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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
Johannesburg, 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 . . .

EMZIL Kent had his first
speadvay rides a year sooner
than he should have done
according to South African
rules. “it was 1876 and | was
=il enly 15, explained the former

atar. "The authorities Tound
out how young | was after my second
meeting and they banned me from
racing for a year

“In South Africa at that time you needed
b hold & full driving leencs: befone you
could ride specdway competitively and |
was giill ino yourg 1o take my rad iest”

Although Danzl's first full season af
Biritish team racing was with Canterbury in
1980, b had spant & tough leaming seeson
Teieres e présvious. year, second-halving at
EH‘&(IB'EHEGMH'H! Ocford wrsdar the Dan
McCommick promation.

“Wy diad (Tocl) knaw Alax Hughson, the
farmar Edinburgh rider, and it was ha who
gat in towch with Dan to et me over there. |
rade regulary in the sacond-hall at both of
his tracks but it was tough, | would win one
racd and crixsh in tha raxt.

I livesd with Pater Prinsloo and would go
and wasch him race at Exater, a track that
Inoked very daunting ta me.®

With only two official match appearances
16 his name in 1970, which yisldid ane paind
from a todal of six rides, parhaps il 'was no
surpeise that Molormick was in no humy to
affer Kent a second bite at the chemy the
fellowing year. But his [oss was certainly
Cantarbury’s gain.

*iI wrent home that winber and practiced as
offen &% | could, dding for up to two hours
evary day on the track arcund the foothall
piteh in Jehannesburg. | rode there with an
ex-fider, Scotsman Ronnks Ferguson, and
was dedermined to gt back to tha LIK."

In the: winker of 187880 Kert rapidly
prarged as Seuth Africa’s rmost sutstanding
prospecl He impressed so much against
British fourists Peta Smith, Steva Wikcock
and his bast palrs-winning partnar John
Barker that Canferbury boss: Wally
Mawdsley maved in and made the
appmpmtarymmedrcmt his rmajor pre-

signing. Cantesiury already head
$wﬂl.ﬂ'ﬁ-|:i'slup richar, Mike Fameira, as
thisir N1 and thay wene sbaut 10 resp the
barait of anather star friom the Repubic,

ARhough Denzil was bom in Bulawayo,
Zimbabvwa in Dotober 1861, his parsnts and
D gicler sisters retumed 1o thesr
Johannesburg rocts in the earfy 70z,

1 think Mike Fereim had something to
do with e signing Tor Canterbury But |
wolldr't say we were big males” says
Danzd. “He hedped me in some ways bul
after & while ha was mom womred about his
e ot

=By then | wias [odaing with a couple
cafled Bob and Branda, friends of mry aisbern
in Daetford, Bob alowed me to dive anound
in his Austin Marina

“DCad handied all the srangements for me
o et to England and Canterdbury general
manager Maurice Moy came dawn o
Cartford to sign me on,” Dengil recalled.

Having nover seen Kont ride bafona
srgning hirm, Mordey decided to ave him
out of Crussdars’ opening mesting of the
1580 seazon, an intemational chaBenge
against the Italy touring side, but the 18-
year-sld didn't have bo wait lsng Tar his big
chance. Appearing from the resande berth,
e wen his first race for the Cresaders and
want on to scone nine {pakd 10) from four
rides against Crayterd in the Kent Cup at
Kingamead on Saburdsy, Aprl 5.

“T'd nerver evan sean the track bedore
| roda on it." says tha diminutive racer with
e big heart who finished his first National
League seasan with a creditable 6.64
avarage from 42 matches,

The Crusaders” haat leaders were Mike
Fermgira, Barnay Kermett and Ted Hubbard
bt Rhery wwrasre pusshiad Rasd all the way by
the young nescomer with the dark halr and
boyish good looks whom the fans soon
baok o thesr hearts. "It wias sink or swim
whan | came back to Englard and joined
Cantertiny and | loved being thesa.

“Wally (Mawdsley] had a word with
Invicta Motars and | was soon driving one
of thes Cartiras. And than | mayved 1
Camerbury and Bved in 1he city with Paul
and ¥i Loram for & few years.”

Denzil's tenacious riding, friendty
demeneouwr and showmanship qualities
mmade a big impression on the stamy-syed
=on of Paul and V1. On his recently released
VD, The Paopida’s Champion, fomer World
Mo.1 Mark Loram pays tribude to the one
Canberbury rider, above all ofhers, who
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Sowth Alrica’s pride, Mike Fermeim and Denal
brought the Matlonal Lisgee Pairs ke 1o
Camterbuiry in 1881,

inspired him o warl o race on the shalka
aiftar first shining in junkor grass-trmck.

Lormam, Crusaders’ schoolboy mascod in
thie ey B0, says: "The first 5000
speachiay bike | rode was Danzil's Towr-
vadva overhead cam Jawa that ha let me
usa 1o practice on at wade afier ha'd
returned to South Africa at the end of ane
Beaaon,”

‘When Lorssmeki recently heard Backirack
was about fo inderview his bayhood hers
Keant, he enthusad: “Denzil was nmy first
Faverile speadway rider. Thers was
something different about him. Wnen he
caime out for & race, he didn't seem to
bother to make practice starts. He virtually
did a wheelie from the pits all the way to
thie startineg gate and the suppoers heved
hirm for it. He was a great character and |
hapa he's doing OF now.”

Kent repays the comgplimernt, saying:
*hkark was 11 going on 17, He was a
brilliant, litthe grass-track rider and he just
nead 1o make it in speedway, 10D, Dacalsa
her had the passion and will to become
successiul.

=A% far the wheelies, the
supporters pay the rders' wages
and I they like it, then pliy 1o the
crowed. Part of the fight | had with
Wadly Exber was that | knewy | 'was
pogiilar with the tans and
desansed 1o e paid monms,”

After acquitting himsat wall in
his first full ML saason, Kent
upped his aversage by mone than
A paint in 1981 to leapfrog
Bamery Kennett and become the
M2 bo fllow countryman
Famsira And the South Alrican
duo brought thedr first
silverware since the 1978 NL
champlonship season when they
wion the ML Pairs at Halifax. “1
wish | could have confribitad
maofe on tha night, though,” says
a madest Denzil, eflecting on the
semi-final win aver
Wahserhampton and the final

“My dad was very sirict 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.”

viciory against Berwick in which v raded
lasi i both racas but the title went to the
Caiberbury peir counesy of Fermelra's rmca
wires,

“Tly bilee broke dawn in the sk race but,
fortumatety, Mo won B racs anyway, S0
v wera the owverall winners.”

After troading water in 1282, whan
Famaira moved up info the Britsh League
with panent chub Swindon, whers Mawdshey
afzdy held the reins, Ko succaedad
Kennett a2 Crusaders” M0.1 in the earty
part of 1983, But his clevation proved a
double=pdged sword for rder and
managernant aike,

*1 anjoyed the team camarsdaia when
wie traveglied together to and from aweay
matches in a bus and | had an absolubehy
phenomenal time, on and off the track, but
| was always deinking and anjoying life too
much.”

The death of his father durng his first
season with Canterbury did nothing to
improve Denzil's focus on racing.

“My dad was very stric and he would
have given me & couple of Paipes aoss
the face i he'd still been there with mea, But
wihan the cat's away, the mice play.

“Wally and Barmey Kennett weee vary,
vary good 1o me. Barmay would sit and talk
to ma for ages and he undarsiood a lot
more than he may have realised. He did ty
ter Beegy e i line but after Dad died | wes
Ty owm boss.”

Kant's relationship with his promoter
deterdarated when the youngster began to
fisal undenvalued,

He agys: “Bazscally, Wally and | had o
massive bust-up over money, As the BEPA
dalegate responsible for dealing with the
Crech authorties, ha did hedp me out with
Jawas but e was adamant that ha

Derzil leading Bhe Crusaders in 1983, his last seasen at Kingsmead. Lett 1o right
lam Clark, Bamey Kennetl, Daryl Simpson, Denzil, Keith Prilihard, Mark Marta, B
Mgy

wouldn't pay me more than the standand
rata, He'd baen round the: biock: a few
times in speedway. I'm not quite sure what
happensd bt in the end | refused to rde. |
wal al home lor about hal-a-saason, just
paing along e Craylond and Fye House to
waich, | didn't think | was asking for too
much = especially when | discovensd our
o reserves at the time were on better
deals than me. |t was a bit of a shock”

The impasss was broken when Bob
Dugard, bess of senior league Eastboumna,
mowed in ta gnap up the disenchantsd
Kent. Denzd rode in nine matches (3.65
] for the Eagles In the ktter part of
1583 befon spending a full season with the
Sussax cluby the falldwing year,

Duggand had gamibbed Before on & young
irmort wiha liked a drink or six end to party
after mestings when he signed Kelly Moran
in 1981, so maybe he viewed Kent as
anather challenge warth taking. In some
ways, Denzil was South Africa’s version of
Kelly Mo,

He says: “I mmembar going ko
Eastbaumes 1o wabch a thrss leam
fournament when Bobs saw me anbering the
pits and asked: ‘Hawve you been drinking? |
fckd him | hadn't, 50 be said: 'Goed, you're
riding today’. | was a reserve for cne of the
tams, althaugh | didn't gat a dde on that
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paricular |

In listing small tracks Crayford, Riye
Houwse and Edinburgh's former Povwadeshall
heme as Ris favourites, e tight and trcky
Adington Bowl would have held no fears
bt he pdmits the step up in class was
dlifficd? for hifm.

*] was happy to join Eastbourme but it
was & really fowgh year for me™ he says.
“Calin Richandson and Paul Woods wens
always halpful fo me but thens was sarmi-

et Tl HSIAGUT,
Luckhors? [Beam




“] enjoyed the team camaraderie when we travelled
together to and from away matches in a bus and |

had an absolutely phenomenal time, on and off
the track, but | was always drinking and enjoying

life too much.”

animesity bartasoen the riders. They wensn't
locking te help with advice and it was a
caze of, ‘my pocket of your pockat’,

“Harving gaid that, we did mix socialty and
wa'd gl go to Deansland barrestaurant and
disca, in the nearby caravan park, for a
drink and a bugh after home mestings.
| steryed with mmy team-mate John Eskildsan
in Eastbourne at first and then kedged with
George Gray, wha sponsaned us with tyres,
at his place in Hastings.”

Hiznt now readily edmits that he enjoyed
himsall oo much and didn't apply himsed
encugh ta fulfil his undoubied potential in
the top fight.

He saya: | wasn't putting 100 per cant
into the racing and was too womied about
having fun. | found it very fough in the
British League but | should have persevared
o and put mone energy b my

Speehva

*I can't blame Bob Dugard, He trearted
me weell, | can't fault him."”

A5 A work permit nder, Kant was unable
1o rermaln with Easthourna for 1985, whean
Dugard decided the Eagles would do bather
o operatd back in the Second tied

*So | decided o leave British speadway
for & year and coma homae, with the idea of
returning o England in 1988, Denzil
axplains, Bul for one reasen or analher, e
never did race in Britain

borag, his Zambdan-bom wife of Scottish
gascent, foll pregnamt veith thair first son

and then the military finally caught up with
hirm.

1 wias calad into the South African amy
at the age of 28 They had been serving me
my call-up papers for yaars but | kept
ignaring them, hoping they would
evertually farget about me. After all, | was
rnaaried with & younsg child and had started
my ovwn engineering shop in Edenvala, a
towm on the castern side of SJohannasburg.

*Then one day bwo military police
officers turmed up &t my howss in & van and
prresied maea, "Ane you Denzil William Kent?'
they asked belone | was handoutfed, driven
aaay and sent 1o the Pabchelstroom
mililary lraining camp.”

Daspite his relwcianca to join the ammy
and the frustration he felt because # was
the last year of conscription in his
Mornedand, Kent admits s teo-year
senvice was no real harcship,

“I achsally quite enjoyed the discipling of
it, although mat their humy up and wait”
affitida. | was, in fact, older than all of my
senlor officers, so they gave ma a lot of
latituda,” recalls Denzll, a corporal in tha
artillery division of airbome gunners.

Having bean skilled at throwing his
S00ce Jaws and Goddan machines Indo
narrow bends. with no brakes, the prospect
of arny He was never going 1o infimidata
Thirn.

“| want on patred duty in the townships
bt there was no reason for me to be afrald

Denzil teday, at home ia Johanmesburg

becauss | was driving an snclosed
armoured velicia,

“Army Bte wasn't too bad at all I'd work
hard therm for two days but was aliowed 1o
raturn home on Waednasday mormmgs and
didn't have 1o report back o basa unid the
following Monday moming.”

‘When Kent metumed fo choy strect full-
tirne, e st abeat building up his
enginesring company and for & limes
enjoyed succass, | newer really madea
money out of speadweny,” ha s8ys, 50 |
had to find work when | went back home,

| sarbed riy own business and we weane
building chassis for Voheo, arcund 200-odd
a manth for & few yaars, At one stage |
employed 14 people. But my saming
peower wias cul when the Volvo contract
cama 1o an end. The business suifenasd and
50 | closed the production shop and for &
while bacame an independent contracice,

| bascarnd & b of a rechusa. | stll
waorkoad ard but | also phryved oo hard.”

Ax wal as business setbacks, Denzil has
struggled to cope with anguish in his
perzanal life. The death of his mather,
Thurza, in 1988 came as & huge biow and
his masriage to Morag - or ‘Rusty’ as
Denzil and everyons alse knaw hir = also
fell apart,

The eaple, whe eveniually diverced in
2007, hawe two sons — Kieran, now 24, and
Trstan, 21 = but thay now lhea with thedr
mather in Scotland and Denel has no
contact with tham.

With admirable candour, Denzll admits:s
| wasn't a very good hushand or fathar, |
kmow it takes tivo o tanga but if one
piereon in the marrags iz nal puting in
anough tima and affort to make it work,
theen i will usually fall. The factory was
going quite big by then and | was spending
oo many haurs away from my famihe We
had o quakty time together”

Al his loweat ebb, Denzll admits he was
drinking a case of beer and a bottle of rum
on most days.

“Theat wias aboud hwo-and-a-hall 1o thres
years ago but | realised something had to
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changa and I'm glad | changed that side of mabwarking sie on which he “sometimes
mee | asked myself, ‘why be at the bottom presses the wirnong butionss

of the bamel?" | knew | shouldn® be there He Is onfine and plans 1o reconnect with
and it was down o one perscn — me — 1o friends all over the workd when he shortly
charnge it adds Skype o his computer system.

“It'e bean & g, uphil Battle but Anel tor thi many Canferbury fans who
drinking doesn't Bother e anymorns, | wiplkd lowe 1o catch up with their former
dan't think about sitting In the garden hem in parson, the good news is that Denzil
drinking beer all day is eagerly locking fonwand to his first visil to

*I still enjoy having fun, though, bt | England since he left Eastboumea at the end
sakdom drink until the weekand, when I'll of 1834 whean he rebums hene in Dchober,
probably have a crate of 12 bears. | know “A5 long &= I'm granted a visa, and P'm
mow thal thene is a limit end that Bmit is not sune | will be, I'll be coming over for i
the Nleoe™ weeks and will ba staying with Debbie and

Denzil now warks &s a cook for a small Kevin Howland, who was a team-mate of
food business in Edenvala, Johanneshung mine at Canterbury,” ha announcos.
frorm Sunday to Thureday, which aleo “Dbbie hes been a very good friend. She
PEOVEs & roaf over his head, carie oul here o visit me recenthy and
“My day begins at around sik-ish, when | Beought with her copies of Backtrach and
bagin cooking and reaking all the filings for  tha Mark Lararm DVD, which have brought

the rolls that the camer salls during the back groat mamones of my time in England.
day. | aleo do all tha cleaning at tha house | She has dagged me to whees | ought 1o
share with hirn and anether man, My b
warking day usually ends af T 30pm. it wdll be nice o ses her and Havin

“On Fridarys | go to Shane Hom's place. again, afong with many athers froem my
Shne rides spesdvay cccasionally and | racing days with the Crusaders. The fans
help to maintain the 12 bikas that ha has in are tha part of speedway | méss most.”
his gollection — thena's a Wessie, two GMs, Canterbury clossd at the end of 1587,

a Jawa and three or Tour leydowns. | also thres years after the bikes were banished
look after a couple of moto=cross bikas at from Craydoed, But there s a Kenl revival in
weskends. I'm a general dogsbody really proqress While here, Danzil will celebrate

but at least it keeps ria oul of the pubs his S0th birthday on October 36, 1t promises i : s Bozn.

and what | gat pakd keeps the waoll frem to b some party . .. g . part of bis weekend routing,

I washing the Speedway bilee Bal used o
Eszlong b Dean Prinskoo,

“Another person I'd like to thank is Bob
Baulmer, whe has a howss &t 43 Smith
Strest in neary Edanglen, where |'ve med
A bt of nice peopha, incheding the 'Wain
Tarrily, wha have gona owt of thelr wany b
e & greal elp o me in tough Gmes,"

For 5o long & popular winder retreat for
British-based riders In search of a
busman's haliday, South African speadway
has bean in the wiklemess far many vears
and Denzil is keen to halp Spark & revival of
inerest in the Republic whess nughby and
crichket ans the leading naticnal sponts.

“Thern is only cne trasck nunning
speedway thees daye, al Walkervila, wher
they stapge Individual mesatings once a
mcaith imeolving arcund 13 dders. | think
thi anly Sowth Afican riding in & British
aagus today is Bytan Bekkar, who rides for
Bafa Vue Caolts (Mational Leagua), and
there @e maybae a couple more wha ana
not in learnds.

Wi vt by and do samething about
rekinding interest in speedway here, g it
a shake-up and put bums on seats. 1k
wiould ba a wonderful experiance for me i |
could ba part of a spoedway revival,”

Rervival ls a word that can be applicd to
Derail Kent, too, He has becoms ao far
ramosed from Briish speedway that some
:hr: supporiens wondered i ha was stil

Wall, Backirack ia relleved and delighted
o neport that the articulate, chearlul-
sounding South African on the othar end of
the phane is very much aliva and wel,
“Things are definitely on the up,” confirms
Dwerizil, wha now has a presance on
Facaboak, although he admits be is still
tryirg to ged to grips with the social
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