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 Henry began writing about cricket for The Times, in May 1962 and, in 1972, he started his long career as a commentator with the BBC’s Test Match Special. During his career, he has written for numerous papers and broadcast for both radio and television for many networks around the world, especially in Australia and New Zealand. Between 1991 and 1993, he joined Sky Television before returning to Test Match Special after the death of Brian Johnston early in 1994. Since 2002, Henry Blofeld has performed in his humorous one-man show in theatres all round the country, and later he teamed up with his former TMS producer, Peter Baxter, for more than 250 two-man shows. He also had a successful partnership with England Spin Bowler, Graeme Swann. Henry now tours the country with his one-man show.
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Introduction


The two halves of this book are the bookends of my life with cricket. It all began for me in 1947, when Denis Compton and Bill Edrich made 3,816 and 3,539 first-class runs for Middlesex and England and I was hooked. The public flocked to see them, a relentless sun beat down on their orgy of runs and the players were paid small change for their efforts. In the immediate post-war years, the fare was County Championship and Test cricket, and it was all conducted in an atmosphere of peaceful happiness and contentment. Cricket in England then seemed a structure as permanent, unshakable and tranquil as the Pavilion at Lord’s.


In the first half, I have tried to give an idea of the life we were able to lead in the days when I learnt the game and paddled briefly in the shallow end of first-class cricket, before entering first the press and then the commentary box. The press box was a different place then, and I have attempted to put flesh and blood back into some of the engaging, disparate figures who, sitting at the bare and rather spartan desks around the county grounds, brought the news of each day’s play to their readers. The commentary box was a different place too, full of ripe characters led by those two brilliant broadcasters John Arlott and Brian Johnston and shaped by the deft hand of our producer, Peter Baxter, who was in control for thirty-four years and never received the credit he should have done for turning Test Match Special into such a unique programme.


I have to admit to being self-indulgent and taking readers on two extraordinary journeys of a kind made possible by the more relaxed fixture list in those far-distant days. In 1976, John Woodcock, the famous cricket correspondent of The Times, and I drove with three others in a 1921 Rolls-Royce from London to Bombay to watch Tony Greig’s England side in India that winter. Four years later, I went to six South American countries while helping to manage a side of young first-class cricketers put together by the businessman Derrick Robins. Both were remarkable adventures which could hardly be fitted into today’s hectic cricketing schedule.


 


Fast-forward to 2022 and a ferociously different world. Cricket, for so long the uncomplaining poor relation of major sports, was now gripped by money, and when that happens, greed is never far behind. Limited-over cricket was fast taking over. India had seized hold of the Twenty20 game and, with brilliant marketing, was turning it into a round-the-world, money-controlled franchise fiesta. As a result, Test cricket was fighting for a place in the calendar, if not for its very existence. It was at this point that the two splendid New Zealanders who effectively control England’s cricket – Brendon McCullum, the head coach, and his chief lieutenant, the amazing Ben Stokes, the captain – came together to transform Test match cricket with Bazball. This may have been McCullum’s invention, but it could never have worked without Stokes’s inspirational support. Suddenly Test cricket was being played at an exciting new tempo. Attack was the aim of the game and draws, for so long the bugbear of Test cricket, were eliminated – unless the weather intervened. Test cricket became far more user-friendly as a result, and in 2023 the extraordinary Ashes series in England was played in front of twenty-four full-house crowds.


For all that, a drawn Test match is not always a bore, and I have to say that the most exciting Test match I ever watched ended in a draw. England played the fifth and final Test against the West Indies at Bourda in Georgetown, Guyana, in 1967–68. At the end of the sixth day – if the series had not already been decided, the final Test had an extra day – England’s last man, Jeff Jones, hemmed in by close catchers, somehow survived the final over, bowled by that wonderful off-spinner, Lance Gibbs. The draw gave England the series.


 


Despite the arrival of Bazball, there is now less and less room for Test cricket in the annual calendar, with new T20 franchise tournaments springing up not only in the cricket-playing world, but also far beyond its traditional boundaries, and one such is Major League Cricket (MLC) in the USA.


First-class cricket was played in the United States before 1914, when the game there was put firmly in its place by its ugly cousin, baseball. After that, the American attitude to cricket became nothing if not contemptuous. This was admirably summed up by Groucho Marx in 1954 when he made an unlikely visit to Lord’s to see a day’s Test cricket. He had watched most of the morning session when someone asked him what he thought of it. ‘So when is it going to start?’ was his disarming reply. He would have been surprised to learn that in 2024, MLC, inspired by the Indian Premier League and financed largely by expatriate Indians, would be embarking on its second season. Not only that, but the T20 World Cup in 2024 would be jointly hosted by the West Indies and the United States, with international cricket even coming to New York.


I thought Groucho ought to have another crack at the game, so I arranged for his ghost to go along to Edgbaston to watch the first Ashes Test in 2023, just to see what the great man would make of Bazball. He so enjoyed that game that he insisted on staying on to watch the second Test at Lord’s, where he had the time of his life.


 


Another surprising Indian-inspired initiative prompted the setting-up of a big T20 competition in Saudi Arabia for 2024. The Saudis are keen to make this the most eye-catching of all the T20 franchises. These two new tournaments, in the US and Saudi Arabia, will not only make it even harder to fit Test matches into the cricketing year, they may well prevent England’s own T20 gig, the Blast and its half-brother, The Hundred, from attracting the world’s best players – for these two tournaments will not be able to afford them.


Is it possible to bring some sort of order to all of this? In the glaring absence of any help from the ICC, the game’s governing body, the MCC have bravely organised a meeting of the leading protagonists of the T20 franchise world and those doing their best to preserve Test cricket, at Lord’s on 5 July 2024. It is extremely unlikely that any far-reaching decisions will have been taken then, for no one will have had the authority to do so, but important promises of serious intent will, I hope, have been made which will lead to the franchise lot being more concerned about the future of Test cricket. Or have we already gone too far down the present track for there to be a real chance of anyone being willing to pull back? As it was, it appeared that those involved, especially on the franchise side, were more concerned with the money side of the modern game than the intrinsic values of the sport. But at least this was a start in the struggle to reorganise the game.


 


While all this has been going on, England’s cricket has been hit by another serious problem. In March 2021, the ECB set up the Independent Commission for Equity in Cricket (ICEC) to look into the state of the game in England. Originally inspired by the death of George Floyd, the importance of this was emphasised by the complaints made by Pakistan-born Azeem Rafiq about the racist treatment he had received while playing for Yorkshire. In June 2023, the ICEC delivered a most damning report which said that cricket in England was institutionally racist, sexist, classist and misogynist. The ECB have already said that much must be done to make cricket in England a game with a level playing field for everyone. They have yet to come up with their promised plan of action.


The world in which I began my life in cricket could hardly be further away from the world of cricket today. In the second half of this book, I have attempted to discuss some of the problems that grip the modern game. It is extraordinary that those in charge appear to have been so blind to what has been going on and to have made so little attempt to influence the way things have developed. Who knows where we will end up, but because cricket is such a wonderful game that has always stood for the best in life, I am buoyed by the great belief that common sense will in the end prevail, and that Test cricket and the T20 franchise world will be able to live side by side in peace. Then, there will still be something for everyone. If two-innings cricket ever disappears and the one-day game allows the balance between bat and ball to become hopelessly distorted in favour of the bat, the game could degenerate into an unwatchable farce.


 


I would like to end this introduction with a lovely example of how things happened when I was a boy and which I am sure would never be allowed today. In May 1956, when I was in the Eton Eleven, we played a game against a Forty Club side which had been put together by Walter Robins, who had captained England briefly in the thirties. He brought down eleven old Middlesex players. The one who was not so old was Denis Compton, my all-time hero, who was then thirty-eight. During the previous winter he had had his right kneecap removed as the result of an injury while playing football for Arsenal. This was his first cricket since the operation.


He could hardly move and when he bowled his left-arm spinners, he stood with one foot on either side of the bowling crease and simply brought his arm over. When he batted later on, his right foot, now the back foot, was anchored in the crease (see the first two photographs of the picture section) and he was able to come forward with the left. He made some cautious runs and was good company at lunch, but there was surely no chance of him ever playing serious cricket again. However, the knee improved amazingly quickly and in July he was back in the Middlesex side and batting well enough to be chosen to play in the fifth Test against Australia, at The Oval. England were 2–1 up in the series and, even if they had lost this match, would have retained the Ashes, which may have helped the selectors decide to take a chance with Compton. He made 94 in England’s first innings of 247 and Don Bradman, from his seat in the press box, described it as the best innings of the series.


I don’t think this sequence of events could have happened today. After such an operation, would a star like Denis Compton have been allowed to try to rebuild his career in this rather haphazard way? There was not a single journalist there that day at Eton, just a lone photographer. Although Compton then went on to score a lot of runs for Middlesex, I can’t see modern Test selectors taking a chance like that in the final Test, especially with a thirty-eight-year-old after such serious surgery, and then going on to pick him for the tour of South Africa the following winter. What passed muster in 1956 is most unlikely to have been even considered almost seventy years later.


Another difference between then and now is that the modern world does not throw up the characters that were once a part of every team. Limited-over cricket has meant there is no room for the oldies, the knowledgeable old pros who show the youngsters the way. The supreme example of this was Wilfred Rhodes, who was almost forty-nine when, taking six wickets in the match, he helped England to victory against Australia at The Oval in 1926. He went on to play in all four Tests in the West Indies in 1929–30 when he was fifty-two. We live in a different world today.
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Marvellous Characters Everywhere


‘Up for almost anything’


In a world that has changed as fast as this one has over the last few decades, it is almost inevitable that the elderly will often be accused of looking back longingly at much that went on in the ‘good old days’. With all the extraordinary things happening with such alarming rapidity, especially in the shortened forms of the game, this applies as much to cricket, which resisted significant change for such a long time, as it does to anything else in this helter-skelter world. At this stage of the book, I shall not only go along with that accusation, I shall stand guilty as charged and take full advantage!


When I was first taken over by cricket, there were individuals involved who reflected the character of the game they were playing or watching. It may not have been until much later, when hindsight came into play, that they were fully appreciated. At the time, they were the norm, and it is only when compared with the present day that they stand out as icons of a world that has gone for good. Let us have a look at some of them.


It was in 1947 that cricket first grabbed me. In May, I began a five-year stint at Sunningdale School near Ascot. I was taught to play cricket at the age of about seven and a half by the formidable Miss Paterson, a lady who clicked her fingers and took no prisoners. She seemed old then – almost everyone did – but was probably only forty-ish. She bowled a lively underarm and stood no nonsense. Somehow, and I am not certain how or why, she instilled within me an immense love for the game. I have always been in her debt. Miss Paterson, who presumably had a first name although I don’t think I ever came across it, was a figure of her time. I am not at all sure what she would have made of the ‘reverse sweep’ or the ‘ramp’ or anything similarly unchristian, had it come her way. The joy of cricket as taught by her was swiftly rubbed in during the following summer holidays, when my father and mother took me across the old park at home to watch our village team in action.


The villages of Hoveton and Wroxham in Norfolk, separated by a rather elderly bridge over the river Bure, forgot their differences when it came to cricket and played happily together on the lovely ground at Hoveton, which sadly is no more. In my mind, I can still see many of the players, but the one I shall remember the most was Colonel Ingram-Johnson. He had been for many years, I am sure, a redoubtable soldier who, as his name somehow suggests, had spent most of his career helping to preserve the peace in India. He was now a trifle portly with a bit of a swagger and the customary officer’s moustache. He still kept wicket well enough, was never short of an opinion or an appeal, he made useful runs in the middle order, and ran between the wickets with a middle-aged sense of entitlement. Colonel Ingram-Johnson was a man seldom troubled by self-doubt. He was called Inky by those in the know; otherwise he answered to ‘Colonel’. He had a thin, rather gloomy wife who spoke with the deepest of voices. She never had a cigarette out of her hand and had a cough to match, and sat dutifully on a brown rug with a glass within reach.


Another character, if in a lower key, was the aptly named Arthur Tink – at least I thought his name fitted him well, for it seemed to imply a severe lack of frivolity. He looked almost frail and was not given to talking much, seldom smiled and bowled with astonishing accuracy at a gentle medium pace off a seven-pace run-up. If anyone tried to slog him, the ball almost always ended up in the hands of mid on. Arthur had an outstandingly beautiful wife, Mona, who had long dark hair and a lovely smile which on a good day was on the verge of being seductive. I never knew what Arthur did for a living, and there was something more than faintly mysterious about him. He was certainly not broke either, just extremely careful. I wondered what hidden depths he had needed to acquire the spectacular Mona.


My parents took me in 1948 for the first time to Lakenham Cricket Ground in Norwich, where Norfolk played most of their home games in the Minor Counties Championship. I well remember my first few visits, for I was mesmerised by every ball. There were wonderful characters everywhere, starting with Norfolk’s tall, handsome captain, Wilfrid Thompson, in his forties then, with black, swept-back, gleaming hair. He set his field in a loud, commanding voice, bowled fast and smote soaring sixes – I found them unbelievably exciting – onto the bowling green at the Pavilion End. I was captivated, too, by the three Rought-Rought brothers, Rodney, Basil and Desmond, who wore excitingly colourful club caps of the sort Fred Trueman was later to describe, with disdainful emphasis, as ‘jazz ’ats’. Two of the Rought-Roughts had played first-class cricket, which, for me, was the ultimate qualification for hero worship.


The characters on the other side of the boundary were led by Mike Falcon, shooting stick in hand, grey-haired, with a cheerful voice and a happy chuckling laugh. Taking eight wickets at just above medium pace, he had helped to bowl Warwick Armstrong’s unbeaten Australian side to defeat by Archie MacLaren’s XI at Eastbourne at the end of their tour in 1921. Falcon had first captained Norfolk in 1911 and did not surrender the post until the end of the 1946 season. He was an outstanding bowler who batted more than just a bit. He had never wanted to play first-class cricket, although his friend Pelham Warner had tried unsuccessfully to make him change his mind and join Middlesex. Falcon once told me he had no wish to play county cricket six days a week, and that anyway he was not qualified to play for Middlesex. He paused here for a moment, before saying with a chuckle, ‘But these days, I suppose anyone who pumps ship in Charing Cross Station is qualified to play for Middlesex.’ He would talk about Sydney Barnes, one of the two or three greatest bowlers of all time, coming to Lakenham in the twenties to bowl at medium pace for Staffordshire – Barnes played most of his cricket for Staffordshire. ‘At the end of a Norfolk innings of any length,’ Falcon told me, ‘there would be a bare patch on a good length about the size of an orange where Barnes had relentlessly pitched the ball for hour after hour. He would not allow his captain to take him off.’


Another great Norfolk character I was lucky enough to play with for several seasons in the county side was the remarkable Bill Edrich. He returned to captain his home county in 1959 when his days with Middlesex and his even better-known partner-in-arms, Denis Compton, were over. Bill knew a huge amount about the game and he stood at first slip, where he talked about his cricketing life almost non-stop. He made lots of runs for us, mostly on the leg side, held on to quite a few catches, was always keen to win and wonderfully quick to spot an opponent who was trying to get one over him. There was Maurice Crouch, for instance, a prosperous farmer and long-serving captain of Cambridgeshire who could be an unlovable rogue on the field. He and Bill had some great moments, especially when, at Lakenham, I caught Crouch behind the wicket for his second nought of the match. It was the first time he had made a pair of spectacles, and when the umpire gave him out he refused to go. Bill made a rousing speech from beside me at first slip, and for once an almost speechless Crouch, who had several times tried in vain to interrupt, was forced to drag himself off, muttering every step of the way. It was a memorable verbal joust. Bill was a fine captain and led us to the top of the Minor Counties table in 1960 but, to his dismay, we lost the challenge match to Lancashire Second XI by quite a margin. Bill kept on with Norfolk until his late fifties. They don’t make ’em like him any more.


 


In the years I spent growing up with the game and before my whole life turned professionally and irrevocably to cricket, I met many unforgettable characters. When I went to Eton, I learned a great deal from Claude Taylor, who was in charge of Lower Sixpenny (the under-15s). He loved the beauty and artistry of cricket and was a brilliant coach, able to communicate the joys and skills of the game in a delightfully digestible form. CHT (Eton masters, called ‘beaks’, were known by their initials) had once made on behalf of Oxford the slowest hundred ever scored in the Varsity Match at Lord’s. Now the gentlest of men, he taught Classics, played the oboe with scholarly precision and was married to the sister of Ian Peebles, a Scotsman who had bowled leg-breaks and googlies for England in the thirties.


I left school in unusual circumstances, having bicycled into a bus which was moving fast enough for me to spend a long time unconscious with a broken skull, before resuming life and going straight up to Cambridge. The huge leap from school to university was perfectly illustrated by the comparison between the names of past teams on their respective walls in the pavilions on Agar’s Plough at Eton and at Fenner’s, the venerable old university ground. Fenner’s boasted such names as, among many others, K.S. Ranjitsinhji, G.L. Jessop, A.P.F. Chapman, P.B.H. May and E.R. Dexter, with which Agar’s Plough was unable to compete, although there were a couple of England captains, Gubby Allen and George Mann. I had been captain of the Eton XI in 1957, but a few months later the captain I was playing under at Cambridge was no less a player than the supreme batsman and future England captain Ted Dexter. Our opponents were Kent, led by Colin Cowdrey, another England captain, and it was a first-class match – quite a step up. My first catch behind the wicket in a first-class match was Cowdrey c Blofeld b Dexter. Not a bad start, although I made a duck in my first first-class innings.


Dexter was an extraordinary character both on and off the field. I played a handful of games under his captaincy in 1958 and I don’t think I ever had a conversation with him. Sometimes he was friendly, but most of the time he was far distant, seemingly unaware of the rest of us and in a world of his own. On the field, his character was classically summed up in the next match, against Lancashire. On the second morning we walked out to bat together in silence at the start at 11.30. I shall never forget how the umpires and I then kept leaping out of the way of his furious but perfect straight drives off none other than Brian Statham, who spent much of his time opening the bowling for England with Fred Trueman. Ken Higgs, who also went on to open the bowling for England, was playing in that game and received similar treatment. Dexter’s strokeplay was extraordinary, and watching him bat from the other end was a remarkable experience.


Somehow I stayed in until lunch and afterwards we walked out again, for the third time, and once more it was in complete silence. Not a single word was spoken on any of the journeys. Dexter made a remarkable hundred while I just failed to reach an edgy fifty. Talking of extraordinary characters I came across that year at Cambridge, Dai Davies was one of the umpires for the match against the New Zealand touring side at Fenner’s. In the first evening after the close of play, Davies, a Test match umpire who had played for Glamorgan for many years, stood on the bar and sang ‘Land of My Fathers’ in his vibrantly powerful Welsh voice – it was his birthday.


In my second year, I scraped into a more moderate Cambridge side as an opening batsman. The two most notable characters I met that year were both opponents with unique cricketing qualifications. We played Nottinghamshire at Trent Bridge and their captain, Reg Simpson, had persuaded that great Australian all-rounder Keith Miller to come up from London and play for Nottinghamshire. He opened the bowling and sent down a leg-break in the first over of the match. I know because I faced the over. Miller then made a hundred by kind permission of me: when he was 65 I dropped him from a skyer at deep midwicket.


A few weeks later we played the MCC at Lord’s and Denis Compton was in the home side in one of his last first-class matches. A trifle portly, he made an inimitably improvised 71 in their first innings. I somehow managed to make 138 in our second, my only first-class hundred. When I reached three figures the great man himself walked forward from slip and shook me by the hand. It doesn’t get much better than that. (If you’ll forgive a little name-dropping, I had the other great moment of my life on my first honeymoon, in Jamaica. After an introduction by Ian Fleming, we went to dinner with Noël Coward at his house, Firefly Hill. After dinner, our host pushed back his chair, sat down at the Bechstein grand in his dining room and played and sang ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’, ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter on the Stage, Mrs Worthington’ and ‘The Stately Homes of England’. Another mind-boggling memory from more than sixty years ago.)


 


It is fair to say that, after Cambridge, I was initially driven back to cricket as a means of employment following nearly three years as a disenchanted trainee merchant banker in the City of London. I was thrust on behalf of The Times into a strange new world when I found myself in the press tent at the Bat and Ball Ground at Gravesend in late May 1962. Kent were playing Somerset and by a lot of curious chances the job of reporting the match had come my way at about eight o’clock the previous evening. This was thanks to one of the greatest characters I have ever known, who was to become probably the best friend I ever had. His name was John Woodcock and he was the Times cricket correspondent for thirty-three years, from 1954 to 1987. You will hear more of him in the pages to come. Illness had caused The Times to need a supernumerary at the very last minute to cover this match. Woodcock, whom I had met for the first time a couple of days earlier, knew I was keen to try my hand at writing about cricket and, unseen, the sports editor of The Times was persuaded to give me a go.


My five hundred words on each of those two days at Gravesend just about got me a pass mark. After doing three more games, when on each occasion I told my City employers I was ill, I let them know, to their immense relief, that they had seen the last of me. I left the City and entered press boxes intermittently for The Times for the rest of that summer.


Being the newest of new boys, I tiptoed nervously into each press box I was sent to and tried to be as unnoticeable as possible. As I was an inveterate devourer of cricket reports, I knew the names of many of those on the chairs around me. In the old press box at The Oval, which had an inescapable smell of Dickensian mustiness, I soon found myself shaking hands with John Clarke of the Evening Standard: dishevelled dark hair, middle-aged, often smoking a pipe and usually cheerful, sometimes wearing a brown homburg, when he was the spitting image of Rupert Davies playing Inspector Maigret. In the other corner, so to speak, was the thin, bespectacled, dark-haired Evelyn (‘Lyn’) Wellings of the Evening News, the other London evening paper. Generally speaking, he preferred to write with vitriol rather than ink and never minced his words about anything. He hated the game’s establishment and the feeling was mutual. He could be extremely rude, often had rows in the box and disagreed with most things said to him. His copy will have kept his paper’s lawyers on their toes. He had once bowled at medium-fast for Oxford University and Surrey, and was never the flavour of the month in either place. Having said all that, he was always extremely kind to me, maybe because I was no sort of perceived threat. His large wife, who I always found charming, ran the family travel agency just off New Bond Street, for which Lyn was always trying to drum up business. I often wondered how Mr and Mrs Wellings got on at home – which was none of my business.


I had a slight built-in advantage when I first entered the press box. At Eton, I had met the famous E.W. (‘Jim’) Swanton, and when I departed from Cambridge after two years he had made me a member of the cricket club he had founded in the thirties, the Arabs. Soon, I was even more in his good books because I scored a hundred in my first game for them. Swanton may have been known as ‘Pomponius Ego’ by some of his friends and liked things to be done his way, but he was decent enough to me, although he disapproved of a lot of the things I later said on air. My second outing for TMS, at Edgbaston in 1972 for a limited-over international against Australia, was a case in point. During the day I had a conversation on air with Jack Fingleton, the old Australian batsman, then a journalist. We were talking about what causes a cricket ball to swing, without coming up with a definite answer as there are as many contributing factors as there are opinions. We were about to move on when I said, ‘All I can say is that, having been an opening batsman, I know the ball does swing.’ Swanton arrived in the box near the end of the game to be ready for his close-of-play summary. He came straight up to me and in an indignant voice said, ‘How dare you talk about your own cricket in this company. I shall never expect to hear you do that again.’ Until then, I thought the day had gone better for me than I had feared. I was horrified, and whenever our paths crossed in the next few weeks he made a point of bringing it up again. Even now, I am not sure what he was getting at, except that maybe he felt I was trying to put my batting on a level with Fingleton’s. I apologised to Fingleton when I saw him about a week later. He smiled. ‘That’s Swanton for you,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it, you did well.’ Which helped.


Swanton was a large man and once, on the ship taking the England players to South Africa for the 1956–57 tour, he went to see the team’s physiotherapist, who proceeded to give him a good going-over on the massage table. As he was finishing, he said to Swanton, ‘The trouble with you, Mr Swanton, is that your body is too big for your legs.’ It was a remark that Jim never quite knew how to take. Swanton used his size to emphasise his presence, which was impressive if sometimes a little overdone. He had a deep authoritative voice, could not cope with fools, was heavily religious and a serious snob – if the two are compatible. If Swanton saw a duke or a bishop in the room, there was no holding him. He was a most able writer about cricket, although not in the same class as Woodcock, and a capable broadcaster, especially when doing those wonderful close-of-play summaries.


Cricket has never had a much better friend than Swanton, the self-appointed king of the England press box. On tour Jim and his wife, Ann, who was also a snob, would move round whichever country it was, as if they were not so minor members of the royal family. Swanton was an institution, although I dare say we laughed at him as much as we did with him. He did not mind his leg being pulled – as long as it was done by God, the Duke of Norfolk or the extraordinary Colin Ingleby-Mackenzie, who famously captained Hampshire.


It took me longer to get to know the trio I always thought of as the Three Musketeers. Charlie Bray had once captained Essex and was now the Daily Herald’s cricket man; Brian Chapman, a fine writer and highly successful journalist, looked after the Daily Mirror’s cricketing requirements; while Crawford White was similarly employed by Lord Beaverbrook at the Daily Express. They were a formidable threesome and they liked to hunt as a pack.


Bray, who would have been the oldest, had by then acquired a noticeable girth and was not far from retiring, something he had in common with his newspaper which, in a remarkable transformation, was to turn into The Sun. Bray had the misfortune to stand in for the official captain of Essex when they played Yorkshire at Leyton in 1932. Yorkshire won the toss and Percy Holmes and Herbert Sutcliffe put on 555 for the first wicket, beating the previous world first-class record of 554. As it happened, the scoreboard had got ahead of itself and had posted 555, at which point, the record broken, Sutcliffe got himself out. A recount found that the score was in fact only 554 and a hastily ‘discovered’ no-ball ensured the new record was in place.


Chapman was the brightest of the three and the most delightful man. Under grey hair, part tousled, part crimpy, he smiled easily, did not know a huge amount about cricket, but had a terrific way with words and wrote his two competitors off the page. He was the most genial of companions and was at his best in the bar at the end of the day. If asked what he would like to drink, his invariable reply was ‘A large gin and Dubonnet, please’. There was a dicey moment once when the reply came swiftly back, ‘Brian, I asked you to nominate the drink. I will nominate the amount.’ I am glad to say he took it in his stride, kept smiling, and in due course was rewarded with his double. He had been the Manchester editor of the Daily Express before turning his hand to cricket at the Daily Mirror.


Crawford White, from Lancashire, the youngest of the Three Musketeers, was good-looking in a mildly David Niven-ish sort of way, but the least confident performer of the three. Known by everyone as Chalky, he was always up for a party, but was never relaxed about the story he had dictated to his office earlier that evening. He found writing difficult and would hum tunelessly in the hope of finding inspiration. His progress thereafter was usually punctuated by a succession of anguished telephone calls to his office. He had an eye for a pretty girl and was anxious that his wife, Doris, who was no fool, should not find out. When he retired from the Express, Cornhill Insurance, who were by then sponsoring England’s cricket, employed him to look after the needs of the press box during Test matches. He thus became an enthusiastic and avuncular purveyor of Rosé d’Anjou.


The Three Musketeers usually turned up at the ground a little late and were then the life and soul of the party until soon after lunch, when they would go into their first huddle. Its purpose was to begin to think about the angle they would take for that night’s story. Bray was the main source of ideas, while Chapman listened thoughtfully in silence. When the final decision had been made, White, the leg man, went off and asked the appropriate questions in or around the players’ dressing rooms and got the obligatory quotes. Glass in hand, Bray and Chapman awaited his return. When he reappeared with the goods, they set about writing their stories. Ironically, Chapman, who had done nothing throughout but listen, now proceeded to write by far the best story. What fun they were.


And then there was Johnny Woodcock. Small, dark-haired and eternally cheerful. He shuffled along with a limp caused by an accident and then an infection which had led to innumerable new hips, few of which worked as well as the surgeons had hoped. A good games player when he was young, he spent a lot of his life in dreadful pain, not that he ever let on, for he was as brave as they come. Just occasionally on a long aeroplane journey you would see him wince as he changed position. He was extremely quick-witted, always the greatest of fun to be with, and he was up for almost anything. After an initial show of mild reluctance, he enjoyed a properly made dry martini as much as I did. Noël Coward’s way of making the best dry martini touched a mutual chord. ‘You pour an awful lot of gin into a glass and then wave it in the general direction of Italy’ was how it went. Wooders, as we always called him thanks to Brian Johnston’s infectious use of nicknames, certainly knew where to find Italy.


I had many splendid adventures with Wooders as we went on numerous cricket tours together. I have never met anyone who was a better or more thorough watcher of a day’s cricket. He wrote beautiful English, no one understood the game better, and in his writing he never thumped the table or tried to force anything down your throat. He was far and away the best writer, day in, day out, in my time. It would also have been impossible to find a nicer person than Wooders, unless Kerry Packer and his World Series Cricket was up for discussion, when the red mist would descend. It was Alan Gibson, another brilliant writer, and broadcaster too, who, in The Times, happily described Wooders as ‘The Sage of Longparish’, which was where he lived in Hampshire.


These few inhabitants of the press box all that time ago are illustrative of a gentler, less combative and cut-throat world than today. There was more time to enjoy and reflect on life. Yes, it was life before the invention of the helter-skelter limited-over world which dictates so much of the game as we know it today, and the fast tempo of life that surrounds it. It was a different, more relaxed world, and one it would be foolish to think we will ever see again. I was lucky to have been a part of it.
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The Commentator’s Chair


‘Almost worthy of a nightclub’


When I first stepped into the commentary box at the top of the Lord’s Pavilion, there was something comfortingly familiar about it. A little cramped, with two narrow wooden posts going up to the ceiling, presumably to hold the roof in place, it was happily higgledy-piggledy, with a warm and exciting atmosphere. We were sitting almost behind the bowler’s arm and could put up with a bit of discomfort for that. Several men, mostly middle-aged and wearing jackets, collars and the obligatory Test Match Special tie on the first day, were using microphones and other equipment similarly blessed with long-service medals to bring the story of the cricket to the outside world. The box itself was a new home for TMS, as we had just been moved from our old home at the top of the neighbouring Warner Stand, where we had been perched over the head of fine leg, not the best position from which to commentate. There wasn’t room in the Warner Stand for both the television and the radio boxes, so we had been shifted to the Pavilion. The commentator, the summariser and the scorer sat like tolerably well-behaved schoolchildren in class, at a long, narrow wooden desk covered with green baize which ran across the front of the box.


Three or four people – they were constantly coming and going – stood behind talking intermittently in voices which should have been not much above a whisper. In the far corner at the back of the box, sitting on a slightly raised stool that would just about have done duty in a bar, was our producer, Peter Baxter, with headphones clamped to his ears, a collection of stopwatches, a small clock, a notebook, several pencils, a pile of papers on a small desk in front of him and a worried look on his face. One of his main, and hardest, tasks was trying to persuade the talkers at the back of the box to keep their voices down. He was also trying to ensure the commentators kept to the straight and narrow, as well as organising the many added extras which fitted into the programme each day.


Then, suddenly, what had been a reasonably contented interest on his part became more intensely involved. There was a movement from near the door and the cheerful face of Brian Johnston, with his enormous ears, pushed his way towards the commentator’s chair. It was ten to twelve and time for the first commentary change of the day. A large man in a dark jacket wearing a black tie said in a familiar, almost exaggerated Hampshire burr, ‘And after another word from you, Trevor, it will be Brian Johnston.’


There was a slight squeak as John Arlott pushed back his chair. Johnners gave a nimble twist almost worthy of a nightclub to provide him with a little more room for manoeuvre. Then he slipped into the empty seat, with Trevor Bailey on his right. On the other side, a bearded man with free-range tousled dark hair was guarding the papers around him from inadvertent assault by the new commentator. This was our scorer, Bill Frindall, who Johnston had christened ‘the Bearded Wonder’.


‘Good morning, Brian,’ came next in Trevor’s carefully modulated tones. ‘Morning, Boil,’ was Johnners’s cheerful reply. And he was off. Arlott walked straight out of the box. ‘Where’s he gone?’ I whispered to Baxter. ‘To have a glass of wine, I expect.’ We were up and running.


The next arrivals who poked their noses rather hesitantly round the door were one of the England Test selectors accompanied by an MCC committee member. We were at the end of the top balcony of the Pavilion, two floors up from the visitors’ dressing room. It was not too far for some of the great and good from the committee room to come and visit us. John Arlott, whose best days of climbing four flights of stairs were nearing an end and now included much puffing, described the climb up to the commentary box as ‘the ascent of Everest’.


Another early visitor was Nancy, who oversaw the players’ and the committee dining rooms. She became an important figure in the Pavilion and, during Test matches, made the lamb sandwiches Brian insisted on having every day for lunch. She or one of her girls brought them up on a tray during the first half-hour’s play. Johnners was a bit of a fusspot about his food, and for years Nancy came to his rescue. She had been in charge of this august kitchen for many years, and before she retired she was awarded the British Empire Medal – and not only for making Johnners’s sandwiches.


 


When I joined Test Match Special, it was still in the grip of a strong amateur influence. Brian Johnston, who personified the amateur take on life perhaps more than anyone, was actually on the staff of the BBC, as was the retiring cricket producer, Michael Tuke-Hastings, and his successor, Peter Baxter. Otherwise, it was an amateur production, professionally amateur if you like. I have no idea what John Arlott’s arrangements were with the BBC. Christopher Martin-Jenkins was another who worked full-time for them, but the rest of us were freelancers, including summarisers like Trevor Bailey and Fred Trueman. I sometimes felt that TMS was viewed with suspicion by the professionals who ran the sports room in Broadcasting House, simply because the programme was successful more in spite of them than because of them.


My own arrival at TMS, in 1972, was unusual even for those days. I had been writing about cricket for various newspapers since 1962, which may have happened initially because I had the luck to play a handful of first-class matches and presumably knew a little about the game. Six years later, one of my journalistic colleagues asked me in a press box if I had ever thought about commentating. I had not, and said so. Then, thinking I might have been missing out, I asked him what I should do to be given the chance of having a go. He told me to write to the head of outside broadcasts at the BBC and ask if I could have a trial. His name was Robert Hudson, a considerable broadcaster himself. I wrote to him and he replied, asking me if I could go along to The Oval in two weeks, where Brian Johnston would be commenting on a Surrey match. In between Brian’s commentary spells, Hudson wanted me to go into the box and do two twenty-minute spells of commentary which they would record down the line in Broadcasting House. I went to The Oval, a bagful of nerves, and did the two spells, with Brian introducing me each time. I did not think I had been at all good. Soon afterwards I was asked to go to Broadcasting House to meet with the assistant head of outside broadcasts and listen to the two recordings.
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