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For Giles Phillips


Cricket-lover, wine drinker, gentleman


‘We’ve got to have some music on the new frontier’


And in memory of Bob Willis, and all the blessed days we
shared with our friends




Prelude


Cricket’s rope of destiny was woven by many hands, and not all the weavers wore cream flannels and striped caps. Those who shaped their innings with words also played a part.


‘There can be no summer in England without cricket,’ wrote Neville Cardus after watching one of his heroes, Frank Woolley of Kent, make a century at Dover. Allowing for romantic embellishment, which came so naturally to Cardus, all who love the game know what he meant. An English landscape without cricketers on the green between April and September is inconceivable.


Cardus created a mythology of cricket. He may not always have been realistic in his presentation of events, but he was truthful to the game’s spirit. Marcel Proust, who spent two decades of hard writing ordering a life of leisure, showed how much the imagination owes to memory. From that palate of mixed tones, ‘the colourings of an unsuspected world’, comes art.


I have never been a cricket fan. The word ‘fan’ implies fanaticism, which is a step towards tribalism, of which the world has always had enough. I have been a cricket lover, however, since the day in September 1965 that I saw Fred Trueman bowling for Yorkshire against Derbyshire at Scarborough. His purposeful approach and high arm, an alliance of physical power and cunning, were my ludic equivalent of Proust’s twin steeples at Martinville. Through half-closed eyes I can see him now, running in from the Trafalgar Road end. Those early memories – one’s first bag of chips, for example – are the most vivid.


That love took another two years to ripen. When it did, in the pivotal summer of 1967, I was stubbornly unparochial. I wanted Lancashire to prosper. I hoped England would do well. Yet those attachments never occluded my love for the game, which meant more than winning and losing. The notion of ‘postcode’ support never occurred. As Yeats wrote of the stage, and those who fill it with illusions more truthful than real life, ‘the dream itself enchanted me’.


John Arlott’s commentary on Test Match Special opened a window to the wider world. Few voices in post-war Britain were so familiar, or so imitated. What made Arlott unique was that he never pressed his claims upon the listener, as do so many modern broadcasters, obsessed by the cult of personality. There was no striving for effect, no rhetoric for its own sake. He meant so much to the generation that had come through a war because he understood that cricket and sport in general mattered less than some zealots would have people believe.


‘Of all the pleasures lower than the arts,’ he told me one evening in November 1985, ‘cricket is the highest.’ This, from a man who as a poetry producer at the BBC had known E. M. Forster, George Orwell and Louis MacNeice. His favourite companion in those convivial days was the maker of verses and taker of purses Dylan Thomas, ‘the only man I ever kissed on the lips’. He wrote a poem, ‘Cricket at Swansea’, as a tribute to the notorious sponger.


Arlott was pouring wines from Spain at the Vines, his house in Alderney, and talking about the players who had given him the greatest pleasure, from Jack Hobbs, ‘The Master’, to Ian Botham, whom he loved like a son. ‘What relish for the game, and for life. If you gave him a pair of gloves, and put him in a ring, I reckon you’d find out he was a pretty good boxer, too.’


He understood that cricket yields its pleasures slowly. It is a game of languorous hours and sudden, occasionally violent shifts of fortune. More than any other sport it has an aesthetic sense. A day’s cricket, whether it is watched at Lord’s, Cheltenham or Ramsbottom, involves much more than the notching of runs. Every minute there are opportunities for digression and diversion.


‘A footballer plays his game for ninety minutes,’ said Arlott, ‘and leaves an impression of skill, or finesse, or violence. A cricketer is showing you his character all the time.’ One may say as much of the cricket watcher. The game draws out something in the spectator that other sports, being shorter and more explosive, cannot.


Terence Rattigan thought it was ‘beautifully inconclusive’. In his screenplay for The Final Test, a peculiar film of 1954 which features members of the England XI in subsidiary parts uttering unlikely things, Rattigan has Robert Morley say that ‘to go to cricket for excitement is like going to a Chekhov play for melodrama’.


It is no coincidence that so many writers, interested in plot and character, have been drawn to cricket. Two, Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter, were Nobel Prize winners. Pinter used to send a draft of his plays to Beckett, who in his early days in Paris served as amanuensis to James Joyce, another cricket lover. As Pinter kept a copy of Ulysses by his bed it was almost an apostolic succession.


Pinter’s friend, Tom Stoppard, wrote a speech in The Real Thing that used the well-sprung cricket bat as a metaphor for the well-written sentence. ‘What we’re trying to do is write cricket bats,’ says Henry, the playwright, to a sceptical lady who believes that political commitment trumps all. Occasionally members of the audience applauded the line. One evening, in the West End, a theatregoer booed: an act which suggested, more than the clapping, that Stoppard was right.


Uniquely, cricket is shaped by forces of nature. The season starts in spring, a time of renewal, and ends in September, with conkers on the ground and woodsmoke in the air. It charts an emotional course from hope to melancholy.


Although they play cricket in other lands, often more attractively than in England, cricket in our island is unique. The game is played on softer pitches, in milder weather, when the most common words are ‘rain stopped play’. A sudden shower, or the appearance of the sun, can have an important influence on the outcome of a match.


It is cricket’s emotional weather, as much as the climatic conditions, that sets it apart. A game that takes six hours to unfold each day, for five days at a stretch in Test cricket, offers plenty of scope for reflection. Conversations tend to meander, way leading on to way.


Those ruminative pleasures run counter to the spirit of our triumphantly demotic age. Sometimes it seems that unless everything is immediately understood by everybody there has been an assault on democracy. The popular, however vulgar or trivial, is venerated above the accumulated wisdom of the years.


Cricket has not been untouched. The sport that matured over a century of gradual change has altered almost out of recognition since the introduction in 2003 of 20-over cricket, a bowdlerisation aimed specifically at younger spectators. The atmosphere at grounds is coarser and occasionally, when strong drink has taken hold, unpleasant. The clubs are not concerned because it means people are spending money, and cricket is a poor game.


One consequence of this cultural shift has been the creation of strong loyalties that were not apparent before. Spectators beyond Lord’s have become more vocal, and less tolerant of good play by England’s opponents. The common law of applauding boundaries, or maiden overs, is observed less strictly. Matches have become contests of ‘us’ against ‘them’.


In 2008 Graeme Smith, the South Africa captain, made a century of exceptional fortitude in the fourth innings of a well-contested match at Edgbaston to give his side victory. His innings was barely recognised. The crowd stood to him as he departed but while he was at the crease, defying England’s bowlers over by over, thousands of spectators preferred to demonstrate rituals of football-style loyalty to the cause. When I was growing up that cause was cricket.


A friend who spent that afternoon in the Eric Hollies Stand, the rowdiest part of the ground, said that hardly anybody around him could identify an England player, or the county he played for. It was a modern crowd, full of big-event attenders enjoying a day’s revelry. In the subsequent decade the ground, anointed ‘Fortress Edgbaston’, has become even rowdier.


An experience shortly afterwards, at a T20 match between Lancashire and Yorkshire at Old Trafford, was revealing. Spectators had not gathered in the expectation of watching an evening’s sport. They had consented to take part in a form of light entertainment. When pop songs blared out on the speakers, which they did three times an over, young and old joined in, word perfect. There was some sharp cricket that night, and for 18,000 people it meant not a thing.


At such times the cricket lover brought up in more tranquil times can feel lonely. We must recognise, however, there are reasons for cricket’s eagerness to flaunt its knickers. Fewer children play the game, at school or among themselves for fun. In the parks of west London, where I live, it is rare to see cricket played, except by Asians.


The clubs, who do so much to compensate for the schools’ lack of interest, face their own problems. In an age of limitless leisure opportunities the old loyalties cannot be taken for granted. It was always asking a great deal of club cricketers to give up every Saturday between April and September. Many big-hearted souls are still prepared to do so. Some cannot make that commitment, and so each summer cricket loses dozens of clubs, and hundreds of players.


By far the greatest change is the absence of cricket on terrestrial television. No sooner had England reclaimed the Ashes in the summer of 2005, in a series covered by Channel 4, than the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) hitched its wagon to the riches supplied by Sky. The broadcaster’s commitment to cricket is outstanding. But the effects have been brutal. English cricket is richer in money, and immeasurably poorer in spirit. The sport’s public profile has been diminished.


Amid the clamour ‘to do something about it’ the ECB, through the cahooting of chairman Colin Graves and chief executive Tom Harrison, came up with a competition called ‘The Hundred’. Starting in 2020, bankrolled to the tune of £1.7 billion by television, this new-fangled game of 100 balls a side will bring in £1.3 million a year for all 18 first-class counties for the five seasons up to 2024.


The fact that the eight teams set up for the event are city-based, rather than rooted in the traditional clubs, mattered little to these pioneers, who simply rolled up the map like Frederick the Great of Prussia. The counties, forever short of cash, held out their begging bowls like peasants craving a boon. Privately there were doubts. Publicly, with the exception of Surrey, they acquiesced.


Nobody could explain why we needed to invent a game of 100 balls, or how counties with different traditions (Somerset and Glamorgan being the most peculiar compound as the new ‘Welsh Fire’) could work together. It was enough to know it would soon be here; a commercial palliative designed for the school holidays, between July and September, to soothe the fevered brow of every bean counter.


To the evident concern of Graves, the founder of Costcutter, the Yorkshire-based grocers, and Harrison, a former Derbyshire bowler who had moved successfully into sports marketing, the public responded with scorn. Media coverage, almost without exception, was withering. What exactly was the purpose of this new game? Did T20, only twenty balls longer, not thrive? Full houses all over the country suggested it did.


Furthermore the new competition would be played alongside the 50-over competition at the height of summer, taking players away from their parent counties. Graves was unrepentant. Young people, he pronounced like a prophet who brooks no doubt, are not attracted to cricket, which is too complicated and not sufficiently diverse. It is a game of the shires in a world that thinks increasingly in urban terms.


It comes down to this stark, astonishing fact. For the first time in the history of professional sport a game is being changed by the people who run it for the notional benefit of those who are not interested. The Hundred is a cozening of the counting house, passed off as a necessity.


Meanwhile those odd people who do love the game, and cannot understand that necessity, are painted as reactionaries. As many of them have not been slow to respond, there’s quite a lot to react against.


Something else happened on that day at Edgbaston, when the noisy ‘patriots’ in the Hollies Stand ignored Smith’s match-winning innings. A friend in the press box asked an overwhelming question: ‘Is cricket part of your sporting life, or your other life?’


I had always known the answer. Yet it was the first time anybody had put it in such a straightforward way. Cricket has always been part of that other life, if not from the day I saw Trueman running in at Scarborough, then certainly from the moment I saw his great comrade, Brian Statham, playing his last match for Lancashire – against Trueman and Yorkshire, as it happens – three years later at Old Trafford.


Football belonged to my sporting life. It still does, even if the club I grew up supporting at Maine Road has been taken away from me. Cricket occupied another place, in the realm of the imagination. In the decades since I saw Trueman and Statham, as I have taken a greater interest in literature and music, cricket has kept me company. It fits naturally into that world.


Our tastes, whether low, middle or high, adjust to circumstance and company but some things are undeniably better than others. We are not supposed to say that in an age that favours subjective opinion over objective reflection but it happens to be true. The history of humankind tells us so.


It is possible to enjoy Carry On Up the Khyber as well as La Grande Illusion, though not in the same way. It’s easy to love Pet Sounds but the person bold enough to suggest Brian Wilson ranks alongside Johann Sebastian Bach has not been born. ‘Caroline, No’ may be two minutes of pop magic. It is not the B minor Mass. Bernard Levin called this process of separation ‘the sieve of history’, and nobody can escape the shaker.


So it is with cricket. You can love Test matches and also enjoy the one-day game, which performs a different function. The old Gillette Cup, played over 60 overs a side, was a marvellous competition, and is much missed. But it never had the amplitude of Test cricket.


I am not the kind of person likely to be attracted to the Hundred. I buy hardback books, think of Wigmore Hall as a second home, and take my holidays in European cities that have great art galleries. I have no interest in social media, have never bought a lottery ticket, and wouldn’t watch a ‘reality’ show on television if I were granted the keys to the Exchequer. It is a generational thing, and age helps to determine taste. As much as I would like to visit ‘the cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces’, I don’t expect to find them where teams of unknown provenance play games of mock cricket over 100 balls.


There are more small-c conservatives about, of left and right, than modern tastemakers suppose. The sort of people who find ‘diversity’ an unjustified imposition, designed to assuage the guilt of those who shouldn’t have to bear it for the dubious benefit of those who are capable of finding their own way; who consider ‘accessibility’ to be an intellectual fraud that excuses ignorance, and sometimes exalts it.


These people would recognise the spirit of conservatism defined in 1956 by the philosopher, Michael Oakeshott, in ‘On Being Conservative’. They prefer ‘the familiar to the unknown, the tried to the untried, fact to mystery, the actual to the possible, the limited to the unbounded, the near to the distant, the sufficient to the superabundant, the convenient to the perfect, present laughter to utopian bliss’.


That seems a reasonable way of looking at the world. Surely it is wiser to base judgements on observation and experience rather than the flying of ideological kites.


Cricket lovers of that temperament know they are swimming against the tide. Told that the Hundred has been planned with the game’s best interests at heart, they share that ‘present laughter’. When they heard, as they did repeatedly before the 2019 season, that a World Cup followed by a Test series against Australia represented the summer of their lives, they kept bat and pad together.


It seemed an appropriate time to saddle up Rocinante. Time to revisit some of the places where I learned to love cricket, and see whether the game still speaks of summer, and England, in the way previous generations would recognise. There were bound to be diversions along the way because six months on the road opens up vistas, scenic and emotional. This book is principally about cricket. It is also about things I have shared with friends in the course of a life. Cricket does not exist in an intellectual vacuum.


How easy it is to deride those who grew up watching a less hectic game. Resist the urge. Whether nodding off in deckchairs at Hove, or lolling under the limes at Chesterfield, those old-timers may be dreaming of summers when the world seemed happier, less contentious. On lazy afternoons the scents of those days come back, unbidden.


Beautiful hours they were, of cricketers and ‘laughter learnt of friends’. As Hermione Gingold, the Countess in Stephen Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, used to ponder each night, recalling certain aspects of her far from innocent past, ‘Now, where was I …?’




I


Here


The View from Malvern


No single view speaks for a nation. But some landscapes, coloured by geography and history, have an emotional clarity that defines us. All peoples share a blood memory, rooted in places and events, which helps to establish a national mythology.


Whenever the English are asked to nominate their favourite views the answers usually include dawn on the Cotswolds and twilight at Buttermere, the white cliffs of Dover, the coastlines of Cornwall and Suffolk, shadows in Dorset lanes, and snow in the Yorkshire Dales: all are much-loved images. Stonehenge, Lincoln Cathedral standing proud on its hill, even the Houses of Parliament seen from Westminster Bridge. Each says something about England, and the English.


If you were looking for a view that is representative, as opposed to beautiful or dramatic, you may head for the Worcestershire spa town of Malvern, in the spirit of A. E. Housman, who would ‘climb the beacon that looked to Wales away’. He was not, despite the title of his famous volume, a Shropshire lad at all. He was born in Bournheath, near Bromsgrove, and ‘the blue remembered hills’ in his much-anthologised poem about ‘the land of lost content’ were the Malverns, nine miles long, running south to north, and 680 million years old.


Let’s climb that beacon. What do we see?


A dream of England; both the physical entity rooted in native soil, and that land which animates our national imagination. It would be a dull soul who did not stand on this hill, no more than a mound by Alpine standards, let the mind’s eye wander, and ponder what kind of country England is.


Directly north is Coalbrookdale in neighbouring Shropshire, where Abraham Darby christened the Industrial Revolution by smelting iron with coke, and creating iron ore. In 1781 the world’s first cast-iron bridge opened, and a new age dawned before the nightwatchman had sounded his horn. Within half a century England was the first industrial nation and, spared the revolutions that convulsed the continent, it became the major European power.


As the eye moves east it spies Birmingham which, as a direct consequence of that revolution, became ‘the workshop to the world’. Just beyond England’s second city, to the northeast, is Lichfield, the birthplace of Samuel Johnson, compiler of the celebrated dictionary and, in the estimation of his amanuensis, James Boswell of Edinburgh, the world’s greatest wit. It was also the birthplace of his friend David Garrick, the leading actor of the day, with whom he set off for London and immortality.


Moving closer the eye takes in Warwick, where William the Conqueror began the building of a great castle in 1068, two years after the Norman invasion. Worcester, down the hill from Malvern, was the scene of the battle in 1651 between Charles II’s Royalists, eager to regain the father’s crown for the son, and the forces of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army, which prevailed. Charles fled the scene to hide in an oak tree in Boscobel House, Shropshire, to avoid capture, hence the ‘Royal Oak’.


Near Warwick lies Stratford-upon-Avon, where William Shakespeare was born. He is not only the greatest writer in the English language. He is acknowledged in every culture to be the greatest of writers. ‘Unser Shakespeare’ – ‘our Shakespeare’ – the Germans liked to call him. We may have given Shakespeare to the world, and the world has not withheld its thanks, but he was above all an Englishman, from Warwickshire.


Ken Tynan, the cricket-loving drama critic, and a Birmingham man, wrote of Henry V that ‘the play drives straight to those emotions of soil, birth and breeding which we all profess to have outgrown’. Shakespeare, the Swan of the Avon, is one of the central figures in our national mythology, even if he played fast and loose (to borrow one of his own phrases) with historical facts. A mythology is not necessarily rooted in veracity.


On to Oxford, and its great university. The city ‘of lost causes’ and ‘dreaming spires’ has become a global synonym for intellectual distinction. Oxford was also where, in 1555, the ‘Oxford Martyrs’, Thomas Cranmer, Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley, were burned at the stake outside Balliol College for heresy during the blood-soaked reign of the Catholic Queen Mary. In the nineteenth century it was again the centre of a religious schism when Edward Pusey and Cardinal Newman founded the Oxford Movement of Anglo-Catholic dissenters. Augustus Pugin, the architect who redesigned the Palace of Westminster, and Gerard Manley Hopkins, the poet and Jesuit priest, were well-known adherents, though it was Newman himself who led the way. In February 2019 he was canonised by the Pope, and raised to sainthood.


More recently Oxford is where Colin Dexter set his Morse mysteries, tales taken around the world on television by John Thaw’s ale-supping, opera-loving and defiantly agnostic detective. When Dexter began the Morse sequence in 1975 with Last Bus to Woodstock he cannot have imagined that so unlikely a detective would find so wide an audience. But the world loves English detectives, the more unlikely the better.


To the west there is the abbey at Tewkesbury where, in 1471, in the last battle of the ‘Wars of the Roses’, Edward IV led the Yorkists to victory over the House of Lancaster. Each May, enthusiasts re-enact the events at the town’s medieval festival. Looking further west, following Housman, one sees the rich pasture land of Herefordshire, which has sustained the county’s russet-coloured cattle for centuries. Beef, sheep, pigs, apples, pears: this is the national larder. The county town is Hereford, where the cathedral owns the Mappa Mundi, the most famous medieval map of the world in the world. Beyond lies Offa’s Dyke, the Anglo-Saxon earthwork that separates England from Wales.


Hereford is one of the cathedrals that stage the Three Choirs Festival, a celebration of music that dates back to 1715. The others are Worcester and Gloucester. It was at Gloucester in 1910 that an audience first heard a piece of music that has come to represent Englishness. In Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis, scored for string orchestra, Ralph Vaughan Williams took a melody by the composer, written in 1567, and threw a rope across the centuries. The music, refracted through the genius of Vaughan Williams, sounds Elizabethan and modern at the same time. It is an aural trick akin to magic. If England disappeared in a puff of smoke, leaving behind only this, it would be possible to discern something of the national spirit.


Simply by standing on these hills, and turning round slowly, the discerning peeper can take in a significant slice of the social, political, religious, industrial and cultural history of England. It is not a grand landscape. There is nothing spectacular, as there is in the Lake District or the Dales. But nowhere else in England can you feel so many of the forces that have made the English who they are.


This is not an urban world. There are no major cities between Bristol and Birmingham. The towns, in the plains of the rivers Avon and Severn, which wind their way through this part of England, are small and tidy. They are reasonably well-off but not conspicuously prosperous, for this is where the gentry have made their homes. There is no industrial working class here, nor are there many aristocratic families.


In folk memory the old shires are intact. The Local Government Act of 1974, which introduced ‘Hereford and Worcester’ and ‘West Midlands’, means little to the people who live here. They know that Warwickshire, Worcestershire and Herefordshire are counties with different histories and traditions. Housman, who imagined the Roman soldiery ‘when Uricon the city stood’, knew them well: ‘The blood that warms an English yeoman, the thoughts that hurt him, they were there.’


Those thoughts are still here, in towns such as Ledbury, Cleobury Mortimer, Tenbury Wells and Evesham. This is Middle England, a place of meadows and streams, and a thousand voluntary activities followed by men and women whose lives are untouched by urban rhythms. It is small-c conservative, and often Conservative in its politics. Stanley Baldwin, the prime minister who is generally held to represent Middle England conservatism, was the MP for Bewdley. Villagers here still count in shillings, measure in pounds, rely on Fahrenheit to tell them how warm it is, and walk a country mile, not a kilometre. Old-fashioned they may be but country folk are not the ‘woolly-backs’ of metropolitan mockery. They understand that ‘heartless, witless nature’, as Housman put it, is less innocent than it appears to be in the imaginations of city types who choose to live among them. People who observe the cycle of life at first hand are neither easily deceived nor impressed.


Step off the train at Great Malvern, and one half expects to be greeted by another Stanley, Holloway, whose friendly face lit up so many well-worn films of the 1940s and 1950s. There are hanging baskets, a bookshop, a florist that sells honey, and the ‘award-winning’ Lady Foley’s Tea Room. The town up the slope is full of small shops that sell useful things. The tourists who visit the local theatres, the Three Counties Showground, and the famous schools for boys and girls bring £120 million a year to the local economy, so there are plenty of well-appointed guesthouses. ‘Respectable’ is the word.


Yet Middle England, however convenient a phrase for outsiders who may never set foot there, will never be a satisfactory definition. Places, like people, have a habit of eluding observers who think in terms of easy categories. Malvern, cosy as it appears, was the place where Bernard Shaw liked to stage the premieres of his plays, and Shaw was no Middle Englander.


It was on the hills above Malvern that Langland’s fourteenth-century dreamer saw his vision in Piers Plowman, one of the first great English poems. C. S. Lewis was moved to create the imaginary kingdom of Narnia after bumping into one of the town’s 116 gas lamps upon leaving the Unicorn pub on a foggy night. Lewis, who attended Malvern College, frequently returned there with his Oxford colleague, J. R. R. Tolkien, whose own contribution to local folklore is no less significant. Middle Earth was what he imagined when he looked out from the beacon. Culturally speaking, Malvern has conquered the world.


Greater writers than Lewis and Tolkien also spent time here. Evelyn Waugh stayed regularly at Madresfield Court, two miles away, as a guest of the Lygon family. In 1932 he used Madresfield, a moated manor house of Tudor, Jacobean and Victorian provenance, as a bolthole to write Black Mischief. The house became his model for Brideshead Revisited, his best-known if not necessarily best novel, which was published in 1945.


There was another visitor – and yet another Oxonian – in 1932. Wystan Auden had spent two years in Berlin after leaving Oxford, where he had attended lectures by Tolkien, the university’s Professor of Anglo-Saxon. In September 1932 he took up a teaching post at the Downs prep school, Colwall, at the southern end of the Malvern Hills. ‘Uncle Wiz’, as the boys called him, enjoyed three happy years at the Downs. He taught English and French, lent a hand in arithmetic and biology, and, somewhat perplexingly given his unathletic nature, supervised games.


It was at the Downs, where he enjoyed walking along the hills declaiming Langland, driving friends around the countryside and often sleeping outdoors, that Auden found his poetic voice. One evening in June 1933, sitting on the grass after dinner with three friends, he felt ‘invaded by a power’, ‘a mystical vision’ which they also felt. ‘So long as I was possessed by this spirit,’ he wrote, ‘it would be literally impossible for me deliberately to injure another human being.’


This ‘Plowman’ moment produced one of his first great poems, the lyric ‘Out on the lawn I lie in bed’, which Benjamin Britten, his first musical collaborator, set in the Spring Symphony of 1949. It’s worth quoting some of the lines, to get a flavour of life at the Downs in those three years,




where the sexy airs of summer,


the bathing hours and the bare arms,


the leisured drives through a land of farms,


are good to the newcomer.





Auden was never conventional, as a poet, teacher, Christian or public figure. He loved nothing more than proscribing for the lives of his friends. Britten, a cold fish, could not tolerate such interference. Yet it was in Colwall, far away from Berlin or New York, where he was to live most of his adult life, or Austria, where he died in September 1973, that Auden experienced the moment of rapture that transformed him.


His parting gift to the ‘land of farms’, in June 1935, was to wed Erika Mann, daughter of Thomas, the great German novelist. Surely this was the oddest literary marriage of all, between an English homosexual and a German lesbian, in a registry office in Ledbury. How easy it is to represent Middle England – and misrepresent it.


When people think of the Malverns, one name crops up time and again. Edward Elgar was not born here but the composer could see the hills from his childhood home in Broadheath, just off the road from Worcester to Leominster, and those hills have come to form the landscape for his music. When Ken Russell made his film about Elgar for the BBC in 1962 he showed him riding a white horse over the Malverns to the accompaniment of one of his great works, the Introduction and Allegro for Strings.


Elgar was regarded as an old-fashioned composer when the film was screened. He had been dead 27 years when Russell accepted Huw Wheldon’s invitation to hear the music with fresh ears. Thanks to Russell and Michael Kennedy, whose Portrait of Elgar was published in 1968, we now understand more about this troubled man whose music, far from proclaiming imperial certainty, is full of self-doubt. ‘I couldn’t understand how others did not hear it,’ said Kennedy. ‘His unhappiness seemed so obvious.’


Unlike Vaughan Williams, who loved the great Tudor composers, and collected folk songs, Elgar had little use for English music. He looked towards Germany for his models: Brahms, Schumann and ‘the Master of Bayreuth’, Richard Wagner. He quotes directly from Götterdämmerung, the last of the four operas that constitute the Ring cycle, in the closing bars of his second symphony. ‘Nimrod’, the best-loved of his Enigma Variations, the symphonic work that made his name, was a musical portrait of his friend Alfred Jaeger, who was German. It was another German, Richard Strauss, the most famous composer of the day, who acknowledged Elgar to be a master before the English musical world realised there was a genius in their midst.


Whatever Elgar was, he was never a little Englishman. Yet this self-taught, lower middle-class, provincial Catholic, an outsider four times over in an age of rigid social distinctions, composed music that establishes a sense of England as convincingly as any composer has conceived of a national identity in sound. The two symphonies, the Enigma Variations, the concertos for violin and cello, and the piano quintet stand supreme in our national music.


Not all musicians warmed to Elgar. Sir Thomas Beecham, the most famous conductor of his day, and a noted wit, thought his work was the musical equivalent of St Pancras railway station. After Elgar’s death it became customary to patronise his music as old-fashioned in character and often dull in performance. He was certainly no modernist, in the spirit of Béla Bartók or Igor Stravinsky.


Art will have its revenge. Anthony Burgess, the author of A Clockwork Orange and Earthly Powers, who spent much of his life living abroad, confessed in his autobiography that whatever England meant to him, he could find in Elgar’s music. These days we pay more attention to Burgess than to Beecham. Thanks to conductors such as Bernard Haitink and Daniel Barenboim, foreigners who understand English culture, his music has found its way into the concert halls of Europe.


Why shouldn’t it? Elgar sounds English in the way that Ravel sounds French, or Prokofiev Russian, or Sibelius Finnish, and their work travels. All composers of the first rank are shaped by their cultural inheritance, and in Elgar’s case that meant the banks of the Severn and Teme, where as a child he dreamed of composing something great.


Looking over the Vale of Evesham, towards the wool town of Chipping Campden, it can be difficult not to hear echoes of Elgar or Vaughan Williams, who was born a little further away, in the Gloucestershire village of Down Ampney. Their music speaks, in different ways, of England. It may bear little relation to the country passed down to us, but that is what imaginations are for. We are transformed by music, as we are by words and images.


There’s the rub. Although we are an urban society, and have been for 200 years, the English imagination has remained defiantly rural. That may not be realistic. It is, however, emotionally truthful, even if the truth is lost on some city dwellers who wish to reorder our lives so that our attitudes accord with theirs.


Many of our favourite pieces of music are rural. Think of Vaughan Williams’s The Lark Ascending, or his arrangement of ‘Greensleeves’, which was originally attributed to the young Henry VIII. Our best-loved poems are about nightingales, skylarks, hawks, daffodils and country churchyards, and our unofficial national anthem ‘Jerusalem’, written by William Blake and later set to music by Hubert Parry, speaks boldly of ‘England’s green and pleasant land’. Blake, a Londoner, understood this national mythology as clearly as Hardy of Dorset, Wordsworth of Grasmere or Britten of Aldeburgh.


It was at Adlestrop, near Chipping Norton, where Edward Thomas was a passenger in a train that stopped ‘unwontedly’. In that brief minute he heard ‘mistier and mistier, all the birds of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire’. The poem is lent emotional weight by the knowledge that Thomas perished at the Somme just as he was beginning to find his voice.


G. K. Chesterton, summoning the national spirit, wrote of the rolling English road ‘that rambles round the shire’. The parson, sexton and squire are there, as they are in hundreds of stories by Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers. Behind it all is a sense of loss, or fear of loss, expressed by Gerard Manley Hopkins in ‘Binsey Poplars’, when he reflects on the felling of his favourite riverside trees: ‘After-comers cannot guess the beauty been.’ In this prelapsarian world we are all carried back to an England that was without sin.


Then there are the Four Quartets of T. S. Eliot, described by Roger Scruton as the ‘greatest poem of homecoming’ in our language. Three of the quartets mark specific places: Burnt Norton, a country house in Gloucestershire; East Coker, the Somerset village where Eliot’s ancestors lived; and Little Gidding, the Anglican retreat in Huntingdonshire where Charles I took refuge in the English Civil War, and where another great poet, George Herbert, served as parson.


Our national painters are John Constable, the son of a Suffolk miller, Thomas Gainsborough and J. M. W. Turner. Their canvases abound with mills, streams, horses, open skies and landscapes altered little by time. As children we read books about Toad of Toad Hall, Winnie the Pooh, and Beatrix Potter’s friendly creatures from the riverbank. The Railway Children was set among the meadows of the West Riding. Cider with Rosie belongs to the valleys of Gloucestershire. The Swallows and Amazons frolicked in the Lake District. We learned about Robin Hood and his merry band in Sherwood Forest, and the oak-crested Green Man, that love-child born of paganism and Christianity.


Our pubs, those unbreakable symbols of popular culture, bear the names of long-established customs and trades: the Coach and Horses, the Horse and Farrier, the Plough and Harrow, the Royal Oak, the Bull’s Head, the Dog and Partridge, the White Hart, the Stag’s Head, the Woolpack, the Ring o’Bells, the Holly Bush, the Bay Tree, the Carters Arms. They often have handsome signs outside, indicating the kinds of crafts that were once practised in the area, and the ales they serve evoke another world: Landlord, Pedigree, 6X, Lakeland Gold, Black Sheep, washed down with Scotch eggs, cheese cobs and pork pies. In Malvern there is a classic local, the Nag’s Head, which has 14 ales on tap, and where at 5 p.m. they put sandwiches on the bar for all-comers.


The three Johns loom large: Bull, Peel and Barleycorn. Bull is the embodiment of England, a red-faced chap in a scarlet jacket, striding forth. Peel is the huntsman, gadding about the land to the sound of the horn. Barleycorn was treated ‘most barbarously’, and ground into stones, yet he had the last word as his spirit is renewed each year to bring us cheer.


We are not alone in having a rural imagination. In France there is ‘La France Profonde’, wherein the soul of the nation may be found. The Germans are proud of their glorious forests, where the Brothers Grimm uncovered so many tales for children of all ages. Every Italian village hides a hundred secrets. Russians, as we know from all those plays and novels, cry at the sight of a birch tree. Every national imagination, one might argue, is essentially rural.


Cricket belongs to this world. First played in the Weald of Kent by shepherds who used their crooks for bats, it spread to the Downs of Sussex and Hampshire, and has always been associated with that England of the imagination. Along with the pub and the church, the cricket field with white figures set against the village green fits neatly into the timeless idyll of country life.


It was never quite so innocent. Those early matches on the uplands of southern England were played for purses, eagerly advanced and reluctantly surrendered. The players’ behaviour was not always decorous. There has always been jiggery-pokery in cricket, however nimble the players and administrators have been to reflect the sport in a favourable light. ‘It’s not cricket’, we say, or used to, when our sense of propriety is offended. It never was. Bernard Levin said of romantic Ireland that the Celtic twilight was invented for a good reason. In England we created a game that has too often been asked to serve as an indicator of moral rectitude. In 1611 two men in Sidlesham, near Chichester, were prosecuted for playing cricket instead of attending church.


As the decades slipped by the game played by shepherds for a hatful of coins mutated into one designed to show colonial people the spirit of fair play. In England it was played until 1962 by county teams composed of amateurs as well as professionals, who shared different dressing rooms. Not until 1954 was an England team captained by a man who was paid openly for playing cricket.


The first thing you notice about English cricket is that it is rooted in the old map. The Test matches may be played in London, Birmingham, Nottingham, Manchester and Leeds, but the professional clubs take their identity from the old shires of Essex, Middlesex, Surrey and Sussex. The cricketers play at Taunton, Hove and Worcester. When the play switches to the festival grounds it’s off to Tunbridge Wells, Arundel and Kidderminster. A stranger could learn a lot about English history by following the cricketers around for a summer.


It is the right place to come, Malvern, in the first week of April, to take in once more the view from the Worcestershire Beacon, and think of those who lived and worked here. On this hill some remarkable people have helped to shape our national story.


One catches in particular that melancholy expressed by those tormented Victorians, Elgar and Housman, born within two years and a handful of miles of each other. Here, on the ridge that divides Worcestershire and Herefordshire, one may savour a feast for the ravenous eye and get an inkling of what makes the English truly English. If you are not touched by what you see, check your pulse.


Looking a bit further north one reaches the water meadows of the Trent, the third major river in Middle England. It was there, to the southern stretch of Derbyshire, that I headed in April 1967; to Foremarke Hall preparatory school, the ‘preparation’ being for life at Repton, the parent public school.


It was a bit of a shock for an eight-year-old, coming from Bolton, a post-industrial town in Lancashire far removed from the codes and rituals of private education. The dislocation lasted no longer than a month. Children adjust to prep-school life, however odd or even hostile it may initially appear, with a facility that often confounds those who never experienced it. In time they may come to enjoy it.


Social historians look back at the summer of 1967 with wonder, like ‘stout Cortez’ coming upon the Pacific. How completely the world changed in those months of liberation! The old order gave way to the new, and the young inherited everything they were owed, simply by being young.


Some notable things did happen. Homosexuality was decriminalised for consenting adults in England and Wales, when Parliament passed the Sexual Offences Act on 27 July. The Beatles released Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band to a chorus of joyous voices that included the ever-groovy Tynan and Cyril Connolly. It was never the best Beatles record (Revolver breasts the tape, ahead of Rubber Soul) but it was an event, or a ‘happening’, as we were encouraged to say.


It was a good year for Hollywood. Bonnie and Clyde, The Graduate and In the Heat of the Night revealed a shifting of the generational tide that could not be arrested. There was heady talk, which seems absurd from this distance, of an alternative society, which would blow away the ancien régime of ‘fools in old-style hats and coats’.


Yet how much ground was really broken in the fabled ‘summer of love’? In April, when I was preparing for the adventure of boarding school, the 18-year-old Steve Winwood was assembling Traffic in a Berkshire cottage to record that manifesto of hippiedom, ‘Dear Mr Fantasy’, with its plea to ‘play us a tune, something to make us all happy’. Like most things that fell from the mouths of hippies, it was nonsense. But it was a belting song, which scrubs up fresh today. Winwood’s vocal performance and guitar solo give it classic status.


That was the year of Cream and Jimi Hendrix, as well as Traffic. In San Francisco, we learned, in a song that has aged less well, they put flowers in their hair. Not everybody joined in these daisy-laden larks. The pop charts, as those historians do not always let on, were dominated by smarmy Engelbert Humperdinck, jolly Harry Secombe and cuddly Vince Hill. If this was an alternative society the custodians clearly took a tolerant attitude towards those who wished to join.


Later that year the ghastly Frankie Vaughan, using hat and cane as props, joined the throng of light entertainers jostling for space on Top of the Pops, and neither he nor the lovely Pet Clark skipped the light fandango. This was a very bourgeois revolution, which left little trace in Derbyshire DE6 6EJ, though Mr Turnbull, the English teacher, wore some snazzy shirts.


Prep-school life in the late 1960s was pretty much as it has been portrayed in countless memoirs. Orwell’s essay, ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’, which recalled his own schooldays in Sussex half a century earlier, could have done service as a primer for life at Foremarke.


A Palladian house built for the Burdett family, it had been transformed into a school after the Second World War, and memories of that conflict remained fresh. The four houses were named after heroes of the services: Alexander and Wavell, both field marshals; Mountbatten, admiral of the fleet; and Tedder, marshal of the Royal Air Force. Three earls and a baron, whose pen-and-ink portraits hung in the main corridor, near the servants’ quarters. I was in Mountbatten House, numbered 102 in the school.
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