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About the Author

Simon Hughes won four championship medals with Middlesex between 1980 and 1991. He retired in 1994 to write for the Daily Telegraph and commentate for TV. He is the author of one previous book, From Minor to Major.


About the Book

Between 1980 and 1993, Simon Hughes was a regular on the county circuit, playing for Middlesex until 1991 before moving on to Durham at the end of his career. In that time, he played alongside some of the great characters in cricket: Mike Brearley, Mike Gatting, Phil Edmonds and Ian Botham. This is not an autobiography of a good county pro, but a look at the ups and downs, the lifestyle, the practical jokes and sheer hard yakka that make such a poorly paid, insecure job appeal to so many. Now a respected journalist and broadcaster, Simon Hughes has written a brilliant, amusing and wrily self-depracating book, packed with hilarious and embarrassing anecdotes about some of the greatest cricketers of the last 20 years.


‘A devastating account of English cricket and its shortcomings … The book describes the shocking lack of ambition, dedication, coaching and leadership in English cricket’

Mike Brearley, Observer

 

‘You will never read a better book about the bizarre circus known as county cricket … a very funny, often outrageous book’

 Ian Wooldridge, Daily Mail

 

‘The most honest and enjoyable account of a sporting life since Eamon Dunphy’s football classic Only A Game?… A Lot of Hard Yakka is one of the most illuminating sports books published in years’

Andrew Shields, Time Out

 

‘Hughes may never have scaled the heights as a cricketer, but he has become a wonderful writer on the sport … gaspingly candid … One thing is clear from this book – he had a really good time. So will anyone sensible enough to read it’

Marcus Berkmann, Daily Telegraph

 

‘A brilliant read’

Hugh McIlvanney, Sunday Times

 

‘The best written and most genuinely funny sports book in many years. Not that you need to be a sports nut – just curl up with it, and enjoy the anecdotes’

Richard Martin, Liverpool Daily Post

 

‘Startlingly candid … a deserving winner of the William Hill Sports Book of the Year award’

John Dugdale, Guardian

 

 ‘In this remarkably entertaining memoir … Hughes colours in the reality behind the apparent drabness of the world’s most gentlemanly competition’

John Naughton, FHM

 

‘Vivid and revealing … Hughes is tough on himself, detailing failures both professional and domestic, painfully recording a receding hairline and dwindling talent. Such honesty is rare in a sportsman’s memoir’

Andrew Baker, Independent on Sunday

 

‘Original, refreshing, and has the unmistakable ring of truth’

Matthew Engel

 

‘May be the first cricketer’s autobiography ever to tell it like it is, from dressing-room to bedroom … Hughes is rivetingly unguarded’

Tim de Lisle, Wisden Cricket Monthly

 

‘Easily the best thing yet written about the life of county cricketers’

Geoffrey Moorhouse, Daily Telegraph

 

‘Hughes’ tale is vivid, funny and good-humoured but captures the insecurities, frustrations and mood-swings of the professional performer’

Huw Richards, Financial Times

 

‘Excellent … Hughes does not paper over the cracks, and his character assassinations and fly-on-the-wall observations make a fascinating read … his honesty is to be applauded’

Greg Struthers, Sunday Times
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HANGING AROUND

I haven’t set the world alight, but I’ve hung around with people who have.

This story is about those people, and my struggle to remain alongside them. Once I’d elbowed my way into the mysterious world of county cricket, I became captivated by the close encounters of the game’s greatest living players, and their rough and tumble on the professional stage. Lots of other times I sat in the wings transfixed by the stars off guard and the waffle of the stragglers in their shadow. The closer you look, the more you find.

You see, the thing is, cricket’s an infatuating pursuit, but the ball is only actually moving for a small proportion of the day’s play. And that’s just when the players are out there on the field. Which leaves an awful lot of time for other stuff. Interesting other stuff. All those opinions and outbursts and antics that the public never hears or sees. How Ian Botham behaves after being out for nought, what he and Viv Richards talk about between overs; the sight of Mike Gatting piling into the teatime sandwiches or Dickie Bird getting into a Jacuzzi; the sound of team-mates winding up Curtly Ambrose.

Six million people are reputed to take an interest in county cricket. I say reputed, because only 0.0001 per cent of them ever turn up to watch. The other 99.9999 per cent follow the game in newspapers and magazines or on radio, TV, telephones and computer screens. They read Wisdens and Who’s Whos and I-scored-my-first-century-at-seven-and-a-half-type autobiographies. All these sources faithfully record the facts but don’t deal with the feelings, the psychology, the private melodramas, which to me are the most fascinating aspects of life spent cooped up with ten other noisy, itchy cricketers – how the daily pressure of performance tampers with egos and relationships and condenses personalities into nuggety little comments and reactions.

My career puts these words and deeds in some sort of order, giving them a beginning, a middle and an end. It fluctuated between inspirational bowling spells in Lord’s cup finals, and a virtual inability to hit the cut strip at Cleethorpes. It was like an Indian road – full of bumps and holes, often hazardous, but with the odd memorable highlight. I found the game compelling, whether I was in championship-winning sides or teams that came bottom of the pile. I’ve experienced and observed the whole gamut of sporting emotions. I wasn’t particularly good and I wasn’t particularly bad, but for fifteen years I was there.

Some people think professional cricketers live in a gentrified, uncontaminated world of polite clapping and summer pudding. My French aunt used to say, ‘When’s Simon going to get a proper job?’ But sport vaguely reflects society, and during my time in cricket there have been dramatic developments in both. In 1980 there were still remnants of a sort of gung-ho amateur attitude and the game, like Britain, pottered along in its own quiet, eccentric way. By 1997 it was fully branded and sponsored, TV cameras poked into every nook and cranny and all the competitions were gradually being revamped. Everyone had to adapt, the run-of-the-mill journeymen most of all. Some hauled themselves into line, others fell by the wayside as diet, lifestyle and expectations evolved. A Lot of Hard Yakka is a snapshot of the way fat, thin, bright, dumb, sane, crazy, brilliant and useless individuals try to gel together as a team to satisfy the changing demands. It’s mad, bad and sad.

If you’ve ever dreamed of being a professional sportsman, or wondered what it would be like, or want to find out the real reasons why we’re lagging behind other countries, read on. It’ll help you understand why, when cricketers retire, the thing they miss most of all is the ‘crack’, and that, in this particular life, love and hate can be just one ball apart.

SIMON

There’s nothing exceptional about me; never was. I’m not tall or good looking or short or ugly. Neither clever nor stupid nor sad nor wacky. Just normal. You could have been me. I never wore an earring or got a girl pregnant; I don’t have bizarre tastes or strange habits. I like Oasis and U2 and Rachmaninov; I love chicken Madras but I’ll happily eat roast; I prefer John Smith’s to Boddingtons, but I don’t mind much either way. I wasn’t a collector of anything except a reputation for being a bit clumsy.

My background was normal with a small ‘n’. My parents weren’t wealthy or poor, my sister and I didn’t go to public school or on fancy summer holidays. But we did have a seaside cottage in Kent and quite a roomy, decorative house in west London close to the BBC, where my father often performed in TV sitcoms and dramas. He was a versatile actor, playing a psychopath in The Saint, a bank manager in Bergerac and falling off his bike in My Wife Next Door. He was the Dame in the Richmond Pantomime. Like the careers of many character actors, my father’s fluctuated wildly. He’d often come back from interviews and auditions in an optimistic frame of mind, and never hear another word. But he persistently refused to be put off by the whims of directors and, after months of survival on fringe shows and business information films, he would suddenly land a plum job. Now in his seventies, he is still working. The satisfaction and energy he gets from performing is infectious.

My mother had also been in the theatre, and often there were well-known personalities in our midst: Dave Allen, my godmother’s husband; Derek Nimmo, a family friend; an old flat-mate of my father’s, Leslie Crowther. We shared beach holidays with the Crowthers. I was brought up in a showbusiness environment but I had no acting ability whatsoever.

What I did have was a vision. From the moment I saw Colin Cowdrey on a black and white TV scoring a hundred against the 1968 Australians, I wanted to be a professional cricketer. Being a bit of a show-off, I liked the one-against-one nature of the game and the way a player raised his bat to the crowd when he’d reached a landmark. I practised the gesture a lot in the garden – which, appropriately, was 22yds long – and worked out a suitable autograph. I was so obsessed I read Wisden on the toilet.

OK, I also had some natural talent. I found from an early age that I could bowl fast. I don’t know why. What I do know is that hurling a ball about outside with showbiz types meant I was never inhibited by celebrities, a great help later to any teenage whippersnapper suddenly thrust into a star-studded county team. At times my brazenness bordered on impudence. When I was ten, Dudley Moore arrived for tea in a sensational red Lamborghini. Imagining his fleet of spectacular Jensen Interceptors and Ferraris, I asked, ‘Is that the only car you’ve got?’ He looked rather hurt and replied, ‘Well, yes, I’m afraid it is, actually.’

Sensibly, my parents steered me away from treading the boards – particularly after I slipped and destroyed half the set in the school pantomime. (Hugh Grant looked rather silly in this as a bunny girl with his hair tied up in little plaits, and he wasn’t much more credible in the under-thirteen cricket team I captained.) Instead they fuelled my passion for cricket, taking me to Lord’s and Canterbury and delaying summer holidays so that I could play Colts matches on Kew Green and Greenford Recreation Ground, running up as Snow or Greig, pretending I was Luckhurst or Cowdrey at the crease. I liked to believe I was playing a vital innings in the Gillette Cup final between Kent and Sussex, only betraying my real self by bursting into tears when I was out.

The life of a county cricketer appears rather glamorous to some young eyes, and to some old ones, for that matter. The grounds seem beautifully manicured, bedecked with bunting and marquees; there’s a sense of occasion as the teams emerge clad in their smart outfits, laughing and joking. The players are always on TV or in the papers or appearing in pantomimes. They are better spoken and more suavely dressed than footballers, and eschew those affected haircuts. They drive swanky cars with their names on the side. People line up in orderly queues for their autographs, and blushing girls brandish newly signed pictures of them. They advertise Weetabix on ITV.

Ted Dexter lived nearby, and I marvelled at his grand house and his Aston Martin and his stunning wife. His daughter wasn’t the worst, either. I assumed the Kent players I idolised in the 1970s had similar lifestyles – luxury homes, smart cars, constant recognition in the street. I imagined that when they walked into shops they were given complimentary goods and free access to the blonde assistants. (I later discovered that only the second bit was true.) I believed they were naturally fit and didn’t practise much and spent their winters playing for England or on D.H. Robins’ XI tours to South Africa. It sounded a perfect life, and I wanted to join in.

My father was an enormous help. He lived vicariously through my progress up the junior ladder, became a qualified coach and took over the running of an indoor cricket school. I spent winter holidays alternately practising in his nets and repainting the white tarpaulins between them. He was keen for me to do well and encouraged dedication and self-expression.

Having been brought up in the 1920s and 30s, he also had some old-fashioned principles. He stressed discipline and correctness, abhorred cross-batted slogging, no-balling and improperly dressed players with flapping shirts and floppy hats. ‘I hope you’re going to wear a proper cap today,’ he’d say emphatically while giving my hair a little trim. He was slightly appalled by my preference for ripped jeans and my reluctance to strengthen my flimsy arms, and constantly badgered me to lop down large overhanging branches in the garden and cut them up with an old saw. At sixteen I was virtually a qualified lumberjack – and dressed like one, too.

By this time I had had a fair amount of success on the field and was already envisaging myself as a star player. I conceitedly wrote up my school performances in the third person in little report books. Against MCC: ‘Hughes bowled at a tremendous pace so that it was even dangerous fielding in the slips. No one played him with any confidence as he blasted through, swinging and cutting the ball and making it lift.’ I went to great lengths to achieve my ultimate goal: I lied about my age to get into reputable clubs; I messed about in the nets instead of revising the night before O-levels; I practised in car parks when the grass was too wet; I even behaved bolshily to umpires when a decision went against me. At eighteen I got a temporary job stacking shelves in M&S, not so that I could parade around in new DMs and a red Ben Sherman, but purely to raise the funds for a trip to Sri Lanka to play club cricket out there for a while. I was never interested in girls or clothes or Blondie or sculling pints of Harp lager down the Queen Vic. Only cricket.

I was selected for Middlesex Young Cricketers, invited to play for the county second XI and took a useful haul of wickets, though I was rather taken aback by the power of stroke at this level and let myself down slightly in the field. But I couldn’t imagine anything more exciting than life as a cricketer and could think of nothing else in my first term at Durham University, where I’d been accepted more on the strength of my sporting reputation than for any educational ability. So when I noticed a letter marked ‘Middlesex CCC’ in my college pigeon hole, I could hardly contain myself. Dated 10 December 1979, in odd blue type, it read:

Dear Simon,

The Middlesex cricket committee are pleased to offer you a summer contract for the 1980 season. Your basic salary will be £45 a week, match fees and bonuses are still to be finalised. Please sign the enclosed copy of this letter if you accept the offer. Pre-season training is at the Barclays Bank Sports Ground, Ealing, beginning after Easter. Further details will be sent in due course. May I take this opportunity to wish you good luck for the season.

Yours sincerely,

A.W. Flower, Secretary
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THE FIRST WEEK

Tuesday 8 April 1980

D-Day. I’ve had it ringed in my diary since January. My first twenty-four hours as a real, proper, professional cricketer; the day when my dream becomes reality. In ten long years of devotion to the sport, there have always been these vital questions swirling about in my mind: Where do you bowl to Viv Richards? If Michael Holding sends one down flat out, can you see it? Will I ever be on A Question of Sport? Now I am about to find out.

It’s all very well clean bowling spindly teenagers and demolishing ropy club sides, but the County Championship is the real foundation of the game, each team rich in local talent and welded together by some of the greatest cricketers on earth. Somerset have Richards and Botham, Leicester David Gower, Lancashire Clive Lloyd, Gloucester Zaheer Abbas and Mike Procter, Hampshire Gordon Greenidge. Imran is at Sussex, though I’ve heard he is lately spending more time in Sloane Square. The prospect of squaring up to all these fabulous players is simultaneously exciting and terrifying.

That just about sums up what I felt today – exhilaration and apprehension bound together like hot beaches and cold sea. Experienced at once they give a pleasant sensation. Both states would have been heightened if the first day had been spent in practice nets on the Lord’s Nursery in front of a gallery of eagle-eyed committeemen. However, we’re at Barclays Bank Indoor Leisure Centre, Ealing – not the most auspicious place to begin a famous sporting career. It’s an anonymous sprawl of 1960s buildings, five minutes up the road from my parents’ house, resembling a secondary modern school in Telford.

I turned up early for once, despite Dad insisting I shaved before leaving ‘See if you can look at least vaguely presentable,’ he said, wearing his tatty old gardening sweater. There was little sign of life when I arrived with an M&S bag full of training gear, only a decrepit old cleaner polishing the floor. After twenty minutes I was starting to get agitated. Had I got the date wrong, or the time or the place?

I detected voices above me and a faint echo of four-letter words. Upstairs, sitting at formica tables in the canteen, were a collection of casually dressed men dunking custard creams into cups of tea. Several were smoking, and one was addressing the others in strident tones. From the pudding-basin haircut and pointy nose I recognised him at once: the England spin bowler John Emburey. ‘… I tell you, it was fackin’ pongo,’ he was saying. He was describing the previous winter’s Test match against India in Bombay, which Ian Botham had won almost singlehandedly, scoring a century and taking 13 wickets.

‘The Indians kept calling him “Iron Bottom” but he wasn’t – not after all that fackin’ curry,’ Emburey continued, not noticing me.

‘Burnt Ring, more like,’ someone else ventured. Not seeing anyone I knew, I leaned my plastic kit bag against a pillar. It toppled over, spewing out its contents, just as Mike Gatting came over. ‘Always chaos when you quick bowlers are around,’ he said, smirking. ‘Howdoyoudo, old chap. I’m Gatt.’

‘God,’ I blurted out, gasping from the vice-like grip of his handshake, ‘you look much bigger on TV.’

‘Oh, cheeky as well. You’ll do for us, then,’ he said. ‘Come and meet the Ripper.’

They seem to use a different language from the one club cricketers speak, but I guessed this was rhyming slang for skipper. Sure enough, Gatt took me over to meet the éminence grise, Mike Brearley. His handshake was much limper, his beard slightly unkempt and his beige corduroys a couple of inches too short. But he was very polite – apparently nothing like the Ayatollah he was depicted as by the Australians last winter – and introduced me to the other players before suggesting everyone got changed. The atmosphere was pregnant with reluctance.

We meandered downstairs to three rather cramped changing rooms. The group subdivided itself according to seniority. Most important players and coach in the first room, rank and file in the second, new boys in the third. I was quite relieved to be temporarily surrounded by people I knew. The other first-timers in our room were all team-mates from the Middlesex Young Cricketers: Richard Ellis, a dashing young batsman from Haileybury, wiry left-handed all-rounder Kevan James, and Kenyan-born spinner Rajesh Maru.

Already we had nicknames, the newcomer’s rite of entry into any exclusive group of sportsmen. You aren’t allowed in without one. Some are imaginative (‘Creepy’ Crawley, ‘Legga’ Lamb), some traditional (‘Dusty’ Miller, ‘Smudger’ Smith); others come from a middle name (‘Ernie’ Emburey, ‘Henri’ Edmonds) or highlight a personal characteristic – ‘Bluey’ Bairstow (red hair) or ‘Paddles’ Hadlee (flat feet). Those with no distinguishing feature simply get ‘y’ or ‘o’ tagged on to their surname. I was Hughesy, and James was Jamesy. Ellis, a cavalier sort with three initials, who already smoked and drank profusely, we all called Nepo because his dad was cricket and rackets pro at the school. Maru was known as the Rat for his small size and already well-developed aptitude for scavenging vital information – a sort of well-meaning team sneak.

Like me, they’d all tenaciously fought their way through the ranks of schools and Colts cricket. Jamesy, the gawky son of a Wood Green policeman, had hung on at Edmonton High School for an extra year just to play cricket all summer. His ultra-enthusiasm made him prone to blunders. One morning he was obliged to run himself out in an anonymous school match to get to a serious club game in the afternoon, but his contrived dismissal was a bit too obvious. The headmaster was furious and didn’t forgive him for months. The Rat and his brother Pradip were forever in the nets at Wembley CC. Nepo was a demon sportsman with a world championship rackets title as well as various cricket honours. All of us were on one-year contracts and desperately anxious to impress. Today we were lumped together as Group 4 for training routines and sprint relays.

Warm-ups came first. Quite schoolboyish. We jogged continuously round the rather scruffy gym doing stretching exercises, hopping, jumping up to head an imaginary ball, running while doing a sort of bell-pulling motion or touching the floor in mid-stride. There was no sign of the masochistic routines I’d seen rugby players performing: one-handed press-ups, 800-metre piggy-back races. Most of the squad looked tanned and healthy, and some wore England touring sweaters and bright shorts. Several black players hung together near the back, all wearing four layers of clothing.

Left-handed batsman Graham Barlow, a qualified PE teacher, was in charge, wearing a smart blue tracksuit. Plenty of banter. ‘Come on, Ern, don’t lag,’ he cautioned Emburey.

‘Oi, Gladys, we’re cricketers, not fackin’ greyhounds,’ Emburey grumbled.

‘Greyhound? You move like a pregnant camel!’ Barlow retorted. ‘Right, stop, find a space. Ten burpees and ten squat thrusts, please.’ Complaints all round.

Some put in more effort than others. The coach, forty-six and trim and sturdy, as befitted an ex-footballer, was as vigorous as anyone, but two of the senior players hardly moved a muscle unless he was looking their way. Another barely got his head off the floor doing sit-ups. There was much more enthusiasm when Barlow called out, ‘Stump hole!’ Everyone adopted the press-up position and lowered their pelvises to the floor, grunting like Neanderthals.

Grunts reverted to groans when Barlow shouted, ‘Shuttles! Get in your groups.’ These were relay races that became progressively harder. We Training Group 4 striplings were hampered by the presence of thirty-nine-year-old opening batsman Mike Smith, who wasn’t very quick. Afterwards we played five-a-side football. In my keenness I managed to trip up the coach, who banged his knee hard against the wall bars. Jamesy helped him up.

I expected to find a special high-fibre lunch, the kind of thing Alan Knott apparently eats, but the only choice was stodgy steak and kidney. My mother, vegetarian and passionate about nutrition, would have been shocked – especially when I wolfed down a large helping and tucked into various people’s leftovers, following that with two bowls of trifle. I was aware of being stared at by the older players, but reassured by the sight of Gatting ordering extra chips and smothering them in brown sauce. Later I found a large plastic bucket placed by my hook in the changing room. I noticed Nepo grinning smugly.

The rest of our two-hour meal break was aimless, though useful for stodge digestion. We flopped around the lounge area, grumbling about the shuttles, discussing last night’s football and the assets of a plainish secretary in Reception. When we eventually returned to the gym, our numbers were depleted. Emburey had an ‘appointment’ and Phil Edmonds a ‘business engagement’. We followed the same routine as in the morning, only shorter and slightly sharper. Began to feel slightly bilious after the thirtieth squat thrust, but managed to suppress the churning feeling in my stomach.

At 3 p.m. training was over. Standing wearily in the shower afterwards, I felt relieved, and yet slightly cheated. Your first day as a professional cricketer ought to be a momentous occasion, full of introductions, speeches, photographs and handouts of pristine kit wrapped in clear plastic. All I have finished up with is a bag of sweaty T-shirts, an aching body and a head full of slang. Still, at least I’ve been paid for it. Breaking down my summer’s salary, I’ve already earned £9.

Wednesday 9 April

I woke up feeling as if I’d been run over by a JCB. Muscles ached, joints were stiff. After breakfast my mother went up the road to feed the stray cats that live under the cricket club pavilion; my father had already wobbled off on a rusty old bike to rehearsals for Last of the Summer Wine. Maybe he’s hoping to take over from Compo. I was just about to leave for training when a blackbird flew in through the back door and careered repeatedly against the kitchen windows. No amount of yelling, creeping up on it, or threatening it with a tennis racket had any effect. Finally, after twenty minutes of this caper, I trapped it with a large bucket and tossed it outside, where it sat, totally stunned, until it was set upon by the neighbours’ cat. The upshot was that I arrived late, and my excuse – ‘There was this bird in the house’ – was met with one or two sniggers and the remark: ‘Did she have nice tits?’

Things were getting more sophisticated in the gym. Barlow laid pieces of paper round the floor to create various exercise stations, and then we did a circuit in pairs, taking it in turns to do a minute at each station. We performed such well-known, high-tech exercises as stepping up and down on a bench holding a fire extinguisher and doing sit-ups with a medicine ball.

Emburey seemed to be in constant occupation of the squeezing-the-tennis-ball station and Edmonds kept saying: ‘Is this one really necessary for me? I am an exceptional bowler, you know.’ He did some of the exercises rather half-heartedly. When it was time for the sprint relays, two players tried to sneak outside, and the Rat attempted to engineer Mike Smith a free transfer from Training Group 4 so that we could get someone quicker. Unfortunately Barlow overheard and made all four of us do twenty press-ups. Stayed in goal for the football.

More stodge for lunch: beefburgers and chips followed by apple pie (two helpings of each). ‘Blimey, they don’t need a garbage dump with you around,’ Barlow commented. His tone was slightly admonitory, but there wasn’t much else to do except eat. Ian Gould, the chirpy wicketkeeper, and Bill Merry, a long-haired fast bowler, were hogging the snooker table, Gatting was doing the Telegraph crossword, and a few others were leafing idly through yesterday’s Sun. Some of the black players were dozing on a bench. Probably the best option.

Went on a run round the streets in the afternoon. Barlow wanted us to do five miles, but moans and whinges cut it to two. The route took us straight past my back garden, and when I mentioned this Barlow said, ‘Cor, maybe we can pop in for tea with your mum afterwards.’ He had a mischievous twinkle in his eye. I suspected he might be a ladies’ man. The run wasn’t supposed to be a race, but it ended up as one. I came in third, thanks to the practice I’ve been getting at college. The stragglers (mainly the seniors) were quite a long way behind.

‘Well done, everybody,’ Brearley said in the car park when the last of them had staggered back. ‘Good effort. Thanks, Gladys. The chairman of selectors, Mike Sturt, is coming to talk to us tomorrow at ten o’clock. Don’t be late.’ He glanced in my direction.

Thursday 10 April

I made it – just. The closer you live to a place, the finer you always cut it, I tend to find.

I’ve met Mike Sturt before, when I was playing a club match, but not in his official capacity. He certainly looks the part. He arrived in a blue Rolls, dressed in an immaculate dark suit with gold cufflinks, spotted tie buffed forwards with a tie pin, matching handkerchief protruding exactly an inch above his pocket and patent-leather shoes. He looks like a Savile Row mannequin and has an authoritative aura about him – this man has the power to make or break. He knows it, you know it, and he knows you know. Even so, I heard a player muttering, ‘One day I’m going to cut that wanker’s tie off.’ Perhaps there isn’t much respect in the ranks, then.

The main reason for Sturt’s visit was for him to announce an addition to the staff. ‘Chaps, after extensive negotiations, we’ve decided to sign Paul Downton. He’s an exciting young player who feels a lack of opportunity with Alan Knott blocking his wicketkeeping progress at Kent. He’ll be joining us at the end of the Exeter University term. I think he’ll fit in well.’ Ian Gould, Middlesex’s jaunty regular keeper, looked crestfallen. ‘That’s my cards and money,’ he said later. ‘One knife in the back now, the other in July. Fuckin’ great.’

Friday 11 April

By today, the fourth day, training has begun to drag. We all had aching limbs, and have done enough burpees to attract the attention of the RSPCC (Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Cricketers). I can’t wait to actually get out there and have a bowl at some of these blokes. At least this time we did most of the work outside (mainly football) instead of being cooped in a stuffy gym.

At lunch, several players ferried their unwanted chips and the remains of their Black Forest gâteau in my direction. Could only eat three portions of each, but at least my eating habits have made me a few more friends. Afterwards, we had a team meeting. Brearley congratulated everyone on a good effort and ran through the programme for the next couple of weeks. On hearing the news that we are free to attend the Cricketers’ Association AGM in Birmingham on Monday instead of net practice, the players reacted like schoolkids being told double history was cancelled. ‘And by the way, Vincent and the Diamond are in on Tuesday,’ Brearley finished.

This was not a reference to a gig by some musical double act, but to the arrival of our two overseas fast bowlers, the giant South African seam bowler Vincent van der Bijl, and the lethal Barbadian Wayne Daniel. There won’t be much scope for opening the bowling with those two around, not to mention the former England seamer Mike Selvey. However, there is a murmur that Brearley isn’t happy with the Van der Bijl signing. ‘I wanted a fast and nasty, not a medium-pacer,’ he is alleged to have said to the committee.

Monday 14 April, Edgbaston

Graham Barlow picked me up at 9 a.m. in a blue Fiat Mirafiori 131. It had his name on the side and flashy alloy wheels. ‘Right, you’re navigating,’ he said as he eased the car smoothly on to the North Circular. He is a very energetic driver, nipping between lines of traffic, changing gear constantly. Quite a contrast to Dad pinking along at 30mph stuck in fourth. The car was spotless, and Barlow became irritated by a cassette case which slid around on the back shelf when he took a corner. A meticulous type, I noticed – an impression reinforced by the fact that when he gets dressed after a shower he always puts his shoes and socks on first, and then combs his hair and bends over to pack his gear before putting his clothes on. Not a pleasant sight.

The players’ AGM took place in the banqueting hall at Edgbaston. There was a huge number of chairs laid out, but only a quarter of them were occupied. I recognised a few faces: Gooch, Amiss, Bairstow, d’Oliveira, and Phil Edmonds in a pair of ostentatious dark glasses. Each county had sent a small group and many of the representatives were in their team blazers. There were only three of us from Middlesex, none in official garb. The rest were too apathetic to make the journey. Everyone milled about drinking coffee for a while until the president, John Arlott, arrived. ‘Sorry, men – plane was late from Alderney,’ he warbled huskily, looking rather red in the face. His cheeks were more inflated than Dizzie Gillespie’s and it looked as if speaking would be difficult …

Luckily, Arlott didn’t have to say much. Edmonds did most of the talking, querying almost every point, whether it concerned salaries or the size of coloured logos allowed on pads. He argued a lot with the Derby captain, Barry Wood, who has a shrill, grating voice like a blunt saw on metal, and was equally ineffectual. At times the atmosphere got rather tense but I wasn’t sure whether this was caused by irritation or boredom. Then, just as the conversation moved on to the bouncer law – something interesting at last – we broke for lunch. Plenty of wine and beer was consumed, which made the post-lunch assembly more genial but considerably less productive.

Tuesday 15 April, Lord’s

A week into my career and my first day at Lord’s. I caught the tube from Ealing to Marble Arch, then a 159 bus, quite an awkward journey with my kit, stuffed this time in two Harrods bags (a faint sign of upward mobility, although one had begun to split). The pavilion doorman looked at me dubiously, and stopped me from going in without a tie. The fact that I was now a Middlesex player cut no ice. No one had prepared me for this. But the mere mention of the name Brearley was like saying ‘open sesame’.

‘Mind you wear one in future,’ the doorman called out as I climbed the stairs, passing the swing bowler Mike Selvey going in the other direction in jeans, a T-shirt with ‘No Wuckin’ Furries’ emblazoned on it and white trainers with red laces. Just understanding the rules, who enforces them and who keeps them will be a major step forward, never mind taking 5 for 20.

This was my first experience of the inside of the pavilion, and I was impressed by the highly polished floor, the wide staircases, the endless corridors and huge doors. I pushed one ajar to find some old fossil in white shorts and a vest practising shots in front of a mirror with a funny curved racket. In another room, an elderly man in a tweed suit was poring over a newspaper through a magnifying glass. ‘Shh,’ he hissed at the creaking door without looking up.

Eventually I found the Middlesex dressing room, which is unmarked, except for a notice declaring: ‘Visitors not permitted without express permission from the captain.’ My nerves weren’t calmed by the incessant beating sound coming from within. Some strange initiation ceremony? No, Gatting breaking in two new bats by whacking them together. The huge room was strewn with an assortment of wooden tables and comfy armchairs and teeming with boxes of equipment, players’ kit bags and new sweaters wrapped in cellophane. Every available hook seemed taken, but then I noticed a spare one in the corner and hung up my denim jacket on it. ‘Oi, you’ll be lucky,’ said a stern voice behind me belonging to a player I hadn’t yet met. ‘You’ll need a lot of hard yakka to nick my spot, sonny. Now piss off down the corridor and take your student’s gear with you.’

A terrible hush had descended, and I suddenly felt stupid and conspicuous, brandishing my two plastic bags amid a sea of smart blue cricket cases emblazoned with ‘England Tour of Australia 1970–80’. I edged between them, catching my carriers on the corner of one. Last week’s unwashed training gear spilled out. Gatting looked on pityingly. Someone pointed me in the direction of a small anteroom down the hall – Dressing Room 4 – which faced away from the pitch and contained old battered lockers and hard church seats.

There I found the other members of Training Group 4, along with the Second XI squad. It was a bit of a squash. Cricketers’ unique slang rent the air: ‘Hey, stop standing on my mums and dads – they were new out the packet yesterday,’ Jamesy protested …

‘Well, move your coffin over a bit then,’ Nepo retorted grumpily, shoving the case with his foot.

‘Come on, children, it’s a bit early to be losing your trolley,’ an older second-team player cautioned. The Rat peered round the door. ‘Watch out, Coach is coming,’ he warned. He summoned us back into the main room.

‘Right,’ said Brearley, silencing the dressing-room commotion. ‘As the weather’s good, we’ll get straight in the nets. There’ll be four groups, two seamers and a spinner in each. The list’s on the wall. Hopefully the Diamond’ll turn up at some stage.’ At that precise moment the door burst open and in came a hulking, beaming West Indian in blazer and white shirt with several buttons undone to reveal a glistening gold chain. He carried a maroon holdall and a bat under his arm.

‘Sorry, am I late, Rip?’ he asked, the beam fading to a grin.

‘Yes, you are,’ Brearley said gruffly. Then a wide smile spread across his face. ‘Doesn’t matter a bit. We’re all very glad to see you, Diamond. Welcome back. We’re just off over to the Nursery. Get over there when you’re ready, no hurry. You can leave the bat behind, though.’ Obviously batting practice for Wayne Daniel is a waste of time.

We walked through the Long Room, a daunting rectangular space with vast windows overlooking the ground. There are oil paintings of W.G. Grace hung about, and dark stained high chairs and tables. ‘Those stools look antique,’ I said to the veteran batsman Mike Smith.

‘They’re nothing compared to some of the old duffers who sit in them,’ he replied.

We tried to walk across the outfield to the Nursery, but some official shouted at us from a top window and we had to go back round behind the stand. ‘Stupid old fart,’ said Gatting, hard on our heels. The MCC hierarchy is renowned for not wanting its beloved grass walked on. Ever, preferably.

The rest of us were already in a circle doing neck-stretching exercises when a car arrived bearing Emburey and Edmonds. Too lazy to walk, they had driven round from the pavilion, a distance of probably less than 200yds. ‘Well,’ Emburey said when Sergeant Barlow remarked on this, ‘if you haven’t got any muscles, you can’t fackin’ strain anything.’ My image of the supremely fit professional cricketer is gradually becoming distorted.

The attitude of the batsmen in the nets was very responsible, though. There was none of the slogging and heaving you normally associate with practice, at least not until Gatting laid into Emburey a few times, lofting him on to the roof of the new indoor school, to much exclamation. I have never seen the ball hit as far in my life. Big hits were retrieved by Daniel, who spent the morning performing elaborate stretching exercises in a fetching red tracksuit and chatting up passing MCC secretaries.

Generally, the batsmen’s faces were clenched in concentration, notably that of the opener Wilf Slack, who took time to settle before each ball and asked the bowlers to set imaginary fields, then claimed runs if he felt he’d worked the ball between the men. The pitches are much harder and drier than the club ones I’m used to, and one or two of my deliveries bounced shoulder high. One, unfortunately, ended up as a vicious bumper which shaved Edmonds’ nose. He came marching down the wicket and swore at me, but Brearley said, ‘Well bowled.’ There are plenty of rumours that they don’t get on.

We adjourned for lunch before I’d had the chance of a knock. So much for lugging two new bats and the pair of pads Slazenger have given me over from the pavilion. While capped players made their way up to the pavilion dining room, the rest of us trooped to the pub round the corner for sausages and beans.

Wednesday 16 April

My first stint as a professional cricketer is over. This was my last day before going back to university. ‘Off up to Butlin’s again, are you?’ said Gatting, chewing on a cheese roll. I am leaving as the gargantuan South African fast bowler Vincent van der Bijl arrives. The moment I saw him today he reminded me of a huge, balding headmaster, which is exactly what he is back home, even if his name, pronounced ‘Fander bale’, makes him sound like a machine for collecting hay. He is thirty-two – quite old for an overseas player – 6ft 8ins tall and walks in wide, measured strides. He takes size 15 shoes.

Still, he seems a gentle giant. He has a rich laugh, and spent a lot of time today helping younger players in the nets. He bowled only a few overs himself, but his accuracy, bounce and prodigious movement are phenomenal. He has a smooth, curving run and a double whirl at the crease, which seems to happen almost in slow motion. By contrast, there is nothing slow about Wayne Daniel’s bowling. He grimaced every time he released the ball, and beads of sweat flew off his forehead as he slung it down. I can’t imagine how anyone manages to move the bat in time.

Watching with interest behind the net was a vital man, the Middlesex scorer Harry Sharp. He has a dual claim to fame. He was the teenage Ian Botham’s coach and mentor on the Lord’s groundstaff, and before that, in the 1950s, he had a reputation for slow play when opening the batting for Middlesex. One day a member came up to him before a match and said, ‘Hello, Harry. Are you playing today?’

‘Yes!’ he replied proudly.

‘Well, I’m off home then,’ the bloke said.

Brearley introduced me to him. ‘This, Simon, is the Admiral,’ he said, refusing to be drawn into tacky nickname-speak. Sharp looked me up and down and nodded sagely.

‘Mmm. Slip of a lad, inn’e?’ he muttered, temporarily removing half an extinguished cigarette from his mouth. ‘Whippy action.’ He slipped the dead fag back between his lips.

Lunch was abbreviated because of an important meeting. All twenty-four playing staff gathered in the main dressing room for a briefing from members of the committee. There was dead silence when they walked in, Sturt again immaculate, with the treasurer, Mike Murray – a pleasant man handicapped by a voice like a dying drone. We are to get a £6.50 meal allowance on away trips, they said. Petrol 8p a mile. Claim it from the office after the match. Prize money was discussed, contracts and registration forms handed out. They must be back signed by Friday, or we’ll be ineligible. Any questions? The younger players were all far too overawed to speak up, but Edmonds, of course, was in his element. ‘If we claim our expenses after the match, that means we’ll be out of pocket for three days,’ he pointed out, brandishing a copy of the FT. ‘Surely we should get the money up front?’ His request was deftly quashed.

Finally at 2.37 p.m. on my eighth day, I got a bat. I soon regretted it. The net pitches were worn after two days’ solid use and the ball kept darting back and slapping into my right, unprotected inner thigh as I played defensively. I hopped about in pain, which caused quite a bit of merriment, and resorted to slogging, narrowly missing the coach’s head with one scything heave. ‘Haven’t you got any common sense?’ he called out in a narked voice, and went back to tossing lobs for Gatting to drill into the side netting.

Gatting soon diverted the spotlight on to the Rat, launching his best flighted deliveries miles out of the net so often that Jamesy felt obliged to comment, ‘Blimey, Rat, the umpires better keep a box of balls handy for when you come on.’ Jamesy, an innocuous medium-pacer, steadfastly refused the coach’s offer of a rest. He dropped his next delivery too short and Gatting pulled it over a wall into St John’s Wood Road, narrowly missing a number 9 bus. ‘Make that a bucket of balls in your case, Jamesy,’ Nepo weighed in. I wanted to laugh but my thigh hurt too much, and so I went to see the physio, Johnny Miller.

I expected to find a rippling young enthusiast in a tracksuit behind the door marked ‘Physiotherapist’. I was slightly shocked to come upon a frail, elderly man wearing a grey nylon shirt and tie and fiddling with medicine bottles by a sink. The room reeked of TCP. When I first went in he didn’t notice me. I coughed loudly and he turned in my direction. ‘Oh, hello, who is it?’ he asked, even though I was only 6ft away. He moved about like Ray Charles, and I realised he was almost blind.

While Johnny rubbed some substance into my bruised leg, which looked as if it had been used for target practice, he told me his life story. He was a test driver for Vauxhall in the early 1960s, but one prototype car went out of control on a circuit and his injuries were so bad he nearly died. He emerged from hospital some months later with his eyesight seriously impaired, so decided to train himself to be a physio. He read physiology in braille, ending up with twenty huge volumes he didn’t know what to do with. So he wallpapered his flat with them. ‘I used to have parties for other partially sighted medical students, and we’d feel round the walls for different bits of the body and test each other on them.’ These days people who do that sort of thing end up in court. Then he became physio with Tottenham Hotspur, moving to Lord’s in 1977.

Hobbling back to the junior players’ anteroom, I emerged into a full-scale verbal war, all because Nepo had borrowed Jamesy’s bat without asking.

‘That’s got to last me all summer, you know.’

‘The number of runs you make, that shouldn’t be a problem,’ Nepo replied.

‘I go in higher than you.’

‘That’s only ’cos you’re an arse-licker. You’ve been so far up the coach’s rectum we ought to call you Spikes – it’s the only bit of you we can still see.’

I departed feeling quite glad that I was on my way back to college.
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CRICKET AND SEX DON’T MIX

May

Anyone who says they didn’t enjoy university is either barmy or lying. Why would anyone in his or her right mind complain about putting reality on hold for three more years? You don’t have to plan anything, or push the trolley around Sainsbury’s on Saturday mornings, or fill in your tax return, and you can wear jeans and a T-shirt whenever you like. (Ironically, when there’s no dress code, people’s clothes seem to be more uniform than ever.) University is a holiday of indulgence. It doesn’t quite fit Mike Gatting’s comparison with Butlin’s: that’s more like conscription.

Sid Vicious’s anarchic version of ‘My Way’ was still everyone’s favourite record in 1980 and at some louche party his accomplice, Johnny Rotten, said that sex was ‘two and a half minutes of squelching’. Sadly, by the end of my first year at Durham, I was still unable to confirm or deny this. Most of my mates were constantly claiming conquests, but the girls I cornered were either ace teasers or ‘just wanted to talk’. In the bar I couldn’t even get to first base with Climax Kate or Holly Hotlips, and when I was clogging their route to some hunky rugby player I was made to feel like one of those irritating Welsh terriers that get under your feet. I didn’t have a second hand Alfa Romeo, floppy hair or a rugged physique.

Why do the Carlings and Winterbottoms of this world get the best-looking women? Because they are available, that’s why. Rugby takes up half an afternoon followed by a raucous free-for-all in the bar. Cricketers, on the other hand, are immersed in their own little world for days on end, then disappear into some exclusive zone to relive it all again. Most females think cricketers are sexually retarded, so it’s not surprising they plump for other types of sportsmen. It’s only later that they admit that losing their virginity to a beered-up second-row forward with a hairy back put them off sex for ten years.

Playing sport for a northern university was a much more practical education than sitting reading sociology books. You learned how maddening travel on the M62 is, why Yorkshire people rave about fish and ‘clerks’ with HDTs (hand-drawn Tetley’s) and are so scathing about southerners (we are pompous and unfriendly, and our beer is like piss, they say gruffly). You visited places like Hull and Lancaster, on the surface unappetising towns that a spoiled Londoner like me would make a beeline for only if we were selling biographies of Tony Benn or researching urban degeneration. Behind the façade they were equally unappetising, but at least we could witness that at first hand.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“You won’t read a
better inside story of
cricket and the men

who play
it for a living’

‘A very funny, often
outrageous ook’

SIMON

Alor
OF HARD
YAKKA

Triumph and torment:
a county cricketer’s life

P

HUGHES






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline





