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 A Note about the North

Where exactly the North of England begins is a matter of debate. For the purposes of this book the parameters of the North are those defined by My Dad’s Law of the North. My Dad’s Law of the North is named after the man who invented it - my dad. It states simply that when a straight line is drawn between the mouth of the Mersey and the mouth of the Humber, then everything above that line is the North and everything below it isn’t. Clearly this will raise eyebrows in some quarters as it means a large chunk of Yorkshire, including Sheffield, Barnsley and Doncaster, is not in the North of England and therefore its citizens are not Northerners. You may find it hard, for example, to consider Geoffrey Boycott a southerner. Though I think you will agree that this offers the only plausible explanation as to why he supports Manchester United.




Introduction

‘Oooh Learie Constantine,’ Mrs Jessup said.

Mrs Jessup had false teeth so pickled in dental whitener that in the twilight of a winter’s afternoon they seemed to emit an apocalyptic glow. The teeth had a life of their own, clattering together whenever she opened her mouth to speak so that when you were in conversation with her it was like watching a badly dubbed film. Mrs Jessup had fierce eyes, a firm set to her jaw and hair that from a lifetime of chemical marshalling was shaped like a mob cap and as rigid as steel.

Mrs Jessup worked in the stillroom of a hotel where I was barman. When I locked the doors at ten past three in the afternoon, she’d come and sit by the fire with a pot of tea and a plate of pink wafer biscuits, while I finished washing the glasses and putting the lemon slices and cocktail cherries in the fridge behind the bar. For the first few months Mrs Jessup totally ignored me, but then one day she gestured me over when I pulled down the shutters, and when I looked over to the table I saw that there were two cups on her tea tray and a couple of extra wafers. I went and sat down. Mrs Jessup poured me a cup of tea. ‘Miss Maynard says you’re a hard worker,’ she said without looking up.

Miss Maynard was Mrs Jessup’s best friend. She worked all over the hotel doing any job that needed doing. She could unblock a toilet and make a plate of roast beef sandwiches, though she never did them at the same time, obviously. Miss Maynard was a tiny woman of indiscernible age, who wore her dark hair scraped back and had a face the colour of a kipper, nicotine-stained by the untipped Capstan cigarette that was slotted permanently into a groove in her lower lip. To be described as a hard worker was the highest praise you could expect from Miss Maynard and Mrs Jessup. They came from a generation of working class people for whom laziness and greed were two of the most despised vices, because laziness meant more work for others and greediness less food for everyone else.

Mrs Jessup lived in one of the boondock villages of East Cleveland, the sort of place where the kids threw stones at strangers. Before settling there though she’d lived a busy and interesting life. She’d been out in Berlin when the Nazis annexed the Sudetenland, in the East End during the Blitz, Kenya during the Mau Mau crisis, all the while maintaining a strict attitude to the correct disposition of doilies and seeing off an array of husbands, all of them diligent, well-mannered martyrs to a bewildering range of chronic gastric ailments.

One November afternoon when Mrs Jessup and I were having our tea, she told me that she had been born and brought up in the Lancashire cotton town of Nelson. To the Northern cricket fan Nelson was synonymous with one man - Learie Constantine.

‘Ooooh, Learie Constantine,’ Mrs Jessup said when I mentioned the great West Indian and an odd look came across her face, which after a while I realised was a coquettish smile. The tone in her voice had changed too, and her eyes had taken on a distinct sparkle. The only time I had ever seen Mrs Jessup  like this before was after she and Miss Maynard had been on a coach trip to the London Palladium to see The King and I  with Yul Brynner.

Mrs Jessup had been quite bowled over by the shaven-headed star and the following evening after service and a medicinal bottle of barley wine she’d recalled his performance, or at least one aspect of it, in the stillroom surrounded by silver coffeepots and the remains of Melba toast. ‘He just came to the front of the stage and stood,’ she said and mimicked Brynner’s pose, feet planted far apart, hands on hips, head tilted back, eyes narrowed, an arrogant curl to her lip. ‘Oooh,’ she’d said, after she’d sat down and readjusted her dental plate, ‘Yul Brynner!’

 



Oooh Learie Constantine had created a sensation when he’d come to England with the West Indian tourists in 1928. He’d hit 1381 runs and taken 107 wickets in just twenty-six matches. It was the manner in which he’d done it, though, that had caught the public imagination. The Trinidadian had bowled ferociously fast, fielded with feline grace and smacked the ball around with amazing power. Against Middlesex at Lord’s he’d smashed a century in fifty-nine minutes, including one blow off the back foot that flew over cover point and ricocheted off the Old Father Time weather vane on the roof of the North Stand.

The news that Constantine had signed a two-year contract to play as a professional in the Lancashire League for Nelson during the 1929 and 1930 seasons created an even bigger stir than that shot at Lord’s. The Trinidadian’s contract was said to be worth six hundred pounds a season plus bonuses and collections. In an era when the maximum wage was in force in football it was a salary that by common consent made Constantine Britain’s highest-paid sportsman.

Hiring professionals to play alongside the amateurs had been a tradition in Northern cricket that dated back to the Victorian era. Over the years great names from across the world had come to the region to play in obscure towns and villages. Kapil Dev, Bobby Simpson, Fazal Mahmood, Martin Crowe, Eddie Barlow, Mohammad Azharuddin, Abdul Qadir, Michael Holding, Steve Waugh, Polly Umrigar, Dennis Lillee, Mohinder Amarnath - it was quicker to name the great Commonwealth cricketers who hadn’t played as northern pros. Don Bradman and Keith Miller. There you are. Oh, and Sunil Gavaskar.

On summer Saturday afternoons after I’d locked the bar I’d leave Mrs Jessup to her copy of Reveille and walk along to the local cricket club to watch a game in the North Yorkshire South Durham League. One afternoon the burly New Zealand test all-rounder Lance Cairns belted a drive clean out of the ground and across the bus station, scattering a crowd of teenagers heading to the Carlton for the early evening showing of Footloose, on another the future West Indies spinner Roger Harper took a diving catch in the covers so extraordinary even the batsman it dismissed stood and applauded.

An added attraction of visiting the cricket club was that for a couple of pounds you could buy a ticket for a cricket tea, which you got to eat in the same room as the players. This is not something that happens at Lord’s or the Oval. Many English cricket fans saw Desmond Haynes dismantle an opening attack, but I think there will be few who can claim, as I can, to have watched the great man getting stuck into a cheese savoury bap and a slice of sandcake.

The clubs hired the biggest-name pros to increase their chances of winning and to bring in the punters (three thousand watched former Yorkshire and England all-rounder  Johnny Wardle’s debut for Lancashire-League Rishton in 1958 - not a bad turn out in a village with a population of around seven thousand). The system also gave the local amateurs a chance unique in sport - playing with and against the game’s greatest talents. When Viv Richards signed for Wardle’s old club in 1987 it was the equivalent of your local Saturday afternoon amateur football team securing the services of Kaka or Cristiano Ronaldo.

 



Mrs Jessup had been a pupil at Whitefield Elementary School when Constantine and his wife Norma arrived in Nelson one rainy April evening. After the last bell, she said, they’d sometimes go across the road to Howard Street where the West Indian couple lodged. One of the older lads would form them into a queue outside the Constantines’ home and then, for a farthing apiece, he’d allow them to step forward and peer in through the window for a few minutes. Learie and Norma were the first black people Mrs Jessup and her schoolmates had ever seen. The chance to watch them engaged in their domestic chores, lighting the fire perhaps, or eating their tea, seemed improbably exotic and astonishing.

Learie and Norma bore the intrusion with stoicism. They were intelligent and resourceful people and Constantine saw their role in England not only as an exercise in financial self-improvement, but also as an opportunity to do something for the people of his island home. He wanted to show the British that he and his fellow West Indians were as capable of selfgovernance as the white dominions of Canada, Australia and New Zealand. When not playing cricket or studying for a law degree, he toured the north giving lectures in town halls, mechanical institutes and working men’s reading rooms.

Constantine battled prejudice and ignorance with charm and dignity. He taught Northerners about the West Indies, and  the North taught him about England. The Trinidadian’s experience at home had led him to believe that all white people were rich, powerful and well educated. Even in the sixties that was a common misapprehension. Cec Wright, a Jamaican who’d come to play at Colne in the Lancashire League in 1961 told me that when he’d travelled up on the train to Manchester from London Airport he’d pointed to the rows of red brick buildings he could see out of the window and asked the man sitting opposite him what they were. ‘They’re houses,’ the man had replied curtly. ‘They are where we live’.

And Cec Wright had been taken aback, ‘Because this was the Mother Country,’ he said, ‘and we thought everything here was beautiful. It was where our Queen lived. And although really you knew not all English people lived in a palace like the Queen, in the back of your mind was the idea that they did.’

In the tough, grimy, depression-busted cotton and coal towns of East Lancashire Constantine learned the brutal truth about the Mother Country. ‘When I was a young boy in Trinidad, going to school and picking fruit and vegetables from the garden,’ he would later write, ‘Hargreaves the captain of Nelson, my exact contemporary, was working in a cotton mill.’ Until he moved to Lancashire, ‘I never knew the extent of poverty.’

Off the field Constantine worked hard on his degree and his lectures, on the field he played, sensationally. In nine seasons for Nelson he hit 6363 runs at an average of 37.65 and took 776 wickets at less than ten apiece, displaying all the while a showman’s eye for the dramatic gesture, the grand flourish. When Constantine fielded, a simple catch in the deep would be transformed into a piece of magic when he appeared to over run the ball and then at the last second stuck out a hand and caught it behind his back. Slip catches were  grabbed and tucked into a pocket with such adroit swiftness spectators thought the ball had vanished. ‘This, surely,’ one thrilled observer noted, ‘was cricket that heralded the atomic age.’

During his years at Seedhill, Connie’s legend grew so great that, even fifty years after he had left the Lancashire League and entered the House of Lords as Baron Constantine, he remained the measure by which all other professionals were judged. To paraphrase Joseph Heller, Constantine was so amazing that even those who had never seen him play could remember him vividly.

Mrs Jessup had seen Constantine play, but only once. Her father was a tradesman and didn’t like her going to watch Lancashire League cricket, which attracted a partisan and often rough and drunken crowd. But he’d taken her to a nearby village where Constantine had played in a charity match for the local church. And Mrs Jessup remembered the huge crowd that had gathered and how the children had been sent to the schoolhouse to bring more chairs for the lady spectators. Constantine had batted and bowled and laughed and joked with the people on the boundary, ‘and when that ball come near him,’ Mrs Jessup said with just the same throaty growl she’d used to describe Yul Brynner, ‘he just . . . swooped’.

‘Oooh Learie Constantine,’ Mrs Jessup said. She poured herself more tea, shovelled four spoonfuls of sugar into it - she was on a diet - took a sip and pointed a pink wafer at me. ‘And I’ll tell you something else,’ she said. ‘He was as black as the ace of spades, but . . .’ and she looked me straight in the eye for moment so that I got the message, ‘. . . he was a proper gentleman and a hard worker, you make no mistake about that.’
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If you grew up in the North of England and loved cricket, Constantine was one of the legends you lived with. Another was S. F. Barnes. Barnes’s given name was Sydney, but the great bowler was such a forbidding figure it’s hard to imagine anyone ever calling him by it, even his own mother. S. F. Barnes was tall and raw-boned, his hands huge and gnarled as rootballs. His face was drawn and lupine, eyes deep set. In photos he stares straight at you with the humourless, mocking glare of a man who relishes a punch-up.

S. F. Barnes was born in Smethwick in 1873. He bowled medium pace with a high arm action and cut the ball off the pitch both ways and swung it through the air too. He extracted alarming bounce from even placid wickets and though he wasn’t particularly fast, the thought of facing him unnerved the bravest batsmen. Barnes rocked to the wicket with the rhythm of a metronome and was as accurate as the time signal. One young Bradford League batsman announced that he would play Barnes by ‘defending the good balls and waiting for the bad ones to hit’. ‘You’ll wait all year then,’ came the reply.

In twenty-seven test matches S. F. Barnes took 189 wickets at under seventeen apiece. Even more remarkable, he did it while hardly bothering with first class cricket at all, turning out in just a handful of county matches for Warwickshire and Lancashire. Instead he honed his skills as a professional in league cricket, for Rishton, Burnley, Church and Rawtenstall, Saltaire and Keighley, and St Annes, as well as half a dozen sides in the Midlands. His career as a club pro ran from 1895 until 1940 and in that time he took over four thousand wickets at the meagre cost of 6.08 each.

Despite Barnes’s long association with clubs such as Saltaire, he remained an enigma. The great bowler was so laconic that he made the average Spartan look like Foghorn  Leghorn. When Saltaire had placed their advert for a new professional, Barnes had replied by telegram. His job application read simply, ‘Will I do?’

The only known occasion when he made a joke was during a Lancashire League match when somebody shouted from the boundary that at Lord’s Australia were 400-2 and Barnes shouted back, ‘Who’s got all the wickets?’

Barnes was feisty and awkward, a craftsman with a keen sense of his own worth. His manner offended just about everybody in the hierarchy of the English game. When Lord Hawke, the autocratic captain of Yorkshire and the MCC, angered by Barnes’s refusal to go on a tour of South Africa snapped, ‘We cannot understand you. You only play when you like,’ Barnes snapped right back, ‘And that is what I will keep on doing.’ For once Lord Hawke was rendered speechless.

S. F. Barnes played cricket with a remorseless, grim tenacity that endeared him to Northern supporters. ‘He was entirely dedicated to getting batsmen out,’ the Glamorgan captain Wilfred Wooller noted. ‘He had little use for anything or anybody that stood in his way.’ In a festival match Barnes was bowling when a new batsman, a fashionable, dashing amateur came out to the wicket. The great bowler’s skipper drew him to one side. ‘This chap was at a party last night. Didn’t get to bed until four o’clock. Go easy on him for a few overs, will you?’ Barnes scowled, went back to his mark, ran in and knocked the fashionable amateur’s off stump out first ball. That was S. F. Barnes. He might not have been born in the North but he was a Northerner in spirit.

It was that spirit that was a cornerstone of Northern cricket, that marked it out as different from the game in the South. As Basil D’Oliveira, who began his career in England playing as a professional for Middleton, noted of his time in the leagues, ‘Everything runs second to winning.’ When Don Mosey, the  Keighley-born Test Match Special commentator wrote his history of Yorkshire cricket he called it We Don’t Play it for Fun. Brian Close, who’d begun his career at Rawdon in the Airdale and Wharfedale League, produced an autobiography entitled I Don’t Bruise Easily, David Lloyd, who’d started at Accrington Cricket Club and was still turning out for them in his sixties, called his book about coaching Anything But Murder.

 



Back in the eighties a friend of mine reckoned you could tell if someone came from the North or the South just from his or her attitude to David Gower. ‘Then with the first wicket down,’ the rubicund Tony Lewis would say during the test match highlight programmes of that decade, ‘we were treated to a typically lovely cameo from David Gower.’ And up would come film of the left-hander hitting a series of nonchalant drives through the covers before being caught at the wicket for thirty-seven.

At times Gower’s habit of getting out just when he ought to have been settling in may have frustrated fans and selectors, but in half-hour highlight package terms he was worth a dozen Hansie Cronjes and a hundred Geoffrey Boycotts. Indeed, at times the Leicestershire batsman’s innings’ seemed almost purposely contrived so that only minimal editing was required to produce a pleasant two-minute segment of stroke play ending with that familiar waft outside off stump that conjured images of an eighteenth-century fop shooing away a persistent beggar with his scented handkerchief.

Southerners loved Gower. They praised his elegance, the delicacy of his stroke play, his cavalier approach to the game. Northerners hated him. To hear my friend tell it Gower had less guts than a kipper and was so lacking in spine his team mates had to carry him round in a bucket.

Gower’s curly hair and demeanour put many Northerners  in mind of Basil Fotherington-Thomas, the poetry-loving prep school weed from the Molesworth books. During a John Player League match at Scarborough one year the bloke behind us greeted Gower’s arrival by bellowing, ‘Hullo clouds, hullo sky, hullo caught at second slip waggling at a wide one.’

Gower’s autobiography was called With Time to Spare. ‘Look at him,’ my dad would snarl whenever the England number four strode out to the wicket. ‘Feckless blond-haired little pillock. ’

 



In the South, cricket had been organised in much the same manner as the largely middle-class game of rugby union. It was all friendly matches where winning and losing had no lasting consequence. In the North, cricket had been organised like the predominantly working-class association football.

In the South people talked about village cricket as if it was some separate entity. In the North village cricket, club cricket and league cricket were all one and the same. Many of the most famous clubs in the region were villages. Lascelles Hall near Huddersfield had a population of around three hundred, but it had once had five players in the Yorkshire first eleven. Marske-by-the-Sea, where both my parents grew up, was a fishing village of no greater size than those that dot the coasts of Devon or Cornwall, yet the cricket club had thought nothing of hiring the England and Yorkshire batsman Doug Padgett to come and play for them, paying his wages with the profits from the bar and fruit machines in the clubhouse.

In the North all cricket, whether it was the high-end stuff played by Constantine and Barnes, or the Wednesday evening games set up for shopkeepers and farmers, was played in leagues. There were, at a conservative estimate, just short of a hundred in Yorkshire alone. Here all cricket was competitive, often ferociously so.

In the South cricket’s gentlemanly image was bolstered by the MCC and the hallowed ground of Lord’s. In the North cricket was a sport for everybody. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries church ministers and factory owners had actively promoted the game among the working class as a means of keeping them out of trouble. In the church Burgesses’ account for Leeds in 1757, for instance, there is record of a sum of fourteen shillings and sixpence paid to professional cricketers ‘to entertain the populace and take them away from cock fighting’.

When the Ten Hours Act was introduced in 1847, reducing the average working week from seventy hours to fifty-five and a half, the need to keep northern factory workers from cock fighting and other unhealthy pursuits was even greater. Haslingden Cricket Club was set up in 1854 largely to address the problems, creating a place within the Rossendale cotton town where men could go and find that ‘there was no drinking or gambling but simple pure and wholesome cricket’.

The game took hold faster than anybody could have guessed, its popularity helped by the fact that the local workers proved to be pretty good at it. In areas like East Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire most were employed in cotton or woollen mills and working with shuttles and looms required swift hands and excellent hand-eye coordination. The locals were good at cricket because it required many of the skills they used in their jobs.

The idea of introducing cricket into the industrial North was that it would keep men away from vice and at the same time teach them gentlemanly virtues. In the latter case, however, things didn’t quite work out as planned. Fierce local rivalries were fought out on the field of play. In Lancashire the clash between Haslingden and Bacup was often marred  by insults and scuffles. When Church played neighbours Accrington, supporters of the winning team would sneak out after dark and whitewash the scores on a wall that marked the boundary between the two towns. The scores would stay there until the next meeting, a reminder of parochial triumph and humiliation. Across the Pennines cricket matches in Pudsey - the spiritual home of Yorkshire cricket - were played out in an atmosphere of ‘frequent uproar, confusion and . . . fighting’.

By the end of the Great War things had calmed down considerably, but cricket in the North never quite lost its edge. As Roy Genders writes of the Bradford League in his 1952 book,  League Cricket in England, ‘Here was cricket in the raw, not the spit and polish county stuff, but the real “blood and guts” war-like cricket which delighted these tough Yorkshiremen reared on the windswept moors and who wanted some action for their money.’

Genders took the whole thing with grim relish, but many outsiders were not impressed with the Northern attitude to the game. In 1951 the great John Arlott - born in Hampshire - wrote a piece in his book Concerning Cricket called ‘The Case against League Cricket’, in which he attacked the way the game was played in the north of England, which he felt damaged its artistry and compromised its grace.

Arlott was not a snob, not by any means, but comments such as his only aggravated the North’s permanently simmering sense of grievance. All cricket fans in the North grew up with a deep-rooted mistrust of Lord’s and the cricket establishment. Everybody you met could tell you of ‘a lad from down the road who was ten times better than any of this lot in the England team’. But did they give him a chance? Did they heck as like. Hasn’t got the old school tie, has he? Hasn’t got the right crest on his blazer.

Mostly this was nonsense. Players from George Hirst to Jimmy Anderson, via Len Hutton and Brian Statham, had emerged from Northern club cricket to enjoy successful careers with England. S. F. Barnes and Cec Parkin had toured with the MCC when playing in the Lancashire League. In the thirties Leslie Warburton had piled up so many runs and wickets for Littleborough in the Central Lancashire League he’d been invited down to Lord’s to play in a test trial. As Mr Warburton went south a Manchester journalist asked Mrs Warburton if her husband would be journeying to Australia with England that winter. ‘Certainly not,’ she replied. ‘He has his work to attend to and his other hobbies - knitting, playing the violin and the piano - to keep him occupied.’ Fortunately for the sake of marital harmony Warburton got a duck, bowled poorly and was not selected.

It was nonsense, more or less, but the feeling that the game’s authorities looked down on the club cricket of the North and were biased against its players persisted. Coupled with bloody-minded provincial pride, this paranoia created a singular mindset. Sitting on the boundary benches at Radcliffe (where the great Barbadian Gary Sobers had once suffered the ignominy of seeing a local batter, Alan Stuttard, clobber him for five sixes into a nearby duck pond) the author and former Lancashire League player Dave Edmundson said, ‘In East Lancs people look for the scores of their local league club first, then Lancashire’s, then England’s. That’s the order of priorities. ’ Despite all the foreign stars it was a proud and self-contained world. If you called someone parochial round there they took it as a compliment.

It was this that made the leagues the embodiment of Northern cricket. The county game was influenced from the outside, its rules and conventions dictated by Lord’s. If it had once been an embodiment of regional pride, that feeling  dissipated through the nineties. During that decade Yorkshire abandoned its county-born players only policy and whittled down the number of grounds the team played at. They’d stopped appearing in Hull in 1990, in Middlesbrough, Bradford and Sheffield in 1996 and Harrogate in 2000. Once Yorkshire County Cricket Club had come to visit Yorkshire, now Yorkshire had to go and visit it. The England players’ central contract system further weakened the appeal of county matches. Michael Vaughan scored almost as many hundreds for England as he did for Yorkshire, Andrew Flintoff managed only a handful of appearances for Lancashire in the last three seasons of his test career, and if you wanted to see Paul Collingwood playing at Chester-le-Street you might just as well wait for an England game there.

The leagues no longer attracted the large crowds they had once done - though local derbies in the Lancashire League still drew more people than a midweek County Championship match at Old Trafford - and they still churned out top players (Vaughan had first played cricket at Worsley in the Manchester and District Association, Collingwood at Shotley Bridge in the Northumberland Senior League, Flintoff at St Annes in the Northern League) and despite the encroachment of the England and Wales Cricket Board, by and large, they remained steadfastly independent. They were little republics of hardcore Northernness.

I decided to pay them a visit. I’d go to one game each in all the north’s most illustrious and celebrated leagues to see if the game was still the raw-boned, red-blooded affair that had thrilled Genders and appalled Arlott, the one that Constantine and Barnes had brightened in their singular ways and that I had watched thirty years ago on Saturday afternoons while Mrs Jessup was dozing by the fire, her teeth clacking in time to her breathing.

If writers like Don Mosey were to be believed, Northern cricket was a tough game, played in tough towns, by tough, sometimes awkward men. It was certainly no place for a feckless blond-haired little pillock. Luckily I’m six foot five and my fair hair turned grey a decade ago. And besides, maybe things had mellowed since then. Even in Haslingden.




Intent to Murder

Workington

The train rattled on towards the Gilsland Gap and Cumbria. At Haltwhistle Cricket Club a man in a blue anorak and wellingtons was marking out the pitch with what I could only hope was indelible chalk. It was barely spring in Northumberland. Icy, damp winds blew from the Borders. The leaves on the trees were present but seemingly reluctant to unfurl, clutching themselves tightly like a woman in a sixties farce whose towel has been blown away by a freak wind. The only creatures in white that looked comfortable running around on the greensward were the lambs. Yet at Lord’s the first test against the West Indies was almost over.

It seemed a bit early for international cricket to me. In the past, the tourists traditionally spent early May gazing at a small lake in Worcestershire under which, or so officials would assure them, lay a pitch. After that they’d spend a week huddled beneath northern skies that had gone beyond glowering and turned downright abusive, before moving on to the south coast to take on D. H. Robins’s XI (because back then the tourists played so many games there weren’t enough actual counties to keep them occupied. They had to make teams up, or they’d have run out of opponents by mid-August) while  wearing so many sweaters they looked like marshmallowmen and had to invite umpire David Constant to blow on their blue, benumbed fingers for them before they could hold a ball. Back then, until the visitors had sprinted from the field in at least a couple of hailstone showers at Chesterfield they weren’t considered sharp enough for international cricket.

Times move on. For decades people have been complaining that the football season encroaches ever further into the cricket season. Now the summer game, splendidly marshaled by the ECB chief executive and pet-shop magnate Giles Clarke was mounting a counter-offensive. It had marched slap-bang into football’s domestic and European climax, all blazers blazing. It seemed that if everything went to plan the next time New Zealand or Bangladesh came to England they would be playing a series of one-day internationals in mid-March. And if that doesn’t make the Premier League quake in its hand-tooled unicorn hide loafers, then what will?

Times move on, but as the train headed westwards and clouds the colour of oil slicks and the texture of sputum coagulated above my destination, I couldn’t help wondering what Mr Griffiths would have made of this ludicrously early start to a test series.

Mr Griffiths was a fixture at Headingley when I first started going to matches in the mid-seventies. Yorkshire’s HQ , it should be said, was a more decorous place in those days. The Western Terrace was far from the Viking-helmeted, gorilla-suited, false-breasted transvestite Bacchanal it is today. Back then a broad-beamed, Crimpelene-clad matron occupied every other bench and the air was filled with the scent of lavender or apple blossom cologne and the clicking of knitting needles. The presence of the floral legion ensured a certain decorum on the Western Terrace.

Not that the old ladies in the flowery dresses were entirely  without their own moments of noisy ribaldry. As dusk began to settle and a day of Thermos-flask coffee and Gypsy creams took its inevitable toll, they would often lay aside the baby’s bed jackets on which they had been busy to call noisily on the England selectors to pick Richard Lumb, point out that Rodney Marsh looked like a bulldog chewing a toffee, or bellow, ‘Thomson, tha’ couldn’t hit a cow’s backside with a banjo.’

But that was as far as it went. At the close of play they would wander off in rustling groups, back to their homes in Pudsey and Pateley Bridge with the sculleries that smelled of scones, and the bowls of sugared almonds on the sideboard, and husbands who had to clean their hands with Swarfega before they were allowed in the front room.

Mr Griffiths was very much at home in this well-mannered company. An immaculately dressed West Indian who worked on the trains, Mr Griffiths would lean against the rail of the main stand and his calls and imprecations would fill the day, mingling with the cries of the newspaper seller (‘Eee-Ark-shuh Parsssst’) and wandering, blue-coated ice cream man advertising his ‘Ah-Yuuuuum-ee, Ah-Yuuuuuum-ee choc ices’. (The choc ice man attended all of Yorkshire’s matches, his skin gradually becoming more weatherbeaten as the season went on until by the time of the Scarborough Festival he was the colour of a conker.)

 



Leaving aside the phalanx of tattooed numbskulls with literary agents, not many spectators achieve fame. Over the years only a very few have gained widespread public recognition: Manolo the drum-banging Spaniard, Sheffield Wednesday’s Tangoman, the Tour de France’s Teutonic Satan, and the elderly couple who turn up at Holland’s international fixtures wearing wigs made from carrots.

Arguably the most famous spectator of all was Stephen Harold Gascoigne, better known to the world as Yabba. In the inter-war years Yabba would finish his shift selling rabbits from a cart and appear on the Hill at Sydney where he’d berate wayward bowlers with his catchphrase, ‘Oh for a strong arm and a walking stick.’ He was held in such affection that when Sir Jack Hobbs played his last game at Sydney he made a point of going over to the Hill and shaking his hand. A statue of Yabba was unveiled at the SCG in 2008.

Mr Griffiths was Leeds’s Yabba. Only he didn’t hurl insults, he shouted tactical advice and always in the most polite terms. ‘Captain, it is time to bring Mr Underwood on,’ he would call in his deep and sonorous Caribbean voice. ‘An extra slip fielder might be in order when Mr Old is bowling, Mr Greig.’ Soon Mr Griffiths was so well known that it was hardly a surprise when one morning during the 1975 Ashes test he walked out into the middle before start of play to inspect the wicket with Australian captain Ian Chappell.

Mr Griffiths’s great idol was Geoff Boycott. He was the first person I ever heard call the Yorkshire opener ‘Sir Geoffrey’. Boycott is still with us - indeed, I am listening to him as I type this - but his biggest fan fell silent some while ago. I’m not sure what became of him. I’d dearly love to have heard his voice again, though. Even if it meant attending a test match in February.

 



‘Bit bleak, Workington,’ a friend of mine had remarked when I’d told him where I was headed. Since my friend came from Middlesbrough and worked in Easington, setting of the film  Billy Elliot, that wasn’t an assessment from a member of the sneering London-centric, metropolitan elite (not that there’s anything wrong with them, obviously). To be honest, even the most patriotic Northerner would find it hard to disagree.  Workington is one of England’s forgotten corners, a part of Cumbria you’re unlikely ever to find yourself in unless you get lost when leaving the Lake District. The only time I have ever been here before is when we took a wrong turn coming away from the World Gurning Championships in nearby Egremont.

The town’s bleakness was really why I’d chosen Workington CC v Furness CC at the Ernest Valentine Ground as the starting point for my journey. There was nothing more likely to dispel any notion of cricket being all cream teas and chaps in straw boaters than Workington playing their local arch-rivals from a nuclear-submarine-building town in the top flight of the Carlsberg North Lancashire and Cumbria League, Premier Division. Well, not unless there’s a game between fish-processing workers in Murmansk.

The train from Carlisle had trundled along the fringe of the Solway and down the coast, rain the consistency of tapioca splotting against the windows. We’d passed vast industrial dairies and rows of houses rendered in a colour that squatted grimly in the no man’s land between grey and brown. The Irish Sea looked like the contents of a slops bucket. At Flimby, estate agents’ signs flapped forlornly in the wind and one bungalow still had an illuminated Santa Claus balanced on the chimney. ‘Leaving Flimby - Please Call Again’ read a plaintive sign on the outskirts of the village as the road headed off into a landscape of allotments, light industrial sheds and the Iggesund chemical plant.

I arrived in Workington ninety minutes before the start of play and, during, an aimless time-killing walk around the town, got lost and ended up in an area of derelict allotments and scrapyards. ‘Danger Razor Wire’ read the signs, and ‘This property is alarmed’. Behind sharp steel fences large dogs barked. In a nearby stream the wheels of drowned shopping  trolleys poked up from the sludge and a lone and grubby swan stared miserably about as the wind turbines on the harbour side thrummed in the icy southerly wind. All in all it’s no surprise that, back in the thirties, west coast Workington’s football team played in the semi-pro North Eastern League alongside Blyth, Spennymoor and Horden Colliery. The town might be Cumberland but it’s coalmining and shipbuilding country, definitely more Catherine Cookson than Beatrix Potter.

Another of my reasons for coming to Workington was New Zealand pro Simon Beare. Or rather it was Beare’s absence. Workington had won back-to-back league titles thanks in part to the Kiwi’s efforts with bat and ball. Beare had arrived at the Ernest Valentine Ground in 2005 and quickly made a name for himself, hitting a league record 215 off just 117 balls against Keswick, an innings that included fifteen sixes and eighteen fours. Workington’s total that day, 397-7, was the highest in the North Lancashire and Cumbria League’s 113-year history.

Beare had also endeared himself to his team mates by mucking in with the upkeep of the ground, picking up a paintbrush on one of his first days at the club and whitewashing the sightscreens. In this the New Zealander was a throwback to earlier times: when pros had first been employed by northern clubs their job hadn’t just been to play the game. Hedley Verity’s 1929 contract with Middleton of the Central Lancashire League hung on the wall of the clubhouse. It laid out very clearly what the great spin bowler was expected to do for his pay: organise net practices, bowl to members four evenings a week, mow the outfield, prepare the wicket and effect all necessary repairs to equipment and buildings.

When Australian Bill Alley arrived at Colne in the Lancashire League in 1948 he found himself doctoring the batting strip with the help of a veteran groundsman: ‘If the  opposition pro was a spinner, you’d be watering the ground until the grass started to sprout up. On the other hand, if you were up against a first-class seamer you’d be down there chewing the bloody grass with your false teeth.’ Not that Alley minded. He looked on manual work as the ideal fitness regime for a cricketer. In My Incredible Innings, the all-rounder reveals the arduous regimen that ensured he went on playing top-class cricket until well into his forties - gardening. ‘I have two acres of land,’ Alley writes, ‘and while I could turn the soil over quicker with my rotary hoe, I prefer a spade.’ In case anyone hasn’t cottoned on yet, the future umpire adds that, when it comes to preparation for sport, ‘Exercise is the great thing’.

 



In league cricket up until the late fifties the pro was not just a player, but also coach, groundskeeper and caretaker. As a consequence, many of the early professionals were chosen for their knowledge of loams and rollers as much as of away swingers and late cuts. They were journeymen. The first genuine international talent to be tempted into the leagues was the Yorkshire and England all-rounder Bobby Peel.

Peel was a pitman’s son from Churwell near Leeds. He worked down the mines himself before cricket provided an escape route. Peel bowled left-arm spin and batted high up the order. He took over fifteen hundred first-class wickets and scored eleven thousand runs, including a double hundred against Warwickshire. Archie McClaren described him as ‘the cleverest bowler of my time’. He was also one of the most awkward to handle.

Peel was the enfant terrible of Yorkshire cricket in the last decades of the nineteenth century. And that was not a title you came by easily in those days. A man had to really work at it. In the late Victorian era Yorkshire had a reputation as a  hard-drinking, wild living crew - the Lynyrd Skynyrd of cricket. ‘Ten drunkards and a parson’ was the common description of the White Rose eleven of Peel’s day. The parson was lay preacher, teetotaller and sometime skipper Ephraim Lockwood.

Bobby Peel was the star of this dissolute side and when it came to excess, he exceeded all his colleagues. Peel stood five feet six inches tall - he was a gallon of bother in a half-pint pot. Or as the august Yorkshire Post cricket writer J. M. Kilburn put it: ‘He was immensely talented, firmly independent in character and susceptible to temptations in the way of life of professional cricketers of his time.’

The stories about Peel’s brilliance and boozing are legion, but a couple will suffice to make the point. England versus Australia at Sydney in 1894. At the end of the fourth day the home side were apparently cruising to victory. Peel had five teeth extracted and celebrated his survival of the ordeal by getting blind drunk. He arrived at the ground for the final day of the test expecting to stand on the boundary nursing a hangover as the Aussies knocked off the runs. Instead he discovered it had been raining overnight, the wicket had turned sticky and his services were required. His team mates put Peel in a cold shower to sober him up and he staggered out on to the field. Observing the dampness of the wicket he called to the England captain, A. E. Stoddart, ‘Give me the ball, Mr Stoddart, and I’ll have the buggers out by lunch.’ Peel took 6-67 and the last Australian wicket fell two minutes before the break to give England an unexpected victory by ten runs.

In 1897 Peel was banished from Yorkshire by the omnipresent Lord Hawke - who as county skipper was imposing much-needed discipline on the players - after an incident in which the all-rounder turned up at start of play so plastered that when he bowled he mistook the sight screen for the  stumps and when he was removed from the attack, urinated on the wicket.
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