DENZIL KENT | Exclusive interview

For years very few knew

of the whereabouts of
DENZIL KENT or what

had become of him since

the mid-80s. But we
tracked him down in

Johanneshurg, where the

former Canterbury
favourite tells Tony
McDonald about his all
too brief racing career,
his personal struggles
away from the track and
how he hopes to lead a
South African speedway
revival . . .

ENZIL Kent had his first
Apeadway Fides A Year soaner
than he should have done
acconding to South African
rubes. “Ht was 1976 and | was
=till enly 15,"explained the former

atar, "The authoerities found
out how young | was after my second
mesting and they banned me from
racing for a year

“In South Afrbca at that time you needed
to hold & full driving licence bafore you
could ride speedway competitvely and |
wizs sbll fee yeurg 1o take my road fest.”

Although Denzl's first full season of
Buritksh team racing was with Santerbury in
1980, he had spent a tough leaming season
here the previous year, second-halving at
Cradiey Heath and Oxford undar the Dan
MeCommick promeation,

“My dad (Tod) knew Alax Hughson, the
farmar Edinburgh rder, and it wos ha who
ot in touch with Dan to et me over there, |
rode reqularty in the second-hall at both of
his tracks but it was tough, | would win one
race and crixsh in tha naut.

“I lived with Pratar Prinshos and would go
and waich him raca at Exaber, a rack that
laoked wery daunting to me.”

With only twao official match appearances
1o his mame in 1970, which yislded ane paint
from a total of six ridea, parhaps il 'was no
surpeise that McCormick was in no humy to
affer Kent a second bite at the chemy the
following year: But his loss was certainky
Cambarbury's gain.

“I went home that winber and practiced as
ofien as | could, fding for up to fwo hours
every day on the track arcund the fostball
pitch in Johannesburg. | rode e with an
ex-fider, Scotsman Ronnés Fanpuson, and
was defermined to get back to tha LIK."

I the winger of 157880 Kent rapidly
perarged a8 South Mricas mast sutetanding
proapect He impressed so much against
Eiritizh tourists Pete Smith, Steve Wikkook
and his bast pairs-winning parinar John
Barker that Canterbury boss Wally
Warwdsdeny maved in and madee the
apprapriabely named Kent his major pre-
seascn signing. Cantestury almady had
South Africa’s top ridar, Mike Fermair, as
thir Mool and thing wene sbout 1o reap the
beahit of anolfer star from the Repubbs,

Alhough Denzil was bom in Buliwaygo,
Zimbabwas in Dotober 1861, his parsnts and
beo elcler sisters refumned 1o their
Johannesbung rocts in the caly 70z

“1 think Mike: Ferrsim had scmething io
el with rre signineg Tor Canterbuny bt |
veolldr't say v wens big mates.” says
Denzd “He hedped me in some ways but
aftar & whils ha was more womried about his
o ok,

By thaan | wis lodging with & couple
called Bob and Brenda, ends of iy sisber,
in Dasiford, Bob alowed ma to dive amound
in his Austin Marna

“Dad handied all the aTangements for me
0 refuem to England and Canterbury peneral
manager Maurica Morley came dawn o
Drartford to sign me on,” Dengil recalled,

Harving nover soen Kent ride bafore
sigring hirn, Morey docided bo leave him
out of Crusaders’ opaning meating of tha
1580 season, an intematicnal chalenge
against the Haly touring side, bt the 18-
wear-old didi't have bo wait leng for his big
chance, Appearing from thea resans berth,
he won his first race for the Cresaters and
want on to scom nine {pald 10) from four
rides agains Craytord in the Kest Cup at
Kingamead on Saburday, Aprl 5.

“T'd ngver evan sean the track bedone
| rocke on it says tha diminutive races with
the big heart who finished his first National
League season with a creditable §.64
awarage from 42 matches,

The Crusaders” haat leaders wera Mike
Femsira, Barnay Kennatt and Ted Hubbard
bt By wiore pieshed hasd all the way By
the young newcomar with the dark halr and
boyish good kooks whom the fans scon
tack to ther hearts, "It was sink or swim
wien | came back to England and joined
Canterbuny and | loved being there.

“Wally (Mawdslay] had a word with
Insicta Motars and | was 000 driving ong
of thesr Cartiras, And then | maved o
Canterbury ard Bved in he sity with Paul
and Wi Lomm for a few years.”

Denzil's tenacious ding, friendly
demeneouwr and showmanship gualities
rmade a big impression on the Slamy-syed
=on of Paul and ¥i. On his recantly released
OAVD, The Paopde’s Champion, Tommer Workd
He,1 Mark Loram pays tibute to the and
Canterbury ridern, above all olhars, who
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Sowth Arica’s pride, Mike Fermeira and Denal
brought the National Lesguee Pairs itk o
Camterbury in 1881,

inspdred him to want to race on the shalke
gftar first shining in junior grass-track.

Loram, Crusaders' schoolboy mascad in
the ey 808, says: “The fins S00cc
spesadway bike | rode was Danzil's foue-
valve overhead cam Jawa that ha let me
usa 1o practice on at hwade after ha'd
raturned to South Africa al the end of one
BEAsON."

‘When Loramsk recenthy hoard Backimck
was about io interview his bayhood hero
Kan, b enthusad: *Denzil was nmy first
Faveurite speadway Ader. Them was
something different about him. Whnen he
came aut for & race, ha didn't seem to
bother to make practice starts. He virtually
did a wheelie from the pits all the way 16
the glaring gale and the supperiors loved
hirm: for it Hie wiss & great character and |
hope he's dolng 0K now."

Kent repays the compliment, saying:
*hark was 11 going on 17, He was a
brilliand; itthe grass-track rider and he st
head 1o make it i speadway, to0, bocausa
hea had the passion and will to become
successiul.

*hs tar the wheelies, the
supporters pay the ridars’ wagas
and [f thay lika it, then play o the
crowd. Part of the fight | had with
Wihally Ertesr weas that | Enew | was
popllar with the tars and
desarded to bo pald mona,”

After acquitting himsalf wall in
his first full ML season, Kent
upped his average by mone than
& point In 1981 1o heapfrog
Bamay Kennett and become the
B2 o fellow ceuntryman
Femsira And the South African
dhun brought thir first
sihvenware since the 1978 ML
champlonship season when they
wion the ML Pairs ab Halifax. ©1
wish | could haye contribubad
mofe on the nikght, though,” says
& modest Denzil, eflecting on the |8
semi-final win aver
Wohlerhampton and the final

“My dad was very sfrict and he would have given
me a couple of swipes across the face if he’d still
been there with me. But when the cat’s away, the

mice play.”

wictory against Banwick in which e trabod
It in both races but the tithe went o the
Canledbury pair couresy of Fermeira's mca
wirs,

"y bk broke dawn in the st race b,
farturabaly, M wan e race anyway, S0
we wese thie cverall winmers.”

After treading waker in 1882, when
Femala moved up info the British League
with parent club Swindon, whers Mawdihey
aln hald e reins, Kan succasdad
Kannett as Crusaders’ Mo.1 in the earty
part of 1583, But his chvation proved o
double-edged sword for rider and
mianagerman dike.

I aigoyed the team camarsders whan
we traweliad together to and from away
maiches i a bus and | had an absohrbeby
phenomenal time, on and aff the track, but
| weas absays drinking and enjoying Iie teo
much.”

The death of his father dudng his fisst
season with Canterbury did nathing to
imipeerve Denzils ToewUs on FEEiRg.

“My dad was very strict and he would
have given me a couple of swipes across
the face i he'd s4ill been Bhers with ma, But
whan the cat's away, the rice play.

“Wally and Bamey Kennett were vary,
very good o me. Barmeny would sit and talk
ta ma for ages and he undersiood a lat
mire than he may have realissd. He did ty
ter Koaap ma in ling but after Dad died | was
iy o boss,”

Kant's relationship with his promoter
duteriarated when e youngster began te
Tisa| nclarvaiied,

Ha says: “Basically, Wally and | had a
massive bust=up over monoy. As the BSPA
Crach autharities, ha did halg me out with
Jawas but ha was adamant that b

Danzil leading B Crusaders in 1983, his [ast seazen at Kingsmeasd Leett o o
I Chark, Bamey Kennetl, Daryl Simpson, Denzil, Keith Prilchérd, Mark Wt
manan e,

wiouldm't pay me more than the standand
rata, He'd baen round the biock a few
times in speedway:. I'm not quihe sure sl
happened but in the end | retused to ride. |
&ak a1 homa lor about hall-a-saszon, just
going along te Grayford and Aye House to
waich, | didn't think | was asking for oo
much = especially when | discovered our
twio ressarves at the time wees on bettar
deals than me. It was a bit of a shock."

The impasse was broken when Bob
Dugard, bess of Senior league Eastbounme,
miowved in ta snap up the disenchantsd
Kent. Derzd rode in nine matches (3.65
i) for the Eaghes In the Eatter part of
15383 bafore spending a full seasen with the
Sussax club the following year,

Diuggard had gamibled befcre on a young
import wiha liked a drink or sb; @nd o party
after mastings when he signed Kelly Moran
in 1981, 50 maybe he viewesd Kent as
anathar ehallenge worth taking. In soma
ways, Denzl was South Africa’s vershon of
Kally Mo,

He says: “| rmmember going o
Eastboums 1o walch a thrsa leam
lpurnarment when Bob eaw me entaring the
pits gnd asked: Have vou been drinking |
fckd him | hadn't, 50 he said: ‘Goed, you're
riding today’, | was a resarve for ohe of the
1eams, alihough | didn't gat 4 dde on that
particular day”

In listing small tracks Crayford, Rye
House and Edinburgh's former Powdeshall
heeme as his Baveuribes, B ght and ircky
Adington bowl would hava held no fears
but hie pdmits the stap up in class was
difficudt for him.

“| wias happy b join Easthourrs but it
was & really towgh year for me® he says.
“Caolin Richardson and Paul Woods wers
always halpiul io me but thens vwas sermi-

taurics Morley (Gimstsl managir),
Calupans, Reg Luckharsd [kzam
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“| enjoyed the team camaraderie when we travelled
together to and from away maiches in a bus and |
had an absolutely phenomenal time, on and off
the track, but | was always drinking and enjoying

life too much.”

animcsity batween the riders. They wensn't
Iocking to help with advice and it was a
cags of, fiy pockel o your packat’,

“Hawing said that, wa did mix soclally and
we'd gl go to Deansland barfrestaurart and
disco, in the nearby caravan park, for &
drink and & Bgh after home meetings.
| =tanfedd with my team-mate Jobn Eskildsan
in Eastbicurns At first and than ladged with
Georpe Gray, wha sponsoned us with tyres,
at Ris place in Hastings.”

Hent rovw readily sdmits that he enjoyed
himaati oo much and didn't appéy himsef
encugh ta fulfil his undoubted patential in
thie tap fight.

Heer saym: | wasn't putting 100 per cant
into the racing and was too womied about
having fum. | found it very tough in the
BEritish League but | should have perssvared
micire Gnd pUT mane enengy inta my

*l can't biame Bob Dugard, He treated
mu weell, | can't fault hirm.”

As a work pearnit rder, Kant was unable
e reenain with Eastbourna for 1985, whan
Dugard decided the Eagles would do better
o operats back in the second tier

*So | decided 1o leave British speecway
for a year and come home, with the idea of
returning to England in 1988," Denzil
explaing. Bul for one reason or another, ha
never did racae in Britain

borag, his Zamblan-bom wife of Scottish
gescent, foll pregnant with thair first son

and then the military finally cawght up with
hiim,

“1'was caled into the Scuth African ammy
at the age of 26. They had been serving me
my call-up papaers for years but | kept
ignoring them, hoping thay waould
eventually forget about me. After all, | was
rnarried with & young child and had started
my own engineering shop in Edenvale, 8
toremn on the easten side of Johannesburg.

*Then one day two military police
oifficera turmed up at my houss in & van and
arregind me. ‘e you Denzil William Kent?'
they asked before | was handouffed, driven
arwvay and et 1o the Potchefetroom
military iraining camp.”

Despite his reluctance to join the amy
and the frustration he felt because B was
the last year of conscription in his
Frcrmedand, Kent admits his two-year
service was no mmal hardship,

“1 achsally quite enjoyed the discipline of
it, although mat their hury up and wait’
ariitude. | was, in fact, alder than all of my
senior officers, so they gave me a lot of
latituda,” recalls Denzil, a corporal in the
artillery division of airbome gunners.

Having bean skilled at throwing his
S00cc Jawa and Godden machines Into
narow bends with no brakes, the prospect
of army Be was never going o intimidate
him.

“I want on patrol duty in the townships
bt there wiks nd mascen for me to be afraid

Denzil today, at home & Johansesburg

because | was driving an enclosed
armoured vehicha,

“Armny e wasn't too bad at all |'d work
hard there for two days but was allowed to
raturn home on Wednasday momings and
didin't hanee 1o report back 1o basa unii the
following Monday moming,”

When Kent reburned o civey streat full-
time, her s=t about building up his
engineering company and for a lirme
enjoyed success, | never really mads
monay out of speadwey,” ha says, “s0 1
had 1o find work when | went back homae,

*1 starbed my own business and we wers
bulk@ng chas=is for Voho, arcund 200-odd
amonth for & few yaars. At one staga |
employed 14 people. But my saming
e was cut when the Volvo contract
carma 1o an end. The business suffered and
50 | closed the production shop and for &
while became an independent contracice,

| bescarma & bit of a mescluse. | still
worked hard but | alse plawed oo hand.”

Ag wall ag business satbacks, Denzil has:
struggled to cope with anguish in his
persanal life. The death of his maothes,
Thurza, in 1988 came as & huge biow and
his masrriags to Morag - or ‘Rusty’ as
Denzil and evervons else knaw her = also
fell apart.

The couple, who evenually diverced in
2007, have two sons — Kieran, now 24, and
Tristan, 21 = but thay now lhee with their
mather in Scotland and Dersl has o
contact with them.

¥iith admirable candour, Denzll admi=:
| wasn't a very good husband or fathar, |
knorw it takes two to tango but if one
prerean in he marriage is nal putting in
ancgh e and adlo 1o make T war,
thwen it will usualy fall. The factory was
going quite big by than and | was spending
oo many hours away from my farmihe We
had no quaity tme together”

Al hiz lweat abb, Denzil admits he was
drinking a case of beor and a botthe of rum
on mast days.

“That was about two-arnd-a-hall 1o three
years ggo but | realised something had to
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“It’s been a long, wphil Batth bul
drinking dossn’t bother me anyman, |
don't think about sitting In thi garden
drinking beer all day.

“| skl enjory having fun, though, bt |
saldam drink unlil Uss woskand, whan I’
probably have a crote of 12 bears. | know
nioss thad Ehene |5 @ lms ancl shat Brmit 1S rod
e Naoee™

Denzil now works aa & cock for a smail

Iy chary begine at around six-ish, wihen |
begin cooking ard making all the fillings for
the roils that the cwmer salls during the
iy | also do all the choaning & T Nouss |
shiare with hifm and anothor man. My
weoridng diay ususily enc. st 7 X0pem.

“On Frickmys | go o Shans Hom's plice.
Sl rides spesdwary oocatsonalty and |
haig 1o marikan e 12 bled Tl he had in
his. collection - there's & Wessia, two Gida,
aJawa and three or four lydowns, | also
ook after a couple of moto-Cross biluss &
weskenss 'm a genoral dogebady rially
but at least & keeps ma oul of the pubs
and what | got pald keops tha woll from
hes dosar

“Ancther perean 'd ke to thank |8 Bob
Bulmaer, wha hes a house ol 43 Smith
Streat in nearby Edonglen, whisns |'va miet
a ot of nice peapha, incheding th Wain
famidy, who heve gona out af thelr wiry to
I @ great halp o me in ough bmes,”

Forso long & popular winder retreat for
British-based rders in search of a
busman'’s haliday, South Alrican speachay
has been in the wiklemess lor many yoars
and Denzil i5 keen o Mg spark. & revival of
interest in the Republic whns regly and
Esitint arm the inackng nabonal apaorts.

“Thare i riy one brack Aurning
Sty Bee s, 3 Wakeryilo, whing
Sy Shage incividual mpelings once a
mmgnith imeobving around 13 rder. | Bhink
e coniby South Alrican riding in & Brtish
ague today is Bymnon Bekiuer, who rdes lor
Bale Vue Colts (Matonal Lesgu), snd
thens are maybe a couple mom wha an
ol i baarns.

i rriuat by R e soemalhing aboul
rekinding interest in apesdway hare, give it
a shake-up and put bums on seals, It
woulkd ba a wonderful axparians Tor me d |
coukd e part of a spesdwiy ravhal,”

Rervival 13 a word that can ba applied 1o
Dwrcil Kont, too, Ho has becoms so far
ramcved from Britich speadvway thil Boma
of his supporiers wondered ¥ ha wan stil
alhvwg,

Wall, Backirack s relleved and delighted
to report that the arficulate, cheerful-
sounding South Afrcan on the other end of
the phonse i very much afve and wall
“Things ame definitely on the up,” confirma
Deruil, who now has @ presaends on
Faratwok, afthough he adres hae o bl
trying 1o gt 1o grips with e social

neshworking site on which he “sometimes
[t T wrong butions!™

He ks onkne and plans o reconnect with
friencs all cver the warld when he shortly
adds Skype to his computer system.

And for the many Canterbury fans who
wioldld v o calch up with their formar
haro in parson, the good nsws is that Danzil
is angerty locking fonward 1o hes first visdl lo
Enland since he left Easthoumsa a1 the snd
ol 1884 wihaan b nsturns hans in Dobobar,

= long &8 I'm granted a visa, and I'm
sure | will ba, I'll be coming cver for six
wssks and will ba staying with Debbile and
Hevin Howland, who was a team-mate of
mine & Carterbny,” e announcos.
“Debbila has been a very good rend. She
came out hers to visit me recently and
brought with her copies of Backtrack and
the Mark Lerarn DVD, which have brought
back great memcrkes. of iy ime in England.
She has dragoed me B0 whees | ought 1o
[

T wlll I i 10 See e and Kewin
Bgain, along with manm! offers fram my
racing days with the Crusaders. The tans
&re the part of speoedwary | miss most.”

Canterury ciossd at $he end of 1987,
thineel Wi afoer the bikes were banished
trom Crayiced, But there is & Ken reval in
progress. While her, Dangzil will calebrate
his 50th birthday on Oclober 28, It promises
0 beb S0Me party' . . .
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Chea ip . A of his weskhend routine.
Tl v wepstaray e Bl used to
belony ko i Prinslon




