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The world is not amazed with prodigies of excellence, but when Wit tramples upon Rules, and Magnanimity breaks the chains of Prudence.


Dr Johnson






















INTRODUCTION





The death of a newspaperman, especially one well past the peak of his celebrity, does not normally attract much public grief. But when Frank Keating died in January 2013 it was different. One experienced colleague called it ‘an outpouring of something a bit more than respect and affection, more like gratitude and love’.


His funeral, on a chill winter’s day, caused a spike in the number of passengers on the sluggardly line between Paddington and Hereford. On a summer’s night six months later a full house crammed into a hall at London University to celebrate his life. Many old friends were there, but most of that crowd had never met Frank. They were readers, mainly Guardian readers. They felt they knew him simply by reading his columns over the years.


Keating’s sports writing in the Guardian spanned half a century, from 1962 to 2012. His first article was an anonymous hockey report, commissioned from him as the nearest keen young journalist on hand in Slough. There is still a little more to come: a couple of obituaries commissioned in advance still lurk in the Guardian computer system, awaiting their day.


For 40 years he kept writing: not far off 3000 Guardian articles, maybe two and a half million words. There were 14 books and well over 1000 magazine pieces: at different times he had regular columns in Punch, the Spectator and the Oldie. His last few newspaper pieces, before his final illness, appeared not in the Guardian, but its Sunday sister the Observer.


Journalistically he was a late developer: Keating was in his late 30s by the time he sprang into the Guardian sports pages and emerged, fully-fledged, as its star columnist. He began to lose his appetite for rushing around the planet after he moved back to Herefordshire in his 50s and his travelling tapered off rapidly after his health started to deteriorate in his early 60s. His rise was meteoric and in one sense he blazed across the sky, just like a meteor, only briefly.


But he packed a lot in. And the love affair between Frank and his readers was an enduring one. There were, I think, three reasons for his success. Firstly, there was his writing. It was only when I began to research this book that I began to understand that his truncated formal education was fundamental to his journalism. As Winston Churchill said of Harrow, his education was interrupted only by his schooling. And like Sir Neville Cardus 50 years before him, he marched into the Guardian, always a paper full of posh-university men, and, with barely an O-level to his name, wrote them under the table. He didn’t seem to know how things weren’t meant to be done.


His imagery was breathtaking and vocabulary audacious: he was indeed the ‘onliest Frank’. This extended to his choice of subjects too. Daily journalists are essentially herd animals: contrary to popular belief, the main aim of a day’s work is not the fraught business of scooping the opposition, but to avoid being scooped – editors get angry only if you miss something. But Frank would head in directions no one else had thought of: up in the morning to see Mother Teresa in Calcutta or the fortune teller in Bangalore; lunchtime with the French rugby team on Eurostar; late at night to watch Geoffrey Boycott, disc jockey. All recorded in these pages.


Secondly, there was his charm. He liked sportsmen (a rarer quality among sports journalists than you might think) and they took to him and trusted him. He made lasting friendships with them, often improbable ones: the convivial Frank hit it off with the stoical and abstemious Graham Gooch as he did with his more regular bar-companion, Ian Botham. It is true (and the great Cardus had a similar habit) that the quotes he extracted were inclined to sound a bit, well, Keatingesque. But I never heard anyone actually complain. He never misrepresented anyone’s thoughts; he just made them more eloquent.


As Mike Atherton pointed out in a characteristically perceptive piece in the Times, this would be impossible nowadays. In the major sports, press and performers are rigidly segregated; there is minimal contact, controlled by public relations officers. The drivel that results, Mike might have added, is not just bland and boring, but – though accurately transcribed – inherently falser than Frank’s cavalier interpretations.


The third and most important aspect is that his charm came across to the readers. They sensed that Frank was as starry-eyed and uncynical about sport as they were and shared their own delight in the personalities and their character. He was their representative at courtside, touchline and boundary’s edge.


In all of that, he was the onliest. And it makes, I hope, the selection of his work that follows not just a compelling read, but also a unique record of our own sporting lifetimes.




*





I knew Frank for 40 years. I was his colleague on the Guardian for 25 of them and I was, by chance, his sort-of neighbour in Herefordshire (we lived at opposite ends of the county) for more than 20. He was a friend, something of a hero and to a large extent my mentor. His widow Jane kindly asked me to give the eulogy at his funeral. By public demand (well, a couple of people asked) this is reprinted at the back of the book, along with other tributes, in lieu of a fuller appraisal here.


Editing this anthology has been largely a pleasure, but it has posed particular challenges. At times I have felt like a scholar of Aramaic or Sanskrit, worrying away at the true meaning of some ancient fragment of text. Let me explain. To start with, Frank was not a precise every-comma-in-place kind of writer. He excelled at verbal pyrotechnics, which inevitably meant the odd damp squib (possible cause of error number one in this collection).


Most of his career took place using the old newspaper technology (not that he ever mastered computers). Newspaper reports were dictated by telephone to copy-takers, a profession now, alas, just about extinct. Nearly all were gloriously eccentric; some were brilliant, some were not. One on the Guardian was deaf (possible cause of error number two). Then there were the sub-editors, of whom I was once one. Mainly, we corrected the writer’s errors of grammar or fact; being human, we sometimes added our own instead (3).


On the Guardian, the edited copy would be taken down to the basement by a chirpy Cockney messenger to be rekeyed into hot metal by a typesetter (4). The old Linotype machines did not allow the setters to correct mistakes; what was done was done. Of course, there were proofreaders to deal with this. But the Guardian printing presses were several streets away from the office and the corrections often failed to arrive in time (5), which is why the Guardian became infamous for its misprints and rechristened the Grauniad. Also, there was no precise means of assessing in advance whether the copy was the right length for the space available. If it was too long the metal type itself had to be cut by a compositor under the direction of a sub-editor, very, very fast. Both parties were capable of mistakes (6 and 7). Sometimes paragraphs would appear in the wrong place or transposed and a story might well end in the middle of a sentence for no apparent


Fast forward several decades. The technology has moved on so much that almost everything that ever appeared in the Guardian in the 180-odd years between its first edition and the arrival of the internet has been rescanned on to the web, an amazing resource available to anyone for a small fee. But scanning fading old pages can produce murky images (8). Furthermore, the result is in a format that does not allow one to cut and paste. So most of Frank’s columns have had to be printed out and enlarged, not always very legibly, and rekeyed yet again by a typist who did wonderfully but nonetheless … (9)


That provided a computer file for me to edit onscreen, giving me the opportunity to re-create errors that very possibly I myself introduced more than thirty years ago when I subbed the copy in the first place (10).


You get the picture? Normally, at this point of an introduction an author or editor thanks everyone who helped and then declares that any mistakes that have crept in are his own responsibility. I’m bloody well not going to say that in this case. The list of suspects is endless.


On selection, however, the buck does stop with me. A remarkable number of Frank’s friends and colleagues responded to my plea for their favourite Keating column. As on the radio, not everyone can get their request played; editing an anthology involves delicate balancing acts. But I got in as many as I could, and I am very grateful to everyone who replied. The fact that several responders displayed signs of being able to go on to Mastermind – specialist subject: the Works of Frank Keating – is another tribute to Frank. Nearly all the pieces I have chosen are from the Guardian, which is where his best work was done.


I have re-edited the pieces a bit (11), mainly to cut topical references that make no sense at this distance, and the contractual-obligation factual bits that don’t fit easily into an anthology. Real textual scholars and potential Mastermind contestants can hunt down the original cuttings if they want. In the main body of my book, the editor’s interjections, intrusive in the first and last chapters but otherwise sparing, are in italics.


I would also like to thank Sara Montgomery, Laura Hassan, Lisa Darnell, Sophie Lazar, Andy Armitage and Helen May Kelleher at Guardian/Faber. Richard Nelsson, the Guardian information manager, was very useful as was, particularly, Frank’s last sports editor, Matthew Hancock of the Observer. My own wife, Hilary, made many helpful suggestions. And Jane Keating was a constant source of books and cuttings from forgotten corners of Frank’s library, plus encouragement, support and common sense.


And finally my thanks go to Frank Keating, for being so damn good.




 





Matthew Engel


Herefordshire, February 2014
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Francis Vincent Keating, 4 October 1937, Hereford


Educated


Belmont Abbey; Douai School


Career


Reporter, local papers 1956–63 (Stroud News, Hereford Times, Surrey Times, Bristol Evening World, Rhodesia Herald, Bulawayo Chronicle, Slough Observer)
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Editor, Outside Broadcasts, Rediffusion Television 1964–8
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Another Bloody Day in Paradise 1981


Up and Under 1983


Long Days, Late Nights 1984
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Gents and Players 1986


Passing Shots 1988
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The Great Number Tens 1994


Gooch: My Autobiography 1995 (with Graham Gooch)


Band of Brothers 1996


Frank Keating’s Sporting Century 1998
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Parents Bryan and Monica; sisters Clare and Ann


Married


(1) Sally Head 1975-80, divorced


(2) Jane Sinclair 1987-2013


Children


Paddy, born 1988; Tess, born 1989
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FLORID FLAM …







The name Frank Keating first appeared in the Manchester Guardian in November 1927. Its owner had just failed to be elected to Heywood Borough Council in Lancashire as a Liberal candidate. It returned in May 1945, three days before VE Day, when Major-General Frank A. Keating, commander of the US 102nd Infantry Division, announced: ‘On land, sea and in the air the Germans are thoroughly whipped and their only recourse is to surrender.’


The Frank Keating of this book was not born until 1937, so these first entries in the paper’s database represent intruders. His first bylines began to surface in local papers from the mid-1950s when he was starting out in local journalism, a time when he had not quite perfected his art. More a wanderer than minstrel, you might say: Stroud, Surrey, Salisbury (the one that’s now Harare), Slough … On at least one of his early papers, the Surrey Times, he was allowed considerable scope to express himself, but had not yet mastered the self-deprecation that would become his trademark. Unfortunately, this was the period when he was an aspiring theatre critic.





‘Had I been able to preface my visit to Gilt and Gingerbread at Guildford Theatre this week with a visit to some money-no-object hotel and a meal of seasonal game with full trimmings and the best bottle of claret, followed by a Martell and a Havana, I might have been smugly mellow enough to giggle cosily at its candy-floss, West End wit.


Two cups of tea and a boiled egg was my preface to the show, however, and it is the only account I can give to explain why all around me were giggling cosily, while I could scarcely raise even a jaundiced smile throughout …


By the middle of the first scene I started wondering how the dear old English theatre is going to survive when it turns out such laboured light-heartedness; and London’s West End is full of it.


The time is bound to come when big theatre managements and promoters will discover that this sort of policy is stifling them. If they do not leave their awakening too late they will be forced to relax their cautious, parochial and avaricial [sic] grip on the reins and give the legions of young and eager theatrical thinkers their head …’




Young thinkers like Frank, maybe. This was around 1958, the Angry Young Man era. Mercifully, he was not normally angry, and soon realised it was actresses that interested him more than the actual stage. However, there were hints of his ability to extract the telling quote. Once he made the front page splash under the byline Frank V. Keating (a name rather than a football fixture) with a story headed





1,400 FOREIGN STUDENTS IN GUILDFORD


Some Like Us – Some of Us Like Them




Not all, though. The Tunsgate Club in the High Street had banned the French contingent as troublemakers and, as Frank V. Keating reported:





Paul Frys, from Marseilles, who has been here nearly six weeks was definite; ‘Guildford,’ he declared, ‘it stink.’




Keating was 25 when he first got a piece in the Guardian: a short hockey report commissioned from him when he was in Slough in 1962, simply because the paper wanted a report and the local sports editor was a better bet than a random passer-by. There was no byline, not even a minor textual hint that this was the imperceptible and improbable beginning of half a century of Guardian history. But then, as Frank wrote many years later: ‘They pitilessly cut all my florid flam about autumn leaves and Windsor Castle in the distance. But they actually printed the boring bits in between.’ And how boring those bits were: a game with almost no spectator appeal reported in a flat tone, pedantic initials and all - exactly the kind of antique sports journalism that Frank would be partially responsible for demolishing. Keating’s career lived up to his first Guardian headline.





Surrey Slow to Find Form



Buckinghamshire 0 Surrey 4


October 18 1962


Surrey gained the anticipated easy victory over Buckinghamshire in the opening county championship hockey match of the season at Slough yesterday.


But the favourites made almost a hard task of it. Though they dominated the midfield approaches, their attacks disintegrated within striking distance because of over-anxious bunching in the circle, and a brave Bucks rear guard inspired by goalkeeper G.K. Bunnell. It was not until midway through the second half that Bunnell was first passed, R.B. Constable then shooting in from a short corner.


Thereafter, Surrey, having at last found the way, set about making the score line in some measure match their territorial superiority. S.D. Mayes shrugged off some flabby tackling before his well-angled shot went home. Bucks retorted with a rally in which they forced two corners, hit a post and won a penalty bully. But this was easily cleared to P. Austen, whose shot after a flashing run hit the bar, and P. Gent scored from the rebound. In the closing minutes, Constable for once got clear of I.L. Mitchell’s close attention and beat Bunnell with a good drive.


When they finally got into their stride the Surrey forwards, encouraged by smooth service from behind, made grand use of the early, diagonal crossfield hit, and some sensible push and run passing. Bucks, in their sporadic offensives, relied overmuch on the predictable corner flag centre and the telegraphed through pass.




This report did not even make the Guardian archive now available (for a small fee) on the internet. Presumably it appeared only in the London edition. In Manchester it was pushed out by only slightly more urgent news: the English table tennis rankings and the results of the 18-hole East Riding & District Alliance four-ball medal. It might have been lost to posterity – certainly its authorship would have remained unknown – had not Frank, characteristically, kept the cutting.


That was eight and a half years before his reports would start appearing regularly. By that time he had joined the Guardian as a sub-editor, but stayed only a year before being given the very grand title of Editor, Outside Broadcasts, at the London ITV station Associated-Rediffusion. His last major assignment as a TV man was the 1970 World Cup in Mexico when his activities including filing reports for the Times, encouraged by his friend David Miller. His World Cup reports included what purported to be an exclusive interview with the England manager; not, perhaps, even that famously reticent man’s most revelatory remarks.





From FRANK KEATING


GUADALAJARA: Sir Alf Ramsey told me yesterday evening that he would not announce the England team until the morning of the match.




This moonlighting appears to have been a factor in Frank having to skulk back to the Guardian and a very ungrand job on the sports desk. His first reporting assignment must have felt a long way from Guadalajara. His report ‘Littlechild gives Durham victory’, dated 17 March 1971, was a rather dry account of a university rugby sevens tournament at Roehampton. One assumes there was a certain amount of florid flam in the original, excised by one of his colleagues.


It took a while before the sports editor, John Samuel, realised that he had a special talent on his hands. It was even longer before the message got through to the Manchester office, which was still largely autonomous, and where the subs were very hard on flam. In that early period, when Frank was forging his reputation, he did more moonlighting – on Saturday afternoons. This was normal at the Guardian, which did not have a Sunday edition, provided its sports writers used a pseudonym. Hence the brief life but ultimately sad death of ‘Desmond Marsh’. Years later Frank told the story in Punch.





The Millwall murder mystery



Who killed Desmond Marsh?


Punch 20 January 1989


A basic punter’s rule of thumb is that the fifth-placed nag round Tattenham Corner goes on to win the Derby. As the leaders in English soccer’s first division galloped into 1989’s home straight this month, Liverpool were fifth, moving nice and easy, and coiled for the final furlong. Steady as she goes. You read it here first.


Arsenal led with a high-stepping, thoroughbred swank. Followed by Norwich City and Millwall. I’m sorry, I’ll read that again. Norwich and Millwall? What the blazes is going on? Enough’s enough. Joke’s over, surely? Don’t you be too certain. I have a very soft spot for these two hearty, heavily handicapped, homely old selling-platers, who are frolicking up the hill with the cream of the century. I served my apprenticeship at Norwich and Millwall. Or rather, Master Desmond Marsh did.


Seventeen years ago, as the coffin-like days of winter were hedging about turning into those of spring, my Saturday afternoon beat alternated for weeks between Millwall’s dingy Den and Norwich’s sword-sharp, Siberian sleet. And on successive Saturdays in April 1972, I saw them both promoted to the first division for the, till then, one and only time in their history. In Millwall’s case, however, promotion that year lasted only eight minutes.


A kindly sports editor said he’d try me out at match reporting. They called me ‘Desmond Marsh’ of the Sunday Telegraph. Cadge a phone, and 400 breathless words ‘on the whistle’ – all for 11 guineas a time, plus travel warrant. Norwich and Millwall were neck-and-neck for promotion that season. The star writers steered clear, so I began to be considered the specialist in the respective second divvy charms of these two amiably unfashionable clubs. When I’ve popped in occasionally to either ground all these years later, old codgers who serve tea or Bovril, or dish out your free programme, still call me up in their ripely different accents, ‘Allo, Des, boy, you got us again, then? All right, my son?’ Bless them, they don’t notice I’m not in short pants any more, nor have that ever-ready row of spare biros in my top pocket. To them, poor, dead Desmond still scribbles on.


My routine never changed all through that February, March and April. I’ve got most of the programmes still. Millwall one week, Norwich the next. The Den was an impenetrable black hole of mud-slimed field, tucked behind rain-glistening, rivulet-running, cobblestoned dockland lanes. My drill was to catch the Tube early to the Elephant about noon, then lazily loiter down Copperfield’s old road to Kent. You had to be in the mood for Millwall.


I’d start with just one at the Thomas à Becket, where upstairs punchy old pugilists would puff and snort at the heavy bag; and, below, a raucous, peroxide blonde licensee would threaten to lay them out if they came downstairs and got out of turn. Then it would be time to amble on down to the public library, to go through the morning’s tabloids and the local rag to see how they perceived the match; and, to end up, a final swift half at that scruffy pub on the main road corner, all effing and blinding and fist-fight scuffles as tensions grew before kick-off.


Norwich the next week made a very different day out for ‘Desmond’. For one thing, the Telegraph’s 11 guineas was a particularly paltry sum if you met a hic of fellow hacks on the 10.30 travel-warrant buffet-car from Liverpool Street. Certainly, you’d be out of pocket for the return journey by the time, awash with aperitifs, you stepped unsteadily out of the ritzy dining room of the – was it called The Nelson Hotel? – just opposite the station. By now, the earlier leisurely throng would have cranked on the extra scurry to their gait as 3pm approached – though they’d still have the agricultural roll accentuated by their heavy jackets of rusty tweed or lovat-check, all with leather reinforcements sewn into the elbows. Us London mob would roll along for different reasons.


Someone wrote a pained letter to the Guardian the other day pointing out that he’d never read a report of a Norwich match at Carrow Road this season without the word ‘homely’ cropping up at least a couple of times. It was difficult to resist the adjective in my day, too. Why, it was the only league ground with a pub, The Nest, built into the very grandstand itself. With all the new laws for soccer sobriety flying about, I wonder if it’s still there?


On the penultimate Saturday of that romantic 1972 season, Norwich ensured their first-time promotion to the first division championship, and set up a heck of an unlikely East Anglian carnival hullabaloo. Their star turn Dave Stringer, by the way, is Norfolk through and through, and appropriately he is the club’s manager in this present annus mirabilis.


Down the Old Kent Road the following Saturday (29 April 1972) Millwall had to beat Preston North End to go up into the ultimate big-time with Norwich – providing Birmingham City lost, as they surely would, at Sheffield Wednesday the same afternoon. Millwall were winning at a nervous enough canter, by 2-0 – Possee and Bridges the scorers – when raging bushfire whispers began to be spread though the multitude with five minutes to go.


Someone had heard on the BBC radio that Birmingham had lost 2-1 at Hillsborough. The knees-up started from the corner with the wireless, like that modern, billowing Mexican wave. At the final whistle, the jubilant thousands swarmed over the field. The overjoyed Millwall players happily had the white shirts torn off their backs for souvenirs before being hoisted aloft on shoulders and chaired to the milling touchline. Glorious bedlam. Kisses sweeter than wine. They had done it.


Up in the cramped little knee-crushing pressbox, ‘Desmond Marsh’, having cadged his early phone, dictated his 400 frantic words of purple praise to the Lillywhite Lions and their dramatic elevation to the highest division in the game. Then he thought he’d be even more smartly professional, and, within five minutes of the final whistle, was hotfooting it back up the Old Kent Road before the crowds had done with their glee.


Off he nipped, smartish as I say, and didn’t tarry until he’d hit West London for a couple of quenching pints at opening time. Certainly it was a good couple of hours before he hit the home fire. The Sunday Telegraph were on the line. And not best pleased. It was Birmingham who had won at Sheffield by 2-1. Millwall had not been promoted. A crucial edition had been missed. No, I would not make a reporter. I learned later that a loudspeaker announcement giving Birmingham’s correct score had been made just eight minutes after the final whistle at the Den. The party had stopped abruptly. But I was well on my way.


Desmond Marsh never wrote another line. In fact, that was the day he died. Murdered at Millwall.
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PEOPLE







In the four decades after the demise of Desmond, much of Frank’s best and most evocative writing for the Guardian would be his profiles of and interviews with the sporting – and sometimes non-sporting – figures he admired most. He was able to write about them affectionately, tellingly, often teasingly, in a way that defied the conventions of journalism. These were completely idiosyncratic, yet often definitive.





A question of living a little, my dear



Alec Stock


2 May 1975


Focus sharply on Alec Stock – deaf, wheezily asthmatic and 60 next birthday – when he leads out Fulham at the FA Cup final tomorrow. The straight-backed carriage of the old soldier at the head of his troops will represent, surely, the most touching moment of a pleasant but pretty ordinary old season. It couldn’t be happening to a nicer bloke. Certainly he rabbits on (and on) about the old-time courtesies of first-class soccer; and he shouts because he’s deaf; and like all ill people he likes talking about his illnesses – though it’s apparently true that he might have died if the Fulham physiotherapist, Ron Woolnough, hadn’t injected him after the tensions of the drawn semi-final against Birmingham.


The grey backpage eminences sip their Complan o’nights and lipcurl at Stock’s fossilised approach to the game. But it’s a long time that he’s been liking the romance as much as the result; in fact, as he says, he’s only presuming a Fulham victory tomorrow because he’s a romantic. Even ‘Fulham for the Cup’, as his parting shot this week, seemed bathed in some sort of necessary philosophical Eureka.


The old stagers in his team, Bobby Moore and Alan Mullery, comparative chickens, have been subject to all the crowing of late. But the old cockerel ahead of them tomorrow is entitled to the most prancing strut of all. He’s been so long around, and now at last he’s arrived. Win or lose, his war is over tomorrow – to which he replies ‘Long live the war’.


Stock’s Wembley walk will also be the clincher that clears the family name with the Football Association; would that skeleton please come out of the cupboard at once? For Alec Stock reckons he is the first manager to lead his team out for an FA Cup final who still owns (and loves) a relative who has been banned from playing anywhere, in any country administered by FIFA, for the whole of his mortal life.


His brother-in-law – sensible, doe-eyed, agricultural Donald – was sentenced thus, sine die, by the North Somerset disciplinary commission, sitting magisterially in Shepton Mallet years ago. No evidence was offered in defence of the charge that after being sent off in a match between Shoscombe and Bath Rovers, Donald determinedly picked his jacket off the hedge, walked a mile back to his farm, revved his tractor back up the hill and with a maniacal Fordson vroom-vroom, chased the referee from the field of play and over the stile: a dodgem after a spindly bantam. Two weeks later a letter to the Bath Chronicle from a local referee complained that the sentence was far too light ‘for a would-be murderer’.


But if gentle Donald, his one aberration enough to muse on warmly for life, could serenely live without any more soccer, it is certain that his brother-in-law couldn’t.


When people are told there are coal mines in Somerset, they take the news with the disbelief of those who hear of Welsh in Patagonia, music in Manchester, prostitution in Cheltenham, split infinitives in the Times. And, sure, it’s hard to twig that under the lazy Mendip green of cidrous Midsomer Norton, Radstock, Peasedown or Stratton-on-the-Fosse there are men with black-speckled faces and lamps clamped to their foreheads, pickaxe-pixies deep down under Camelot; sweaty, swearing, hewing black-and-white men 2,000 feet below the docile, chewing black and white Friesians.


Alec Stock’s dad was a Somerset miner. And like all other miners, his time off centred around sport: cricket in those lovely shirts-off western weekend summers, soccer in the crispy blanketed, banked-fire winters. On Saturdays they’d bag the 4am shift so they could be up by noon for the Match – ‘out of the pit cage they’d come, cagebirds liberated by a hooter,’ remembers Stock. The whole area was made up of either big miners, smallholders, or the unemployed.


‘We were professionals in as much as half the village would play the other half for a price – a Woodbine a man.’


The times were tether’s end for parents: though up above fields were green as ever, the seams weren’t showing any more. Many children had to be evacuated. Alec Stock’s cousin was sent to Dartford; the whole family followed; old miner became Kentish sand shifter at a stroke – and young Stock found himself first at a rugby school, then apprenticed to a London bank.


But the old Western Woodbine days had taken root. He stuck to his soccer and after setting off as a fizzy inside forward with the Wilmington Total Abstainers, he started turning up to amateur practice games at Tottenham Hotspur. There Jimmy Seed watched him on the quiet one evening and talked him into signing for Charlton Athletic – as long as his father could also have a job cementing the terracing at The Valley. Two years later, in 1938, he was bought by Queen’s Park Rangers (‘I’ve still got the receipt, I was worth £500 body and soul; it didn’t do much for the old ego’).


The rude interruption that followed proved some sort of blessing in as much as it offered yet another bright cloth-cap youngster an explosive chance for development and responsibility, a chance that the haywire education system denied. Starting as a private, Stock was to become an expert in infantry tactics by 1942; he was a captain of tanks, and ended up a major. By the time his eardrums had become irreparably damaged and his body peppered with shrapnel at Caen he had determined to return to Somerset as, perhaps, a smallholder, or better still, a country auctioneer and estate agent. It was enough anyway to be going back to roots.


Then Yeovil Town, southern league dozers snuggling down in the balmy Blackmore Vale, advertised: £10 a week, full-time coach, trainer, player, captain, secretary, manager, preferably a goalscoring forward with knowledge of first aid. Major Stock couldn’t resist. It was a fearful slog. The only other fellow on the staff was the groundsman at 30 bob a week. He says he was mentally numb by the time Saturdays came round: he was invariably sick in the dressing room during his half-time pep talks.


Then, in the 1948 season, Yeovil painstakingly, amazingly, won through to the third round proper of the FA Cup. They were drawn against Bury, who were the second division leaders. On a dull Thursday 10 days before the game, Jack Milligan, of the Daily Graphic, drifted back from Peel’s in Fleet Street after lunch to do the first edition, throwaway Soccer Bits. Anything for an intro, and luckily Enquiries didn’t take long to get him Yeovil Town’s number. For something to say, Stock told him that Bury should really be bothered about Yeovil’s incredible sloping pitch.


Though Milligan didn’t know it, Yeovil’s pitch was the flattest by far in the area; it was a good enough angle for a quiet sports desk day. Stock’s quotes ran in all editions: ‘We’ll keep banging the ball up the slope to our winger on the side. He’ll just blow his crosses over. It’s hard work for our men on the bottom side but I can assure them that it’ll be a lot harder for Bury if they don’t grasp the idea.’


It was the perfect con. Bury by no means grasped it. Yeovil won easily into the fourth round and a home draw against the stars and stripes from Sunderland – Watson, Shackleton, Elliott, Ramsden, Daniel and all, the most expansive and expensive line-up of all time. Stock’s near-invention of his slope and all the trumpeting follow-ups to Milligan’s story made Sunderland hesitate: daily, it seemed, Stock was photographed on his centre-circle with a spirit level; he had the local brewery ring the ground with tiered terracing in the form of beer crates, not only to let 17,500 of Yeovil’s 23,000 population see the game but to help cramp the Sunderland forwards. He even persuaded his Casterbridge-type grain merchant directors to put up his team of part-timers in a hotel for the week before the match.


And sure enough on 29 January, 1949, Sunderland went to bits. Stock himself scored a beauty, a 20-yard left-foot volley on the half-hour, Sunderland equalised on instinct, as it were, then settled back into a right old flap. Yeovil went ahead again and set about kicking everything out of sight – ‘over the grandstand and into the allotments,’ recalls Stock. When Stock hoofed one clearance into Devon with two minutes left, the immortal Shack complained to him, ‘Come on, old matey, don’t spoil a good game.’ But they did, and they were through to Manchester United, played at Maine Road. 81,000 people, no slope and an 8-1 drubbing in the fifth round. And when Matt Busby came to the visitors’ dressing room afterwards to say sorry about the volume of goals, Stock told him, ‘Don’t worry, my dear, at least we’ve lived a little.’


Stock and Yeovil (the club made £5,000 from the run, during which time the total players’ wage-bill was £69 and 10 shillings) became a coupled byword for the times: Bevin and Bevan, Matthews and Mortensen, Jock and Snowy, Hutton and Washbrook, Granger and Lockwood, Stock and Yeovil. Anyway Pathé Pictorial just wouldn’t stop filming them.


A few months later another journalist rang Yeovil. Bernard Joy, of the London Evening Standard, had been asked to sound out Stock about a move to Leyton Orient, who were in the old Third Division South. He moved, still pretty much in charge of everything, and within three years Orient were promoted. Stock was booked for the big time: Arsenal took him as assistant and heir to the ailing Tom Whitaker; he was poised for one of the most celebrated jobs in British club management.


But he never felt at ease, never felt fully occupied in so swish an outfit. Nevertheless, he joined when they were third from bottom of the first division, and they were sixth from top four months later. Then, one Saturday evening by a gorgeous fluke, Arsenal and Orient both travelled back on the same train. Orient’s chairman, Harry Zussman, sensed Stock’s unease in the big-time and offered him his old job back. He accepted with relief.


There was to be just one more flirtation with the bright lights. In 1957 AS Roma, the Italian club, fluttered their eyelids at him and he went. In his 16 weeks as team manager they lost only one of 11 games. But he spoke no Italian – his half-time pep-talks were translated by a 16-year-old who’d learnt English on summer holidays in North Wales. He could not cope with the dressing room intrigues. One of his best memories of Rome was the Sunday mornings when the English first editions arrived at Termini station: they had reports of all the West Country village matches – Radstock vs Peasedown Miners Welfare, Welton vs Paulton and all. When the Rome rumours reached England, the phone at once rang in the Stocks’ lovely flat near the Vatican. Come back to Orient, said Harry Zussman. And back he went to the London editions.


Stock has carefully stayed in warm little ponds ever since. He likes being a father-fish. From Orient he moved to Queen’s Park Rangers and stayed 10 years, an early two spent badgering Vic Buckingham, down the road at Fulham, to sell his eccentric teenage soloist Rodney Marsh. Buckingham finally did, for a desultory £15,000: Stock built a team around the nipper and Rodney repaid Stock by making him the only living manager to have taken a team from the third to the first division in successive seasons. He won him the league cup too, on that golden day in 1967 after giving West Brom a two-goal start. The Shepherd’s Bush bonfire night went memorably into the early morning, ever accompanied by that haunting, chorused anthem to the lad: ‘Rod-nee, Rod-nee’ a descending major third of homage.


The deaf Stock, alas, never heard it: he was ill with asthma too; once Rangers got to the first division his doctor advised him to take six weeks off. The day he returned he was fired. He was incurable, said the board. He took up his bed and went back to the third division, to little Luton, to build another team. And what a side – he again conned Fulham into selling him a limited left-back for just £18,000, and turned him in a weekend into Malcolm Macdonald, England’s five-goal centre forward. He also bought Givens, Nicholl and Anderson.


Luton won the third division straight off – and looked unquestionable favourites to go straight up to the first again. But the club was horribly tied up with Tony Hunt and his V and G insurance combine and, when the company crashed with an almighty clang, Stock had to sell all his jewels to keep the club solvent … Macdonald went to Newcastle, Rioch and Nicholl to Villa, Givens to QPR.


Three years ago he came to Fulham and started building yet another new team. Mullery he bought for £60,000, Moore for £25,000, two old has-beens who are very much still-ares. And now they’ve got Stock to the FA Cup at Wembley, 26 years after he first set out in that third qualifying round with Yeovil. Moore was quoted this week: ‘When we line up at the mouth of the tunnel on Saturday, Alec’ll be at the front waiting. He’ll give us the nod to go, then he’ll be off striding out ahead in his collar and tie. We’ll have to run to keep up with him. He loves it, does old Alec.’


If you notice Stock talking to Ron Greenwood of West Ham on the way, I bet he’ll be trying to convince him that there’s a sudden and terrible slope on the Wembley pitch. And also that, win or lose, he’ll say to him afterwards, just like that day in February 1949, ‘Never mind, my dear, at least we lived a little.’




West Ham beat Fulham 2-0 in the final. Alec Stock died, aged 84, in 2001. And until he himself died, Frank Keating called everyone ‘m’dear’. I like to think it was listening to Stock that persuaded him it was not unmanly.





The greatest showmen on earth



Ali and Pele


1 October 1977


As the grey fingers of dawn groped their way up over the river yesterday morning, an amiable tramp-like chap accosts me in Piccadilly. He doesn’t of course say ‘Who won?’ but ‘How did he get on?’ He’s relieved when you tell him, and he smiles and for just one moment you can see he’s up on his luck. ‘What a geezer!’ he mutters, shakes his head in wonder and shuffles on into the morning.


What a geezer indeed! A full drained house of us had just come bleary from the Odeon, Leicester Square, where we had watched, surely, two of the most heroic final rounds in the long history of the organised world heavyweight boxing championship. First Mohammad Ali looked dead … then honest Earnie Shavers … then Ali again … then Shavers even more so … For fully five minutes it was gruesomely, barbarically riveting as they traded swipe for grievous swipe like slow-motion ping-pong players with intent to kill. In the end, it was the older man, the nonpareil, who was able to dig deepest into his great heart and almost pull out a truly dramatic knockout at the very bell. Ali can box clever; but, by Allah! he can fist fight as well.


For long minutes at the finish he lay on the ropes, retching for breath. Bundini Brown, faithful Oddjob, was crying; for fear had turned to relief. Then Ali called for a comb and did his hair in front of Madison Square Garden and 60 million live viewers around planet Earth. And then he was saying ‘I’m tired, I’m tired. That’s it: the End.’ And 60 million were glad.


After wash and brush up and bruises balmed, apparently he told the press, ‘Well yes, 10 million dollars might well force me to turn out again, just one more time next year against Ken Norton.’ One can only hope he doesn’t. He’ll be 36 by then – and the finest of all time nearly lost to Earnie Shavers, plodding labourer.


This finale had been set up. Hadn’t the Madison Avenue men trumpeted this fight as Ali’s last? They had – if only to tie in with a razzle-dazzling double-bill for their city – for another one-only, Pele, plays his final soccer match there tonight.


Mind, you Ali and Pele have been into the Definitely Last Public Appearance thing for some time now. That’s showbiz. And the two of them have long time been Outrageous Showbiz. Almost as an afterthought nowadays is the certain realisation that the both of them are the finest athlete-operators ever. Even their adopted names represent the adman’s spare syllables of the saleable international product in any language – like Esso, Mars or Coke. They are both black, both ballet-beautiful in grace of movement. Both came from a deprived background fostered in a system dominated economically by whites …


I saw them both perform countless times – though only as an ogling child of the first television age. But, listen to this, I saw them in the flesh and spoke to them, on one occasion each. That will be enough to dine on in my dotage.


Can it be over 14 years ago that Ali first came to England, when I jostled for a glimpse of him in mufti outside the Piccadilly Hotel but (madness!) preferred to touch a forgotten girlfriend than see the hats at Wembley kite into the air when our bloodied Henry bowled him briefly on to his back? Can it be 13 years since I saw him for the first time live on television take on and take out the apparently unbeatable Liston?


Liston! Deafened by the defiant speech ‘I am the Greatest’, we did not think then for a moment that it might be true. But it was.


And it is 11 years gone since I huddled into that backroom snug with a whole French village, from tiny tots to grandmas, and we watched him flog and taunt poor Ernie Terrell for fully 15 rounds just because Terrell still called him Cassius Clay? After every cruel lash, Ali would sneer ‘What’s my name?’ so at the sad end I fancied that the humiliated Terrell was asking his seconds, ‘Never mind his name, what’s mine?’


Then there was Vietnam and Black Power and the Parkinson show and his angelic way with kids and old men … and the first Frazier fight at the Odeon, Kensington – Oh! His courage then! – and the Dominion, Tottenham Court Road, when the lights went up at dawn and even scarred punchies with cauliflower ears could scarce forbear to wipe away a tear …


There were a few hankies about yesterday morning too in Leicester Square. As the Shavers match continued, we could see all of his life flashing in front of our man: first he had fooled, he had danced a bit for old time’s sake, lain on the ropes too, then fooled some more, then danced or lain again – ever spurting out the licking jabs and weighty rights, mind you, to get well ahead on points. But still, at the last, he was fighting for his life, for his reputation. For us. And by golly, how he had to battle in the end.


I met Ali in the flesh only in Munich last year. He had passed his prime by then. But I shook hands with Pele at his very peak. I was at Guadalajara when Brazil were preparing for the World Cup of 1970. They were training at a private country club, behind Stalag wire and guarded by swarthy uniformed goons. On the third day of asking they let me in to watch.


What I saw remains one of my enduring memories. Pele and his Brazilians spent the better part of their afternoon dancing. Dancing! Making their own voice music too, as they did their non-stop hand-held routines into the evening, a sort of Ipi Tombi chain-gang cha-cha-cha, if you like. I was mesmerised. I thought top soccer training was lapping the track at Highbury for an hour or so, practising running over the ball at free-kicks and then going to pot pink at the Locarno.


After an hour or so of A Chorus Line, Pele alone dropped out. He lay dozing on the grass. His own Oddjob, Americo, threw across an ice cube for him to suck. It landed fractionally out of Pele’s stretch. He ignored it, so Americo, like a courtier, had to walk all of 50 yards to pick it up and deliver it to Pele’s palm. Easy, man, easy, lies the head that wears the crown.


I saw him again in the final against Italy: that exultant opening header; that Cresta-skid that nearly tucked home Rivellino’s ferocious cross; and best and last of all, his pass at the end, when he looked left, and all of Italy followed his gaze and did not notice his perfect pass to Carlos Alberto seaming unmarked all down the right …


I felt it, too, about Ali last night: that at least I saw the Kings alive. Long Live the Kings.




Muhammad Ali had four more fights after beating Shavers: he lost three of them. The blows he took from Larry Holmes in 1980 are thought to have caused his brain damage.





For services to England …



Alec Bedser


12 August 1981


By chance, we had lunch in an olde Englishe place not far from Lincoln’s Inn Fields where he started work as a solicitor’s office boy at the age of 14 in 1932. The ageing, aproned English waiters recognised him, which was nice. He didn’t even look at the menu but simply ordered the roast beef and greens.


For a split second I even fancied he hummed a snatch of Gilbert and Sullivan … ‘When I was a boy I served a term as office boy to an attorney’s firm …’ The Englishness of it all was appropriate. Alec Bedser, at 63, may be a successful something-in-the-city now, but he is still the great big-eared English yeoman of a long and ancient and trustworthy line. He bowled his boots off for England. He hung them up 21 years ago. In 1962 he became a Test selector and for the last nine years he has been Chairman. Peter May is to succeed him.


I had thought that the England team at Old Trafford tomorrow was effectively the last one to be picked by Bedser, and that May would be co-opted to help choose the side for the last Test and the tour of India. Not a bit of it. Alec’s team list will be the touring team – ‘And anyway,’ he says, ‘I dare say they’ll ask me to help ’em out again soon enough.’ So it meant I couldn’t get any secrets out of him, though I did sniff the teeniest, accidental hint that Keith Fletcher will be the touring captain. We will see.


I met a young first-class cricketer the other day who honestly did not know even that his chairman of selectors had himself played for England. He just presumed Bedser was one of ‘them’ up there at Lord’s. ‘I dunno,’ moans Alec. ‘These youngsters today …’ and he shakes his head and his eyes colour a sad grey-blue and he is at a loss for words till another, ‘I dunno, they don’t know how lucky they are.’ He loves a good moan does Alec.


You sometimes think he blames it all on school meals. Well, he and his identical twin Eric had to walk four miles a day to and from the Monument Hill Central School, Woking, didn’t they, with sandwiches in the satchel and just a cup of water in the lunch hour. This lot don’t know how lucky they are …


At 14 he and Eric would get the train to London at 7.30 in the morning and get home at eight that night – at 10 on the three evenings a week they studied shorthand and bookkeeping at night school. Their father was a bricklayer. He died at 89 three years ago. The two beloved bachelor boys still live with Mum, 88 last birthday, in the little house at Woking that the family built, brick by brick, in 1932, the boys labouring and Dad laying.


Eric was born first by a few minutes. If they are not quite identical now, Eric being slightly plumper, there’s scarcely a wrinkle in it. John Woodcock, the editor of Wisden, once played golf with them at Worplesdon. Same outfits, same shot off the first tee with identical No 2 woods and identical short swing; the two balls ended up on the fairway kissing each other – ‘Eggs in the same nest’.


They both joined the Surgery ground staff in 1938. They served together throughout the war, long, dusty, dangerous days in Africa, and wetter ones in Italy. On the resumption of fun Alec started taking wickets by the hatful. At once he played in the 1946 Test trial and though he had damaged a thigh he secretly strapped it up in the lavatory. ‘Where d’you field?’ said BH Valentine. ‘Slip,’ lied Alec. Then he winced, took a deep breath, got out Hammond and Hutton and was chosen for the first Test against India.


The great big boy walked to Woking station with his great big cricket bag. He took the tube from Waterloo to Baker Street, then a bus to Lord’s. Wally Hammond gruffed ‘Good luck’. He took 11 wickets in the match … then another 11 in the next one. In all, he was to take a record 236 wickets for England. On Hammond’s tour of Australia he toiled heroically for more than 500 overs. It lasted from 31 August, 1946, to 17 April, 1947; he was paid £295, plus 25 bob a week spending money. At Adelaide in 104 degrees he had to go off to be sick, then bowled Bradman with a ball that the Don still says was the best that ever got him. ‘Yeah, and I bowled a lot more like it since,’ mutters Alec, tucking into his greens.


He loves Australia. It’s just that he likes England better. He still writes very regularly to Bradman, Arthur Morris, Ron Archer and Keith Miller. ‘Keith has never replied, but always rings me first thing whenever he arrives in England.’


Brown’s next tour of Australia: ‘We could have won easy, but old Freddie stupidly wanted to be surrounded by youngsters.’ The end came in terms of the big time, for the second Test of his third tour, led by Len Hutton. Alec had shingles and should never have played in the first match. England were slaughtered. Alec, sickly, took one for 131 (‘seven catches dropped, mind you’). So they let the Typhoon loose. ‘No sour grapes, Tyson got plenty, sure, but I would have got a hundred wickets on those pitches. Arthur Morris put us in ’cos he didn’t want to face me that first morning.’


But when the captain pinned up the team in the dressing room Bedser was not on it. Hutton had not even said a word. Alec felt humiliated. ‘Funny bloke, Len. Do you know, when I was ill on that tour, I was in bed for a fortnight. He was in the next room, but never once did he pop in to visit.’


He is a more kindly selector. Either he or the captain is always in touch with the team on the phone. Alec’s first chairman of selectors was the late RWV Robins – Snobby Robby. ‘We would meet at his flat on a Sunday morning. He never really watched any cricket. Just went on what he read in the papers or heard from his cronies. He would turn up to the first day of a Test, but on the second day, after lunch, he’d sometimes clear off and go to the pictures.’


Boycott has loomed large over Alec’s own chairmanship. The self-imposed exile started around the time Geoffrey kept getting out to the Indian, Solkar: ‘a real toffee apple bowler’. Then he sulked something rotten when Mike Denness was made captain. At the beginning of every season Bedser would ring Boycott. The rum Yorkshireman was convinced ‘public school blokes at Lord’s had it in for him’. Alec would patiently tell him that the selectors, Bedser, Barrington, Hutton, and Elliott had all been to elementary school. When Geoffrey telephoned that he might be ready to return in 1977, he was playing at Northampton. Alec said he’d come and see him. ‘No,’ said Geoffrey, ‘not here at the ground, man!’ ‘All right,’ said Alec, ‘I’ll see you after the game in the corner of the foyer at the Grand Hotel, Northampton.’


‘No,’ insisted Geoffrey, ‘I’ll be in the car park at the Watford Gap service station. No, not in the snack bar, in the car park. We mustn’t be seen together.’ They sat there, side by side, for two hours. ‘At least he was on time,’ mutters Alec. The truce was worked out and the glorious comeback determined.


To have to coerce a man into playing for England must have been extremely distasteful to Alec. It was probably something, he thought, to do with free school meals. ‘I dunno,’ and he shakes his head and his eyes cloud over. ‘I dunno … These young blokes today …’


Good meets wicket



Mother Teresa


5 January 1982


CALCUTTA: It was rest-day morning and the remainder of Keith Fletcher’s England team was still dreaming dreams of run rates and declarations, when a couple of us crept out of the Grand Hotel at dawn. We went to the slums to see Mother Teresa at work. In her line of business you’ve got to get up early.


The Convent of the Sisters of Charity is down an alleyway off Calcutta’s north circular road. Outside are a group of urchins with empty tummies and, when you put an arm around them for a cuddle, wide, white smiles. You knock on the door of No. 54A. Inside, seemingly some hundred nuns are bustling, washing, working, to prepare their day.


In the small room open to this courtyard there is a smiling portrait of the good Pope from Poland as he bends to listen to a little old lady in white. There is also a simple crucifix and one or two amateurish pious posters framed with loving care and passe-partout. You don’t hear her coming, but suddenly she’s there.


‘Cricket?’ she says, ‘is it played this way?’ And she flaps a wrist in overarm mime. ‘Or is it this way?’ and her arms essay a baseball swipe. You’re not in awe any more, you are laughing with her and want to call her ‘luv’. Without the slightest corniness, Mother Teresa of Calcutta and the world tells Bob Taylor of Derbyshire and England, that she and he are both equally serving Christ. ‘You must play this game of yours simply to the best of your ability, for if you are doing your best you are pleasing mankind and thus you too are doing God’s work. And never forget to smile to show you are happy doing your work for God.’


Tomorrow, she said, was going to be the happiest of days for her. ‘It will be exactly 52 years that I arrived in India.’ Since then business has boomed. Today, for instance, she would be serving meals for 7,000 people. Her nuns are not allowed to beg. ‘We have never once asked for gifts or money, but just relied on them to be given to us with love, for then they come from God.’


Only once did such faith flutter for a moment, only once in 52 years. ‘One morning, just like this, my sister came to me and said “Mother, we have no food today, no food at all.” I knew we could only wait. And then a lorry arrived. And then another. They were both from heaven. They were both full of bread. Just for that day, for some reason, the government had suddenly shut down all the schools. They brought us their bread. There was so much bread, oh dear, all Calcutta ate bread for two days.’


Asked by the world record-breaking wicket-keeper: ‘Mother, why do you smile so?’ the Nobel Peace Prize winner replied: ‘Because a smiling face is an integral part of Christian love. You should know that, you are a sporting man whose job is to give people pleasure. Remember how St Francis and his friars laughed so? In every clown there is a saint and in every saint there is a clown.’


And up the road, in her hospice for the dying, we saw she had taught old mortal men in ultimate agony to smile serenely. And in her orphanage too there seemed just as many smiles as empty stomachs. So we went back, refreshed, to the Grand Hotel for a slap-up Western-style breakfast.


Last of the vintage wine



The cricketers of yore


24 September 1982


There can have been no more satisfactory or romantic finale to any cricket season than the clamorous curtain call staged by the Oval last weekend.


On Saturday the last shafts of a summer sun beamed down as a congregation of 13,000 West Indians and Ian Botham celebrated a Caribbean carnival: on Sunday in the misty, still opaque damp of an English autumn, middle-aged men became for a brief hour or two once more the champions of childhood. Time for olde tyme! Those, indeed, were the days.


As Sir Garfield Sobers walked back after a superlative innings – admittedly against avuncular bowling – there was, somehow, an echo of lamentation and desolation rising from the fond and heartfelt tribute.


Everyone sensed that we would never see him bat again; never see that lissom tread, that jungle-cat’s mix of jaunty, relaxed serenity and purposeful, businesslike intent; never see again the cavalier’s smile fringed by the upturned collar, the pure arc of his golfer’s follow-through after the cover-drive, or on-drive, or that genuflecting, exhilarating front-foot square-cut played late and cleanly murderous.


And in the evening drizzle, Ray Lindwall bowled. I had never seen him before. The nearest I got was the firm promise of a schoolmaster-monk to be taken to Worcestershire for the Australian’s opening match of 1948. Then, on the eve of the trip, something came up and the black-cowled swine reneged.


I wondered on Sunday whether, even at the age of 61, Lindwall could muster just a glimmer, a sense of the outline and structure of what old men still say was the most perfect bowling action of all. He did too, though the arm was low and the run was short and sciatic. But I’d seen Lindwall bowl at last.


At the evening celebrations, four Aussies seemed very pleased to be back. They sat contentedly with their wives and well-wishers. There was Bobby Simpson, patient bat and supreme snaffle of the slips; Neil Harvey, boy wonder who confirmed his promise a hundredfold, and now in dark glasses, still smiling, and looking forward to a touring holiday in Devon and Cornwall. Also Lindwall, strong blue eyes and strong squared shoulders and off next day for a Continental holiday; and Sobers, now with a whispy grey mandarin goatee under his gap-toothed smile. He now has Australian citizenship, but not an Australian accent.


Lindwall and Sobers just overlapped. At the end of January, 1955, Lindwall and Miller having laid waste the West Indian batting in the previous three, came the fourth Test at Barbados. A slim 19-year-old, who had been picked as a left-arm spinner, was sent in as a stopgap to open the batting with JK Holt. Lindwall and Miller paced out their runs. Said a West Indian supporter on the jam-packed corrugated roof: ‘Ooh’dear, dey feedin’ de poor boy to de two tiger-cats to slacken off dey appetite!’


Lindwall admits he and his black-maned mate didn’t know what, literally, hit them. Sobers hit six sumptuous boundaries in his first 25. In half an hour the boy had scored a breathtaking 43 and seen off the dreaded duo before Johnson had him caught. ‘We were punch-drunk,’ admits Lindwall, still shaking his head at the memory. Across the table, Sobers grins: still the sheepish grin of a found-out schoolboy.


Seven years before, at the Oval, Lindwall had, quite simply, demolished England. They were swept away: 52 all out; Hutton 30; Lindwall six for 20. It was the catching that was responsible, he says, recalling blinders by Tallon and Hassett and Morris. With gentle modesty, he explains that earlier in the week it had been rainy and the pitch was underprepared and damp … ‘England’s batsmen were distrustful of the pitch and expected the ball to fly from a length. Actually it went through at a uniform height. At least four of them were bowled by yorkers.’ Hutton had played wonderfully well – ‘first in, last out, caught by Don Tallon off a genuine leg-glance.’


Hutton was the great, and admired, foe. Once Lindwall gave Hutton a lift from the Sydney Cricket Ground to the England team’s hotel … ‘We didn’t speak a word to each other, apart from saying “good night!”. By actions in the middle we had told each other a good deal about each other’s play. What was there to say after all that?’


At the Oval in 1948, Lindwall clean-bowled England’s three tailenders, Evans, Bedser and Young. He does not condone present habits of bumping non-batsmen. ‘If a fast bowler cannot bowl out numbers nine, ten and eleven without resorting to intimidation then he ought not to be wearing Australia’s colours.’


Sobers hates the use of batsmen’s helmets. He, like Viv Richards today, would never have worn one. ‘The point of cricket is to protect yourself with the bat, man.’ He says that if they had been worn in his day, ‘there would have been no point in bowling at the likes of Kenny Barrington or Slasher Mackay: we’d have taken months to get them out, man; years, probably.’


Sir Garfield, you’d fancy, had a massive regard for Barrington’s dogged, stoic fidelity to his cause. Of the great quartet of postwar English batsmen, May and Cowdrey, Dexter and Graveney, you feel he admired, and warmed to, the latter brace far more.


Of the bowlers, Fred Trueman – ‘What hostility! What a trier!’ – was his sort of fellow, and also India’s mesmerising leg-spinner of the 50s, Subhash Gupte, who seemed to be as inventive and experimental and as accurate as the Pakistani who both enchanted and bamboozled the English this summer, Abdul ‘the Bulbul’ Qadir.


Sobers leaves. Lindwall nods goodbye. There is a sudden, awed hush in the room as Sir Garfield eases his way out, down the stairs, and across the Oval concourse for, perhaps, the very last time. The lights go out. It is, in fact, the end of many, many summers.


A man who set his cap at the world



Duncan Goodhew


3 December 1983


Today’s national club gala at Leeds represents the British swimmers’ opening plunge in the six months run-up to the Olympic Games. The endless shuttle length-upon-length of bleary, dreary dip at dawn, is nearly over for the children. Their parents can now summon just one last fierce, despairing shove, then it is up to the selectors.


Some of the toddling dolphins will sink without trace and with a sigh. It will be a crowded plughole. Those who remain afloat guarantee us months and months of fast-moving froth all the way to LA. Red-eyed, teeth chattering little mites who might. In TV terms, we are in for weeks and weeks of Weeks.


At the Leeds poolside today, watch out for one ex-mite who did. You cannot miss Duncan Goodhew. He’s the one in the city suit and without a hair on his head. He won the Olympic Gold Medal in Moscow in 1980. Today he will be wearing a cap, not the cap.


The engaging enthusiast Goodhew resents my dismissive tease of ‘moving froth’. He says: ‘Competitive swimming is unique. It is the most psychological physical sport known to mankind. You dive into an alien environment; you can’t hear anything, you can’t see anything, you are all alone. In athletics Coe can see and hear Ovett on his shoulder; he can react. Swimmers have no such audio-visual awareness for the challenge. It is eerie. It is tremendous sport.’


Goodhew, now 26, is a remarkable young man. Since larking about at five with his flippers in the family pool in Sussex, there has been more than water pressing down on his shoulders. He was dyslexic and, as a presumed dimwit, the butt of every school joke – far more so when, after Tarzan-tumbling from a tree at ten, all his hair fell out inside a year.


Only his eyelashes have grown back. ‘Wonderful incredible things are eyelashes. I can’t tell you how vital they are: they field every bit of fluff, dust and sweat. I used to see flies coming straight at me, straight at my eyeballs and couldn’t do a thing to stop them. Terrible.’


The wretched, sorry-for-himself, over-aggressive oddball at whom they jeered ‘Kojak’ supposes he must have found some sort of lonely solace in swimming. It helped him get to Millfield. ‘I suppose I had a raw talent – like two arms and two legs.’ Millfield was co-ed. ‘I’d arrived there as a broken person. They helped put the pieces back together.’


But was a girl ever going to look at – or at any rate not stare at – a gawk with no hair, and who couldn’t even read, and kept wanting to write from right to left? One day, just 10 years ago, he walked into the common room wearing his blonde wig with the middle parting. ‘A fellow pupil was in there, one of the most marvellous people I have ever met. He’d had polio, he had a club foot and a hook for a hand, and he just looked up at me and smiled, “What’s your problem, Dunc?” That question was a crucial turning point.’


He was 16 then. It was the year his father died of a stroke. Those second-generation eyelashes momentarily moisten. ‘It’s not that I miss him, for his presence is always with me. Yes, he’d occasionally turn up for my early competitive swims. I think he was a bit embarrassed at my devotion for him. He didn’t talk much but once, in the very trough of my despair and torments, he said to me “My boy, just remember your name is Goodhew and be proud of it.” That was another momentous occasion.’


Six years later he was swimming in the European Championships. ‘The night before the race, I dreamed Dad was there in the crowd watching me win. And he was smiling. When I woke up there on the chair by my bed was Dad’s old cloth cap. It was the only thing I ever had of his. I put it on. My Dad was a God to me.’ He wore the cap at the Moscow Olympics two years later. I was in the crowd. The place was seething for the breastroke final. The Russian or East German would surely win. The swimmers paraded round the pool like brooding boxers in their dressing gowns. Duncan wore his Dad’s old cloth cap. The tension eased as the throng laughed. The gladiators disrobed. Duncan reverently placed the cap behind his block.


‘In the heats I had brainwashed myself to pile on the pressure; to go for a psychological advantage; to make the Russians watch me and worry. For the final I decided on a new tactic. I decided to relax because this time I was going for the world record too, wasn’t I?’


Silence, a bang, six splashes sound as one. Shrill screams pierce the hall. ‘Twenty-five metres out I realised my plan wasn’t working.


I forced my will to concentrate as it had in the heats. I had an unbelievable turn. Even the Russians said it was unbelievable. But that was a big mistake. ‘I thought the turn had won it for me. Out of it, the water suddenly ripped; you must never tear the water: I did: it left bubbles behind my fingers and made me spin terribly, like an outboard motor just out of the water; it could have been fatal. For 20 metres I couldn’t get it under control. I screamed at myself “Duncan, if you’re not going to get it under control, you’re not going to win!”’ But he did. He climbed out of the pool and, gilded at the breast, refused to doff his Dad’s old cloth cap even for a victorious happy and glorious national anthem. Then, mysteriously, he lost the hat. It is still somewhere in Moscow. But it had done its stuff.


Three years on he is at Leeds not only as a bald, beaming beacon, a totem for the tyros in the tank, but as British swimming’s most remarkable young professional entrepreneur. He is putting his university degree in business studies to good use with charm, appeal and originality. He still stammers and stumbles if he has to read a speech in public: ‘but without notes I can rabbit on for hours.’


Competitive swimming, he says, receives a lot of stick because it’s such a ‘young’ sport. Children are so good at it if, he concedes, some parents and coaches drive them too hard. ‘Youngsters take it up, work tremendously hard, but then finish by the time they are 20.’


‘There are three basic ways of succeeding – an unquestionable belief in your own ability, an unquestionable belief in your coach’s ability, and an understanding of the whole philosophy of the drive and motivation of competition. In swimming, most wholly trust in the second method, a few in the first – but most of them are too young to go for the third.’


‘Up to a point it is the same in other sports. Like that amazing man David Wilkie. Ask him why he’s great and he’ll just say “I suppose I was blessed with some talent.” Seb Coe will say the same. I don’t know what someone like Steve Ovett would answer, but it would certainly be something different. There has to be a philosophy behind what he does and has achieved. It might be so personal he won’t let it go to anyone.’


There is no doubt about it, he says: everyone, ‘even the dumbest of dyslexic dropouts’, has to be good at something. ‘I must be statistically right. Well, just think of all the possible things there are in the world that someone could be good at. A billion billion things. The luck is discovering what you’re good at. Then the most crucial thing is recognising that you’ve found it. Me? I was just lucky.’ For my part, I’ll be looking differently at moving froth in future.




As he approached his 57th birthday in 2014, Goodhew – co-author with Victoria Hislop of Fix Your Life Now! – was a motivational speaker and president of the Swimathon Foundation.








The voice at 70



John Arlott


25 February 1984


His wife, Pat, brings him a cup of tea at 7am and on comes Radio 4’s Today programme. By 8.15, in his bottle-green corduroy bags and anorak over the great blanket of a Swedish sweater, he is having his first solemn, plodding constitutional ‘over the top’ on the hillocks. Such is the minuscule one-mile-by-three rocky blob of Alderney that at most places you can see the choppy Channel fuming and frothing on the rocks at every point of the compass.


Later in the morning he will turn in the other direction from his wide, bright white house and this time the parade takes him up and down the cobbled little doll’s-house main street. ‘Mornin’ George!’ ‘Mornin’ Margot!’ ‘Mornin’ David!’ They all reply with a hoot and a wave and a smile. First call is to the post office for the wad of letters and pile of parcels. ‘Ahh,’ comes the satisfied, familiar old growl, ‘I do like my post.’ It remains one of the most enduring, endearing, evocative voices known to Britain and beyond.


The telephone never stops. Indeed the volume of Alderney Telecom business that obviously increased the moment John Arlott retired to the Channel Islands gives absolute lie to the very idea of ‘retirement’. It was only day-in, day-out cricket reporting for this newspaper and the BBC that ended with such wrenching finality in the early autumn of 1980. ‘I can’t sunbathe or sit in the garden or go on cruises. Not that I’m trying to build a career, I’ve come as far as I can. But I still love writing. Now I’m just coasting, not downhill, but just coasting along on a lovely level.’


There are strong hints that he is to embark, at last, on an autobiography. He has already decided on the first sentence: ‘It was a fat baby of seven pounds that Nelly Arlott gave birth to at the Old Cemetery Lodge, Basingstoke, at 4am on the morning of 25 February 1914 …’ Exactly 70 years on and the birthday is celebrated today with a family party for his wife, his two surviving sons and their women – and his favourite friend and cricketer, Leo Harrison, the former Hampshire wicket-keeper. And tomorrow at noon it seems that half the island will be popping in to raise the hairs from the dog with a further bracer or two. ‘Mornin’ George!’ ‘Mornin’ Margot!’


This week, the old spaniel soft-boiled eyes still shining bright, the birthday boy showed me round his green-grey granitey island. We sat in a picture window watching spectacular waves snap and fret at the sea wall. It was like the royal fireworks. ‘Ooh, look at that one!’ ‘Golly, there’s a beauty for you. Wow!’ It was calmer up the cobbled street. I had, of course, to be introduced to the bearded young man who kept the DIY shop and who last season scored 216 off 51 balls on the island’s little cricket pitch. ‘Even Frindall says Jessop never matched that!’


After a pre-lunch bracer in the Albert – fino sherry in tomato juice – back home for cold meats and the accompanying myriad of honest bottles – reds, whites, rosés all the way from France and Germany and California, from Spain, Lebanon, New Zealand and even England. We tasted in slugs large and small and long. On the whole I think wine correspondent might be a better job than cricket correspondent. The newspapers have arrived from the mainland. He goes straight to the Times obituaries. Then to the Guardian sports pages. ‘Good God! Lillee’s put Miandad in hospital. In a benefit match, too. The bastard!’


Then an afternoon’s work. He taps at his typewriter, sometimes dictates to Pat. ‘I’d go mad if I didn’t work.’ He first discovered Alderney some 30 years ago. ‘It is the most beautiful place I know. So quiet. You can only realistically arrive by air. We enjoyed many family holidays here when my late son and wife were alive.’ His eldest son was killed in a motor accident. The sorrow of his loss still pains him intensely.


The isle is full of silence and the house full of treasures. In the hall is a grand and ancient old wireless set – it belonged to Haley when he was BBC’s Director-General. There are watercolours of Winchester and needlework of Worcester. In the kitchen is Toynbee’s lively and glorious oil of The Nets, drawings of Hardy and Dylan Thomas and a striking portrait of Elizabeth David. In the Long Room there are the first editions – Hardy, Hazlitt, Betjeman and all – and on the walls Lowry and Rowlandson, Lancaster and Beerbohm.


John Arlott’s beloved father, Jack, ended up keeping the graveyard neat at Basingstoke. He wanted the boy simply to get a job with a pension. He began in local government and then in the police force. When the young man started making his name with the BBC, father and son embraced, ‘and cried together at the wonder of it all’. His third cricket book, on the Australians of 1948, was dedicated ‘To my father who knows nothing about cricket and cares less but who wos werry good to me’. The last sentence in that book reads: ‘Is there, I wonder, anywhere in the world such a human, generous, unenvious, shop-talking, enthusiastic, mellow, craft-versed sporting community as English cricket professionals?’


He still loves his cricket, though since that famous day at Lord’s when the ground and players stood to him in farewell he has only seen one day’s play – at Taunton when Somerset made him a life member. Hampshire have not done him similar justice. And of course he still loves cricketers. ‘Of all of them over the years I think I have only known four bad ones. Yes, only four.’


Supper, beautifully cooked by Pat, is served with another swill and clink of honest bottles. You start with sherry to brace up the soup. And the stories and opinions keep coming. You ask about Yorkshire cricket. ‘The only thing that can sort them out is five tonnes of napalm!’


You wonder if you will be steady up the stairs. You leave, early to bed, and John solemnly munching and dictating to Pat his cheese column to be typed on the morrow. You stagger upstairs and below the old voice is gravelly dictating: ‘A deep, intense nose … pungent taste … but deep, creamy and satisfying …’


And in the morning he will be up far earlier than you to greet the day. ‘Mornin’ George! Mornin’ Margot!’ Happy Birthday, John.


Blast from the fast



E McDonald Bailey


25 August 1984


Allowing 15 seconds for each of his three long jumps and adding that to his sprint times, Carl Lewis was in working action for just 165 seconds in the Olympic Games. Most conservative estimates reckon his four gold medals will have made him £1 million by Christmas. That’s more than £350,000 a minute. Nice work.


Whatever the ins and outs and small print in his Nike shoe contract, Lewis is said to have demanded – and received – £19,000 for his 100-metre dash at Geneva on Wednesday; £2,000 a second. He says he runs only for himself and God. Ask and ye shall receive.


Lewis does not even hold the world 100 metres record. Between 1951 and 1956 it was held for Britain by E McDonald Bailey. There’s a name to conjure with! Mac agreed to lend his name to some sprinters’ starting blocks marketed by Lillywhites of Piccadilly in the early 50s. He would get a tiny royalty on each sold, if any. The Amateur Athletic Association turned purple in collective apoplexy. The runner was suspended, sine die, from ever performing again. Out came the civil libertarians: Tom Driberg asked questions in the House, Frank Soskice rose in impassioned oratory for the fast underdog; there were indications that Lady Huggins, wife of the Governor of Jamaica, might even raise the matter with the Queen.


Thirty years on, and the memory of that pioneering hoo-ha makes E (for Emmanuel) McDonald Bailey throw back his grey head and let out a great big belly laugh. He still looks as fit as a flea and is still always smiling.


By coincidence, as Carl Lewis arrived last week for his European business trip, Britain’s long-ago Olympian whizz was leaving Port of Spain for his month’s summer holiday in England. He is now Sports Co-ordinator for the National Energy Corporation of Trinidad. When I last met him, he and his wife had been running one of the Caribbean’s best soul-food restaurants à la Creole. Their recipes, he reckons, were part of the ‘secret weapon’ of Clive Lloyd and his men. Another laugh.


He was fascinated to meet Lewis two years ago. ‘Now he is worth his millions, he might have changed. But I was very impressed not only by his lithe athleticism but by the boy’s calm determination. He seems sensible and mature. He certainly knew what he wanted and look how soon it has come to pass.’ There is not an iota of jealousy in the man who was the world’s fastest for five years after his 10.2 in Belgrade in 1951. Besides that, he held a further 14 sprint records between 1946 and 1953. ‘My medals are still jinglin’ in my office: I look at them often and always with pride.’


Lewis came into Heathrow last week with a big bang on Concorde. Bailey was a bewildered 18-year old boy when he first arrived in Plymouth from Trinidad in a German banana boat after a choppy two-week voyage. He had been sent over to run in the AAA Championships at White City. He did nothing in the 100 yards but made the semis in the 220.


Four years later he was back in Britain with the RAF and after the war, along with such other heroes in demob suits as Denis Compton, Reg Harris and Bruce Woodcock, his was a household name. The first athletics picture I ever cut out for my scrapbook was from the News Chronicle of the 100 metres finish in the 1948 London Olympics – Dillard, Ewell, LaBeach, McCorquodale, Patton … Britain’s McDonald Bailey was last and the nation sighed …


‘Getting into that final was a triumph, honestly. With three weeks to go my thigh went as flat as a pancake. We sorted that out, then with 10 days left I got an abscess under my arm, and then, would you believe it, laryngitis?’ Could it have been psychological? ‘No, alas, it was all genuine: I was very run down,’ and he laughed at the memory.


Four years later, in the Helsinki Olympics, he was hot favourite. He won the bronze. ‘I must admit there was enormous pressure being favourite. It was wet and miserable, and stupidly, I got upset at the lane draw for the final. When the gun went I simply tensed. I ran half that race coiled up with tension. Ridiculous! If it had been 105 metres do you know I might just have made it.’ The American Remigino and McKenley of Jamaica took the first two places … and Eddie Waring signed him for rugby league with Leigh.


In 1980 he sent Allan Wells a telegram of congratulations on his 100 metres gold medal in Moscow. Wells, I remember, was decidedly chuffed when he opened it. Mac did not send a cable to the leading sprinter of this month’s Olympics. It would, after all, have only been read by one of the office staff in the conglomerate known as Carl Lewis Inc.




 





McDonald Bailey died in December 2013, aged 93.


Howard’s Way



Trevor Howard


7 October 1986


Knock, knock, who’s there? Still, answer came there none.


It was the second time you’d bashed the door of the tranquil white-washed country house and only the startled birds of greenbelt, russet Herts had made any sort of answer around the eaves.


Check again: right address, right time, right date. Definitely you had arranged to turn up the morning after his 70th birthday. ‘We’ll have a few delightful drinks to celebrate, old boy,’ he had said on the telephone the week before. Damn, I supposed he’d forgotten. Famous film stars can. Or had last night’s party continued into the bright-lit dawn of this blissful autumn morning?


It was promising to be less than a brief encounter. Give him five minutes, one more clattering knock, then call it a day. You kick your heels then attack the door-knocker again until the ancient sign above rattles. It says, ‘No Children, Pets or Actors.’


You have one last squint through the letterbox. Hang on a tick … Is that a movement in the darkness at the top of the stairs? Just the flutter of a shadow? ‘Anyone at home?’ you shout through the slit with quite appalling rudeness. Caught red-handed, the shadow takes cringing shape and is forced to grope down the stairs. Bleary, bloodshot and bearded like the bard, and in slippered pantaloons which are blue pyjama bottoms. St Michael brand. Nothing else.


A man plays many parts, but here was the lot of them in one unsteady entrance. The Outcast of the Islands. The tortured wreckage of Scobie the day after deciding the deed in Greene-land. Poor old Tusker after staying on too long at the Pankot Club. Captain Bligh swaying down the rope ladder. Morel the miner, surfacing and blinking into daylight. It is indeed all of those, and a hundred others – and now all of them are finding great difficulty in turning the doorknob the right way.


‘My dear fellow. How sorry. I’m shamed. Forgive me. What day is it? Tuesday! Is it really? 11.30, you say? In the morning, or evening? Morning? Is that so? Well, I really am most awfully sorry, old boy.’


The shafts of sunlight now arrow through the hallway. The birds are content. The very idea of it turning out OK in the end in a mellow-yellow Indian summer in good old England goes perfectly well with Trevor Howard – especially as the day before he posted his three-score-and-ten, on the day they published his biography. It is subtitled A Gentleman and a Player.


‘What will you have to drink? A quick one here, then we’ll go down to the pub. Lots to tell you. Just a short stroll. They understand me there. I love them. No need for money. I settle up every Christmas.’


Outside, a crunch of gravel on the drive, a slammed door, and a red-headed bustle as his beloved Mrs Howard of 42 years, Helen Cherry, scampers in from the shops to sort out the disarray. ‘Why didn’t you ring me?’ she says, ‘he’s hopeless at dates’; and, yes, there was some good cause for some happy celebrations yesterday, though he’s been very good lately and done very little roistering, certainly not like he used to …


‘Hennie, the fellow wants a drink,’ he says. Not until you’re up and put your pyjama top on, she says, and your new dressing-gown. He goes up obediently, pointing from the staircase: ‘Have you seen that?’ and there in the very pride of place in the hallway is a large, framed action portrait of the Australian all-rounder Keith Miller, inscribed ‘To Trev, my old mate …’


Another good, full day had begun.


Seventy years ago to the very morning, one-day-old Trevor Wallace Howard-Smith was probably wrapped in swaddling clothes in Kent, and his mother began to prepare for the long sea journey to present her firstborn to his father, who was the Lloyds of London man in Ceylon. Seven years later, the colonial mite made the return journey – to be turned into a gent and a player at Clifton College. In summers, he made stacks of runs, bowled fizzing off-breaks and watched young Hammond blossoming for Gloucestershire.


In winters, he boxed, played rugby and occasional truant from the dorm to see Frank Benson’s touring company of thespians. A tiny bug bit – though when he left school he first considered pro cricket, then salesmanship for Harrods (‘Wanted to send me to sell umbrellas in Argentina: didn’t think it rained there, so saw no future in it’), and failed the medical at the fledgling RAF college at Cranwell (‘That morning I had bloodshot eyes as well as a boil on the bum’).


His doting mother, as colonial mothers did, came over for the annual Clifton v. Tonbridge match at Lord’s (RIP), where his English master, Mr Garrett, told her of a classroom declamation by the young man that had reverberated round all of the Avon Gorge – Marullus in Julius Caesar, ‘Wherefore rejoice? What conquest brings him home … ?’ – and suggested to an astonished Mum that her son should try for RADA. It was not a career for chaps in the 1930s – ‘there were five fellows and 25 girls: if you turned up in a suit they took you on without a murmur.’


By 1936, just 20, he was in the West End smash French Without Tears, and till war broke out was off and running … squarechinned, prow-nosed, natural, totally unaffected, and working on that thunderous moose-bellow that was to announce his presence on film locations round the world, not to mention adjoining public bars, late-night cafes – and, it must be said, police stations.


On demob, he was his generation’s finest Petruchio, and a memorable Recruiting Officer Plume (where Helen signed him up for life). Then Brief Encounter made him a worldwide film star. He was paid £500, and has never made a penny more from its million worldwide repeats …


But such talk bores him: if the drift continues he threatens to go back to bed. Another large tonic water. ‘Now answer my question. I can tell you’re a Botham man. Good, so am I. Now there’s a performer for you!’ and the word rumbles up from his chest and explodes with such glee that the birds outside the window start chirruping again in alarm, ‘But good riddance to that bloody Boycott, what? Can you possibly like a fellow who takes two hours, 18 minutes to score 23 runs? Course you can’t.’


He saw Hammond bat, you see. And Woolley. ‘Remember, darling’ – Helen at that moment was trying to say what a marvellous Macbeth Howard might have made in his prime, but he doesn’t want any of that – ‘remember the day we sat behind old Woolley, in his Homburg hat, and watched the South African Pollock batting. A revelation. Like peas in a pod, but generations apart … who was that other South African left-hander darling …?’ – it was on the tip of his tongue. ‘You know, lovely fellow. Drove him down from Trent Bridge after the war. Was that in the Alvis? No, got the Alvis with the loot from Golden Salamander. So must have had the Wolseley then. What was his name? Left-armer. Specs.’


Tufty Mann, I suggest. ‘TUFTY MANN!’ comes the great thunder-and-lightning roar of the legend, and you fancy windows have shattered at Hertford, a dozen miles’ distant.


Watch out for your crockery when he plays Lear on the radio next month. ‘Blow winds and crack your cheeks!’ Touchingly, he grew his beard to play the demented old lion. Must be the nearest he’s ever got to the Method school of acting. ‘Bugger that!’ he growls. ‘Is Astaire expected to “explain” his dancing, or a jazz player his rhythm?’ And in her engaging, often racy, and always allowably star-struck new biog, Vivienne Knight says, ‘He has never felt the need to act like a bowl of soup or to go up a mountain and shout God Save the Queen for the sake of his voice … nor get up to tricks with false noses or any facial props, because for him it all comes from inside.’


She quotes the critic Dilys Powell: ‘His acting has qualities that the so-called “greatest” lack. He has a huge range, yet he can depict grief, misery, sadness, defeat – as well, of course, happiness and joy – without the need to contort his face. It is a very peculiar quality, and perhaps not really recognised. Even in the smallest part you just don’t want him to leave the screen.’ Robert Mitchum said the same on television the other day – ‘You’ve never actually caught him acting.’


Howard has a huge affection for Mitchum. And Errol Flynn too – ‘born to be soulmates’. Of all his leading ladies, from starting with her in Brief Encounter to the two left behind by the Raj in Staying On, he has to give the palm to Celia Johnson. ‘She looked like the secretary of the WI but there was a real trouper underneath.’


Sure, he liked Orson. ‘Lovely man. He’d say, “let’s work out this scene together.” Then we’d do it his way. Usually it was better. Orson claims to have discovered Anton Karas, the zither fellow from The Third Man. Well, I did. Came back humming him, didn’t I darling? Woke you up to hum to you. Dum-de-dum-deeda-deeda. I’d found him busking outside a restaurant in Vienna. Carol Reed put him in the picture and next time we went back he owned the restaurant.’


The old Gent dislikes talking about Players you know he thinks are shits. Mr Fletcher Christian Brando – ‘Really he should be pitied …’ Anyway, bugger him and his mumbling, where was he before he was interrupted? ‘Oh yes, cars. The Alvis, the Wolseley …’ They have been in many adventures together.


His second driving charge came in the early 1950s, on the day England won the Ashes. His producer, Euan Lloyd, was called for the defence: ‘Your Worship, Mr Howard and I were driving along Piccadilly with the car wireless on. It all depended on two final runs. When finally someone hit a four which won the game, Mr Howard jumped out of the car in front of Fortnum and Mason’s, danced on the pavement, let out a roar, then jumped on to the bonnet, peered at me through the windscreen and yelled, “We’ve done it! We’ve done it!”’ Case dismissed.


But another time at Middlesex Sessions, Mr Ewen Montagu banned him from driving for eight years (cut only on appeal), and on another famous Hollywood occasion he had to pay all his fees for the war-film Morituri after trying to extricate Holden’s car from the parking lot following a pretty decent party – ‘he went forward into one in the driveway, backed into another, shunted the next two in line both fore and aft, before Michael Wilding took charge, and also arranged for the substantial repairs to be made. The bill was his exact fee for the film,’ says Helen.
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