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  This book is, at least in part, autobiographical. During the middle of the last century I was privileged to play for almost ten years at near to the

  highest level of English cricket. It is true, I freely confess, that the highest level was beyond my capabilities. This is not false modesty. In cricketing terms there was much to be modest about.

  For instance, my only appearance for the Gentlemen against the Players, at the Scarborough Festival of 1956, was by any standards undistinguished: ‘C. C. P. Williams c Evans b

  Tyson…0’, the scorecard of the first innings reads, and, in the second innings, things were no better: ‘b Shepherd 1’. Nevertheless, to play, even in a minor role, with or

  against the Prince Hamlets of the day, Len Hutton, Alec Bedser, Peter May, Doug Insole, Denis Compton, Bill Edrich, Jim Laker, Colin Cowdrey, Trevor Bailey, Frank Tyson, Brian Statham, Richie

  Benaud, Ray Lindwall, Keith Miller and all the others in cricket’s hall of fame is something that in my boyhood I would have said to be beyond any of my most exciting dreams. My Oxford

  boyhood, as it happens, and my later memories provide a convenient frame for the picture as I paint it in the book.




  What is not autobiographical is my description of the long process which, during my first-class cricketing career, led to a fundamental change in the structure of the game.

  In fact, I am one of a now sadly diminishing band who played as true amateurs, only for the love of the game. In short, not to put too fine a point on it, I am something of a dinosaur.




  There is no doubt that the Second World War brought great changes in society as a whole and, consequentially, in sports. The whole structure of officers and other ranks – gentlemen and

  professionals – built so carefully by our Victorian ancestors and nurtured during the First World War and its aftermath, and even surviving to the end of the Second World War, had started to

  weaken. Cricket, like other sports, in the end came to the conclusion that the structure itself could not hold up. By 1962, the Marylebone Cricket Club faced what seemed by then to be the

  inevitable. Other sports had already moved or were quick to follow suit. The distinction between ‘amateur’ and ‘professional’ had to go. As one of the last of the

  ‘amateurs’ – the dinosaurs – I have to bow my head in acknowledgement of justifiable extinction.




  Yet there is a link between autobiography and analysis. Although we players were only dimly aware at the time that the issues of amateurism and professionalism were being debated, we knew the

  cast of characters involved – not least because many of them were players alongside us or against us. Doug Insole, my captain at Essex, to take one example, was a consistently prominent

  player both on the field and in the debating rooms. That an author has known personally, as I did, those involved in both activities allows characters who appear unidimensional in the printed

  record to become human beings of flesh and blood in the telling. Of course, the historically minded autobiographer, with his, or her, fragile memory, is bound to seek support from outside sources.

  With much help from others, this is what I have tried to do. It is therefore an ensuing mix of personal recollection and verifiable fact which I try to present and which, I hope, is one that will

  commend itself to the reader.




  A passing thought, however, occurs by way of an obiter dictum. With the death of amateurism in first-class cricket – and, almost simultaneously, in other sports – it may well

  be that we, as a society, have lost something valuable. In its final form, as I try to point out, amateurism in the highest levels of cricket became so ludicrous in its presentation and corrupt in

  its practice that it had to go. Nevertheless there were features of amateurism – the Corinthian spirit, if you like, as it used to be called, where the only object was to play a game with

  honour and verve – that we may regret having thrown overboard. Perhaps – who knows? – the dinosaurs may have had a point.
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  It was a long walk for an eight-year-old boy. My route was simple and unchanging from day to day. I used to leave my home in Christ Church early to

  walk to school – in the 1940s, in the Oxford wartime, I was not yet trusted with a bicycle. I went along the eastern side of Tom Quad, with my satchel on my back, through Canterbury Gate,

  past Oriel College, across the broad and sometimes dangerous expanse of the High Street, then into the Turl, along the length of Parks Road, on through the tree-lined streets of North Oxford, past

  the smug gardens of Norham Road and so to my destination. At the end of the school day I walked back along the same route, back to Christ Church and the friendly greetings of the porter at

  Canterbury Gate, and finally to my home in the Priory House.




  It was always, even when the weather was bad, a pleasant enough walk, although it was lonely and, in the imagination of a young boy, fraught with danger. But apart from largely imagined dangers,

  such as ghosts (or unruly evacuees), it turned out to be safer than almost anywhere else in the south of England. Exciting as it was to watch in the high summer of 1940 the

  vapour trails of the fighter aircraft as they fought out their desperate battle it was comforting to know that the bombs were falling elsewhere. Oxford seemed to be under some sort of divine

  protection (not least, as became apparent, because Adolf Hitler had marked the city down as his capital after the impending German occupation). People in the streets, too, were always friendly to

  the young schoolboy as he went on his way. Yet my route, as it was day after day, is etched in my memory for a different reason. On a particular day, 11 May 1943, I was called out of class to be

  told by one of the masters, with the greatest sympathy and gentleness, that my father had died. I was therefore, he said, given leave to go home. Did I want somebody to take me? Give me a lift? I

  replied that I would rather walk. I remember that the sun was shining as I went back along the familiar route. But it was without any doubt the longest and saddest walk of my life.




  Eleven years later all had changed. The route was the same and the sun seemed to shine as before. But by then I was a fully fledged undergraduate at Christ Church and in charge of my own

  bicycle. The bicycle route came to its end, not at my old school, but at the Oxford University cricket ground in the University Parks. I had been selected to play cricket for Oxford, an honour

  previously beyond imagining. Those who know the ground and the Parks themselves will be familiar with the place. The ground was, and still is, a place of beauty, simple in its surroundings, without

  a suggestion of an obtrusive stand for those who wish to watch the cricket. As now, people could come and go as they please, and, if so minded, stay and watch.




  After the Second World War there had been some much needed restoration. The pavilion had just about survived the neglect of the war period and a new groundsman had rescued the outfield from the

  weeds which had overgrown it. By the time I appeared on the scene the pavilion and ground was reasonably well – if not quite wholly – restored. But at least it was ready for what was

  for me a great event. On 12 May 1954, the day after the eleventh anniversary of my father’s death, the record shows that the great M. C. Cowdrey and C. C. P. Williams put on 173 runs for

  Oxford University against Lancashire for the third wicket. The sun had shone as never before. To cap it all, E. W. Swanton wrote in the following day’s Daily Telegraph that there were

  times when he could not spot the difference between Williams and Cowdrey.




  Quite apart from the cricket, there was a more mundane reason why Swanton was unable to tell the difference between the two of us. Both, as it happened, were wearing Harlequin caps. This was no

  accident. Although the cap itself now seems to have gone out of fashion, in its day it was widely worn by Oxford Blues and near Blues. It was much admired, like a peacock, for its gothic triangles

  of Oxford blue, magenta and gold (or maroon and buff or crimson and beige – the descriptions vary) reaching their point at a button on the top of the head. As such, it was in itself, as it

  was intended to be, a statement of cricketing flamboyance (in their first match the Harlequins not only wore trousers of Oxford blue but also shirts of maroon/magenta and buff/gold – the

  first known example of cricket in pyjamas).




  Not that the award of a Harlequin was achieved easily. The first and paramount condition was that the candidate had to have played at least one first-class match. Quite who

  decided on the award was never entirely clear to us. The club had a committee with apparently plenipotentiary powers, but the successful candidates then somehow just seemed to emerge. Nevertheless,

  it was an award which carried with it not just the wearing of a cap but a measure of distinction. The club, such as it was, had after all been founded in 1852, a year after the Cambridge equivalent

  (Quidnuncs) and around the same time as the better known I Zingari. Its purpose had been, and to some extent still was, to encourage at Oxford the spirit of amateur cricket which had taken hold in

  the public schools during the mid-Victorian period. Since it was considered unseemly, pending further selection for the current year, to wear a Blue cap won the previous summer, and since wearing

  an ‘Authentics’ cap (for the Oxford 2nd XI) was to downgrade, the Harlequin was the best available option. Furthermore, it demonstrated, for those who cared, the amateur and public

  school dominance of the cricket world at large. Finally, it had been worn almost in perpetuo by Douglas Jardine specifically, it seemed, to irritate the Australians. That in itself gave it

  unlimited cachet.




  It was, of course, a mistake to wear a Harlequin cap when playing against certain counties. Yorkshire was a case in point, particularly when F. S. Trueman was playing. The unwise wearer of the

  cap, as he walked in to bat in the Parks in early May 1954, was greeted with not just the customary Yorkshire unpleasantness but a verbal onslaught from Trueman about the ‘jazz

  ’at’ and how he would soon remove it. There followed three bouncers – all three accurately aimed at the Harlequin cap. In the days before helmets it required a

  nimble neck from the undergraduate to avoid having his head knocked off. But Trueman was the winner. It was C. C. P. Williams b Trueman . . . 0, followed by M. C. Cowdrey (also in a Harlequin cap)

  c sub b Trueman . . . 0. (One of them, at least, redeemed himself in the second innings: C. C. P. Williams c Watson b Illingworth . . . 53.)




  It was not just a matter of flamboyance in cricket headgear. Oxford in the early 1950s seemed generally to be trying to recapture the perceived insouciance of the pre-war years. In fact, it had

  been a similar story after the First World War. Then, as the first grim-faced veterans returned home and the stories of the trenches, gas, shell shock and the sheer scale of human sacrifice started

  to circulate more freely, their presence – and the reluctance of many of them to talk about the wartime horror – cast a gloom over those who had been left behind. Gradually, however,

  the generation of young men who had not fought in the war, and their female companions (or in some cases their male companions), started to assert the hedonism which they thought had died in 1914.

  Dances became more hectic, music more fragmented, speculation more frenetic and louche behaviour more tolerated. Underlying it all, however, it was possible to note, and has been noted, that the

  horror for them had only been avoided by a matter of a few years and that there was a sense of guilt that they had not been there to fight. Brideshead Revisited, for all its charm, is at

  bottom a profoundly disturbing portrait of the period.




  After the end of the Second World War the phenomenon repeated itself, albeit in a different form. There was not so much horror to be told, but many of those who came back

  from the war just wanted nothing further to do with it, and others, particularly officers, wanted to complete their higher education which had been interrupted by conscription with as little fuss

  as possible. The result was that in the late 1940s Oxford became home to many of those relatively old soldiers. Some of them, of course, were sportsmen as well as scholars – the Oxford

  cricket team in 1947, for instance, was largely composed of ex-servicemen in their twenties. Nor was there much jollity. The old soldiers were serious. Times were generally hard and they were in no

  mood to do much more than study hard and, if necessary, play hard.




  That tide took some time to ebb. But by the early 1950s a younger generation, which had missed war service, was in its flood. As in the 1920s the ambition was different. Although National

  Service in most cases served to tone down the worst of post-adolescent high spirits, there was much more of a sense of fun and, indeed, youthful irresponsibility. The undergraduate parties became

  more alcoholic and libidinous (although the bizarre male to female numerical relationship and the absence of a contraceptive pill, not yet invented, inhibited what would now be regarded as normal

  undergraduate sexual activity – beware, we were told, the unwanted pregnancy), clubs were reconstituted, Commemoration Balls became more drunken, the Bullingdon, the dining club reserved for

  those who regarded themselves as the social elite, rampaged again and, so it seemed, work was taken less seriously. The tutor for Honour Moderations (Mods) at Christ Church, for

  instance, who had spent a large part of the war in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp, regarded sharing a glass of sherry with his pupil in what was meant to be a tutorial as more important than the

  study of Homer.




  What was clearly evident, however, and common to the 1920s and the 1950s, was a sense of elitism. After all, in both periods only some 5 per cent of those leaving secondary school went on to

  higher education – and Oxford and Cambridge were still the pinnacles of ambition. It is no surprise that those who reached the summits thought – and to a large extent were encouraged to

  think – that they were the elite who would provide the future ruling class. Of course it was not just the influence of higher education. The public schools (or ‘fee-paying

  schools’ as they might more properly be known) provided the bulk of entrants to Oxford and Cambridge. The elitism there was the same. Finally, although the war had served to break down some

  of the class barriers between officers and men, those of us who did our National Service in the 1950s found those barriers fully re-established. In short, the officers were ‘gentlemen’

  and the other ranks ‘players’. We young men were left in no doubt that we were the young ‘gentlemen’. We had yet to discover who the players were.




  Each spring the Oxford University Cricket Club (OUCC) formally invited a number of prospective candidates for future selection to play for the University. They were to present themselves in the

  Parks for nets. The candidates were those who had shone the previous year or, if they were freshmen, who had shone in the public schools season the year before or, alternatively, who had come

  with a reputation from Australia, New Zealand or South Africa. The data on which the invitations were based could easily be found on the Wisden record. The seasons of all

  the major – and some not so major – public schools were published, as were full records of the matches ‘Southern vs Northern Schools’ and the subsequent ‘Public

  Schools vs Combined Services’, both of which were, with some fanfare, played at Lord’s.




  The selection of candidates for the early season nets thus followed a predictable path. In fact, the public school boys and overseas students were almost always better than those coming up

  through the English state system. The roll call of British schools attended by those who were eventually selected for the Oxford vs Cambridge match in early July 1954 makes the point: Charterhouse,

  Wellington, Westminster, Rossall, Tonbridge, Edinburgh Academy, Stamford, Dulwich, Christ’s Hospital, Alleyn’s, Brighton, Marlborough. But this was hardly surprising. Apart from

  Westminster, whose main playing field at Vincent Square had been an emplacement for barrage balloons – although the cricket square had been avoided thanks to the initiative of the commanding

  officer (my uncle) – these schools had the best facilities, reasonably good coaching and an ethos which gave sport primacy over more intellectual pursuits. The public school boys thus enjoyed

  sporting advantages which the state schools simply could not match.




  The selection made, the successful candidates then presented themselves. It was an unusually cold May morning which greeted the selected candidates of 1952 – such as myself – as we

  nervously turned up in the Parks with whatever decent equipment we could muster. We were met by two professional coaches: Jack Walsh, an Australian who played for

  Leicestershire, and ‘Lofty’ Herman, retired from Hampshire. It turned out that their main function was to assess the ability of each candidate and advise on which of them should be

  selected to play for the University and at which level.




  The relationship between candidate and coach was not altogether easy. Those who had finished their National Service compared it to the relationship between officer cadets and regimental sergeant

  majors at an Officer Cadet Training Unit. (The coaches had the unnerving habit of calling the undergraduates ‘sir’.) Yet ‘Jack’ and ‘Lofty’, as we came to know

  them, made every possible effort to do what they were paid to do by a mixture of charm and light discipline. In the evenings there was the possibility of a beer or two and to hear stories, jokes

  and myths of the grown-up cricketing world of which we were on the fringe and which we hoped to enter. We enjoyed the banter – but knew that we were being judged.




  Sooner or later, the time came to face the grown-ups in person on the battlefield. It was certainly daunting. Almost all counties fielded their strongest, or near strongest, sides against both

  Oxford and Cambridge at the time. Although it was seen as an opportunity to try out younger professionals, there was little appetite for what would be a humiliating defeat. The result was that the

  young amateurs were taught some salutary lessons. Instead of playing off spin on a turning wicket by pushing the bat forward in front of the pad (as taught at school), for instance, we learnt to

  play behind the pad to avoid the catch to short leg. Instead of expecting wickets to fall like ninepins we learnt to field to opposing stands of 100 or 150 without losing

  patience – or dropping catches at crucial moments. Instead of looking to the next interval we learnt to field through a whole day without a murmur. In short, in cricketing terms we were

  growing up.




  We were growing up, too, in other ways. As the day of examinations approached there was a matter of correcting the idleness of earlier months and settling down to academic work. Some, of course,

  did not bother. Colin Cowdrey, for instance, never felt it necessary to take more than a cursory examination, reckoning that his career prospects were best served by playing cricket rather than

  sitting what for him would be a forlorn test for a degree – and that he was too valuable to Oxford to be sent down. (He was right on both counts.) Others did the minimum necessary to maintain

  their presence. Those of us who were more worried about getting a good degree had to work out a system during the cricket season. After fielding all day or batting for long hours it was not

  sensible to sit down to write an essay or construe a piece of Greek prose. The only option was to get up early in the morning – say, at six o’clock – and put in four hours’

  work before turning the mind’s attention to cricket.




  The summer term ended and the season for examinations past, the Oxford side went on tour to prepare for the encounter with Cambridge at Lord’s, normally in early July. Touring brought its

  own problems. Unlike county sides which moved about constantly and were correspondingly well organised, university sides had to make shift – with the consequent frequent chaos in the

  practical arrangements. Besides, the tour came at the end of term at precisely the time when the summer Balls took place, which was annoying, to say the least, for those who

  wished to join in the most lively expressions of undergraduate joie de vivre – and an opportunity to survey the large group of London girls who descended on Oxford for the occasion. In

  fact, such was the enthusiasm that on occasions the touring cricketers would stay in Oxford overnight and turn up to play wherever it might be the following morning. (I remember one such time in

  1952, when I stayed for the Christ Church Commem Ball, drove with friends in the early morning to Worthing for the game against Sussex – and made 74 in the first innings the same

  morning.)




  Such frivolity came to an end as attention became more and more focused on the University match. Not that it was a particularly disciplined focus. There were no batting coaches, fielding

  coaches, bowling coaches, fitness coaches or sports psychologists. There was only one harassed don accompanying the team. Once in London we stayed where we wished, mostly with friends or family. As

  long as we turned up at Lord’s at the right time on the right day (not always guaranteed) that was good enough.




  Once at Lord’s, however, the atmosphere changed. The match, against the old enemy, was always deeply competitive – and sometimes bad-tempered. Nerves, too, took over. Added to that,

  the flooring in the Lord’s pavilion had (and still has, but it was much more marked sixty years ago) an unpleasant smell which did nothing for the batsman’s stomach as he descended the

  stairs from the dressing room and crossed the Long Room on his way to the wicket in front of some 10,000 spectators. In truth, it was never a match to be enjoyed. It just had to be played as part of the price of glory in winning a Blue and appearing to the rest of the undergraduate world as a hero.




  No sooner was the match over than those of us who were eligible to play for our counties waited for invitations to do so. But when the summons came it turned out to be a particularly delicate

  matter. We would play as amateurs but we soon learnt that we would be dislodging professionals and thus, putting it brutally, making it more difficult for them to earn their living. Indeed, it was

  even worse than that. Amateurs, unless they were bound by their positions as captain, could come and go as they wished. If an amateur wished to go on holiday he could tell his county Secretary that

  he would not be available between one date and another. After that, he would be available to return to the side. The flood of public schoolmasters and University Blues, at the end of their

  respective terms, made the job of selectors – each county had its own committee, normally presided over by the appointed captain but with the senior professional at hand – not just a

  matter of relative ability but of maintaining a calendar detailing when the amateurs decided that they were available and when they decided that they were not. It was the bad fortune of the

  professionals who were marginal players in the county side that they were from time to time bounced out simply because an amateur declared himself available for a particular game.




  That said, at least at Essex, where I played in the University vacation, the professionals seemed to take all this as no more and no less than another fact of life, and went out of their way to

  welcome the raw recruit from Oxford. There was no question of separate dressing rooms (as at the Oval). We huddled down in whatever shed was available. The simple reason was

  that in those days Essex played on local club grounds – there was no ‘county ground’ as such. There were weeks in Westcliff, Ilford, Brentwood, Romford, Chelmsford, Colchester,

  Clacton and Southend. Although the wickets were always different – and needed different batting and bowling techniques to deal with them – one thing was constant: we all changed in the

  same hut. There was no ‘them and us’. Not only did this serve to promote team spirit but it made the younger amateurs sharper in their determination to show their professional

  colleagues that they were worthy members of the team.




  To some extent ranks broke when we went to play away games. The fixture schedules were demanding to the point of absurdity. In June 1954, for instance, Essex, always finishing at six

  o’clock and starting the next morning generally at half past eleven, went from Brentwood on the 11th to Rushden in Northamptonshire, then immediately after playing for three days there (and a

  charity match, as usual, on the Sunday) to Liverpool on the 15th, then back to Romford on the 18th, to Gloucester on the 25th, Ebbw Vale on the 29th, back to Blackheath on 2 July and Chelmsford on

  the 6th. In August the same year we went from Clacton on the 10th to Scarborough, on the 13th to Weston-super-Mare and then immediately back to play at Southend. Almost all these journeys involved

  driving over 100 miles well into the night on pre-motorway roads. Nor were we the exception. Other counties could tell a similar story. Glamorgan, for instance, in July of the same year, went from

  Llanelli to Nottingham, back to Ebbw Vale, on to Peterborough, down to the Oval and then back to Swansea. It is little wonder that players, after arriving in the middle of the

  night or the early morning and having to turn out for a day’s cricket, at times actively prayed for rain.




  The richer counties, or those supported by local industry, such as Warwickshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire or Yorkshire, were able to afford coaches to take their sides hither and

  thither. Those that were less well off – or downright poor, like Essex – relied on volunteers among the team to drive their own cars. In the days when there were no motorways this was

  always a dangerous enterprise. The bags were entrusted to the scorer who usually set off later than the rest of the team (and frequently lost his way). The others piled into whatever car they were

  offered. In the Essex side the amateurs tended to gravitate together towards the car of the (amateur) captain, Doug Insole. In terms of safety on the road, many of us realised too late that this

  might be a bad mistake, since Doug was, to say the least, a most aggressive driver and caused us many moments of the sheerest terror. We were reassured, however, at least in part, by the fact that

  our driver, on our stops for supper at some pub or other, only drank ginger beer.




  Amateurs and professionals generally stayed at the same hotel. In truth, in those days there was not very much choice. The difficulty was that all the expenses of the amateurs were met by the

  club while the professionals had to pay for themselves. Inevitably this led from time to time to separation between the two groups in evening excursions (although we were all of us welcome guests

  at Butlins in Clacton). Once on the field, however, even in the charity matches on Sundays, the distinction was set aside.




  All the county sides had their ‘characters’. Among the favourites at Essex was our opening bat, T. C. (‘Dickie’) Dodds. He was a kindly and gentle soul, and a devotee of

  the Moral Re-Armament movement founded before the war by the American priest Frank Buchman, so much so that, during the winters, he used to spend time at its headquarters at Caux in Switzerland.

  His devotion, however, led him to strange places, not least to the practice of kneeling in prayer in the dressing room before going out to bat. The rest of us tremulously agreed that he was

  receiving a message from the Almighty about what sort of innings he should play. Since he was an aggressive batsman – and a fine striker of the ball – we all waited to see, with much

  trepidation, what that message would be and how Dickie would interpret it. It was always tense – and sometimes disastrous. On one occasion Dickie had clearly been told that the first two

  balls of the innings, from our opponents’ fastest bowler, would be half-volleys. They were indeed – and were duly struck back over the bowler’s head for four. Unfortunately the

  Almighty seemed to have told Dickie that the next ball would be a bouncer. Dickie shaped to hook only to find that it was a yorker – and his stumps were scattered all over the place, as one

  member put it, ‘like autumn leaves in Vallombrosa’. The bowler was fired up to boiling point and the batsman next in – myself, as it happened – trudged to the wicket with

  what can only be described as sickening apprehension.




  Trevor Bailey, too, was certainly a ‘character’. He was also the outstanding English all-rounder at the time, a fine defensive batsman, an accurate and

  aggressive fast-medium bowler and an agile fielder. But he could throw spectacular tantrums. Known as the ‘Boil’ (on a scorecard early in his career he had been fatally misspelt as

  ‘T. E. Boiley’), he was not one to tolerate catches dropped at leg slip to his bowling. His invective was not very imaginative but in its straightforward way conveyed adequately what he

  thought. Then we had ‘Tonker’ Taylor, the boy from West Ham who took over from the Yorkshireman Paul Gibb as our wicketkeeper, nicknamed so because of his habit of trying to hit every

  ball out of sight; ‘Strangler’ Ralph, possibly so called because he resembled a murderer much in the news at the time; ‘Casey’ Preston, our senior professional and a fine

  bowler of fast-medium inswing; and ‘Smudger’ Smith, another senior who insisted on wearing his cap at a jaunty angle and was never short of words calculated to irritate the opposition.

  Even I had my soubriquet: because of my rather lugubrious disposition I was known as ‘Cheerful Charlie’.




  All in all, Essex in the 1950s was a good-tempered and a happy side. Others – notably Yorkshire, Surrey and Glamorgan – could have their rows and sulks, as they did, but we managed

  to avoid them. Yet for the inquisitive mind there was always the matter of why players were divided into amateurs and professionals, why amateurs could dislodge professionals at will, why some

  spoke with one voice and some with another, why captains were almost (though not quite) always amateurs, or, not least, why the game was run by the aged and self-important middle class who were our

  club members and who made up the membership of the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC). There was much to consider and, as my salad days came to their inevitable end, I did indeed

  start seriously to reflect on the game I was playing. As it happened, my reflections led me from time to time into strange territory.
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  THE GENTLEMEN




  [image: ]




  Gentleman: a man of chivalrous instincts and fine feelings (OED)




   




   




   




   




  In the now unimaginable world before plasma television screens and digital photography, in other words in the 1930s, we children used to collect

  cigarette cards. These were retrieved, by hook or by dastardly crook, from the packets of cigarettes bought by our adults before they were – after the contents had been duly smoked –

  negligently thrown away. Our motive was simple. The cards were colour pictures, admittedly idealised, of the faces of (among others) our favourite sportsmen. However imperfect they were, it was the

  only practicable way for us to know what our heroes looked like. If a cricket-loving boy wanted to know about the appearance of, for example, W. R. Hammond or K. S. Ranjitsinhji, apart from the

  almost impossible feat of confronting the great man when he was playing, the cigarette card was the only option.




  But it was a chancy business. The adults (who covered a wide range of parents, porters, chefs and other friendly staff at Christ Church) might not be able to produce the one important card which

  was missing and vital to the collection. In that case there was another method of acquisition open – to go into what was an active secondary market with other children

  with similar problems and swap our superfluous cards for the one which we coveted and which they were prepared to relinquish. The negotiations, however, could from time to time be difficult –

  and even bad-tempered. One ‘Bradman’, for instance, could normally command at least three ‘Rhodes’ (but on a good day four). It depended on the time and day (and, often, on

  the relative physical strengths of the negotiators). All in all, it was, as the cigarette manufacturers intended, a thriving business which probably led to children encouraging their adults to buy,

  and to smoke, more cigarettes. In fact, collections could over the years run into more than one, and sometimes two, hundred cards. Naturally, as the size of collections grew, for ease of access

  they were frequently classified into different categories by their enthusiastic proprietors. For cricketing boys one such classification was into ‘gentlemen’ and ‘players’,

  in other words ‘amateurs’ and ‘professionals’.
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