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Well, here we are again – older, none the wiser, but still going strong! Or perhaps just ‘still going’ would be more accurate. Whichever it is, at least we’re not ‘still’! Not yet, anyway, and that’s the main thing. Mind you, I was at the doctor’s last week and, after examining me, he said, “if you’ve always dreamt of swimming with dolphins, now might be the time”. On a previous occasion, he’d said “don’t buy any green bananas”, but that was 10 years ago and I’m still here!

Before I begin, a small announcement: three weeks ago, Jane and I had our Silver Wedding Anniversary. We had planned to walk St Cuthbert’s Way – which is Melrose Abbey to Lindesfarne –  spend our actual anniversary on the island, then walk back. For reasons I’ll touch on later, we couldn’t go, so the wine on the table is courtesy of us so that you can help us celebrate tonight. Of course, it could be seen as a bribe and I have no objections to that at all. I don’t care why you laugh, as long as you do!

Jane and I have been together for 30 years, married for 25, as I said. She’s been self-employed and working from home since 1990 and myself since 1995. So we’re in each other’s pockets pretty much 24/7 and have been for over 20 years. A few people have commented on this, noting that not many marriages would survive this amount of close proximity and ask what is the secret of us being so happy together, far less not killing each other. Well, it’s quite simple – mutual respect. I think she’s just amazing, and say so, and she thinks “he’ll do – for now”, and says so. It works for us and, let’s face it, it’s probably the best I could hope for.

What follows is a bit like undressing a bride – there’s something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue. But no penis... I’m a bit old fashioned in that respect! Apart from this small point, no pun intended, there’s hopefully something for everyone.

I think it’s only fitting that, as someone who is essentially a lawyer, I should start with a disclaimer. Just in case. I say “just in case” because the last time I gave an after-dinner speech, when I was with A&E Technology at Harwell Laboratory – it was the annual Xmas party - and before I was essentially a lawyer, it led to five complaints and caused all sorts of trouble. Mind you, to be fair, I did start that one off by explaining, for the benefit of those who didn’t actually work at Harwell, that it was a bit like being a pubic hair on a toilet seat – you sit there quite happily minding your own business but, sooner or later, someone will come along and piss you off. Actually, thinking about it, the RAF wasn’t much different, although there tended to be a lot more shouting involved. 

Anyhow, the disclaimer...

[Takes sheet of paper from jacket pocket and reads...]

“I the undersigned, being above the legal age of consent, do hereby agree and allow, in consideration of the sum of £250 pounds sterling, in cash, in used notes, to be...”

Shit. That’s not the disclaimer! Sorry about that. Eh, that’s something else, a contract, yes, a contract, that I’m working on for a client. I can’t divulge any more – client confidentiality and all that. Cough...

[Crumples up paper and puts it back in jacket pocket. Takes another sheet of paper from other jacket pocket and reads...]

“For the avoidance of all doubt, confusion, ambiguity or misunderstanding, and particularly for the benefit, aid, assistance, welfare and/or advantage of those of you who are of a nervous, sensitive, timorous, querulous or disturbed constitution, be hereby advised, informed, forewarned, aware, cognizant and au courant that I am likely to be crude, offensive, insulting, puerile, obnoxious, repetitive and far from politically correct. In other words, I’m going to be old! I may well swear – I may well already have – I’ll go off on tangents and I’ll probably ramble on for ages. Therefore, if you are Jewish or black or gay (and I don’t discriminate, so whether you’re a gay man poof or a gay wifey poof) or religious or female or a former member of Her Majesty’s Royal Air Force or easily offended or easily bored or just easy, I’d suggest you fu... file out of the door now.”

[Hopefully, there are still some people left.]

Well, don’t say you weren’t warned and, following the legal principle of ‘negative acquiescence’, any future complaints will be summarily ignored.

At this point, apart from hoping that everyone would have left, I was going to tell a joke about a black, butch, retired Squadron Leader called Rachel Bernstein who walked into a bar carrying a bible, yawned and said, “anybody fancy a shag”, but decided against it on the grounds that I’d never be able to remember all that!

Actually, I did have a suspicion that Jane would set me up by arranging for everyone to get up and go, so leaving me here on my own, like a pratt... as opposed to leaving me here not on my own, like a pratt.

Well, here we are again – older, none the wiser, but still going strong! Or perhaps just ‘still going’ would be more accurate. Whichever it is, at least we’re not... [Looks puzzled] Is this deja vu or have I done this bit already?

[Looks up thinking, lips moving silently...]

Got it!

This is an RAF Reunion, so it’s only right and proper that I talk about the RAF. However, I’ve never been right and proper in my life and I’ve got no intention of starting now. So, instead of talking about the RAF, I thought I’d talk about something more interesting, which pretty much means anything at all!

I initially thought to talk a bit about getting older and the effects thereof. As time passes, the memory fades, the brain in general... things and other bits of the body become, eh, less efficient, shall we say – some things start that you’d rather didn’t and some things don’t start that you’d rather did. I’m sure that, sadly, some of you are already intercontinental and therefore... Incidentally, should anyone feel the need to go for a pi... want a sl... have a comfort break, just get your nurse to wheel you out. You won’t miss anything important and you’re unlikely to be able to remember it anyway even if you did.
Where was I? [Rummages through papers] Well, here we are again – older, none the wiser, but... Only joking this time – I know I’ve already done that bit once.

No, Really, where was I? Oh yes, getting older and memory and stuff. Yes, I decided against talking about not being able to thing because, as one of the youngest members of 223, I am lucky enough still to have all my facsimiles and, as it would be insensitive of me to mock the conscriptions of my elders, I thought that, instead of talking about going doolally, I’d talk about ambition. And I’ve chosen ambition because, firstly, everyone has at least one ambition and, secondly, ambitions change as time passes and we grow older. So, for example, when you’re very young, it might be your ambition to go a whole day without wetting yourself but, when you’re very old, you... actually, that’s not a particularly good example, but you get the general idea.

And ambitions can range from transient things that can take a few minutes – “I just want to get the cork out of this friggin’ bottle” or “I just want to get to the end of this speech without making a complete arse of myself” – to things that take the best part of a lifetime, like winning the Nobel Prize for Physics or paying off a £500 Wonga loan.

To take some examples from the upper end of the scale, so to speak: Louis Armstrong - his ambition was to walk on the moon; Hilary Clinton, he... no, not Hilary Clinton, Sir Edmund Hillary - his ambition was to climb Ben Nevis; Murray Walker – dreamt of winning Wimbledon; Walter Scott – all he wanted was to be the first person to reach the South Pole; Roger Whittaker – his ambition was to run a mile in less than four minutes; or me, I wanted to make a CD.

Some of these ambitions were achieved – Roger Whittaker did his sub-four-minute mile; Murray won Wimbledon; Hillary climbed Ben Nevis; I did a CD and here it is (£12 well spent) – some weren’t – Scott didn’t reach the South Pole first – and some are in doubt – maybe Armstrong did take that huge leap for mankind, but maybe he didn’t. That’s perhaps a topic for another day.

Some ambitions are at other the other end of the spectrum. For example:

It may be your ambition hit 180 at darts – Davie Jones and I spent many happy hours in the Rising Sun in Wendover playing darts and sipping a half-pint shandy, but we never hit 180. Mind you, that was when darts was a man’s game, and darts were DARTS. If we hit a treble 20 with the first dart, and it did happen, we were lucky to be able to see the bull, far less the rest of the treble. In fact, Davie once picked up a cucumber by mistake and threw it at the board. I said, “you just picked up a cucumber by mistake and threw it at the board” and he replied, “I thought it felt a bit thin”.

Then along came tungsten darts and hitting 180 became all too easy.

As another example, it may be your ambition to be able drink 24 cans of Stella and still get up for school in the morning – George managed than while still in primary six – respect dude - and, as you can see, has been keeping himself in shape ever since, just in case he gets a job as a teacher!

Or perhaps your ambition is to tap your drumsticks on a bedside locker until you’re good enough to join a pipe band, like Dave Gingell and myself. Mind you, not being beaten up by the other people in the room, or by those in the room below, was a much greater achievement than learning the drumming!

Having learned the drumming, it may be your ambition to make a CD, like I did. Here it is. [Holds up CD]

Or it may simply be your ambition to get a girlfriend who has her own teeth – at this point, I was going to congratulate Steve Farmery but, unfortunately, Steve can’t be with us this weekend – or, along the same lines, but on a different level altogether, to get a girlfriend with a pulse. No names on that one, for obvious reasons – it’s illegal now!

Most ambitions, however, lie somewhere between the two extremes:

Like running a marathon. Jane did this in Stratford about three years ago. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be there, but she phoned me a couple of hours afterwards. “How’d it go?” I asked, all proud of her. “God, it’s a long way” she replied, still gasping. Like, she didn’t know already?? You’re standing at the starting line and suddenly think, “Hmmm – I wonder how far it is?” Four hours later, “Bloody hell, are we not there yet?” Now she’s applied for London next year – and will be looking for sponsorship!

Someone in this room had me convinced for years that he’d done a marathon in 2 hours 32 minutes and that is very impressive. Thirty years ago, I was training to run a marathon qualifying time, which was 2 hours 40 minutes for my age group, so 2.32 is, as I said, very impressive. But, at a gig last year, when he’d had a few, he confessed, in a scouse accent, that he hadn’t really ever done a marathon at all, far less one in two and a half hours. You’d think that tying someone up and leaving them in a wood to die would be enough of a wind-up to last a lifetime, but apparently not, if you’re from ‘The Port’. On the other hand, he did buy a copy of my CD! [Holds up CD]

Talking of scouse accents and the Port, perhaps your ambition is to see your football team win the FA cup at Wembley. This is more likely to be realised for some than for others and, for a few, it’s more of a pipe-dream than an ambition – eh, Paul?

Talking of Wembley, here’s one of the tangents I warned you I’d go off on - a little scientific snippet (I’m trying to be educational as well as entertaining, so pay attention).

As I’m sure you all know, everything is made up of atoms. Atoms themselves consist of a nucleus, in the middle, with one or more electrons buzzing round it. The nucleus of hydrogen, the smallest atom, has one proton in its nucleus and one electron buzzing round it. The proton, which is positively charged, is 1,836 times bigger than the electron, which is negatively charged. Now, to give an indication of scale, if the nucleus of hydrogen was the size of a golf ball and you placed it in the centre circle at Wembley, the electron would be on the penalty spot about 50 to 60 yards away. In between is nothing – absolutely nothing, nowt, zilch, niente. It’s just empty space. If there were two electrons, as in helium, the second one would be the same distance away, but on the opposite penalty spot, but, if there were three, as in lithium, the third electron would be miles away from the golf ball and the space between the first two electrons and the third one would be just that – space! So when you walk into an oak beam, say, the vast majority of it is nothing... it’s empty space. And, coincidentally, the vast majority of the lump that appears on your head after walking into an oak beam is also nothing!

The person who discovered this so-called ‘nuclear structure’ of the atom was Lord Ernest Rutherford, a New Zealander based at Cambridge University. He devised an experiment, called the Geiger Marsden experiment for some reason, in which alpha particles, which are also positively charged, were fired at gold leaf and a fluorescent screen behind the gold leaf picked up where they hit. At the time, it was believed that they’d just pass straight through, and most of them did - but, very occasionally, one went off at an angle and, very, very, very occasionally, one came straight back.

Now, the point of this story is this. I know I shouldn’t name-drop – Eric Clapton told me that it doesn’t actually impress anybody and Bruce Springstein, who was there as well, agreed – but I actually met Lord Rutherford. It was at a conference in Edinburgh. My professor at St Andrews had worked with him, so a crowd of us went to listen and he introduced me because, at the time, I was researching sub-quantum thermal x-ray Fourier transform crystal chromatomography, which, as everyone knows, is now used to construct 3D images of complex protein molecules, but it was cutting edge science at the time. Anyhow, I asked Lord Rutherford how surprised he’d been with the results of this experiment and he said this,

“It was quite the most incredible event that has ever happened to me in my life. It was almost as incredible as if you fired a 15-inch shell at a piece of tissue paper and it came straight back and hit you in the face.”

It really is hard to over-emphasise just how mind-boggling this was at the time.

That was in 1987. Three years ago, I was on a course at Cambridge and I looked him up. He actually remembered me – when I first met him, I was the only mature student doing chemistry at St Andrews (that’s ‘mature’ as in older, not ‘mature’ as in maturer – Jane can testify to that), so I probably stood out – and the subject of his experiment came up again. This time, he said:

“The amazement; the dumbfoundedness; the stupifaction; the sheer breath-taking unbelieveablity, incredulity and mind-blowing perplexity of such a totally unexpected and hitherto thought impossible event has only once, to my knowledge and to the knowledge of my peers, been surpassed in the entire history of the human race; and that was when Don Tanner became an officer.”

Have you ever heard a longer or more erudite build-up to such a crap punch line? If you have, I’d like to hear it... actually, no, no I wouldn’t. Really. Keep it to yourself.

Back to ambitions...

It could be that your ambition is to write a book, as Keith, our very own Enid Blyton, has done. [Holds up copy of book.] Here it is – a good read and £3 well spent. Yes, I know it cost £6.

I don’t want to spoil it for anyone who hasn’t read it yet, but I will make a couple or three comments. Firstly, the hero of the story doesn’t die at the end – obviously... ‘cos he’s sitting over there. Secondly, Avpin does not produce arsenic, so, Keith, you can sleep easy, as can anyone else who worked with the stuff. Thirdly he does claim throughout the book, particularly at the end, that he’s still a virgin at the time when the story is set. Well, this puzzled me and, to be honest, I’m not convinced it’s true and I think this may well be for his mum’s benefit, or maybe ours, or maybe both, because I’m pretty sure that I saw Keith in the queue for fat Ann behind the archery club building during our third week at Halton. I wasn’t fooled by the ridiculous Moroccan accent, the sunglasses or the fake beard – for God’s sake, we didn’t even shave then! He will, of course, deny it. Incidentally, you wouldn’t wear a false beard and put on a Moroccan accent these days, would you, eh! How times change.

Does anyone else remember fat Ann?

Another little tangent. Jane’s a copy editor, which means she gets books ready for publication and she knows all about English and stuff like that. So I was going to ask her to go through Keith’s book and make a note of all the mistakes, then go all grammar-Nazi on him here because, well, you know, it’d be a laugh – for the rest of us, anyway, but maybe not for him – and he did say I could fill my boots. But then I thought about it and decided not to because, let’s face it, and all due respect to the guy, it takes a hell of a lot of balls to write a book and have it published. A hell of a lot of balls. Or, at least, it does when your spelling, punctuation and grammar is as bad as Keith’s – omg, lol, smiley face.

In the interests of health and safely – mine – I should point out that Keith openly acknowledges that he received considerable assistance from a certain Steffie Godden – no relation, other than by marriage – and that the spelling etc. is prefect.

So I didn’t get Jane to check Keith’s book, but what I did do was to get her to check my speech and, as she is obviously much better bred than I am, I asked her to censor out anything that’s maybe a bit close to the knuckle or goes too far or would otherwise be unsuitable for a mixed, mature audience. Or even this one. That’s why I haven’t mentioned the ambition about the guy who wanted to become a gynaecologist. So, looking at this, she’s deleted from “Does anyone else remember fat Ann? She had a unique pricing structure...

Censored – six pages....

to, “In fact, if it wasn’t for the Jewish kid in 224 lending him another 10p, he’d probably still be there yet!”

I suspect that Ken Ryan is the only other person here who knows what’s been censored! And is no doubt greatly relieved that it has been censored.

Then she’s censored from, “So she – that’s Ann - changed her business model...”

Censored – four pages

to, “But I didn’t pay in advance!”
Another middling ambition – very common, apparently – is to have threesome sex with twins. Now, I’m not one to brag, but... [nods smugly, bowing slightly]. This is why I said earlier that it was unfortunate Steve Farmery can’t be with us because, if he was, I was going to ask him to return something to his twin sister.

So, to recap: you can have big ambitions, small ambitions and ambitions that fall in between. However, very occasionally, you find someone with an ambition that you’d think would be simple, but it transpires that it’s up there with walking on the moon. I’ve only come upon this once in my life and that was at the reunion before the last reunion when I listened to Dave Shepherd try to convince several others that he was the goalkeeper in the 223 football team. Now, I don’t know whether he was or not but, from a legal point of view, I was interested in the way he put his case. With the commensurate skill of a top QC defending a client at the Old Bailey, Shep’s entire argument rested on, “I even had my own gloves!!” What an entertaining three hours that was.

As I said earlier, ambitions change with time and some are achieved while some are not. I want to go on now to relate my own experiences – it’s easier than writing a book!

[Looks at papers, blinks, takes out Optrex and sprays eyes.]
Bear with me a second. I have an eye problem that started a few years ago. I went to a specialist eye hospital in Cardiff to see a consultant about it and they did all sorts of tests. The consultant asked if I’d ever been exposed to excessively bright lights for any extended period of time and, after thinking about it, I told her that I did have the bed space next to Chris Lowe for a few months. It turns out that the glare from the polished brass bits on Chris’s padlocks has caused some permanent damage.

[Blinks a few times, wipes eyes with hanky – says, “that’s better”]

The first ambition I remember having was to win the Earlston Angling Association trout fishing competition. This was held twice a year, in June and July, and I did win it – four times. The first time was when I was 11 and it’s a measure of how much things have changed because the competition was from 8.00 on Friday night to 8.00 on Saturday morning. So, at age 11, I was out all night fishing on the Tweed, which is quite a large river. Luckily, I wasn’t scared of the dark then, and I’m still not. It’s the things that come to get you in the dark that I’m scared of!

Anyhow, Saturday morning, I’m at the weigh-in and I won. I got a medal and I was chuffed to bits – first thing I ever won (as a kid, I was pretty useless at the sort of things you got medals for ... and the sort of things you didn’t get medals for). I also got a fishing rod, which bent the first time I used it – no expense spent, obviously - and a voucher. Local shops and businesses put up prizes and there was a table with all these envelopes with the name of the shop or business on them. So they might say, Red Lion Hotel or ‘Stuart’s Tackle Shop’ or whatever. The man with the heaviest catch got first pick; the man with the second heaviest, second pick ... and so on. Being the boy, even though I would have been second overall had it been an open competition, – not that I’m bitter or anything - I got the only voucher that was left at the end. But I didn’t care. It was for the local barber’s and off I went. “Well done, son”, he congratulated me when I handed over the voucher, handing me in return a parcel.

Off I went home, medal in my pocket, fishing rod in one hand, prized package clutched to my chest with the other. Got home, ripped open the parcel – it was a shaving kit. I mean, really? I was 11! I gave it to my dad.

My next ambition was at age 15 when all I wanted to do was join the RAF, which I did. Obviously! This was closely followed, about a year later, by another ambition ... you’re ahead of me here ... yes, to get the hell out of the RAF! That took a bit longer.

And so it went on. Wanted to play the drums, have kids, get a job on a fish farm, pass the Open University courses, go to full-time University, get a PhD, get any friggin’ job and so on. But all these things faded into insignificance one memorable night back in 2002. It was the evening of Saturday, the 6th of April when I sat over there – not exactly over there, but relatively speaking – and listened to Dave Squires give the inaugural after-dinner speech at the very first reunion. And that’s when it hit me – there was my ultimate ambition. There was what would be my defining moment. There was the event that would leave me feeling satisfied that I’d achieved something worthwhile in my life. There was my walk on the moon, my climb up Ben Nevis, my sub-four-minute mile, my Wimbledon, my South Pole, my CD [holds up CD] and my full cap as 223’s first-choice goalkeeper!

My ambition became: to give the after-dinner speech at the RAF Reunion!!

So I waited. And I waited. 2004? Not my turn. 2005? Still not my turn. 2007? 2009? Nope. 2011? 13? 15? Still not my turn. Some people had done it twice by this time, but I never gave up hope. And neither did Jane. At first, she’d say things like, “I’m sure Bob will ask you – maybe he just thinks you’re too busy”. Later, she’d pray for me. As the day of the actual event got closer, I’d come downstairs and say, “Still no word from Bob. It’s too late now. He must have asked someone else.” and she, bless her beautiful heart, would lift up her eyes to Heaven and beseech, “God, give me bloody strength” or “For the love of Christ, please make it stop”, by which I assume she meant my agony. [Wipe away tear.] I’m so blessed.

Then, in November last year, I got the email from Bob with the magical subject heading: “Reunion After-dinner Speech”. Heart racing, I opened it and this is what it said:

“Hi John, [Good start – that’s my name] As you know, there’s another reunion in May next year [I do, I do] and, as you may also know, we always have an after-dinner speaker to say a few words. [I do, I do. Of course, by this time, I’ve got my first erection for about four years. I say ‘about’, but it was four years, two months, three weeks and two days ... roughly. I don’t know how that bit got past the censor!] I’m a bit tied up at the moment teaching some thick as fk [“fk” how do you pronounce that? “Fekay?” What the fu... ah, right, I see – it’s an anagram... no, a palindrome... no,.. whatever. An abbreviation, that’s it! It’s a strange expression, though. How can anyone be as thick as fekay?] - apprentices how to tie their own shoelaces, so could you do me a favour and ask around to see if anyone would like to pick up the mantle? Beer’s on me if you will.

Thanks in advance, Bob”

It was the shaving kit all over again.

I replied, of course, but his obscenity filter blocked it. It also blocked the next five replies. So I just sent a brief response, “happy to help” I lied, “who’s already refused”. By return came a list of 26 names.

Well, I thought long and hard, several times, then emailed him again.

“Hi Bob,

As I’m sure you can appreciate, I’m very busy with one thing and another – blah blah blah – but if you’re really stuck, and you don’t want anything too long or elaborate, I’m sure I could knock something together just to help you out.”

No ‘by return’ this time. Two agonising days later comes the reply.

“Hi John,

This is amazing and I can hardly believe it. As the man with the swagger stick, convention dictated that I had to invite Dave Squires first, but be assured that you were always my first choice to give the speech, swagger stick or no, but I was too embarrassed to ask you, what with your businesses interests, the farm, your music [holds up CD] and the countless other pies you must have your fingers in. This is indeed a memorable day and I am so excited, I can hardly sleep.

Thank you, thank you, thank you.

Best wishes,

Bob xx”

Weeelllll, I was stunned. And shocked. And amazed. But mainly stunned. Really, really stunned. I mean, I had no idea that Bob Rodham was such a lying bastard or could so unconvincingly fake sincerity!

But, nevertheless, I swallowed my pride and sprang into action. And here I am – Bob Rodham’s 27th choice to present the 2017, , Royal Air Force, 223 Entry Reunion after-dinner speech! I’ve made it! Never mind Spartacus, I am that goalkeeper!!

Now, it may have taken 15 years to get the call but, in that time, I haven’t been idle because, ever since Dave Squires in 2002, I’ve been collecting the speeches from all my predecessors – and I have them with me, here, today! All except one, from 2004, because I wasn’t there – I think we were on holiday. The speaker was Bob, or Taff, Wilson – so I’ll attack him first.

What can I say about Bob Wilson that hasn’t been said already? Well, “he’s slim”? He’s shy and retiring? He’s Irish? I’d like to be serious for a minute. We’re each of us aware of Bob’s health problems, first announced on 9 May 2011 when he told the world that he had non-curable nymphomania, and I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say, Bob, that the attitude, demeanour and incredible sense of humour you’ve shown during what must have been extremely difficult times is nothing short of remarkable and, speaking personally, very humbling. I read your email, and things since, and I really can’t bring myself to take the piss, like I’m most certainly going to do with the others, and not just because it would be like attacking a tank with a tattie gun and you’d effortlessly destroy me. So, instead, I’d like to propose a toast: ladies and gentlemen, please raise your glasses to the inimitable Bob Wilson and may he grace us with his presence at many more occasions such as this.

Right, that’s enough fekay-ing sentimental bollix. Put your hankies away – where’s Ian Hovey?

Ian’s was the first speech I nicked and, as will soon be obvious, I wasn’t up to much as a pick-pocket at the time. I have improved, though. Here is Ian’s speech, half-hitched from his inside pocket.

[Takes out sheet of notepaper]

Loaf of white bread, small, Hovis, airmen for the use of

Get it? Hovey’s, Hovis.... Hovis, Hovey’s... It’s a play on words! Oh, come on, what do you expect for free – Billy Fekaying Connolly? Anyway...

Loaf of white bread, small, Hovis, airmen for the use of
Tin of beans, small
Six eggs, medium
Packet of condoms, large
Copy of, “How to Tune a Guitar” by Mary Hopkins, Volume III

Obviously, this is not Ian’s speech but, nonetheless, it’s quite useful and we can deduce some interesting points from it: first, his wife was away, because it’s in his handwriting; second, he’s having eggs and beans on toast for tea; third, he has a friend who’s well hung; and fourth, he still can’t tune a guitar! In fairness, it’s not just Ian. Since Halton, I’ve played with literally hundreds of guitarists – several of them are on my CD [holds up copy of CD] - and they’re all the same: strum, strum – three chords - fiddle fiddle; strum strum – fiddle, fiddle – strum... ad infinitum.

Interesting as his shopping list may be, it’s not much use to me as regards my own efforts tonight so, to fill in time, I had hoped to arrange a duet with Ian, singing this year’s Romanian Eurovision entry – if you didn’t hear it, it’s the rap/yodel song. However, that’s been edited out too. I really liked it, but I was reliably, and somewhat forcefully, informed, during the live performance, that “it’s shit”. This from someone who rarely swears. It would seem that the mutual respect I referred to earlier is sometimes a tad one-sided.

Ian’s actual speech didn’t help much either because the more he spoke, the more I began to wonder if I was ever at Halton. He said something about when we moved to Comet Flight and I’m thinking, “did we”. Then he mentioned something else and I’m thinking I don’t remember that... and I don’t remember that either, or that. Now, I just don’t remember.... well, anything.

Does anyone else go through the alphabet? I’ve got to the point where I think, “a, b, c, d.. eh.. what’s next”. Luckily, I have a younger wife, so I use her as my memory. Like, “What’s the name of that actor?” “What actor?” “The one in the film.” “What film?” “The film with the really good song in it.” “Sound of Music?” “NO, for fekay sake. He was in that other film, the one about the dog”. “Dog?” “Begins with ‘W’”? “W?” “Yes, you know, he wakes up every morning when the radio goes off – same song.” “You mean Groundhog Day?” “That’s the one!” “Dog? Begins with W” “Well, it was close. Who’s the actor?” “Bill Murray.” “That’s him!” “What about him?” “Not a clue.”

It got so bad that I enrolled on one of those online memory courses. I can’t remember how much it cost, but they’re pretty good and it was worth the money. They teach you to hang things on hooks or the ribbons of a maypole or something. So, if you were going to the shops for white bread, small, hovis, airman for the use of, six eggs, a tin of beans, some big jonnies and a book, you imagine them hanging from the ribbons of a maypole. So, when you get to the shop, you have a mental image... of having left the maypole at home.

They also use triggering techniques, where one thing, a trigger, sets off a chain to remind you of another thing, which reminds you of another thing which reminds you of another thing and so on. This is what I’ve been doing tonight. If you’ve been observant, you’ll have noticed that I only glance down at my notes now and again and that’s to have a quick look the next trigger. So, in the bit I’ve just done, all I had was a question mark, which triggered the image of Ian with a question mark above his head to remind me that I couldn’t remember anything he was talking about in his speech.
For the next bit, all I have in my notes, is an ‘x’:


X


The ‘x’ is the trigger and it reminds me of a cross, which itself reminds me of a crucifix which, in turn, is a trigger to remind me of our lord Jesus. Jesus triggers my memory and reminds me of Brian, specifically the film, The Life of Brian. The Life of Brian reminds me of John Cleese when he did the ‘what have the Romans ever done for us’ sketch. That, in turn, reminds me that the Romans are from Rome and, following on, that Rome is in Italy. Italy conjures up the image of a boot and I can visualise that the toe of the boot is called Sicily. Thinking of Sicily reminds me that the Mafia originated there and thinking of the Mafia reminds me of the Godfather which, in turn, reminds me that the Godfather was a boss in the Mafia. That reminds me that they were called Dons and that, obviously, leads me to the thing I want to remember - that Don gave the speech at the reunion after Ian! Simples!!

If you’ve ever done any public speaking or lecturing, you’ll know that it’s a truism that people only remember 20% of what you said and 80% of how you said it. So, with Don, I concentrated on how he said it. That was a big mistake because he just laughed and nodded a lot, so I should really have been listening to what he said. I do recall that, at the end, he announced he’d put £300 behind the bar for us to help him celebrate his retirement and I remember thinking he should have said that first – where do you think I got the idea about the wine!

Now, I was getting pretty good at this pick-pocketing lark by then and, as soon as Don finished, I rifled through his pockets. The speech wasn’t there! I did get his wallet, but there was no money in it because, as I just mentioned, in a never to be repeated gesture of generosity, he’d put it behind the bar for us all to celebrate his retirement. (Did you see what I did there? “Never to be repeated...”. Just so you’re not disappointed.). So I just put his wallet back.

I did think of rummaging through Cheryl’s clothing to see if she had it, but I’d no sooner thought this than the vision of a High Court Judge appeared, saying, “are you really expecting me to believe that your entire defence to this charge of sexual assault is that you were looking for her husband’s after-dinner speech?” Nah, I thought, and decided it would probably be better to think of some other way.

Which I did! Some of you may have seen me in the foyer just before we came through, talking to a little, shifty-looking guy. I met him through an internet dating agency... eh, of sorts... it’s one that’s only available on the dark web. His name is Neca Strovanovich or, at least, that’s what he told me, and he’s from Serbia. I gave him an envelope and he gave me this parcel. In the envelope was £500 in cash and in this parcel ... is ... I hope ... Don’s speech. Yes! Here it is! Fantastic.

[Examines framed speech.]

Jesus, would you believe this? Calligraphy! Tanner, you are such a ponce. See how surprised Don looks. See! That’s because he thinks this is sitting on his cabinet beside the rest of his trophies. And, until about 4.00 this morning, it was!

So, what do we have here:

Along the top:- per ardua ad astra. That’s Latin and I think it means, “it’s hard to shove a firework up a badger’s arse”. What’s next: Royal Air Force ... dum de dum ... Reunion and so on.

[Goes through speech, at one point saying, “For fekay’s sake, Don, you could have picked a font that was easier to read!”]

At the end, it’s signed “Wing Commander Don Tanner, Rtd”. Rtd? Retarded? Underneath that, hand-written in what looks like a very feminine scrawl, it says, “Do not [underlined three times], repeat, DO NOT [in capital letters] forget to offload that ridiculous helicoptery rotationary bloody monstrosity OR ELSE [in capital letters AND underlined three times]” and that’s followed by a drawing of a single bed with what looks like an unhappy marble with a big nose on the pillow.

Perhaps I should return this to its rightful owner, who can take it home and put it back in the cabinet. Oh, and it’s time you redecorated, Neca said to tell you.

Following Don, we had Enid, aka Keith. I didn’t have to steal his speech, because he just left it lying on the table, so I just picked it up. This is his entire speech – it’s a bit shorter than mine:

“Meine Damen und Herren

Hallo, guten abend und welkommen.

Es gibt mir große Freude.

[setz dich]     [steh auf]

Warum oh, warum habe ich freiwillig dafür? Alles ist verloren! Scheiße, Scheiße, Scheiße und mist.

[Someone corrects “sheebee” to “scheisse” – so why have you written “Sheebee” if you meant “scheisse”?]

Gott im Himmel, hilf mir.

Danke Bob und Yvonne – nach oben

Danke schon und tschuss.”


Not a lot of use, then! Luckily, I was taking notes while Keith was speaking.

First note: stand up, then scribbled through that when he sat down and I realised he was standing up!

Another tangent. I actually was at Cambridge a few years ago, (but didn’t look up Lord Rutherford – he died in 1937) attending the UK Environmental Law Association Annual Conference. The Chairman, Stephen Tromans - now QC - who’s probably the best environmental lawyer in Europe and frighteningly intelligent, was doing the after dinner speech. I was sitting next to a guy called Martin Day, who’s quite a well-known human rights lawyer now, and he shouted, “stand up”. Tromans glowered at me and said, very indignantly, “I am standing up”. I’m like, “but, but...” pointing at Martin, but to no avail. Things have been quite frosty between us ever since.

Second note: don’t speak so fast.
Another tangent. The first bit of public speaking I ever did was at an International Conference on the Transport of Dangerous Goods at the NEC. I had been at the National Chemical Emergency Centre at Harwell for about a year and my boss said, “there’s this conference inviting us to provide a speaker... fancy it?” I was stupid enough to say “sure, why not, I’ll give it a go”, thinking it would be a little gathering like this. Nope. There were hundreds of people there, it was chaired by Lord Lucas, which sounds too much like Lord Lucan for comfort, all the other speakers were international experts in their fields and there were three microphones. When I stepped up to the podium, after this glowing introduction – all lies – someone switched on the stage lights. Now, if you’ve ever experienced that, as I’m sure Ian can confirm, you can’t see anything beyond the lights – you’re talking to a black wall. I was terrified and finished my one hour slot in 20 minutes, so just had to waffle total bollix for the next 40 minutes. I have no idea what I said but, although I didn’t realise it at the time, it was good practice for tonight!

Third note: highlight key words.

Final tangent. My next engagement, so to speak, was to present the Xmas Lecture to the St Andrews University Chemical Society. The gist of it was about careers open to chemistry graduates and my role at the Chemical Emergency Centre. I had all the key words highlighted with a yellow highlighter and, driving up from Didcot, Jane would say the key word, I would give the spiel associated with it, she would give the next key word and so on. By the time we arrived, I had it pretty much sussed.

Well, come the night, the lecture theatre was full. It wasn’t that long since I’d left St Andrews, so I was still known. All the lecturers were there, the post grads were there and a load of students, not all of whom were studying chemistry. I was introduced and confidently strode up to the rostrum, put down my notes, coughed, switched on the little light and..... it was yellow. All the highlights disappeared.

Fortunately, being Xmas, I’d been given a mince pie and a couple of sherries by an amazing guy called Neil... [to Jane, what’s Neil’s surname... “see what I mean”] Fairfax, so could happily talk about anything for an hour. I vaguely remember using the pole for opening the windows as a pointer for the overheads, pretending it was really heavy, and, when the skull and crossbones came up, which is the symbol for ‘toxic’, saying it was Professor Cole-Hamilton, the Head of the Chemistry Department.

And that’s what I had intended to do tonight. Turn up, have a few drinks, stand up and just see what happened. That way, we’d all get a laugh, including me! Then Bob emailed me again, last week, to ask if he could have a copy of my speech for the website. “Fekay-ing hell” I thought to myself, but then thought, “well, I’ve seen the others and, apart from Taff’s comment about Mick Stelmach’s cauliflower arse, surely I can knock something together as good theirs”.

So, up I goes to my office. Switch on the computer. Open Word. Open a new document and ... I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

The story of my life.

Sorry.

[Sits down ... Stands up]

Only joking! Of course I’ve done a speech.

[Waves sheaf of papers]

I have two – one is entitled, “The Dichotomy of Labour Pretending to Help the So-Called Poor while the Tories Pretend not to Help the So-Called Rich”, and the other is an analysis of the medium-term economic effects of leaving the European Union. Which one would you like.
Not really.

Before the usual, ‘thank yous’, I’d like to apologise if I’ve offended anyone, and I’d particularly like to apologise to the previous speakers. I’d like to, but I’m not going to. Suck it up and grow a pair. A pair of what depends on your gender.

However, I would like to apologise to those I haven’t mentioned. This is not because I don’t like you, but because maybe I didn’t know you very well, or at all, or had nothing on you I could use in public. Like Carl – I didn’t know you at Halton, but I did ask those who did know you for some material. I have some good stuff, too good to make public, but not too good to be used to supplement my income. Blackmail’s such a dirty word, so let’s agree to have a little chat later and you bring your wallet.

Neca Strovanovich – remember him? - has a friend who, eh, finds out stuff, shall we say. So, I had him look into Paul Pickwell. He gave me my money back saying that Paul makes Julie Andrews look like Marilyn Manson!

Then Steve Blemings. I thought he’d be easy meat – he’s a Newcastle supporter! Then they got promoted!! For fekay sake. “You’re going up, you’re going up...” doesn’t quite have the same ring to it.

Stu Thomson – he’s from Dundee and has therefore suffered enough.

Which I believe only leaves Paul Hayworth and Terry Hayward. Next time, guys, I promise.

And next time, maybe there will be more of is. A few had to pull out of this year’s event – Steve, Mick, Rod and Phil – a few couldn’t make it for one reason or another and a few just don’t want to come. That’s a shame, because it’s a good event and I’m sure it would be made better by their presence.

And finally, the obligatory thanks.

First and foremost, to my wife, Jane, for her undying support and encouragement – if “yeah, whatever” can be considered support and encouragement.

Secondly, and whatever’s after ‘foremost’, to Dave ‘Born Leader’ Squires, Bob ‘Now in a Minute’ Wilson, Ian ‘Slow Gland’ Hovey, Don ‘Old Chap’ Tanner and Keith ‘No Autographs’ Godden, who unwittingly provided me with the material I needed for tonight. If, as Isaac Newton famously declared, he achieved greatness, he did it on the shoulders of giants. In a similar vein, if I have achieved mediocrity, I did it on the shoulders of small people – small but deadly people.

Thirdly, a heart-felt ‘thank you’ from both Jane and me for agreeing to give the proceeds from this year’s bash to the Stroke Association. The reason we couldn’t go to Scotland for our Silver Wedding Anniversary was because Jane’s mum had a stroke in January and it’s quite heart-breaking to see. It’s also far too common. Because it affects us so personally, we will match whatever funds are raised through the raffle. This has two advantages: the Stroke Association gets double the donation and, if I have pissed you off, you don’t need to get violent – you can get your own back just by buying a stack of raffle tickets.

Finally, the usual ‘thank you’ to the couple who made all this possible – Adam and Eve. No, of course I mean Bob and Yvonne. He puts up with a lot of crap to bring us together and we should all be grateful. At this point, it’s normal to give them a bunch of flowers or a box of chocolates or some other transient token of our gratitude. This year, however, I have something more permanent. At great risk to my personal safety, I convinced Keith ‘No Autographs’ Godden to make an exception, so here is a signed copy of his book and a signed copy of my CD for you to keep, cherish and pass on to your children and your children’s children for all time. Like Gibraltar, but without the ape shit.

Thanks for listening, it says here, wait for round of applause, then get pissed.

Cheers!!
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