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and
to Luka, Alia and Maia, who will find their own paths





‘ARE WE GOING TO THE SAME PLACE?’



In 1964, I opened the batting with Geoffrey Boycott at Salisbury, as Harare was then called, in the first match of the MCC tour of South Africa. We were both young hopefuls, though as things quickly panned out, my hopes were less firmly grounded than his. The game was a two-day friendly match. The pavilion was at mid-wicket in relation to the pitch. Geoffrey and I were each 20 or so not out in the fifty minutes’ batting we had before tea. He played the last ball and marched off towards the pavilion without waiting for me to join him. I had to run a few paces to catch up with him. I said, cheerfully I think, but perhaps also sarcastically, ‘Are we going to the same place?’ He turned on me, snapping, ‘None of your egghead intellectual stuff.’ The name ‘egghead’ stuck, at least for a while, though I don’t think of myself as an intellectual, let alone as an egghead.


Looking back, it’s tempting to see outcomes in matches and careers as inevitable and to read events and people as simpler than they are and more sharply edged – Perth rather than Mumbai. In life we nose our way forwards, uncertain about the future, and indeed with only vague and patchy knowledge of the present and the past.


One of the benefits of becoming an expert (of a kind) in one sphere, however narrow the sphere might be, is that we are in a position to know how little we understand of other spheres (or polyhedrons for that matter). It’s hard to really look and see. We are hindered by partial viewpoints, by the complexity of events; by lack of thought, and by over-thinking. (Expectation gets in the way of seeing; as the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said: ‘Don’t think, look’; and it is necessary to attempt to suspend and question some of our assumptions if we are to see what is in front of us.)


As I wrote in my book On Form, I think that writing, like playing cricket, like, in fact, many activities of life, involves at best a benign sort of marriage between discipline and spontaneity, between hard work and playfulness, between letting go of conscious control and the application of sometimes critical thought.


What follows is a collection of pieces on the game, portraits of players and issues that have interested me and continue to do so. It is not meant to be exhaustive. There is nothing, for instance, on captaincy, on retirement and depression, or on county cricket. Little on umpiring, on DRS, on grounds, on Middlesex colleagues; even on the future of the game. Some are pieces written originally for newspapers – mostly for the Sunday Times, Observer or The Times – over the past forty years. I have contextualized, and at least tampered with, them all. Twenty-five are new, or virtually so.


I started this brief pipe-opener with a tiny episode from the tour of South Africa. One continuing area of interest has been race, including apartheid, in cricket (that tour opened my eyes to the horrors of that system and the way it entered every area of people’s lives) and the question of whether it is legitimate to speak of physiological, cultural, racial and social differences in cricketing technique and character. I discuss at some length the D’Oliveira affair, and some of the personalities involved in that episode (perhaps the most significant in terms of broader influence in life beyond sport of any during my lifetime); the protest by Andy Flower and Henry Olonga at Mugabe’s Zimbabwe; and C. L. R. James’s account of the campaign for the election of a black captain (Frank Worrell) of the West Indies team. And I examine some quirks and special skills of the great Indian batsmen, Ranjitsinhji, Pataudi, Sachin Tendulkar and Virat Kohli. Differences of physiology, social customs and personality are to be celebrated and not denied (for reasons of political correctness) or scorned (for reasons of prejudice), but neither are they to be exempt from criticism.


There are many other topics, from John Arlott and Harold Pinter to Alan Knott and Kumar Sangakkara, from being pushed into a rose bush at the cricket ground at Burton upon Trent by an irate Middlesex supporter to conspiring with Philippe Edmonds to put the helmet at short mid-on to tempt Yorkshire batsmen into error in the search for five penalty runs. And there is something on the Ashes – including the prediction, almost correct, that Douglas Jardine would win the Ashes but lose a Dominion – and on corruption, as in attempts to fix matches or passages of play by Hansie Cronje and by Pakistan players lured by the News of the World sting, as opposed to common-or-garden cheating (including ball tampering).


If a sufficient number of people enjoy the book, and if I live long enough, there may even be a sequel. You may take this as a warning or a promise.





PART 1




FROM HECKMONDWIKE TO LORD’S






1



THE FOOTBALL CAP


‘Please can you bring me a football, a football jersey, some football gloves, some football boots, some football socks, a football cap, and a football shirt. Good bye until next Christmas’: Extract from letter to Father Christmas, 1948. (I also politely wished him a very happy Christmas and hoped ‘you won’t get too “tied” when you go on your “raindeas” [sic] down every chimney’.)
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This six-year-old me, or I, had a one-track mind. Note the football gloves and cap; these were what the Brentham goalie, Paul Swann, wore when facing west late on a winter day. When play was safely down the other end, Paul would chat with this obsessive little boy by his goalpost. Then the players would come sweeping towards his goal, the thud of studs surging like a herd of Father Christmas’s reindeer, the swirling male bodies barging against each other.


Paul and his brother John were, along with my earthbound father, Horace, my heroes, John particularly. Intermediate in age between my father and myself, he was an excellent footballer and an even better cricketer. He played both games for Brentham, near our home in Ealing, West London, along with my father. He was a capped Middlesex Second XI player, and also played four first-class games for the county between 1949 and 1951.


Smartly turned out, with his upturned collar (did I unconsciously copy him?) John was a correct and classical left-hand batsman, a fine fielder, especially in the covers, and a skilful and reliable leg-spin bowler. He was elegant in everything he did. On the football field I remember him as an athletic, forthright inside-forward.


I can picture him playing a ball just short of a length wide of mid-on with a straight bat, from a sideways-on position, and moving smoothly for a quick single. As a bowler he didn’t turn the ball much, but he drifted it in, and was accurate. He had a high action, perhaps too high for a real leg-spinner.


John was offered a contract by Middlesex, but, aware of the uncertainties of such a move, which would involve giving up his job as a draughtsman in an aircraft company, decided against.


My image of him was of someone who always gave his best, was entirely straightforward, and would never blame others. If his partner called him for a run, John would trust him, put his head down, and go for the crease as hard as he could. His demeanour was modest. He would accept a decision without a hint of visible disappointment, let alone dissent. John was quiet, but with a nice sense of humour. He was an admirable model for a young cricketer. He had a motorbike and sidecar, which seemed glamorous to me then, but rather precarious now.


Later, like John Swann and my father, I too played for Brentham and Middlesex.


Another significant influence was Middleton Sports Club, in Sussex. It was three miles from Bognor, where we went on holiday each August over ten years. As a small boy, I would go along Bognor beach asking to join cricket games in progress. I’m told that they would sometimes get fed up with me when they couldn’t get me out, but I don’t remember that. We discovered Middleton when I was ten. Mr Leigh-Breeze ran the cricket for the sports events held on three days a week, and the team for a whole week’s colts’ cricket against other teams. My first proper game of cricket was when I was ten. The colts team had boys as old as eighteen. We were one short. My main anxiety before the match was that my pair of long whites, due to be sent by my aunt, wouldn’t arrive in time, and I’d have to play in shorts. Batting at number ten on the day, proudly trousered, I scored 5 not out. A hook and an off-drive. Next match, at Chichester, I was put in first. The opening bowler was a giant left-arm bowler. When he bowled me a slower ball, I thought: ‘I wish he’d bowl slower balls all the time.’ This kind of feeling remained with me for much of the next thirty years.


In one match a few years later, I faced John Snow, opening the bowling for Bognor Colts. The colts week was followed by three weeks of men’s cricket. As I grew older, I wanted to play as often as possible, almost every day. A Middleton Sunday XI played at often picturesque village grounds across Sussex. At Wisborough Green, I first encountered the Nawab of Pataudi.


Freddie Brown, England captain not long before occasionally played against Middleton. I was too timid to be one of the boys bowling at him on the outfield before the game. He belched spectacularly after lunch and port. When I was about fifteen I batted against him in a match, and remember hitting him through the covers for four off the back foot. Billy Griffith (ex-England wicket-keeper and batsman) and his son Mike also played for Middleton. I once opened the batting with my father, but was so excited and anxious I got bowled for 0, rushing down the wicket to an off-spinner.


My father, born in Heckmondwike, near Dewsbury, in Yorkshire’s West Riding, was the youngest of eight children. His father Joseph was an engine fitter, who would travel across the north of England repairing and fitting crucial mill engines. His mother Lydia-Anne, daughter of the publican at the Shoulder of Mutton in Liversedge, was a determined woman, whom my father would remember playing bridge, and bidding, rebidding and re-re-rebidding spades. There is a story about her spending the whole of a £50 legacy that came to her – a huge amount for that time and that family – on a piano. To get it into the house the windows upstairs had to be taken out and a crane brought in to lift the piano up.


Horace was an excellent all-round sportsman (my mother too: she played netball for London University, and later tennis). He was good at cricket, football, hockey, water-polo, swimming – to name only a few. He played cricket for Yorkshire Seconds for three years, at a time when Yorkshire were the best team in the country. He captained the Combined British Universities team. And he played once for Yorkshire, against, as it happened, Middlesex, at Bramall Lane, Sheffield, in 1937.


Some of England’s greatest players were playing in this match: for Yorkshire, Len Hutton, Herbert Sutcliffe, Hedley Verity and Bill Bowes; for Middlesex, Denis Compton, Bill Edrich, Patsy Hendren and Walter Robins. Middlesex had three international leg-spinners, Jim Sims, ‘Tuppy’ Owen-Smith and Robins, a breed of bowling not trusted in Yorkshire, and hardly ever met with by someone (like my father) brought up in the northern leagues.


Coming in at number five, he scored 8 and 9. In the second innings, he batted with Len Hutton, who was due to play his first Test match a few days later. I think it was typical of the Yorkshire Horace that he complained of Hutton pinching the bowling; a mere Southerner would have been pleased to stay watching from the non-striking end while Hutton did his stuff, but there is a sort of Yorkshire pride that comes through saying, ‘I refuse to kow-tow to anyone.’


It was not only Yorkshire’s league players who struggled against leg-spin. Their professionals too were often disconcerted by this form of bowling. The chilly, damp climate doesn’t help; and psychologically Yorkshiremen were traditionally too suspicious of a tribe whose members inevitably bowl the odd long hop or full toss. In 1967 I played a season for Cambridgeshire, keeping wicket. One of the great pleasures was keeping to Johnny Wardle, especially when he bowled Chinamen and googlies. I asked him about Len. He told me:




I once bowled to him in a pre-season middle practice at Headingley. I’m honestly not boasting when I say: I have never seen so great a player so bamboozled. Yet as captain of England he wouldn’t risk the odd boundary. He wanted me to bowl defensively, orthodox slow-left-arm, to give the fast bowlers a rest.





In only his second game for Middlesex, in 1965, Middlesex leg-spinner Harry Latchman, took 6 for 52 against Yorkshire at Lord’s. Len came into our dressing room after play. J. T. Murray, the Middlesex wicket-keeper, ribbed him: ‘What is it about your lot, Len, that they can’t play leg-spin?’ Leonard paused, characteristically, having us all wait for his words of wisdom. ‘You see,’ he eventually said, pointing upwards with his finger by his head, ‘the further north you go, the slower they get.’ (He meant the batsmen, not the leg-spinners.)


Hutton bowled leg-breaks himself, by the way; in 1939 he took 44 wickets at 18.88, finishing eighth in the national bowling averages. But he was suspicious of wrist spinners on his own side, partly because, notwithstanding Wardle’s encounter with him, he played Sonny Ramadhin and Jack Iverson, both fine international leg-spinners, so well himself (treating them both as off-spinners, I gather).


Perhaps this was not so much a Yorkshire failing as a north country one. The cricket writer Stephen Chalke tells me that the Yorkshire player Ken Taylor, who played leg-spin as well as anyone, told him that Lancashire and England batsman Cyril Washbrook was hopelessly at sea against this type of bowler. He used to stay at the other end when Doug Wright was bowling for Kent, and ‘didn’t know whether it was Christmas or Easter’ against Wardle.


Yorkshiremen traditionally were brought up not to be too pleased with themselves, not to get ahead of themselves. ‘Don’t get your feet too far under the table too soon’ was my father’s only advice to me for potential romantic relationships. They were at the same time stolidly averse to being treated as anyone’s inferior.


Once when my father came off the field after scoring a hundred at Heckmondwike, an old chap in the pavilion said, ‘Well played young man, but tha’ wouldn’t have scored a ’oondred if thi’ father [the ‘a’ rhyming with ‘fat’, not with the second ‘a’ in ‘palaver’] had been bowling [rhyming with ‘howling’]. To my mind this captures something fundamental to the Yorkshire mentality – give praise, but stint it: don’t let the young fellow get above himself: the old days were better.


When I was about fourteen, I remember my father telling me off, quietly, for boasting. I felt and can still feel the shame. I had been both arrogant and falsely modest, commenting to Mike Griffith and my father that my wicket-keeping was ‘not quite as good as Mike’s on the leg-side’. I remember exactly where this conversation occurred, as we walked round the Middleton boundary.


On the rare occasions when we had a chance to play table tennis, Horace would allow me to get to a 20–16 lead before he won 22–20. I remembered this during my second game for Cambridge, aged nineteen. I hooked the great Fred Trueman for four (it was a slow, damp pitch). ‘Good shot, son,’ he said, ‘but tha’ won’t do it again.’ And indeed, two balls later, a second short ball was several miles an hour faster, and I had to take hasty evasive action.


You weren’t allowed to elevate yourself too much in that world. Don’t think you’re the only pebble on the beach. Don’t be one of those who fancy the sun shines out of their backsides.


As the youngest child, Horace was able to stay on at school to do his A-levels, as the older children were by then bringing money into the home. He got a scholarship to Leeds University to read maths. The practice of taking the hat round for a collection if you scored fifty made quite a difference to his financial well-being during these years.


After the war, there was Brentham. He played in a local derby the day my younger sister Margy was born, in 1946, scoring 50 against Ealing. An entry in my school workbook from 1948 reads: ‘when daddy takes me to away crickett match-is [sic] I like it. His hiest scor this yeara is 73. That is not-bad.’ (Even then I had a penchant for hyphens.) And, later: ‘I went-to brentham crickit-field and watchet daddy play crickit, he got 50 runs I scored everey-man until he was-out, nobodey got ass-menny runs as 50. I did not scor the boling becase I can not do the boling.’
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When I was thirteen, I was drafted in to play for Brentham at Malden Wanderers ground, when they were one short. I came in at number ten, playing for a draw, and scored three not out, batting against a bowler who seemed quick to me (Harry Edney, his name, and I can still remember his quaintly dance-like side-step as he started his run-up.) At the other end was a leg-spinner who played for Kent 2nd XI, named Keith Walker. I learned later that the opposition were miffed at my presence, since they could not, they felt, bowl short at this boy.


By chance I recently met Michael Burns, who played in the match, himself only sixteen. He recalled bowling with another spinner at Brentham against my father and John Swann, right hander and left hander. As the bowlers alternated between over and round the wicket depending on whether a left hander or right hander was facing, the batsmen insisted on having the (single) sight screen moved (by the fielders) at each change. He also remembered my father being grumpy at the ‘loud’ and youthful Malden team. My father didn’t hide his feelings.


He also played for Middlesex II, and twice for the county team when Middlesex were depleted due to Test calls. These two matches, in 1949, were at Bath and Swansea. The first of them was also the debut of Fred Titmus, aged sixteen. In my last year as a professional cricketer, 1982, we pulled in Fred, aged forty-nine, to play for Middlesex against Surrey at Lord’s at the end of August, when he’d dropped in to the dressing room to say hello and to watch the start. He took four wickets in the match, which effectively won us the Championship. Fred said: ‘I saw the father in, and the son out’.


Horace was warm and affectionate. He was very encouraging and supportive. He would spend hours making me dive for catches, or bowling to me. Mind, if we were playing catch up-hill, he’d be at the higher point, so if I missed it I’ve have to go all the way to the bottom of the hill to get the ball. When he bowled at me on Bognor beach, he’d bowl with the wind, and when he acceded to my imploring him to take me to the recreation ground near the house we rented on the Chichester Road, I would have to run to fetch the ball whether I missed it or hit it. There was a premium on defensive shots played straight back down the pitch.


In those days, if you were to play for Yorkshire you had to be born in the county (there was one perhaps mythical exception, on moral grounds it seems, for an individual careless enough to have been born on a plane, who got special dispensation to be eligible for the county on the grounds that his parents were trying so hard to get back to give birth in the promised land). My father used to joke that he should have got my mother onto the train north for my birth. But times were hard in 1942.


So, beyond the local influences and heroes, there were Middlesex and Yorkshire. Middlesex foremost. The year my father played for the county, 1949, was the first in which I followed first-class cricket. It was also the season when Middlesex and Yorkshire shared the County Championship. The first four Middlesex batsmen were Jack Robertson, Sid Brown, Edrich and Compton. But I chose Robertson as my hero, rather than either of the more flamboyant and dramatic pair. Jack opened the batting, was a correct, neat player, quick on his feet. I find it interesting that I preferred him, especially in light of the kind of player I became, and the more modest, Robertson-like role I played. Oddly, our career averages were virtually identical. Perhaps my choosing him had something to do with his scoring 331 not out, in a day, at Worcester in 1949, a wondrous feat to a seven-year-old fan.


When I was ten, I went to the City of London School, next to Blackfriars Bridge, where my father taught maths and cricket, and sang in the choir. (His first teaching job in London after the war had been at Sloane Grammar School. The headmaster ran the choir and was a good musician. Horace wanted to join the choir. The head told him he’d have to audition. ‘All right,’ said Horace, ‘I’ll sing to you if you sing to me.’ So they happily sang to each other, and my father got the job and joined the choir.)


At eleven I scored my first century, against Forest School. And around that time, I was able to bowl leg-breaks and googlies, once taking 8 wickets for 21 against Dulwich College. But as I grew, I could no longer spin or control the ball.


When I was fifteen, the school employed Reg Routledge, an ex-Middlesex professional, to do some coaching. He taught me to allow my hands to flow through the shot, enabling me to hit the ball on the up on the non-deviating, skiddy, composite pitches recently installed in the playground.


A year or two later I had my first playing link with Lord’s, though I had been there a few times, once watching Compton score 70 or so against Worcestershire; I remember only one ball of that innings. Roly Jenkins, the leg-spinner, was bowling from the Nursery End. Compton came yards down the wicket, but misjudged the length. Jenkins must have thought at last he had him, but as the ball went past him, Compton brilliantly late cut it. I once saw Robertson score a century at Lord’s, too.


I also went to a Test match against Australia, and while it rained, bought for a shilling a little booklet with scorecards of all the Tests played between the countries up to then. Thus names like Spofforth and Bannerman became known to me. (Earlier, aged five, I had dug a hole in the back garden to get to Australia.)


But now, at sixteen, on Monday evenings (an extra bonus being that I thereby got out of the compulsory Combined Cadet Force) I was coached by Jim Sims, who had played in that Yorkshire vs Middlesex match at Sheffield in 1937.


Jim was a strange, kindly man, with a confidential manner. His advice to a young cricketer, as I recall, was a mixture of platitudes, patiently reinforced, and obscurities. For instance: ‘A straight ball, Michael, has a certain lethal quality about it.’ (Pause for effect.) ‘If you miss it you’ve ’ad it.’ And then: ‘Do you follow me, Michael?’ Or: ‘I once took eight wickets against Sussex at Lord’s. The Evening News report said, “Sims took eight wickets, six of them from long-’ops.” What they didn’t say, Michael, was that five of them long-’ops were straight long-’ops.’ He once asked me why ‘Bloodnut’ (Bob Hurst, a slow left-armer on the Middlesex staff) ‘would never make a first-class cricketer’. When I admitted I had no idea, he revealed, enigmatically, ‘Because he’s not properly shod.’ Sometimes I didn’t follow Jim.


Jim told me that he was sure I’d play for Middlesex. He was not quite sure if I’d play for England. His judgement was accurate and might easily have been how things turned out. By 1959 I was playing for Middlesex Young Amateurs (as they were called) and the next year for Middlesex Second XI.


Jim was a strange mixture of the canny and the naïve. In the 1970s he became Middlesex scorer. He would arrive for lunch at the Players’ Dining Room at Lord’s in his long beige raincoat, with capacious pockets. These he would fill with cans of beer (still then placed on the lunch table as routine refreshment for players in the middle of a day’s play). He needed warming up in the draughty scorebox on cold days, and cooling down on hot ones. One of the many stories told about him referred to his teenage years on the ground staff at Lord’s. Occasionally these youngsters would be included in MCC out-matches against schools and clubs. In his first match, smartly dressed in blazer and tie, he was asked his name by the captain. ‘Sims,’ he said; ‘Jim Sims.’ ‘OK, Sims,’ said the captain, ‘you can bat at number ten.’ Next match he again turned up early, impeccably dressed. The captain asked him his name. ‘Morton-Sims, sir; James Morton-Sims.’ ‘Ah, Morton-Sims,’ said the captain, deferentially, ‘would you care to bat at number three?’
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‘THEN I KNEW WE HAD A CHANCE’


In 1962, Tony Lewis was captain, and I was Secretary, of Cambridge University Cricket Club. A first-year undergraduate had recently played his first games. His father invited Tony and me to dinner at the Garden House Hotel. The father was Sir Leonard Hutton, the son, Richard, who later followed his father in playing for Yorkshire and England.
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Len’s generosity had its motives. ‘You’ve not yet seen the best of our Richard,’ he said. ‘It’s this Economics he’s reading. It’s not easy. I’ve looked at his books.’ Over the succeeding years, Len came to watch Richard, and Cambridge, play, and I would sometimes drive Richard to his home, near Kingston, from matches. When he failed to direct me or follow the map, Richard would complain in a baleful way about how ‘In the south of England all the roads look alike’, as if there were no similar roads in the north.


Thus I came to know Len, and became fond of the family.


But first, something about his cricket. Herbert Sutcliffe, who played in the match my father played in, in 1937, said of his young opening partner: ‘I’m only setting up these records for Hutton to break them.’


I don’t remember seeing him bat, which is a sadness. I’ve seen those rather miserly and distant clips of him during his 364 at the Oval in 1938. He looks relaxed, flowing, careful. He moved easily between the wickets. He had what we would now call ‘soft hands’.


According to cricket correspondent, John Woodcock, he was as natural a player, as capable of playing appropriately in the situation, as Joe Root, though of course the latter plays in a lot of different contexts from those Len played in. In 2002, Micky Stewart, the Surrey and England opener, compared Michael Vaughan (then at his best) to Hutton. ‘When running between the wickets, he even carries his bat under his left arm, just like Len.’


There seem to be different accounts of the changes made by the six years of war, and the broken arm and bone grafts from the injury in the gym that led to Hutton’s left arm being two inches shorter than the right one. After the war, by all accounts, he didn’t hook; and some said he was more cautious. But he had also been criticized for slow scoring before 1939. I imagine that he got used to his shorter arm, and was not much hampered by it. He did get a 50 per cent disability pension for his injury, which must have pleased him.


Picked out by the Australians for special treatment, as the key England batsman, he had to face Ray Lindwall and Keith Miller in their prime. Richie Benaud and Alan Davidson said of him that they never saw anyone with a better technique.


He was also a genius at playing on uncovered pitches. I remember listening to the crackly radio broadcast from Brisbane in 1950. Having won the toss, Australia were all out for 228. That night there was a storm, and a leaky tarpaulin. On the resultant ‘sticky dog’, England captain Freddie Brown held Hutton back to number 6, and declared on 68 for 7, Hutton not out 8. (In retrospect I can’t understand this; you leave your best player to number six and then declare when he is still batting? In fact the situation was even more bizarre; Brown had Hutton down to go in number five from the start, and had picked reserve wicket-keeper Arthur McIntyre as a specialist batsman.) Alec Bedser and Trevor Bailey reduced Australia to 32 for 7, when they in turn declared. Set 193 to win, on an obviously near-unplayable pitch, but one that was going to get slightly easier when drier the next morning, Hutton (again) and Compton were held back, eventually going in at eight and nine. That evening, McIntyre was run out for 7 going for a fourth run. This was to my highly critical eight-year-old mind, the greatest cricketing sin I’d heard of. Run out, for a fourth, when his job was to stay in as long as he could until the pitch eased out! England were 30 for 6 overnight. McIntyre never got over his chagrin. ‘Christ,’ he said decades later, ‘if I could have walked off the ground the other way and not had to face Freddie Brown, I would have done.’


Next morning Hutton scored 62 not out of the 92 runs that England’s last four wickets managed. Of the last-wicket partnership of 45 with Hutton, Doug Wright scored 2. Jack Fingleton wrote: ‘England lost because they had only one Hutton. Just half another Hutton would have been sufficient.’


In 1963 the Gillette Cup was introduced. For the first time, professional cricket teams played limited-overs cricket, 65 overs each side, soon coming down to 60. Richard Hutton was scathing about it. Definitively, as if it were an eternal truth, he pronounced: ‘It’s not cricket.’ (Though when Yorkshire won in 1965, thanks to Geoff Boycott’s remarkable 146, Richard, opening the bowling with Fred Trueman, bowled 8 overs for 17 runs and Yorkshire won by the comfortable margin of 175 runs, so Richard was probably unwilling to consider this match, at least, ‘not cricket.’)


Richard’s bluntness was almost the opposite of his father’s characteristically faltering, apparently naïve, uncertainty. Len’s take on one-day cricket around the same time was: ‘In this limited-overs cricket, the thing is, it doesn’t matter if you get out. Fancy that, batting without worrying about getting out.’ For Len, this did seem to contradict the first law of batting. You owed it to your side, you owed it to yourself, to stay in. On his slender shoulders the England batting often rested.


Apart from his batting, Len was England’s first professional captain. Colin Cowdrey writes an appreciative and perceptive account of the tour of Australia in 1954–5, which Len captained. He was an extraordinary mixture of the shrewd and the naïve. On landing at Perth, he was asked about the prospects for the tour. ‘Actually we’ve come out here to learn a thing or two from you . . . We’ve got one or two batsmen, I suppose. We’ve not got much bowling, really. We’ve got these young chaps, what’s their names? Statham, Tyson, but they’ve ’ardly bowled.’ A masterly performance.


Len had a healthy regard for sheer speed. In the run-up to the first Test, at Sydney against New South Wales, Len said: ‘Neil Harvey – he could play a bit, Harvey, you know – had to take his pad off to rub his leg, when Frank [Tyson] hit him on the shin. That’s when I knew we had a chance.’


And I love his studied ploy when the young Benaud came in to bat. Hutton knew he wasn’t good against Tyson. Early in his innings, when Benaud was facing, Hutton would allow the fielders to get into their positions. As the bowler was about to run in for the first ball, Hutton would hold his hand up, and say, ‘Hang on a minute, where’s Frank?’ He’d look round the field as if unable to locate him, despite his being at his usual fine leg or third man. ‘Come and have a bowl, Frank.’ Poor Benaud must have been quaking in his boots.


He also surprised Cowdrey when the latter was batting shortly before lunch in one Test, by sending twelfth man Vic Wilson out to the middle in his MCC blazer, carrying a silver salver with a bunch of bananas on it. ‘What’s all this about?’ asked the bewildered Cowdrey. ‘I rather think the captain doesn’t want you to get out before lunch,’ said Wilson, drily. ‘He wonders if you’re hungry.’


Len was sparing with his words, especially when anxious about captaincy. He did, I’m told, respond to requests for a cricketing chat from his players, but he could also go days hardly speaking. Geoffrey Howard, manager of that tour, who knew him as well as anyone in the cricket world, described him as an enigma: ‘so often when alone he switches on the radio and sits looking at the wall’. One evening he knocked on the door of Brian Statham’s and Frank Tyson’s room. They were having a drink with two young women. Len said: ‘Better get ready for tomorrow’s Test. Good night.’ The girls left immediately.


On a different note, he was paternal and kind to Cowdrey on that tour. The latter’s father had died while they were on-board ship, and he had received the news in Colombo. Hutton took him under his wing.


When Len retired from first-class cricket in 1955, Alan Ross wrote a fine piece called ‘Hutton departs’. He records conversations with Len on the topic mentioned above: on his longing to play without having to worry about getting out.


Ross describes Hutton’s classicism:




Self-sufficiency, I suppose, is one of the true marks of the artist, and Hutton has been self-sufficient as a cricketer to the point of often seeming disinterested. He seemed at moments unutterably wearied by it. The context of Hutton’s cricket, the bleak decade when he almost alone – Compton and Bedser were allies – preserved its dignity, has been such that grace and levity seemed almost excluded as indecencies. Compton, born under a warmer star, has combined these attributes as if in defiance. His genius is romantic and individual. Hutton never made such an appeal, His art has existed within precise technical limits. It would have been as unthinkable for Hutton the man to step outside the figure of Hutton the batsman, as it would have been for Nijinsky suddenly to assert his own personality while dancing the faun.





He continues:




It is in precisely this subservience of the personal to the impersonal, this sacrificing the imp of human impulse to the demands of the situation, that classicism consists. Hutton has been the embodiment of so many classical ideas – discipline, restraint, concentration, correctness and elegance of execution – that he came to be thought of as an abstraction, infallible and incapable of improvisation.





He was not, Ross goes on, either infallible or unable to improvise. In 1948, he ‘conquered majestically a fallibility against fast hostile bowling’: in 1946–7 in Australia he showed, when forced to it, ‘powers of improvisation never hitherto suspected, of an order of which only the greatest are capable’.




He could, of course, play every stroke – except perhaps the hook, but then the hook is a luxury and Hutton’s technical vocabulary, though complete, was spare in character – but he showed flashes during his great post-war seasons, flashes as rewarding as his own smile, the lightening of his eyes – those amazingly light wide eyes, revealing perhaps his Moravian ancestry – he took pleasure in playing the rare more dangerous ones. Only however when necessary; it remained an axiom of Hutton’s batting that economy was all, that flourishes were an indulgence and no part of perfection, no matter how esoteric and complex perfection may be adjudged to be.





And here Alan Ross makes a wonderful link, quoting a remark of Hutton’s that was echoed a decade later when he spoke to me of not having to worry about getting out: ‘I refrain from saying too much’, he had written to Ross not long before he retired. ‘I am Yorkshire-bred and born, you know. I have bought a drink but not too often.’


And when he was already out of Test cricket, but not scoring too many runs, he once said to Ross: ‘A hundred or two will put me right, a few runs’ – and he looked up quizzically, as if he found them strange words to say, ‘made just for fun’.


One word Ross applies to Len’s batting was ‘ascetic’. It seems right. It went against his grain to play ‘for fun’, it was indulgent to have too much of a flourish. He was classic, in his restraint, in his orthodoxy, in his care. His appeal lay in this elegant near-perfection of restraint. And yet somewhere he did long to play when ‘it doesn’t matter if you get out’, to play, at least once or twice, with abandon; ‘for fun’. For Len I imagine batting was more often work than play, hard work, more discipline than improvisation, more control than spontaneity.


He was born under a different star from Compton. He once went to meet Compton in the middle of the pitch when Lindwall and Miller were bowling. His dry comment was: ‘There must be easier ways of earning a living than this.’ Compton was an entertainer. At a less important game, he’d say to his batting partner, ‘There aren’t many people here . . . I shan’t be out here long’. It would have been unimaginable for Hutton to say this.


At Adelaide in 1954–5, Tyson, Statham and Bob Appleyard bowled Australia out for 111 in the second innings, leaving England 97 to win. Miller took three early wickets, including Hutton’s; England were 18 for 3. Len was reputed to have said, morosely: The ‘boogers ’ave done us again.’ Compton about to go in, standing next to him, said: ‘But I haven’t been in yet.’ ‘Ah know, ah know,’ said Len. In the event, Compton saw England home by five wickets, scoring 34 not out.


Hutton and Compton never really got on.


Doug Insole recalled, however, an occasion in the summer of 1990. Both these great players were in a box at Lord’s. They had a drink, and at lunch went to the buffet at the back of the box to fill their plates. And then sat down next to each other, and talked. They didn’t get up till after tea, talking just to each other. When one left, the other said, ‘See you next time.’ A month later Len was dead. But they had that long afternoon of rapprochement.


Not long before, Insole had been sitting with Len and his wife Dorothy at Lord’s when Graham Gooch scored his triple century against India. As Gooch approached and then passed 300, Len got more and more silent. He was an occasional smoker, but on this occasion he smoked non-stop, puffing quickly on each cigarette, and then stubbing it out. The pile of long cigarette ends became a small pyramid on the ash-tray. At one point, Dorothy said: ‘Leonard, if he does score 365, the cameras will be trained on you; they all know you’re here. You’d better look a bit pleased, and then say the right thing.’ Len said nothing, but went on leaning back in his chair, chain-smoking, filling the ash-tray. At last Gooch got out, for 333. At this moment, Doug says, Leonard leaped out his chair, saying for all to hear, ‘He’s a very fine player, a very fine player, what an innings!’
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THE DARLING BUDS OF MAY


[image: illustration]




Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?


Thou art more lovely and more temperate:


Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,


And summer’s lease hath all too short a date . . .





If, after the war, cricket meant to millions of English people the return of normality, Denis Compton and Bill Edrich represented the arrival of a brand new spring, the rebirth of flamboyance, instinct and pleasure in a grey world of bombsites, ration-cards and austerity. They were indeed the darling buds of May.


Compton particularly soon became a household name and face, to an extent shared in those days only by film stars. During the 1946 season, a visitor to the Middlesex dressing room, Bagenal Harvey, saw three thousand unopened letters addressed to Compton scattered on ledges and window sills. Harvey offered to manage Compton’s affairs, and get the letters answered. Thus began the first sportsman/promoter-manager relationship, with 10 per cent (or more) commission and the expansion of image from back page to bill board. Compton, ironically the least mercenary of men, became the first English cricketer to use his association with a commercial product – Brylcreem – that was unrelated to the game. He was a natural for stardom, primarily because of his sheer brilliance and skill as a sportsman, but also because of his boyish good looks, personal charm, and a capacity to treat as old friends people he had forgotten.


[image: illustration]


Compton handled success with unforced modesty. His contemporaries, their amused affection tinged with awe, recall him without envy or resentment. There was ‘nothing to dislike him for’. He ‘never played for himself’. He was ‘marvellously easy, helpful in a delightful way,’ said George Mann, captain of Middlesex in 1948 and 1949.


He could fail to appreciate the problems experienced by the ordinary player: ‘Why don’t you get on with it, Harry?’ he said to Harry Sharp, later Middlesex scorer, whose connection with him went back to 1933, when he joined Denis on the ground staff at Lord’s. ‘But I can’t, Denis.’ In this failing, though, he was not more than momentarily unthinking, never carping or judgemental. And he was characteristically generous to lesser players. Mike Murray, who played as an amateur in the 1950s, recalls Denis coming in to the dressing room from the balcony when Murray got out to give him some tips about moving later against the swinging ball. He ‘went out of his way to help’. On the other hand, his son Patrick is reported to have said that Denis would tell him that he was coming to see him play when he was at Marlborough School, and regularly not appear.


Even his reputation for being a shocking caller and runner between the wickets was exaggerated. According to Sharp, the Middlesex scorer, his ‘running between the wickets was not as bad as it was made out to be; far better than Mike Gatting’s’. Fred Titmus, the Middlesex and England all-rounder, adds that many of the run-outs occurred largely because the rest of the team were terrified of causing his dismissal, so they would not send him back firmly when there was a dubious call.


As a batsman, his wonderful improvisations were founded on a basic copy-book technique. If his batting had a limitation, it was perhaps in his rarely hitting straight; yet when Walter Robins, the captain, once teased him at the tea interval about having boringly omitted to hit the ball back over the bowler’s head, he took care to remedy the omission in the over after tea, even nominating, correctly, which ball was to end up in the pavilion.


He had his occasional struggles, too. In 1946, he scored ten runs in five innings. In the next innings, against Warwickshire, before he’d scored, the ball trickled back onto his off-stump without dislodging a bail. In relief and desperation Compton decided that, come what may, the next ball would have to go. He smashed spinner Eric Hollies over the top, scored a century, and for the next five years forgot about struggling. Rough winds did shake him again in 1950–1, when he averaged less than ten in the series in Australia, a tour in which the famous knee, injured in the Cup Final the previous May, troubled him continuously.


I asked Denis if he premeditated any of his audacious strokes. He couldn’t tell me. What he did say was that he ‘looked to go on the back foot against the quickest bowlers’. But it was rare that Compton had to worry, or think his way out of trouble. His pre-season practice was said to consist of playing a few ‘air-shots’ in the dressing room half an hour before play on the first day of the season, his sole preparation. (He himself claimed to have enjoyed knocking up for ten minutes on the outfield and practising on the slip cradle.) He ‘simply’, as John Arlott wrote in 1947, ‘plays – like a boy striking at a rubber ball with a paling from a fence – for fun’. Indeed, though he never used a paling, stories abounded of his borrowing any bat – someone’s discard, perhaps – left in the bottom of a Lord’s locker – and putting it to magical use. (He even once borrowed mine, in a match at the Lord’s Nursery Ground in about 1958, when I was still at school. I was more worried about my bat than honoured by the identity of the borrower.)


Fellow Middlesex-cricketer, and later coach, Don Bennett, recalled an innings against Sussex on a drying pitch at Lord’s in 1955: ‘The shot that just was not on in such conditions was the cover drive “on the up”; Compo kept hitting fours past cover, on the up. He scored 150 out of 206 all out. The next highest scorer was tail-ender John Warr, with 13.’ Titmus agreed. Batting at the other end, he would feel, ‘“You can’t do that!”, until the scoreboard showed Compton 120 not out and we had to say, “You can.”’


For the record, Compton scored 38,942 runs in 839 innings at an average of 51.85. He scored 123 centuries. His Test average was 50.06.


He also took 622 wickets with his flowing Chinamen and googlies.


Warr, captain of Middlesex in the 1950s, tells of an August Bank Holiday match at Hove. Flustered, Denis arrived on the field at 12.55, an hour and a half late, ingenuously surprised by the amount of traffic. Sussex were 70 for 1. Robins barked at him, ‘Now you’ve turned up you’d better have a bowl.’ In the half-hour to lunch, bowling in gym-shoes, he took three wickets.


Denis was always modest about his beginnings. He acknowledged the support he had from his sports master at Bell Lane School, Hendon; and from his father, who had a small painting-and-decorating business and was a keen amateur sportsman. At fourteen, he was, he said, ‘lucky enough’ to score a hundred for the Elementary Schools against the Public Schools. Pelham Warner, watching the match, offered him, through his parents, a contract on the Lord’s ground staff for the next season. His mother, who thought the Civil Service a sounder bet, refused, asking, ‘What about the other eight months?’ Soon the answer came: Arsenal offered him a winter contract as a footballer. Thus was the Civil Service saved from Denis Compton!


He served his apprenticeship at Lord’s, bowling at members in the nets (‘the new boys got the one who didn’t give tips!’, he told me), playing on Sundays and in MCC out-matches. He was not, Sharp said, much good at selling scorecards. For Middlesex II, Denis recalled a partnership of 98 against Kent with Jim Swanton, of which Swanton, improbably, scored more than half. At eighteen, in 1936, he was picked for the first team as a bowler, batting (for the last time in his life) at number 11. When he came in to join ‘Old Gubby’ (Allen, then 33 years old), Middlesex needed 25 for a first-innings lead. They got them, but Maurice Tate was ‘past his best’ and he was ‘lucky’. (Tate’s analysis in the innings was, incidentally: 30 overs, 6 wickets for 48.)


Denis himself rated his 76 not out against Australia at Lord’s in 1938 as his best-ever innings. He came in on a hard pitch whose top had been softened by rain, in a crisis, with the score 76 for 5. With typical modesty, he dwelt not on his innings but on the match, which ‘we nearly won, and would have if Bradman had been given out lbw off Edrich, plumb in front on the back foot’.


He didn’t bear grudges. Wally Hammond was said not to have much encouraged the younger player, perhaps out of envy. But the worst Denis had to say about him was that, when Hammond, the tour captain in Australia in 1946–7, after some months at last gave him a match off (for the up-country game at Bendigo), it ‘didn’t go down too well when I was named twelfth man!’


Compton was not only a modest and generous genius; he was also courageous and unselfish. He was never afraid. His batting may often have been delicate and impudent, charmingly insouciant. But it was also tough and resolute, as he showed in what many judged to be his finest innings, when he scored 145 not out at Old Trafford in 1948. The pitch was continually topped up and enlivened by showers, the bowlers freshened by delays, the light bad. For much of his innings he had stitches in his head, cut by a Lindwall bouncer. Here he was not just ‘playing for fun’.


As for his unselfishness, Titmus attested that, though Compton was not averse to getting more than his share of the strike, he never, unlike many a fine player, avoided the rough end; he took it all, and the younger players were able to watch him from the bowler’s end.


I wondered how this born sportsman coped with the inevitable decline of nature’s gifts: with life after his sporting career. Denis agreed it was a problem; at the time he knew only that he did not want to coach. He did commentate, on TV and in the papers. But his main work was, and continued to be, in advertising. As he put it, he did ‘quite enjoy it’. In Warr’s words, he rode it well, and for the rest of his life people gravitated towards him when he entered a room. But it cannot have been easy, and perhaps the strain showed.


At times, his gold complexion dimmed by one or two too many gins, he was unable to bear gladly a later generation of cricketing fools. In the 1970s he once loudly voiced his disappointment at the incompetence of the current Middlesex players. Some of us found this hard to take, especially from the man who was forever acclaimed as the epitome of the county’s Golden Age. His views on life became fixed, politically somewhere to the right of the MCC Committee (which had itself, not so long before, been described by Lord Monckton as making the Conservative Cabinet look like a ‘bunch of pinkos’).


To me, he volunteered, on the subject of his birthplace, that it was ‘next door to Margaret Thatcher’s constituency’. His championing of South Africa during the years of its sporting exclusion was so bellicose that his old friend Allen asked him please to talk about anything other than South Africa. Nick Cosh, who played for Cambridge after me, wrote to tell me of meeting Compton before an English Schools tour of South Africa in 1965. ‘I must’, he continued, ‘have made a comment about apartheid. This prompted Compton to say: “That’s the trouble with you and Brearley, you Cambridge intellectuals . . .” ’ I once outraged him at a party at New Zealand House in the Haymarket for not knowing that it was St George’s Day, and for not being particularly roused by the information. (I wonder which way Compton would have voted on Brexit?)


It must have been galling to him not to be invited to the celebrations of South African cricket, in 1991, presumably because his support would have been embarrassing to the new South Africa.


When I interviewed him he had been unwell. As Colin Ingleby-Mackenzie, captain of Hampshire from 1958 to 1965, put it, this illness was a ‘salutary shot across the bows, which should help him to steam staunchly into his 90s’. Compton had by then a young family: two daughters aged fifteen and eight, by his third wife. Five years before, at his seventieth birthday party, his nineteen-year-old South African grandson, meeting Denis’s daughter (then aged four) said, ‘I suppose I’d better call you auntie.’ No doubt his daughters kept him lively.


Ingleby-Mackenzie told me of their first meeting, in 1952 at Portsmouth, when he himself, aged nineteen and just out of Eton, was about to play his fifth match for Hampshire. When the great man generously calmed his nerves over coffee, the youth addressed him as ‘Sir’. As he walked off towards the dressing room, Denis called after him. ‘Young man, two things. One, never call me “Sir” again; and, two, may I borrow your Sporting Life?’ That memorable day, Ingleby was bowled by Compton for 61; the three horses picked by Edrich and the two of them all won; and the ‘young man’ drank late into the night with his two heroes. Forty years on, they continued their joint celebration of their sporting life.





PART 2




THE ASHES
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THE GNAWED UMBRELLA HANDLE AND THE BURNED BAIL


Nineteen of my 39 Tests were against Australia, 18 of them as captain. Fifteen were designated as Ashes Tests, that is, for the (virtual) possession of the little urn. The three in 1979–80 were not so designated, as they did not constitute a full series, which has always been a feature. Nor of course was the Centenary Test, in 1977.


Every two years Ashes series are scheduled, in alternating countries. And each time people want to read or hear Ashes stories. What is it like to play in them? What is it like to play in Australia? What is different in captaining in an Ashes series? Ten/twenty/thirty years on, tell us about the 1981 series.


I suspect that this fascination is similar to that of children’s bedtime stories. We all want to hear the familiar stories that excited us in the past. There may be new revelations; but basically it’s the same old narratives retold. We know the outcome, but can relive the tension in the light of known, and sometimes reassuring, finales. We re-read heroic sagas of old, of the irascible Goose tearing downhill at Headingley to take 8 wickets for 43 in 1981, for instance. Families delight in sharing again and again the same old stories, mixtures of history and myth: ‘You remember the time the front wheel came off the old Ford, and rolled off down the hill ahead of the car?!’


My foreword to Ian Botham’s autobiography (1994) started somewhat like this: ‘Once upon a time, when giants were giants, there was a Giant. On ordinary days he was a friendly giant, but some days he became an ogre, eating Australians, Pakistanis, Indians and New Zealanders for breakfast . . . He was not choosy about his menu, though he was less good at catching West Indians, and Pakistanis he maintained were a bit stringy.’


And, of course, there is the element of myth, derived from the Greek word which simply means ‘story’ but which has the overtones of supernatural events, of fantasies that are formative of our ideas about our tribe (and of course of rival tribes). The events of 1981 fit in with our national mythology of winning against the odds, of the darkest hour, of the Battle of Britain.


The long Ashes history, beginning in 1882 (though the first Test match was in 1877), uninterrupted except for world wars, has of course a lot to do with it. So has colonialism, the larrikins paying back their snobbish rulers, the raw harshness of the outback alternating with the elegance and superiority of class-conscious Lord’s, baking heat erupting occasionally into sub-tropical storms on one side, against drizzle, cloud and visits by the Queen on the other.


And the story of the origin of the word ‘Ashes’, and the urn with its alleged contents of the burned bails, is quite a tale. It starts with the Sporting Times’s mock obituary on English cricket after the Oval Test in 1882, in which Australia had the effrontery to beat England on home soil by seven runs, a match featuring the umbrella handle bitten through by an agonized English spectator, an umbrella as famous as that of the assassin of a Bulgarian on Westminster Bridge with a poison-infected blade hidden in its Cold War point.


The story is developed by Scyld Berry and Rupert Peploe in their book Cricket’s Burning Passion. There we read about the Hon. Ivo Bligh, captaining England on their subsequent tour, during which he fell in love with Florence, a young governess living with a family at Rupertswood, near Melbourne. (It has everything, the Ashes story.)


So tell us a story, Daddy. That one about Headingley. Or the (invented) one about the Giant walking into the lamppost at 4 a.m. in the town square in Brisbane, and the city demanding payment for damage done to its property. Or of the luggage handlers at Perth saying ‘Welcome to ’Strylia. If Lillee don’t get yer, Thommo will. And carry your own bags.’


Wilfred Bion, who became after the Second World War a leading British psychoanalyst, in 1917 had to go out onto duckboards in no-man’s land to see if the tank he commanded might be salvageable from the mud in which it had got stuck. When he asked what the sounds he heard there were, he was told they were the gasps and cries of men drowning in the mud. Decades later, he imagines a child (or a part of himself) saying, ‘Don’t go down into the mud, don’t go down into the unconscious, Daddy.’


Other stories, other horrors. ‘Mike, Mike,’ five-year-old Richard Scholar told me, stammering with apprehension after seeing TV highlights of an MCC tour of Australia I had been on, ‘some of those balls were . . . were . . . were . . . absolutely shocking.’ I could only agree.


So this section alludes to some of these stories, these myths that heighten expectation and a sense of significance, tending to reduce the degree of luck involved in it all. History is done backwards, life is lived forwards.


I comment on (probably) the greatest ever series (2005), as well as on 1981. I include a piece on Douglas Jardine and the Bodyline series – how he won the Ashes but almost lost a Dominion. And I end with a piece comparing Botham with the other great fast-bowling all-rounders of the past sixty years.
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RAKING THROUGH THE ASHES


An Ashes series must be not only the most sustained but also the most anticipated bilateral international fixture in any sport. Football is the bigger game, but there is none of the regularity of meetings between, say, England and Germany, or Italy and Brazil, that we have in cricket. And Lions rugby tours of South Africa, Australia and New Zealand, which have the éclat of regular but not too frequent series, don’t quite have the history or mythology to inflate them.


As Ian Botham once said: ‘It’s been going on for a long, long time; we still hate each other, and it’s wonderful!’


Two series in my time stand out, especially in beleaguered and often-defeated England, as reinforcing the mythic quality of the Ashes. One was England’s win in 2005, captained by Michael Vaughan.


The other was 1981, Botham’s Ashes (though also Willis’s). I captained the last four Tests in this series, which we eventually won 3–1, with two matches drawn.


How difficult it is now to look back without rosy tints in one’s glasses. How difficult to remember afresh that summer and its extraordinary games, to free myself from the habitual and no doubt cliché-ridden versions of them – think how hard it is to recall cherished holidays from long ago in a newly detailed way.


In retrospect it’s tempting to see the chain of events as not only inevitable but morally appropriate. We were bound to win; we won because we deserved to, and we deserved to because of some ineffable quality or spirit lacking in the opposition. Through lenses of nostalgia and historical determinism, we easily feel that things could not have been different.


Yet how different it might have been! How small the margins in each of the first two of the Tests we won: at Headingley (Ian Botham 149 not out, Bob Willis 8 for 43), a mere 19 runs; at Edgbaston (Botham 5 wickets for 1 run), 29 runs.


And how many times at Headingley did Botham play and miss on what was a horrible pitch for batting, or carve the ball over the slips? What if Rod Marsh had got an eighth of an inch more bat on the hook that Graham Dilley caught a yard inside the fine-leg boundary on that last afternoon, or if Mike Gatting and Botham himself had not caught excellent catches an inch or two off the ground in the over before lunch on the same day?


Indeed, on the evening of the first day at Headingley, also my first day back as captain, when Australia were 210 for 3, I was convinced I – or we – had made a serious error in picking four seamers and omitting our only specialist spinner, John Emburey. I’d been picked for my captaincy, and I was convinced the first decision I’d made was wrong.


Moreover, if we had done the conventional thing and picked Emburey, the person who might well have been left out was none other than my old friend Willis, who had been suffering from a virus, an infection of no-balls, and loss of form.


So, luck plays a huge part.


Compare 2005. England won at Edgbaston by two runs. On the first morning of the match, the great Glenn McGrath trod on a ball in the outfield, turned his ankle over, and was unfit to play. For want of a nail a kingdom is lost. For the random placing of a stationary ball a hero is removed from the battlefield. And of course that was not the only chance event. How many thousands of moments might have made that two or three run difference? Take just one ball, the penultimate one of the match. Steve Harmison had bowled magnificently. With Australia needing only four runs for victory, he attempted a yorker to Brett Lee. Instead, he was a couple of feet off the right length, and a few inches off the right line, which meant that he presented the batsman with any tail-ender’s dream ball – a low full toss outside off-stump. It’s hard to get out to such a ball, it’s even hard not to score off it. Lee met it with the full face of the bat; the ball sped towards the boundary over the fast turf, but as chance had it, within easy reach of deep cover. Five yards either side and the match was over. One run, not four. Death not glory!


[image: illustration]


Next ball, a short one, brushed the glove of number eleven batsman, Michael Kasprowicz, was caught by keeper Geraint Jones, and the game was over – though here too luck played a further part: close-up replays showed that the gloved hand was not on the bat at the moment when the ball hit it. Kasprowicz should not have been given out.


A moment later, Andrew Flintoff, England’s fine all-rounder, left the huddle of his own team celebrating victory (and relief), to put his arm round a disconsolate Lee, crouching beside the pitch, who had himself batted with courage and panache to get Australia so close.


However, not everything is entirely down to the vagaries of chance, or to the particular, unpredictable actions of individuals when they find themselves in the cauldron of conflict. Morale and strategies – even the strategy of being suspicious of strategies – also need fostering, nurturing. We need not necessarily go along with Fred Trueman’s judgement at the end of the Headingley Test, that Botham’s performance came one match too late; that is, that it was simply fortuitous that he happened on success in his first match after being relieved of, or relieving himself of, the captaincy. I don’t agree.


Botham had captained England in the previous twelve Tests, nine against the West Indies at more or less the height of their powers, and three against Australia, probably the next best side in the world at that time. I wrote to him when he was in Jamaica with a piece of advice: he should try captaining England against someone else.


In my view, he had lost confidence with ball and bat since being under the added pressure of captaincy for fourteen months. It wasn’t accidental that it was only when he was no longer captain that he did so well. I have no doubt that, for match-winning performances to become, once again, possible for him, he needed someone to bounce off, someone who would bear the responsibility and anxiety of being in charge, and who would both provoke and encourage him.


At Headingley in 1981 I remember the interchange I had with him about his bowling on the first day of the match. I took him off after three nondescript overs. He was outraged. ‘How can I bowl in three-over spells?’ he demanded. ‘And how can I keep you on if you bowl medium-paced half-volleys?’ I retorted. This exchange, along with my calling him the Sidestep Queen (for his exaggerated step-in towards the stumps in the hope of making the ball swing, an uncharacteristic shimmy, which took away his directness and speed), stirred him into a more purposive and vigorous forcefulness when bowling. He took six wickets in that Australian first innings.
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