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Introduction

by Philip Rising

THERE are a good many words in the English language that can be used to describe my mate Briggo but the one that I think possibly suits best will doubtless raise a few eyebrows.

In my view he is simply irresistible!

That certainly doesn’t mean that I go dewy eyed and weak at the knees every time I see this motorcycling colossus.

But he does possess an amazing knack of being able to persuade me to join him in a whole variety of projects, just about all of which have in one way or another enriched my life.

My first contact with BB (as I like to call him) came when I was a very raw soccer journalist back in the early 1960s and was instructed to cover some speedway events at Wimbledon, not far from where I lived in Surbiton. It was a task I immediately enjoyed and one that was to shape my future career and journalistic destiny.

I had chased Briggo for a few quotes when Swindon visited Wimbledon but had little real dealings with him until around 1966. I was ghosting a few soccer columns for some people on the periphery of England’s squad in soccer’s World Cup being staged on home soil. One of those commissioning the work enquired whether I could also do some for Barry Briggs, at that stage World Champion for a fourth time and a genuine superstar.

Compared with some of the pampered and monotone soccer stars he was a giant. And money was never an issue.

A few years later, at an end-of-season Wimbledon dinner and dance, BB asked whether I would be interested in writing his autobiography. A little over-awed by the prospect, I solicited the help of Martin Rogers, who had mentored me at both Soccer Star and Speedway Star.

My friendship with Barry blossomed and I have been involved with him in speedway meetings in the USA – at the Houston Astrodome, in California, and the 1982 World Final at the Los Angeles Coliseum. I was chuffed to be closely involved in the production of the This Is Your Life programme that featured Briggo in 1974.

He has been a true mate in some difficult times and I owe him a great deal. Many years ago we occasionally played squash and I probably thought I was marginally the better player and could come out on top. But, flushed with such thoughts, on one occasion I foolishly challenged Briggo to a game for money, not a lot, but enough to add a little spice.

Unfortunately for me it turned on the tap to his competitive juices. The stake wasn’t important but I had laid down a gauntlet that Barry could not resist picking up and I was well and truly thrashed.

BB is still a fierce competitor … just ask Kelvin Tatum when we get together for a round of golf. He was always a sporting hero to me, alongside people like Gareth Edwards, Steve Waugh, Bobby Charlton, Rod Laver and Seve Ballesteros. He is worthy of their company. Barry has been determined to tell the varied and many stories in this book for a long, long time. It took a while for me to come on board but, as I said at the start, he is irresistible. And I am delighted that I did.

Another mate of mine, respected journalist Richard Frost, has helped too but ultimately the words remain those of Barry Briggs, MBE. We just sorted them out a little and had a lot of fun doing so.
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Foreword

By Bernie Ecclestone

I HAD just returned to my then office in Surbiton and tried to call Alex Whittaker, who also worked there. Alex ran the Formula One television operations but after several attempts there was still no reply from his extension.

I asked my secretary Judith why Alex wasn’t taking calls and she said: “Oh, he’s got a gentleman called Barry Briggs with him. I don’t know who he is.”

I recognised the name though we had never met. I raced on grasstracks around the Brands Hatch area when I was young, and having been in the motorcycle business for many years, knew many of the boys who raced bikes.

I was at Wembley, along with 85,000 others, when Barry Briggs won speedway’s World Championship for a second time in 1958. I remember going to Wembley with a couple of mates, riding my Ariel Square Four that, at the time, was my pride and joy.

And now, some 16 years later, unbeknown to me Briggo was in our office block. I went along to Alex’s office and spent an hour or so talking about speedway. And that was how my friendship with Barry began.

Barry is modest and self-effacing, ready for a laugh and doesn’t appear to take himself too seriously. We get on very well.

Over the years he has tried to sell me shares in gold and diamond mines, plus other bits and pieces. It is obvious that speedway has always been his great love and I can see why.

I have always thought that top class speedway is tailor made for television. It is quick, colourful, action packed, everything takes place in full view and a race lasts about a minute and even a bad one is rapidly replaced by another.

We just about got into bed a couple of times to promote speedway and BB had visions of a Grand Prix-style series before the current one sprang into life. We both visualised it as a great indoor sport, especially as Barry had ridden in or promoted at some of the great stadiums in the world, including Wembley, Madison Square Gardens in New York, the Los Angeles Coliseum and the Houston Astrodome.

At one time I suggested to him that we could build speedway tracks at F1 venues and run the two over the same weekend. All the television facilities would already be on site, which would have cut the costs, but Barry was worried about spectator facilities, getting a crowd in, etc.

In the end it came to nothing but Barry was never slow in sensing an opportunity to work together. Once, on our way by helicopter to a practice session prior to a British Grand Prix at Silverstone, I mentioned that I wanted to run a F1 event in the USA.

Two weeks later we had lunch and Barry put forward a proposal for us to run a F1 race at the Las Vegas Motor Speedway. I had tried to do a deal there a year earlier and it came to nothing but Barry knew Ritchie Clyne who owned the track and tried to broker a new deal but, unfortunately, it still didn’t quite add up.

And, sadly, we never managed to get a speedway deal into place either. Once, when we were very close with a World Indoor Series, I asked Barry to get the promoters from the different countries that we intended a joint venture with into my office at the end of the following week.

But we needed more time and it never happened. Full marks to Barry, I knew it meant a lot to him but we didn’t want to end up looking silly.

At that time there was a real breakdown in our relationship and some red-hot faxes passed between us, extolling each other’s virtues … or lack of them!

But it proved that close friendships can withstand problems and disagreements. From that impromptu meeting we had 35 years ago, I am still buying him lunch, though sometimes he does offer to pay! One day I will call his bluff and let him.

Recently Barry has sold me on another of his proposals that will be announced later and will feature in this book. I should have kept my big mouth shut but it is for a good cause and is typical Briggo.
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Harry Oxley, Briggo and Ivan Mauger … co-promoters (with Jack Milne) of the 1982 World Final.
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The Briggs clan


[image: image]

Christchurch, City of the World Speedway Champions






	The break-up of my parents’ marriage helped set the tone for my future life	1



THE break-up of the Briggs family home in Christchurch when my parents, Maurice and Eileen, split in 1946, was a big blow to my two younger brothers, Murray and Wayne, and me.

Memories of my childhood growing up in Rose Street are happy ones but my life took on a very different shape after dad left. I think I inherited some of his genes in that he was very dedicated to things that he did. I was told that he could brush paint a car as well as anyone else at the time could spray one and he was obviously good and inventive with his hands.

Dad was also a professional pushbike racer and won the prestigious Waimate to Christchurch road race. Apparently he should have made the New Zealand team for the Olympic games but didn’t because of politics within the cycle game. The smell of liniment was strong in our washhouse where he used to rub down the top cyclists he trained. Unfortunately all that came to an end and I had to continue without a father’s shoulder to lean on.

Mum became the breadwinner, she was strong and tough and held down a couple of jobs in order to keep everything running. But I missed having a dad and was quite jealous when I saw other riders being helped by theirs.

But I suppose it made me stand on my own feet and to sort out my own problems. It still makes me sad when I see sons being disrespectful to their fathers who are only trying to do their best. The pressures that are heaped on to some offspring is tough but the shame is that many parents never get to appreciate what they are going through.

My mum could never fathom out why, on the day of a speedway meeting, I wasn’t ‘Mr. Jovial’. Before speedway captured my heart I was always busy playing sports in and around Christchurch. I played soccer, rugby (the league rather than union version) and hockey, boxed and wrestled as well, mostly with mixed fortunes.

My biggest success was scoring a goal in front of 20,000 people during a curtain-raiser for an international soccer match between New Zealand and South Africa at Lancaster Park. Not long after I represented the Canterbury rugby league team against the West Coast, also a curtain-raiser, this time for the Kiwis versus Great Britain with a crowd of around 12,000.

One thing I recall about this game is that about three-quarters of the way through I was really knackered. Maybe it was because that morning I had played a tough game for my Nomads soccer team in the local league.

To earn a bit of money I had a deal with the local newspaper to gather all the results from 20 games that took place at Hagley Park in the morning. At the finish of my game I would jump on my trusty steed pushbike and, still in my playing kit, race round to all the other games to get the results for the evening paper. So, I did have an excuse for being knackered!

Boxing was a sport that I quickly learned required more than just bravado. After a few fairly successful fights I met this ‘giant’ of a kid called Skinny McClintock. As his name implied, there was nothing of him but, boy, did he give me a pasting.

I tried to whack him but he was never there, he had skipped to somewhere else. I only really knew where he was when he hit me from his new position. It was like boxing a shadow but one that carried a big punch. After coming across Skinny McClintock I lost interest in boxing.

IT was 4pm on a Friday afternoon and school was finished for the week. Boy, what a weekend I had planned, the anticipation was killing me but, so too, was the pain in my right knee.

I had sustained a heavy knock playing hockey earlier in the week from our own god-given team captain, an idiot called Shawn Spencer. He really believed he was a hockey superstar but I figured that if he couldn’t even distinguish between a hockey ball and the knee of one of his own team-mates his true status was anything but that. Or perhaps he didn’t like me …

Even at the age of 14 I was starting to realise that life is not all sweetness and light but is tough and demanding. I had already developed a mindset that enabled me to block out pain, something that would prove invaluable as I made my journey along life’s bumpy road.

The break-up of my parents’ marriage was another type of hurt that had to be controlled. Mum, Murray, Wayne and I went from a lovely house in a suburb of Christchurch to living in three converted army huts. Without a father the onus of taking a lead role in the welfare of our family fell on me.

We had no running water and each of us took turns in taking a bucket to Uncle Bob’s farm over the road to collect water. We also had a rota system to determine who it was had to dig holes to bury the toilet waste.

None of this helped further brotherly love but I had to help mum with running our improvised household, through circumstances not of my own making, and this helped programme me for the rest of my life.

So, a painful knee sure as hell wasn’t going to wreck my cherished weekend. It was time to get my arse into gear as my first ‘biggy’ was waiting for me just down the road.

It was actually a three-mile cycle ride from school into a strong headwind to out-of-town Henderson Road, which was a straight and wide gravel road. I made it on time but had to wait for my cousin George, which at least gave me the chance for a brief rest.

When George arrived we both shouted: “It’s sliding time!” George is on his 350 Matchless, I got beside him on my pushbike, hold onto his left shoulder with my right hand as we start slowly down the road. The pace of the motorcycle now controls our speed and it rises slowly.

Glancing across at the speedo I can see that we are doing 25mph. The Matchy is starting to rev and my hand is now glued to George’s shoulder. Over the roar of the engine I yell at him “30 will do” as my old, stripped down, aluminum-painted bike is starting to rattle and vibrate.

At 30mph I heave myself clear and immediately pitch my groaning bike sideways. My school uniform, cap on backwards, short pants, offers scant protection.

It certainly doesn’t do a lot for my school shoes but I will clean them before mum sees them.

After five runs we stop and I turn to my cousin and say: “Thanks George, I think my best controlled slide was my fifth and last go.” Just the thought of it made me smile and I flashed George a lopsided grin.

George stopped the engine of his motorcycle and instantly we were back to the tranquility of the South Island countryside again. “I think you are right, your last one was probably your best, Barry,” answered George. “When you get home, I would definitely check the spokes on both wheels as I don’t think they are made to slide at that speed.”

I told George that I would and had, in fact, bought a special tool to do the job. As George was leaving he told me: “If you are going to ride the Matchless next week you had better bring your cleaning gear as I think you are getting behind on our trade-off.”

George and I had a deal … I cleaned the bike in exchange for him letting me ride it.

My mind was racing. “I bet even Ronnie (Moore) couldn’t do the slides better than my last one,” I muttered to myself. The previous year Ronnie had been in the same cycle speedway team as me. He was the envy of all the boys in Christchurch. He was, like his father Les, a “Wall of Death” rider and had ridden a Triumph motorcycle to school and, best of all, the local girls chased after him.

Ronnie had just arrived back home after his first season of racing speedway in Great Britain. He drove around Christchurch in his recently imported classic Italian Lagonda sports car.

What a life he had, making a living out of something I would pay to do. My only thought was: how the hell am I going to be able to do the same? If someone had seen me smiling to myself they would have thought I was mad.

All this was going on while I was cycling back home, there was still two miles to go, the exhilaration of my sliding was overwhelming but my bloody knee was throbbing like hell.

My school friend Russell and I had managed to each scrape together seven pounds and ten shillings to buy an old Royal Enfield sloper. I learnt most about the mechanics of motorcycles from working on our old bitza, our new pet name for the much altered Royal Enfield, which frequently broke down!

Riding it through mud holes and on the sides of greasy hills taught me about the balance and throttle control required to be in unison with the bike as I negotiated through these tricky riding conditions. A hard-earned lesson was one bad move could result in a good deal of pain.

“Do it right or the motorcycle will thrash you into the ground,” was one motto I taught myself at an early age. To ride well you must always respect your bike.

I would practice for as long as I had petrol in the tank. When it was empty, practice was over.

Then it was time to try and earn some more money to refuel the bike and get back on the treadmill of fun.

A small speedway track had been built on a vacant section of land at the back of the Uniweld factory in Stockburn where motorcycle exhaust pipes were manufactured.

It was a tough ride to get there from home on my pushbike. Part of the road was gravel, other parts were paved, which were heaven. But it still took a couple of hours of hard slog to get there. You could ride one or other of the two old speedway bikes that Uniweld owned, one had an old Rudge engine, the other was fitted with a Matchless engine.
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I’m about to do battle in a miniature TT race in Christchurch.
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Me with Ronnie Moore.

Practice cost sixpence a lap but, unfortunately, I couldn’t afford that. So, I was the roustabout that everybody got to yell at: “Hey kid, this bike needs fuel; this bike has a flat tyre.” I didn’t care; I could take all the abuse knowing that at the end of the day my time would come. My roustabout wage was 10 free laps, it was like winning the lottery.

A couple of riders, who could just barely slide their bikes, figured they were already champions. They could wind the throttle flat out for a very short distance along the straights but the corners had them knackered.

I figured you could teach a monkey to do that. I was young but already had my theories and my chance was coming. Before I even threw a leg over my bike, I had a plan and had thought it through thoroughly so I knew exactly what I was going to do on my allotted laps. But when I rode I had to withstand even more verbals as the other riders continually took the mickey as I went half throttle down the straights but as fast as possible around the corners.

I told myself to stand tall, get my weight off the rear wheel to allow it to spin and that really helped me to turn the corners. I wasn’t afraid to lay the bike down low and I had learned much by riding our old Royal Enfield.

There was still loads of work to be done on the old bitza, and because I was working so much on it my mate didn’t get much riding time, so I decided to buy my mate’s half share. My mate was great and gave me plenty of time to pay, he could have a ride here and there, it was a bit like paying him interest on his seven plus quid.

I worked after school every day for the local grocer as a delivery boy, carrying the goods in a basket in the front of my bike, rather like Granville in the TV series Open All Hours starring Ronnie Barker and David Jason.

I was earning ten shillings a week and decided to buy a new pushbike. This finished up being the hardest lesson in my short life about the value of money or the lack of it. It was rammed home.

I went to the Saturday morning movies at our local cinema and left my new pushbike outside. Some bastard stole it after only four days of ownership. The crunch was that for two years I had to pay out virtually all of my wages for a bike that I never had. Out of the shed came my old ally painted bike, it was refreshed, after a four day rest, now it was restored to be number one again, and back into action on the Christchurch roads.

Aranui Speedway was really big in Christchurch and was drawing massive crowds. So I dreamed up a way to get involved. I am not sure whether I bought, borrowed or stole a pair of white overalls and they were to do the trick for me. One of our neighbours, Jack Lang, was a track official, so every Saturday night he would give me a ride to the speedway.

Putting on my overalls, I was ready to sell myself, which wasn’t my best quality. Standing outside the back pit gate dressed in my white overalls, I felt like an orphan: “Please sir, could I help you to push your bike, carry your leathers, toolbox, whatever.”

My roustabout job had obviously been good training as I always got jobs. The touring riders always needed help, I was their man, or boy! Of course the big bonus was that I was in the pits, right in the action. It was a start.

The biggest break as an oil-rag man came when I was able to help the Wembley Lion and New Zealand Champion Bruce Abernethy. He quickly became my hero, even letting me warm up his bike before the meeting. I felt ten feet tall, all my mates were dying with envy. Later I became great mates with Bruce.

My life changed when an older man, Charlie Roscoe, approached me in the pits at our local Aranui track in Christchurch. “Hey,” he said, “I believe you ride a little?”

“A little,” I answered, “but I have never raced.” He then said: “How would you like to ride one of my bikes? We will split what you earn 50/50. Practice is in two weeks’ time, bring your leathers.”

It didn’t matter whether he felt sorry for me or had heard that I had promise. I was going to get to ride!

There was, however, a problem. I didn’t have any leathers and, yet, this man was going to change my life. Faced with the dilemma of acquiring some leathers I did what I have continued to do throughout my life … I improvised and made my own.

I found an old pair of jodhpurs and cut them up to use as a pattern. Mum was great, she managed to get some leather and let me use her treadle Singer sewing machine. After about 15 broken needles my leathers were finished. They didn’t fit that well but speedway at that time wasn’t very fashion-conscious.

I also needed boots. I made some tops and sewed them on to the top of my football boots. A sob story to local speedway star Trevor Redmond, who was later to become my guardian when I went to England, found me a lemon-coloured crash helmet, but I had to pad it out because it dropped over my eyes, not recommended when racing a speedway bike.

I was now on a mission but still had to ride to the track on my pushbike with my leathers and boots balancing on my handlebars. It was seven miles each way but I had so much enthusiasm it was like I had a motor powering it. Finally, I had my first speedway race. I certainly didn’t set the world on fire and, to my embarrassment, crashed when the race was over. A trip to hospital followed to have fluid drained from my knee.
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An early photo of me trying to pass Harringay Racer Ron How, who later became my Wimbledon team-mate.

Mum wasn’t too thrilled that I was racing but came along to the hospital with sweets and a couple of motorcycle magazines so couldn’t have been too upset. My leathers were seriously short of padding so before I rode again I got some carpet underlay to offer a bit more protection. I didn’t fall on my knee again that season so didn’t get to know whether there was a design fault or not.

Later in the year I managed to get into the local Canterbury team and was dazzled by that. It meant I got to ride at five or six different tracks in New Zealand but my ambition was to follow Ronnie Moore and go to England to race speedway there. It was all I wanted to do but it was a long way to swim and with a serious lack of finance that seemed like my only option!

I was earning less than two pounds a week at an advertising agency and this wasn’t going to get me very far. A friend who worked at the Islington Abattoir got me a job there and the boss, realising what I needed it for, gave me the jobs that paid the most, like packing kidneys, and plenty of overtime. A couple of other workers thought I was getting preferential treatment and didn’t like it. I was still a skinny kid and had to stand up for myself. It was a no-win situation for me and some fisticuffs ended the problem.

Eventually, of course, I did get to England and when I got home I went to see Charlie and told him that I wanted to continue with our deal even though I now had my own bike.

He simply laughed in my face then told me beautifully: “What, are you fucking mad, piss off, just get me a ticket when I want to come and watch you race.” I wasn’t surprised, he was a proper bloke. In fact Charlie, whose brother Steve was a star at the old local Monica Park speedway during the 1930s, never took a penny off me.
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Me with my Wimbledon team-mates






	Saving enough money for my fare to England but mum helped, too	2



AFTER paying for my fare of £85 to travel by ship to England with my kidney-packing money, I had very little left, so I had to sell my old bitza bike, then my push bike and anything else to gain a few more bob. Mum was the saviour and, unbeknown to me, had been saving for my trip as well. The money was hard earned but her £65 was a blessing, especially as I knew that she didn’t really want me to go.

The few days on the small cargo boat to Aussie were a doddle. Along with me on their first trips to England to race were fellow riders Brian McKeown, from Christchurch, and Aston Quinn from Dunedin who was to become a great mate on the ship.

On arriving in Sydney we found that our ship to Britain, the SS Ranchi, had had a fire on board, so we had to find accommodation for an extra ten days while it was in port for repairs. My meagre finances were struggling and the local YMCA put a roof over our heads. But then my 17-year-old attitude clicked in, what the hell!

When we arrived at Southampton after a long, tedious trip from the other side of the world it was great to see the friendly face of Trevor Redmond there to meet me. By the time I arrived in England, Ronnie Moore, who left Christchurch after me, had broken his leg riding for Wimbledon but was back in the saddle.

I left New Zealand assuming that I would be riding for Aldershot in the third division and that fellow Kiwi Redmond would be my legal guardian. But, during the sea voyage, Wimbledon promoter Ronnie Greene tricked me with a series of half-truths in a number of telegrams into joining Ronnie at high-flying Wimbledon. I was being thrown in at the deep end.

During my initial season in the toughest league in the world I scored two paid maximums (unbeaten by an opponent) and both were due to the unselfish efforts of my mate and mentor Ronnie.

Our relationship dated back to when I was 14-years-old and raced in the same cycle speedway team. At that time I never thought I would ever race proper speedway, let alone that within three years I would be the partner of our local hero for the famous Wimbledon Dons. It was like a dream. Ronnie and another New Zealander, Geoff Mardon, were already established stars with the Dons. I knew that I was out of my depth so all I could do was keep my head down and do my best.

Soon after my debut, on May 17, I was confronted with the harsh realities of big-time speedway and the serious risks involved. The Dons were contesting a London Cup match at West Ham when our American favourite, Ernie Roccio, was killed. I was only a 17-year-old kid, thinking everything in England was great and then, suddenly, one of our team-mates gets fatally injured.

I was actually programmed to ride in that race but Greene pulled me out and chose Cyril Maidment to partner Ernie instead. Maido got some serious stick from people suggesting that he had caused the accident that resulted in Ernie’s tragic death. My own interpretation of the incident was that Ernie lost speed when he took his throttle hand (right) off his handlebars to pull down his dirt-covered goggles.

The pits were at the other end of the track to where the accident happened, so we were a long way from the crash, but Ernie appeared to half-stop, as the bike would if you let go of the throttle, it automatically shuts itself off and, with the high compression of a speedway engine, it is just like slamming on brakes.

Maido had no warning and ran into the back of Ernie and cannoned him into the fence. It wasn’t as if he had gone roaring under Ernie and skittled him. Track conditions were muddy and Maido’s vision would have been impaired and it was also on the fastest part of the track.

In my opinion it was just a speedway accident, though a tragic one, something that I experienced from even closer quarters while riding for Southampton at Ipswich in April 1962.

I was looking on from the pits and it was a very tight first corner. Jack Unstead clipped his opponent’s back wheel with his front wheel, which immediately straightened up his machine, and poor Jack was propelled straight into the solid wooden Ipswich fence.

The force of the impact was too much for a human body to withstand and Jack sadly died shortly afterwards.

I orchestrated a tribute to the 120 riders who have paid the ultimate sacrifice during speedway’s 60-year history with a dedicated ‘Lest we forget’ memorial within the impressive Speedway Hall of Fame I masterminded and built at Donington Park in 1989.

My links with America began when I helped Ernie Roccio’s family arrange for his body to be flown back to the States and his home town of Whittier in Southern California. His sister-in-law Jeanine came to England to help and I became great friends with their family. When I went to the USA for the first time I stayed with Ernie’s brother Johnny and Jeanine. Johnny had just retired from racing out there.

Although I was seriously affected by Ernie’s death I had no intention of making an early retirement from speedway to get a normal job. Ernie’s funeral made me appreciate my own vulnerability. I was to stare death in the face several times during my own speedway career.

One of my most serious crashes occurred one night at Belle Vue in Manchester when Aussie John Langfield lost control when he reared up on one wheel in the middle of the corner and his bike wiped me out. I can still recall the nightmare as Langfield’s out-of-control bike headed straight for the fence, taking me with it. I still remember the superhuman effort I made. Your strength in this situation is amazing, but your life is on the line. I had to stop Langfield’s raging, out-of-control bike from splattering me onto the Hyde Road fence.

Just before I lost consciousness I didn’t know whether I had won the battle with Langy’s bike or not. If I had died I wouldn’t have known either! Langy was a tough bloke and wouldn’t have taken me out deliberately. Later, at the hospital where I was taken, he was there, making a lot of noise and thought (as I was told later) it was my fault.

After regaining consciousness I just wanted to get out of there and to go home to Southampton.

Our local doctor, Doctor Kerr, was a tough old South African coot and he told me in no uncertain manner that I had to stay in bed until he saw me in five days’ time. I was black and blue just about everywhere and was definitely feeling second hand, not even well enough to complain. On the second day I had a visitor – John Langfield who, by now, knew the real circumstances of our accident. He came into my bedroom and kneeled beside my bed. I couldn’t believe my eyes – this tough Aussie had tears running down his face.

I lightened the mood, saying: “Langy, tell me that I am not in heaven because I cannot believe a fucking Aussie bastard can cry.” We roared with laughter. Speedway is dangerous and accidents do happen. I still don’t know how I managed to survive that one, my bike and I took out over 15 feet of fencing when I crashed.

Given my natural thirst for racing and youthful inclination to grab a handful of throttle I had more than my fair share of scrapes in my early days and it is a wonder that I am still in one piece to tell my story.

My most serious crash came in 1972 when I was riding in the World Final at Wembley hoping to equal Ove Fundin’s record of five World titles. I have covered the events of that fateful night elsewhere in this book.

When I rode for Wimbledon as an 18-year-old and had a Sunday free I would ride scrambles (motocross) and would thrash around over jumps and through mud-covered tracks. My biggest problem was that I would try and maintain my speed even though my body was screaming that it had had enough.

I would just keep pushing the bar higher and then I’d get into trouble, losing complete control, bouncing off a few trees, and finally would crash. On one occasion I broke my right thumb, only two days before Wimbledon were due to race at West Ham. If my boss, Ronnie Greene, had known what I was up to he would have killed me himself! Ironically, I rode better with my broken thumb, it cooled me down a little and I actually went faster.

I almost gave up speedway at one stage to concentrate on motocross with a number of Aussie boys who were touring the continent. I just enjoyed it so much.

My younger brother Murray came to the UK and won the 350cc and 500cc English grasstrack championships. He had no transport so I would take him to the meetings and, as I was there anyway, it seemed crazy not to join in. The day after I won my first World Championship at Wembley in front of 70,000 fans in 1957 I rode in the South Eastern Centre Grasstrack championship at Rhodes Minis in Kent.

In less than 24 hours I had gone from the posh Wembley dressing rooms to dropping my trousers in front of all onlookers on the grass beside my car. I won £500 at Wembley and a further 30 quid for becoming South Eastern Centre Grasstrack Champion.

On another occasion I spent the day on my feet at the Earls Court Motorcycle Show before racing in the World Final at Wembley in the evening. Looking back now, it was madness.

Once I practiced at Swindon the same day as the World Final because I thought it would help me to warm up for the Wembley meeting. In fact I blew up my best engine, which was not what I had in mind. It turned something that I thought was a good idea into a disaster.

Things were going badly wrong that day and I had to rely on a police escort from Hanger Lane through the traffic jams to get to Wembley, and only just made my first race. I was certainly ‘warmed up’ but not in the manner I had envisaged. In fact, I was boiling over.

But that was me and many people have said many times that I should have won more World titles than the four I managed in 1957, 1958, 1964 and 1966. It has often been levelled against me that my bikes were not always the best to look at, with bits of wire hanging off here and there. I had learned the mechanical side of the sport the hard way.

My first speedway bike in England was one of the old ones that were being used by an American team of touring riders based at Shelbourne Park in Dublin, Ireland, where Ronnie Greene was also at the helm.

I was only a raw kid when I arrived at Wimbledon and was last in line to have my bike looked after at the track’s workshops. I was lucky if it got cleaned let alone tuned. I was in and out of the team for a while and I could easily have been discarded because Greeney was bloody tough and he really didn’t know if I was going to be any good. I didn’t know myself, but I certainly didn’t lack determination.

I believe that Greene gave me the bike because he thought I was another Ronnie Moore but I never had his talent. I think I have always been honest with myself. At times I would blame myself for riding crap but, a lot of the time it was down to my bike being rubbish.

Ronnie had an average (calculated on how many points you score in each race) of about 11.6. The highest a rider can attain is 12 so he was almost perfect. At one meeting Ronnie’s bike quit and I lent him mine. He finished in a very poor third place and when he came back to the pits after the race, he went mad at the Wimbledon mechanics for giving me such a bad bike to ride.

Being eighth in line to have my bike tuned in the Wimbledon workshops wasn’t doing me any favours so I started to look after it myself with the help of Trevor Redmond, who lived with Ronnie, Geoff Mardon and I in a rented house in Sutton, Surrey.

Trevor, like me, wasn’t a great mechanic but was there to lend a hand. We had no workshop at the house and had to utilise the back yard, often in the rain. It wasn’t exactly ideal as often I would work with an old overcoat thrown over me and my bike while we had the cylinder head off the engine. I wonder what the modern day tuners would make of that? I just had to learn as I went along. Once I put the carburettor slide in backwards and, when I went to push start my bike before the meeting that night, it wouldn’t start and I didn’t know what I had done wrong.

The Kiwi outpost in suburban Surrey was not always the most harmonious place to be. After my JAP powered bike broke down once too often Trevor and I had a few arguments over what was going wrong with my bike. Trevor was a funny guy although at the time he probably didn’t realise how humorous he was being. He was also very stubborn (not like me of course!) and most times our disagreements resulted in stalemate.

To get things moving again Trevor would make me stand on a box in the middle of the road making a public apology after complaining that I would never ride the bike again if he was involved in preparing it. Sometimes I look back at many of the most successful riders during my racing days … Ove Fundin, who never used a spanner in his life, Ronnie, whose bikes were lovingly looked after by the team of mechanics at Wimbledon, Ivan Mauger and Ole Olsen having their engines tuned by Guy Allott.

I always did my own bikes so everything I won was down to how I prepared my engines. Sometimes I would even change a motor between races and then, when I put on my helmet, couldn’t see through my goggles because I was so hot and sweaty they had become fogged up. I always seemed to be racing against the clock as much as the opposition. It wasn’t a question of not wanting to delegate responsibility for my engines, or not wishing to spend any money on people looking after them. It was just that I couldn’t find the right person to do the job as and when I wanted.

I did start to take engines to Mike Erskine but then 20 other guys did the same and I found myself last on the list again, always battling to get my stuff done when I needed it.

Anyway, I always felt it was important to have some control over what I was riding and how my bikes were looked after.

I thought that my greatest success was when I married Junie Rashbrook in October 1956. The next day we were off on our honeymoon to South Africa. Junie always joked that I had to be married before I could become World Champion. Then when I got married, what happened? I managed to win four World Speedway Championships, the girl must have known something.

We were blessed in that we produced two great boys. Gary, was born in New Zealand, while it was England for Tony. Although I hated the English boarding school system, and so did Tony with a passion, I think in the long run it helped them to take better care of themselves, and they were a little more independent. After preschool both boys went to our local Stroud school. Both were boarders and educated at Millfield School in Somerset.

While in South Africa, I learnt a lot about tuning my bikes. Johannesburg was 6,000 above sea level, and a 500cc engine performed just like a 250cc. Straight away I learnt how to never shut the throttle as the altitude was really detrimental to a racing engine. But when you raced down in Durban at sea level, it was like trying to ride a drug-crazed bull. The bike felt like a 1000cc, it was the difference between night and day. But most of the time I could still manage to hold it flat out, but I’m sure that the boys riding with me didn’t quite know in what direction I was going to go. I wanted to take care of the engines myself, and I think my engines improved significantly.

My flat-out riding style was earning me some rave notices, and favourable comparisons with Ronnie Moore. But it also really took a toll on my machinery. There was another drawback to preparing your own engines, especially if you were like me. I would be the first to admit that I’ve always been a terrible one for experimenting and I’m sure it cost me world titles.
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He looks like he is still at school … but Peter Craven is World Champion in 1955.






	Victory lost in the 1955 World Final and a tough push home for bronze	3



UNLUCKILY for me I had a little spare time before the 1955 World Final and my form was good and my bike was running well. I took quite a bit of stick about my tuning skills and the World Final was one meeting you didn’t want any engine failures.

I decided to change the big-end, the one in the bike was fine but for once I was determined to be ultra careful. For some reason I couldn’t obtain an original JAP big-end so I fitted a copy one, which a few of the boys at the time were using without problems.

On reflection, making these modifications so close to the Final and not being able to test the engine before the big night was a bit stupid. At the start of the meeting my bike was going great, winning my first race, but then, on the last lap of my third race, it seemed to be struggling, the engine wouldn’t rev out as it should.

Back in the pits I said to my mate, Aussie Jack Young, who was parked opposite me: “Youngie, look at all that bloody metal in the oil coming out the bottom of the engine. What do you think?”

“Briggo, your big-end is on the way out, how’s it going?” he asked in reply. I told him: “It was going great, then in our race on the last lap it started to labour and wasn’t revving out. I thought you might have got past me.”

Youngie told me: “I’m sure the big-end is knackered, but it will finish the meeting okay. If you get stuck you can have a ride on my bike, I’m out of it, but my bike isn’t going that great.”

In those days we only had one bike each at a World Final but my Wimbledon team-mate, Cyril Brine, had brought along his, complete with its funny-shaped handlebars, as a back-up if I needed it. Had I ever ridden this bike? No, never!

I was having a bit of trouble on the track as well and incurred the wrath of the Wembley crowd with a stormy fourth ride in Heat 13. In the first corner Eric Williams charged into me from the inside and that knocked me into the path of the local Wembley hero, England’s Brian Crutcher. Crutch had nowhere to go and fell and I couldn’t believe that the referee excluded him.

The domino effect had been started by the ‘Welsh Bunny’ Williams and, as it turned out, it was not our last clash of the night. Ove Fundin out-gated and beat me in Heat 20 to finally deny me the chance of a run-off for the title against Peter Craven, who I had easily beaten when my engine was running sweetly.

A point behind Craven, I was left with a run-off against my great mate Ronnie Moore and Williams to determine the other rostrum placings. Ronnie led all the way to clinch silver and I was set for third when, in the middle of the last corner, Williams came charging again, causing a crash that left us both on the ground. It was another case of the aggressive Williams taking things over the accepted limit but, of course, the majority of the fans at Wembley were still blaming me for their hero Crutcher’s earlier exclusion and I was the villain on whom they wished to vent their anger.

I can still vividly remember the conclusion to this, my second World Final. My bike was getting slower but I was on the right line when Williams ran into me when he could have gone around me. By now I had become a bit tired of being knocked over by Williams. Here we were, sitting in the middle of the track, with 70,000 pairs of eyes focused on us. I was feeling very sorry for myself, not sure that I would ever have another opportunity to win speedway’s World Championship.

Then I saw Eric get up, grab his bike and attempt to push start his engine and get to the finish to secure third place behind Fundin and Moore. But, because he was so pent-up, he didn’t pull the engine back on compression. Even pushing hard, the rear wheel refused to turn, so the engine wouldn’t fire up.

The bronze medal was only just 50 yards away from where I was sitting on the track to the chequered flag.

Although I was pissed off by what had happened, I managed to keep a clear head and got my emotions back under control. I picked up my bike, pulled it back on compression, bounced my bum on the saddle to start the engine and rode side-saddle across the line to secure third place.

The unfancied Craven had won the first of his two World titles while I was left to rue the one that had got away. I had the meeting won before my bike started to get slower and I wasn’t smart enough to make the decision to switch to Briney’s bike.

American Jack Milne, a double World Champion before I even got to England, once told me that he rode virtually the same bike throughout his career and he never changed anything, not even a carburettor. He said he knew exactly how his bike would react in any given situation.

Sometimes I went out for a race and didn’t know how my bike was going to respond, whether it would be a spinny engine or maybe too grippy, would it be fast or slow? Who knew, I certainly didn’t. I was always very hard on my bikes and, later in our careers, Ivan (Mauger) said that he hated lending me his bike.

In terms of wear and tear on the engine, he reckoned that every race I did on his bike was the equivalent of five when he was riding it. It was how I learned to ride. I always thought that I couldn’t go any faster than flat out!

One of the funniest situations I found myself in over a bike was at Coventry when racing in the 1954 Brandonapolis. This was one of the major individual events on the domestic speedway calendar and was held soon after the World Final at Wembley and always featured the newly crowned champion.

In my first race I ran my front wheel over the slippery concrete white line, I lost my front wheel and crashed heavily, wrecking my bike.

Speedway riders are usually very generous and Arthur Forrest kindly lent me his second bike for my remaining four rides. He came from a rich family, so he had two bikes at the meeting. I liked Arthur, and they nicknamed him the ‘Black Prince’ and he was always immaculate in his beautiful, shiny black leathers and long, white flowing scarf.

I won my next four races by a mile and ended up in a run-off for the title against two other riders on 12 points. Geoff Mardon and guess who? You got it … Arthur Forrest!

Arthur took his bike back, and I can’t remember whose bike I borrowed for the run-off, which Geoff won, Arthur was second and I filled in the third position. Afterwards Youngie went nuts at Arthur for not allowing me to continue using his second bike in the run off against him and Geoff. However, I could understand why. He was good enough to lend it to me in the first place and, let’s be honest, I was only in the run-off thanks to Arthur anyway, and so I couldn’t complain.

I wasn’t mechanically minded, and on leaving school I worked in an advertising agency. I only worked on my push bike and my old bitza motor bike for a couple of years and, as far as my speedway bike was concerned, it was always a case of ‘suck it and see’.

After a while I got much better at setting up my bike but it was always a problem finding enough time to do everything that needed to be done. I think the American Bruce Penhall, who became a speedway superstar, twice winning the World Championship before quitting for a Hollywood career, was one of the cleverest.

He went outside of the speedway loop and found Eddie Bull, a normal mechanic from a local motorcycle shop in the West Midlands of England, to do his bikes for him. When I needed someone to help with my Jawa business in Southampton in the mid-1960s I employed David Waterhouse who was a car mechanic, and his speedway interest was that he used to take photos at the local cycle speedway track. Dave later helped to prepare my bikes.
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Best day of my life, tying the knot with Junie, October, 1956.






	The title is mine but still controversy with Ove Fundin lingers on and on	4



OVE Fundin and I had many, many on-track incidents but the one that is undoubtedly the most talked about took place during the 1957 World Final at Wembley. I was, and still am, adamant that I did nothing wrong when Ove went on his arse going into the pits corner of the third lap of our run-off for the title.

It still rates as the most satisfying of my four World Championship successes. Being the person still on his bike I have no doubt that I fully deserved to win my first World Championship.

Just before going out for the race, my fellow Kiwi, Ron Johnston, really wound me up and told me straight: “Briggo, Fundin won’t care a fuck what he does to beat you, don’t let him put one over on you.”

Ove made the better start but it didn’t matter as I was in great form and had no problem pulling him back within a couple of laps. At the start of lap three I made a perfect entry into the corner and my turn back was spot on to get a long drive out of the corner down the back straight which, if you do it right, can gain you several lengths on your opponent.

Halfway down the straight Ove was in shock as we were now elbow to elbow. He was aware that I had the advantage, being on the inside line as we approached the crucial pits bend, he started to lean on me, and then put his left arm over my throttle hand. Bloody hell, I thought, this could be a real disaster. I am faster into the corners than Ove and now he had to try and get into the corner faster than he wanted. He had two options: stay with me and try to remain on his bike, or shut off, which I knew he would never do.

I was all too aware that I had to stay tight on the inside white line. If I drifted even an inch off it I would risk being excluded had we touched. I had a big advantage in the way that I rode, I could lay my bike down really low because of the high speed that I carried into a corner.

When we finally reached the corner I just dug my bike in very low and stuck to the white line like glue. Ove couldn’t cope with my entry speed and he unloaded. I am sure that he had fingers crossed that I would be excluded.

I was left to complete the final lap on my own, all the time worrying that my bike was going to suffer a mechanical failure. But, no, I was World Champion. I went round the track to offer Ove a lift back to the pits but he was still doing his dying swan act against the fence.

The boys rushed out of the pits, as is tradition, to toss me in the air. The first face that I saw was that of Johnno sporting the biggest smile and his wink said it all.

Ove said later that he would have done the same had our positions been reversed. If I had been where he was, on the outside, I would have tried to crowd him but would still have gone into the corner flat out. I certainly wouldn’t have hooked my arm over his, in the way he did, as it put him horribly out of balance for a tough corner ahead.

The referee obviously shared my view but it isn’t always satisfactory when a fair victory is tinged with controversy.

I clutched the Sunday Dispatch trophy and the winner’s cheque for £500. Being crowned World Champion for the first time in four attempts, I felt happy with myself. It certainly eased the hurt I felt at losing the 1955 World Final through bad management and through no fault of my own riding. At that time I thought that I wouldn’t have another chance of ever being World Champion again, but I had at last made it.

There were a few problems in the Wembley crowd amongst the hordes of Fundin fans from Norwich who didn’t take too kindly to me taking away his crown. One angry idiotic supporter slapped the face of my wife Junie but they weren’t going to get a second shot as she was sitting amongst a load of our friends.

That left a bit of a sour taste in my mouth, as does the fact that some people still seem to doubt whether Fundin was treated fairly. I was at Poole at the start of the 2008 speedway season for a meeting that carried a £60,000 first prize … a far cry from what I received at Wembley, though I wouldn’t swap any amount of money for a World title.

Dave Lanning, who was the announcer that day, interviewed me on the centre green and brought the subject up again. He said something about me being lucky not to have been excluded but it wasn’t the time or place to argue my case so I let it pass. But, believe me, I am 100 per cent sure that it was a clean pass and nothing will convince me otherwise.
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The New Zealand team give the South Africans a taste of the world famous Haka.
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Me with my first mechanic, Eddie (Books) Toogood.

[image: image]

The newly-weds tour to South Africa with Brenda and Peter Craven.
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I finally did it, my first world title
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IT was wonderful to go back to New Zealand as World Champion for the first time at the end of the 1957 season. Life had been very hectic in England and I was really looking forward to the break.

When I got back to Christchurch I had a telephone call from Bruce Abernethy congratulating me on my Wembley success and saying that I should ensure I was well paid if I was going to race in New Zealand as the current World Champion. I told him that I didn’t want to ride at all, it had been a really hard season in the UK and I just wanted a rest.

My cousin Keith was working at the big sheep stations in North Canterbury spraying gorse so I gave him a call and asked if he wanted some free labour.

It was an offer he couldn’t refuse but he was leaving for a couple of weeks. That suited me as I wanted to spend some time with mum and my youngest brother Wayne.

There was speedway taking place in Christchurch but it was being staged by a new promoter who many people weren’t too sure about. I had a really good time over the next few months just cruising around. For much of the time I was up in the mountains five days a week, getting up early in the morning, gulping down a huge farmer’s breakfast with the shepherds and sheep-shearers and taking in the fresh air and unbelievable scenery.

Throughout this period the Christchurch promoter had been making discreet enquiries, trying to find out what I was up to and anxious to make some money for himself by getting me to ride. Eventually, we had a meeting and decided that we would run a meeting and split the proceeds 50/50.

I was quite excited getting ready for my first appearance in my home town as World Champion. I wanted to sort out all the expenses for the meeting before the tapes went up as I hate arguing about such things after the event. But, on the morning of the meeting, I was none the wiser and when we met he was dragging his feet. Eventually he came up with a list, but he must have thought I was wet behind the ears. There was a host of things that had no relevance to our meeting – weeding the track at the start of the season, a wreath for a rider killed earlier, painting the fence weeks before, the list went on and on.

I told him that I couldn’t agree and as we argued more and more I trusted him less and less. He felt that he had me over a barrel but I got up to leave saying that a pain in my back was getting worse and could force me to miss the meeting. I gave him a piece of paper with a number on it and told him that was the fee I required to be given to a friend in cash at 5pm that evening otherwise I would be forced to go to hospital to have my ‘bad back’ x-rayed.

He took the paper, looked at it then went outside to gauge what he thought of the weather. Coming back inside, he said: “Right, we’ve got a deal.” He offered his hand to shake on the deal, normally a sign of trust, but I wasn’t interested. He had lost my trust.

What happened that night was unbelievable. I had my money as agreed but around 6.30pm, 90 minutes before the scheduled start, a sea mist rolled in and you could barely see from one end of the stadium to the other. The meeting went ahead, and was a success, but with fewer spectators than would have been the case had the weather not intervened. Do I thank the Lord for the fog, and for me changing my mind?

My time back home in New Zealand flew by and before long we were heading back to England for the 1958 season. I was seeded into the World Final and became only the second rider, after Jack Young, to successfully defend the title. After receiving the coveted Sunday Dispatch trophy from world land speed record holder Donald Campbell, I was allowed to keep it and it is now on show at Donington Park.

Winning my second World Final, again with a 15-point maximum, two more than my great rival Ove Fundin, made victory all the sweeter. I was on the top of my form and really feared nobody on a level playing field.

Back in New Zealand once more at the end of the year, Abbo (Bruce Abernethy’s nickname) arranged a deal for me to ride in Auckland at Western Springs for the massive sum of £250. I sat by listening to Abbo’s salesmanship as he negotiated the deal together with Auckland promoter Cocky McCormack.

I could hardly believe the words that were coming out of Abbo’s mouth. “Cocky, I have got this kid who will fill your Western Springs stadium and you will end up making a ton of money. This Kiwi wonder boy is Barry Briggs, World Speedway Champion, and the third most famous New Zealander after Lord Rutherford, who split the atom, and Everest conqueror Edmund Hillary. He thrashed the cream of the world’s best speedway riders at Wembley, the most famous stadium on this planet.”

I couldn’t listen to any more, I was so embarrassed, but then I saw the funny side of it and couldn’t stop laughing. It seemed to me that I was worth more in New Zealand than England. Before leaving the UK I had failed to persuade Wimbledon promoter Ronnie Greene to cough up an extra £30 towards the cost of my boat fare between England and New Zealand.

He refused and I promptly retired. The Speedway Control Board rules at that time stated that the maximum a promoter could legally pay towards a boat ticket from either Australia or New Zealand was £250.

As double World Champion, I felt entitled to ask for the full £280, even though Junie and I intended to fly and pay for the difference (around £700) ourselves.

My emergence as an all-out racer and world-class performer at Plough Lane had led to a period of unprecedented success for the Dons but that obviously didn’t impress Greene. Succeeding the great Wembley sides of the late 1940s and early 1950s, the boys from south-west London were crowned National League champions every year between 1954 and 1959 with the exception of 1957 when we were pipped by Swindon.

Under the counter deals were not uncommon at that time but Greene wouldn’t break the rules to pay me a penny more than was on the table. We never had financial advisers in those days and were probably naïve and stupid. I remember advertising Astorias cigarettes and I didn’t even smoke and also did a couple of drink adverts though I have never touched a drop of alcohol.

I felt convinced that drink played a part in the post-war breakup of my parents’ marriage and have never gone near it.

I told Greene that I was retiring and left for New Zealand not knowing what the future had in store. A matter of principle and just 30 quid forced me out and perhaps that was stupid but I felt better about myself. There was, of course, nothing
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