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INTRODUCTION



Once I was asked to Monkton Combe School, which two of my sons attended (the younger was still in residence) to judge a speaking competition, or something of the kind. I can’t remember the details, though I know that one of my colleagues in judgment was John Mason, now the distinguished Rugby correspondent of The Daily Telegraph. Possibly we had taken in an encouraging glass or two on the way. Such occasions tend to be boring, so I did my best to be lively as well as fair in my summing-up. I cannot pretend that I approached Gussie Fink-Nottle (on a similar occasion) and his description of how Bertie Wooster split his trousers, but the address seemed to go down acceptably with at least the junior classes. It was some days before I met my younger son again, and I inquired whether my performance had been satisfactory.


‘H’m,’ he said. ‘More or less, I think. Someone did say: “Bit of an eccentric, the old man, what?” ’


I took this, on the whole, as a compliment. I was reminded of the occasion, when I was asked to write an introduction to this book. It also occurred to me that I did not quite know what the word ‘eccentric’ meant, so I turned to my trusted friend, the Complete Oxford. Here are some of its definitions:


‘Not concentric with another circle.’ ‘Not centrally placed; not passing through the centre.’ ‘Not referable to a fixed centre.’ ‘Regulated by no central control.’ (Of persons): ‘irregular’, ‘anomalous’, ‘capricious’, ‘odd’, ‘whimsical’.


So we have a wide field of choice. Probably more cricketers, at one time and another, have fulfilled one or other of these definitions than have not. Indeed, the majority of the world’s population would consider cricket itself a form of eccentricity. All I can offer, therefore, by way of an introduction, is a handful of examples which have stayed in my mind.


Peter Hilton was an eccentric, at least when it came to cricket. He was a brilliant mathematician, and no doubt still is, but I lost touch with him when, after various senior professorships in this country, he became part of what we used to call the ‘brain drain’ to the United States. I was at Oxford with Peter, and one summer vacation we were members together of a touring side, the Oxford Crocodiles. I do not think that Peter had ever played cricket before, though he was familiar with it, and often to be seen in the Parks. It was the kind of touring side with a few good players, sufficient for respectability, and a number of others chosen primarily for their social qualities.


One day we were in trouble against a Devon village side, Haytor Vale. They had a formidable fast bowler, and a bumpy pitch, and none of our ‘cracks’ came off. Peter, last man, had to go in to face the last over. He knew the usual stuff about ‘keep the bat in the blockhole, don’t move it, and it can’t hit the wicket’. But with a few swift calculations, he decided that to achieve this effect, the best place to ground the bat was 16.8 (or something) inches outside the crease. So he measured the distance, and took guard there, stretching out his back leg so that he could not be stumped. He also knew that the danger in this theory was that the batsman might, at the last moment, be tempted to lunge at the ball. To avoid this possibility, he directed his gaze firmly at first slip. The bowler was eventually persuaded to bowl. Five times did the ball smack against Peter’s unyielding bat.


I wish the story had a happy ending. The last ball just nudged the shoulder of the bat, and he was caught at slip, in which direction his eyes were still devotedly fixed.


In the next match, he used a different theory. He had one ball, and hit it for six – a whacker, which won the match. In the one after that, as he was about to go in, a fellow-mathematician inquired: ‘Is it the static or the dynamic today?’


If we think of cricketers of a higher class, the one to whom the word ‘eccentric’ has been most frequently applied must be George Gunn, of Nottinghamshire. I suppose nowadays it is necessary to remind people about George Gunn, so I mention that he played in 15 Tests, scoring 1,120 runs at an average of 40, and in all his first-class career, which lasted from 1902 to 1932, scored more than 35,000 runs at an average of 35. It has often been said that he would have played in many more Tests, and scored many more runs, had he taken the game more seriously, but one cannot be sure of this. Had he tried to play in a more orthodox manner, his wayward genius might have left him. He used, sometimes, to invite the slips to nominate which stroke he should play next, irrespective of what the ball might turn out to be. On one occasion, he batted with command and composure for an hour or so, then gave his wicket away. When his captain asked him what the hell he thought he was doing, George replied respectfully: ‘Too hot, sir.’ Cardus wrote one of his best essays about him: ‘O Rare George Gunn!’ Why does nobody write a life of him, when so many lesser cricketers are allowed such large, boring tomes? I suppose because genius requires genius to do it justice.


There was another interesting Nottinghamshire opener, a little later, C.B. Harris, one of the game’s best conversationalists. Robertson-Glasgow wrote affectionately of him that ‘he sometimes likes to act as his own commentator and critic. Having played and missed at a ball, he is heard to remark: “At Trent Bridge yesterday Harris was below form; his footwork was slow and his strokes not suited to the occasion.” Or, in times of unusual disappointment; “Oh Harris, Harris, what has come over you?” ’ But Robertson-Glasgow concludes, sadly, that ‘I think he would like to be another George Gunn. But George Gunn occurs only in the singular... He has made the mistake of deserting art for artiness.’ This is a mistake common to many who have vaguely sought eccentricity. It is something that happens to you, not something you can set out to achieve.


It was at Trent Bridge, also, that an eccentric incident occurred, though it involved two emphatically normal characters, Colin McCool and Brian Langford. McCool had made his reputation as a leg-spinner, years before, in Australia. Now, in his autumn, Somerset used him principally as a batsman. He would complain about not getting enough bowling. When the pitch was helping spin, it was Langford, with off-breaks, and MacMahon, slow left arm, who were given the ball. However, this day McCool was on at Trent Bridge, and a Nottinghamshire batsman took an enormous belt at him, the ball going high in the direction of extra-cover, where Langford was fielding. Such had been the power of the hit, the assumption was that it would be a sixer, and Langford, turning his back, trotted off to retrieve it. But the hit had more height than length, and before Langford had gone very far, he received a fearsome crack on the back of the head. It seemed that two deaths might occur: Langford from a broken skull, and McCool from apoplexy. But both recovered.


I could mention a few journalists: ‘Beau’ Vincent, for instance, a former cricket correspondent of The Times, though his eccentricities did not appear in his prose, from which you would never have guessed his engaging habit of keeping his dentures in his overcoat breast pocket; or even perhaps my old friend Eric Hill, the master of the Taunton press box, the only freelance journalist who keeps his telephone number out of the directory (‘I don’t want these cowboy editors ringing me up in the middle of the night’); or Ian Peebles, who was almost as good a journalist as he was a cricketer. It was Peebles who was once prevented from playing in a Test match because of the intervention of a Scottish kelpie, and who also provided, on a tour of South Africa, the unique scoreline: ‘absent bathing, O’.


And am I allowed to include fictional cricketers? If so, I must have Raffles, who burgled the houses of rich amateurs the night before he bowled them out (pace E.W. Hornung); and Lord Peter Wimsey, who was known as ‘The Great Flim’ after his hundred for Eton against Harrow, and was arrested for murder immediately after making another century, for the company of Pym against that of Brotherhood (pace Dorothy L. Sayers); and Berry Pleydell (pace Dornford Yates) who knocked out The Butcher of Riding Hood with a fierce return drive, and later in the same season won the match for Bilberry against Cleric, catching a spy in the meantime. Plenty of eccentricity there.


And plenty more, wherever you look in the nooks and crannies of this whimsical game. You have a bookful of examples before you.
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THE NATURE OF ECCENTRICITY: A PROLOGUE



There may be exceptions, but, if so, they are only exceptions which prove the rule that in none of the world’s great games is a man’s character so well revealed by the way he plays than in cricket. Cautious souls tend to bat with extreme care, impetuous characters are unable to resist challenges or temptations, staunch men relish a crisis and eccentric ones positively delight in displaying their quirks and fancies on the field of play.


Historically minded readers will recall that the sensation of the 1899 season was the Hampshire batsman Major R.M. Poore who averaged 116 for the county, hitting seven hundreds, one of them a little matter of 301 against Somerset. A brilliant all-round games player, the Major in due course became a Major-General, his Test cricket being played not for England but for South Africa. He continued to play a good deal of relatively minor cricket in England in his latter years, however, and when asked by some enthusiastic undergraduates during a match in the Parks in the late 1920s how on earth batsmen should deal with the frighteningly fast and fierce Nottinghamshire fast bowler Harold Larwood, his reply was:
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The Major on guard.





‘Charge him, Sah. Fix yer bayonets and charge him!’
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More heavy hats, worn in India by Lord Tennyson and W.J. Edrich, going out to bat against Sind in 1937.





On warm days the Major-General would play in a solar topee, and Ian Peebles recalled how on one occasion he was standing at mid-off during an MCC match in the West Country whilst the Middlesex leg-spinner, Jim Powell, was spinning his way through the local opposition with some ease. One batsman in particular was clearly unable to distinguish Powell’s leg-break from his googly and the Major-General turned towards George Fenner, fielding close to him in the covers, cupped his hands and boomed:


‘Depend upon it, Fenner, we shall have a catch directly.’


Seldom was military prophesy more quickly fulfilled because at the very next ball the batsman aimed a tremendous heave and the ball curled up high into the blue yonder in the general direction of mid-off. At this point the limitations of the solar topee became apparent because the noble General was unable to sight the ball overhead through the hat’s broad brim. He began to exercise steadily more desperate revolutions on the spot until, with an exasperated groan, he called out again to Fenner: ‘It’s no good, Fenner, I’ve lost the beggar.’


To which Fenner, suppressing his laughter, replied: ‘Hardly surprising, General. Extra-cover caught it ten seconds ago.’


Another military cricketer of formidable reputation and eccentric mien was Colonel ‘Buns’ Cartwright, late of the Coldstream Guards, who was President of Eton Ramblers for many years and who played the game himself until he was well over sixty. I once inadvertently during a speech at Lord’s referred to him as ‘Major Carwight Cartwright’ and was subjected for the remainder of my peroration to irascible asides such as ‘Silly young fellah’ or ‘What’s the stupid ass talkin’ about?’


He accompanied the Ramblers to Corfu for one of The Cricketer Festivals and we booked him into the most comfortable hotel available, telling the manager that he was a somewhat peppery gentleman, but had a heart of gold, and would probably change his room three times in the first two days, but would he please look after him. We picked him up at the airport and delivered him to the hotel reception, whereupon the manager came mincing up saying:


‘I have reserved the best suite for you, Colonel Cartwright.’


To which he replied: ‘And what have you got for bloody cheese?’


The girl behind the desk said: ‘Please can I have your passport?’


To which he said: ‘No, you can’t. I’m British. I suppose you will ask for my birth certificate next.’


One day Peter Lowndes, the captain, went to pick him up from the hotel and couldn’t find him. Eventually he discovered him on his balcony with practically nothing on except a hat with an Eton Ramblers band round it, doing a little Greek dance with two cleaning ladies who had come to do his room.


An invitation was sent to him to attend the final of The Cricketer Cup. The invitation read: ‘The Directors of The Cricketer request the pleasure...’ This received a curt reply on a postcard (he only wrote postcards) saying: ‘I am unimpressed by your invitation. It should have read: ‘From the President and Directors of The Cricketer’, for I am President. Do I bring my own sandwiches?’ (In explanation, it should be said that the idea of making him President had been mooted in a jocular way during lunch when he had been a Director of the magazine, then under different ownership.)


During tea-time at the final he was asked to make the draw for the following year’s competition. Because he found difficulty with his arthritic fingers in extracting small pieces of paper, we arranged for him to have ping-pong balls numbered 1 to 32 and Belinda, the comely wife of the owner of The Cricketer, Ben Brocklehurst, held these in a jug so that he could take them out one by one as the teams were called. This prompted another postcard which simply said:


‘Thank you for asking me to The Cricketer Cup final and please thank Belinda for holding my balls.’


As one might expect, cricket in Corfu has its own special eccentricities. How could it be otherwise when to Corfiot batsmen the call of ‘Ne’ from one partner to another means not ‘No, get back,’ but ‘Yes’? Many a quick single is stolen by the home team as English opposition, accustomed subconsciously to relaxing when they hear ‘No’, assume that no run is to be attempted. Although they are generally attacking cricketers, the Greeks appreciate nothing so much as an old-fashioned forward defensive shot which is always greeted by cries of ‘Bravo’ from the crowd.


One of the great characters of Corfiot cricket was Kontos, captain of the Byron Cricket Club. Kontos liked to enjoy his cricket and always went in first and opened the bowling, keeping himself on until the conclusion of the innings. On one occasion he misfielded on the boundary, which prompted some ribald comments from members of the crowd who told him in Greek that if he didn’t bowl so much perhaps he might be better in the field. With an angry glower he marked down the culprit, ran over and socked him on the jaw! This held up the game for five minutes until the police arrived blowing whistles, after which the game was resumed as if nothing had happened.


Playing against The Cricketer XI he was clean bowled first ball, whereupon he advanced in a menacing manner towards the umpire who obligingly, if belatedly, shouted: ‘No ball.’


Not all captains have such power over the umpires, though the best of them tend to have original minds. It was unfairly said of Sussex captains that the players followed David Sheppard out of faith, Ted Dexter out of loyalty to the club and Robin Marlar out of sheer curiosity. Robin was a fine off-spinner who learned his cricket at Harrow where his schoolmate John Thicknesse returned to the pavilion one evening long after a team practice to pick up some kit and found Robin sitting on the rafters under the roof. It transpired that this was the Marlar method of protesting silently at the decision of the cricket master to drop one of his team-mates!


More recently I played in a match which Robin joined about an hour late – like me, he finds it difficult to be punctual. Just as the bowler came running in, Robin’s car appeared behind the sightscreen in a puff of dust. Out he rushed, already changed into whites but with his shirt hanging out, followed all the way to the middle by a huge Newfoundland dog to which he vainly yelled: ‘Sit!’


Generally, eccentrics in cricket are of two types, the deliberate idiosyncratic and those who are unconsciously so. Amongst the former are the Oxford Blue ‘Loopy’ Legard, who gave up cricket to play golf, in which game he is the only reputable player to abandon the stationary address and to substitute instead a two-pace run at the ball, accompanied by a defiant snort; and Commander ‘Wally’ Hammond, RN Retd (no relation, I believe, of his immortal namesake) who played a great deal of club cricket in the Hampshire area and who could be seen before matches erecting a tent in the corner of the ground so that his wife and children might be deposited out of harm’s way, complete with food and toys to keep them happy!
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