3 special

Uniess we’re very much mistaken,and we

Inside the commentary box at the San Marino Grand Prix,
Murray Walker is getting ready for action. In a space little bigger
than the prefab toilet cubicle it resembles, the voice of Formula
One is stretching, bending and limbering up. He rocks back and
forth like a weightlifter psyching himself up for an extra five
kilos. He shakes out the tension from his shoulders and arms like
a 100-metre sprinter about to step into the blocks. He hits his legs
and punches the air as if he is a boxer on his way to the ring.

A few minutes later, Walker is jabbing and poking at his
television monitors. Commentating standing up — he never, ever
sits - he launches into the action by rhythmically counting the
sequence of start lights with a clenched fist, banging it down on
an invisible desk. And then, electric with excitement, wide-eyed
and ecstatic, he explodes into the race.

“And it’s go, go, go, go! Villeneuve gets a great start!
Schumacher pushes ahead of Frentzen - he’s up into second
place! Frentzen is tucked up behind Schumacher’s red Ferrari
trying to get past him desperately! It’s Villeneuve, Schumacher
senior, Frentzen, Schumacher Ralf, Johnny Herbert...”

As Martin Brundle, his co-commentator, picks up the action
later in the lap, Walker takes time to check the circuit map he’s
taped neatly to the bottom of his screen. A few minutes
afterwards, as we ride with the on-board camera in Heinz-Harald
Frentzen’s Williams, Murray guides us round the Imola
racetrack. Crouching down to take the Variante Alta chicane in
third at 70mph, he leans left, then right, then left again, and
accelerates down the long, fast straight to Rivazza, his right foot
pressing hard against the concrete floor.

“Fourth gear, fifth, up into sixth; we’re doing over 170 miles an
hour here. Oh, and he’s inching, inching, inching up on Michael
Schumacher! And he’s going for it! He’s really pushing hard!”
Murray Walker is attacking his microphone, bellowing at the
screen. It is as if he is possessed by a force greater than himself.

As Schumacher exits the Rivazza corner ahead and gradually
pulls away, Walker steps back to allow the cooler, more self-
contained Brundle some of the spotlight. But by the time we get
to the final lap he is back in full swing. Murray is dancing now,
swaying his (replaced) hips from side-to-side. “What! An!
Absolutely! Barn! Storming! Finish!” he shouts, the words
ejaculating out of his mouth with such force that afterwards he
has to wipe his microphone with a handkerchief. “Look how
close Schumacher and Frentzen are! Schumacher is eating up the

_ distance between the two cars! But Frentzen is almost home!
Frentzen goes left! Frentzen goes right! And Frentzen wins his
first grand prix for Williams at Imola!”

Even though it has been raining and is overcast outside, by
now the commentary box is hot, fuggy and smells of boys. As
well as Murray, Martin Brundle and me, ITV producer Kevin
Piper has been in the dark, cramped space. With the door flung
open, Brundle heads happily into the afternoon for some serious
post-race hospitality, while Piper starts to clear away the
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he makes motor racing sound exciting. Philip Watson s literally alongside the king of commentators
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equipment. Murray sits scribbling into his notebook. He is
jotting down race figures and statistics furiously before they
disappear from his monitors.

Only when he is satisfied that he has got everything down
does he begin to relax and pack up his many notes, reminders
and fact sheets. He glances up at me as [ return to the box a
few minutes later with a glass of champagne. It may be
exhausting, but Murray Walker has the big, broad smile of
someone who has just communed with the thing he loves.

“So, how does it compare to sex?”

“I don’t know. You can’t compare the two, can you?”

“Well, you could. You’re clearly in a heightened state of
excitement, there’s a lot of thrust and noise and sweat, and
you feel incredible passion.”

“I'suppose so. [Pause| But no sex I've ever had has lasted an
hour-and-a-half.”

That’s as maybe, and no one is about to suggest that Murray
Walker OBE, at the tender age of nearly 74, should start living
life a little, but he makes the point well. Many TV
professionals believe that the job he does, and has done now
for almost 50 years, is the toughest in sports commentating. It
requires a level of stamina, energy, mental agility and technical
knowledge that would put demands upon men half his age.

“It’s very, very hard,” says Martin Brundle. “Often, as on
this track, you can’t see anything out of the window, there’s
three or four monitors in front of you, different TV feeds, and
all the computer read-outs and times and information. Then
you have the race director speaking in your ear, and the
producer and the producer’s assistant, and you’re trying to
listen to your co-commentator and for the countdown to the
ad breaks, and I just want to be all over the place.”

“I have the greatest respect for Murray,” says Jackie Stewart,
who has shared many commentary boxes with Walker, mostly
in Australia. “He’s good to work with and keeps the spirit and
energy at extraordinarily high levels. Murray is a character;
he’s one of a kind. He has the energy and enthusiasm of a
teenager — of a pre-teenager, in fact.”

This, of course, is the point of Murray Walker: he is the
ultimate enthusiast. Using what Clive James once famously
described as a “trousers-on-fire” broadcasting style, Walker
manages to capture and communicate all the fervour, frenzy
and drama of motorsport. He is a 15-year-old boy locked
inside a 73-year-old man’s body (sometimes with a 15-year-old
boy’s sense of humour as well - at one point during the
weekend, off-mike, he refers to Olivier Panis as “Olivier
Penis”). He makes the viewer feel as if he might almost be
there. He is the living embodiment of the first fire that turned
us on to motor racing or football or music or sex, but that
often, over the years, quite naturally wanes just a little.

Life, for Murray Walker, has fed and nurtured his
enthusiasm. Switched on to motorsport at an early age by his
father, his fanaticism has remained at a fever pitch ever since.
Murray’s love of motorsport is unbridled, unsullied, uncynical
and unadulterated. He can respond rationally to the sport, but
more importantly he reacts emotionally, too. No one who
watched Damon Hill come home first in the last race of the
1996 season to win the world championship could forget the
intense pride and emotion in his voice. He was choked with it.

“Part of his skill as a commentator is that he creates emotion,”
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says team boss Eddie Jordan. “He makes watching Formula
One very human and touching and patriotic. He brings

great feeling to a set of pictures he has no control over - bit of
an art, I think.”

“I get very fired up during a race. It’s an all-action situation,”
says Walker. “I think motorsport is enormously exciting,
colourful, spectacular, noisy, dangerous and dramatic, and in
my opinion you don’t deal with it in monotones and dull
phrases — you try and make it live. And because [ don’t try and
work out things to say in advance, and because I'm so involved
with it, I sometimes make mistakes.”

Ah yes, the legendary mistakes. The solecisms, the blunders,
even the occasional indiscretions. Because for all his
undoubted talents, Muddly Talker (or Flurry Squawker), as he
is sometimes called, has been known to utter the odd goof and
gaffe. As much as he uses well-worn techniques to slow his
delivery down and allow himself thinking time (experienced
Walker Watchers recognise his hallmark “And. And. And. And”
and “Wait a minute. What's happened?”), his mouth often runs
away with him. Perhaps it’s the speed and volume of his output
that works against him, but only David Coleman can claim a
higher position in Private Eye’s all-time Colemanballs Top Ten.

“In my own defence, as I've said many times [and he has], if
what people call mistakes and what I call slips of the tongue or
malapropisms were genuine mistakes caused by a lack of



understanding or knowledge of the sport, I would be very
worried. In fact, | wouldn’t do it any more. But when things are
moving so quickly, there are bound to be times, in the heat of the
moment, when I say the wrong thing.”

In fact, his attention to detail and his unending thirst for
knowledge of the sport is clearly obsessional in its dimensions.
He has a very Motson-like tendency towards statistical
trainspotting. His commentary box position is plastered with
diagrams, charts and mnemonics. He has crib sheets, rule books
and notebooks full of grid positions, lap times, points tables,
track histories and driver resumés, dating all the way back to
1986. In his kit bag he carries at all times the Marlboro Grand Prix
Guide (F1’s Wisden), assorted race reports and press releases, a
rain jacket and poncho, white sticking tape, Kleenex, two pairs of
glasses, a pencil case, ruler and a Swiss Army knife.

He is an omnipresent force at any race meeting. He scours the
paddock, pits and pressrooms for stories, rumours and inside
information. He talks to mechanics, engineers, technicians,
drivers, team leaders and sponsors. He often walks the track. And
because of his very gentlemanly and avuncular demeanour, and
his uncritical respect for the sport and its players (he would not,
over the years, even be drawn on Nigel Mansell, who apparently
calls him “Dad”), everyone likes him and everyone talks to him.

“What’s great for me is that I know Murray is never short of
words and if I start to dry up he will pick it up,” says Brundle.

Pits and pieces: above,
despite help from
Damon Hill's Arrows
team, Murray breaks
the golden rule of
Formula One racing -
don't forget the

car. Top, in action
sharing the mic with
Martin Brundle

Opposite left, the
hardest working man
in motor racing with,
among others, Eddie
Shah (top), Damon Hill
(third from top),
Jackie Stewart (fourth
from bottom) and
Williams technical
director Patrick Head
(second from bottom)

“He’d prefer to commentate on motor racing, of course, but
there’s no doubt he could actually do an exciting 20-minute
commentary on a wall of fresh paint drying. He’d compare how
the paint dried before, what the paint might do later on, and how
the paint had been performing generally up to this point.”

This raw enthusiasm for commentating can even spill over
into ordinary life. James Allen, ITV’s pits reporter, tells a nice
story about a breakfast he shared with Walker before this year’s
Brazilian Grand Prix. “At the end of it, just for a laugh and
perhaps to get himself into the mood for the day, he began to
commentate on his own meal. ‘Does Murray want another slice
of toast?” he asked himself in his best grand prix voice. ‘Yes,
Murray does want another slice of toast” was his heated reply. It
was brilliant, brilliant.”

If commentating is genetic then Murray Walker had a better start
than most. His father, Graham Walker, was a prewar motorcycle
champion who later became a renowned BBC commentator.
Encouraged to develop an interest in motorcycle racing - a
passion that even today he says is greater than that for cars (“Bikes
make this lot look like a load of geriatrics,” he tells me, during a
loose moment at Imola) - he made his commentating debut
covering the 1949 British Grand Prix at Silverstone for BBC radio.
He would have followed in the footsteps of his father earlier,
but the war intervened. Born in Birmingham, but brought up as
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