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Foreword by Martin Brundle

It was a wonderful privilege to have known and worked with Murray, and indeed to have driven in races on which he commentated. He remains undoubtedly one of the best sports commentators of all time, a man who transcended Formula 1 to become a passionate soundtrack and national treasure to fans all around the world.

A natural communicator, ably confirmed by his very successful tangential career as an advertising executive, he was also a man whose glass was permanently half full. He had a kind and supportive word for everyone in the business and his warm, open and enthusiastic personality made him welcome throughout the paddock.

He was so respected that, remarkably, he was even more loved for making errors during his coverage of our relentlessly data-driven sport which continuously strives for perfection. His ‘Murrayisms’ are comedy gold and he was smart enough to play along and make a virtue of what he claimed were ‘not mistakes but prophecies which immediately turned out to be wrong’.

In 1997 I became his apprentice in the commentary box, and to learn a little about broadcasting from the maestro himself was like having Pelé teach you how to kick a ball. Before the first season got under way we had dinner together and I asked him for advice on this business of F1 broadcasting. His humility made him reluctant to suggest he knew all the answers, and after some cajoling he said: ‘What I can tell you is to remember that we are only there to inform and entertain, nothing else.’ Simple, clear advice I repeat to myself a quarter of a century later.

One of the smartest decisions I’ve ever made was to stand up alongside Murray for the entire race, which he liked to do so that he could bounce around, animatedly point at the screen, and keep his diaphragm and lungs opened up. We worked well together, although it was sometimes difficult to get his attention such was his engagement in the race. The arrangement was that I would put my left hand on his right shoulder when I wanted to say something, but in reality he only noticed if I dug a fingernail under his tendons! I became convinced that if I crept out of the commentary box he wouldn’t notice until after the race, such was his focus.

His pre-race preparation was legendary with copious notes and diligent homework both at the track and back in his hotel room, and he remained pin sharp, knowledgeable and enthusiastic about F1 to the very end of his life.

A life well lived and well loved, and a career which will be celebrated and remembered for a very long time – unless I’m very much mistaken.
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Colossally, That’s Murray

‘ROSBERG OUT! Keke Rosberg! Out of the Australian Grand Prix! If this isn’t a sensation, I’d like to know what is.’

Just ninety-three seconds later, Murray Walker received a spectacular answer to his query. In one of the most dramatic incidents, arguably, in the history of Formula 1, a rear tyre exploded on Nigel Mansell’s Williams-Honda as he reached 180mph on the main straight.

‘AND LOOK AT THAT!’ bellowed Walker, stabbing a finger at the monitor in the BBC booth. ‘Colossally, that’s Mansell! That is Nigel Mansell. The car absolutely shattered. He’s fighting for control. You can see what’s happened. Now – this could change, and will change, the World Championship.’

Indeed it could. Indeed it did. Mansell’s failure to win the 1986 world title at the eleventh hour on the streets of Adelaide would enter the annals of motor sport spectacle just as surely as the excited declarations of the man commentating on it.

‘Colossally, that’s Mansell!’ Who else but Murray Walker could have said such a thing?

When it came to motor sport, everything was a derivative of colossal in Walker’s book. Rosberg easing to the side of the track and coming to a gentle halt compared to Mansell’s hair-raising departure at a hundred times the speed may have been similar to contrasting a chilly draught with a raging typhoon. But, as far as Murray Walker was concerned, the fact that Rosberg had lost a commanding lead in what would be his final Grand Prix was a ‘sensation’. It was a thought he wanted – desperately needed – to share with viewers in the UK and in several countries around the world taking the BBC broadcast.

The fact that retirement for Rosberg had become a familiar sight in half of the preceding fifteen races was an irrelevance as far as this commentator was concerned. Rosberg was leading a race for only the fourth time in 1986 and there was a certain poignancy attached to this one; a pathos that Walker would have not merely noted but unashamedly embraced.

Rosberg’s spectacular style in the cockpit appealed to Murray just as much as the Finn’s insouciance when out of the car. Keke had been a popular world champion in 1982. The fact that Rosberg had won just a single Grand Prix that year added to his aura of cheerful indifference.

This race in Australia would be Rosberg’s 114th and final appearance. It may have been a comparatively brief Formula 1 career (Lewis Hamilton reached twice that number of races in 2018) but it did not detract from the F1 community’s wish – articulated so passionately by Walker – to see Rosberg end it with a win.

Apart from losing a comfortable lead, there was nothing particularly sensational in the strictest visual sense about the McLaren coming slowly to a halt. But whether he recognized it or not, Walker’s emotional connection with this driver on this particular circuit had been cemented twelve months before when Rosberg was the colourful victor of the inaugural Australian Grand Prix.

An Australasian element to the international F1 calendar had been a long time coming. It was to be one of the most popular additions for many years after that first race weekend in early November 1985. But Walker loved it for reasons that went beyond the surprisingly good quality of the temporary race track and its facilities.

Adelaide, keen to lay down a sporting benchmark in the face of established competition from Sydney and Melbourne, made a bid to hold the Grand Prix. A track was mapped out through the suburban streets, beginning and ending in the Victoria Park race course. Instead of dividing the community in a physical and philosophical sense, the locals were united by the prospect of such a vibrant and internationally acclaimed sporting series coming to the so-called ‘City of Churches’.

If Adelaide could pull this off, it would be one in the eye for the states of Victoria and New South Wales – a thought that was quickly grasped by John Bannon, Premier of South Australia, of which Adelaide was the state capital. Dispensing with formalities, Bannon flew to London, where he laid out his plans before Bernie Ecclestone, the de facto head of Formula 1. Ecclestone liked what he saw. Bannon then flew straight to Japan to secure backing from Mitsubishi. The race was on.

F1 personnel arriving at Adelaide in 1985 quickly realized two things: the small airport had only been handling regular international travel for three years, and the fans waiting by the fence were not just there to welcome star drivers as they walked across the tarmac. There was a sizeable ‘Murray Walker Fan Club’ presence – an indication of the following for both the sport and one of its lead commentators despite live transmissions from Europe having regularly been beamed into Australia at 2 a.m. on a Monday morning.

Murray had become part of F1 folklore. He had been commentating on Grand Prix racing for BBC Television since 1969, the unique and unmistakable timbre of his delivery making Walker the ‘Voice of Motor Sport’ in the same way that the gentle tones of John Arlott represented cricket, or Bill McLaren’s Celtic burr and phraseology immediately brought rugby union to mind. Murray’s identification with his subject would become so harmonious that he would be the only key member of the BBC team to make the switch when ITV took control of F1 broadcasting in 1997. And all of this despite a propensity for making errors in excitable moments – of which there were many – during commentaries on motor sports as diverse as rallycross and touring car racing. Walker was soon to discover that the Australians had in fact embraced his gaffes as part of the broadcaster’s British charm.

‘I was at the course during our first visit [in 1985] when a fellow came up to me,’ recalled Murray. ‘He was holding a T-shirt. “Me and my mates have done a few of these,” he said. “We’re going to wear ’em on Sunday. I thought I ought to show you, to make sure you’re not offended.” I looked at the T-shirt. On the front was my face and under it, the lettering MURRAY WALKER FAN CLUB. On the back, it said: “Unless I’m very much mistaken … Yes, I am very much mistaken”. I said I didn’t see how I could take offence at that. “It’s very flattering,” I said. “Thanks very much.”

‘We were in fact working with Channel 9, the host broadcaster. When David Hill, our Australian producer, saw the T-shirt, he said: “That’s going in the programme, mate!” Which he did – but not quite in the way I had expected.

‘David went and found a girl with an enormous bosom and got her to wear the T-shirt. Her role after each commercial break was to shimmy up to the camera, with the image of my cheeks looking rather more chubby than usual, then turn around and display the message on the back. That was my cue to bring in the viewers. I couldn’t think of a nicer way to do it.’

Walker and his co-presenter, the 1976 world champion James Hunt, commentated on a lively race in 1985. This was the year that marked the arrival of Ayrton Senna as a man to watch. In his first season with a leading team (Lotus), the hugely talented Brazilian had led at least six races but claimed victory in just two of them. He won pole position in Adelaide for the seventh time that year but the almost desperate desire to finish the campaign on a high saw Senna leave the road more than once and then collide with the eventual winner, Rosberg, before retiring. The efficient running of the Grand Prix capped a hugely successful weekend, summed up by the headline in Adelaide’s Advertiser the following morning: KEKE IS KING, BUT ADELAIDE YOU ARE THE NUMBER ONE.

As the newspaper’s motoring editor, Bob Jennings had been deeply involved in the Grand Prix and Murray Walker’s role within it. ‘It’s fair to say that Australia was probably more prepared for Murray Walker than he was for Australia,’ recalled Jennings. ‘Australian F1 fans were well accustomed to the F1 commentaries of the diverse duo of Murray and James Hunt following the upsurge of interest in the sport – and its TV coverage – brought about by [Australian] Alan Jones’s World Championship victory in 1980.

‘On his arrival in Adelaide, Murray was soon aware of the fan club T-shirts. He was delighted with his celebrity status and amused by the T-shirt although I’m sure it must have been a two-edged sword as he would rather be recognized for his commentarial abilities than his famous gaffes. Initially, just a few of the shirts were made by local photographer and motor sport enthusiast John Lemm, for some of his mates.’

‘People kept on asking for them at the merchandise stands and of course they didn’t have them,’ said Lemm. ‘So they started asking the blokes wearing them where they came from. My brother Phil [a race mechanic] and I used to race home at the end of each day and print up a whole lot more in our shed, then sell them the next day from the back of one of the race trailers in the support paddock. We gave one to Murray and he loved it, but Channel 9 borrowed it from him and put it on a fairly shapely girl and used shots of her whenever they went to an ad break. Murray never did get the shirt back but years later we found a few in the shed and I was able to give one to him.’

‘Murray was enlisted by then motoring writer and cartoonist John “Stonie” Stoneham to write F1 reviews for the now-defunct Adelaide News daily newspaper,’ continued Jennings. ‘The two became firm friends, Stoneham [infamous for an earlier Niki Lauda cartoon] having been an F1 enthusiast for many years.

‘Both Murray and Stonie were inveterate collectors and during one of their chats Murray lamented that his collection of Autocourse annuals was missing the rare 1978 edition. On his first trip to Australia, on the way to Adelaide, Murray had called into the renowned Motoring Bookshop in Sydney. Thinking he wouldn’t be recognized and taken as an innocent punter looking for this book, he asked the grey-haired bloke behind the counter: “Er, I don’t suppose you have a 1978 copy of Autocourse?” “Of course not, Murray – nice try!” replied Fred Vogel, the shop’s celebrated owner. Even then, anybody involved in racing in Australia knew the sight and sound of Walker!

‘The story has a happy ending. Stonie later discovered a copy in a Melbourne motoring bookshop and bought it, along with several other editions. Stonie and Murray had dinner subsequently in Adelaide and Stonie produced the ’78. Murray was thrilled. “How much?” he asked. “It cost me a hundred,” said Stonie. Murray quickly peeled off a hundred. But it was pounds sterling, not Australian dollars, which were worth far less. “Wrong denomination,” said Stonie. “You’ve overpaid me.” “Don’t worry about it,” said Murray. “It’s worth it.”’

There was no doubt that the Advertiser felt coverage of their first Grand Prix had been worth the effort. An eight-page wrap-around supplement of the broadsheet newspaper carried reports on the race from every angle. The only sour note concerned a review of the television coverage. ‘Despite the barrage of TV technology and the unrelenting hype, the furious attempts to turn the Grand Prix into a television spectacular ultimately failed,’ wrote Jason Daniel. But he did concede that ‘The only compensation was Murray Walker’s masterful commentary. He was gushy and sentimental but always tried to rip up some enthusiasm for the proceedings.’ It was perhaps no surprise that Daniel had written this curmudgeonly piece from his armchair in Sydney.

There could be no question that Melbourne and Sydney were hurting. The Advertiser’s Des Colquhoun summed it up in a column under the heading WINNING WAYS OF A DEAR CITY. ‘Rightly or wrongly,’ wrote Colquhoun, ‘it has reflected on Mr Bannon. If he doesn’t announce the election date during this morning’s euphoria, he must be politically bonkers.’

Walker, in fact, had come close to meeting the South Australia Premier in a move not without an element of Murray faux pas. ‘It was arranged on race day that I should do my in-vision introduction from a balcony in the VIP area,’ Murray recalled. ‘This was in an elevated part of the pits. Despite all my cards and credentials, I had a great deal of difficulty getting in there but at last I did, and we filmed the intro.

‘I was making for the exit when I came across a very fierce-looking Australian security man who was standing ramrod-like to attention. I went over to him and jokingly said: “Keep on your toes, old chap, because there are going to be all sorts of people trying to get in this place who have absolutely no right to be here.” Through the corner of his mouth he hissed: “Would you move aside, sir, and let the Premier through.” I swung round and there was John Bannon, waiting behind me. G’day!’
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Look at That!

Any concerns Bannon and the Adelaide Grand Prix team may have had about improving the show twelve months later were helped enormously by the way the 1986 World Championship was working out. Whereas in 1985 the title had been settled in favour of Alain Prost several weeks before, this time it was going to the wire in Australia. Not only that, but three drivers – Prost, Nigel Mansell and Nelson Piquet – were in with a shout. In 1985, the author had been the only British national newspaper representative to make the trip. Twelve months on, the Grand Prix media office was inundated with applications, seemingly from anyone with a portable typewriter. Adelaide had become the hottest ticket in international motor sport.

It was a natural fit for the Observer to commission Clive James – one of the best-known Australians at the time – to write a piece for the Sunday newspaper. James’s typically astute and dry observations included a mention of Walker. It was difficult not to, given the broadcaster’s popularity and increasing notoriety for what had become known as ‘Murrayisms’.

‘Adelaide is a very pretty city,’ wrote James. ‘Laid out spaciously on flat land with the hills in the background strictly a backdrop, it is mostly one storey high. Two storeys rate as imposing and any public building with a clock tower counts as a landmark. Flowers cascade over wrought-iron balconies. Outside of Grand Prix time, not a lot happens except the Adelaide Festival, which has won international fame in the literary world but understandably doesn’t generate the same fizz among the local girls as handsome young men dicing with death, etc. No doubt Julian Barnes, guesting at the festival next year, will set hearts beating, but he would be the first to admit that when reading aloud from one of his books he doesn’t crank out as much aura as Nelson Piquet doing 200mph, or even two miles per hour. Piquet just has to stand there and the young ladies bite the back of their hands.

‘They are also very fond of Gerhard Berger, Alessandro Nannini and almost anyone else with his face in the official programme, including Murray Walker, the BBC race commentator who knows everything but gets it mixed up in moments of excitement. The Grand Prix circus, knowing that Murray loves the sport, is collectively very fond of him, but from Murray’s angle what makes Australia so remarkable is that the fans are fond of him too. Murray Walker is a big star in Australia. When the sunlight bounces off his bald head, he gets mobbed.’

Channel 9 did not hesitate to make the most of Walker’s presence, Murray regularly donning the TV channel’s trademark pale blue polo shirt and appearing on camera when not required for commentary duty. He was invited into the trackside studio at lunchtime on Saturday and asked to preview both qualifying and the race, and say who he thought would become world champion.

In 1986, qualifying was split in two: a one-hour session on Friday, followed by another on Saturday afternoon. Mansell had provisional pole with a time half a second faster than anyone else. This seemed logical since the Williams driver was leading the championship and a clear favourite to win it. All the Englishman needed to do was come home third or higher and the title would be his, no matter where Piquet or Prost finished.

Walker knew all of this when he arrived in the studio. He was also aware that Prost, second fastest in the first qualifying session, had been quickest in the free practice session that had just finished. Clasping his hands around his middle, Murray sat back and gave his prediction. ‘I’ve been sticking my neck out and saying Prost for the World Championship. And I’ve been saying it in a situation that’s been very contentious because Nigel Mansell is the favourite. But I think it’s very significant that Prost has got his McLaren going well enough to set the fastest time this morning. He’s more than four seconds faster than Rosberg’s lap record from last year; faster than Mansell’s [provisional] pole position yesterday; he will be faster this afternoon and I’m still sticking to my last [prediction].’

Walker’s confidence in a driver widely considered to be the outsider was seen to be even more well-meaning but naive when the Williams-Hondas went on to dominate final qualifying, Mansell ahead of Piquet. Prost was fourth, more than a second behind Mansell and slower than the Lotus-Renault of Senna, who could be guaranteed to make life doubly difficult for Prost as he tried to go after the Williams duo.

Murray, meanwhile, stuck to his guns. He would have the last laugh – but not in the manner either he, Prost or anyone else could have truly predicted. Not that the finishing positions would matter greatly to John Bannon as he was joined in his suite by the Australian Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, to watch the race and add the final touch of credibility.

As the cars formed on the grid, Walker was following his usual dramatic routine by standing in the commentary box, as eager to get going as the twenty-six drivers ranged beneath him.

‘And it’s GO! And a superb start from Nigel Mansell. Senna goes through into second place ahead of Piquet. The two McLarens [Rosberg and Prost] slot in behind them. Into the chicane – is anybody going to go off this year? It looks to me as if they’re bunching up well. No problems at the chicane – and Senna is challenging for the start [meaning “lead”] and he goes through and he takes the lead. Senna takes the lead on the right-hander at Wakefield Turn.

‘Now up to East Terrace Bend, the left-hander. It’s Senna, Mansell, Piquet … and … the McLaren going through ahead of the Williams. It is Ayrton Senna in the lead. It is PIQUET second, it is Rosberg in third position, Mansell is down to fourth position – well there’s a turn-up for the book, because Nigel Mansell has lost his lead.’

Mansell, in fact, had only held the lead briefly, Walker missing the glimpse on screen as the Williams, struggling momentarily for grip, dropped back on the approach to East Terrace. Meanwhile, positions had changed yet again at the front.

‘… and Piquet going through and trying to take Senna! One Brazilian passes another. We’ve got a third leader before even one lap has been completed! And it is Piquet, Rosberg, Senna, Mansell, Prost.’

Lap 2

‘Piquet leading for Williams-Honda. Then Senna – there he is. Rosberg is going through [into second place]. Keke Rosberg. He means to win this one.’

Lap 3

‘And there is Mansell ahead of Senna. So it’s Mansell third, Senna fourth, Prost fifth. We’ve still got a long way to go. Watch the action.’

There was plenty to see. Rosberg took the lead from Piquet, with Prost gradually moving into third.

Lap 22

‘AND OFF SPINS PIQUET! WHAO-EE! Now … Piquet goes off, Prost goes through. Now … we have the two McLarens first and second. Rosberg leads. And – Prost – is – second! This could change the race.’

Although Rosberg was very keen to bow out with a win, the Finn had made it clear he would do what he could to assist Prost in his title bid in the face of such strong competition.

The story of the race then began to turn in a less predictable direction. Light contact when lapping the Benetton of Gerhard Berger resulted in a punctured front tyre on Prost’s McLaren. The deflating Goodyear lowered the front of the car and made it difficult for a McLaren mechanic to slide the jack beneath the nose.

Lap 32

‘Alain Prost on lap 33 [32] is into the pits for his expected tyre change at about the right time. And this is a bad change by modern standards, over seventeen seconds. And that is not good. That could be critical.’

It would indeed be critical, but not for the expected reason. With tyre life in this eighty-two-lap race being an unknown, the Goodyear technicians grabbed the opportunity to assess wear on Prost’s discarded tyres. From what they could see, wear was not a problem. Word was passed on that drivers could run non-stop.

As the race settled down again, Walker was able to choose his words rather more carefully than usual, particularly when it came to predicting a successful outcome for Rosberg in the leading McLaren.

During the weekend, Rosberg had asked to have a word with Walker. Since they were not exactly buddies, Murray did not know whether this was good or bad. Had he said something in a previous commentary to upset the phlegmatic Finn? Rosberg, in fact, was concerned about what he might say on Sunday afternoon. Having confirmed that Murray was aware this would be the Finn’s last race, Rosberg stated the obvious by saying he wished to end on a high note. Again, this was no surprise to Walker. ‘But Murray,’ continued Rosberg, ‘if I am doing well, for Christ’s sake don’t say anything about it!’ Given Rosberg’s dry sense of humour, it was said tongue in cheek, but with an undertone prompted by Walker’s known habit of frequently putting a jinx on a driver by speaking highly of his progress.

On this occasion, it was difficult not to pass comment on the manner in which Rosberg had been commanding this race for fifty-five laps. If nothing else, there seemed no reason for it to be ended by tyre trouble, given Goodyear’s earlier assurance about the integrity of their tyres.

That promise began to unravel when Rosberg came to that ‘sensational’ stop described so excitedly by Walker. It was some time later that a replay would show a shard of flailing rubber at the rear of Rosberg’s car. Had that happened thirty years later, sensors and on-board cameras would have picked up the failure immediately, word would have gone out and the outcome of the championship might have been very different.

On 26 October 1986, Williams were none the wiser and both their drivers pressed on. Until lap 64. Then, ‘colossally’, it was Mansell.

Piquet was now leading both the race and the championship. Having seen Mansell’s dramatic tyre failure, however, Williams reluctantly took the precautionary step of bringing in Piquet for fresh tyres – allowing Prost to take the lead.

Lap 82

‘And Alain Prost is virtually within sight of his twenty-fifth Grand Prix win, his second World Championship. An absolutely superb achievement. You have seen the crowd rising to this popular little Frenchman, demonstrating yet again that he is the driver of the day, and he takes the chequered flag. He wins the Australian Grand Prix. He wins the World Championship of 1986. Absolute euphoria in the McLaren pits. Look at him. He can hardly believe it himself.’

That last statement was even more apposite than Walker could have imagined as he watched Prost come to an immediate halt, climb from the cockpit and leap in the air. This was an era when performance was heavily restricted by the amount of fuel each car was permitted to carry. For the final five laps, Prost’s dashboard read-out indicated he had no fuel left. The memory of spluttering to a premature halt at Hockenheim three months earlier loomed large. He had no alternative but to press on and hope. The McLaren ran out as Prost crossed the line.

Walker’s pre-race prediction had been 100 per cent correct even though he had been as fortunate as the winner at the end of a hugely dramatic race. Meanwhile, Mansell was understandably crestfallen when interviewed by Murray in the paddock.

A few days later, Nigel and his Williams were in Japan for a scheduled goodwill appearance and some demonstration runs at the Honda factory. Murray and a BBC cameraman accompanied Nigel. John Cadd, one of Mansell’s mechanics, overheard a conversation, instigated by a typically breezy Walker.

‘Do you realize, Nigel, if you’d had the shunt earlier and hit the wall and stayed in the middle of the circuit, the race would have been stopped and you’d have been world champion [based on the running order at that time]?’

‘Christ,’ responded an understandably unamused Mansell, ‘I don’t want to hear that, Murray.’

‘Oh …’
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Heroes

In the wake of their failure to win a Formula 1 championship that ought to have been the first for Honda, Nigel Mansell and Williams were understandably reluctant to make that pre-arranged trip to Japan. Murray Walker couldn’t wait to get there.

A bubbling enthusiasm for anything related to motor sport notwithstanding, when Murray referred to Honda as ‘an absolutely fantastic company’, he meant every word. He was thinking specifically of Honda’s domination of motorcycle racing, a branch of motor sport that consumed his boyhood ambitions and dreams long before the Japanese company had planned their clinical onslaught in the 1960s.

Murray’s passion was inevitable, given the exploits of his father, a man he adored. Graham Walker made his living through racing motorcycles – an existence as rare as bikes themselves in the opening decades of the twentieth century. Wounded when operating as a dispatch rider in the First World War, Walker Senior put aside the difficulties of braking with a permanently injured left foot to become a works rider for Norton, the fabled British firm. Such was his success, Graham was appointed competitions manager for Sunbeam (a company that described itself as ‘the Rolls-Royce of motorcycles’) before moving on to Rudge-Whitworth.

‘That’s when my father became really good,’ recalled Murray. ‘Rudge, Norton and the rest of Britain’s motorcycle manufacturers who dominated the world were in a head-to-head battle for sales. The promotional benefits, both at home and overseas, that came from sporting supremacy were immense, so racing success was vital. At Rudge-Whitworth, my father was sales and competitions director – and he really got down to it with a will.’

The Isle of Man TT (Tourist Trophy) was as significant as it was difficult. There was no equal to the 37.73-mile Mountain Course, a demanding mix of tight turns through towns that linked fast sweeps across open countryside and lofty moorland. In the 1928 Senior TT, Walker’s leading Rudge was forced to retire with 14 of the 268 miles to go. What had been a titanic battle with the Sunbeam of Charlie Dodson was resumed a few months later at the Ulster Grand Prix. After two and a half hours of wheel-to-wheel racing on the 20.5-mile Clady circuit, Walker stayed in front for the final time on the notorious 7-mile undulating straight to win by eleven seconds. Such an impressive result strengthened the Boy’s Own image of Murray’s dad.

‘My father happened to be what you might describe as a peculiar mixture,’ recalled Murray. ‘He was 100 per cent a motorcycle man and in addition to racing, he tuned engines for people who wanted to compete against him. It’s hard to believe that sort of thing happening today when you think about how suspicious and single-minded competitors are when, in their view – and quite rightly – winning is everything. With regard to my father, the thing is that all of this was on top of his commercial role in sales and distribution for Rudge and the other great names he worked for. In fact, when Enzo Ferrari set up his own motorcycle racing team in 1932, he chose Rudge-Whitworth bikes. And it was my father who sold them to him – something Mr Ferrari would remind me of when I got to meet him in later years.’

Upon retirement from racing, Walker Senior added another string to his substantial bow by becoming editor of Motor Cycling. The fact that he had no journalistic training did not seem to be a hindrance as the trade’s leading publication went from strength to strength, along with Walker’s reputation as a fair but forthright expert in all things motorcycling.

Keeping a close watch on racing at home and abroad, Graham would have become aware of Tazio Nuvolari, a wiry little Italian whose early progress had been punctuated with success and broken bones in equal measure. Unlike Walker, Nuvolari also had a desire to race cars. A trial for Alfa Romeo at Monza in 1925 had ended in disaster when the gearbox on the P2 seized, spinning the hapless Nuvolari into the trees. Doctors declared his injuries to be severe enough to preclude riding at Monza in the Nations Grand Prix in six days’ time. Nuvolari would have none of it and persuaded the doctors to bandage him in such a way that he could adopt a riding posture. Such ambition seemed even more absurd when Nuvolari shuffled towards his machine and had to be lifted on board. When he won the race, there was no further discussion. It was a chilling demonstration of a determination to compete and succeed, whatever the cost. There was to be a similar episode when Nuvolari came to race in Britain in 1938. A wide-eyed fifteen-year-old Murray Walker would be there to see the moment – and remember it for the rest of his days.

Grand Prix racing, in some disarray, had been ripe for picking in the early 1930s when the Nazis came to power in Germany. Seeing motor sport as a powerful propaganda weapon, Adolf Hitler put up a grant large enough to tempt Mercedes-Benz and Auto Union to go head-to-head and produce some of the most spectacular and powerful racing cars ever seen.

All the more reason, then, for Nuvolari to take great pleasure in using his consummate skill in a less powerful Alfa Romeo to humble the might of Germany in their home Grand Prix on the twisting 14-mile Nürburgring Nordschleife in 1935. Three years later, following the loss of their star driver, Bernd Rosemeyer, Auto Union managed to persuade Nuvolari to join them. This was a tasty prospect for British motor sport fans, starved of decent international racing for far too long and having enjoyed a taster on their doorstep in 1937.

Graham Walker would have been familiar with a circuit that had been laid out for motorcycle racing on gravel paths and farm roads within the Donington Park estate in the Midlands. The plan for a more substantial track led to the introduction of car racing in 1933. Enthusiastic work by the owner of the land, guided by the Derby and District Motor Club, brought sufficient improvements to warrant major events and, eventually, the Donington Grand Prix. Full credibility was guaranteed when Mercedes and Auto Union accepted an invitation to take part in the inaugural event in 1937. Graham and Murray Walker needed no prompting to see these 600bhp silver monsters tackle the undulating challenge of the 3.1-mile track.

In an interview with the writer Christopher Hilton, Murray recalled his first sight of a Grand Prix car. ‘I remember walking about the track and being absolutely flabbergasted at Melbourne Hairpin when the German cars shot over the hill and braked for the hairpin and then shot up the hill again.

‘I walked about the paddock. I don’t know if it was difficult for everybody to do that then or whether I had some sort of special privilege. We had a great family friend who’d been in the army of occupation in Germany after the First World War. He’d married a German girl and stayed on. Whenever Mercedes and Auto Union went racing in English-speaking countries, he went with them to act as interpreter. Naturally, he was at Donington and I got drawn into the environment as an interested, enthusiastic schoolboy. I remember being in the paddock and being close to the drivers. I don’t remember having any difficulty getting autographs.’

Walker returned in 1938, intent on adding Nuvolari’s signature to his collection and keen to see the Italian in action for the first time. ‘I remember being impressed by the publicity material being handed out by the Germans,’ Murray recalled. ‘They were gigantically switched on and they handed you all sorts of photographs. They were giving away things. You know people do brass rubbings in churches? Well, they gave you papier-mâché that you could put a piece of paper over and rub with a pencil and you got these beautiful pictures of the drivers and the cars. They had badges and brochures – things which did not exist in our world. Nuvolari had a tortoise as his emblem and Auto Union produced a limited run of those. I was given one – and wish I’d still got it. But I do remember being struck by how tiny Nuvolari was. He didn’t seem capable of handling this enormous car with its long tail and engine in the rear. He looked such a diminutive little figure behind that big steering wheel.’

Any doubts over Nuvolari’s capability were quelled when he qualified second fastest and put the Auto Union D-Type among a trio of Mercedes W154s on the four-car front row. It had been an eventful few days for Nuvolari, not least on the previous Monday when, during a test session, he had hit a stag that had wandered out of the woods. Nuvolari was found stroking the poor animal but there was nothing that could be done. He asked to have its head stuffed and mounted, and placed alongside other mementoes and trophies in his study at home in Mantova – all of which added to the mystique surrounding the little man.

Nuvolari’s reputation as a racer would be magnified spectacularly during the race. After holding the lead for twenty laps, a pit stop for a change of plugs dropped him to fourth. When a British entrant’s car blew its engine and deposited oil on the approach to a bend, several drivers spun into the undergrowth, one demolishing a fence. Since the British driver had cruised to a halt beyond the corner and marshals had been oblivious to the imminent danger, there had been no warning. Nuvolari, who had been first on the scene, had somehow sensed danger, backed off and allowed the Auto Union to run its course across the grass before continuing unscathed.

After fifty laps, Nuvolari was third, fifty-eight seconds behind the leading Mercedes. For the remaining thirty laps, he mesmerized the crowd, sliding the silver car at will and slashing the lap record time and again as he took second place and reduced the leader’s advantage. Going faster still, Nuvolari closed in remorselessly. ‘I don’t remember what lap it was,’ recalled Walker, ‘but I do remember the reaction from the crowd when he took the lead. The place went absolutely mad. I’d never seen anything like it. Incredible!’

Nuvolari appeared overwhelmed by the reception from the crowd. He spoke neither English nor German but the look of delight on his face said all that was necessary as he was carried shoulder high.

‘What we didn’t know,’ said Murray, ‘was that Nuvolari was in pain. I was not alone in discovering quite some time afterwards that he had actually broken a rib during that incident with the stag. He didn’t like hospitals or medical people apparently and he hadn’t said anything to his team. He had bandaged himself up very tightly but I’m sure Donington’s bumps – of which there were many – must have taken their toll. And I should also point out that the race lasted for more than three hours. It was a fantastic performance. Absolutely incredible.’

In years to come, when asked to name his favourite driver, Murray would always nominate Nuvolari. ‘He is the best who ever lived,’ Walker told Frank Keating in an interview for the Guardian in 1986. ‘I remember like yesterday him winning at Donington in 1938. A daredevil? Crikey, yes! He was a right scruffy ’erbert; an engaging, archetypal, arm-waving, laughing, hysterical Latin. In the car, he was all arms and elbows and thrills, four-wheel drifts round corners and smiles as he realized he’d arrived 50 miles an hour quicker than he should have, all opposite lock and brakes and dust. Nuvolari was the guy we queued up all night for, unquestionably the greatest of them all.’

Murray’s clear preference may also have been a handy way, in future years, of side-stepping the ticklish problem of offending the current top drivers he knew and respected. But there can be no doubt that the race he witnessed on 22 October 1938 made a deep impression.

When the German national anthem rang out over Donington that afternoon, the crowd stood respectfully to attention. There was enthusiastic talk of another Grand Prix at Donington the following October. By then, however, ‘Deutschland Über Alles’ had taken on a more sinister meaning.
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War Zone

The International Six Days Trial (ISDT) was considered to be a supreme test of motorcycle riders and their machines. Covering more than 1,250 miles of public roads, competitors from many nations had to obey strict rules while running more or less non-stop, adhering to crippling time allowances and carrying out their own repairs on modified road bikes. Graham Walker had captained the British team to success in 1926 and finished runner-up on three other occasions. Having reduced his involvement as a competitor, Walker was a natural choice for the British War Office when looking for a manager of the Army entry in 1939. With Britain having hosted the ISDT for the previous two years, Austria was earmarked for the date in late August. Politically, it would turn out to be an unfortunate choice.

‘I accompanied my parents on this wonderful trip,’ recalled Murray. ‘The event was based amid the absolutely glorious scenery you would expect in and around Salzburg. The only problem was, following its annexation by Germany [in the spring of 1938], Austria was totally under the control of the Nazis. Tension was rising but we had reassurances that everything would be OK. It was while we were in our hotel that news came through that Germany had invaded Poland. You can imagine how we felt after hearing that.

‘My father immediately went off to find Korpsführer [Adolf] Hühnlein, who was the boss of German motor sport and who I had last seen turned out in tweeds in the paddock at Donington. He was looking rather different now in his breeches, brown boots, military jacket and pill box hat! Hühnlein told my father that, even if things did turn nasty, he personally would guarantee the team safe passage out of the country. My father then asked him: “Can you tell me where you are in the government hierarchy?” When Hühnlein replied that he was number ten, my father asked: “What happens if numbers one to nine say we’ve got to stay?” That’s when we upped sticks, and the team didn’t actually finish the trial. There was the question of whether to go to Switzerland – which you could reach quicker, but faced possible internment – or take a chance and dash to France. And that’s what we did. It was an eventful journey, to say the least. We walked into our home in Enfield [in north London], turned on the radio and heard [Prime Minister] Neville Chamberlain giving his declaration of war.’

About to turn sixteen the following month, Murray was dispatched to Devon, chosen by Highgate, his north London public school, as a suitable evacuation point for its pupils. Describing himself as ‘average’, as a student Walker applied the same diligence later seen in his role as commentator. He came away with the equivalent of today’s A levels and the ability to play the bugle while rising to Company Sergeant Major of the School Corps, with the added distinction of having been made a prefect.

His education complete, Murray was keen to play his part in the war effort. ‘I volunteered for the Army,’ he explained in an interview with the British Automobile Racing Club’s Startline magazine in 2008. ‘If you volunteered, you were accepted to what you had volunteered for. If you waited for your conscription number to come up, you went where they sent you, and I didn’t want to end up in the infantry or lighting smoke generators in Wolverhampton! I volunteered for tanks, and I was accepted. Then I found I had a year to spare before actually joining the Army simply because at that time during the war they literally hadn’t got enough equipment to train people on. All the equipment was going directly to the fighting troops and I had to hang around for just under a year. So I got a business scholarship with Dunlop, which put me through all the various branches of what a big organization does.’

Typically, Walker downplays the fact that he had been granted one of only a few annual scholarships handed out by this major global force in the rubber business. He would look back on this period as an invaluable grounding that would serve him in two ways in his future career: first as an executive in advertising, and second as a motor sport commentator reporting on tyres being taken to the extremes of endurance.

Before then, however, he received the keenly anticipated call in the form of a telegram instructing him to report to the 30th Primary Training Wing (PTW) at Bovington on 1 October 1942. The camp in Dorset would mark the bottom of a massive curve as Murray learned as much about himself as he did about driving a tank. Eighteen character-building months later, Second Lieutenant Graeme Murray Walker, Royal Armoured Corps, passed out at Sandhurst, taking the salute from General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Commander in Chief of the Combined Allied Forces being made ready for a landing on the northern coast of Europe.

‘I was very lucky to join the Royal Scots Greys,’ recalled Murray. ‘This regiment had a proud history, having fought in Palestine and in General Montgomery’s Eighth Army. It had fought its way through France, into and out of Belgium, and was at Nederweert in Holland, where I joined it as a young, totally inexperienced new boy.’

Walker had the rough edges knocked off the pip on the shoulders of his uniform as his unit moved to the so-called Second Front. Murray later recounted his initial experience when talking to Kirsty Young on the BBC’s Desert Island Discs. ‘When I joined the regiment, my Squadron Leader greeted me,’ recalled Walker. ‘He said: “Nice to have you with us, George.” And I said, a bit haltingly: “The G stands for Graeme actually, sir. But my friends call me Murray.” He said: “I thought it was Murray-hyphen-Walker.” And you felt that he was quite disappointed that it wasn’t Murray-hyphen-Walker. He said: “You will
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