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Born in Hartlepool in 1955, Jeff Stelling is a lifelong supporter of his hometown club, Hartlepool United, and the club’s President.

He was a presenter on LBC’s Sportswatch programme in the early 1980s then moved to BBC Radio 2’s Sport on 2. He later spent time as a sports newsreader before moving to Sky in 1992 to anchor coverage of horse racing, snooker and darts.

Three years later, Stelling became presenter of what is now called Soccer Saturday, a show he hosted until 2023. Between 2011 and 2015 he also fronted Sky Sport’s coverage of the Champions League.

Stelling was voted Sports Broadcast Journalist of the Year for five consecutive years and presented Channel 4’s Countdown quiz show from 2008 to 2011.

He now hosts talkSPORT’s Breakfast show. An Ambassador for Prostate Cancer UK, he lives in Hampshire with his wife and children.
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To Lizzie, Robbie, Matt, Olivia,

and my constant companion Stan (2012–2023),

without whom my charmed life will

never quite be the same.
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INTRODUCTION

I am sitting in my office in my Hampshire home 300 miles from my native North East. The autumnal sun is streaming through the window blinds, warming my old dogs Stan, Lottie and Meg who are lying at my feet. I am trying to work out how to start on the story of the life of this old dog, almost seventy years now, and my love of football, which has lasted very nearly as long.

On the wall in front of me, my five consecutive Sports Broadcaster of the Year awards are framed alongside a certificate giving me the Freedom of the Borough of Hartlepool. Below them, on a bookcase strewn with paperwork and football reference books, is my Sports Journalists’ Association Lifetime Achievement trophy and my Variety Club Heart for Services to Sport. A bronze statuette of Brian Clough given to me by Middlesbrough Borough Council stands tall. My Roath Ravers mug, a gift from the club, is there too, ready for the dishwasher. On the window ledge to my right are my personalised photos from Phil Collins and Gordon Banks. Next to them, in its white wooden frame, a treasured shot of the Soccer Saturday team of Matt Le Tissier, Paul Merson, Phil Thompson and Charlie Nicholas. Alongside is a photo of their predecessors George Best, Rodney Marsh, Frank McLintock and Clive Allen.

On the small wooden table behind me are my gleaming silver Television and Radio Industries Club awards for being their Sports Presenter of the Year in 2012, 2016 and 2017, next to a Just Giving Charity Fundraiser of the Year trophy. A crystal inscribed ‘I cracked the Crystal Maze’ is almost hidden. It should really be inscribed ‘A J Pritchard cracked the Crystal Maze – but I was there too’. On the wall at my back is a framed black Prostate Cancer UK t-shirt marking over a million pounds raised for the charity, an American Screen Actors Guild award for ‘outstanding performances’ in Ted Lasso and a caricature of me, arms aloft, in the Hartlepool United football kit.

Looking around and trying to take it all in, I can only scratch my head. How did all this happen to a chubby kid from a working class family on the Rift House Estate? A boy whose passion for football was never going to be matched by his ability to play the game? As someone may have once said, it has frankly been ‘Unbelievable Jeff!’




1

THE NIGHT MY SISTER DANCED WITH BRIAN CLOUGH

Brian Clough was a young man himself, just 30, when he took over as manager of League Two Hartlepool United with his faithful sidekick Peter Taylor alongside him.

He arrived from non-league Burton Albion, tasked with dragging the club away from their regular position at or near the foot of the old fourth division. First football league management jobs simply don’t get any tougher. On the pitch the club had been forced to apply for re-election just over a year earlier, a far too regular occurrence. Off it, there was no money. A temporary stand erected in 1919 was still standing. There weren’t even any floodlights. Clough was not only expected to take charge of the team, he was also expected to help with painting Victoria Park and occasionally driving the team coach. For this he was paid £2,000 a year plus £500 if Pools finished in the top half of the table, something they did in his second season in charge when they ended the campaign in eighth place. It was about as unlikely a feat as Leicester City winning the Premier League in 2016.

But there was an unlikely bonus for young Clough as he got to dance – and have a peck on the cheek – with my lovely big sister Sue.

The towns of West Hartlepool and Hartlepool amalgamated in 1967 and Sue was chosen as the first ever ‘Miss Hartlepool’. When she had been in her early teens, with her tied-back hair and round framed glasses, no one would ever have guessed she would turn swan-like into such a beautiful young woman. As part of her duties, she was required to have the first dance at the town’s amalgamation ball with Brian. She was just seventeen and a sixth former at the local girls’ high school. I’m not sure if he introduced himself with ‘Now then young woman’, but it wouldn’t surprise me. My brothers Tony and Peter were older than me and the three of us shared a bedroom in our new council house in Hartlepool – the boys had burned down the previous one by setting off fireworks inside. They got a rocket from my dad for that!

They were accident prone. Peter broke his arm falling out of a tree. Tony’s accident was significantly more spectacular. He fell 85 feet down a lift shaft on to a concrete floor on his first foreign holiday in Spain, mistaking it for the entrance to the toilet. It was an old fashioned style lift with a grill across the front, opening in theory on to the lift floor. But not on this occasion. The lift was at the top of the shaft. Instead my brother stepped into thin air. Not only was it a miracle he survived the fall but also that no one had used the lift in the immediate aftermath before the alarm was raised as he would surely have been crushed to death. He was flown home like a mummy after breaking pretty much every bone in his body. My dad was blue lighted to Manchester airport to meet his flight as he was stretchered off the plane. Tony was off work for more than a year and doctors told us that if he hadn’t had a cerveza or two (or ten), relaxing his body, he would almost certainly have been killed.

I was closest to Sue, partly I suppose due to the smaller age gap. She was five years older than me. We would walk to school together, her in her pork pie hat, me in my maroon blazer – the boys’ grammar school was on the way to the girls’ high school – and I would nag her relentlessly to take me to see Pools play. In those days, the football environment was very working class, very adult and very male. My mum and dad were reluctant to let me go alone so unless Sue would take me, I was limited to dashing in when the gates of the ramshackle ground opened ten minutes from time, just as the great majority of people were coming out after another defeat. Sue was no lover of football and no lover of the atmosphere, but from time to time she would relent and be my chaperone. I didn’t notice at the time that she would be the only woman – well girl, actually – in the entire crowd and that the language was bad enough to make a grown man’s ears burn let alone a teenage girl. Though my dad was used to industrial language at work, it was totally banned in the Stelling household, so my sister probably learned quite a bit of new vocabulary.

But I was in love with it and couldn’t get enough. I remember Sue and I were in a crowd of more than 7,000 to see Pools beat Workington 3–1 in the first round of the FA Cup. I am pretty sure Willie McPheat scored twice. I am pretty sure too he never scored for Pools before or after that! We went on to reach the third round that season and I was heartbroken when we lost 3–1 at top of the old first division Huddersfield Town to two late goals. I still remember the back page of the Daily Express with the headline: ‘Only 5 minutes more Hartlepool!’

Sue had been seeing a local boy, Colin, for quite some time and after she left school and university, they were engaged to be married. He was a local fishmonger’s son – make up your own jokes – who was in the navy and away at sea for months at a time. It wasn’t an ideal scenario for a relationship. It was Colin who first disillusioned me that I was a healthy fish-eater. A nutritious portion of tripe and onions was often on the dinner table at my home in Catcote Road. I was convinced that shoals of tripe swam below the surface of the North Sea. After all it looked like fish, even if it didn’t taste like it. When he told me, with his family expertise, that it had never been anywhere near the briny but was the lining of a cow’s or pig’s stomach, I am afraid it was off the menu.

My sister was by now a qualified accountant and was spending more and more time with one of her work colleagues. The inevitable happened – the engagement was off. Her new boyfriend, Tony Harbron, was an incredibly introverted character, who refused to meet our family for months and when he did was so shy, he barely spoke. I was working at the local radio station, Radio Tees, when I discovered Tony’s mum had also been working there as a cleaner for months. Her son had apparently told her not to approach me at the studios. Perhaps he was embarrassed that she should be doing a job he felt was menial. But he shouldn’t have been. My mum had been a nurse, but with times hard, she was now working as a cleaner herself at the nearby comprehensive school.

So their eventual wedding was a slightly strange affair, with the Stelling side of the aisle packed but just Tony’s mum and younger brother on the other side. Eventually they moved for work to Burton on Trent. We tried to stay in touch. When I married, we went to London for our honeymoon. Believe me, daft as it might sound now, that was the height of adventure for a Hartlepool lad. I had only been to the capital once before, when I was at junior school. We went to see Oliver Twist on a school trip and watched the recording of ITV’s Five O’Clock Club. I was a bit disappointed that the star act was a bloke I had never heard of, with an unusual voice who sang in dark glasses. What I would have given to see Roy Orbison twenty years later.

By chance Sue and Tony were there at the same time we were on our honeymoon and came and had dinner with us at the Cumberland Hotel in Oxford Street. But there was no doubt she was slipping away, or being drawn away, from me and my family.

The truth is I almost saw more of Brian Clough. He went into management after his brilliant playing career had been ended prematurely. He was bright, brash, a little eccentric, an individual thinker with an eye for great PR – he was pictured driving the Hartlepool United team bus to highlight how short of money we were, though I suspect it was only until he was out of camera shot. But he was already a great motivator with a brilliant if unorthodox football brain. People rarely talked about him in the singular. It was always ‘Clough and Taylor’. They were every bit as much of a double act as Peter Cook and Dudley Moore or Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise. It was hard to imagine one without the other by his side. Taylor was often seen as the yin to Clough’s yang. I viewed him as a type of brake, someone to slow down Brian sufficiently to allow pause for thought. Whatever the chemistry, it worked from the start.

Though the team didn’t win promotion, the football world could see something special in Clough. When Derby County came calling, an offer of £3,250 a year was not enough to make him stay at Hartlepool. He naturally took Peter Taylor with him. His successes there and at Nottingham Forest make him, in my mind, one of the greatest football managers of my lifetime. No one at Hartlepool ever forgot what he did for the club. And he never forgot the chance it gave him. Soon after joining Derby he paid £6,000 to Pools for a spindly young Scottish teenager called John McGovern. And when yet another financial crisis threatened to engulf Hartlepool, Clough paid inflated fees for two more players, Tony Parry and John Sheridan, principally to help his old club. There would be a continuing bond between the two clubs. Many years after Clough had moved on, they met in the FA Cup third round. After the game, County donated their share of the takings to Hartlepool.

I remember at the height of his fame being sent to interview Clough after his all-conquering Forest side had played Middlesbrough at Ayresome Park. The plan was to doorstep him as he left. And I did. As he walked to his car I approached him and once inside, he wound down his window and I did the interview through the open car window – a bit different from these days when every interview has to take place in a sanitised room under the beady eye of a press officer and in front of the assembled media. The days of exclusives have disappeared. Unfortunately, so did my interview with Clough. I had unforgivably forgotten to put any tape in my old reel-to-reel recorder.

Later, when Radio Tees decided to hold a charity fundraising day, as sports editor I was tasked with the job of approaching every top division side for items to auction. Aside from Boro, not one replied to my letters (e-mail didn’t exist of course). Then one lunchtime, the newsroom secretary told me she had Brian Clough on the line. I thought she was kidding. Clough was by now famous as one of the most successful managers in world football and infamous as being one of the most difficult and controversial. But it was no joke. Clough asked me what the station wanted and within seconds had agreed to send a host of shirts and footballs from the European champions.

Football though was a very different beast in those days. I remember when Graeme Souness left Middlesbrough to join Liverpool. I had spoken to Graeme of course while covering Boro, but didn’t know him particularly well. When the story broke I left messages for him, but couldn’t track him down. I was working late that evening when the phone in the office rang. It was Graeme returning my call and happy to be interviewed. Imagine that happening in this day and age! This was a huge transfer. Liverpool had just signed Kenny Dalglish and Alan Hansen. It was a pivotal day in the life of Souness and yet he had taken the time to ring back a cub reporter. Many years later when I hosted the Champions League show, he would introduce me to other world-famous ex-pros as one of his oldest friends. He had the good grace not to mention that we hadn’t seen or spoken to each other at all for about thirty years.

Of course it was no surprise he was a huge success at Anfield. But, on his return to the North East with his new club, he and I were both brought crashing to earth. The entire Liverpool squad was at the official opening of Willie Maddren’s sports shop in Stockton-on-Tees high street when the floor gave way beneath our feet sending millions of pounds worth of footballers and yours truly tumbling into the cellar below. Willie reckoned it was my weight that did it. Amid the broken floorboards, falling plaster and clouds of dust, I had the presence of mind to set my tape recorder on to record as we crashed through the floor – this time it did have tape in it! Thankfully, the fall had been no more than 10 feet or so and no one was hurt – and this time I really did have an exclusive.

•

In 1981, I moved to London where Sue was to become quite literally a sight for sore eyes.

I had taken a job at the London based station LBC/IRN. Like most journalists in those days the dream was to work in Fleet Street and this was as near as you could get – in Gough Square around 20 yards from the hub of the British newspaper industry. Walking down that street past the offices of the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Express, the Reuters Agency and so many others gave me a real buzz. Day and night it was busy with newspaper, radio and agency reporters, printers and compositors, and delivery drivers waiting to get papers onto the streets as soon as they came hot off the press. Almost as good, it was next door to the world famous Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese pub with its sawdust spread across its wooden floors. Wherever there are journalists there are pubs and I would spend time in most of them. The Punch Tavern, the Cock, the Mitre, El Vino . . . the choice was almost endless. My wife and I moved into a rented one-bedroom ground floor flat on the scruffy, litter strewn North End Road, close to the market where Esther Rantzen used to do interviews for the rating-topping consumer show That’s Life. It had a shared kitchen, a tin shower in the corner of the bedroom, a TV that ran on fifty pence pieces, a punk rock band in the flat above and overlooked a burger bar. Yes, we were really living the high life! At least we had the only key for the downstairs toilet.

The job should have been great. I often presented their flagship Saturday afternoon show Sportswatch, but if not I would be at a London match. The station made me its athletics correspondent, a role which would see me travel to the likes of Brisbane, Athens, Zagreb, Helsinki and eventually the Los Angeles Olympics. But the truth was that, initially at least, I didn’t enjoy it.

Soon after I started I developed a bad eye infection. I wore contact lenses, or at least tried to. In those days the lenses were nothing like these days, malleable, featherlight and tiny. They were the size of soup bowls and every morning I would have a running battle to force them into my eyes. When I woke one day to find my right eye bright red and oozing an unpleasant substance, I called my optician straightaway. She packed me off to the Western Eye Hospital on Marylebone Road where after a long wait a totally disinterested doctor gave me some drops, an eye patch and told me to come back in 48 hours. If I had listened, I would have lost my eye and my future would have been very different.

Instead the following day, now unable to open the eye at all, I headed for Moorfields Eye Hospital. It was like an Indian railway station at rush hour. I had never seen so many people. I took my place at the back of a thirty-strong queue just to put my name down to be seen. As I stood in line, a nurse passed me. She stopped in her tracks. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ she said and immediately took me aside. Within minutes I was being seen by a doctor, who insisted on the immediate use of a powerful antibiotic. The quickest way to administer this was by injection – into the eyeball. It was the most horrifying thing that had ever happened to me. Three nurses held me down, one gripping each arm tightly against the sides of the chair in which I was sitting, another holding my head, as the doctor injected my eyeball. I would have loved to have closed my eyes to avoid seeing the size of the needle. It was the first and only time in my life that my knees have ever knocked uncontrollably. When it was over the nurses told me many people faint – I am not surprised.

Within half an hour I was in a hospital bed. I called my wife and asked her to bring pyjamas – she had to go and buy some as I didn’t own any – and a toothbrush. When the consultant first visited me he told me he could not guarantee how much sight I would retain in my eye. He also told me had I waited a further 48 hours, I would have been blind in my right eye. Throughout the first couple of days, nurses put drops in my eye every 15 minutes, including throughout the night. My mood was low. I was surrounded by mainly elderly people who were blind or partially sighted with no idea of what would happen to me.

My wife spent as much time as she could with me but had to work. I had been in London for such a short time that I hadn’t developed any strong friendships. When I told work I needed some time off, I suspect they thought I was skiving. My parents lived in the North East, so I was basically on my own.

It was on the fourth day that through my one good eye, I saw a figure approaching my bedside unannounced. It was Sue. It was so uplifting. I have no idea what we talked about but a week later she was back. The truth is I felt closer than ever to her.

Things were looking up too with the prognosis of my eye. It was badly scarred where the infection had burrowed its way in, but doctors now believed that I would keep a minimum of 50 per cent of my vision. In a more positive mood, I realised what an astonishing place Moorfields is. Not only would they save my eye, but almost every day someone would have bandages removed after an operation on a detached retina or cataract. The joy of others regaining sight is infectious.

I was anxious to return home and day after day badgered the nurses and doctors, but it was always one more day. Towards the end of the second week, I was told I could have an hour out of bed and out of the ward. I had a plan. One of my favourite nurses conspiratorially guided me out of the hospital – not that I needed it as my sight was rapidly returning – and to the threshold of paradise. The pub next door. In my dressing gown and new pyjamas, I pushed open the door to discover a thriving clutch of drinkers, almost all of them in dressing gowns and pyjamas! I half expected to see Jack Nicholson out of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

After a fortnight, I was discharged. My sight loss eventually was estimated at 5 to 10 per cent, though even now opticians always take a step back when they see the scar tissue during eyesight tests. Moorfields, one of the world’s great medical institutions, had saved my sight. And just as surely my sister Sue had helped save my sanity.

•

I got the call that Sue was dead one Friday morning. She had woken feeling unwell and gone to her kitchen for water. She collapsed and never recovered consciousness. She was thirty-four. A coroner’s inquest revealed Sue had died of acute liver failure.

By now I was working at TV-am in Camden Town. It was my first television job. I had been on screen a number of times presenting sports bulletins – the legendary David Frost introduced my first ever on-screen appearance. But I had never presented the channel’s early morning Saturday sports programme. When I say early morning, it really was: a 90-minute collection of sports features and interviews that was on air at 6 a.m. You can imagine how many viewers it got! But it would be my first real TV breakthrough. I was due to front the show the day after my sister had died. I talked it through with my wife and we decided, I would do the show and travel back to the North East to join my grieving family immediately afterwards. So I told no one at TV-am what had happened, prepped all day Friday and hosted the programme on Saturday. I even think I stayed for breakfast afterwards. God knows what I was thinking of. It is a decision I am ashamed of to this day and I will be until the day I die. To put ambition before my family was unforgiveable.

Sue’s husband Tony was, of course, at the funeral, but I never saw him again after that. My dad, Andy, a tough ex-steelworker, shrank into himself. He had always been popular in town, so much so that a shopping trip with him was a nightmare. Everyone knew Andy and wanted to talk to him. But now he had little to say. He had always been a big man but he began to fade away. Not long afterwards, my dad suffered a burst aorta. I was by his bedside but there was nothing that could be done. He had died quite literally of a broken heart.
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