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Born in Lancashire in 1954, Clive Tyldesley is a television sports broadcaster.

He was ITV’s senior football commentator for twenty-two years, succeeding Brian Moore after the 1998 World Cup final. In that role, he led the commentary team at the subsequent five World Cups and five European Championships.

He has taken the microphone at twenty-two UEFA Champions League finals as well as eleven FA Cup finals. He won the prestigious Royal Television Society Sports Commentator of the Year in 1998, 2000, 2002 and 2005, and was voted the Sony Radio Awards’ Sports Broadcaster of the Year in 1983.


Praise for Clive Tyldesley

‘This is really good. Raw, funny and revealing on football, on Ferguson, Clough, Dalglish & worth getting for the Roy Keane selfie story alone. Emotional on his ITV exit. Talent like Tyldesley’s appeals to all ages.’ Henry Winter

‘Started reading this and couldn’t stop ... wise and entertaining on the big names and games. Clever work.’ Paul Hayward

‘Clive Tyldesley’s brilliant, emotive commentaries became the soundtrack to matches that will stay with the fans for the rest of their lives.’ Oliver Holt


About the Book

Football changes everything. It changes how we feel, how we think, how we behave. It turns us into someone else.

You love your team first. It’s tribal. Except I did love something else. I loved the idea of commentating on my team, on every team. I loved it even more than my team. I ditched the girl next door for the diva on the silver screen.

Like all true romances, it was irrational and intoxicating, it was tangled and foolish, it became addictive and occasionally heart-breaking and it kept on changing.

Two United goals inside two minutes changed it in 1999. A teenage Evertonian called Rooney twisted the plot in 2002. Three Liverpool goals in less than six minutes changed everything again in 2005. Hello, hello.

Moments. Mere blinks of wide eyes. Football happens in heartbeats. Meeting those moments is my job. Seeing them, saying them, spelling out the difference they have just made. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. Probably all I can do. Spending time in the company of the ’greats’ of football like Sir Alex Ferguson, Bill Shankly, Brian Clough and Sir Kenny Dalglish has changed everything for me, and probably for you too.


Dedication

For the incomparable Mrs T . . .
and anybody else that has had to live with
someone trying to write their first book


[image: illustration]

At the peak of my playing career.

 

I have written every word you’re about to read
and I’m afraid I swear too much.
Apologies in advance for when I do.


INTRO

Football changes everything.

It changes how we feel, how we think, how we behave. It turns us into someone else.

I was a teenage Manchester United fan during the early 1970s. A conscientious grammar school boy heading for university with the chance of a career in the professions . . . until I set off for the match.

When the ‘football special’ train pulled out of Victoria Station on a Saturday morning, I turned into that ‘someone else’. I didn’t know the lippy kids off the Wythenshawe estate that I shared the carriage and the cause with. I never will. But for a few short hours, I was one of them. One of us.

It’s a beautiful game but ‘us’ versus ‘them’ is the essence of the sport. You can love football but that love is tossed and blown by defeat. You love your team first. It’s tribal.

Except I did love something else. I loved the idea of commentating on my team, on every team. I loved it even more than United. I ditched the girl next door for the diva on the silver screen.

It was a crush. Something to fall ever deeper in love with. A romance, an ambition, a calling. A different ‘someone else’.

Like all true romances, it was irrational and intoxicating, it was tangled and foolish, it became addictive and occasionally heartbreaking and it kept on changing.

Two United goals inside two minutes changed it in 1999. A teenage Evertonian called Rooney twisted the plot in 2002. Three Liverpool goals in less than six minutes changed everything again in 2005. Hello, hello.

Moments. Mere blinks of wide eyes. Football happens in heartbeats.

Hurst’s second, Maradona’s first. Moments, millimetres, fractions, infractions. You never know when they are coming, but you know when they are gone because everything is different in their wake. In a breath, Beckham is walking, Keegan is slumped, Solskjaer is celebrating.

Meeting those moments is my job. Seeing them, saying them, spelling out the difference they have just made. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. Probably all I can do. I don’t put up shelves.

The best part of the job is doing it. The ultimate workplace is one that you want to go to every day. The second best part of the job is the extraordinary people that I spend my working life with.

Some you will know, others you won’t, but football is one of the last, great meritocracies of contemporary life. The only way that you can succeed as a performer in football is to be good enough. Billionaires can buy their way into football clubs but not into football teams.

It is the most populated rat race on the planet. Millions of people want to be great footballers, but only a gifted handful truly are.

Spending time in the company of the ‘greats’ of football like Sir Alex Ferguson, Bill Shankly, Brian Clough and Sir Kenny Dalglish has changed everything for me, and probably for you too if you’ve got this far. Read on.


1

DENIS

Denis Law was my boyhood hero. Not every choice that I’ve made in my life has been a good one but that was a great one.

Heroes are not meant to be admired or respected, they are there to be loved. And I loved Denis. Still do.

As a fan of Sir Matt Busby’s Manchester United, I was not short of seducers. But Bobby Charlton had always been my dad’s favourite player and George Best’s exploding fame rocketed him beyond my stratosphere. Denis was on planet Earth with me. The King of planet Earth.

That was me he was saluting each and every time he scored a goal in front of the adoring Stretford End. Just me.

Sometimes, I could only catch a subliminal glimpse of his gloating smile and raised arm and index finger pointing to the sky amid the cascading bodies spilling down the shallow terrace steps around me, but he was always looking at me. We had a thing going.

I had a thing going with Diana Rigg too. It was a different kind of thing but it was still just between me and her. Like the Mona Lisa, pin-ups and poster boys follow us round the room with their eyes. No one else understands but we know, don’t we?

Sport, cinema and music are all about creating idols. A 12 year old’s relationship with today’s idols has been rebooted and reset by social and tabloid media, but it’s still a romance, still a flight of fancy and fantasy, still a thing.

I did wonder whether or not to tell Denis about our thing when he cadged a cigarette off me in the Goodison Park press room ten years later. It didn’t seem like the right time. But, to my eternal relief, the BBC radio co-commentator that had replaced the valorous champion inside his slight frame turned out to be an eminently likeable man. Denis has always remained on the planet.

Imagine meeting your hero and not liking them. I once sat on a sports panel where a member of the audience asked us which famous person had turned out to be the biggest disappointment on meeting them. Before I could begin to think up a diplomatic reply, Steve Rider just blurted out, ‘Jack Nicklaus’.

I had never heard Steve say a bad word about anyone, but he may even have answered this inquiry before the question was fully out. He didn’t offer an explanation or illustrative anecdote, he didn’t condemn the great American golfer any further, he just raised the microphone to his mouth and coolly answered. Next question.

Denis has never disappointed me. Not even when he back-heeled a goal for City at Old Trafford on the day United were relegated in 1974. He didn’t break my heart, the stooges in red did that. They had been doing it all season. I probably celebrated the international goals he scored against England. It was unconditional love.

The single biggest change in football during my 45 years in broadcasting is the widening of the distance between the professionals and their public. You just don’t see your team’s centre-back in Sainsbury’s anymore.

During his time as England manager, Roy Hodgson was forced to publicly apologise to Rio Ferdinand for discussing his selection with a couple of passengers in a London tube carriage. The apology was as genuine as it was merited, but part of me was buoyed by the idea of an England manager still travelling by underground in 2012, mixing with his public.

The real sadness is that the conversation found its way into the papers in the first place. The single biggest cause of that single biggest change in football is the breakdown in trust between the game and its media. Our essential role as sports journalists is to provide a link between the doers and their watchers. We are granted access to the performers in order to ask the supporters’ questions on their behalf, to ask Roy Hodgson if he intends to pick Rio Ferdinand in his next squad or not.

What a strange state of affairs we have reached when a couple of fans happen to break through the cordon and get to ask a manager directly for once, and then promptly report his answer to the press.

Fifteen minutes of fame. We all want it. No wonder every conversation between football professionals is now held behind a hand covering their mouths from prying lip readers. We will turn our national game into an underground activity if we don’t back off.

The mobile phone has changed the relationship between hero and follower. Or the camera phone to be more precise. The scribbled autograph is antique. Face recognition is now needed for evidential proof of encounter. The selfie is merely Exhibit A, the minimum requirement. A shout out, a personal birthday greeting or a proposal of marriage are the least a cornered celebrity can offer when staring up into a cracked iPhone screen in video mode.

At the last World Cup, I took the 20-minute stroll from our Moscow hotel to the ITV studios in Red Square with Ryan Giggs. He must have posed for at least fifty selfies en route. Remarkably, he took most of the snaps himself. As each applicant began to match our businesslike pace and move up alongside for the inevitable ask, Ryan simply, silently took the phone from their grasp, framed the shot, smiled the smile, pressed the white circle and handed the device back to them.

Not once did he break stride or break the thread of the conversation that we were holding about Gareth Southgate’s midfield options. It was one of the finest displays of male multi-tasking I’ve ever seen. I suspect that when his many admirers downloaded their images to Facebook, most of them were wearing goggle-eyed, shocked expressions at the sheer slickness of the operation.

Roy Keane is less slick in these situations. He never says ‘no’ to a request but he likes a debate first.

‘Can I get a selfie with you please, Roy?’

‘Why do you want a photo with me?’

‘So I can tell my friends I’ve met you.’

‘Won’t they believe you if you just tell them?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘I mean, do your friends not trust you? Do you tell them things that aren’t true?’

‘No, not really.’

‘So why don’t you just tell them? If they are real friends, they’ll believe you, won’t they?’

‘I guess.’

It’s at this point that Lee Dixon or someone usually steps in to point out that the transaction could have been completed thirty seconds ago without the third-degree interrogation. Roy rests his case, flashes a playful grin and poses for the picture.

He did get his comeuppance in Warsaw during the 2012 Euros. A passing supporter stopped Roy and Adrian Chiles as they were walking through the city and began to pull his phone from his bag for the requisite request.

‘Oh, thank you,’ said the stranger breathlessly combing his hair with his hand and frantically trying to improve his dishevelled look. With that, he handed his phone to Roy, put an arm around Adrian’s shoulder and said his cheeses into the device that a bewildered Roy was now pointing at the two of them. The fan had no idea who his award-winning photographer was.

Roy does have a point. Why do we need photographic confirmation that we have not dreamt our brief excursion to Hollywood? What is wrong with the dream, with gazing and gawping at our idea of greatness from a distance? Why do we feel a compulsion to climb up onto the stage? Even ‘P’ list celebrities like me get followed by an amateur paparazzi.

I have developed a worryingly pathological hatred of strangers that randomly step out of the throng, offer a hand to shake and then say, ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ I mean, I like a quiz as much as anyone but these mystery guests immediately force you into an embarrassing corner from which you can only escape by apologetically answering, ‘No, I’m sorry you’ll have to remind me.’

The really annoying ones then say, ‘No, I didn’t think you would’ before feigning a retreat to the anonymity from whence they came, leaving me to pursue them with further pleas for atonement. One thing that everyone should know about television is, we can’t see you through the screen.

While security fences and bodyguards have put a greater distance between the millionaire baller and the man in Row Z, the level of exposure that contemporary media affords famous players breeds a kind of familiarity that many fans can’t contain. I notice it when I am walking towards a stadium in the company of a recognisable face.

‘Hey, Wrighty, what do you think today?’

‘Oi, Dicko, got any spares?’

‘Keano, Keano, brought your boots?’

Most of the salutations are friendly enough. They are shouted heartily and warmly without any malice. They are just so pally and cocksure. You wouldn’t hail your postman in such a chummy fashion as he walked up your street and yet we feel a kind of ownership over the players we pay to watch.

It’s not necessarily a bad thing but no footballer in his right mind would turn down a selfie request without very good reason now. The PR penalties are too great.

Personality assessments and character references are formed on the sketchy evidence of these brief encounters. The Google Translate version of ‘I met Clive Tyldesley once but he was very rude and totally ignored me’ is ‘I once nodded and smiled at Clive Tyldesley in the waiting area at A&E but he just clutched his injured knee and grimaced.’

All that growing fame ensures is that more and more people will get you wrong.

Denis would have been no good at all in the selfie age. He never kept still long enough for a photo opportunity.

Every picture of him that I pinned to my wall had a blur on it somewhere. He was too quick for the lens. A flashing, dashing player, all of his moving parts were forever activated. Even if he was walking back to catch his breath after another burst of pent-up, agitated energy, he would be wryly smiling, defiantly arguing or gesturing, wagging a finger, talking to the referee, chiding an opponent. I doubt he ever slept for more than a couple of hours at a time. He was the most fabulous fidget.

For those of you for whom Denis Law is just a name, he was a goal scorer and much more. Forty-six goals in his second season at Old Trafford (still a club record – sorry Cristiano). Nobody has scored more goals for Scotland. All kinds of goals. Left foot, right foot, long-range, close-range, knifing volleys, neck-ricking headers, gravity-defying overhead kicks. All scored with a flourish and a flamboyance.

Denis was dramatic. His movement was as sharp and pointed as his angled features. A sweep of fair hair bouncing along aboard his animated face. His heart beating boldly on a sleeve, always pulled over hands that clung religiously to the white cuffs on his red shirt until . . . until he scored and thrust one or both of them skywards towards the heavens that he carried me to.

Shirt out of his shorts specifically in defiance of my dad, he lacked some of the natural grace of his slaloming team-mates, Charlton and Best. Instead, a Denis solo run was an urgent, darting, jagging foray into enemy territory. Somehow, he was never quite balanced or set, so time after time his slender silhouette had to twist and contort in order to deliver the pass or the finish that his predatory instincts and racing imagination had seen coming from way back. Denis played at the stretch, on the limits.

Who would I compare him to of a later vintage? He was somewhere in the vicinity of Ian Wright and Robbie Fowler. Maybe a diet version of Diego Costa.

I was taken to Wembley for the first big adventure of my football life in 1963. I can remember Dad touching a hundred on the M1 and I can recall the Corona Cherryade and the Crunchie bars better than the FA Cup final itself. I was eight. I had my own priorities.

But Denis must have known I was there. He scored the first goal in United’s 3–1 win over Leicester and was denied a hat-trick only by a post and a goal-line clearance. I have learnt all this by watching the highlights of the match over and over. My lasting image is of Denis following the ball into the net after David Herd sealed it with the third goal. He picked it up and strutted away, arm triumphantly raised, before tossing the ball into the far yonder as if to say ‘game over’. The Lawman.

Westerns and war movies shaped much of my boyhood thinking. For someone that has turned out to be so devoutly ‘anti-gun’, I spent a lot of my formative years running around firing imaginary bullets at playmates. The heroism of my dad’s generation was fashioned on battlefields and my rich imagination was forever taking me behind enemy lines to pull off daring rescue missions and bring Emma Peel safely home to her wardrobe of leather catsuits. She never failed to show me her gratitude.

At the age of 12, female beauty alone was not enough to turn my head. A woman needed to be able to show some commando qualities in order to join my fantasy harem. The Avengers and the Bond movies provided suitable candidates galore. Pussy Galore. The two most ogled bedroom posters of the day featured Ursula Andress emerging from the sea in Doctor No and Raquel Welch’s strident pose from One Million Years BC. One carried a knife, the other a spear. That was good enough for me.

In 1965, my parents separated and I swapped the family home just outside Bury for a stark boarding house dormitory at Kirkham Grammar School, near Blackpool. My visits to Old Trafford were duly rationed to school holidays and exeat weekends. Sometimes the outcome of an important midweek match was not revealed until the morning paper was delivered to the junior common room. The act of nervously unfolding the back page was a sporting drama in itself. I still get a shiver now just thinking about it.

I was given a small transistor radio that I occasionally smuggled into bed with me to listen to Brian Moore and Maurice Edelston’s BBC radio commentaries via a tiny earpiece. Any such nefarious activity after ‘lights out’ was painfully punishable. The house master’s wooden cane and the head boy’s heavy training shoe were the prices I paid for following my team back then. The hooked cane left fearful ridged marks on my derrière. Any kind of corporal punishment is brutal and inexcusable. Is now, was then.

I can’t say the thrill of hearing Peter Jones bring a United goal to vivid colourful life was actually worth the stinging wounds but there is a mysterious sorcery about radio transmissions that no amount of television camera angles and slow-motion replays can match. During my early weeks as a broadcaster, the programme controller at my first radio station chastised me for mentioning that a member of the cleaning staff had entered the lonely studio during a late-night music show.

‘Don’t talk about anything real,’ he lectured me. ‘You’ll break the spell.’

‘What spell?’ I asked.

‘Watch Play Misty for Me,’ he replied cryptically.

Directing a rookie radio presenter to a psychological thriller in which a fictional DJ gets stalked by a psychopathic woman is probably not the most considered advice – particularly given my show didn’t end until 2 am – but Clint Eastwood’s cornily dated character captures the seductively mysterious nature of a radio persona that is heard but never seen.

A rich, hypnotic radio voice can put the sightless listener under their spell. The rules of engagement change. The reliance is greater, the dependency heightened. A blind faith is afforded to the radio broadcaster akin to that of the volunteer who is coaxed from the audience during a magic show.

The point that my boss was making to me about the person emptying the studio bins is that nobody really wants a conjurer’s trick explaining to them. Radio broadcasts to the mind’s eye only. I have always tried to spare the listener the practical problems of a poorly-located commentary position or particularly cold weather. The detail of your own circumstances is not relevant to them. Protect that secret spell.

The great radio commentators get you to close your eyes and follow them to wherever they want to lead you. They take you out of your world into the one that they are creating with their verbal paints and brushes. It can be a bewitching and enchanting world with the right tonsils at the mike.

Radio commentators should not be illusionists. A colleague once said to me of Peter Jones that he can ‘make a terrible game sound like a great one’. I doubt it. He was too good a journalist to do that. With the stronger relationship with the audience comes a greater responsibility to tell it like it is, to be as measured as you are mesmeric. You are a reporter, not a propagandist.

The one cardinal sin of radio commentary is to sound like a terrible game is wasting your time, to give the impression that you’ve got better things to do than watch the rubbish in front of you. One of Peter’s successors at BBC Radio was especially guilty of that. We should never forget how lucky we are to do a job that all of our audience would give their right arms for.

The next game that I work on may be the most important game of your season or of your life. It is my professional duty to make sure that it feels every bit as special and individual to me. If my diary ever filled to the point that I found it difficult to care as much about the next one as I did about the previous one, I would take a break.

Football commentary is all I ever wanted to do. Still is.

My starry, stolen nights with those first radio commentators I heard must have been a catalyst for my ambitions. Hindsight is an illuminating thing, and sometimes we trace too straight a line between our influences and our fate, but I’m sure I owe a debt of gratitude to Messrs Jones, Butler, Edelston, Clarke and Moore for my crazy ambitions.

I worked alongside Brian Moore for two years in the mid-1990s. He was a class act both as a broadcaster and as a man.

Because I would have given my Duncan Fearnley cricket bat, my Civil War bubble gum cards and my entire stamp collection for the opportunity to broadcast just sixty seconds of commentary during my teens, I remain as precious about every minute of airtime to this day. Realising those ambitions has never marked down the value I place on a platform to connect with people.

To waste that time in meandering rambles and mindless banter is a crime. To be an editor that cocks a deaf ear to bland blah broadcasting is worse still. Air time should be measured in impact, not minutes. It’s got to count, it’s got to connect, it’s got to command attention.

I receive daily DMs and emails from young people with the same ambitions that I once dreamily entertained when I listened to Brian after lights out. The power of communication should only fall into the hands of those with an appetite to use it to inspire the next generation of dreamers.

You are fast-tracked towards ‘manhood’ in a boarding house of 60 students covering seven school years. Because I was always in the company of older boys, I was always under their influence. A long list of life-adjusting evolutionary developments happened to me way before they were scheduled to . . . smoking, drinking, swearing, heavy petting, The Doors, The Graduate, The Prisoner, Cream, Three-card brag, Barbarella, Men Only, rugby songs . . . all in no particular order, all bloody great discoveries at the time.

My virginity disappeared in messy, fumbled, bungled stages but took its final leave of me at the age of 16 on a canvas groundsheet under a bivouac I constructed from a bent sapling as part of an army cadet exercise to survive a night under the stars. The earth moved only because it was a bit muddy.

Meanwhile, my newly-acquired wandering eye had hit upon a love rival to Denis. A younger model. Brian Kidd was nine years his junior. More my age.

Football loyalties are stubbornly rooted in one sense but flightily fickle in another. We can go off players, even our own players, particularly our own players after a few frustrating performances. I never went off Denis altogether but once Kiddo had announced himself with his 19th birthday goal in the 1968 European Cup final, he was a suitor for my affections.

Neither Denis nor I were at Wembley for United’s crowning victory over Benfica. He watched it from a hospital bed following knee surgery, I listened to it from a school bed under a thick linen sheet. The next time we were together at Old Trafford a few months later, my torn devotions were shared by my fellow Stretford Enders.

When the cry of ‘Who’s that king?’ went up from some throaty cheerleader at the core of the mass congregation, some answered ‘Denis Law’, then others would counter ‘Brian Kidd’. It wasn’t a split of Blair–Brown proportions but it was a sign that a changing of the guard might be afoot, a natural and organic change, the best kind. I thought I would be ‘United Forever’, but I always knew that Law and Kidd wouldn’t.

My own match-day routine was undergoing organic development too. Dad took me to my first United game on 14 November 1959, aged five. I didn’t go to a match without him until I was 15. For many years, we watched side-by-side from the Main Stand Paddock that ran along the length of Old Trafford. We clambered onto the playing surface together to join the pitch invasion that followed the clinching of the title in 1967.

But I wanted to be a Stretford Ender. By 1969, I was one of the older boys leading the young ones astray at school. It was me that was introducing them to Led Zeppelin, Monty Python, Straw Dogs, Jenny Agutter bathing at a waterhole and all the other delicious vices that I had inherited from my seniors during my gawky early adolescence. I was ready to go it alone at Old Trafford.

I still travelled to the games with Dad, but at 1 o’clock we went our separate ways. I was sponsored to the tune of my turnstile money and a little extra for a pie and some pop. That was often diverted in the direction of ten Embassy and a box of matches. I usually shared my cigarettes with neighbouring terrace-dwellers in a bid to get rid of all the fags and try to gain some temporary street cred. The truth is I never belonged on the Stretford End.

I was a middle-class grammar school boy on course for ten good O-level results. Like the St Martins College sculpture student that Jarvis Cocker sang about, I wanted to live like ‘common people’ for a few hours. So, I took on the disguise of some shelf-stacker from Salford and shouted abuse at Billy Bremner and Bobby Moore like I really hated them. I didn’t really know how to hate anybody.

After a season or so of bobbing about helplessly on the human waves that rolled and surged and swayed until they broke and then plunged down the terracing like a thrill ride out of control, I retired to the small seated area at the rear of the massive stand behind Denis’ favourite goal. I think he could just about see me but, better still, I could now see him.

It began to dawn on me when I re-joined my dad at the car in time to hear Bill Bothwell’s match report on Sports Report that I had seen remarkably little of the game he was describing. As I sucked hard on another Trebor mint to try to overpower the scent of tobacco, I decided to sell up and leave the estates for good.

A lot has happened to me and everything since then, but I have no reason to believe that Mohamed Salah or Raheem Sterling are any less of a hero to today’s young fans than Denis Law was to me. The unreal numbers that footballers can earn and the way their wealth is held against any of them that allow their public standards to slip below that of Mother Teresa puts a distance between the players and the realities of their supporters.

But, hey, George Best was caught in bed with a woman at the United team hotel around about the same time as I was starting to queue outside Hillsborough for the 1970 FA Cup semi-final. We don’t truly expect or even want our heroes to live the same lives that we do. They are our gladiators, our dragons. They possess supernatural powers, they boldly go where nobody has been before. They can do no wrong. You can forgive them anything.

I have never quite understood why young footballers are supposed to set an example to their fans. They are carrying enough extra responsibilities just trying to win football matches before their time without being required to maintain the moral continence of the nation. Isn’t that what parenting is for?

I fell under the spell of Jim Morrison in my adolescence but never so far that I ended up in a Paris cemetery before I was 28. By definition, heroes do things that we don’t do.

Denis came down from Scotland to sign for Huddersfield Town as a 15 year old. Bill Shankly was the manager who gave him his debut at 16. He fathered him through his first lonesome days away from Aberdeen, prescribing a diet of milk and steak to fill out his skeletal frame and advising surgery to correct a squint eye that played on the teenager’s confidence.

Ian St John once told me a story of Shankly becoming irritated with Denis’ truancy. Weekend breaks granted to ease his homesickness were turning into whole weeks spent in hiding north of the border. A car was sent to bring him back to Yorkshire, and a ticking off was called for.

Shankly tried to rehearse the grave rebuke with his assistant manager, sending him from his office to knock at the door, then enter and face the music. Three times the assistant entered in the role of Denis, three times Bill began the final warning, three times he failed to find the right words of loud censure to the patient stand-in. The assistant took his leave ready for Act IV. Another knock on the door and in walked the player himself this time.

‘Denis!’ cried Bill striding across to give his blue-eyed boy a big hug. ‘We’ve been worried about you. Great to see you back.’ Some people are eternally pardonable.

I was just lucky to choose a boyhood hero that fitted the bill. Denis was no angel. He had a rogue tackle in his repertoire, he could be naughty or nice, he must have wound up opponents as much as he pumped up me and my quixotic vision of him punching the air in triumph. On the field, he was a bother, a nark, a nagging irritant . . . but always with a twinkle in his eye, always with an irresistible smile ready to break out across that unmistakable face.

That 80-year-old smile lit up the arena in Aberdeen that staged the 2019 BBC Sports Personality of the Year ceremony. Denis presented the award to Ben Stokes but not until he had made a disarming slip of the tongue and revelled in a cheeky exchange with Princess Anne on opening the envelope. He stole the show as usual.



CLIVE ROBERT TYLDESLEY

Born: 21/8/1954 Radcliffe, Greater Manchester

Prep school: Bury Grammar School (1959–65)

Secondary school: Kirkham Grammar School (1965–72)

I’m a Bury lad. I was born in Bealey’s nursing home in neighbouring Radcliffe but I’m a Bury boy. Like Gary and Phil and Tracey Neville, like Kieran Trippier. Like Guy Garvey of Elbow, who is a bit of a contemporary hero to me now.

Looking back, I was always more likely to write songs than kick wingers. I was never an outstanding young sportsman but I was always the kid that wrote the match reports for the school magazine.

I was a 10-handicap golfer in my late teens. It was the rival passion to United in my dad’s life and so I can remember the first time I beat him at golf as vividly as any goal that Denis Law scored. There really should be a plaque at Rossendale Golf Club marking the event.

When Tony Jacklin became the first home winner of the Open Championship for a generation in 1969, Dad and I walked every hole of his final two rounds with him at Royal Lytham. He had a flash of the Law twinkle in his eyes. I supported him like I supported my team. He was a headline act.

I was a child of Lancashire rather than a fully-fledged Manc. The parental home edged north from Bury up the Rossendale valley towards Haslingden, my schooling continued in Kirkham and a branch of the family settled in and around Morecambe on the southern fringes of the Lake District.

Lancashire boasted star-sprinkled county cricket and rugby union teams during my school days and I was a paying customer of both. Names like Clive Lloyd, Fran Cotton, Peter Lever, Tony Neary, Jack Simmons, Mike Slemen, Barry Wood, Steve Smith, David ‘Bumble’ Lloyd and Big Bill Beaumont won’t have meant much in Salford but they were up there with the United players in my affections.

The Beatles were my other boyhood heroes and I cannot think of better possible influences on a child of ‘impressionable age’. No attempt at trying to create a laboratory boyband since has come even close to the natural chemistry and sprouting alchemy of the rocket they fired up the backside of everything. I am so lucky to have been a kid that queued to buy the next Beatles single.

Never mind the images of screeching adolescent girls, the biggest noise they made was to drown out my parents’ music, to shake rattle and roll Elvis away and put something of mine in its place. The Beatles were the soundtrack to my coming of age. Help!
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UNCLE DAVE

Dave Russell was the manager of my hometown football club for eight years. I lived next door to him in Bury for seven of them. The first seven years of my life.

We weren’t related but I called him ‘uncle’ and he treated me like family. His wife Gladys went with my mum on the bus to the nursing home for my arrival into the world on Saturday 21 August 1954.

Uncle Dave was watching Bury lose 3–2 at Lincoln, while my dad was at Old Trafford where United were beaten 3–1 by Portsmouth. Good news is always relative, but my birth was pretty much the best thing that happened to any of them that day.

I should have been a Bury fan, really. Mum took me to games at Gigg Lane before I was born. They played in the second tier of the English leagues at the time and we lived a ten-minute walk from the ground. I have no excuses, I just had a dad that went to watch the Busby Babes every week.

It was either Bob Stokoe or Bobby Charlton, and Dad bought me a red-and-white rattle to clinch the deal.

In fairness, Uncle Dave left Bury to take the manager’s job at Tranmere as I was about to turn seven. He invited me to travel on the Rovers’ team coach to a pre-season friendly at Chester that August. I was ‘inside’ football from the very start.

The game is different on the inside. I have never coached a team in my life, and I’ve never taken a shot at goal that truly mattered. The only full-time work I’ve ever done has been spent in the company of people whose livelihoods depend on the outcome of football matches.

Many of my most valued friends in the world are football professionals. Just as with Uncle Dave, I have come to know their families and share their highs and lows. I have attended their weddings and their children’s weddings. I have been to far too many funerals in recent years.

If I had a pound for every time I’ve been asked, ‘Who do you support, Clive?’ I would be writing these rambles from a private island. The answer is simply, ‘Them.’ I support my friends. I have come to know what a ‘W’ and an ‘L’ mean to them. ‘W’s are what make them happy, make them secure.

‘But you’re a United fan, right?’

Nope. I used to be. And if you had told me as I trooped gloomily away from Wembley after Tommy Docherty’s team had been beaten in the 1976 FA Cup final that I would ever feel as bad about a defeat of any other club then I would have started a heated argument with you.

My commitment to United had probably strengthened during the three years I spent at university in Nottingham. Armed with a driving licence and a little spending money from holiday jobs, I was able to travel to some away matches in addition to my regular trips to Old Trafford. During the sobering season that United spent in the Second Division, I only missed half-a-dozen games.

It was the hooligan era. Football was making headlines for all the wrong reasons, and those of us that were making those headlines knew it and played up to it. When I say ‘us’, I don’t mean me. On the occasions that I chose to travel on board the ‘football special’ from Manchester Victoria, I was back in with the Wythenshawe crew only for a few escapist hours.

I remained the only conscientiously-objecting hoodlum in football. I might have passed for a delinquent with my standard-issue patchwork jumper and loons, tartan scarf knotted around my wrist and voice raised in tune with the menacing chant of the day. But that was where my own menace ended.

I was there in the landing crafts when the battle cry went up to signal the next enemy engagement and I saw the front-line troops surge forward with a clamorous roar like the first soldiers over the top at Passchendaele, but my role was merely to observe and marvel. Like a ruffian version of Wilfred Owen, I quietly chronicled events for posterity, always taking a strategic backward step at the first inevitable tinkle of broken glass.

Not that there was anything at all poetic about those orchestrated acts of terror. Nothing. Anyone that attempts to glamorise them either lived for them or didn’t get close enough to them to get scared. I did. The recurring scraps and scuffles that broke out without warning around every ground filled me with dread. When the violence escalated into gruesome clashes between feuding gangs, nobody was safe.

I was somehow sufficiently smart and careful enough to stay out of harm’s way, but I heard enough half-bricks crash against the window of my train carriage to know that survival was as much a matter of luck as judgement. ‘We’re going to wreck your town’ was often the red army’s overture on arrival in Bristol, Hull, York, Blackpool or wherever that strange promotion campaign took us. There were some dire days on the way back to the top flight. I struggle to find much in the way of sentimentality or romance looking back now.

Why was I there? Why did I run the risks involved? Because I was a United fan. And because that was the only way to be a United away fan in 1974. For home games, I still met up with my dad to join him amid the grumpy civility of the flat caps and hot Bovril drinks in the Paddock. My life was good. Since starting at university, it had been garnished by all manner of guilty pleasures I could previously only fantasise about. Following my team was a real-life fantasy that came complete with wicked villains and hairy escapes. It was an adventure that I was nearing the end of.

I should have been a much better footballer than I was. Not only did I live next door to Uncle Dave, I played outside with his son every day. Robin Russell went on to become a highly respected coach and youth development chief but I could only ever talk a good game.

In the Darwinian order of the grammar school boarding house, evolution demanded that you either honed a capacity to fight your way out of a corner, or talk your way out. As a bit of a wuss, talking was my natural selection.

It was a rugby school. I have never played football at any truly competitive level. If I ever refer to the difficulty of getting a clean strike on a spinning ball during a commentary, it is a knowledge that I have acquired partly on five-a-side courts in after-work kickabouts but mainly from listening intently to those that really know. I was in a privileged position to listen and learn from day one.

When Uncle Dave signed a goalkeeper from St Johnstone in 1955, the new signing and his wife came to live with us for a couple of months while they were house-hunting. I didn’t learn a great deal from Roy MacLaren at the time. Maybe a little help with walking, I’m not sure. I was 11 months old.

Roy and Jessie MacLaren became firm family friends from that day, though. We went to stay with them when they moved on to Sheffield Wednesday. Roy was Tony Barton’s assistant manager when Aston Villa lifted the European Cup in 1982. I had good teachers.

Our house in Bury was a relatively modest semi-detached property on busy Radcliffe Road. We were semi-attached to the Russells next door. Neither ever featured on Through the Keyhole. Their main selling point was that they backed onto the grounds of Bury Sports Club, a multi-sports facility with enough mown grass for Robin and me to chase a football without a care in the world for hour after hour until Gladys blew a whistle to summon us back to the nest for tea.

My mum insists that I was always commentating out loud as I played. Mums are not necessarily the most reliable witnesses to the precise detail of their children’s paths through life, particularly mums of only children like me. But it is beyond dispute that at some stage of my childhood, I began to add a running commentary to my solo mazys across the back garden. Which child of football didn’t?

While I watched all of my early live football with Dad, it was Mum that championed my broadcast ambitions. In 1970, she entered her 15-year-old son in a BBC competition to select a commentator to join Kenneth Wolstenholme and David Coleman at the World Cup in Mexico. She was suitably miffed when I didn’t even make the final shortlist with Ed Stewart, Ian St John and the eventual winner, Idwal Robling.

When I finally did make it onto a BBC World Cup team in 1994, I had to stop Mum writing a ‘told-you-so’ to the director general. When you watch football from the outside, you look after your team. When you get inside football, you look after your own.

Martin O’Neill became my first firm friend when I worked my way inside and onto local radio in 1975. Nearly twenty years later, he was manager of Wycombe Wanderers for their first season in the Football League. They drew top-flight Norwich City in the third round of the FA Cup and I was selected to commentate on the game for Match of the Day.

Wycombe gave a good account of themselves but two Chris Sutton goals put them in their place. I wrapped up the commentary, voiced a 45-second report for Grandstand, recorded a couple of bland post-match interviews and made my way into the Directors’ tea room to catch up with Martin’s family. It soon became apparent that his wife, Geraldine, wasn’t talking to me.

After a few uneasy minutes in the VIP lounge, I made my apologies and went hunting for Martin, who was still entertaining John Deehan and the Norwich staff in his office.

‘My wife’s not very happy with you,’ he said the moment I was ushered through the door.

‘I’m sorry, what have I done?’

‘Don’t be sorry. She’s usually not very happy with me,’ Martin grinned.

My post-match report for Grandstand was the problem. Other than a few ‘oohs’ and
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