

      

         

            

         

      


   





Derek Pringle was born and raised in Nairobi, Kenya, where he first learnt to play cricket on matting pitches. He attended St Mary's School, Nairobi, then Felsted School in Essex, before reading Geography and Land Economy at Cambridge, where he captained the university at cricket and won three blues. 


 


While still an undergraduate he was selected to play Test cricket for England in 1982, a feat achieved previously by Ted Dexter, 24 years earlier. He also appeared, briefly, in the Oscar-winning film Chariots of Fire, as Cambridge's vice-captain of athletics.


 


He played 30 Tests and 44 one-day internationals for England, appearing in two World Cups, one as a losing finalist in 1992. His cricket career at Essex, which spanned 15 years, included five County Championship titles, three John Player League titles, a NatWest Trophy and countless friendships. He retired from the game in 1993.


 


A second career, as a journalist, saw him appointed cricket correspondent for the Independent, then the Daily Telegraph, a role he fulfilled until 2014. He now works as a freelance writer. 


 


His hobbies include photography and collecting vinyl records, of which he has several thousand - the latter perhaps explaining why he has never married. He has a son whose musical tastes he is trying to shape. 
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‘You’re up and coming until you are over the hill’


Keith Fletcher










For Dad, who sadly saw none of this but handed down the cricket genes.


 


For Mum and Janet, who put in the overs.


 


And for my team-mates at Essex CCC. Let’s face it, we smashed the Eighties.
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Preface


I spent much of the 1980s playing cricket for Cambridge, Essex and England. In itself, representing those three sides was not especially remarkable, except for the decade in which I played. Timing, they say, is everything in sport and playing then was as fortuitous as being first in the queue at the January sales, although in the Eighties just about everything else went too, on and off the field.


Every generation believes their era to be the definitive one but only now, with the clarifying perspective of time, can we see what a bizarre, divisive and defining decade the 1980s really was, especially on the cricket field. It proved a period of flux both fascinating and disorientating as cricketers were suddenly granted access to personal freedoms, only to have them withdrawn as coach culture came in and consolidated itself.


At the start of the Eighties, despite being preceded by decades known as the ‘Swinging Sixties’ and ‘Sleazy Seventies’, cricket still wallowed in a bucolic, sepia-tinged age in which tea ladies ruled and a team’s tail began at number eight. Yet, all that changed during a decade in which Margaret Thatcher was the country’s sole Prime Minister. Under her Conservative government, Britain became locked in a battle royal as the old ways lost out to the new in a bid to join the modern world. The biggest changes were social and economic, bringing prosperity to many but also the decline of some treasured institutions. In cricket, it was the maverick player who suddenly became an endangered species.


As an all-round cricketer good enough to play for county and country, I was at the heart of the transformation. From my formative years on the greensward of Fenner’s with Cambridge University until the fruition of my career with Essex and England I experienced the change in the zeitgeist. It wasn’t always pretty but it was a hell of a lot of fun.


With a rich cast of characters like Ian ‘Beefy’ Botham, Mike Gatting, Phil Edmonds, Bob Willis and Derek Randall for England, along with Keith Fletcher, John Lever, Ray East and Graham Gooch for Essex, all rubbing shoulders with celebrities like Eric Clapton, Elton John and Peter Cook, the decade was rarely dull.


There were thrills, spills and more than the odd catastrophe along the way as cricket went through a transition both painful and comical. As my own experiences in this book will lay bare, few cricketers left the 1980s wealthy, but we did depart rich in experience, with some sparky tales to tell.


 


It was also a time when the media experienced seismic change. The press’s relationship with cricketers altered drastically over the period, as newspapers began to use sport to fight their circulation wars. At the start of the Eighties players could be found carousing with journalists in bars, with an omertà observed. But by the end of the decade subpoenas were being served more readily than pints as every peccadillo became fair game for the Fourth Estate.


As in cricket, the more maverick operators among the press corps became hunted men, accountants steadily culling those who racked up expenses to keep their sources sweet and their mistresses even sweeter. Today, media organisations will never again see the likes of a Chris Lander or Martin Johnson, the cricket correspondents of the Independent and the Mirror, with readers the poorer for it.


Those men lived more than a little – in the real world rather than on Wikipedia or the Twittersphere – and it informed their copy. You only have to read Frank Keating’s Guardian reports from England’s tour of India in 1981–82, where he regularly got drunk with Botham, to see the false economy of today’s unenterprising approach.


At the beginning of my career, players mostly liked and trusted the press. That relationship was all but eroded by the time I retired from professional cricket in 1993.


 


The 1980s began for me with a conviction for criminal damage following some high-spirited jinks while at Cambridge (the judge preferred to call it ‘oikish behaviour’). It should, on the face of it, have given me enough street cred to be one of the mavericks I so admired. But, having started out as an aggressive middle-order batsman and swing bowler, in possession of both an ear stud and a sponsored Porsche, I quickly discovered that my place in the professional game was best served if I reined in the excess, at least in the middle. It disappointed many, myself included, but with the controversial ear stud quickly consigned to a sock drawer and the Porsche withdrawn by the sponsors, line-and-length and play-the-ball-on-its-merits was essentially how the buccaneer in me ended up.


University, and the cricket played there, was crucial to my development. My generation were fortunate to have both grants and tuition fees funded by the taxpayer. No debt for us unless you were one of those undergraduates who kept a bear in their rooms. I was still at Cambridge when I was first selected to play for England. It surprised everyone, me included, and the novelty kept the media buzzing for weeks.


My unexpected selection also meant that I had to cope with the tag of being the ‘new Botham’, despite the old one being very much alive and in the same England team. The maverick’s maverick, Beefy Botham did things his way and he did them with bravado and style, most of the time. Compared to him, I was just a young pretender on the cricket field, though one with a better haircut.


Despite the press trying to rev up some rivalry between us, we got on well, both being cricketers who embraced the whole experience playing for England gave you back then. There was no going to bed early and sticking to isotonic drinks when you could party the night away. In any case, by the time I played for England Botham had been permanently ingrained in the folklore, his deeds of derring-do, especially against Australia, the kind to be recounted for centuries, even millennia. His fame also meant he was feted by all manner of celebrities, with rock stars like Mick Jagger, Eric Clapton and Elton John particularly fascinated by him.


Although we were essentially competing for the all-rounder’s spot, the selectors picked Beefy and me in the same England team on several occasions, yet at times it was difficult to see why. I did manage to get an extended run in 1986 (four successive Tests) while Beefy sat out a three-month ban for possession of cannabis, but I was dropped for his return against New Zealand, which he announced by taking a wicket with his first ball. Only true forces of nature can claim the situation with such timing and elan.


 


At Essex, a bunch of disparate characters combined their zany talents to produce entertaining cricket and win trophies. Ray East, John Lever, Graham Gooch and David Acfield all looked at life and cricket obliquely without ever jeopardising the team project. They were wild, they were woolly, or at least some of them were, but they knew when to put their game face on.


They were also fortunate to have a sage captain, in Keith Fletcher, who allowed them room for self-expression. To this day I give thanks to having played county cricket for Essex, with its zest for fun and winning ways. It was professionalism without prescription and, refreshingly, a coach-free zone.


During my 15 years with the club we won six County Championship titles, three Sunday Leagues, one NatWest Trophy and one Benson & Hedges Cup, not to mention the Refuge Assurance Cup in 1989, something I dubbed the ‘Afterthought Cup’ when it was suddenly foisted upon us midway through the decade.


Not every school leaver would have relished guidance from East and Lever, but I lapped it up. Their nurture, which involved everything from sound advice to leading me astray, was as privileged an education as anything I’d received to that point. It was, for all concerned at the club, a golden era, which sadly came to an end in the Nineties.


 


The Ashes might be the biggest show in town these days but the best Test team in the Eighties was the West Indies. From 1980 until 1995, when Australia eventually defeated them in the Caribbean, they remained unbeaten for 29 Test series. They were the one team Botham never really collared during his career, England managing just one win from 20 Tests against them when he was in the team.


During that period of West Indian dominance, England suffered back-to-back ‘Blackwashes’ against them, in 1984 and 1985–86, as well as a 4–0 thrashing in 1988. That last defeat was overseen by no fewer than four England captains, five if you count the two sessions I did at The Oval during the final Test when Gooch was forced to leave the field with a badly split finger.


Having been involved in four of the five Tests in that 1988 series, including the drawn first match at Trent Bridge, I was privy to one of the most shambolic episodes in England cricket – and the bar is set high. That shambles was precipitated by Mike Gatting’s sacking after the first Test, when a barmaid sold her story of their alleged dalliance during the match to a tabloid newspaper. John Emburey was appointed for Tests two and three, though when both were lost he made way for Chris Cowdrey, godson to Peter May, the chairman of selectors. Cowdrey took over for the Headingley Test and has since based a hilarious after-dinner speech routine on his five days in charge. Unsurprisingly, England lost that one too, though when a broken toe ruled him out of leading us in the final match at The Oval, Gooch was handed what was rapidly becoming the most short-lived job in sporting history.


Many will point to the freedom the players had then as reason for our calamities, but there was no doubt that the game was badly run, as seen by the controversial rebel tours to South Africa which roughly bookended the decade. Neither of those tours would have occurred, nor would there have been any need for four captains, had players been content with how the game was being managed by the Test and County Cricket Board.


Although England had already appointed a coach, Mickey Stewart, by the time of that 1988 farce, full-strength, puritanical professionalism only really took hold at the end of the decade when Graham Gooch, after some toing and froing between other candidates, was awarded the captaincy for more than just the odd match. Gooch had transformed his own game through a more disciplined approach to fitness and practice, to become England’s finest batsman. As the country’s new captain, he sought to spread his work ethic to the team to see if it would rub off on others. For all those it benefited, it rubbed an equal amount up the wrong way, including Gower, England’s other world-class batsman of the time.


Although amateurism technically ended in the early 1960s, a classic professional-versus-amateur row ensued, with Roundhead Gooch pitted against Cavalier Gower. Earlier in the decade the pro-Gower lobby might have succeeded in their agitations, but the mood had changed. Coaches were about to be given licence to domesticate the maverick and their feral instincts.


I recall the exact moment it started, too, during the Nehru Cup in India that predated England’s West Indies tour of 1990. Instead of nets, one day we spent our time doing shuttle runs in 90 °F heat. Afterwards, Gooch told everyone that from now on as much effort would be spent on improving fitness as skills.


 


The book concludes with the 1992 World Cup, a personal swansong despite it not ending in glory. With England losing their third final in four tournaments, it proved a natural conclusion for several high-profile careers, with Ian Botham, David Gower and Derek Randall all retiring the following season, along with Chris Tavaré, Neil Foster and me. For most of those players cricket was about fun, joy and self-expression, not the endless and often futile quest for constant self-improvement.


People will look back and consider the Eighties in cricket a decade of extroverts and excess, and maybe it was. To those in its midst, though, it just seemed the top end of normal. With nobody to tell you what to do, creativity abounded. For us, nothing seemed impossible, and that was our lasting reward.
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Blue moods


I saw in the 1980s before most people on the planet. Not because I had exceptional eyesight or was standing on the shoulders of giants, because I don’t and I wasn’t. No. I did so because I was further east than the majority of the world’s population that New Year’s Eve, as my gilded youth ended and unknown but exciting adulthood began.


I was in Tasmania, longitude 147° E, on a university cricket tour, getting steadily sozzled with my team-mates, surrounded by the finishing crews of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race. If the location was exotic, the scene was not: lots of drunken people seeing in the new decade by trying to cop off with one another before sobriety returned and they realised their New Year hadn’t got off to such a good start after all.


And yet, looking out over the Derwent river that night at the fireworks dancing on the dark water, and taking in that fresh, briny smell, it was impossible not to feel optimistic about the future. True, Soviet tanks had just rolled into Kabul, and the grim dystopia of George Orwell’s 1984 seemed to be closing fast, but that and the Red Army seemed far away as the pffsstcks of ring-pulls rang out beneath the Southern Cross.


Things were certainly going well for me. I was the youngest member of a combined Oxford and Cambridge cricket team and enjoying my first taste of Australia, the great cricketing foe. As you’d expect, the Aussie jaunt had been a lot of fun and the cricket had been pretty good, too. The team, under Ian Greig and Greg Marie (Cambridge and Oxford respectively), had settled quickly and played well, remaining unbeaten throughout our five-week visit.


For many, it was the highlight of their university careers. As a result, several team photos were taken to commemorate the trip, the most outlandish on Maslin Beach near Adelaide. A nudist hang-out, we were snapped au naturel. Fortunately, the air temperature at Maslin was much warmer than the sea, which enhanced morale.


My cricketing education, if not my scholastic one, was certainly advanced on that trip. Not so much by the opposition or the differing conditions, but from watching Peter Roebuck and Paul Parker, two Cambridge graduates enjoying successful careers in county cricket. Both men had graduated in the late 1970s, so were not current members of the university. Their presence on tour owed as much to geography (both were playing club cricket in Australia that winter) as to our insecurity – specifically, the need to strengthen our ranks with proven talent.


Bespectacled and intense, Roebuck had an insatiable curiosity and a need to analyse those around him. He was happy to share his findings, too, even if they made for uncomfortable hearing. He was that curious mix of stick and carrot, and while capable of praise, he felt nothing at humiliating people, often in the same sentence.


He’d taken a first in Law, so had brains to burn – as did John Claughton, who later took a first with applause in Classics at Oxford, an even greater accolade. Listening to the verbal jousts between those two on tour was to earwig the squabbles between Wittgenstein and Russell in Trinity quad 60 years earlier.


A decent batsman, Claughton was probably the brightest player on tour. I mean, how many people sleepwalk reciting Latin, something he did when the team was billeted together in a dorm in Adelaide? It spooked the hell out of the Cambridge lads. Thankfully, one of the Oxford lot had seen it before and gently led him, sine strepitu, back to his bed.


Roebuck, too, was prone to eccentricity. On that trip he seemed less interested in cricket than in espousing his vision of things, mostly with regard to life and education. During one match, at Monash University, he stood at second slip and completed crossword after crossword, a man entirely unengaged save by his own brilliance.


Parker was less cerebral than Roebuck but no less intense. At times, both gave the impression that hounds were gnawing at their core. Parker went on to play for England the following year, but one Test was all the selectors saw in him, a poor return for such a gifted batsman and athlete.


He looked our best player on that trip and I noted the fearless way he used his feet to spinners. But noting and emulating are far apart, and I was never able to summon the bottle to shimmy down the pitch as he did. Being out stumped was, for me, the most humiliating dismissal possible and one that denoted a subnormal IQ.


Without knowing their history, it was obvious from that trip that Parker and Roebuck didn’t really get on. In one of his more reductive theories, Roebuck divided the world into frauds and non-frauds, placing Parker in the first camp without ever giving his reasons. When I asked him, more in cheek than cross-examination, in which camp he saw himself, he threw a wobbler, telling me to grow up and to go and achieve something before having the impertinence to challenge him. Chastised but not chastened, I watched myself around him after that.


On the tour I gravitated towards those I knew from the Cambridge team the previous summer, as well as the Oxford one we’d trounced in the Varsity match at Lord’s. Chief among the latter camp was Simon Clements, a talented left-hand batsman most knew as ‘Lamps’, on account of the unwieldy spectacles he wore whenever he’d misplaced his contact lenses – which was often.


Aside from winning two blues at Oxford, Lamps was a stalwart for Suffolk in the Minor County Championship, a cricketing prowess that sat askew – like the broken nose on his face – with his unconventional look and manner. Sporting long, lank hair and with a penchant for smoking roll-ups, as well as using hippy expressions like ‘bread’ and ‘man’, he was Neil in The Young Ones several years before the character was invented.


Talented, bright, unconventional, rebellious and defiantly anti-establishment, Lamps was everything I admired in someone who had, like me, come through the public-school system. I relished his company and he was generous in granting me admission to it, something that would not have happened had we still been at school, where even a year’s difference is insurmountable, socially.


The tour was meant to begin with a warm-up game in Singapore, though somebody had messed up as we didn’t play. When we turned up at Singapore Cricket Club we were told the season had ended – quite some time ago judging from the knee-high grass on the outfield. Instead, we did some light training and took in the sights.


Singapore was still a racy place back then, having not been completely sanitised by Lee Kuan Yew, a reformed communist and a former student of Fitzwilliam, my Cambridge college. We had been warned about the transsexuals and men who’d transitioned to become ‘women’ who frequented an area known as Bugis Street, and told not to be lured by their siren calls. Known locally as ‘shims’, a conflation of ‘she’ and ‘him’, they dressed like Hollywood starlets, had husky voices, thick wrists, Adam’s apples and sucked Strepsils.


I have photographs of several shims, and unless that is your thing, it is possible to see how some unsuspecting bloke, with a few beers inside him, might mistake them for the fairer sex. Not that any of us did. Still, there must have been plenty willing to engage them in trade, though exactly who was not clear until one of their pimps told us, ‘Shims very popular with British Army.’


To a naive undergraduate like me, this was serious exotica. On our last night there, two ladies of the night latched on to me and Lamps in a bar. Their insistence that they would show us a ‘very good time’ came with a very high price tag. One of them even tried to charm me, saying, ‘You so handsome, Dereeek, you look just like Preence Chaaarles.’


Imagine my relief, then, when we didn’t even have enough money to buy them a drink (these being the days before students had credit cards). The next day, as flight QF2 rose above Changi and turned south-east for Brisbane, I felt more wordly as a result of my short stay in Singapore, even without any money changing hands.


 


A lot of people believe I got into Cambridge because I was a talented schoolboy cricketer, but there have always been plenty of those. I reckon it was down to the final question of my interview at Fitzwilliam College to read Geography, the question where the Director of Studies, having gently sparred with you, tries to trip you up.


‘One final question, Mr Pringle: why Fitzwilliam?’ he asked, with the hint of a checkmate smile.


The question might appear harmless, but for those who know little about Cambridge, especially in the late 1970s, Fitzwilliam was an unlovely, modern building set up the Huntingdon Road about a mile north of the city’s historic centre. In short, it was ugly, inconvenient and lacked the tradition of the much-vaunted colleges down the hill, so I couldn’t exactly effuse about what a great place it was.


There were rumours, too, which naturally I had acted upon, that the Admissions Tutor at Fitz, a Professor Brian Johnson, might be sympathetic to letting in the odd academically underpowered sportsman. But that reason was unlikely to wash well with the Director of Studies.


Nor could I come out with the usual blather about what a privilege it would be to follow such famous alumni as Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon and Alfred Lord Tennyson, something always open to those applying to Trinity. Fitz had nurtured two Normans, Lamont and St John-Stevas, as well as David Starkey, all famous-ish, but hardly supernovas of achievement.


Miraculously, and before anything that could be construed as an awkward silence passed between us, the answer came to me in an epiphany: ‘Because I don’t like city centres,’ I blurted, pleased as much with the improvised nature of my riposte as with its speed and geographical angle.


How did I know it had hit the spot? Well, because the Director of Studies, who’d probably suspected the real reasons I’d applied to Fitz all along (less competition for places than Trinity, as well as Prof Johnson’s love of sport), snapped shut my CV and wet himself laughing.


A year later, in 1978, I moved into Room 23 on L Staircase, just above the kitchens, to spend the next three terms in a small, nondescript space filled with the cloying odour of well-boiled sprouts. The summer term, with its promise of first-class cricket and the heady smell of new-mown grass at famous Fenner’s, could not come soon enough.


 


University, and the cricket it offered, was crucial to my development as both a person and a player. When he was Prime Minister, John Major, who famously never went to university, said to me at a dinner we both attended, ‘I hope you didn’t go to Cambridge to get an education.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I went to have a good time.’


My generation were fortunate, and not only because National Service had ended when we were in short trousers. We also had our university tuition fees funded by the taxpayer, as well as means-tested maintenance grants, though there would be a riot now if working folk knew what we spent the latter on (it wasn’t textbooks).


Once, on receipt of his grant cheque, my mate Muttley, who read History at St Catharine’s, ran up to the side of his college quad and waved the cheque about in a ritual of mock urination. His intention, that he was going to piss it up the wall, being only too clear.


That first year was interesting, especially the cricket, which I suspect was not your typical student fare. Cambridge’s captain was Ian Greig, younger brother of Tony who, before he became Kerry Packer’s recruiter-in-chief for World Series Cricket, had captained England.


Like his big brother, Greig minor had been schooled in South Africa and had that contradictory mix of bluntness and charm typical of the white males of that country. Until he stumbled in his finals at Cambridge, you sensed he’d never had a moment’s self-doubt in his life or, if he had, he’d kept it well hidden.


Before coming up to Cambridge, I’d spent a season on the staff at Essex County Cricket Club, where I’d begun to absorb the ways of the professional cricketer. This was a student set-up, though, not a pro club, so imagine my surprise when Greigy, as he was unimaginatively known, began to lay down the law as if we were Sussex Firsts.


‘And finally,’ he said, after issuing a long litany of dos and don’ts before our first game of the season, ‘if any of you buggers come off the field with less grass stains on your trousers than me, there’ll be hell to pay.’ Naturally, many of us wanted to tell Greigy that the correct usage was ‘fewer’ grass stains not ‘less’, but nobody had the nerve.


This was just one of many diatribes from him, most met with silent nods by the team. When someone did eventually answer back, Greig was rendered speechless, the metaphorical mirror held up reflecting an image of himself he’d clearly never seen. That brave man was Aziz Mubarak, a postgraduate chemist with what seemed, at best, a sketchy command of English, though I suspect that was more the scientist in him than the Sri Lankan.


As a dashing opening bat, Az, as he was known, held no fear of reputation. He’d just as happily cut and carve Test bowlers as college trundlers. He did not discriminate. His demolition of Colin Croft, when Combined Universities played West Indies at Fenner’s in 1980, was thrilling to watch, though it wound up the fast, nasty Croft no end. When Deryck Murray, West Indies captain in that match, asked Croft to take a blow after lunch, the fast bowler insisted on continuing.


‘If I don’t get him out, cappie, I put him in hospital,’ said Croft, loudly enough for us all to hear. He did get his man, eventually, but not before Az had humiliated him with a run-a-ball 86.


Az didn’t say much, but when he did it was usually worth hearing, unless it was his calling between the wickets, which was hazardous. His ‘Yes, Fosh. No, Fosh. Sorry, Fosh’ had gone down in Cambridge folklore – and probably hastened the talented Matthew Fosh’s decision to quit top-level cricket.


This time Az’s call was unerring but equally devastating, coming as it did over a meal at a Berni Inn near Buckingham, as the Cambridge contingent picked for a Combined Universities side to play a Benson & Hedges group match in Oxford broke their journey. I don’t recall the exact details of Greigy’s monologue, but it was about politics, with his, predictably, being well to the right. Anyway, his point made, there was a short pause before Az, normally a silent presence at such meals, began to speak, very slowly.


‘Greigy,’ he said, carefully weighing his words, ‘you are a ------- National Front ------.’


After a stunned silence, a look of such surprise appeared on Greigy’s face as to challenge the gurning champion of Britain.


 


The cricket season at Cambridge ends with the Varsity match against Oxford at Lord’s, the only occasion on which a player can win a blue. I played in three Varsity matches, the most notable of which was the first, when I took seven wickets and scored an unbeaten 103 to help Cambridge win. I contributed very little to the next two, both of them weather-affected draws.


In that first match against Oxford, in 1979, I went from 93 to 99 with a six. Their pace bowler, Aamer Hameed, who’d played two one-day internationals for Pakistan, banged one in from the Nursery End and I pulled it high and hard over midwicket. I was seeing the ball well and absolutely nailed the stroke. For a brief moment during the ball’s soaring arc I thought I might have hit it over the Grand Stand and out of Lord’s (we were playing over on that side of the square). Instead, it struck the topmost ridge of tiles, breaking one, to leave a visible kink in the roof line.


Over the years I’ve dined out on how I’d left a permanent mark on Lord’s, though that all went when the Grand Stand was rebuilt in 1998 to a design that did not recycle those old tiles. Progress swallows us all in the end, though I still curse the MCC and their dratted modernising programme for reducing, by one, my tales of self-aggrandisement.


 


Before the Varsity match there were eight weeks of playing various county sides at Fenner’s in what was then considered first-class cricket. While we relished the opportunity to play against the leading players of the day, most of our opponents saw the games as little more than a chore.


In those matches, defeat came often for us, with draws considered something of a triumph. In my time, we did prevail once, against Lancashire in 1982, but actual victories by Cambridge over county sides in the 55 years between 1963 and 2018, the professional era, can be counted on one hand.


Fenner’s, though, was a fabulous place to play cricket, especially if you didn’t mind having salad for lunch every day. There were no cooking facilities other than to boil water so, for four years, I had ham or chicken salad with boiled potatoes, every day of every match. Puddings varied, mind. As the Essex players used to joke – at least there was a choice of custard or sump oil to go with it, depending on whether or not Tony Pocock, the head groundsman, had put his thumb in the bowl while serving them. We didn’t mind, and most county teams accepted the lack of variety with good humour. One team that did refuse to eat our lunches was the West Indies. During their match against the Combined Universities in 1981, the salads lay untouched as they sent out for buckets of Kentucky Fried Chicken from nearby Mill Road.


The pitch at Fenner’s, being both docile and slow, ensured county sides rarely ran through us unless we batted like numpties or unless the opposition’s crackerjack fast bowler was particularly motivated, something that didn’t happen often. Of course, a flat pitch also made bowling tough against professional batsmen, but it focused the mind on being accurate, so was great for discipline. Like Plato, line and length were required reading at Cambridge.


I certainly benefited from playing against county players, a pact from which they also gained, with us students usually providing them with easy runs and wickets early in the season. After all, come contract-renewal time in August, when some old buffer on the county committee was perusing the averages, a player might have had cause to be thankful for that unbeaten 100 against Cambridge. It was, after all, first-class and counted as such in the records.


 


There were more challenges to playing cricket at Cambridge than just those on the field, considerable though they were. It being the summer term, the game, time-consuming in the extreme when measured in revision hours, had to compete with exams – finals being seen, rightly or wrongly, as the Big Bang moment of one’s adult life.


As undergraduates, we all reported to a college tutor who assessed our progress, or not, twice a term. As providers of so-called pastoral care (they never taught us), tutors didn’t have much to go on regarding our academic work, so their default tended towards criticism and condemnation, with full-blown shellackings reserved for the truly idle. Occasionally, they were known to praise, though I never had any experience of that myself.


As individuals handed responsibility for our own destiny, we didn’t have to attend lectures if we didn’t fancy it. The only compulsory element to student life at Cambridge was to spend 56 nights a term in college, to satisfy taxpayers’ largesse, and to complete a weekly essay assigned by your supervisor. With the year above’s work available to crib from for the price of a beer, there was little to indicate whether you were destined for a first or a fail until exams were completed.


My tutor at Fitz was Dr Tony Edwards, or ‘Doc E’ as the college wags called him. A medic who specialised in vivisection, Doc E was not sentimental. Generally, our tutorials were sociable and pleasant, but not during exam term. On those occasions, he would pour two sherries, hand one over, fix his eviscerating stare upon me – and start effing and blinding like a man with acute Tourette’s syndrome.


The gist, from the few words not blue, was that more work was needed or I’d be doomed to let both myself and the college down. It was always a bravura performance, complete with reddening face and bulging veins, and one which no doubt struck fear into the unassuming. But I knew Doc E well, and I knew he liked cricket, so once he’d finished his rant, he’d always want to know which county was next up at Fenner’s and which decent players they might bring along for his delectation.


 


The examinations for bachelor’s degrees at Cambridge follow a ‘Tripos’ system which, despite being suggestive of something split into three, actually comprises a Part I, completed after one or two years depending on your subject, and a Part II, also known as Finals.


It was possible to change course after Part I, which is what I did. If I’d stuck to Geography, I would have had to write a 15,000-word dissertation and the fieldwork for that would have interfered with my season at Essex, for which I was paid, so I did my Part II in Land Economy. I’d wanted to swap to Law but the Law don in Fitz told me that he would only accept my request if I gave up cricket. ‘I’m not having you bring standards down,’ he said. I told him cricket standards would be even lower if I gave the game up.


Both sets of exams tend to send the student population into a five-week funk every year during April and May, at least until they are over. One of the unexpected bonuses of playing cricket was the copper-bottomed excuse it provided to avoid lectures and miss the pre-exam angst, which I found liberating, if not especially conducive to a good degree.


Once exams were completed, the euphoria of release unleashed a mass two-week binge, the climax of which was something called ‘Suicide Sunday’, when just about every college sporting society had its summer cocktail party, cunningly staggered for maximum inebriation. Unsurprisingly, the Accident and Emergency Unit at Addenbrooke’s Hospital was placed on red alert that weekend, stomach pumps at the ready.


It was during this post-exam period in 1980, while nervously awaiting the outcome of our Part Is, that me and my housemates, Muttley, Magoo and Red Wils, went for a beer or six one evening in the Fort St George pub by the river on Midsummer Common. We’d already swung by the Senate House to see if our results had been posted on the noticeboards there, but there was nothing, so our anxiety levels remained high.


Beer mixed with unease rarely results in pleasurable intoxication, so when we left the pub after closing time, we were probably still open to a bit of mischief. It wasn’t long before we found some either, our curiosity as well as our inner yob pricked by a group of ‘Townies’ throwing wooden stakes at a cluster of lights in the middle of the common. A big fair was due in Cambridge and the chunky stakes had been hammered into the ground to mark where the various attractions would be sited. Indeed, we’d tripped over a few on our way to the pub, almost turning an ankle or two in the process. There was, then, a degree of vengeance in our decision to join the others as they tried to hit the lights shining 20 feet above us.


I’d thrown my arm out in Australia the previous winter, so could only underarm the stakes. But Magoo scored a direct hit, which broke one of the plastic covers surrounding the light. Despite the blow, it continued to shine brightly. This spurred us into collecting more ammunition, though no sooner had we plonked down our store than out of the shadows came the police, mob-handed, to apprehend us by any means necessary.


Whether it was because the booze had slowed our ‘flight’ response or our brains were just too sluggish to assess the danger, but most of us were nabbed before we could even think about fleeing the scene, halted by some impressive rugby tackles. Muttley was one who did manage to escape, despite a copper giving chase. Red Wils, who’d been with us in the pub, was also at liberty, having earlier gone off to a party which we’d pooh-poohed on account of the bird-to-bloke ratio being 1 to 10, though that was fairly standard at Cambridge before most of the colleges became mixed.


Bundled into two Black Marias, we were taken the short distance to Parkside police station, an unlovely, Stasi-looking building by Parker’s Piece. There Magoo and I were processed and split up, presumably to prevent collusion.


Until that moment, I’d only ever had one dealing with the police: when the bloke across from our digs on Mill Road smashed our front window with his wife’s head. It was a vicious assault which left her barely conscious and needing multiple stitches and us facing the expense of replacing a big piece of broken glass, our digs being an old shop in a rough part of town. The broken pane was part of Muttley’s bedroom, and while he tried Sellotaping cardboard and newspaper over the hole, his running repairs were never entirely successful at keeping either the elements or the tramps at bay.


Although the victim had been grateful for our intervention and for calling the ambulance, she refused to implicate her husband. Perhaps realising that a future without him was bleaker than a shoeing every now and then, she would not press charges, so the police brought them instead. Eventually, our window was paid for, though not before mushrooms had begun to grow in Muttley’s carpet.


If the police had been helpful enough then, my view of them was about to change. Deciding that honesty was probably the best policy, I started out telling it exactly how it had been, save for dobbing in Magoo as the man who’d delivered the decisive throw.


‘Well, that’s very interesting,’ said the sergeant. ‘Shall I read you my report based on what I saw?’ So he did and it was not dissimilar to my account, except that he claimed it was me who’d broken the lights, striking them not once but twice. ‘I saw it with my very own eyes,’ he said, as if he might occasionally use other people’s.


I could get that the sergeant was determined not to let a smart-arse student get away with something like this, but his statement had been coloured by the say-so of one of his special constables, who also happened to work as an assistant groundsman at Fenner’s. After all, I’d heard him tell the sergeant that I was a university cricketer good enough to have had my name in the papers.


It was sufficient information, when collated in the sergeant’s mind, to make my throw hard and unerring despite my claims that I’d injured my arm, specifically my rotator-cuff muscle, and couldn’t manage anything so dynamic. I might have been able to strike the lights, I told him, but my efforts would have lacked the force to break the hard plastic case surrounding them.


My protestations of innocence ignored, I was asked to hand over my wallet, watch and coins, as well as my belt and shoes, the last two items in case I should get the urge to kill myself. I was then slung into a cell with a bloke who could not stop being sick or voiding his bowels. It was probably 2 a.m. by now and I was tired and just a little emotional. But sleep, in that freezing, stinking cell with its thin, plastic mattress, and with matey-boy steadily purging himself of his bodily contents, proved elusive.


The police also seemed keen to stop us getting some shut-eye. In what appeared a deliberate ploy to wind us up, every hour or so some copper or other would pop in to ask (a) where we were from and (b) what we were in for. Silence, my cellmate’s general response, would be followed by a shove or two in what seemed to me to be a deliberate attempt to bait him.


Both Magoo and I were charged with criminal damage and released at around 7 a.m. the next morning, a process which included our mugshots and fingerprints being taken. When I asked the desk sergeant whether we might get a cup of tea before we headed off, I was told in no uncertain terms to ‘---- off, you ------- student scum.’


Our day in court saw us both plead guilty, though I made an arse of myself when the judge asked how I might plead to the charge of ‘causing criminal damage or behaving in a manner likely to cause criminal damage’. Confused, I said, ‘Not guilty to the first, but guilty to the second.’


‘It’s all one charge, Mr Pringle.’


‘Er, in that case, guilty, Your Honour.’


We were fined £90 and told, at least by my solicitor, that our records would be expunged after three years, providing there were no further offences.


The incident, which we kept from Doc E and Fitzwilliam (Magoo shared not only the same college but also the same subject and tutor), did present one minor repercussion, and not from the barefaced lie I placed on my visa application to Australia a few years later in the section that asked ‘Any criminal convictions?’


In my final year, I’d been at Grange Road watching Magoo and a few other mates play rugby against the Steele-Bodger’s XV, arguably the university’s biggest game outside the Varsity match at Twickenham. Somehow, during the action, wallets had gone missing from the home dressing room. One of the University subs that day, Simon Cooke, was asked by police investigating the incident to look at a few mugshots of nefarious characters, to see if he recognised anyone.


‘Well, I know these two,’ he said, picking out me and Magoo, our photos still on file.


Before the police could stamp the case closed, Cooke went on to explain that we were friends of his and that Magoo had been on the pitch the entire game, while I’d been in the stand over on the other side of the ground.


There was another loose strand to the story. Three years after I left university, I bought a house in Cambridge, from where I commuted to Essex to play cricket. It was a few years after that, so around 1988, that I found myself on Midsummer Common not far from the scene of our crime. Curious, I went to have a look. It had been eight years since our puerile rush of blood had given us a night in police cells. The light cover broken that night had still not been fixed.


 


A university like Cambridge is meant to broaden the mind as well as furnish undergraduates with a degree and therefore a passport to a better life. For those so motivated you can cram in all manner of worthy things when you are ‘up’ at college, like joining the Union Society for grown-up debate or, if you preferred something more infantile, societies dedicated to debauchery, such as the Wylies, now sadly defunct.


The trouble is, it is all over in a flash. Three or four years, comprising three terms of eight, eight and seven weeks, fairly whizz by. You arrive, get dropped off by your parents, and no sooner have you settled on a favourite pub, admittedly after a bit of trial and error, than it is time to go home for the ‘vac’.


One bit of extracurricular activity I did manage to fit in, which involved neither work, drinking nor sport, was to appear in the film Chariots of Fire, some of which was made in Cambridge in 1980. The film portrays the journey of two athletes to the 1924 Paris Olympics. One of them is a devout Christian: Eric Liddell, who runs for God’s glory. The other is Harold Abrahams, a Jew, who went to Cambridge, and who runs, in the film at least, to overcome prejudice.


A mature student at Fitzwilliam, Iain Reid, was recruiting extras, so a few mates and I thought it a wheeze to get involved. Already owning a blues blazer helped, and I was given the role of vice-captain of athletics for the Societies Fair scene, which was shot at the Senate House on King’s Parade. Male extras were paid £10 and given a severe, short-back-and-sides haircut. The added bonus, for me at least, was to miss a couple of days of pre-season nets, which were the epitome of dull, especially if the weather was bad.


The role was not a speaking one, though I was expected to ad-lib something with my mate Dick Tyler, who had blagged his way into the scene. ‘Not too audible,’ was the instruction from Hugh Hudson, the director, after we’d overdone the enthusiasm on an early take. The intricate shot, almost two minutes uncut, took all day, and it was fascinating to see movie-making in the raw. I’m on screen for about 30 seconds, which is longer than Stephen Fry, a Cambridge contemporary. Fry, a Footlights regular by then, did, however, manage to wangle a front-row seat for the cast photo, where he cuts a svelte figure wearing a boater.


I was invited back for further scenes later in the summer, specifically those depicting the 1924 Paris Olympics. They were shot in Liverpool, one of the few places that still had an authentic cinders track. I turned them down. I was back playing at Essex by then, my ‘summer job’ better paid than most of my contemporaries’. Anyway, nobody I knew felt the film would amount to much due to the relatively unknown leads, Ben Cross and Ian Charleson. We were all gobsmacked when the following year it won four Oscars.


 


Unlike Abrahams’s experience of running for Cambridge, playing for its cricket team meant getting used to defeat. After all, we were students playing against professional sportsmen. And yet that period provided me with some of the most enjoyable moments of my career – a carefree time when bold experimentation had little downside, at least on the pitch.


A lack of expectation may have had something to do with it. Let’s face it, who isn’t unburdened when the pressure of winning, and to a large degree the shame of losing, is more or less removed from the equation? I certainly was, and while the county pros were always likely to prevail over the duration of a three-day match, I was determined to take the game to them when I could.


That attitude, in harness with the fascinating and generally good-humoured people I played with, plus the hilarious ministry of Brian Taylor, our coach, played a huge part in making those years ones of sheer, unadulterated joy. It felt unique – that heady feeling of being young at Cambridge, with all options still on the table.


Taylor, whose nickname ‘Tonker’ had been acquired during his long career at Essex, a team he’d captained between 1967 and 1972, was the perfect fit as coach to a university side like ours. His ability to deliver the right amount of gravitas, in hearty sergeant-major tones, while simultaneously being able to laugh at himself made him extremely popular. His imperfections, in a city where people were taught to hide them well, made him both authentic and real.


If Tonker’s knowledge of the game was extensive and multi-faceted, his psychology was strictly binary. Opponents were either ‘prats’ or ‘plonkers’, while his own team were ‘diamonds’ or ‘champions’. I knew him well from my time playing with the Essex Second XI immediately after school. Tonker was our captain and mentor, and while his county brief required him to knock us into some sort of shape, so that we might one day become fully functioning professional cricketers, he was able to adjust the tone when it came to dealing with university players of that era, most of them talented amateurs at best.


Still, that did not stop him reading the riot act to us occasionally, such as in 1981 when Sussex made 348 for nine declared, their dominant batting display having followed a swingeing defeat for us in the previous game.


‘Right, numbers one, two and three, you are all going to make a hundred and stick it to these fucking show ponies from the south coast,’ he bellowed, pointing at our top order.


‘Excuse me, Brian,’ said Ian Peck, one of the openers, ‘but this is only my second game of the season, and a hundred does seem to be asking a lot.’


‘All right, son,’ said Tonker, ‘you go and get fifty.’


So much for the power of positive thinking – an hour later we were 28 for four, going on to lose the game by an innings and 40 runs.


It was not always so one-sided. In my final year, 1982, when I captained the team, we actually competed pretty well on a few occasions, even managing to beat Lancashire fair and square: i.e., without the inducement of a declaration. That was the season when both my batting and bowling impressed enough people to get me picked for England, the first time an undergraduate had been selected for such an accolade since Ted Dexter, 24 years earlier.


Two counties also approached me that season to be their captain, Worcestershire and Glamorgan. Both were good offers, with substantially more money than I was getting at Essex, but both teams looked weak at the time. Graeme Hick would not join Worcestershire for another two years – so I stayed put with Essex, a team who sought glory and good times over monetary gain.


Anyway, Cambridge should also have beaten Glamorgan that season at Fenner’s. But for my faulty maths, we might have had two notches on our middle stump that season. The improbability of actually beating a county had confused me. I’d turned my left ankle playing football during pre-season training, so when Glamorgan arrived to start our season I played as a batsman only. On a pitch that offered some bounce and movement, both unusual for Fenner’s, Ian Hodgson, normally my first-change bowler, took eight for 68 in a superb display of controlled seam bowling. Even so, we did not bowl Glamorgan out and they declared their first innings on 281 for nine.


Our reply was to make 222 all out, with me making 127 of them in a surprisingly commanding innings, considering the state of my ankle. Rodney Ontong, Glamorgan’s overseas player, then pummelled us for his own hundred, enabling them to set us 326 on the final day in just under five hours.


We had reached 256 for five, 70 runs short, with eight overs to go, when I decided to accept their offer of the draw. I was still at the crease on 73 and Hodgson, no mug with the bat, had just walked in. We had a chat and while he seemed keen to give it a crack my errant maths conspired to place the equation at over 10 runs an over, which it wasn’t. It was our first game of the season and we didn’t have much to come after Hodge and me, so not losing definitely had its attractions.


Afterwards, Matthew Engel, covering the game for the Guardian, asked me why I had taken the draw when the glory of a rare victory might have been in the offing. I fudged some half-arsed excuse before admitting my errant arithmetic. Even so, I should have been bolder and gone for it. What really did we have to lose except another game, something we did all the time? It was, perhaps, the first time that the swashbuckling cricketer I so wanted to be had been subjugated by dull pragmatism.


I didn’t bowl in the next game against Nottinghamshire either, though I batted even better in terms of pure ball-striking, smashing 81 in next to no time. The pitch was true, and when Notts replied, their openers, Paul Todd and Bruce French, pasted our opening bowlers Richard Dutton and Bob Palmer all over Fenner’s. It didn’t help that it was bitterly cold, with a biting northerly wind coming off the Fens. Sensing we might be in for a long day, I waved for our 12th man to bring me another sweater. But before he could respond, Derek Randall, next man in for Notts, appeared on the balcony shouting, ‘What do you want, a bloody white flag?’


It was a good, if cruel, line but one that led to a reckoning soon when we took a wicket. Randall arrived at the crease, all jaunty banter and good cheer, eager to continue the carnage. Instead, he was rapped on the pad first ball from Bobby Palmer, which swung in sharply, and given out lbw – a decision he did not take gracefully.


‘That were bloody never out,’ he said, to the keeper and slips. His protestation was met by dumb shrugs. ‘Bloody umpire only gave me ’cos I shouted from pavilion.’


Desperate to get some time in the middle, he opened the batting in Notts’ second innings, blocking the hell out of it for 29 while Todd made an unbeaten 104 at the other end. It was enough, though, to see them through for a 10-wicket victory after our second innings had folded for 154.


The weather had warmed by the time we met Lancashire on 12 May. They had a strong team out, missing just four first-team regulars, including Clive Lloyd, the captain. They made 304 all out in their first innings and we responded with 274, which gave them a modest lead.


I’m not sure where Lancashire were staying but our good fortune was that, through their dashing but slightly unhinged batsman Frank Hayes, they had just discovered Grolsch beer, sold in bottles with flip-top stoppers. Laboratory-chic we called it, and luckily it was beyond our pocket. Hayes, an enthusiastic imbiber of most things alcoholic, seemed particularly smitten and had spread his obsession throughout the team. Their mission that game seemed to be to drink Cambridge dry of the stuff and, as resourceful opponents, we were only too happy to show them where that might be accomplished.


Lancashire were perhaps a bit slow to get going on the second morning while we laboured over our first innings, but not enough to account for what happened in the afternoon when, with sun shining, they were despatched for 128 in their second innings.


I took six for 33, my best first-class figures at that juncture. I bowled well, the new Imran Khan leap I had incorporated into my action allowing for a good rhythm from the Pavilion End. I’d like to think it was all down to skill and pace, but there were definitely elements of good fortune involved, aside from any lingering Lancashire hangover.


The first of these was that a plate-sized patch, on which the topmost crust of the pitch had dusted up, had appeared right on an awkward line and length for left-handers – of which they had five in their top eight. The second was that I’d just been picked for MCC to play against the touring Indian side at Lord’s, a great accolade for a student and a timely confidence-booster.


Obviously, any bowler had to keep hitting the awkward spot with an upright seam, which I did, and the batsmen had to keep nicking it, which they did. Even so, we still needed 159 on a wearing pitch to win, happily something we managed after Stephen Henderson and I had stilled some early wobbles with an unbroken partnership of 103.


It was a great moment for the players – the university’s first victory over a county for 11 years. Word had got round, too, and by the time the winning runs came, in blazing sunshine after tea, over 1,500 students were at Fenner’s to witness it.


University teams rarely beat counties in the professional era, but Frank Hayes had known that it was in the offing by the second evening. Grolsched-up in the Anchor pub, he grabbed me in a headlock and hissed, ‘If you don’t beat us tomorrow you’ll have me to answer to.’ It was only when I got back to Essex, and rejoined players like Ray East who’d toured with Hayes, that I realised the headlock was a sign of affection.


Lancashire’s humiliation was not yet complete. The club’s committee demanded an explanation, summoning David ‘Bumble’ Lloyd, Lancashire’s acting captain during the match, to explain himself.


‘We didn’t lose any points and nobody died,’ was Lloyd’s brusque assessment as he faced his inquisitors. Except that matters did not improve for Lancashire much after that in the Championship. They finished 12th out of 17.


In contrast, things had started to look up for me. I was awarded a 2:2 and got picked for England, though there was some suggestion that the second achievement was less miraculous than the first.
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England calling


It was during my last few weeks as a Cambridge undergrad that I was selected to play for England, while some of my inner Corinthian remained.


One wag in the press felt my surprise promotion was due to me being the son that Peter May, the chairman of selectors and a man with four daughters, had never had. There were even rumours circulating at the time that I was sleeping with two of the four May girls. A complete fabrication, as I hadn’t met any of them by that stage.


I was certainly perplexed by my sudden promotion, though perhaps not as much as May when he rang my digs to break the news. I’d just finished Finals, but what he didn’t know, and I never sought to explain, is that a few months earlier a mate from Fitzwilliam, Dick Tyler, had perpetrated a hoax on Magoo, another good friend. Magoo and Tyler were both rugby blues and the latter had recently duped the other by posing as an England Under-23 rugby selector over the phone.


Determined not to be tricked as well, I hissed, ‘Piss off, Tyler,’ before slamming down the receiver.


Fortunately, a puzzled May rang back a few minutes later, his persistence and formality persuading me the call was in fact genuine. Basically, he had invited me to play for England in the first Test against India. If I accepted, I should be at Lord’s the following Wednesday, ready for nets at 3 p.m. sharp. Despite my disbelief, I think I said, ‘Yes.’


A formal, handwritten invitation duly dropped through my letterbox a few days later to confirm I’d not been drinking too much Camp Coffee and imagined the entire thing. Still, it was hard not to wonder if I was one of those frauds Roebuck was hell-bent on exposing and, therefore, completely undeserving of selection. I’d played just 55 first-class matches, most of them for Cambridge, so my abilities as a cricketer had not exactly been forged in the white heat of meaningful struggle.


Then again, I hadn’t applied for the post, so it was hardly my fault if someone – actually, more than one person, as it happened – in either wisdom or stupidity, had gone and picked me for England. Anyway, it hadn’t been lucky dip, or maybe it had? I just couldn’t decide. I’d been batting and bowling well, so my form backed the pro-selection argument. But then Fenner’s was a featherbed and full of runs for anyone reasonably competent. That, surely, was one for the cons, so back to square one on whether or not my selection was warranted.


Thesis followed by an equally valid antithesis played out a constant tug of war in my mind over the following days, the victor changing by the hour. What compounded matters, once news had got out, were the murmurings that privilege had once again eased the direction of travel for someone considered part of the Establishment – Cambridge having also been Peter May’s alma mater. Doubt, the performer’s great curse and something I’d never previously been overly consumed by, at least on a sportsfield, suddenly crowded out any rational thought. Eventually, the endless analysis proved exhausting and it left me cursing the effects of a decent education.


What I failed to realise, despite my qualms, was how much being at university had sheltered me from the shock my selection had wreaked upon the public – until, that is, I went to play a Sunday League match for Essex against Somerset at Chelmsford, the university having yet to resume its fixture list following exams. When I arrived at the ground, the England squad for the first Test against India was just being read out over the club’s tannoy.


The disbelief among the Essex faithful when my name was announced was tangible. Tellingly, there was no applause. It had caught them off guard as much as it had me, a few days earlier. These, after all, were proper cricket supporters and not Cambridge cheerleaders, so their reaction cut deep. Even Essex’s sage scorer, Clem Driver, sounded surprised and he’d seen it all, having fought with the Desert Rats in North Africa, played bridge against Omar Sharif, run his own business and followed Essex around for decades.


It made me feel slightly sick, especially when, on the dressing-room balcony, I heard the incredulity in Botham’s voice when he said, ‘Has he?’ after someone told him of my inclusion.


The feeling did not improve when rain prevented the match from starting on time. The press were especially eager to take the opportunity to interview me, but somehow I managed to avoid them. To justify my selection without sounding trite, or suggesting the selectors had been dropping LSD, would have been difficult.


Eventually, the rain relented and we played a 10-over slog, which Essex won by a single run. I bowled my two overs and took a wicket, but batted at nine, hardly a strong endorsement from Keith Fletcher, my Essex captain, that I was England material.


To be fair, Fletch was still smarting from being sacked as England captain the previous week, so was not concerned with massaging egos. Under him, England’s Test series in India six months earlier, which was lost 1–0, had been a PR as well as a cricketing disaster. With reports of petulant behaviour, as well as cynically slow over-rates (by both sides), that frustrating tour was seen, rightly or wrongly, as the breeding ground for the 1982 rebel tour of South Africa. It hadn’t helped, either, that in one match Fletch had deliberately knocked the bails off his stumps in order to show displeasure at the poor umpiring decisions which had blighted the series.


Back in September 1981, Peter May’s appointment as chairman of selectors was seen as a new broom, and his first act had been to appoint Fletch, arguably the greatest county captain of his generation, as Brearley’s successor. In an interview with Christopher Martin-Jenkins, he was asked whether he intended Fletcher, then 37, to be a long-term appointment. ‘I hope so,’ said May. ‘There’s no point in chopping and changing.’ Yet chop Fletch is exactly what May did nine months later, bringing in Bob Willis, or Robert as May called him, to take over the helm.


I had the utmost respect for Fletch, but the irony was inescapable that, had he still been England captain, I would not have been picked for Test cricket at that moment. He was an old pro and they don’t deal in potential or the romantic notion of gentleman cricketers, just hard evidence of excellence. That, and whether you could be relied upon to get the job done.


May and Bob Willis were clearly more idealistic. I’d met Willis a few times when Cambridge had played Warwickshire, and I got on well with him and his county team-mates, one of whom, John Claughton, I’d toured Australia with in 1979–80 for Oxford and Cambridge. Between them, and David Brown, the Warwickshire coach, they’d even tried to persuade me to leave Essex and join them, something I said I’d consider if Claughton was ever made captain. Regrettably, he never was, a nasty knee injury bringing his first-class career to a hasty end a few years later.


I found Willis a curious mix of ascetic and bohemian. The fast bowler in him knew that hard, physical work was essential to his craft, and he was a stickler for sacrificing things that would inversely affect his fitness. Yet, at the same time, he liked a drink and gravitated towards people who pushed boundaries, whether in sport, music or life. After all, he’d added a third forename, Dylan, by deed poll, to follow Robert and George, as a tribute to Bob Dylan, whose songs he revered to the point of obsession.


He must have known May was going to appoint him in place of Fletch as England captain by the time Warwickshire began their three-day match against Cambridge on 1 May. Willis didn’t play in the game but came along to watch and to spend the evenings with Newmarket’s horse-racing crowd. He and David Brown, as well as Andy Lloyd and David Smith, Warwickshire’s two opening batsmen, all liked the gee-gees and were close to those who owned, rode and trained them.


The locus of their carousing was the Red Lion pub in Cheveley, a village three miles south-east of Newmarket. They repaired there every evening of the match. On their final night they invited me to join them. What a session it proved. Although a Monday night, the lock-in that ensued was unplanned, which made it all the more thrilling. With everyone far too drunk to drive back to Cambridge, most of us bedded down in the saloon bar with the odd dusty rug for warmth, there being no spare rooms at the inn.


When dawn arrived, in what seemed a blink, we headed back to Cambridge and the Blue Boar hotel on Trinity Street, where Warwickshire were staying. With my bike at home – I usually walked to Fenner’s, the ground being about 400 yards away from the flat I shared with my old mucker Muttley – Willis offered me the spare bed in his room. It was a fine gesture, for which I promptly thanked him by throwing up in his bath.


The extra 40 minutes’ kip I got as a result of not having to walk home didn’t do me much good. Faced with making an interesting declaration to keep spectator interest high on the final day of the match, I kept dropping down the order, unable to face even taking guard for fear that I might be sick on the pitch.


At least I made it to the ground on time. Andy Lloyd didn’t arrive until lunch, a late showing that cost him a substantial fine. He’d recovered enough by the afternoon to lead Warwickshire’s attempt to chase the 296 needed to win. Happily, the rain gods smiled on us both and brought an early conclusion.


I had not sparkled that match. Willis had also seen that I was no ‘Horlicks and slippers’ sportsman, carefully looking after myself and tucked up early every night in pursuit of a good eight hours. I didn’t know then that he was about to be made England captain, so when his elevation came and was followed, subsequently, by my own selection, it gave me comfort to know that he’d seen me at my worst and still wanted me in the team – peccadillos and all.


 


University life can be sheltered, and while I considered myself reasonably worldly and well-travelled, having been brought up in Africa, nothing prepared me for the media onslaught which followed my selection.


There were interviews, photoshoots, editorials, all about little me – enough to swell even the most cynical head. Reporters were despatched from Fleet Street just to get a word. It baffled me. After all, I was 23 and therefore no freakish, teenage wunderkind.


Nicholas Coleridge, who’d been at Cambridge a few years before me, turned up at my flat, immaculately attired, to pen a piece for the Evening Standard, for whom he was a columnist. Coleridge is now chairman of Condé Nast, but this was his first pukka job in journalism. British Vogue, now a part of the Condé Nast stable, even rang to ask if they could do a fashion shoot with me and the Cambridge team dressed in our whites and, this a specific request, ‘wearing those sexy cable-knit sweaters cricketers wear’. They seemed charming enough, until I asked how much we might get paid. The dialogue then went dead.


My background was dredged up and my credentials analysed, but most interest, at least in the tabloids, lay with the ear stud I had taken to wearing just a few months earlier. ‘It was done for a bet with a university mate,’ I told them, which was true. They seemed to want to have fun with it, though, so when someone asked why I wore just a single ear stud, I told them it was because I’d look pretty stupid with two. It provided good copy, which is what they wanted, yet there was a whole other hinterland to the story I did not reveal, not least the passionate romance which resulted in the piercing and the choice of stud, both supplied for free.
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