
‘WHEN I HAD 
CANCER, I’D HAVE 
THE CHEMO, THEN 
GO AND OPEN A 
BETTING SHOP  
DOWN THE ROAD’

professional career. It would have been a 
hammer blow whenever it came, but coming 
hard on the heels of his recovery from cancer, it 
briefly knocked him for six.

“It was a 50-second phone call from the boss 
of Channel 4 Sport when I was still recovering 
from chemo,” he recalls, the hurt still not 
entirely subsided. “‘Tommo, just to say we won’t 
be needing you anymore but thanks for the last 
25 years. Bye bye.’

“How can you do that to anybody? It annoyed 
me so much, but then I came back and I always 
remember my accountant about a year later 
saying he was going through my accounts and it 
was incredible, I’d trebled my salary even 
though I wasn’t on TV anymore. I was proud of 
that. We all thought TV was everything but it 
turned out it wasn’t.”

He picked up work left, right and centre, 
travelling the world and gathering a host of 
anecdotes in the process as host of Sheikh 
Mansoor’s Global Arabian Racing Festival, as 
part of which he did seven years presenting 
annual awards at the Dolby Theatre in 
Hollywood, shortly after the same venue had 
hosted the Oscars.

He recalls the time when, two weeks after 
Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway had managed 
to give the best film award to the wrong film, he 

found himself behind the same curtain waiting 
to be introduced to his audience, when 
compering disaster struck.

“I had my 15 cards in my hand, for best four-
year-old, best horse, best jockey, and as the 
announcer said, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, your 
host for the evening, Derek Thompson’, I 
dropped the lot,” he recounts, as if in a recurring 
nightmare.

“I scooped them up frantically, but they were 
all in the wrong order and the curtain was open. 
I was live in front of hundreds of people, and my 
heart was pumping, and for the next 25 minutes, 

before our first commercial break, I was winging 
it. Then we had a 30-second break, I put the 
cards back in the right order and I was away. But 
I still believe there’s a curse on the theatre, a 
phantom of the opera, and it’s out to get me. 
True story.”

Tommo has a lot of true stories that he has to 
keep reminding us are true because they’re 
audacious enough to be anything but. Like the 
time when, at the behest of Radio 5 Live 
colleague John Inverdale, he hunted down Rod 
Stewart in the VIP restaurant at Cheltenham, 
blagged his way past a friendly doorman and 
moved in on his prey.

“It took me ten minutes to find him, but I 
found him, and I went up to him and said, ‘Rod, 
sorry to trouble you but . . .’

“He said, ‘No, I’m having a nice private lunch 
with my wife’, but she turned to me and she said, 
‘Tommo, sit down and interview us’. She knew 
who I was, so she told Rod he had to talk to 
Tommo, and we were on air for ten minutes, 
and eventually I got him to sing a love song to 
her, live on radio. John said it was the best 
interview he’d ever heard and I still get a sense 
of pride from that, as a journalist.”

Or the time the following year when the same 
doorman outside the same restaurant managed 
to persuade him that the Beckhams were in 

there, all the way down at the far end, and he 
had an exclusive.

“So I went in and spent 20 minutes looking for 
them, came out again without my exclusive, and 
as I walked past, he just said, ‘Gotcha’. I love 
that.”

He genuinely does love it. Anything that gets 
the journalistic juices flowing, titillates the 
masses and promotes the Tommo brand. And 
he’s in full flow now, with the true story about 
how he was the man who persuaded Robbie 
Williams to go solo – it’s all to do with him 
interviewing Robbie at Chester races when the 
Take That crooner should have been in 
Manchester, preparing for the night’s big show – 
and how Robbie still hasn’t forgiven him for the 
fact that his dad’s love of the Morning Line 
ruined the family’s caravan holiday at Yarmouth 
racecourse.

He even floats the idea that, on the back of his 
‘accidental Partridge’ adventures, he’s been 
shortlisted as the new James Bond, although he 
quickly realises this is an anecdote too far.

M AYBE he’s no 007, but he’s always 
on the lookout for work, always 
has been. He still keeps a diary, 
probably with a little pencil stuck 
down the side of it, and he likes it 

to be full, which it always was until Covid-19 
struck, obliterating his commentating, his 
Thommo TV, his corporate stuff, everything, 
leaving him idle, which is very much not his 
style.

“When I had cancer, I’d have the chemo one 
morning, go and open a betting shop down the 
road, come back and have some more chemo, 
maybe five days a week. I even got the surgeon 
to delay the operation by a day so I could go to 
see Frankel at Royal Ascot, so to have no racing 
and an empty diary was very frustrating.

“But lockdown made me think outside the 
box, and as soon as lockdown was over [his old 
friend and fellow cancer survivor] Bob and I 
walked a thousand miles for the Bob Champion 
Cancer Trust – because there was nothing else 
to do.

“Some people went for eating more, drinking 
more and putting on weight; we decided to walk 
three times a day on the Newmarket gallops, so 
now I’m a 34 waist [data unverified] and he’s 
lost two stone.

“And while we were doing that, we came up 
with the idea for the Morning Line Reborn 
[recently rebranded as Good Morning Racing]. 
Now it goes out Saturday mornings at 8.30 [soon 
to be Wednesdays as well], live on Facebook, 
and it gets viewers and comments from literally 
all over the world, and nothing nasty.

“The 25 years I did the Morning Line, we 
hardly ever did it outside. But why not? You 
stand on the gallops or at Mick Easterby’s or 
Mark Johnston’s or Michael Dods’s, and you’ve 
got horses going this way and that, people 
walking by, and if you get the occasional 
‘Tommo, how’re you doing?’ I love it. It’s live TV, 
it reaches the parts other programmes don’t 
reach and it promotes racing. All we need now 
is a sponsor to help us keep it going.”

It seems the virus hasn’t treated Tommo badly 
at all. He may be a 70-year-old former cancer 
patient but he sees himself as anything but 
vulnerable. In fact, this morning he’s pondering 
the fact that Frankel covers four mares a day for 
£175,000 a pop, which sounds like nice work if 
you can get it, although even he confesses that 
four a day could be a little optimistic.

A career at stud may be beyond him, but if 
recent evidence is anything to go by the Tommo 
brand of broadcasting looks set to endure and 
the man himself will remain unstoppable. Call 
him a cult, call him the kind of presenter who 
divides opinion, but the gigs keep on coming 
and he’s happy to keep the viewing public 
entertained.

“I work seven days a week and I wish there 
were eight days, so I could work even harder,” he 
says, “but I tell you, I’ve never done a day’s work 
in my life. I love it.”

Is Tommo well? I thought he was.
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Partridge is now not so much understandable as 
inevitable, such is the universe of humour he 
moves in.

Not that funny things haven’t happened to 
Thompson before. You’ll remember that in his 
days as a humble hack he was the man drafted 
in to negotiate with the IRA for the release of 
Shergar, which with hindsight seems akin to 
putting Johnny Vegas in charge of the Middle 
East peace talks; next he worked for many years 
alongside John McCririck, which was about as 
bonkers as live TV got; he later claimed to be 
writing a racing novel based on Thomas Hardy’s 
Far From the Madding Crowd, of which no sign 
yet; he was the victim of a Noel Edmonds 
‘Gotcha’; and then he got bowel cancer and 
nearly died, which wasn’t a bit funny until he 
got better and started telling rather graphic 
stories about his insides.

So, yes, there has always been something 
funny about ‘Tommo’, as he seems to have 
persuaded everybody to call him, but the latest 
bout of funny is beyond our own little world of 
racing and into a peculiar stratosphere.

You may have seen the video that started the 
sensation. In short, it’s Tommo doing a 
corporate promotion for the Crown Hotel at 
Bawtry, near Doncaster, and turning it into a 
corporate video for Tommo, with some bizarre 
antics involving ‘unsuspecting’ women in 
bathrooms and others in bed, with Tommo, 
although not by invitation. 

It’s not seedy, it simply occupies the shaky 

 ‘I’VE MISSED THE 
CAMARADERIE AND 
THE BANTER. YOU 
HAVE TO BRING A 
LITTLE BIT OF FUN 
INTO WHAT YOU DO’
middle ground between inadvertent humour 
and pure comedy gold, with even the man 
himself confessing to having no idea where 
some of the stuff came from. Even so, some of 
the stuff – our man walks into the hotel bar and 
says to a lady drinker, “Are you well? I thought 
you were”, and a catchphrase is born – tickled 
Radio 1 DJ Greg James enough for him to hijack 
it for his breakfast show, taking it to the heart of 
a disbelieving nation. There followed social 
media meltdown, a live musical collaboration 
between the two men at Cheltenham 
racecourse and more fame than even Tommo 
has known before. 

“It’s stupid, isn’t it?” he grins. “My daughter 
said: ‘Dad, you’re on Radio 1, quick.’ Well, I’d 
never heard of Greg James, but there I was, on 
his show. They put the words to a song and it 
went to number one, apparently, although I 
didn’t get any royalties, unfortunately, and I was 
on stage with him at Cheltenham, dancing a bit, 
although I didn’t have any offers from Strictly. 
But it was lovely. I think it had 200,000 views, for 
him, obviously, because he’s a great DJ.

“And it was all from that one video. I just 
walked in and there were a group of ladies at the 
bar, not actresses, and I just said it: ‘Are you 
well? I thought you were.’ I don’t know why it 
came out, but it came out, and now people are 
saying I’m like Alan Partridge.”

You see, Tommo’s not daft. He knows he’s the 
butt of the joke as much as he’s the creator of it, 
but it’s entertainment, so it doesn’t matter. He’s 
faced far worse flak in his roving roles on the 
racecourses of Britain, so he’s unfazed by what 
we might politely call, well, a send-up, or maybe 
a lampoon.

“Piss-taking,” he says, defusing any notion 
that he’s not in on the gag. “I love it. It’s like 
being in the press room at the races and I’ve 
missed that. I’ve missed the camaraderie and 

time I went up to Hawick to meet him, in his 
dining room was a big desk and on it was a 
sheet of paper half the size of the desk, with all 
the names of the England and Scotland players 
for the next match at Murrayfield, and it was full 
of writing so minute you could hardly see it. I 
thought to myself, ‘If he’s the best in the world 
and he still does all this, then what have I got to 
do?’

“So I asked him how he went about his 
speeches when he was the guest at rugby 
dinners, and he told me he’d be staying in a 
hotel and he’d strip down to his Y-fronts and 
socks and stand in front of the mirror, normally 
a full-length one on the back of the door, and do 
his speech to himself.

“You haven’t got any clothes on, you look silly 
because your tummy’s hanging out, and you’re 
down to your basics, no beautiful suit, no red 
bow tie, and you’re speaking to that person in 
the mirror, because if you don’t get a laugh from 
him, you’re not going to get a laugh from the 
crowd.

“I still do it to this day.”
While you recover from the thought of 

Tommo in his undies, cast your mind back to 
the day in October 2012 when he was told that 
his services would no longer be required by 
Channel 4 Racing after a long and thoroughly 

Living legend: Derek Thompson in front of the 
Frankel statue at the National Horseracing 
Museum in Newmarket; (right, from top) mid-
anecdote in the Tack Room restaurant; in the 
thick of the action on ladies’ day at Doncaster; 
behind the microphone at Newmarket; (previous 
page) with Stayers’ Hurdle winner Penhill at the 
National Horseracing Museum

the banter, and I think a lot of people have. I 
think you have to bring a little bit of fun into 
what you do.”

The Middlesbrough-born veteran 
commentator has brought fun to a lot of places, 
whether they’ve wanted it or not. In the guise of 
‘Thommo TV’, he’s introduced many comedic 
innovations to our racecourses, encouraging 
racegoers to celebrate their birthdays, say hello 
to their mums, kiss each other – in short, most 
things other than studying the form book or 
paddock watching. 

When he walks the streets of Dubai, 
apparently, people still come up to him and 
shout “vroom, vroom”, as a consequence of the 
car raffles he used to host at Jebel Ali and his 
antics involving a giant car key and some 
vigorous Tommo sound effects.

“It’s slightly sad,” he says, fooling nobody, 

“but it’s great,” and a thousand racing ‘purists’ 
feel the veins start to stand out on their temples.

Never make the mistake, though, of confusing 
‘a bit of fun’ with a lack of professionalism, 
because even a journalist can’t survive in paid 
employment for 52 years – he started out on 
local radio at the age of 18, before making his 
way through the BBC, ITV, Channel 4, 
Attheraces and Talksport – without knowing his 
onions, and he’s a man who is nothing if not 
meticulous in his preparations for whatever job 
happens to be in his diary that day.

O VER coffee at the Tack Room 
restaurant in his adopted 
hometown of Newmarket, dressed 
in a black puffa jacket and 
sunglasses, he shows me the charts 

he hand-draws for every commentary gig, with 
the felt-tip colours and the horse-by-horse 
notes, and he stresses the pride he feels in 
having always done the job the right way, in 
having learned from the best – not least Bill 
McLaren, the doyen of rugby union 
commentators and father of his late first wife 
Janie.  

“It was Bill who taught me all I know about 
public speaking,” he explains, “and how 
important it is to do your homework. The first 
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