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To my family,

You have always come first, with business a close second.
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First Word

I kept telling myself, over and over again: don’t do anything stupid. It was 20 April 1981, and I was sitting high up in the dark recesses of the Crucible Theatre, Sheffield, watching the final of the World Snooker Championship unfold below.

Steve Davis was playing in his first world final, against Doug Mountjoy. In truth, there wasn’t much tension in that famous auditorium. Steve was in cruise control, leading seventeen frames to twelve, needing one more frame to win. He was in among the balls. Victory was inevitable.

Yet I was trembling. My heart was racing. I felt light-headed, woozy. That was because I knew, aged thirty-two, that my world was about to be turned crazy, that all I craved would soon be within my grasp.

Five years earlier, when I ran a chain of snooker halls around London, with a few other irons in the fire, Steve, aged eighteen, had walked into my Romford snooker hall, walked into my life.

It took a while for me to realise that the gawky youngster with long ginger hair and a dubious sweater might be a truly great player. It took longer for us to get to know and trust each other so much that we were not bound together as manager and player but as brothers-in-arms with a shared dream. We used to sit in my Romford office with mugs of tea, talking about what it would be like to win the World Championship. Sometimes, tears would be rolling down our cheeks at the thought of two boys from council houses conquering the world.

By 1981, Steve had established himself as the dominant force in the game. In fact, I remember one of his opponents checked out of his hotel on the morning of his match against Steve in that season’s UK Championship, knowing he would lose. He was right: Steve went on to win the 1980 championship, his first major trophy.

When it came to the big one, the World Championship, Steve beat three of the game’s finest – Jimmy White, Alex Higgins and Terry Griffiths – on his way to the semi-final, where he met Cliff Thorburn, the Grinder. After two sessions, Steve trailed eight frames to six. As we walked back to our hotel, we passed a fountain and I told Steve that if he could get ahead of Thorburn in the evening session, I would jump in that fountain. I was wearing expensive shoes, crocodile skin, and needless to say they got ruined.

Now, in the final, he was calmly potting his way to the title. I was anything but calm and it didn’t help that I could only sit and watch and tell myself: don’t do anything stupid.

The pink was frame ball, match ball and championship ball. Steve took a deep breath, wasted no time and stroked it home. He stood still, closed his eyes and seemed to say a silent prayer before turning to shake hands with Mountjoy. Typical Steve: understated.

I don’t know how I got there, but within seconds I was down on the auditorium floor, racing across to give Steve a hug, more like a rugby tackle. Later on, Steve said he was just letting it all sink in when he saw me charging towards him, fists and teeth clenched, hitting him like a tank.

That scene still gets played on TV, part of my embarrassing past. But I’m not really embarrassed. If you don’t feel passion, don’t get emotional, then there is no point to sport.

It was the fulfilment of our dream, but just the beginning. I knew that the world title would change our lives, bring opportunities almost beyond imagination. But I didn’t know the half of it. As a player, Steve would go on to dominate snooker in the 1980s, the boom years; as a businessman and impresario, I helped to create and shamelessly exploit that boom.

I moved on, promoting boxing, pool, ten-pin bowling, darts, fishing, netball, golf, poker, gymnastics, you name it. I bought the football club I supported as a boy and ever after, Leyton Orient. I built a global TV sporting company and guided many of the greats, from Chris Eubank and Anthony Joshua to Ronnie O’Sullivan and Phil Taylor.

In business terms, I grew up and became responsible; in sporting terms, I never lost the thrill, the adrenalin, the exhilaration I felt when Steve potted that pink and I just lost it. Now and again, I still do.

I’m Barry Hearn. This is my story.
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My commandments might not have impressed Moses, but they’ve helped me hugely and they might help you. 
Credit: University of East London
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My Ten Commandments

Three decades after Steve Davis won the World Snooker Championship and changed our lives, I was in New York on business when I had a phone call from a friend called Michael Davies, a young Englishman who had moved Stateside to make his mark in the world of television and entertainment. Michael was famous because he was smart enough to buy the US rights to Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? and had built a very successful business involving chat shows, quizzes and even, at one stage, darts, as my partner when we staged shows at the Mohegan Sun in Connecticut.

Michael, a soccer nut (Chelsea fan), had started a podcast called Men in Blazers, aimed at soccer fans in the US. Along with a friend, Roger Bennett (Everton fan), Michael had put together a podcast of irreverent chat, explaining the intricacies and culture of the beautiful game. It was timely because soccer, as they insist on calling it, was taking off at last in America, and the podcast was aimed at a young audience, college kids and the like.

So, I had this call from Michael in 2013 asking would I free up some time to be interviewed by Roger for their podcast. I didn’t think it was much of a gig, but as a mate I would always say yes, so I got together with this likable rogue, Roger Bennett, and we spoke for about an hour about all things football. Now my bed of nails at that time was the chairmanship of Leyton Orient. I knew, therefore, all about the strange obsessions and masochistic tendencies of those of us whose burden is to support and love a Cinderella football club. I can’t say I took the podcast too seriously, so I gave a very off-the-cuff interview, lots of expletives, lots of funny stories, as I tried to put across the passion that we Brits have for our national game.

A few weeks later, Roger phoned and said it had gone down amazingly well! They got it; they loved it. Roger made out I had become some sort of cult figure, which I took with a pinch of salt. He asked me if, next time I was in New York, as a favour, we could have an evening together, with Michael. I said of course, I’ll let you have some dates the next time I’m due over.

About a month afterwards I sent a note saying it looks like I’m going to be there in February so pick a day. We agreed on 12 February. Shortly before I travelled, I rang Michael. ‘All OK for the twelfth. Where are we going to meet?’

‘At the theatre.’

‘Theatre? I thought we were going to have a meal or something, the three of us.’

‘Oh no. I’ve booked a theatre in Greenwich Village. An Evening with Barry Hearn. And it’s sold out. I sold all 700 seats in a day and now I’m selling tickets for standing-room only.’

I felt a spasm of panic. In the past, I had always just winged it when giving a talk or a speech, no preparation, no notes, trusting that the gift of the gab would come to the rescue and – mostly – it had. But this was different. This was scary.

‘What on earth am I going to do in a theatre in New York?’

‘Well, why don’t you just talk about life. Come up with a list of principles that have stood you in good stead in life and chat about some examples, stories and so on.’

So I have Michael Davies to thank and blame. As soon as I put the phone down I began to write down my ten principles. And during the New York rush hour on Wednesday, 12 February 2014, I was in a cab from the Hotel Plaza Athénée, where I always stay in New York, on my way to the Poisson Rouge theatre on Bleecker Street, Greenwich Village.

The place was packed and I had a good, stiff drink in the green room. Michael asked me how I wanted to be introduced and whether I wanted some walk-on music, like at a darts event.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Carly Simon singing “Nobody Does it Better”.’ (All right, I know, some of you might reckon ‘You’re So Vain’ would be more appropriate, but I really believe that at what I do, sports promotion, I am the best there is. That may be vain, but isn’t vanity better than false modesty?)

Carly sang her heart out as I walked on at 7.30pm sharp, smart-suited. The punters – 700 seated and maybe 200 standing – were rocking. Michael Davies and Roger Bennett prompted me and I was away, giving them the Full Bazza.

Here, in a family-friendly version, F-words and other offences deleted, are my ten principles:

1. It is better to be born lucky than good-looking

Too many people seem to think they’re entitled to success while others believe their success is all down to their own efforts. Absolute rubbish! Ask any honest successful person and he will tell you that we all need a bit of luck – and my life has been scattered with unbelievable bits of luck.

Back in my early days in business, I took a call from KPMG, my accountants, to ask if I was interested in acquiring a chain of snooker halls, just before the BBC went nationwide with snooker. Then one day in 1975 Steve Davis walked into the snooker club I was running in Romford. He became world champion, I built up the sport commercially and we both made our fortunes. Later on, when my business was crumbling, Sky TV was launched. They wanted wall-to-wall sport and I was saved. Then there was getting involved with Chris Eubank, who helped make me a force in boxing promotion; and best of all there was my greatest slice of luck, which was meeting my wife, Susan, on a railway platform. There’s quite a story about that, which we’ll come to.

Of course, there have been other times when my luck was such that only an idiot could have failed – and although I’m many things, I’m certainly not an idiot. What I have done is take advantage of the luck that has come my way. I believe in fate. Certain things are going to happen in your life and if you are good enough to take advantage of a lucky turn of the cards then you will be successful. But don’t ever kid yourself that it’s all down to you.

2. Tell the truth, it’s easier than telling lies

I have to come clean here. When I was young, I used to lie all the time and I made a shedload of money by doing it. But I’ve learned the lesson: lying catches up with you. Telling the truth should come naturally. You don’t have to remember what lies you told to whom. It is so much easier and makes you feel good about yourself, even to the extent of being blunt and direct. For example, ‘I don’t like you and I don’t want to do business with you’ is a phrase I have used many times during my life. Honesty should be your guiding light. While a lie can get you out of a short-term problem, the truth will come to your aid when you really need it, as people will appreciate that they may agree or disagree with you, but they will respect you for being honest.

3. Sheer work ethic can make you look like a genius

Academically, I was hardly a success, let alone a genius. I scraped into grammar school and somehow scrambled seven O levels, five of them at the bottom grade. I needed five passes to go on to A levels and to become an articled clerk on my way to becoming a qualified chartered accountant.

I studied geography, history and economics at A level, but after one year of messing about and playing too much sport I realised I was destined to fail all three unless I gave up geography. Somehow, I passed the other two and had the two A levels I needed to limit my accountancy course to four rather than five years.

Once I knuckled down – and my mother made sure of that – my work ethic was prodigious. That is probably what divides me from a lot of other people. I have been dedicated, organised and logical and I know that although I am not always the brightest candle in the room, I can burn longer than anyone else. Once I put my relentless hat on, there is no stopping me. I’ve also been blessed with another major asset: common sense.

In 1988, when things were really going tits-up, I owed the bank millions of pounds, having spent all the money I made from 1982. But I still kept going. I used to go into the office every day and I wouldn’t leave until I had sent someone somewhere an invoice. Whether it was for £1,000 or £10,000 didn’t matter. I had to be relentless. I would not allow a negative thought to enter my head throughout this two-year period, the worst two years of my life. It was the work ethic that got me through, the refusal to accept defeat, to be second best.

My advice to youngsters is not to expect favours from anyone; put the work in, put the graft in, put the hours in and you will emerge triumphant because your competitors will not match your effort.

4. Pressure is only felt by those that fail

The one word that really annoys me is ‘pressure’. It is used as an excuse by those who fail. When a sportsman says he couldn’t cope with the pressure, he is making the worst possible admission. When a businessman says he bailed out under pressure, he is just saying he gave in, as simple as that. Of course, there will be times when we encounter seemingly insurmountable problems and we just have to deal with them. But pressure is not the right word to use. I have yet to hear of a successful person in sport or business who doesn’t actually enjoy the pressure and feed off it to show that they can cope where others fail.

5. You will run a better business and live a better life if you think poor

Never forget you want value for everything you do and never forget you expect to give value to others in everything you do. So think poor. We all tend to get complacent when things are going well. But complacency in business and sport is the worst sin of all. It destroys your aspirations, and you will hate yourself when you look back and say those terrible words, ‘I should have . . .’ Life is no rehearsal, and if you think poor you are making sure you never get complacent. Thinking poor does not mean you are a mean person. It means you want value and offer value. That is how you can guarantee you are getting 100 per cent out of the work you put in.

6. Unusual things happen every day of your life – it’s how you deal with them that makes you unusual

The world is ever-changing, so be ready to adjust in midstream. It is too easy to stick to an approach that just ticks along, but life in business or sport doesn’t work like that. There will be unexpected events for which no one can plan. What will separate you from the pack is how you deal with them. Optimism is essential and you must be as well prepared as you can possibly be. And you should be creative by trying to imagine what might happen. But you will never be completely right. How you adjust to the unforeseen will determine whether or not you are successful. (The Covid pandemic and how we dealt with it at Matchroom is a great example of how you can cope with the unforeseen.)

7. Life ends in tears, so smile for the rest of it

It sounds easy, but it is really important to be happy. All the time. It makes you feel good about yourself if you have a smile on your face every day and it means you appreciate what God has given you. I have been blessed never to have had to do a job that doesn’t motivate me and make me feel good about myself. If I don’t have a real passion for a sport, then I don’t promote it. It’s as easy as that.

Remember, it really pisses people off if they see you happy all the time, and my reply to anyone who asks, ‘How are you?’ is always ‘Good as gold!’ I never let anyone see me upset because it achieves nothing. We are fortunate people and others are much worse off, so we don’t have the right to be upset. Just acknowledge your good fortune and keep that smile on your dial!

8. Your life doesn’t change by sitting on the sofa

Few things annoy me more than people who tell me they don’t have the time! By my reckoning, we have twenty-four hours in every day, sixty minutes in every hour and sixty seconds in every minute, so time is available if you put the effort in. I once asked a group of troubled kids at an East End police function how many of them got up on Saturday before midday and three out of twenty put their hands up. I knew we had a problem. There is always time if you take advantage of it. Whether it is going for a run or working through to the early hours to meet a deadline, time is something you create and something that can pass you by if you let it.

So get off the sofa, be active, make sure you use every hour of every day, because one day that hour will be your last and you would give anything in your possession to have a few hours more. Sleep when your body tells you to, but work as much as you can to achieve your goals.

9. Avoid being a secret – if you’re good, admit it and shout it from the rooftops

I was always good at accountancy. In fact, modestly, I can tell you I was actually great! When I worked solely as an accountant, starting out, I was also exceptionally good at putting fees up and selling people the services we provided.

As a teenager, I realised that, with my background, recognition was hard to come by. I began working for an accountancy firm in the pin-stripe-suit era, but I occasionally wore a white suit, which as you can imagine didn’t go down too well. I looked like John Travolta on a bad day, but it got me noticed and being noticed means you are no longer a secret.

You need to have ability to get away with stunts like that, but the point is that if you remain a secret no one will know about you and no one will rate you, back you or even compete with you. If you’re good, don’t hesitate to tell people you’re good. Shout it from the rooftops to make sure you get your chance, because without that chance it makes no difference how good you are.

10. When you need a hand, you are more likely to get a kick in the nuts

This is one of life’s great mysteries. When you need no help there will be a queue of people offering to give you things. And when you do need help – well, Rule Ten says it all. Don’t expect charity. Work hard and rely on your own efforts.

Well, my talk at the Poisson Rouge went down a storm. About a hundred of us went to a nearby bar and I soon learned that people had travelled from all over America for An Evening with Barry Hearn. That was gratifying and I felt like the hero of the hour. Even better, it has had some lasting effect. I regularly get messages and calls from people who were there and who say they follow my ten principles or that they have had them framed and displayed on their office walls.

Those principles go a long way to explaining who I am, why I’ve had success, and why I’ve had such a ball in this small adventure called life. The ten principles have served me well and if you adopt some of them yourself, they won’t do you any harm and they will certainly bring rewards.

There’s no fee.
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Grammar-school boy: my mother enrolled me in the Verse Appreciation Society and the Drama Society; I wanted to play sport and make money
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The Boy Barry

In 1982, when I had made a pile of money by selling the Lucania billiard-hall chain, I bought Mascalls, an eighteenth-century mansion comprising 12,514 square feet set in extensive grounds on a hill in Brentwood, looking out over London, to the City and beyond. It was my home for about twenty years and is now the head office of Matchroom. It was the kind of place where, generations ago, some member of the landed gentry might have said to his son and heir: ‘One day, all this will be yours.’

Soon after I bought it, I was anxious to show my mum around, as a way of demonstrating that I had done well, so she might be proud of me. It was also a way of saying thank you. Mum had a good look round the house, drawing room, billiard room, butler’s pantry, wine cellar and so on, and stepped onto the terrace to admire the view. Then she gave me a questioning look.

‘You’re not doing anything illegal are you?’

‘No, Mum,’ I replied. ‘Chartered accountants make terrible gangsters.’

The truth is that without my mother’s influence, I would never have been able to buy such a place, or to build a business as profitable as Matchroom. My debt to her will always be immense. In fact, many of my ten principles in business and life are actually the principles of Barbara Winifred Hearn.

My father, Maurice George Sidney Hearn, had a good war. He was a dispatch rider in the army and somehow managed to get the best gig going: teaching other soldiers to be motorbike riders. He was stationed in India and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and the pictures we still have in one of the family albums show him lying on beaches. I remember him telling me the war was the best time in his life. He never saw a German, never fired a gun, and had a very relaxing holiday that lasted three years. Maurice was rather a posh name, so in the army they called him Hank for some reason and years later my sister Christine went to Sri Lanka and, using old pictures in a family album for reference, managed to find the rock on which my father had engraved the word HANK in big block capitals.

After his ‘holiday’, my dad worked as a tram driver, bus driver and bus conductor in east London. I can remember sitting on his lap as a child while he drove a tram. Later on, he worked on a production line in a factory making televisions.

I was born on 19 June 1948 at 34 Gray Avenue, Dagenham, a small council house near the Ford motor works. That was my grandad and nan’s house. My birth certificate, for Barry Maurice William Hearn, gives my father’s occupation as ‘Trolley Bus Conductor’.

We soon moved to 135 Chequers Road, a two-bedroomed terraced house in a new council-house development in Debden, Essex, which was built because so many East End houses had been destroyed by bombing. My sister Christine was born there and we shared a bedroom until I was eighteen.

Every Sunday afternoon, without fail, we would make the trip to Dagenham, as would the rest of the family – aunts and uncles, nephews, nieces – to the grandparents’ house. That’s my mother’s parents, whose surname was Kippax. We looked forward to it every week and on Sunday we would all jump somehow or other onto and into Dad’s motorbike and sidecar for the seven-mile trip from Debden to Dagenham. Later on we got a car, so it was made slightly easier, but when the car broke down, as it did quite often, we would walk three miles to the Old Maypole pub in Chigwell Row and then get a bus to Dagenham and vice versa on the way home.

We usually arrived about the time the drayman came round with the fish stall on the back from which you could buy prawns, cockles, shrimps and mussels. Cockles and winkles were always our favourite. We would boil them up in the kitchen and the kids would have to painstakingly pick out the winkles from their shells with a needle. Then it was a proper East End afternoon, food and lots of it, sandwiches, jellies and canned fruit, covered with Carnation evaporated milk.

Grandad Will was an oil-tanker driver for Texaco for well over thirty years; my nan, Gladys, had part-time jobs like collecting insurance money for penny-a-week policies that were intended to cover funeral costs for poor families. My grandad was a great big man with huge wrists. He was immensely powerful, probably because he had spent thirty years pulling those tankers’ steering wheels round with no hydraulics. By the end of his working life, it left him with a visible shake. Every Sunday after tea he would regale us kids with tales of what he would do if he won £75,000 on Vernons football pools – which was the maximum win in those days. We sat at his feet and listened as he gave out money that he would never ever see in his whole life. ‘I would give Mabel £500, I would give Barbara £1,000,’ and so on and we would say, ‘Grandad, what about us, what about us?’ and he’d say to each of us in turn, ‘I would give you £500,’ and we would think, wow, £500, that’s impossible to spend in your whole lifetime.

Of course, he never won the pools but that didn’t stop his weekly dispensing of fortunes, occasionally changing the amount he was going to give us, depending on who had done well at school, or at sport, or if he felt any of us needed additional recognition. We were never going to see the money and we knew that, but then we also wondered if maybe, just maybe, we might. And there was another lesson: dreams should never die, and they do not have to be based on reality to inspire you.

When the time came to go home, it was always the same ritual. We had to queue up and shake hands with Grandad and say thank you for Sunday tea. He would shake our hands and squeeze our fingers so tight that tears would come to our eyes, but we knew that in that hand, that huge hand, there would be either two shillings or two-and-sixpence, and if we could just take the pain for a few seconds we were going to walk away with enough money to buy our sweets for the week.

I remember hearing a conversation Grandad had with my nan when he was approaching retirement, aged sixty-five.

‘Gladys,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what we are going to do when we retire. Our pension is going to be just a few pounds a week and we are not going to have any money to spend and I don’t know how we are going to manage.’

To which my grandmother replied, ‘Well, Will, we’ve always got our savings to fall back on.’

I’ll never forget the astonishment on his face.

‘Savings, what savings?’ he said. He had no idea that my grandmother had always put away at least a pound a week throughout their marriage, for a rainy day. Like my father, my grandad never had a bank account. He just passed his sealed wage packet to his wife, my grandmother, all his working life.

‘Will, throughout our life together I have always saved,’ my grandmother said. ‘I never bothered to tell you because it was for our retirement fund.’

‘Well, how much have you got?’ he said.

He nearly fell off his chair when she said, ‘A little over six thousand pounds.’

Effectively, he had won the football pools, thanks to the conservative attitude and habits of his wife, Gladys.

It was a shame that although Grandad was wealthy in his world when he thought he was poor, he never enjoyed it because all he thought and talked about as time went on was retiring at sixty-five, reaching his target. Sunday afternoons stopped being so much fun. When he reached sixty-five and found out they had some money thanks to Gladys, they bought a lovely bungalow near Southend. He sat in his chair with Gladys servicing his every whim until he died a couple of years later, too early, from lung cancer. He had achieved something he never dreamed he would achieve but the drive in him had gone. He thought that retirement was reward enough. A great man, for sure, but not a great ending to his story.

Dad was about five feet nine inches, and Mum was smaller. But her father (my grandad Will) and brother were six-footers, so that’s probably why I’m tall, six foot one, and well built.

The Hearns came originally from Maldon in Essex. There are quite a few laid to rest in the churchyard there, going back to the eighteenth century. After that, they migrated to the East End of London and were variously employed as building labourers, decorators and dockers. I never met my father’s father, a decorator from Forest Gate. I was told he had a scar on his neck from ear to ear, courtesy of a German bayonet in the First World War. My paternal grandmother was christened Margaret Unwin. Her father, George Unwin, was a chief engineer in the fire brigade. The connection with Maldon probably explains why my parents chose to have their honeymoon there.

Although it sounds like a cliché, we really were poor but happy. Mum and Dad never argued. Mind you, no one argued with my mum. Christine and I could play in the nearby fields, go down to the river and explore Epping Forest. We felt free.

When I was about seven, I came home and found my father lying upstairs on my bed. He’d had his first heart attack, short of his thirtieth birthday. It was actually the day I brought home my first school report. It was a glowing report because I was quite smart, and I showed it to him. He started to cry, wondering whether he was going to live or die, whether he would get to see his kids grow up. He was very proud of both of us, my diamond sister and me.

Poor father was never quite the same again. He could still dig the garden, but not for too long. In those days, the doctor’s advice following a heart attack was to sit in a chair for three months and not move. He was still allowed to smoke, though! He rolled his own but wasn’t a heavy smoker. These days, as I know only too well, having had two heart attacks myself, they encourage you to get out of bed and keep your circulation going. They also have much better medication, and they make it clear that smoking has to stop.

At home, Dad used to make radiograms, building his own cabinets and selling them locally. Dad was good at making things and he used to make model airplanes, with engines. He set them off to fly in the surrounding fields and my job was to go and bring them back. Later on, he worked for Radio Rentals, repairing people’s TVs. He found it easy and used to be back by lunchtime. Then he’d ring in to see if there were any more call-outs, but really he was doing a part-time job for full-time money.

Dad used to steal a valve a week from the TV factory and used them to build his own television set with a nine-inch screen. It was the only one in our street, so on Coronation Day, in 1953, just about the whole street was crammed into our tiny lounge. There was a fancy-dress competition for the Coronation. My mum dressed me up in a suit covered with the litter from the cinema, old tickets, popcorn boxes and so on. I won first prize: a model of the Coronation carriage, long since lost.

Ours was a traditional household. Dad’s job was to earn the money and he would bring his wages back in cash every Friday evening. Mum and Dad would count it out and work out what would be spent on what. He used to bring home a bar of Cadbury’s milk chocolate as well. Christine and I would get a square each and Mum and Dad shared the rest. Mum did all the cooking. We always had a roast dinner on Sundays with rhubarb crumble for pudding. Monday was cold meat and chips; Tuesday rissoles or spam fritters; fish on Fridays. One Christmas, when I was thirteen, we couldn’t afford a turkey, so Dad said that the twelve pullets we kept in the backyard had to go. He strangled eight and I strangled four. We ate the lot.

Our mum was not one just to stay at home, though. She was a strong character and could get her way. Early on in their marriage, she made Dad give up motocross riding and she was always trying to improve herself. She took Italian classes at night-school but never advanced very much because she loved the first-year studies so much she kept taking them over and over again.

Mum was vivacious, glamorous and a bit of a snob, but needs must. She got a job as a cleaning lady five mornings a week for Mr and Mrs Locks, who lived in one of the big houses up on Tycehurst Hill. Mr Locks owned the local paper, the Loughton, Chigwell, Buckhurst Hill and Woodford Gazette.

As the boy in the family, I was expected to mow the lawn and wash the car, when we got one. Christine had to wash up and help Mum in the kitchen. I always looked after Christine. When I was nine and she was seven, I built a wooden go-kart. The wheels were held on with bent nails. We were out playing with it one day when a nail caught Christine’s leg and caused a nasty cut, with blood running down her leg. We were quite a long way from home but near some shops, so I marched her into a chemist and told them to fix her up. They did that all right, but she has the scar to this day.

When I went to the local grammar school aged eleven, I didn’t have long trousers, and I was almost six feet tall. If you want to be embarrassed, try going to an all-boys school wearing short trousers when everyone else is wearing long trousers. They took the piss, constantly. I dreaded going to school and I dreaded going home because a gang would be waiting for me underneath the railway arches. These were the kids off our East End council estate who were resentful of me because I had passed the eleven-plus exam and they hadn’t. Every time I got off the bus they would kick and punch me, bullying me all the way home.

I took it for a few weeks and then I snapped. I chose the biggest one and gave him a proper good hiding. His pals ran away. I was foaming at the mouth. My mother came out and laid into me, giving me a beating for hitting that poor boy. That was unfair, but I didn’t mind. I was proud of myself. I had stood up to be counted. I had learned a lesson in life. I could look after myself. And no one on that estate came near me again.

We were having Sunday lunch once when Christine was a bit older, and she came in crying because some boy had hit her.

Dad looked at me and said, ‘What are you doing, sitting there?’

I was halfway through my dinner. ‘Off you go,’ he said. ‘Sort it out and finish your dinner when you get back.’

I found the kid, sorted him out and went back to finish my dinner. Family first.

Christine, who was much closer to our dad than I was, always helped me as well. We both used to save up our pocket money, and when I wanted to buy a new cricket bat or whatever, she gave me her savings. I ordered her around, but I protected her as well. If we went out to a dance or whatever, she was allowed to stay out later so long as I was there to keep an eye on her. I also helped her with her schoolwork, teaching her algebra, geometry, arithmetic and French.

When Christine was given a bicycle for passing the eleven-plus, Mum and Dad tried to teach her to ride it, but she couldn’t get the hang of it. I took her up to the top of a nearby hill on some waste ground, put her on the bike and pushed her down the hill. It worked. I used the same method when I taught her to swim: I just threw her into a swimming pool, the deep end.

My mum was a tough lady who believed in discipline. She used to lock me in the bedroom until my homework was done and when she identified certain working-class traits, such as the way I spoke, she sent me off to elocution lessons and later enrolled me in the Verse Appreciation Society and the Drama Society at Buckhurst Hill Grammar School. Of course, I cringed and resented it, but you didn’t argue with my mother. And by that time I had learned to stick up for myself, which kept the teasing within limits. With a sick father and a strict mother, this may all sound harsh, but children adapt. I was very happy as a boy.

Our holidays were spent in the West Country. It would take us twelve hours to drive down, with at least one breakdown. Often it was the fanbelt, in which case Mum’s old nylons would be brought into service. The first week would be spent working, harvesting peas, potatoes or strawberries. We’d get half a crown for filling a sack with peas. I struggled to fill two sacks in a day, which was eight hours. For the potatoes, we had to follow a trailer and bend over so that we could hardly walk by the end of the day. After a week, the holiday would start.

Mostly, it was camping, but we also used to stay at a bed and breakfast, Lower Zeals Farm. I loved the farmhouse and the country life. I’d get up at five in the morning to help milk the cows. I asked the farmer how much land he owned. ‘As far as the eye can see, my boy,’ he said. He didn’t have any money, but I thought that was an amazing thing to be able to say. It stuck with me and that is why I’ve long been an investor in arable land. They don’t make land any more, and I like to own it and look at it. It’s also free from Inheritance Tax.

At Christmas in 1959, I was eleven years old and beginning to find my feet. I asked my mum and dad if I could start going to watch professional football, as some of the other kids in my school had been to some matches and I was jealous. My parents said I couldn’t go to Arsenal, Tottenham, Chelsea or West Ham as they were big clubs, but I could go to Leyton Orient because they were a small, family club in the East End of London and had a reputation for being safe enough for kids.

On 30 January 1960 I made my first trip to Brisbane Road to watch the great Leyton Orient play a friendly match against Falkirk from the Scottish League. The match ended as a 2–2 draw. I still have the programme, with the late changes in the teams marked in biro as well as the scores from the half-time scoreboard. The attendance was 6,988, more than twice the number that turned up for my first league match as chairman of the club thirty-five years later. From day one, I was hooked on Leyton Orient as my club, and that has remained the case ever since, to my lasting pleasure, and cost.

I went to almost every game for the rest of that season and developed a great affinity with the club because it was a good place to be. Everybody seemed so kind and I never felt at any risk, even if we didn’t win many matches.

My number-one hero at that time was a rough-and-tough centre-forward called Tommy Johnston; he was in his second spell at Orient and was a legend with the fans as he constantly scored goals. He had a withered arm, a legacy of an injury received when he was a miner, and always played with his arm bandaged, so he was easy to spot. I was never particularly good at football myself, but I was a centre-forward and modelled my style on his. Not pretty, but effective.

Tommy left the club in 1961 and so did I as I moved over to near neighbours Tottenham Hotspur. I was twelve years old and felt I was a proper geezer. I never forgot Tommy Johnston though, and when I later became owner of Leyton Orient, we renamed the South Stand the Tommy Johnston Stand, with a moving ceremony. His ashes were interred there – forever Orient.

Having experienced live football for the first time at Leyton Orient, I couldn’t have picked a better time to go to Tottenham. The 1960/61 season at Spurs will always reside in the memories of their fans as they became the first team in the twentieth century to do the double of the First Division Championship and FA Cup. I found a new hero in Bobby Smith, the centre-forward who played in the same style as Tommy Johnston – a rough-and-tumble character who may not have been elegant but scored a hell of a lot of goals. Bobby Smith scored thirty-three goals in the season when Spurs won the double.

These were the days when 65,000 people went to White Hart Lane, and it wasn’t the safest place in the world because of the huge crowd, but the atmosphere and the standard of football left me with deep, abiding memories. Great players such as Danny Blanchflower, John White and of course Bobby Smith were just three of a team that were almost unbeatable that season, and they were soon to be joined by the supreme goal-scorer, Jimmy Greaves.

When the players ran onto the pitch, youngsters like me would run on with autograph books and try to get them to sign before the match started. On one occasion, we were playing Blackpool, including the great Stanley Matthews. I ran onto the pitch trying to get the one autograph that had eluded me the entire season and that was the one and only Dave Mackay, a tough, no-nonsense man who tackled with proper tackles so that the other man was rarely left upright. He was a beast of a man and a great midfielder, but I didn’t have his autograph and I was determined to get it. I ran straight towards him as he came out of the tunnel and, without looking up, he kicked the football he was holding and it hit me straight in the face and knocked me off my feet.

I can still remember lying there seeing stars and this huge face of Dave Mackay peering at me.

‘Are you all right, lad?’

‘Yes, Mr Mackay, I’m fine. Can I have your autograph please?’

‘No, you can fuck off.’

At least forty years later, I was speaking at a function in the Midlands and there was a table of former Tottenham Hotspur players including, you guessed it, the one and only Dave Mackay. I walked over to him and said, ‘Can I have your autograph now, Mr Mackay?’ I recounted the story, and we had a good laugh, but I still ended up without his signature.

A week later a huge parcel arrived in my office. When I opened it, there was a picture of the great Spurs squad with Dave Mackay being held aloft by Jimmy Greaves, Alan Gilzean and Pat Jennings. Every player had signed it and there was an accompanying note from Dave Mackay: ‘At last you have got my autograph.’ That picture takes pride of place in my private office at home and will never be taken down.

I stayed with Tottenham for the 1960/61 and 61/62 seasons (when they won the FA Cup again but didn’t do the double) and I had the odd visit to the Orient, but my mind was then set on other things, such as trying to earn some money.

But there was one experience at Brisbane Road that would stay with me for many years and had an emotional influence on my decision, many years later, to buy my boyhood club. In 1963, I was standing next to an old fellow who lived in Brisbane Road; he had a cloth cap on his head and was wearing an overcoat. It was freezing cold, half-time in the game, and we were having a chat. He asked me what I was doing that night and I said I was going to the pictures with my mum and dad. He asked me what we were going to see, and I said Cleopatra – it was one of those classic big-budget movies of the time, with Liz Taylor as the Queen of the Nile. The old man said to me, that’s interesting – when the film is over and they play the National Anthem and everyone stands up (which is what we did in those days) just watch the credits at the end of the film and you will see that my daughter is in charge of costumes for that film. Her name is Edith Head.

I remembered the name and at the end of the film I did stand up during the National Anthem and I did watch the credits, and sure enough when it came to costume design there was the name Edith Head. Apparently, this old fellow’s daughter had gone off to America and made herself a career in costume design for movies.

In fact, Edith Head was one of the most famous costume designers of all time in Hollywood and won a record eight Academy Awards and her dad, it seemed, was a normal bloke who lived in Brisbane Road and went to watch the Orient.

Now the strange thing is that I learned much later, after I bought the club, that the old fellow’s story cannot have been true. Edith Head’s father would have been 105 at the time and he had no connection with Leyton. But the yarn had a most powerful effect and there must have been some connection or there was no point in telling the story. A mystery.

My first effort at a properly structured business, with purchasing, marketing and so forth, came at grammar school. When I was sixteen, I found this girlie mag in Epping Forest and took it to school to show the lads. The centre pages were in colour and the rest were black-and-white. One lad wanted a colour picture, so I tore it out and sold it to him for sixpence. Others paid threepence for black-and-white pictures and I made ten shillings from the whole mag.

I was on to a good thing. I got one lad to go up to London and buy mags for me at a pound or less. I recruited a salesman for each school year, and I ran the financial side. I soon had a franchise going, making a few quid a week. The problem was storage: where to hide them? There was a big lad called Chunky Ryan. No one would go near him. I put him in charge of storage. He put them in his desk, knowing no one would dare look in there. At least, no boy would.

One day, we were being taught religious instruction by Mr Tomlinson.

‘Where’s Ryan? I want to mark his homework.’

‘Not here, sir. He’s gone to the dentist.’

‘No problem. It’ll be in his desk.’

He opened the desk.

Next morning, the deputy headmaster read out the names of six of us. ‘Report to my office after assembly.’ Chunky had grassed us up. We lined up outside his office. We could hear the cane. Wallop, wallop. Six of the best. I was last in the line.

‘I don’t think it’s fair that I should be punished twice,’ I lied when my turn came.

‘What do you mean, twice?’

‘Well, sir, my dad gave me a terrible beating when I told him what I’d done last night.’

‘Oh, I see.’

He let me off, but that was a good business ruined.

It was my mother, as I have said, who decided my proper career. One day, when I was twelve, she came home from cleaning and announced that I was to become a chartered accountant. She had been speaking to Mr Locks, whose house she cleaned, and he had said that the thing about chartered accountants was that you never saw a poor one. I didn’t know what a chartered accountant was, but I didn’t argue. And that phrase, ‘you’ll never see a poor one’, resonated with me. I had often been up the hill to look in awe at the big houses with their driveways and gardens, and all I could think was I want one, and one way or another I’ll get one, one day. At school, whenever careers advice came up, I would tell the teacher to leave me out. I didn’t need any advice because I was going to be a chartered accountant.

After working as a cleaner for years, my mother suddenly decided to get a full-time job. I was about sixteen and she was in her mid-forties when she applied for a job with the North Thames Gas Board as a showroom assistant. Dad tried to dissuade her, saying she should stay at home, not bother. She had no education to speak of and no track record apart from cleaning, and there were fifty applicants, but she got the job. At the interview, she was asked to just talk about anything, so she talked about her two children, and it worked.

Quite soon after she started her first career, we were able to buy our own house, 94 Buckhurst Way, Buckhurst Hill. Three bedrooms and a garage. I painted the whole house outside, front and back, over the school holidays. Moving out of council-house accommodation was a major breakthrough for us all. My mother never stopped trying to improve our lives. She had a driving force that I must have inherited. She ended up as area director of the North Thames Gas Board, a wonderful achievement.

Dad was one of those working-class men who accepted the way things were, knew his place. So long as he had his baccy and telly, he was happy. When his wages went up to twenty pounds a week, a thousand a year, we had a big celebration. My pocket money went up from two shillings to two-and-six a week.

I was different to Dad, and I didn’t accept that the Conservatives should run the country as a kind of birthright. I joined the Young Socialists when I was sixteen and stuck a picture of Harold Wilson in my bedroom window, facing the street.

One thing I did inherit from my dad, apart from a dodgy heart, was a terrible temper. I could really lose it. The worst example came when I was sixteen and having a spitting row with him. ‘And you can wipe that smile off your face,’ he said, and hit me with his right hand. It split my left eyebrow. I got hold of him and held him up. I was going to kill him. Mum was screaming. Then I realised he really could die, and I put him down.

As it happened, I had the oral exam for my French O level the next day. I had a black eye and was wearing sunglasses. I rehearsed a phrase: ‘Excusez-moi de porter les lunettes noirs, mais J’ai tombé dans les escaliers dimanche soir.’ I still failed.

My working life began when I became a teenager. My mum had seen in the paper that labour was needed at Waltham Abbey, where a group of Italians who had come over after the war were growing tomatoes in greenhouses. Waltham Abbey was a seven-mile bike ride. The bike had been my reward for passing the
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