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List of Illustrations

My first-ever race bike: a Triton Hybrid that dropped its guts all over Brands Hatch. I’m convinced the circuit is still slippery today because of that bloody bike. (Chris Morgan)

Barry Sheene and our great friend Piers Weld-Forrester, an adrenaline-junkie aristocrat who somehow persuaded me to join him at the British Olympic bobsleigh trials. (CSS)

The first proper team I ever rode for: the Coppock Superchicks. With my team-mates Wayne Dinham (left) and Mick Patrick (right) and team owner Harold Coppock, a wealthy chicken farmer and motorcycle-racing philanthropist.

In 1975 I signed for Dave More

Even though I did a lot of damage to his bikes, our success together persuaded Suzuki to provide us with one of the only RG500s to come in to the country. (Keith Wigmore)

We won the British Open Motorcycle Championship on it in 1976 and, with a little push from my new best mate Barry Sheene, the door to the World Championship creaked open.

Barry persuaded Texaco Heron Suzuki to sign me for 1977, and I could hardly believe my luck.

Here I am with my girlfriend Linda at the photoshoot to announce the deal. I had to wear my hero’s leathers because mine weren’t ready yet. I was literally living the dream.

In between my Texaco Heron Suzuki team-mates Pat Hennen and Barry Sheene, as well as Phil Read on a borrowed Kawasaki at Brands Hatch in 1977.

I suddenly found myself amongst other sporting stars that I’d never even heard of. You might recognise me here with TV presenter Dickie Davies, footballer Malcolm Macdonald, and England cricket captain Mike Brearley, although I still have no idea which is which. (LAT)

Leading my home Grand Prix at Silverstone in my first full season as a World Championship rider, running the number 1 on my bike. By the end of the race I would be the number 1 wanker.

Rolling up to the starting grid at Imatra, Finland, in 1979. The locals had me to thank for the new toilet block, although curiously there is no plaque there in my honour.

Linda and Steph Sheene, Italy, 1980. How bloody fast?! (Richard McLaren/DPA)

Being team-mate to Barry Sheene was everything you’d expect. Here we are on one of our regular pre-season ‘training’ excursions to Venezuela.

Which consisted mainly of waterskiing and sampling the local ‘delights’.

Hockenheim, 1982. Broken leg and ankle. Whatever happened to stretchers?

Probably the closest I ever came to losing my life on a racetrack was when I crashed and Kenny Roberts ran over my head at the Transatlantic Challenge meeting at Donington Park in 1984.

Randy Mamola was also caught up in the incident and the pair of them helped the medics to carry me away in a blanket. They both feared the worst and the look in Barry’s eyes as he came around on the next lap tells the story.

I had my share of flash cars over the years but soon found out that novelty vehicles were far more fun.

Over the years I owned an ambulance.

An armoured vehicle.

A fire engine.

A hearse.

But my favourite was my ‘Trotters Independent Trading’ three-wheeler.

Barry was my best man, my best friend and the person I looked up to most in the world.

‘Never die wondering,’ he used to say. He didn’t, and I am determined that I won’t either. (LAT)

People always accused me of living my life in Barry Sheene’s slipstream. Believe me, it was a hell of a place to be.

I got fired by Suzuki at the end of 1977 but was thrown a lifeline by George Harrison.

Who was a huge fan of the racing and used to come and hang out with us and other celebrities like Eric Idle.

With a generous gift from George and some added sponsorship from Makaha skateboards, I was back racing and earning more money than I had as a factory rider. (LAT)

A ‘player-manager’ before the term had been invented, I ran a Yamaha in the British Superstock Championship in 1986 with sponsorship from Loctite and signed Kenny Irons to run as my team-mate. Kenny won the title and was as big a talent as Niall Mackenzie or Carl Fogarty, in my opinion. I was devastated when he left to join Heron Suzuki in 1987, and even more so the following season when he died in a collision with one of my riders.

Loctite’s Managing Director Geoff Bennett was the butt of one of my most favourite practical jokes, although surprisingly this wasn’t it: signing Keith Heuwen and Trevor Nation to ride for us in 1987.

Easily my best signing as Team Manager was Terry Rymer. He had a cracking year for us in 1989, bringing the British Superstock Championship back to the team, while also becoming the first-ever British rider to win a World Superbike event with a superb ride at Manfeild in New Zealand.

Racing trucks started off as a bit of a laugh, but I ended up signing a factory contract with Mercedes worth more than anything I rode for as a motorcycle racer, and won five World titles. (BP)

Truck racing became a big deal for the manufacturers and a huge rivalry developed between Mercedes and MAN. After a bruising race in Nürburgring in 1991, the big boss at Mercedes, Helmut Werner, was able to present me with the winner’s trophy.

With my first full-time commentary partner Leigh Diffey and World Superbike Champion Carl Fogarty ahead of the 2000 season. I loved the challenge of trying to describe the action on screen and as a partner ‘Stiffy’ was one of the best I ever worked with.

Riding Valentino Rossi’s Yamaha YZR-M1 at Valencia in 2004 was a bit like a blow job from a supermodel: over too quickly but at least I could tell my mates it had happened!

Charlie Cox was my commentary-box buddy and partner-in-crime for a full decade.

As a former British Touring Car Championship racer, he was the perfect hire car co-driver, and it was unusual for us to bring one back in one piece.

With Charlie, Matt Roberts and the rest of the BBC crew after they had all helped me dig my hire car out of a ditch on a dirt road between the hotel and the track at Mugello . . .

My own personal airline, Plummet Airways, getting ready for another questionable take-off.

‘Revenge is a dish best served cold.’ My mate Dave Morris pranked me with this stag’s head in my bed.

‘Do ya wanna bet on it?’ With Jet from Gladiators and some toff on a polo horse, which I raced in my Mercedes sports car on the television show You Bet. As usual, I found an unconventional way to win. (LWT)

As an avid self-preservationist, the Isle of Man TT was not a race I excelled in, but I did manage a podium in 1985, only to be disqualified subsequently for running an illegal fuel tank. It was an innocent mistake.

I am glad I raced at the TT, if only because I can now commentate on it with some understanding of what the riders are going through. I also get to spend time with a great team at North One TV, including my on-screen pals Craig Doyle, James Whitham and Steve Plater.

My last-ever professional motorcycle race was at Macau in 1986. Officially I was banned from the country due to my explosive behaviour the year before.

Team BBC. (Watts Where Media)

Charlie’s Angel and me. (Watts Where Media)

Despite their ‘unusual’ childhood, which included holidays to Great Yarmouth in an ambulance to avoid the traffic.

My kids Joe and Frankie have turned out pretty well!

My wife Michelle is the love of my life and she helps keep me smiling pretty much all the time, often at her own expense! Bless her.
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A note from Matt Roberts

After years of listening to Steve regaling people all over the world with these incredibly daft stories of his life, it has been a great pleasure to help him finally get them all down on paper, although as I fully expected the process hasn’t been without its pitfalls.

After one weekend of working together at his house near Royston, I drove all the way back home to Huddersfield with the PEN15 number plate stuck to the back of my car and then left it parked outside the house for the whole of the following day before I realised. If I’d known about it I could have done the journey much more quickly!

I have also gone straight from his place to work at British Superbike events at Snetterton, Brands Hatch or Silverstone, where I’ve obliviously parked my car up in the paddock with various lewd stickers on the back. Of course, I was no stranger to these antics, having worked with Steve for seven years and travelled the world together as part of the BBC’s MotoGP team, and having remained great friends ever since.

Steve’s house is a monument to his irreverence, the first sign of which is the gentlemen’s urinal hanging on the wall outside. Inside, an artificial parrot squawks ‘Who’s a pretty boy then?’ when you turn off the bathroom light, which makes me jump every time, while the carpets are littered with fake dog turds and there is a life-size cut-out of Dean Martin standing in the

shower. Among it all the Grand Prix trophies, framed newspaper clippings and faded photographs on the walls provide a fascinating tapestry of the hugely successful racing career that Steve is always eager to play down.

Our attempts to get all of that history and eccentricity onto the pages of this book were fuelled by the hot, home-made stews laid on by the long-suffering Michelle, which always made the long drives down to Hertfordshire worthwhile.

This spirit is captured perhaps most eloquently in the rare foreword that follows, written by a man who understood Steve better than anybody. Barry Sheene always encouraged his best friend to write this book and promised that he would pen the foreword. Just days before his death back in 2003, Barry told his wife Stephanie to grab a pen.

Matt Roberts






Foreword

I first met ‘Stavros’ in 1975, twenty-eight years ago, at Brands Hatch. ‘Stavros’ and I got on like a house on fire and seemed to see eye to eye with everything.

I invited him over to my place at Wisbech and haven’t stopped laughing yet! I’ve never met anyone who can get themselves in and out of so much trouble.

If he could have set his bike up as well as his victims and have put as much effort into the bike racing as he did the intricate pranks he pulled on people he would certainly have been a World Champion.

As it was, he spent most of his time racing away from trouble. He was blindingly fast on four or six wheels, proven by five European truck racing titles.

Whatever he did, bikes, trucks, commentary, it would be fun for him and all around him.

Gas it wanker!

Barry Sheene
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On thin ice

I am still not sure exactly how I found myself hurtling down a bobsleigh run upside down at over 60mph, with a drunken aristocrat giggling as he skidded along behind me, but I certainly know how it started. My great friendship with Barry Sheene had brought me into circles I would never normally have moved in, as we rubbed shoulders and other parts of our bodies with the great and the good of high society in swinging London. Since meeting Barry a couple of years earlier my life had suddenly become very interesting, and this was only the start.

It was the mid-1970s and Barry, of course, was a huge celebrity; a World Champion and the face of every marketing campaign from Texaco engine oils to Brut aftershave. And in his slipstream was me: his soon-to-be teammate and partner in crime, Stephen James Parrish, a farmer’s son from Steeple Morden, Cambridgeshire. It wasn’t a bad place to be, Barry’s slipstream that is. I used to say it was like being in Alice in Wonderland and they weren’t all called Alice!

Piers Weld-Forester was blue-blooded, the grandson of the 5th Marquis of Ormonde and twenty-fourth in line to the throne. He was so well connected to the royal family that he’d even dated Princess Anne. Piers had a really flash town

house on Waterford Road in Chelsea, near the football ground, which must have been worth millions even then. We all had a key and we would go down for a week at a time, just hanging out together and having fun. The house had at least five or six bedrooms, one of which we called ‘Room 7’, which was Barry’s room. Back then you could do whatever you wanted in London; drive at 90mph, park wherever you pleased and, of course, the nightlife was fantastic. We used to eat at a restaurant called 235 on the King’s Road and we were regular patrons of Tramp, an exclusive members-only nightclub on Jermyn Street, which was very much the place to be at the time.

It is fair to say that Piers liked to live fast and despite his wealth and his Harrow education he was most intoxicated by the unique thrill of racing a motorcycle, which is how we first came to meet at Snetterton in 1976. His bike, a 750cc Yamaha, was quite worthy of the World Championship, but here he was, racing it in the Newmarket Club’s local races. It was during that season that I would become British Champion for the first time myself and when Barry introduced us I was only too happy to help Piers out a bit with his racing. As a rider he would improve as time went on – he even started racing in some of the international events I was competing in – although the truth is that he wasn’t very fast. We used to joke that Piers couldn’t ride out of sight on a dark night but we all loved him. He was a wonderful character and, like everybody else, I just enjoyed being around him.

Even though on paper he was a millionaire, Piers was what I called a ‘Trustafarian’: asset rich, but never seemed to have any cash. All of the wealth he had was tied up, although he was able to get paid for attending the House of Lords: a hundred quid a day just for turning up and sitting at the back. So that’s what he would do, usually passing the money straight on to an engine tuner called Roger Keen to pay for a new piston

or something else for his race bike, which he kept in a garage underneath the house in Chelsea. He also had a van for his racing, a ten-year-old Ford Transit twin-wheeler, which he ran on red diesel. He would have the diesel delivered for the central heating in the flat, which somebody else must have been paying for, and then would siphon it off for his van. Piers seemed to know every scam in the book and over the next twelve months I would learn them all, soaking everything up like a sponge and loving every minute.

But in the winter of 1976 I didn’t think much of it when he invited me off on an all-expenses-paid two-week skiing holiday to Igls, near Innsbruck. I’d never been skiing before. In fact, I’d hardly ever been out of the country before, so this sounded like an opportunity too good to miss. ‘All you’ve got to do, Stavros,’ he said, as we set off for Dover in the Transit, ‘is pretend you can drive a bobsleigh when we get there.’ I pictured a big group of lads mucking around on toboggans in some fancy ski resort and I rubbed my hands at the fun that was ahead.

When we got to the port Piers admitted that the ferry booking was actually for one person and a small car, so I took the hint to jump under a blanket in the back of the van while he negotiated our passage on board. As soon as we left the dock we headed straight to the lorry drivers’ canteen where, wearing his Scania jacket for extra effect, Piers claimed he’d left his meal voucher in the truck and ordered himself a free serving of bacon and eggs. When he wanted to Piers could really talk the lorry drivers’ lingo, despite his silver-spooned upbringing.

We made regular stops as we headed across Europe to buy red diesel from local farmers or else we simply siphoned it off from any tractors or diggers left unattended. We had local currency but I’m sure anything we did spend came out of my pocket. I was confused and amazed in equal measures by Piers

and his manner which, it seemed, could help him get away with anything, but I was so green back then that I just went along with it.

Once into Germany we stopped off in Frankfurt, at a really swanky hotel. Of course, there were no mobile phones back then so, slipping back into his more natural persona of refined English gent, Piers politely told the receptionist that he would be checking in but first of all he had some urgent telephone calls to make, if they could kindly provide him with a line. With that old Harrovian accent of his, everything he said seemed plausible; they even agreed to arrange some lunch for the weary travellers. Sometime later, after a slap-up meal of schnitzel and potatoes, Piers ordered brandy, which was our cue to bolt out of the restaurant while the waiter’s back was turned and make a sprint for the van. It was a scam I was to become familiar with for the remainder of our trip.

As we headed closer to Austria we made a slight detour to Switzerland. ‘We just have to call in to St Moritz to pick up the bobsleigh from an old pal,’ Piers explained. That seemed fair enough, but as we stepped into the outbuilding of this wealthy guy’s winter getaway I felt that something wasn’t quite right. There were chickens everywhere and this ‘bobsleigh’, which looked to me like the front end of an aeroplane, was all rusty and full of straw for the chickens. I asked Piers’ pal why it had military badges on it and he explained that it had originally belonged to the British Army. I didn’t even want to know how it had ended up here. But Piers showed me around the bob, giving me some basic information like how the front runners turned but the rears were fixed, and with the help of Piers’ pal and another chap the four of us lifted her into the back of the van.

There was one more stop to make before Igls, which was in Salzburg, where Piers disappeared into a building that turned out to be a brothel. Piers was eight years older than me and

he’d spent quite a bit of time in the army, but talk about wide eyes and wet ears – I didn’t even know what a brothel was, so I sat in the van for an hour and a half wondering what he was up to until he came back with a big smile on his face. He’d probably done a runner from there too.

As we headed on towards Igls I was finally furnished with some more key information about our trip, such as the fact that we’d actually be entering an event, along with around twenty or so other people. It still just sounded like a bit of fun. Finally, the next morning, we arrived at Igls, one of the few bobsleigh tracks in Europe that was, and still is, used all year round. That, of course, is why it was home to the British bobsleigh team and why we were now here: to take part in trials for the 1980 Winter Olympics.

Clearly this was a big surprise to me but back home the news was already out: ‘Daredevil Duo Bob Off’ read the headline in one of the nationals.


WITH the racing season over, Old Harrovian motorbike ace Piers Weld-Forester, 30, and British champion Steve Parrish, 22, are turning their daredevil attentions to a sport at the opposite end of the social scale.

Last night they left London by car en route for St Moritz to pick up a £2,000 bobsled in which they hope to secure a place in the British team for the World Championships in Cervinia, Italy, next year.

Piers, grandson of the 5th Marquis of Ormonde, and a rider for Yamaha, told me: ‘I’ve done it once before, but Steve has never been in a bob. We’ll decide who is going to drive after a couple of runs. I guess it will be the person least afraid.’

From St Moritz the intrepid duo will drive to Igls in Austria to take part in the British trials, which Prince Michael of Kent is supervising.


A place in the 1980 Winter Olympics is their eventual ambition.



Of course, as we now know, there are a few factual inaccuracies in the above report but I can’t blame the journalist for any of that. However, Piers’ royal connections and his talent for skiing had indeed brought him into contact with Prince Michael of Kent, who himself competed for Great Britain in the World Bobsleigh Championships in 1971. Now Prince Michael surely must have known that Piers was even less use on a bobsleigh than he was on a motorcycle, but somehow he’d allowed Piers to convince him that he had a competent driver lined up, an international motorcycle racer, no less, looking to turn his skill from the tarmac to the ice. The truth, of course, was that I had only clapped eyes on a bloody bobsleigh the day before, although compared to racing a two-stroke motorcycle at 170mph around the Isle of Man TT course it would surely be a walk in the park.

As I looked around the training camp at all these serious-looking athletes in their fancy tracksuits, buffing their shiny bobsleighs and sharpening the runners, I realised that out of the twenty or so British competitors there to race we were the only non-forces entry. There were teams from the army, navy, air force and marines, all of them probably having been told that Piers Weld-Forester was turning up with some shit-hot driver, and now here we were with all of them staring at us as we unloaded this rusty pile of junk from the back of an old Transit. I couldn’t believe what I’d let myself in for but Piers assured me he knew the score, he’d done a bit of bobsleigh in the army and it was all going to be a complete doddle. He would be the brake-man and I would be the driver. For the first time since I’d been hanging out with Piers, I just wasn’t convinced. ‘What have I done?’ I thought. What an embarrassment.


But at least it was free and that night, as I laid my head on a pillow for the first time in a few days, I thought that maybe something good was happening at last. The next morning we went for a look at the run we’d be going down. I took one peek over the side and almost shit myself. And that was only the first descent from the start! A bobsleigh is gravity-powered, so you only have to imagine how steep it has to be to get a bobsleigh and two passengers moving at speeds of up to 75mph. Beyond the start was no less daunting: a twisting, narrow, banked track with turns that can subject the crew to forces of up to 5g.

We were told that because of something to do with the temperature we could only practise first thing in the morning or late at night, so I could take the rest of the day off to worry about it. I would also need some special shoes, with hundreds of tiny spikes on the soles, so Piers took me to a local shop where I found myself parting with another forty quid just so I could push a rusty wreck down a concrete track covered in ice. It was too late to turn back now, so I reluctantly bought the shoes.

I kept looking at some of the other British teams and I could sense that they knew something was not right about Piers and me even being there. Their suspicions were confirmed when I arrived at the top of the track ready for our first practice run in full Texaco Heron Suzuki branded leathers and a full-face AGV motorcycle helmet. It was pretty clear that I didn’t belong anywhere near these athletes in their Lycra suits and tight-fitting crash helmets, and worse still there was no sign of Piers. But we were scheduled to be the ninth crew away and I was told to get the bobsleigh on the ice in readiness.

Prince Michael called the first pairing up: ‘Bob number one! Willis and Eversholt!’ I was nervous and starting to get worried about Piers. Where the hell was he? To keep the runners from sticking to the ice you had to rock the bobsleigh back and

forth, which was a tough enough task without my supposed teammate and brake-man missing and I quickly started to tire. I’d been rocking this rusty old piece of shit for about an hour when Prince Michael finally called for us: ‘Bob number nine! Parrish and Forester!’

‘I’m sorry, Your Highness, but my brake-man is running late,’ I gasped. At this point one of the other British lads stepped forward and told me that Piers wouldn’t go down the run until he was drunk and that he’d probably be in the bar. So Prince Michael sent for him and eventually he appeared, looking a little glassy-eyed and giddy but at least now seemingly up for the challenge.

‘Ready, sir,’ I nervously declared.

‘Very well, Parrish. As you are and go.’

To start a bobsleigh you’re supposed to rock it back and forth and then take a big run before plunging down the first descent. Not us. We crept it carefully to the edge and gingerly jumped in as it gathered momentum for the first turn, Piers giggling all the way. I’d worked out that the idea was to get as high as possible on the bends to gather speed for the straights and in no time we were flying along at around 60mph, although even for a motorcycle racer accustomed to doing well over double that speed it felt much faster. The steering system, which is basically two metal rings on a pulley system that operate the runners, is really sensitive, so at that speed it’s very easy to turn yourself upside down. Inevitably, by the third corner, that is exactly what I did.

In this situation, we had been briefed, the procedure was for the brake-man to jump out of the back of the bobsleigh and drag the driver out as soon as possible. The main reason for this was to protect the ice from damage, although obviously it’s a safety issue too. You can then either turn the bobsleigh over and continue your run or simply let it go on its own, as the

bobs are designed to right themselves and cruise to the finish. But, of course, Piers was rendered completely powerless by the booze and now was in fits of laughter, leaving me trapped in the front of the bob as we scraped and scratched our way down the remainder of the track.

We crossed the line at 62mph, which I think must be a record for an upside-down bob, but the ice behind us was completely wrecked and we got the most incredible bollocking. But the truth is I was relieved; we were in one piece, our cover was surely blown and now maybe we could get out of there and go skiing.

However, we were given one more chance and at 5 a.m. the next morning Prince Michael came into our room to wake us. He was greeted with the strange sight of me lying in bed, fast asleep, with my crash helmet on to block out the noise of Piers’ snoring. Once again, it must have occurred to the Prince what complete twats we were. But once again he guided us to the top of the track, asking me where exactly I had competed before. I recited some of the names of bobsleigh tracks that Piers had drilled into me during our journey to Igls. Prince Michael told me that two of our rival competitors had broken their arms the day before, so I grabbed hold of Piers, still pissed from the night before, and told him we needed to give it a proper go this time.

Again we edged gingerly over the precipice but we were soon skimming along the ice and this time I remained completely focused on keeping us upright. By the fifth corner we were upside down again, and we were still upside down at turns six, seven, eight, nine . . . all the way to the finish. In fact, turn five was as far as I ever got the right way up in my bobsleigh career because thankfully, this time, we were asked to leave. Prince Michael told us we weren’t taking it seriously enough, that we looked ridiculous in our motorcycle leathers and helmets and with our drinking and carrying on we weren’t fit to represent

Great Britain in the manner expected. It was hard to argue with him really.

So we happily left the bobsleigh behind and jumped back into the old Transit, with our travel allowance in Piers’ pocket, and made our way to the Stubai Glacier, where we finally got that skiing holiday. Of course, I again made myself look like a complete prat by turning up on the slopes in an anorak and jeans and then wiping out an entire queue of around thirty people waiting for the chair lift. I really had no clue about what I was doing back then, and many people would tell you that I still don’t, but my education had just begun.

Unfortunately, there would be precious few further adventures with Piers. The following autumn, during a race meeting at Brands Hatch, he slid off his prized Yamaha TZ750 on the exit of Clearways, the last corner on the track, and went straight into the barriers. I was at the event, although I was racing in a different class, so I could see the crash from the pits and I could see it was bad. The ambulance took him off to Queen Mary’s and we never saw him again. Piers’ death shocked us all, and it was front page news in the national papers.


The Daily Mirror – Monday, 31 October 1977

Tragedy of the fearless playboy

by George Fallows

PLAYBOY racer Piers Weld-Forester, a former boyfriend of Princess Anne, was killed yesterday in a high-speed motorcycle crash.

Thirty-one-year-old Piers tumbled from his bike during the opening race of an international meeting at Brands Hatch.

He slid across the track, crashed into a protective barrier and died later from multiple injuries in Queen Mary’s Hospital, Sidcup, Kent.


Handsome Piers, grandson of the Marquis of Ormonde, was the darling of the racing circuits.

He was high society’s Action Man, fast with machines . . . and the ladies.

Piers first met Princess Anne in 1971 at the home of the Earl of Lichfield, another aristocratic bike buff.

Over the following months he often took her out to dinner. And once escorted her to the theatre to see the musical Godspell.

He told friends: ‘She’s never been on my pillion. I think she prefers horses.’

But he still thought the Princess was pretty good on two wheels when she rode Lord Lichfield’s motorbike.

‘She’s one of the quickest people I’ve seen,’ he said.

But there were many other women in Piers’ life – all of them beautiful.

They were clearly turned on by his fearless sense of adventure.

He got his kicks from free-fall parachuting, bobsleighing, racing cars and fatally fast motorbikes.

But his one attempt at settling down with the woman he loved ended in tragedy.

After only nine months of marriage his lovely bride, model Georgina Youens, was among the 345 victims of the 1974 Paris air crash.

Piers, who ran a haulage firm and wine importing business, deadened his grief the only way he knew how – with fast machines.

He put his heart into motorbike racing and became a firm favourite with everyone from mechanics to sponsors.

On meetings abroad he became the British riders’ shop steward because of his knowledge of foreign languages.

It was on one of those meetings, in France just a year ago,

that devil-may-care Piers got a warning of the fate that was to befall him.

He came off a bike under almost identical conditions to yesterday’s fatal crash.

As he lay on the stretcher, he heard one of the first aid team say they thought he was dead.

Piers, very much alive, sat up and laughed.

Undaunted, fearless, Piers also nearly killed himself in a crash in Yugoslavia during the Paris to Persia motorcycle rally.

Even that didn’t stop his lust for speed.

Last year he and a friend bought a £2,000 bobsleigh and hoped to win a place at the 1980 Winter Olympics.

When Piers crashed yesterday, the eight-lap race was immediately stopped.

A mark of respect for a man who loved the fast life.



Any hopes Piers might have had of competing in the US, of course, had been left a long way behind at Igls, but I’ll always cherish the memory of our pathetic attempt! A couple of years later I was back in more familiar territory, sitting on the start line at the Formula 1 motorcycle TT on the Isle of Man. Even back then the TT was one of the most dangerous events in the world and with two hours of racing around that infamously perilous 37.73-mile road circuit ahead, the last thing you want is to talk to anybody. As usual, I was nervous as hell and desperately keen to get the race started but as I looked up I saw a group of dignitaries walking towards me. Leading the party was Prince Michael of Kent, now the honorary President of the Auto-Cycle Union. As he approached he bent down slowly and looked straight into my visor. ‘Ah, Parrish,’ he said. ‘I do hope you’re better at this than you were at bobsleigh!’
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Baby driver

My nickname, ‘Stavros’, was given to me by Barry Sheene when he saw a picture of me as a child. With my chubby frame and tight curls, he reckoned I looked like George Savalas’s character from the TV show Kojak. To be fair it was a pretty accurate lookalike: I was a fat little bastard and a troublemaker too.

I was born at Church Farm in the village of Steeple Morden in Cambridgeshire in 1953. The farmhouse was large, rambling and draughty with very creaky stairs and rattling windows. It had been bought by my grandfather, Bert Parrish, shortly before he died and left a mountain of debt behind. Bert had been a castrator and cattle dealer, so I reckon that is where my natural talent for talking bollocks and bullshit came from. After Bert died the farm was sold to a mortgage company, but my father Graham continued to work it, growing Brussels sprouts, sugar beet and cereal crops, until eventually he raised enough money to buy it back in 1947, six years before I was born there.

I was the youngest of a family of four; my sisters Shirley and Judy came first, then my brother Phil and then, seven years later, me. It doesn’t take a great mathematician to work out that I was probably a mistake and I never really had a close relationship with any of my siblings, who were all packed off

to boarding school in Bedfordshire long before I can remember. I guess by the time I came along my father had two lovely daughters and a son who helped him about the farm, whereas I was a little pain in the arse that he could have done without. I don’t remember there being much love there; nobody ever kissed or cuddled in my family. I was never tucked up in bed, just sent off to my room to get on with it myself.

Don’t worry, this isn’t the classic ‘difficult childhood’ chapter. In fact, I was very happy growing up on that bustling farm, free to roam the countryside that I love and getting into mischief. We had a couple of milking cows so there was always a large jug of fresh cream on the breakfast table and my mother, Bay, would make her own butter. But when looking after number one actually became my profession, as a motorcycle racer in my early twenties, I would have loved to have taken one of my trophies home to my dad. ‘You were wrong about me,’ I would have said. ‘I am not as stupid as you thought.’ But unfortunately I never got that chance. My father died of leukaemia when I was 12 years old. By that time, he had already spent a year in and out of hospital and I hadn’t been allowed to visit, so I didn’t know him very well at all.

When my father died I was sent away to my best friend Geoff Sturgess’s family and I stayed with them for a couple of weeks until they had buried father and the whole thing had blown over. Looking back it seems quite a strange thing to have happened, and I’m sure it upset me at the time, but I can’t say I remember missing my father. What I do remember is that he kept a stick above the mantelpiece in the dining room and if I was bad he was under strict instructions from my mother to give me a thrashing. I threw that stick on the fire the moment I came back from the Sturgesses’ and I have been a law unto myself ever since.

My mother really was a tough old lady after Pops popped

off but eventually I think I did drive her mad. In later life she developed Alzheimer’s but probably thought she’d had early onset for many years prior to that, when I would swap the hard-boiled eggs she had marked and put in the fridge for raw ones. During her latter years mother continued to live, with the help of a nurse, in the family home, which meant I was often in charge of making sure she didn’t wander off. Early one morning I was on duty when she managed to slip out and find her way to the village garage, owned by the Prothero family, where she climbed into a car that was sitting on the hydraulic service ramp. A mechanic came into work shortly after and, completely oblivious to her presence, pressed the lift button to commence a full service and brake lines. I was looking for her all day while she sat in that car until around 5 p.m., when the mechanic finally lowered the ramp back down and had the living shit scared out of him by my poor mother!

Finally mum passed away in 1988 and it was decided that we would spread her ashes in Norfolk, as per her instructions. I couldn’t go so it was my brother who drew the short straw to take the urn and meet my sister, who lives there. What they didn’t know was that I got hold of the urn before them, undid the wax, took the lid off and dropped two glass eyes in there. For extra surprise effect I took my daughter Frankie’s old jack-in-the-box to pieces and carefully jammed that in there too. On the evening before they were planning to spread mum’s ashes at a local beauty spot, they were at my sister’s house when curiosity got the better of them and they decided to have a peek in the urn. They had hardly touched the seal when the lid flew off and the jack flew out. My sister dropped the lot and the glass eyes came bouncing out from the ashes and rolled across the kitchen floor!

It turned out that my eldest sister Shirley did have a sense
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