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‘Although I have supported Somerset … since 1948, I’m afraid I did not enjoy the Gillette Cup Final very much … Can you imagine Napoleon addressing his troops just before Waterloo? “Remember chaps it’s only a battle. Fight hard but fight fair. And the important thing is – I want everyone to enjoy himself. May the best team win.”’


John Cleese, Somerset supporter, about the


1979 Gillette Cup Final












YOU’RE NOT THE ONLY PEBBLE
ON THE BEACH




‘Cricket was a way of life, near to godliness’


Bob Platt, ex-Yorkshire cricketer





I remember an end-of-term game for the school against the staff when I was fifteen or sixteen. I was keeping wicket. Their number eleven was an American exchange teacher, whose name comes back to me out of the blue or the blur – Mr Tillinghast. It turned out that Mr Tillinghast, a baseball fan, thought you had to run after two strikes. Having managed to hit his third ball, he hared off towards what was for him first base, joining his batting partner at the far end. The ball was thrown gently in to me. I took off the bails.


It is probably shame that brings back this event, and this name, to me. Shame registers the fact that I went against cricket’s spirit, against common sense and generosity. Narrow correctness prevailed. I can put it down partly to immaturity. At least I took the bails off sheepishly.


Sometime later, when I first heard the phrase the ‘spirit of cricket’, I was suspicious of it, on two counts: first that it was vague; second that it could easily be pronounced from above, patronisingly, with absolute conviction of correctness. I felt it had been enlisted by snobbery.


But I’ve come to see that this is a distortion of the reality. In fact, all cricket people have their codes, lived out in their own individual and group ways. Values are expressed bottom-up, usually without highly articulated rationalisations or awareness. Like other forms of life, cricket is the outcome of an informal social contract. It is a practice held together and supported by a set of mostly tacit agreements, all part of our legacy from past generations.


Like parental support and provision, its spirit is there in the background. Someone else looks after all that while we, as children and players, focus on playing the game itself.


Each April, we would lovingly massage our bats with linseed oil. Our excitement and anxiety focused on performance – can I continue where I left off last September? Will our team win any matches? ‘Spirit’ obtrudes consciously only when, as when rain stops play, a contentious issue gives us pause.


Conveyed in the varied voices and attitudes, there is a wisdom in crowds as well as the potential for barbarism. Values, many of them shared, run through cricket in all its incarnations – in parks, back streets, village greens, stadiums. The maidans of Bombay, which produced Sunil Gavaskar, Sachin Tendulkar and many others, await their chronicler.


The spirit of cricket empowers the game from grass roots up. As Brian Close put it (about coming into the Yorkshire side as a eighteen-year-old in 1949): ‘The professionals’ attitude was absolutely first-class at the time. If any of your own side tried to cheat, like hit the ball and not walk, your own players would set about them. There was such a high moral standard in the game.’


As with many moral precepts, fundamental maxims such as ‘play according to the spirit of cricket’ are not owned by any one group.


Even in religious contexts, advice or guidance (‘Love your neighbour as yourself’) need not be delivered ex cathedra. These maxims are best thought of as reminders of general orientations and attitudes in which notions such as fair play, respect, consideration and balance already predominate. Most professional cricketers of my acquaintance (myself included, until writing this book) have never sat down and read the Laws through. We knew most of them on our pulses. And we all have our unarticulated convictions and ways of going about things, on and off the field. We take much for granted, until we’re shocked by some action or attitude of others or ourselves. Then the debate goes on in argument and discussions between people, and in the privacy of a person’s soul, as much as from the archbishop’s throne or the papal pulpit.


The most striking affirmative statement I know of the value of sport comes from Albert Camus: ‘All that I know most surely about morality and the obligations of men, I owe to football.’


I don’t, however, share Camus’s experience that these values were conveyed and learned specifically in the area of sport. When I think of my sense of how things were for me, the childhood quality that was the most common locus for moral criticism was ‘selfishness’ or ‘self-centredness’. ‘You’re not the only pebble on the beach,’ my father would say. Boasting, too, was quickly put down. On the other hand, it was also a plain fact that we shouldn’t undervalue ourselves. False modesty, or self-effacement, was not admirable.


Perhaps selfishness in cricket (especially) was more flagrant, more public, than it often was within the domestic sphere. I recall my father’s impatience with me for blocking an off-spinner before at last hitting him over the top. More privately, feeling miffed that one had to retire on reaching 25 in practice games, I remember considering deliberately slowing down in order to be allowed longer at the crease.


But running out Mr Tillinghast was a failing of immaturity in general, rather than a cricketing matter in particular. I always knew, from cricket and from life, that it was a bad thing to be selfish, though of course that didn’t mean I never was.


Now, having written the book, I acknowledge more than before the importance of many of cricket’s traditions and values. Along with inevitable prejudices and snobberies, they have played their part in encouraging people from many backgrounds to expect and internalise fair play without loss of wholeheartedness and passion. Phrases such as ‘It’s not cricket’, common parlance to describe dishonourable behaviour in all walks of life, do often have a solid basis in the game itself. The spirit of cricket can be harnessed to worthy ends rather than to jingoism or superiority.


Everyone has their national myths, and one English myth finds a home in cricket.


I write this in June 2020, as in the UK we appear to have surmounted the peak of infections with the global phenomenon of Covid-19. This has been a horrible and indeed terrifying experience for many people; it provokes anxiety in us all. But no doubt some good may come of it.


We are faced with an enforced pause from the rush and routine of life. One of the many activities that we are all deprived of is sport. We face the prospect of a season with limited cricket. We have an unnatural break. Do we have the wit and wisdom to use this gap creatively? Might we – once the immediate crisis is over too – find time to consider the way we live our lives, including the spirit of something many of us love, namely cricket?


Through sport, as in religion, theatre, art or psychoanalysis, we offer ourselves timeouts from the necessary effort of making our livings and keeping the show on the road. With the current catastrophe of coronavirus, we have no idea what the dimensions of this enforced break from so much of what we considered to be normal life will be, nor how or when it will end. But what we do know is that nothing will be the same again, not at least for quite a time. Our larger cultural, societal and personal values may change for better or for worse. We can explore this issue on the large or the small scale. We may come out of it with a more selfish or a more unselfish orientation.


It may also permit questioning. Reflecting about the spirit, bringing reason to bear, may change our priorities. It may even reduce our tendency to fritter away our precious time. Reflection may lead to changes of opinion in cricket too, as mine has been changed over Mankading. We may come to see how a long-held attitude leads to rigidity, unfairness, even to injustice. Sometimes what we learn is that there is no single answer. There may be two or more sensible, reasonable answers, as there are for example (as I, unlike Close, see it) to the cricket issue of ‘walking’.


The value of questioning applies also within the self. We may be better off if we can accommodate apparently contradictory attitudes or points of view, rather than offloading unwelcome beliefs and thus stereotyping others with qualities from ourselves, contributing to unnecessary schisms and antagonisms. Giving houseroom to our ambivalence is part of our human complexity; even in some ways of our human excellence.


I like the notion of challenging in the interests of truth, rather than accepting blindly in the interests of deference. I enjoyed learning one theory about the name ‘Israel’ for the homeland of the Jews: that it refers (by its etymology) to the Jewish tendency to wrestle with God, to argue things out, based as it is on the new name (‘Israel’) given to Jacob after he wrestled through the night with an angel, a messenger from God. In Hebrew, ‘Israel’ contains within it this notion – it is as if Jews announce: ‘We are a people who argue with God – we don’t accept things at face value, without struggle.’ (I am unsurprised to learn that this etymology is itself disputed; another version is: ‘May God show his strength.’)


I like too the disputatiousness of the Talmud, the text that is a primary source of Jewish law and attitudes, in which commentaries on religious ideas have become part of the text itself. One corollary of this is the idea of a supreme authority that is not only omnipotent and demanding of obedience – a ‘jealous God’ – but one who will argue with his people and allow them to struggle with him on matters of truth and value. This may be one element in God’s strength. Jonathan Rosen writes that chaos may represent ‘a divine fecundity’, and a divine permission for wrangling. It is striking to me that the Talmud is a centrepiece of Jewish cultural and intellectual life.


Spirit of Cricket is not, or not obviously, a self-help book. It is not a manual. Nor is comparing it to the Talmud – a sort of treasure house of being wrong-footed – the most contemporary recommendation. And yes, I know, not every digression is a bonus. Cut to the chase, you may say.


But this is what it is.


This book is of course about cricket; but it also, I hope, has a broader relevance for much more.
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SHARP PRACTICES




‘If you want to call it anything, just say the batsman was “Browned”, not “Mankaded”.’


Sunil Gavaskar





Vinoo Mankad was one of India’s finest cricketers. In 1952, he took 12 wickets in India’s first-ever victory over England, at Madras, and later in the same year, at Lord’s, after taking 5 wickets in England’s first innings, scored 184 in India’s second. Until one Ian Botham broke the record, he took 100 wickets and scored 1,000 runs in fewer Test matches than anyone else.


But many today know him only for one thing, and that’s regarded as disreputable.


Twice during India’s tour of Australia in 1947–8, he ran out batsman Bill Brown when the latter backed up too soon, leaving his crease before the ball was bowled. The first occurrence was when the Indians played an Australian XI. Mankad warned Brown, but when the non-striker again left his crease early, he ran him out. In the Second Test, again in Sydney, he dismissed him in the same way. Apparently, Brown was well out of his ground when the bails were removed.


This kind of dismissal has since been called ‘Mankading’. It has been widely regarded as unsportsmanlike.


Don Bradman, Australia’s captain in that Test match, defended the bowler, writing:




For the life of me I can’t understand why the press questioned this sportsmanship. The Laws of Cricket make it quite clear that the non-striker must keep within his ground until the ball has been delivered. By backing up too far or too early, the non-striker is obviously gaining an unfair advantage.





Seventy years on, in 2017, Sunil Gavaskar agreed with Bradman, suggesting that his fellow countryman had been unfairly criminalised: ‘If you want to call it anything, just say the batsman was “Browned”, not “Mankaded”’.


And the batsman himself said: ‘I deserved it.’


Nevertheless, most cricketers and followers down the years have joined the chorus of disapproval. Actions that are felt to go against the spirit of cricket are not always illegal; many are, but others, though technically within the Laws, are objected to on grounds of ethics, of bad moral taste. Mankading is a case in point; cricket players and public across the board have agreed that it is unsporting. At every level, reactions have been vitriolic and self-righteous. Whatever the Laws said, we knew it was wrong. Or thought we knew!


In the last few years, opinions have shifted. In 2014, I watched England play Sri Lanka at Lord’s in the fourth One-Day International of the series. Chasing a total of 300, England were 111 for 5 when Jos Buttler joined Ravi Bopara. The pair added 133 in 16 overs. During 10 of those overs, they scored 22 twos; many of them from hits against slower bowlers down the ground, to long off or long on. It became clear to me, sitting in the Press Box above the sightscreen, that the non-striker, who was likely to be running to the danger end for the second run, was starting early from the bowler’s crease. I wouldn’t want to call it cheating, but it was enthusiastic stealing a march. It looked as though this might make a difference to the result of the match. Earlier that day, Sri Lanka won by 7 runs, despite Buttler’s magnificent 121.


Kumar Sangakkara, who’d scored a brilliant and assured century earlier in the day, told me later that the Sri Lanka captain had complained to the umpires about the lack of any proactive measures by them to stop this premature backing-up.


The final match of the series, which was level at 2–2, took place a few days after the Lord’s match, at Edgbaston. Once again Buttler was batting; again, off-spinner Sachithra Senanayake was bowling. Twice Senanayake warned Buttler and, an over later, ran him out. England were dismissed for 219, and Sri Lanka won the match by 6 wickets.


The bowler, a young player doing what he was given licence to do by his captain and senior players, not to mention by the Laws of the game, was booed by the crowd.


We discussed the issue at the MCC (Marylebone Cricket Club) World Cricket Committee in the same summer. This committee is a think-tank on international cricket. The members are almost all ex-international players, from most of the main cricket-playing countries, and from cricketing generations all the way from dinosaurs whom I played with and against to current players. To my surprise, sympathy was almost exclusively with the fielding side in this scenario.


Either the batsman was stealing a march (note the term ‘stealing’), or he was being dozy, people commented. As a result of the much increased use of cameras in decision-making, if a delivery that bowled a batsman neck and crop has been discovered afterwards (by TV footage) to have been a no-ball by so little as a fraction of an inch, the batsman will be recalled. No one will suggest that the bowler should be let off with a warning, nor will he win sympathy from team-mates or spectators. Doziness in sport is not generally rewarded by indulgent sympathy. Indeed, I would say that sport is as much a matter of keeping your wits about you as of being exceptionally moral.


Moreover, now that fitness has become a key feature in the game, especially in limited-overs cricket, the inches gained by quick running, or lost to quick fielding, are often crucial. Several ex-players, especially bowlers, see the hoo-ha about Mankading as a nice illustration of the fact that it’s always been a batsman’s game – the benefit of the umpire’s doubt goes to batsmen; in One-Day cricket bowlers are restricted in the number of overs they can bowl (batsmen have no such restrictions); and it’s more often than not batsmen who get the juiciest sponsorships and, ultimately, knighthoods.


One member of that committee, ex-Australia Test cricketer Rod Marsh, goes so far as to suggest that no runs should be scored from any delivery if the non-striker leaves his crease early.


I too had changed my mind. I was no longer inclined to view Senanayake’s action as unethical or against the spirit of cricket.


However, cases vary. Not everything fits into the same box. Five years afterwards, Buttler was again run out while backing up, this time in an Indian Premier League match. The bowler was Indian off-spinner Ravi Ashwin. This dismissal aroused different responses. There was no warning. And it seemed that before taking the bails off, Ashwin paused briefly with his hand near the stumps, waiting for Buttler’s bat to be dragged over the line. It’s arguable, too, that the decision was incorrect, since Law 41.16.1 states that: ‘If the non-striker is out of his/her ground at any time from the moment the ball comes into play until the instant when the bowler would normally have been expected to release the ball, the non-striker is liable to be run out.’ Owing to the delay, Buttler’s leaving the crease seemed to take place after he would reasonably have expected the ball to have been released – though ICC and MCC’s guidance to umpires apparently defined the ‘moment’ as ‘the highest point in the bowler’s action’, a definition by which Buttler was correctly judged ‘out’.


This second case is akin to entrapment, the kind of scenario when someone is lured into a misdemeanour and then punished for it – as with the newspaper sting that caught out three Pakistan players in 2010. The bowler’s delay in breaking the stumps is a kind of invitation to the batsman to leave before the ball is actually bowled.


Along with many others, I felt that Ashwin’s action was indeed too cunning, a bit shabby. But it’s clear to me that the primary obligation is on the non-striker. It is his responsibility to wait until he sees the ball leave the bowler’s hand.


As for Buttler, I’m reminded of Oscar Wilde’s line: ‘To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both looks like carelessness.’


* * *


The condemnation of running a non-striker out when backing up too soon, and the more recent reversal of moral stance on this issue, were based not on (il)legality, but on what is or is felt to be sportsmanlike, what falls within the rubric of the spirit of cricket. For most of my lifetime, it was, in my experience, a matter of commonly-held assumption that Mankading was sharp practice, legal maybe, but obnoxious. Perhaps there was something subliminally racist in this view: named after an Indian, the action was felt to be un-Christian. Recently it has come to be seen through a different lens.


The sandpaper case, by contrast, concerned actions that were plainly against the Laws of the game. But matters did not stop there. The event exploded into notoriety, engaging the attention of people far beyond cricket. It raised issues to do with the orientation and general attitude of the Australian team, even of its organisation’s culture. Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack called it a ‘farrago’. Many words have been written on the story, including by me in On Cricket. Here I will give the facts of the case as briefly as I can and speak about some of the implications. Why were so many people excited by it? Why were those convicted of being in on the plan punished so much more severely by their own Board? Did its occurrence say anything about the zeitgeist, about the spirit of the age?


In 2018, Australia toured South Africa, playing four Test matches. During the first two, there had been rancour between the teams. Indeed, at that Second Test the umpires and match referee had already spoken informally to broadcasters, asking if cameramen had noticed anything suspicious in what happened to the ball on its way back to the bowler. Perhaps in response to such suspicion, David Warner, Australia’s vice-captain, who had been the person the team threw the ball to for polishing between deliveries before tossing it back to the bowler, had handed these responsibilities over to the young opener, Cameron Bancroft, for the Third Test at Cape Town.


[image: image]


On the afternoon of the third day, when Australia were up against it in the field, Bancroft was picked up by TV cameras surreptitiously putting a piece of what looked like yellow tape down the front of his trousers. He was caught not with his trousers down exactly, but with something down his trousers. Soon, and more to the point, camera sequences were discovered of him ‘holding the ball in his left hand, scrubbing his cupped right palm and fingers over the leather as though battling an unforgiving doorknob. You could see the pressure he was applying by the white flush of his knuckles’, as Geoff Lemon, who wrote an excellent book on the story, put it. He was, in other words, doing an energetic job of ‘changing the condition of the ball’.


As people around the dressing rooms and media area became aware that incriminating images were about to be shown on the big viewing screens at Newlands, Darren Lehmann, Australia’s coach, sent the twelfth man onto the ground to warn Bancroft. That was when Bancroft (‘like any kid caught shoplifting a Milky Way’, Gideon Haigh wrote) shoved the evidence down his pants.


It turned out that the yellow stuff was sandpaper, used to damage one side of the ball, roughing it up in an attempt to make the ball ‘reverse’ swing.


This skill was developed in the 1970s and beyond by pace bowlers in Pakistan, first Sarfraz Nawaz, then Imran Khan, Wasim Akram and Waqar Younis. Reverse swing is usually possible only when the ball gets older. Whereas with orthodox, newer-ball swing, holding the ball with its shiny side away from his thumb enables the right-arm bowler to swing it away towards the slips; with reverse swing, holding it thus makes the ball likely to swing the other way, in from the off. It has since become a regular tool of the trade for many fast bowlers, enhancing the interest and attacking nature of the game.


Law 41.3.2 states that it is forbidden for a player to ‘take any action which changes the condition of the ball’. There are exceptions to this prohibition. It is (or was until coronavirus stepped in) legal to use sweat or saliva on the ball, an application which may help shine one side. Sweat may also be used to make the other side of the ball weightier. It has also been within legality to throw the ball in from the deep on the bounce, especially on dry and abrasive grounds, to make the rough side of the ball further worn and pitted.


Over the years there have been allegations and rumours in relation to reverse swing that fielding sides have used tools to accelerate the process – knives, scissors, sharp edges on opened Coke cans. Sandpaper obviously falls into this category, and the hiding of the offending material makes plain that this was perfectly well known to the participants at Cape Town, as to everyone in the game, then and now.


However, the long history of ball-tampering predates by decades this innovation. It never used to be seen as a serious offence. People have used their fingernails to raise the edges of the seam, to make deviation off the pitch more likely, rubbed dirt on the ball, and added sun-creams or other ‘artificial’ agents to get a better shine. For reverse swing, another ploy has been to raise the quarter-seam, the small join running counter to the main seam. In English cricket, umpires, many of whom had been bowlers in their playing days, did little to stop such actions. Umpires and players alike tended to view at least the less blatant practices as par for the course. Don’t go too far, the unspoken message went, but don’t get caught.


Reverse swing had been a decisive factor in previous series between South Africa and Australia. And early in the 2018 tour, Lehmann was relaxed. ‘Obviously, there are techniques used by both sides to get the ball reversing. I have no problem with it. Simple.’ (Or not so simple: the pot won’t bother to call the kettle ‘burnt-arse’.)


In 1994, during a Test match at Lord’s that also, as it happened, involved South Africa, England captain Mike Atherton was fined £2,000 for having soil in his pocket. He said it was to dry his hands and to take moisture off the ball. If he had used the soil on the ball it would therefore have been a matter of maintaining the condition of the ball, not changing it – as innocent as having a cloth to hand to keep the ball dry – something explicitly permitted in the Laws, provided that the cloth had been supplied by the umpire. He was not banned.


In 1977, there was a flurry of protest in India against MCC’s team, of which I was vice-captain. After the Third Test at Madras, now called Chennai, India’s captain Bishan Bedi accused John Lever and Tony Greig (the captain) of cheating, alleging that Lever used Vaseline to change the condition of the ball. In fact, what had happened was that he and Bob Willis asked physiotherapist Bernard Thomas for a method to keep the sweat out of their eyes when bowling. Both had long hair, which didn’t help. Thomas made headbands from gauze impregnated with Vaseline, to be taped to their foreheads to stop the passage of sweat. Lever, who had taken ten wickets in the First Test at Delhi, had swung the ball there at least as much as in Madras, without headband or Vaseline. Willis had not swung a ball in either place. When the headband became cumbersome, Lever put it down behind the stumps without any attempt to hide it. Though it was of course possible that traces of the Vaseline had got onto the ball via his habit of using his sweat to polish the ball, this had neither been his intention nor had it (as far as anyone knew) affected the ball or the bowler’s ability to swing it. He now wishes he had never asked Thomas for assistance.


As vice-captain, I was part of the leadership group, but I don’t remember any conversations about it or its legality. Perhaps this was naïve of us. Certainly, it would have been better to have cleared the use of these bandages with the umpires from the beginning. But I’m sure there was no devious intention.


Ball-tampering has never been regarded as a serious crime by international authorities either. In the 2018 ICC Code of Conduct, which gives guidance about disciplinary charges and hearings, there were four levels of disciplinary charge; that for breaking this provision was either a Level 1 charge, along with throwing one’s bat on the floor when given out or uttering an expletive on the field, or a Level 2 charge, as when someone directs personal abusive comments at an opponent (the accusation against Shannon Gabriel for his abuse of Joe Root, which I describe later). Levels 3 and 4 concerned more serious matters, such as racist abuse or deliberate physical contact.


At the disciplinary hearing in Cape Town held by the match referee that evening, the sandpaper incident seemed to have been a regular sort of case of tampering with the ball. The players concerned were punished according to the usual tariffs for such offences. It was admitted that the behaviour on the field carried out by the junior player had been a ‘decision of the leadership group’, with the full knowledge of Australia’s captain, Steve Smith. As a result, Smith was charged at Level 2 for the decision, which ‘risked causing serious damage to the integrity of the match and was contrary to the spirit of the game’. He was given four demerit points, entailing a one-Test ban, while Bancroft, who admitted a Level 2 charge related to ‘changing the condition of the ball’, received a fine and three demerit points (no ban). (Demerit points are a set of bad marks that can entail or build up over time to a ban. Once the ban has been imposed, the points remain applicable for a further two years.) Warner, later discovered to have been pivotal to the plan, had not yet been implicated.


This was bad enough for those involved and for the whole team, but it was nothing compared with what followed. What started as not much more than a spark blew up into a raging bush fire. Outrage mounted, above all in Australia itself. The players had betrayed the country. Prime minister Malcolm Turnbull, interviewed on television, announced: ‘To the whole nation, who hold those who wear the Baggy Green up on a pedestal – about as high as you can get in Australia – this is a shocking disappointment. How can our team be engaged in cheating like this? It beggars belief.’ The episode earned a place on the ten o’clock news in the UK, where a certain schadenfreude became apparent. As ICC (International Cricket Council) CEO David Richardson said, cricketers beyond Australia needed to take a look at themselves, a requirement that went beyond the players to administrators.


Soon emissaries from Cricket Australia were in Cape Town. Smith, Warner and Bancroft were interviewed and soon banned from all cricket – the first two for a year, Bancroft for nine months. Smith would not be considered for the captaincy for at least two years; Warner would never be given a leadership role within the team. They were sent back home, in disgrace, on separate planes, and were ‘tried’ on television. All shed tears, of shame and guilt, as did Lehmann, who resigned soon after. Smith admitted that what they did went against the spirit of cricket. Questions were raised about the sincerity or otherwise of Warner’s tears, and about his refusal to discuss anything beyond his repeated mantra of his own culpability. I thought he was manfully sticking to his brief, clinging to the vestiges of self-respect by holding on to the Australian concept of ‘mateship’ – don’t ditch your mates. For it was impossible to imagine that other members of the team did not know about the ball tampering, especially the bowlers, for whom the state of the ball is one of the most crucial elements in their armoury.


Once the world at large had observed the players’ confessions, humiliation and shame, the impetus of the outrage declined. One could not watch these interviews without feeling sympathy for these young men, brought up in an atmosphere that made winning the main aim in playing for Australia. They were in part propagators, in part victims of this kind of imperative.


Indeed, almost all those running Cricket Australia succumbed to pressure within a few months, leaving or being sacked. I think this was probably right. They, as well as members of the media, should share some of the blame. Too many were complicit in the ruthless stance. In politics, racism and other hate crimes offer a parallel. Those who by their words express xenophobia and prejudice, and who turn a blind eye to the extreme behaviours of some of their followers, as CA had done over the years with some of their players, must take some responsibility if they give implicit encouragement to individuals who carry out in action attitudes that had previously been insinuated in words. Remember the alleged words of Henry II: ‘Who will rid me of this turbulent priest?’ The knights took the hint, and soon Thomas à Beckett lay dying in Canterbury Cathedral.


So what fanned this forest fire? On the face of it, the three had not done anything terrible. Clearly the reasons lay beyond the simple act of altering the condition of the ball.


One element was precisely the fact that the misbehaviour occurred within sport, rather than in some more obviously significant area in a person’s life. As Indian cricket writer Suresh Menon writes, ‘Had Bill Clinton cheated on the golf course, there would have been no redemption’. Moreover, it is, Menon suggests, because sport is meaningless that it has to be rescued through higher morality. ‘In a fantasy world [of sport] we should aim for perfection.’


More important, I think, was the emerging fact that the Australian public were already cynical towards and disillusioned by their national cricket team. Moments after the news first broke, my friend Kate Fitzpatrick emailed me that she had been: ‘disenchanted and disheartened by Australian cricket for a long time. But the moronically stupid, entitled, childish, ill-bred, cowardly performance hammered the lid down for me … All the bully boys have to go.’ She made the excellent further point that it was ‘the only thing they could think of in the face of a flogging’.


To be more precise: I think there were several separate and specific reasons for the severity of the bans CA imposed. First there was the fact that it was not spontaneous, but planned, calculated. Second there was the fact that the actual deed was left in the hands of the junior player (Bancroft). Third, and most important, this was the straw on the camel’s back. There had been a constant drip-drip of stories of crude antagonisms and streaks of nastiness, and this had gone on through several recent series, against India and England as well as South Africa. Fourth the players’ reactions to being caught were, for a while, inadequate and dishonest.


As Kate said, all this supports the idea of a childish sense of entitlement. She also hit the nail on the head in her comment about this being the only resort they had to prospective defeat, especially after losing the previous Test in Port Elizabeth. The more one’s well-being is reduced to ‘tread on them or they’ll tread on you’, or ‘dog eats dog’, the more failing feels like humiliation, and the more one is likely to grab at any means of getting back on top (for example, by cheating). We are liable to slip into a gang warfare mentality.


Indeed, this view was put forward with sharp clarity by Tom Derose and Ivan Ward from the Freud Museum in London. They suggested that, at the deepest level, the humiliation was that of castration. The young men, feeling weak and impotent on the field, rebelled against the father and his rules. Tampering with the ball, they tried to change its qualities, to turn it into a powerful phallus, so that, instead of helplessness in the face of South Africa’s dominance, they could become instantly potent. Caught in this act of rubbing up the ball, they are then shown up as naughty boys. Derose added that Smith (rather like ‘Little Hans’, Freud’s five-year-old patient) became ‘Little Steve’; it was when he spoke of the pain his act had caused his ‘old man’ that Smith’s sobbing became almost uncontrollable. At that moment, the hand of his father appeared on-screen on his shoulder, the hand of sympathy but also the hand of authority, disappointment and disapproval.


One might also see this entitlement in the players’ naivety. There are twenty-four cameras at most big cricket matches. The jockstrap is an inadequate recourse if you’re caught in the act! It was as if they felt they were so important – indeed omnipotent – that they would never be caught. ‘We, the entitled, will get away with anything!’ They may also have believed that the culture of the organisation (the only important thing is winning) might have excused them, that any culpability would be mitigated in the eyes of the cricketing authorities (and beyond). Australian cricketers had probably been exposed to sledging since their early teens. They had been brought up in a school that was not only hard but often ruthless.


The motto of winning at any cost needs to be resisted and modified. It is not the only proper aim. We rightly play to win but we don’t play in order to win. In 2019, Ashley Giles, England’s director of cricket, unveiled Chris Silverwood’s appointment as head coach. Giles had asked a simple question of the prospective candidates on the shortlist: ‘How does this England side become the most respected in the game?’ Note: not ‘the most successful’. (I’m reminded of times when I was asked to speak as captain of Middlesex at pre-season AGMs: my aim, I would say, was for the team to play purposive cricket: I did not promise either to ‘entertain’ or to ‘win’.)


No-one expects that at top-level sport such behaviours and attitudes can be eradicated. We put twenty-two young men into a setting where rivalries and cultural differences have a long history, and we invite them to be full-hearted in their aggression. It is not easy to inhabit a cauldron of potential triumphalism and depression and be expected to behave as at a vicarage tea party (though I daresay vicarages are not exempt from similar attitudes, even without the sandpaper).


It is for reasons such as this that we need to remind ourselves of the spirit of cricket, not least in questioning an overall prevalent attitude.


CEO James Sutherland’s announcement of the punishments handed down to Smith, Warner and Bancroft spoke of their ‘acts against the spirit of the game, unbecoming of its representatives, harming its interests and bringing it into disrepute’; all true, but perhaps it would have helped to spell out more of the detail.


The scandal was a catalyst to at least one (small) change. Later that year, ICC ‘promoted’ ‘changing the state of the ball’ from a Level 2 to a Level 3 offence, along with other ‘attempts to gain an unfair advantage’.


The punishment, of which the most painful part was the public disgrace, was not a mild one. And one feature of the longer game of cricket is that teams and individuals get a second chance. This principle needs to be applied to life in general. Cricket is played by human beings. We all have to learn to suffer and endure periods of impotence and vulnerability. Everyone is liable to backslide. And we all need, as I say, to be reminded of the spirit not only of cricket but of sport and of shared human endeavours. Sutherland spoke of the need to balance punishment with the chance of redemption. I agree. We all need justice to be both discriminating and tempered with mercy. And once the sentence has been served, once the debt to the cricketing world and to society at large has been paid, those concerned should be given a fresh start.


Two years on, we don’t know if the breakdown into anguish and shame will lead to a breakthrough and a deep-seated change of heart, either in the individuals concerned, or in cricket in general. Sometimes galling experiences of this kind do make for a transformation in attitudes.


I was impressed with former England captain Nasser Hussain speaking on television after the First Test between England and Australia at Edgbaston in 2019 – a match in which Smith batted wonderfully well, scoring 142 and 144 to lead Australia to victory. Nasser said that he could not understand the mentality of those who would not forgive these young men for a mistake made, for which they had been punished severely and from which they had returned with dignity. We don’t expect perfection of technique even from the greatest players. Should we expect perfect behaviour?


In fact, the whole Australian team behaved well in the series, not once complaining at bad luck. If they said anything on the field, they said it with a smile on their faces (Pat Cummins was aptly labelled ‘The Grinning Assassin’). They got on the with the game. Which was more than could be said for some England supporters.


[image: image]


Vinoo Mankad, looking resigned …
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WHY WOULD YOU EVEN THINK
OF DOING SUCH THINGS?




‘The urban and exacting idea of cricket as a bold theatre of aggression.’


Michael Billington on Harold Pinter’s view of cricket





On Saturday 27 June 1964, Cambridge University began a three-day match against Kent at Folkestone. The weather was perfect. Kent showed us respect in picking a strong team – openers Peter Richardson and Mike Denness, Colin Cowdrey at four, Brian Luckhurst at seven, Alan Knott, and fast bowlers David Sayer and John Dye. (The latter got me out for the only ‘pair’ in my career, four weeks later, when I played for Middlesex against Kent at Lord’s. Between the first dismissal on Saturday morning and the second on Monday evening the team for the MCC tour of South Africa had been announced, and I was in it.) I see that I was keeping wicket in the Folkestone match (which I’d forgotten but remembered clearly when seeing it on the online scorecard), as well as opening the batting.


Winning the toss, we batted. I scored a fluent 44, before playing an ungainly shot to an apparently harmless ball from a slow bowler to be caught at square leg. Jack Fingleton, the opener who played many Tests with Don Bradman, and who fell out with him, wrote in the Sunday Times that I had thrown away a great start … Cambridge scored 255; Kent replied with 244 for 8 declared. We then declared on 256 for 5 (Brearley 67) before setting Kent a target of 268 in what turned out to be 55 overs. In a tight finish, Kent won by 3 wickets.


I remember two moments from this last innings of the match. The first occurred when Cowdrey was batting. As our bowler started his run-up, I noticed that square leg was standing in the wrong place and moved him a couple of yards towards mid-wicket. Cowdrey realised something was going on and stepped away. It’s against the ethics of the game to move fielders after the bowler has started his approach. I’m as sure as I can be that I wasn’t trying to pull a fast one; rather I was more simply, but too casually, making a late adjustment to something I’d just noticed was not right. Undoubtedly, I should either have left the field as it was, or stopped the bowler in his run-up and moved the man at square leg in full view of the batsmen. What I did was wrong, not in a major way, but still wrong.


The second incident occurred at the very end of the match. Kent needed something like 12 runs in the last five minutes. In those days, there were no regulations insisting on a requisite number of overs that had to be bowled from the beginning of the last ‘hour’; it was simply a matter of time running out. All four results were possible, though we had only an outside chance of winning. Richard Hutton, our medium-fast bowler, was bowling this over. I felt strongly that two overs should be bowled. After three balls, Hutton lost his run-up. He may even have stopped to tie up his bootlaces. It looked as though time would run out. To ensure the final over, I ordered him to bowl his last ball off a short run, He, perhaps feeling disgruntled, or aware of sore feet, lost his rhythm and bowled a full toss, which Knott hit for four. Kent won with three balls to spare.


So, within a small time frame, I had acted against the spirit of the game (moving a fielder after the bowler started his run-up); and according to its spirit (instructing the bowler to bowl off a short run). One was a matter of doing something behind a batsman’s back; the other was maintaining a respect for time and for giving our opponents their due, even if it might result in our own defeat.


‘Play hard but fair,’ the spirit of the game recommends; or, as the frieze on the wall at the corner of Lord’s has it (quoting the poet Henry Newbolt): ‘Play up, play up, and play the game.’


Yes, indeed. But is there not too, alongside this impulse, a pull to ignore standards, towards easier, sometimes more deceptive, ruses, towards deceiving ourselves and others? Indeed, it may be the presence of this other tendency that elicits the need for high-minded prescriptions.


Decades later, I gave a talk to a group of students and colleagues at a venue in South London near the Maudsley Hospital. The topic was: ‘Cricket and psychoanalysis: what is the point of sport?’ I spoke of overlaps between the two fields, some of them not at first sight obvious. I touched on the need for both competition and cooperation. In the discussion I made a distinction between corruption and cheating. I don’t think I mentioned the ‘spirit of cricket’, but this idea was in the background of my talk.


Afterwards, over a glass of wine, one of the analysts (I’ll call her Christina) asked me to enlarge on this contrast. I had already suggested that corruption, as in match-fixing, or spot-fixing – that is, fixing a small part of a game – is much worse than what I call ‘common-or-garden’ cheating. The latter is a matter of trying to get an advantage within the game by either breaking or bending the rules, as in tax evasion or elaborate tax avoidance; it may involve breaking rules, or behaving in ways that appear to be consistent with the rules but are contrary to the intention behind them. Now I added that, in my view, everyone is tempted to break or bend rules, and many succumb to the temptation in small or large ways. Christina challenged me. ‘Why would you want to do that?’ she asked. ‘Why would you or anyone even think of doing such things?’
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