AL BOB’S MEMORIAL SPEECH

1. OPENING

· Sherrida, Jordan, Tessa 

· Everyone here 

· Everyone who can’t be here, especially Bettina and Eddie 

· And most importantly, the man himself – Al Bob

It is a privilege and an honour to speak here today.

This is a very sad occasion. For all of us. For me personally it was probably one of the saddest days of my life when I heard the news about Al.

But I’m not going to talk about that. Instead I’m going to highlight the positive stuff about Al’s life. Not because this isn’t a sad occasion, but because I believe that’s what Al would want. And because it’s how I want to remember Al.

So I’m going to talk a bit about our friendship, tell some of the stories, and share some of the laughs we had – and there were plenty of those!

One of the definitions of a friend I’ve heard is that it’s “someone who we can be ourselves with.” If that is correct, then Al was a truly great friend. Al was someone who I always felt I could be myself with. There was no need for pretense, no need to try to impress, no B.S. – no bullshit. And if we hadn’t seen each other for a while, we’d just pick up where we left off, and carry on as usual.

Al’s friends were genuinely important to him. Al had lived in Germany for 18 years, thousands of miles away, but he always made the effort to catch up when he was back in NZ.

Al also had a great love for his family, and of course Bettina. Al would always talk about his family, Ron, Bev, Sherrida, Bettina, whenever I would meet up with him. The last time I saw him in December he spent a lot of time talking about Ron and how, despite being very unwell, he still had a keen interest in all of Alan’s friends, and wanted to know what they were up to. This clearly meant a lot to Al.

One of the clichés we sometimes hear about people is that “No-one ever had a bad word to say about him.” In Al’s case though, that cliché happened to be true. I can honestly say I have never ever heard anyone say a bad word about him, which is a truly remarkable thing these days.  

2. FIRST MEETING 

Al and I first met as 16-year-olds, through Jack’s pack. Al was at Rangitoto College, and I was at Auckland Grammar School. That was one of the first things I used to have Al on about. I used to say “Al, it’s a real shame you’re not going to the greatest school in the world. You must be really sad about it…” To which Al would reply “But I am going to the greatest school in the world.” And I would say “But you’re not going to Auckland Grammar.” And Al would say “I know.”

Ever since then whenever Al was back in NZ, I would always say to him “Mate, it’s a real shame you didn’t get to go to the greatest school in the world.” And of course Al would always reply “But, I did…”

So we never will get to settle it now, but I guess in our own minds we both really did go to the ‘greatest schools in the world.’

3. RUNNING TOGETHER

Al and I were the same age, so right through school, and after leaving school, we did a lot of racing against each other. Al was incredibly competitive on the running track, but he was your best mate off it. And that really typifies Al. 

We also did a huge amount of training together, and during that time, apart from smashing each other on all sorts of runs, we also had some great laughs.

Back then Al had a dog called “Tippy.” Tippy was a little Fox Terrier, and Al used to take her on a lot of his training runs. So you would see Al running towards you with his big loping strides, and then somewhere in the distance you’d see Tippy, with her little legs going 19 to the dozen running behind Al.

Al used to take Tippy on all sorts of runs, up around Albany, which was very rural back then, and on various other long runs. Tippy must have been the fittest dog in NZ. Pound for pound she must have had a heart bigger than Phar Laps.

But Tippy not only had stamina, she also had speed. I was speaking to Russ Haswell the other day, who reminded me of a story about when the boys decided to find out just how fast Tippy was. So what they did was get one of the boys holding Tippy at the start of the 100m at Onewa Domain track, and Al went up to the finish with a stop watch. When Al dropped his arm, they let Tippy go, and Al started the watch. Tippy, who loved Al, and who was going crazy because she’d been separated from him, took off like a rocket, flying up the track. Russ tells me Tippy was clocked at under 7 seconds for 100m that day, about 3 seconds under the existing 100m world record!

So, forget about John Walker, Peter Snell, and Hamish Carter. In Tippy we had the complete athlete – strength and speed. However, I must admit, I don’t know if Tippy gave a urine sample that day, so we don’t know for sure whether or not her performance was drug assisted, so unfortunately her time will forever have to remain an ‘unofficial’ world record…

I also wanted to mention another friend of many of ours today, Mark Furlan, another member of Jack’s pack back then, who was tragically killed in a cycling accident a few years back. As many of you know Mark was a great dog lover, especially small dogs. So if there is such a thing as heaven I can see it now…Al, Mark, and Tippy, all out for a training run together – all I can say is poor Tippy! So Al, if you’re listening mate, take my advice and leave Tippy at home if you happen to be going out for a run with Furlan! 

4. AL AS A RUNNER / ATHLETE / ACHIEVER

Al was a very talented runner and athlete. In many respects Al and I were similar when it came to running. We’d usually be there or thereabouts, finishing 4th or 5th, and very occasionally we’d win one. But for Al that all changed in 1982, when he hit an absolute ‘purple patch.’

Al had had a pretty good summer, but at the National Track and Field Championships that year, he put in a performance that really surprised me, and I’m sure surprised a lot of other people. He finished 3rd in the National Junior 1500m final in 3:54secs, an outstanding result competing against the top junior athletes from all over NZ. A few weeks later he ran 1:54secs for 800m, another outstanding time for his age.

And as we all know Al later went on to compete outstandingly in triathlons, Ironman, and multisport. So, in all respects, Al was a truly outstanding athlete. 

What’s interesting though is that we usually didn’t think of Al like that. We just thought of him as Al. And I think the reason for that is because Al didn’t have an ounce of arrogance in his body. He was incredibly humble, despite his many achievements and successes, both athletically, and also academically, and in his career. Al also spoke fluent German, and had a natural talent for languages. But despite all this, Al always put himself on the same level as other people, and always behaved with great humility, so that many didn’t appreciate just how talented he was. Because of this his achievements, many of which were truly outstanding, were also greatly understated.

5. AL’S ABILITY TO MIMIC

Al had an amazing ability to mimic, possibly because of his natural talent for linguistics. 

One of the things I remember is Al’s amazing impersonations of Frank Spencer, from a TV show back in the 70’s called “Some Mothers Do ‘Ave ‘Em.” We’d all be finished our 2 hour Sunday run at Jacks, all absolutely knackered, and you’d hear Al in the background saying something like: 

· “Hmmmm, Betty, can I have a cup of tea?”

and you’d swear Frank Spencer was in the kitchen! And someone would then go and make Al a cup of tea, which of course he would be very happy with. So there was definitely method to his madness! 

Another thing I remember was a videotape called “The Supermilers”, which was a documentary on all the great milers that screened on TV just before the LA Olympics in 1984. If Al and I watched that tape once, we watched it 100 times. We learnt virtually the whole thing off by heart, but Al’s memory for that sort of thing was much better than mine. One of the parts we particularly liked was a Filbert Bayi commentary, from when Filbert Bayi, the great Tanzanian athlete, broke the world mile record in Kingston, Jamaica in 1975. There was a curious sounding Jamaican gentleman doing the commentary, and Al and I particularly liked his accent. So when we were out driving or running, one of us would start off, and we then used to bat it back and forward:

· “Filbert Bayi, the world’s no. 1 1500m/mile runner”

· “He seem to be going away, he seem to be going away’

· “5 yard, 6 yard, he seem to be going away’

· “Filbert Bayi used to run 20 mile a day to school”

· “5 mile to school in the morning, 5 mile home for lunch, 5 mile back to school, and 5 mile home in the afternoooonnn’

And the most important thing is that you would have to do the “afternoooonnn” in unison. And then we’d break up into peals of laughter, and then get back to whatever we were doing.

6. THE ONLY TIME I SAW AL STRESSED

Al was a very relaxed guy, and the only time I saw him panicked was when we were playing golf a few years back. We were playing at Huapai with Russ Haswell. We were on the 9th fairway, and Al was playing his second shot. As usual I was looking for my ball.  

Suddenly I heard “Oh, shit.” It was Al. I Said “What’s the matter?” He said “I’ve lost my bloody wedding ring.” And he had a look of absolute terror on his face.

We spent the next few minutes on hands and knees looking for Al’s wedding ring on the fairway. I was starting to get really worried, because that type of thing can really destroy a round of golf, not to mention a lot of other things! But after a few minutes of panicked searching, crawling around on the fairway, Al suddenly announced “Oh, it’s OK, I’ve found it – it was in the golf bag! I must have taken it off before the round.” As I recall the golf, that was already pretty bad, got a whole lot worse after that!

I think Al’s reaction to what happened is an illustration of how much he really loved Bettina – that and being absolutely shit scared of what she might have said if he really had lost his ring!

7. AL’S JOKE TELLING ABILITY AND SENSE OF HUMOUR

Al had an encyclopaedic memory for jokes, and was incredibly good at telling them. I remember trips away for relays, especially to Palmerston North for ‘Round the Ranges’, when Al would keep us entertained the whole way, with a seemingly endless supply of jokes. I would have 1 or 2 jokes to tell, but Al would have 20, and they would all be absolute classics!

I do actually have a favourite joke that Al told me, but I won’t tell it just now. For those of you who do want to hear it though, come and see me later. 

8. FINISH

For now though, all I have left to say is:

THANKS MATE, IT WAS A PLEASURE, AND, I’LL MISS YOU

BRETT ROCHE

MAY 29, 2006 

