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Dan Walker was born in Crawley in West Sussex in 1977. He is a TV presenter and journalist who recently moved to become one of the faces of Channel 5. Previously he presented BBC1’s Breakfast for six years and Football Focus for twelve years. Dan’s other books are Remarkable People: Extraordinary Stories of Everyday Lives, Dan Walker’s Football Thronkersaurus: Football’s Finest Tales and Dan Walker’s Magic, Mud & Maradona: Cup Football’s Finest Tales. He lives in Sheffield with his wife, three children and Winnie the dog.
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ABOUT THE BOOK

Dan Walker is back, determined to keep shining a light on the kindness, compassion and selflessness which continue to characterise so many people and their actions right across the country.

As one of the UK’s leading journalists, Dan has made it his life work to focus on people who often act as the catalysts for change: the unheralded champions who frequently go without getting the recognition they deserve.

The new book from the author of the bestselling Remarkable People contains a totally fresh batch of humble heroes whose actions, bravery and determination have helped shape their communities.

Standing on the Shoulders asks who are these little-known marvels and what makes them tick? What do they have in common? What can we all learn from them? Is there something special in the chain of events? What does it take to make a lasting impact on others?

History can be cruel and forgetful to those who don’t shout about their own success or good deeds, but Standing on the Shoulders is a beautifully-written and illuminating celebration of ordinary people and the extraordinary things they do. It is also a timely reminder of the goodness and positivity that drives us forward during challenging times.




FOREWORD

By Rose Ayling-Ellis

I first met Dan back in 2021 when Strictly Come Dancing started and we gathered to do our very first dance, the group dance. We were put in a room full of celebrities, and we were all extremely nervy. I was the most nervous I had ever been. I didn’t see myself as a ‘celebrity’ as I had only been on EastEnders for a year and no one knew me, and yet here I was surrounded by these famous personalities. I couldn’t believe I was in the same room as all of them!

Dan was one of the people that I recognised from his years of regular appearances on my morning TV screen. He was chatting away to someone else and, after a bit of hesitation, I finally picked up the courage to approach him and introduce myself. I immediately felt the warmness and kindness radiate from him. Our very first conversation stood out and made a huge impression on me. We talked about me being deaf, appearing on the biggest show ever and how terrified we both were; we even joked about our terrible dance moves! He told me about his dad being deaf, some of the frustration he had experienced and about what he learned from his dad. As I got to know Dan better, I came to realise that was one of his standout qualities: it was always about other people’s experiences, never about him.

This is what the book is all about. It’s never about Dan, it’s about the people Dan meets in his life. It’s an important lesson for all of us. It is what we can learn from other people’s experiences that shapes us into who we are and how we could do better for others. It is what makes us all so beautiful: the imperfect, ugly, unimaginable experience that life throws at us, and finding a way to come out on the brighter side. However, one important thing that I noticed throughout the book is that all these people never did it alone. They always had someone reaching out or wanting to reach out. No one can do it alone. In the chapter that Dan wrote about me, it was my mother who stayed by my side, she was that person to me, and I am honoured that she is a part of this book.

In these crazy times, especially with what’s going on around the world, we all need that someone by our side. Whether it is our friends, family, a stranger or even our pets. The act of kindness, no matter how small, can change everything for others. Sometimes we forget that. But most importantly, sometimes we forget to reach out for help when we need to. I love the fact that Dan has called this Standing on the Shoulders. It is all about what is important in life: that we are who we are because of the people around us. The title perfectly encapsulates the book and I have really enjoyed reading about the people in it. I hope you do too.




INTRODUCTION

It’s never a good idea to make assumptions, so I am just going to remind you that the book you are about to read is a sort of follow-up to one that I wrote a few years ago called Remarkable People.

It was lovely that so many people read and enjoyed the last one but, if you know nothing about it, fear not . . . you don’t have to have read a single page of that to enjoy this one. The themes are the same but you don’t need to have any previous knowledge of the characters involved and you can always read it later. I suppose the one benefit of reading Remarkable People before Standing on the Shoulders is that you probably have an expectation of what you are going to get.

In music, they talk about a ‘tricky second album’; in football it’s ‘second season syndrome’. After the success of Remarkable People, I was really keen to write about a fresh bunch of humble heroes and follow the same simple pattern as before. Here are some amazing people I have had the privilege of meeting: let’s see what makes them tick and try and learn something along the way.

The last book came out in the middle of a global pandemic and things have changed a lot in the world since then. The cost-of-living crisis is biting hard at millions of people across the UK, and the conflict in Ukraine dominated the international headlines in the first half of 2022. In my own little world, I finally gave in and agreed to go on Strictly Come Dancing and, to my great surprise, it will go down as one of my best ever experiences on TV – as you will find out when you get to the chapter about my ‘professional partner’.

Over the last few years, particularly since I started presenting BBC Breakfast and definitely since I went on Strictly, I have noticed that people are taking more of an interest in my opinion on certain issues. I did a lot of interviews about my recent move from the breakfast sofa to Channel 5 and I had to spend quite a bit of my time gently dodging questions about my thoughts on big topics of the day. Of course I have opinions, but my broadcasting has never been centred or dependent on them. I love to bring the best out of those around me.

When I interview a politician, I don’t want you to watch that interview and think ‘Well, I now know what Dan thinks about that’. I want you to be able to listen to them and make your mind up about whether they are someone you can trust, believe in and vote for. I firmly believe you can still do that and ask the tough, pertinent and thoughtful questions.

As a journalist, I am far more interested in what other people feel than what I think. I love talking to others and finding out what motivates them, what drives them on, what inspires them, how they respond to the highs and lows of life and how those varying emotions translate into action.

In a world where you are often told what to think or, perhaps more truthfully, what you are not allowed to think, I am not laying out an ideology in this book. I really hope that it never comes across as preachy or unnecessarily argumentative. The whole plan here is to simply show you some people who have incredible stories to tell.

You will hopefully find a huge range of voices. I conducted hours of interviews with the people in here and, in some cases, have spent large portions of my life with them. Some you will have heard of, some you will know quite well and others will be new to you. Some I met first on the BBC Breakfast sofa and others have wandered into my life in different ways, but one thing unites them all . . . they are all eye-openers. What I mean by that is they all allow us to see a little further than we would on our own.

Our middle daughter is disappointed by the book title. After Remarkable People, she told me this book should have been called Remark at the Remarkable People and she thought I had missed a trick. Jessica was not particularly impressed when I told her the title of this one. Standing on the Shoulders is half a quote from a letter written by Isaac Newton in 1675. The great physician and mathematician wrote that ‘If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’ and that’s what I feel I have been able to do by speaking to the people in this book.

You will find doctors in here, three normal dads, a communications officer, a Hollywood superstar, a convicted murderer, a bomb survivor, a knight of the realm, bereaved parents, heroic friends, migrants, a couple of musical geniuses, a two-time world champion, a double amputee, a Strictly winner and many many more.

There is tragedy and triumph, there are heroes and villains and themes like forgiveness, rehabilitation, loss, love, grief, pain, trust, truth, faith and friendship regularly rise to the surface. We often talk about post-traumatic stress but, as one of our contributors comments, there is such a thing as post-traumatic growth and you’ll hopefully see much of that too.

It is lovely that so many people have been waiting patiently for the publication of this book and I look forward to conversations about it on social media, in the street, on train platforms, in the frozen-food aisle of the supermarket, or maybe even at a book-signing somewhere. I couldn’t do any of them last time because of Covid. I still receive so many beautiful messages about Remarkable People and I really hope this book has a similar impact. When I first mentioned that I was writing again, I received the most beautiful message from someone who wishes to remain anonymous but was happy for me to put it in the introduction.


Dear Dan

The fact that you are writing a new book is the best news I’ve heard in a while. I read your last one in the middle of the global pandemic and, I have to say, the people in there got me through. They taught me so much from their experiences and, through the tears and the laughter of each chapter, I continue to learn. It was exactly the book I needed at exactly the right time. I was inspired and encouraged in equal measure and I hope the next one does the same.



My ultimate aim for this book is that you are inspired and encouraged by the people in these pages, as I have been. I hope through their testimony, they are able to challenge your preconceptions and your way of thinking as they did mine. Researching and writing Standing on the Shoulders has enabled me to understand a lot more about the world around me, and I trust it does the same for you.
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