national treasure Jeff Stelling. I’ve Got Mail is warm and funny, occasionally sad and poignant, and underpinned by a deeply rooted love of football and people.

It arrived while I was playing football. I remember my mum running towards me, dressed in pinny and slippers, waving a piece of flesh coloured paper, gripped in her hand, the print all in slightly faded block capitals. But the message from my new employer was clear and urgent.

BERNARD GENT UNWELL.

GO TO LEEDS IMMEDIATELY.

COVER LEEDS UNITED V MIDDLESBOROUGH

It was the first and last telegram I ever received. It was a message that probably changed the course of my life. It was the first of many pieces of correspondence during my life which have made me laugh, cry or perhaps influenced my pathway in a more significant way.

Receiving letters by post or via e-mail has always been important to me. Even now I feel slightly disappointed if the postman passes the door without anything for me, even though I know the chances are it will be a bill, a parking fine, a bank statement or a catalogue offering me clothing or garden furniture. The same applies when my inbox is empty save for someone offering a deal on a used car or urging me to change my energy provider.

These days my mail is often from total strangers, usually with a simple birthday or autograph request. But at times the correspondence is emotional, and sometimes it is angry. Occasionally I’m entrusted with personal issues that the correspondents probably would not tell their closest friends. The only thing they all have in common is they start ‘Dear Jeff’. Or almost all do . . .




Dear Lizzie, Robbie, Matt and Olivia,

Thank you for your forbearance as I wrote this, crashing away noisily at the keyboard on the family PC with the same force that I used when I was hammering furiously at the keys on the 1970s Olivetti typewriter at the start of my career.

This one is for you.

All my love.

Jeff




Author’s Note

Some of the names of correspondents quoted in this book have been changed to preserve their anonymity. The original spelling, punctuation and grammar have been retained in all the correspondence reproduced in this book, except for a few words in which letters have been replaced by asterisks.




PREFACE

It arrived while I was playing football. I remember my mum running towards me, dressed in pinny and slippers, waving a piece of flesh-coloured paper gripped in her hand, the print all in slightly faded block capitals. But the message from my new employer was clear and urgent:


BERNARD GENT UNWELL. GO TO LEEDS IMMEDIATELY.

COVER LEEDS UNITED V MIDDLESBROUGH.



It was the first and last telegram I ever received. They were already near obsolete by the late 1970s and would be removed from service four years later. But my family did not own a telephone at the time so this was the quickest way of making contact. I did what I was told and went to Leeds immediately – or at least as soon as I could persuade my girlfriend to drive me there as I didn’t own a car, nor had I passed my test. I also hoped that it was downhill most of the way from Teesside to Leeds as the ageing off-white NSU 500 (an exaggeration as the engine size is 479 cc) in which we would be travelling had an aversion to going uphill. I had ended up pushing the thing plenty of times after summer Sunday jaunts from Hartlepool to Durham. It had an alleged top speed of 59 mph, but that was clearly only with a strong following wind or else in the manufacturer’s wildest imagination. We rarely managed to top 40 mph. Still, I was grateful for it now.

It was a message that probably changed the course of my life. Bernard Gent was the long-standing, well-respected reporter on Middlesbrough games for Radio Tees and I had only joined the station a week earlier as a news reporter. It was my first radio job and I had never been on air. Here I was thrust into live broadcasting of a top-flight football match, which was also regarded as a local derby, played at a hell for leather pace in front of a loud, vibrant Elland Road crowd. I had never been to Leeds, let alone the football ground. I didn’t know where to collect my ticket for the game or, when I was inside, how to send my updates (mobile phones were still years away). Thankfully, some grizzled local newspaper reporters whose kindness I will never forget helped me out. Somehow, I managed to send a series of at least semi-coherent match reports back to listeners on Teesside.

Forty-eight hours later, at the start of my second week at the station, at the age of 22, I was asked to switch to sports reporting and my future was changed inexorably.

It was the first of many pieces of correspondence during my life which have made me laugh, cry or perhaps influenced my pathway in a more significant way.

In 1977, receiving a telegram was the ultimate in excitement. I knew as my mum overlapped our full-back to deliver it, that it must contain something significant. And it did. Having lived through a world war, mum was alarmed, because in her mind telegrams only contained bad news. Thankfully, this one didn’t.

But getting letters either by post or these days in the form of e-mail has always been important. Even now I feel slightly disappointed if the postman passes the door without anything for me even though I know the chances are it will be a bill, a parking fine, a bank statement (memo to self: online banking) or a catalogue offering me clothing or garden furniture. The same applies when my in-box is empty save for someone offering a deal on a used car or urging me to change my energy provider.

So the following represents a cross-section of correspondence sent to me down the years, both the good and the bad. They are all here, warts and all. Including those liberally sprinkled with spelling, shall we say, inconsistencies and grammatical gremlins – even though I had to asterisk some of the swear words for our more sensitive readers.

These days my mail is often from total strangers, usually with a simple birthday or autograph request. But at times they are emotional and sometimes angry. Occasionally, they entrust me with personal issues that they probably would not tell their closest friends. The only thing they all have in common is they all start, ‘Dear Jeff’. Or almost all do . . .
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HATE MAIL

Jeff Stelling – Shit.

That was all it said on the envelope. Just the three words. No address. No stamp. But credit to the Royal Mail, it ended up on my desk as quickly as if it had been posted first class. It was all the more impressive as I had only been at LBC/IRN, London’s rolling news station, for around four months.

Like most journalists, it had always been my ambition to work in Fleet Street and this was as near as it got in broadcasting terms, our studios tucked away in Gough Square, separated from the most historic and famous newspaper street in the world by only the width of the Cheshire Cheese, an almost equally historic and famous pub – the perfect watering hole at the end of a hard day, once the droves of tourists had headed for their hotels or evening meals.

But the truth is, it had not been an easy transition.

I was working in the Northeast as head of my own sports department and had a regular sport and music show. We covered all the region’s football clubs from Sunderland in the north to York in the south, including my beloved Hartlepool. In truth though my favourite club to visit in those days was York City, managed by former Bolton goalkeeper Charlie Wright. I would arrive at around 10 am to be welcomed with a drink. Not tea or coffee, but Newcastle Brown Ale from a crate that Charlie kept by his desk. It seemed compulsory to have at least a couple. It may have helped put the manager at ease. It helped put me to sleep.

I had initially turned down a job at LBC/IRN on the basis that my wife and I were buying a new home in the Northeast overlooking a golf course and with upstairs and downstairs toilets. To a council house boy from Hartlepool, the two-toilet home was an impossible dream, life was good and so we decided to stay put.

But we never got to flush either toilet. Four months later, the job came up again and this time we decided to take a chance. A few weeks later, after a fortnight in a seedy Bayswater hotel, we found ourselves living in a ground-floor flat on the North End Road in Fulham, sharing a toilet and a kitchen with another flat. The TV operated on 50 pence pieces, there was a tin shower in the corner of the bedroom and a group of punk rockers lived on the floor above. My wife used to send me upstairs to tell them to keep the noise down at one or two in the morning. Strangely, they could never hear my knock! It was the long hot summer of 1981, when London was in the grip of riots, so rather than look out over the 18th green as we would have done, our view was of bus-loads of policemen clasping shields and batons, waiting to be called into action. Feeling vulnerable, I would often stand behind the front door armed with the only weapon available to me, usually a half-empty whisky bottle, in case anyone broke through police lines. The bottle was never half-empty by the end of the night.

Soon after we upgraded to a one-bedroomed flat above the local greengrocer with close-up views of the overground section of the District Line, with the first train rattling loudly past at around 5.30 every morning apart from Sunday when we could lie in undisturbed until 6.13.

Things were not going much better at my office. My boss, Mike Lewis had received a letter of complaint within the first couple of weeks. ‘For god’s sake, get the bloke with the Geordie accent off. We can’t understand a word he says,’ was the gist.

Mike wrote back, ‘I am sure in this day and age you would agree regional accents are to be encouraged.’

But our correspondent was determined to have the last word. ‘Regional accents are to be encouraged. But speech defects are not!’

I hated everything about the job and the city so much that I started applying for jobs at regional radio stations. I was especially keen on a position at Radio West in Bristol. Having got the job at LBC/IRN, I felt confident I would be successful. Too confident. I got an interview but not the job. For the first (and last) time ever, I rang the station to ask the Programme Controller why I had not been chosen.

‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘I didn’t really like you.’

Well, I did ask.

And then there was the letter: Jeff Stelling – Shit.


How dare a simple git like you speak unkindly about John McEnroe, a genious [sic]. Are you good at anything? As a matter of fact we have been wanting to write about your horrible accent. The same as that lunatic on the darts programme (Sid Waddell) when the lovely Mr Bristow is on. You and him and Paisley have the most horrible accents. So why don’t you stick your head in shit rather than speak unkindly about the best tennis player in the world. You are so simple, you talk about fucking football as if it was a matter of life or death. How dare you speak about anyone Irish American when you are so useless. So go and put your head in the lavatory pan or go on a trip in a barrel down Niagara Falls, you simple shit. When we hear your horrible weak voice we usually turn you off. If you were as good as one of John McEnroe’s toes you would be something. John McEnroe would think it an insult to be on the same programme as you, you shit. Watch what you say about anyone Irish in future, you shit.



The final ‘you shit’ was double underlined to make sure I got the message.

The reason for the outburst was a weekly and, I thought, good humoured, pithy if occasionally acerbic and opinionated review of the week’s sporting press. A colleague had done something similar for years at Radio Tees in the Northeast without complaint. After a handful of weeks, I had managed to incur the wrath of an Irishman, not advisable in that era. I was determined to leave London. And I did. Nineteen years later.

Many jobs and many years after the letter, I found myself presenting Soccer Saturday on Sky Sports. As the programme established itself, the volume of post increased but I was protected from abuse, or so it seemed, by an unlikely guardian angel, Rodney Marsh. He had the monopoly when it came to complaints. There was one stage when Rodney individually would receive more complaints than the rest of Sky TV put together. Job well done, I thought. He was on the panel to provoke argument and discussion and win the fledgling show a few headlines – and he was a master of his craft. Personally, I was very sorry when he lost his job over his ‘Toon Army’/Tsunami gag on the phone-in show, You’re On Sky Sports. He and the station hoped that if he kept a low profile for a while, he might one day be able to return. But low profile and Rodney are not natural bedfellows and he never came back. I still speak to him occasionally as a guest on a radio show he co-hosts in America, aptly entitled Grumpy Pundits.

When Rodney departed, my hate mail increased. At times people have used public platforms to criticise Soccer Saturday, no-one with more vitriol than journalist Jonathan Liew in the Daily Telegraph who wrote: ‘I really hope you have sufficient joy, taste and loving people in your life to be able to fill your Saturday afternoon more productively than by sluicing its chortling, barrel-scraping, cod-football sewage into your eyes.’ Not a fan then.

But it was a column in the Sun that produced one of the most vitriolic pieces of correspondence. In fact, a column is an exaggeration. I simply used to predict Premier League results in each Saturday’s paper. What could be offensive about that? Of course these days it is easy to abuse someone using Twitter and 140 characters. But to find some paper and an envelope, buy a stamp, discover the correct address, write the letter and then go and post the thing, you really have to hate someone. And this fella did:


Dear Jeff Stelling,

Big Neil Solomon here on the pen. Listen here you podgy, grinning, stupid, slimey, big headed twat. You old codger, clueless c*** of a man. You stupid Stelling with the worst possible Saturday football predictions. You always get most wrong, you fucking joke, Stelling. I support Fulham yet you always slag ’em. You always predict them to lose. Stelling says it’s Liverpool 2 Fulham 0, you c***. If you slag Fulham off once more then I am going to smash your face (we would not even notice you podgy p****!!) You best predict next time I read in Sun Goals that it’s Fulham 3 Liverpool 0.



I dashed to that Saturday’s edition of the Sun and there it was in black and white, Fulham 0 Liverpool 3. Oh no . . .

Actually Big Neil had found some paper but not writing paper. He had written this on the back of his mobile phone bill. But he had cunningly concealed his details by sellotaping a piece of paper across that part of his bill. Equally cunningly, I peeled the Sellotape off. On the back of the piece of paper that he had used to hide those details, was the prescription for the medication he was taking at the time of writing!

So Big Neil, if you are reading this – Come on Fulham!
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LOVE LETTERS

Thankfully, the great majority of letters to Soccer Saturday have been more conventional fan mail.

In its earliest days, the show was often described in the press as having a cult following. I was never sure whether this was a compliment or not. I always felt a cult was something that was followed devotedly by not very many people. So letters were a good guide to how we were doing. Of course, some were more enthusiastic than others.


Dear Jeff,

Before I start you do an amazing job on Gillette Soccer Saturday, like a conductor in an orchestra. Sheer perfection!

I am writing on behalf of my wife, Samantha. I suppose everyone says they are your biggest fan, but I reckon my wife is right up there. She is not freaky or stalkerish or anything weird (well, I hope not). She is known at work as the Jeff Stelling fan as she has two signed photos of you on her desk, one from Sky Sports, one from Countdown. I got them from an autograph seller and they take pride of place on her desk. It gets some serious respect from the blokes in the office.

We are coming to your show in May and I would like to ask if there is a chance she could get a photo with you before or after the event to add to her collection on the desk at work?

She never misses Soccer Saturday and when she has to work she even Sky+’s it!’



I never actually did the show in question for reasons that we will discuss later in the book, but I think it is safe to say Samantha is my No 1 fan!

Pretty much every week we receive requests for birthdays and weddings – and once even for a funeral. I can’t remember the exact details but I do remember Merse, Tiss, Charlie, Thommo and me solemnly doing pieces to camera to be shown at the wake along the lines of, ‘We are so sorry Bill isn’t watching us today . . .’

Most of the wedding requests are pretty straightforward and the panel usually record witty ‘Don’t do it James/Olly/Nick’ messages but some are more specific:


Jeff, my name is Bella and I am getting married next year. My future husband to be (Matthew – who I call Lionbear haha) thinks you are amazing and I am sending this message to ask a big favour please. I am involved in a group where we exchange love notes all around the world with different locations and I am asking if you could do one for my husband to be? It would involve you recording a message, and then sending me the photo. This is the message:

Mr Lionbear

My Love for You is so big it has reached

Me – Jeff Sterling [sic] at Sky Sports

Happy Wedding Day

Do you think you could do this? It would be amazing if you could and I know it would make his day (though being married to me should be enough really haha. My e mail address is tinkerbella1234@sky.com.



I tried, I really did. But with the boys watching I just couldn’t get past Mr Lionbear without corpsing. Bella, or to be more formal, Tinkerbella, never did get her wedding message.

It is always especially satisfying to get letters from people within the game. The ever lovely Delia Smith at Norwich wrote to me some years ago:


Dear Jeff,

I have been meaning to write for ages as I simply adore the programme. How is it that I can sit down at 12 noon, stay there until 4.50 pm by which time I am on the very edge of my seat with excitement having watched no football at all?

Thanks for all the lovely programmes.

With warm wishes,

Delia



Delia and I have kept in touch and become friends. So much so that when I asked her to be the Dictionary Corner guest on Countdown she was happy to help, as long as she could get from her home in East Anglia to Manchester and back in the same day. But with recording days starting early and finishing late, this was proving difficult. It wasn’t until after the five shows were finished that production staff told me that Delia had solved this particular conundrum herself, by hiring a private plane and paying for it herself.

I also still treasure a letter written in 2010 from the late Doug Ellis, who as well as praising Soccer Saturday, had some thoughts on another series of shows I was presenting called Time of Our Lives which brought together three guests to reflect on great footballing teams or events with which they had been involved. It was a lovely series to do with great characters telling wonderful stories. I remember one bringing together Manchester City greats Franny Lee, Mike Summerbee and Joe Corrigan where they told how the team would put on a Christmas panto every year at the City Supporters’ Club. Big Joe had been Widow Twanky in the most recent one. You could not imagine it these days! And another where Peter Shilton revealed he had been training for a European Cup final with his goalkeeping coach in the centre of a traffic island on the instructions of the Nottingham Forest manager Brian Clough. Doug had enjoyed it:


Dear Jeff,

As the old man of professional football (director and chairman at Villa for 35 years), I am writing to congratulate you on all your programmes but particularly your latest ‘Time Of Our Lives’ when you interviewed so many old friends of mine who mentioned the likes of Matt Busby, Bill Shankly, Don Revie, Bill Nicholson, Stan Cullis, Ron Atkinson, Dave Bassett etc. I have been fortunate to know all of these men and it all brought back so many happy memories (In fact I interviewed both Don Revie and Dave Bassett for the managership of Villa.)

Since selling the club to Randy Lerner, I
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