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INTRODUCTION


For those of you who know me simply as ‘that bloke off the telly’, I have to let you know that being George Clooney’s body double, and therefore a renowned international sex symbol, only forms a relatively small part of the Bumble package. And for Nasser Hussain, who for some reason refers to me by an alternative nickname, a lesson in pronunciation. There is no silent ‘c’ in Clooney, for goodness’ sake, show some respect.


Yes, it is fair to say that I have been around a while now, and it was a lovely gesture of the England and Wales Cricket Board to present me with a lifetime achievement award at their annual England team dinner a couple of years ago to recognise the fact – although I couldn’t help thinking that receiving such an accolade was the equivalent of being pensioned off. ‘Time’s up, mate.’ ‘Put your mic down.’ Dare I say: ‘Start the car.’


It has been the fullest of lifetimes, too. During my playing days with Lancashire and England, I got the yips, was hit in the pips and suffered the dips (in form). More of that later, as I discuss the game that has been my livelihood since I first meandered through the potholes of Thorneyholme Road to Accrington Cricket Club as a young boy.


During school holidays, that is where you could find me, sometimes with others, sometimes on my own: in the nets, out on the centre pitches cut for practice, honing my technique, practising my bowling. But it is also the place where I first learned about the game, in a manner that so many have before me and since.


Over a drink or two in the bar, matches were dissected, knowledge passed down from older generations to younger, and in this way the game’s gospel was spread. For a northern cricketer this was a rite of passage. Cricket sets itself apart from other sports from a social perspective and it starts when you join your first club. In amateur cricket, the hub of the club has always been the bar. It’s the place to meet friends, family and opposition. To chew the fat. To learn what is good about the game, what is bad, its etiquette, its rights and wrongs. Even now, these are the principles I fall back on when forming my views for you, the viewer at home. My judgements have been honed over a fizzy pop or a cold pint since I can remember.


Although things have changed a little bit now, traditionally there was a parochial element to this post-match education. Until recently there were 14 clubs in the Lancashire League, and the criterion for playing for one of them was that you had to reside within five miles of the ground as the crow flies. Being from Accrington, I was eligible for 10 clubs. That shows how tight-knit things were from a geographical perspective. The distance used to be measured assiduously, to make sure you represented your local team. All this helped instil the sense of togetherness and belonging from the start. You grew up with lads from your own town, learning the game from folk with similar backgrounds.


Socialising has been part of the fabric of playing cricket in England, and having a beer and a chat is synonymous with all levels of the game. The bar is the catalyst for making friends when you turn professional. You are just used to being in there, discussing the game; there is a social element to competing and in this regard it’s a bit like rugby union, I would say. That’s not a sport I know well, but the impression I get is that good performances are celebrated by opponents and there is a mutual respect for one another.


The attitude is that two teams play hard on the field, giving nothing, but once the game is over it is time for reflection. Move into the county ranks and you often mix socially both with rival players and the supporters of the two clubs in question. This is the ethos upon which the English cricket system has been founded from grass roots upwards. The bar supplies the social environment as well as the financial capacity for the club and the wider game to prosper.


It’s also a place to make friends. There are genuine friendships that flourish year on year. One word synonymous with county cricket is ‘circuit’. Quite literally, what that means is that you are off on your travels around the country. Off you go to Hampshire, Glamorgan and Somerset. Sure, there is a match to be won, but there is a renewal of kinship with lads you might have played junior cricket with, been on foreign tours with, or just had some memorable on-field battles with in the past. Each season is like a social catch-up from that perspective.


You don’t even have to be bosom buddies to engage in this most civil of ceremonies. Having a drink with an opposition team – and although I enjoy an ale, I am not saying it has to be alcoholic for one minute – reinforces respect. Trek the county grounds in 2018 and you will still witness people sat on balconies, gathered on benches, stood around Long Rooms. For those who have continued the tradition, I salute you.


Particularly in the longer form, of first-class cricket, it is a sport that lends itself to evening chat. You are not going home that night, so you talk. You are there, and so there is a social element that is rich for both supporters and players. I am 71 now and had a very short international playing career, but I still see some of the players I played against. A couple of those in question, Farokh Engineer and Clive Lloyd, became pals through us playing together at Lancashire, but whenever I go to Australia I meet up with Dennis Lillee, for example.


From a work perspective I am often pitched alongside Ian Chappell. There is always a yarn to be had and a beer to be supped. I am always looking forward to renewing friendships I wouldn’t have made without cricket. It is a sport of stories. Now, after-dinner speaking is not me. But someone like Geoff Miller, who has an audience in the palm of his hand recalling the memories of his career, is brilliant at capturing the atmosphere we experienced. Cricket is a vehicle for a chat, a beer and a get-together.


It is also one that has helped me form friendships outside of dressing rooms and commentary boxes. I meet up with an actor friend of mine called James Quinn, best known for starring as policeman Phil in the BBC comedy Early Doors but who has also appeared in things like Coronation Street, Emmerdale and The Bill, who knows his own industry inside out. But his knowledge about cricket is better than anybody else I have ever met. Whenever we meet up for a drink in Manchester, he will recall a game from the seventies as if it was yesterday and knows its detail vividly. He’s just a punter. Some of the games I played in and some of the games he talks about, I remember. Some I don’t.


It’s a game of opinions. Who is West Indies’ greatest cricketer? It has to be Sir Garry Sobers, right? Which one of Sachin Tendulkar and Brian Lara was the better batsman? Who would you rather face on a turning pitch: Shane Warne or Muttiah Muralitharan? How good would the modern-day gladiators have been in the 1970s on uncovered pitches, sans helmets? Everybody has got their own opinions. Whether you are a plasterer, an accountant, a lawyer or a coalman, you are entitled to your own and you can argue your case. So-and-so is rubbish, whatsisname never got a proper chance, I’d have played X over Y, John Smith’s no good when the ball’s doing a bit.


Occasionally, people get too pushy with their theories and I tend to keep my own counsel when someone goes off on one down the pub. ‘I’ve only been involved for 50-odd years, maybe I don’t know much. This bloke seems to, though.’


In club cricket, events on the field and after-match gatherings are intrinsically linked. In club cricket, it has been the privilege of thousands of recreational players to have bought a jug of ale for their team-mates to sup in the event of them scoring a hundred or taking five wickets.


In the Lancashire League, we used to get interested in the number of people in attendance, particularly as a batsman when we got into the 40s. At that point you would be trying to work out how many had paid to watch the game. Because you knew that a collection was coming your way. Between overs you would be looking around the crowd, seeing if the buckets were being readied.


Once collected, the money to honour your contribution would go behind the bar, some of it was to be spent immediately on drinks, some would end up in your wallet and another portion would go to the treasurer within the dressing room – the player responsible for collecting the funds for the ride-out at the end of the season. In September, the kitty would be totted up and, typically for us at Accrington, it would pay for a bus to Blackpool and back.


Once there, the remainder of the dosh would pay for several rounds. You’d be staggering around pubs, reliving some of the season’s highlights, hours slipping by. When it came to home time, it was everybody for themselves. Someone always missed the bus. During the 1980s, one of our lads could be found the morning after sheltering under a market stall following a late-night liaison with a young lady.


My first senior fifty was against Lowerhouse, whose bowling attack featured the fiery West Indies international Roy Gilchrist. It was a poor collection because, weather-wise, it was a poor day, but while the sum was modest this was the first dividend on the living I have made from the sport.


It was certainly a different level to when the great Sir Isaac Vivian Alexander Richards turned up for Rishton in 1987, and Accrington drew a 2,000-plus crowd for the fixture. The gate receipts alone were £1,700. Thirty years ago that went a long way. It would probably be worth £5,000 now. People were accustomed to putting their hands in their pockets to be entertained.


The collection for our Indian import Bharat Arun’s effort of 72 amounted to three figures. I got a little unbeaten 51, from 48 balls, right at the back end of my first club innings for 23 years and raised £70. In on-field currency, those runs helped set a 182-run target for our visitors, one that was never going to trouble a team containing the world’s best batsman. He was only absent from county cricket because of the well-documented bust-up with Somerset that left him in limbo.


Indeed, some of our crowd might have been asking for their Lloyd money back in the second innings when Viv was in full flow, and pongo-ing me all over the ground. My six overs of left-arm ordinary cost 37, including several strokes into the adjacent playing fields. I knew bowling from that end that the ground wasn’t big enough for the both of us if he wanted to get serious. And I was right. He did get serious, finished unbeaten on 98 from 87 deliveries, and raised another £400 from his endeavours. People were clearly more appreciative of a bloke averaging in excess of 50 in Test cricket, the scourge of international bowlers, than in a local lad done good.


The seventies and eighties remained a vintage time for the Lancashire League, with the bars rammed at the end of a game. It really was standing room only during that era. The sale of alcohol was what financed the clubs, of course. Clubs would try to put on a good product that spectators would pay to watch and offer the facilities for everyone to wind down and have a natter afterwards.


Some clubs have always been the heartbeat of the community and remain so. Take Haslingden; it’s the social scene of the town. A bit further afield, up the road from where I have lived later in life, Alderley Edge in Cheshire is not just a cricket club; it’s the local.


Some are not so fortunate. Accrington Cricket Club is ever so slightly out of town, so not as many have tended to go. It has never been a place where passers-by just wander in because there aren’t any. So it has been down to those who have been attracted by its charms to spread the word.


Nothing has changed at the club. The dressing rooms, the clubhouse and the pitch are all the same. It’s like the place has been spewed through a time warp. Unfortunately, as much as I love it – the smells, the sounds and the history – there are not enough who share my passion. But the reason I have retained mine is because I owe it so much. It was my starting point for understanding the fundamentals of our great game.


Since then I have had the pleasure of meeting so many different characters from further afield, been afforded the opportunity to travel the world several times over and experience such variations in cultures and playing styles. So in part one of this book I will be reflecting on the people that helped form my views on cricket from an early age. How international cricketers landed on my doorstep and provided me with aspirations to progress beyond the cobbled streets and chimney pots of Lancashire; the county team-mates who weren’t so different from the kind of lads you might know from your own cricket clubs; the grounds around England that have become like second homes and their neighbouring watering holes where I can be found debating the sport’s talking points.


The second section of the book covers my trips around the world, quenching my thirst for knowledge and searching for good spots to lubricate the larynx. Each major nation has provided cricket’s evolution with some unique properties that have been incorporated universally. Australia handed us an unparalleled sporting foe; West Indies terrorised with all-out pace; Pakistan were the sultans of reverse swing; India are pushing the game to new commercial levels through Twenty20 cricket; and countries like New Zealand show what can be achieved with great planning and no little amount of natural talent.


To finish up, I try to get across the mix of fun and professional satisfaction a post-career life in broadcasting has given me. It has allowed me to carry on my education and be paid for it. Picking up a wage for having a laugh and nattering with my mates behind a microphone instead of a pint can’t be bad, can it? Of course, there is also a very serious side to this privileged position. I have been left agog at some unbelievable skills and in despair when the sport has been tainted. It has made me laugh at the world and occasionally it has made me cry. This is my 20th year as a member of the Sky Sports commentary team, and I am still as passionate about the modern issues as I am fond of viewing the past through the rose-tinteds. So what do I know about stuff? Where do I think the game is heading? Pull up a pew, fill your glass and let’s find out.





PART ONE


The Game I Fell in Love With





CHAPTER ONE


When Accrington was Acropolis


April 17, 2018, is a date I will never forget. I could feel a burst of Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons coming on: ‘Oh, what a Night’. For those who do not have it etched on their minds, it marked Accrington Stanley’s first promotion to the third tier of English football, the biggest achievement in the club’s history and the most pride I have felt in my home town. Their best contributed to my best.


Victory over Yeovil was required to secure a top-three finish and an elevation to League One on merit. At the end of the 1957-58 season, when the old Third Divisions North and South became Divisions Three and Four, Stanley ended up in Division Three, but there’d been nothing like this.


Forgive me for starting off a cricket book with a tale about football, but it takes me back to where everything began for me. Accrington’s sports clubs provided me with the pathway that would take me from my mam and dad’s terraced house in Water Street to some of the sporting world’s most iconic venues. Throughout the journey, Stanley have been a constant in my life, as well as the cricket club. Both are minnows in their respective spheres, but they have both offered friendship, warmth and camaraderie and left a catalogue of memories. This night, when a multitude of generations got together in celebration, was one for reminiscing.


Throughout my years of watching those wonderful red wizards and the magic they produce, it would be a good effort if we got 1,200 into the ground. But over the final few weeks of the 2017-18 season we had more than 3,000 per match. Success appeared to have engaged the interest. Those who had been meaning to pop down and watch for ages were suddenly there. The occasional supporters made sure this was one of those occasions. Some were down there, I am sure, to find out what all the fuss was about. It didn’t matter. All were welcome.


It meant it was a real squeeze, bumper to bumper stuff on the terraces, and the bloke next to me says: ‘David, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, it is.’


‘Christ,’ he continues. ‘I’ve given you some kickings.’


As soon as he told me his name was Phil Eccles it all came flooding back to me. Back in the day, Phil played for a team called Whinney Hill. My lot, a team my dad used to run, were called Cambridge Street Methodists. Phil later emailed photographs of both teams.


They were from 1962, the year I made my first XI cricket debut for Accrington. Also the one in which Stanley went out of the Football League, later re-forming in the Lancashire Combination. On the Whinney Hill team were several ex-Stanley players. They’d stayed and played locally after the disbandment, probably because half a century ago your average bloke didn’t tend to venture very far.


A few days earlier against Exeter City, those of us who arrived early were told to budge up to make room for 200 more. We were crammed in like sardines. The stewards were told in no uncertain terms that we were staying put behind the goal – we’d been there since 1pm and that anyone wanting a spot should have got there earlier!


This time those 200 appeared to be among us, plus a few more to boot. We’d never had stewards before, let alone mounted police. There were folk on roofs behind the ground trying to catch a glimpse of history. The place was rocking and I have never seen the Crown – or Wham Stadium as it is now – like it.


Football had brought us all back together. Nerves were swirling around the stand, but we needn’t have worried. The players came out and put a real performance on. Two up at half-time – such was the roar in reaction to the first that my daughter Sarah texted me to ask: ‘Have they scored?’ And she lives in Huncoat, the next village – the lads peppered the goal towards the Clayton End after the break, flags were whirling above heads, one even flew off its handle in the excitement. Other than the two goals in as many minutes by our top scorer, and the leading striker in the division, Billy Kee, though, the magic moment for me came right at the end.


The message was transmitted on the electronic screen: PLEASE DON’T RUN ONTO YOUR FIELD AT THE END. The crowd was 3,176 and it looked as if the 176 had listened. The grass was teeming with folk revelling in the ‘I was there’ moment. Of course, as time goes by there will be 60,000 claiming they were on the pitch. That’s the way it goes with football fans.


The key to the club is the sense of community instilled by chairman Andy Holt. Sometimes it is just a tenner to get in, a fiver for concessions, and kids are free. Recently, they gave away free Accrington Stanley shirts to all the Year 3 schoolchildren in the district. It is the be-all and end-all for Andy to get the next generation engaged with the club, and we were absolutely staggered at the number of young ’uns there.


To attract all ages for such an occasion was just wonderful. There was a buzz about the town. Glory had packed up and left it years earlier. So it was to be cherished upon its return. There is no money to speak of in Accrington; it’s a tight area but a sports club doing well unites and gives everyone something to cheer. There was a fan zone, including live music, set up before the match. Afterwards the band struck up again and they were still playing at midnight.


I had gone prepared, travelling to the game with a case of champagne in the boot. Persuading a cheery-looking steward to let me in the dressing room, the place erupted when I entered with my contribution to the celebrations. ‘There you are, lads – enjoy.’


How refreshing to see their achievements mean so much. There are not many local lads in the side, but the cheers and merriment showed they cared. And not just about themselves. Three of them were named in the Division Two team of the year: centre-half Mark Hughes (no, not that one), midfielder Sean McConville and Billy Kee. But they seemed to be revelling in their efforts as a collective. Every one of them happy for each other’s acclaim.


When it’s time for training they have to go looking for Billy Kee. It’s not his favourite pastime. But he doesn’t lack enthusiasm when there’s a task in hand – such as getting up on stage, microphone in hand, to sing for an audience. And the rub of it all was that in the Sports Bar afterwards, these players were drinking, dancing and enjoying themselves mingling with the supporters, still in full kit. It was like time had stood still. Or we had hopped into the Tardis and been transported to another era.


Prices were reflective of this theory too. During ‘winning’ hour Stanley Ale, made by the local Bowland Brewery, was a pound a pint. Which sounds great. Unfortunately, at those prices you couldn’t get near the bar. Those who couldn’t jostled for selfies and autographs instead. No one cared.


It was an ‘all for one and one for all’ atmosphere and one of the musketeers, Scott Brown, a midfielder who joined us in his thirties after serving nine other clubs, certainly enjoyed himself. According to his Twitter account next day, he’d lost his phone, house keys and car keys, couldn’t remember getting home but had done so still in his match attire. And he wanted to do it all again!


Supporters of Sunderland were quick to tweet, telling me how welcome we would be at the Stadium of Light the following season. Their relegation from the Championship had yet to be confirmed but I reciprocated by saying the same went for them and the Stadium of Dark. Let’s face it, we have so little money that I anticipated not being able to turn on the floodlights when we got round to playing them.


I believe promotion was worth about £800,000 to us – not bad for the league club with the smallest resources in the country. Andy Holt will spend it wisely, and I gather he even wants to reduce the capacity of the Wham Stadium to make it a more intimate match-day experience for the supporters. There aren’t many of us but we care. You can take the lad out of Accrington and all that.


During my formative years, Accrington’s population hovered somewhere above 30,000, but as far as I was concerned this Lancashire hill town sat at the summit of the sporting world. The equivalent of Athens’ acropolis. There were loads of good amateur football teams, and when it came to cricket there were 14 clubs within a 20-mile radius that came together. We were home to the most famous amateur cricket league on the planet. Even now, if you posed the question to the sport’s aficionados here or overseas which is the most renowned, they would come back with one answer: the Lancashire League.


In 2018, the world’s best cricketers flock to the subcontinent to line their pockets with rupees, but back in the day they arrived on my doorstep to earn their crust. Crowds a couple of thousand strong would turn up to witness the entertainment. Just think about that kind of proposition. That’s one in every 15 who lived in the town.


Where I grew up, Lancashire League cricket was the thing in the height of summer. Saturday afternoons were a real social occasion. You didn’t just rock up in your scruffs. As a match was a thing to be seen at, you would get people in their finery. The stands would be adorned with suits, collars and ties, top hats and tails, ladies in their best dresses.


And it was the return of one of the superstars of yesteryear in West Indies fast bowler Wes Hall that recently brought it back how significant our little enclave was. During a BBC documentary called Race and Pace, chronicling the relationship between the mill towns of our county and the West Indies cricketers who were employed as their cricket clubs’ professionals, it became evident that Wes pined for a return to his old stomping ground. Within six weeks, thanks to a willingness to help from several quarters, including among others the Barbados High Commissioner Guy Hewitt, the long-serving members of Accrington Cricket Club and the Daily Mail, one of the silkiest fast bowlers ever to grace the game was retracing the steps of his run-up – albeit at the age of 80, with the aid of a stick – from the Highams End.


The likes of Learie Constantine and Frank Worrell had been the Caribbean pioneers on this particular route across the Atlantic, but Sir Wes – his easy demeanour made it more natural to call him Our Wes – was the one who made an impression on me as a youth. Seeing one of the sport’s great physical specimens competing alongside the blokes of your town against a neighbouring one, slotting seamlessly into the community, striving to do the best he could for both himself and those he represented, taught me something of the way cricket was meant to be and how the values could be applied outside of the boundary as well as inside. The way Wes conducted himself provided a real life lesson.


Sir Wes was a man of modest means and, although it was a lot for our club to stump up, his £1,000 summer salary was modest too, at least when translated into today’s equivalent of about £20,000. He recalled how the first offer he received from committee member Alan Doherty was £500. His negotiations were helped by the 46 wickets he took on West Indies’ tour of India and Pakistan in 1958-59. That eight-match haul was followed by a further 22 during England’s 1-0 win in the Caribbean on the eve of his arrival.


Other West Indies greats like Charlie Griffith, Michael Holding and Vivian Richards followed him, each buying into the ethos of betterment as individuals and for their teams. Of course, as time passed they were rewarded more handsomely, with Rishton paying Holding £5,000 a summer and Richards reportedly double that sum.


This east-meets-west love affair, of inclement East Lancashire and the idyllic West Indies, began with Learie Constantine’s signing by Nelson back in the 1920s at a time when black people were rarely seen in the United Kingdom. His arrival certainly gained folks’ interest. They would stare at him in the street. Were they prejudiced? Well, I am not sure about that. Most hadn’t seen people from other cultures in their lives and were probably uncertain how to react. So they just fixed their eyes upon him almost in disbelief.


It was certainly something that both Constantine and those he lived among had to overcome. Sadly, there were more disturbing elements that he had to contend with in his dismantling of the social barriers. His daughter Gloria Valere tells a story of how when he first arrived there was a reticence from locals who had been ‘fed with the idea that black people are not really people, that they are lesser and they’re not very bright’.


My experience was that when these professional players arrived they created a buzz around the area. To see them around town was to be star-spotting. They were our local celebrities. It was just terrific. Wes was known locally as ‘the pro’. But Gloria says her father had a tough time as a trailblazer being accepted in the town, that some people would see him coming and cross the street, and that others would ignore him face to face. However, school kids would line up at the front window of the house he stayed in just to get a peek at him.


The novelty aspect of this signing had its upside, though, as it coincided with Nelson being heavily in debt – they had taken the chance on this charismatic Trinidadian both as a cricketer and as a bit of a curiosity to draw the crowds. They gambled on providing the public with a player from an area not witnessed. Previously the professional players had been Englishmen or, if taken from further afield, Australians or South Africans. As a marketing ploy it had a tremendous effect.


And it was not just Nelson that benefited. Other clubs reported bumper gates when Nelson were the visitors. Some that had not attracted crowds of that magnitude before, and some probably since, were able to draw 7,000. People would rush home from working on a Saturday morning, as they did in the 1930s, get their glad rags on and head down to the ground to get a seat. For sixpence you could see some of the best cricket that our country was capable of producing. And Constantine was paid commensurately. In fact, at that time his £800 contract would arguably have made him the highest paid sportsman in Britain.


Constantine provided credence to the theory that your overseas professional was your team. Nelson won seven Lancashire League titles in his nine seasons. Ergo, getting the recruitment of a top-class performer became crucial. All the other clubs were playing catch-up.


The best Australians of their day also plied their trade as professionals in the Lancashire League in the off-season to supplement their income at home. Men like Bobby Simpson – who, until Ashar Zaidi recently toppled it, held the Accrington club record for most runs in a league season – and, later, Dennis Lillee and Allan Border. It was a viable small business model with social and communal overtones. Top players continued to attract the crowds – some at the bigger clubs like Burnley would be pushing five figures – and the gate receipts provided the funds to pay for them. Perform well and there was a bonus in the form of a collection around the stands. Conversely, for those who broke the league’s uniform business model there was a penalty. If for whatever reason a club turned up for a match without a pro, there would be a fine imposed. In the event of absence through injury, illness or other unspecified reason, a substitute had to be found, signed up and sent onto the field.


The financial scale of today’s elite sport means we will never again see the world’s best pitching up in an English village like Rishton again – it was the equivalent of Virat Kohli and AB de Villiers turning up with their suitcases for the summer. Cricket’s modernisation has dictated sunnier climes and bigger pay cheques.


It was such a thrill to see Sir Wes back at his adopted home of the early sixties. Not long after we had made the last bumpy few hundred yards of the journey – those same potholes were a feature during his final season of 1962 when I would arrive on my bicycle to play alongside him in the first XI – there was one moment of great mirth when, unnoticed, he bolted under the perimeter rope and made for the middle. Well, okay, it wasn’t a bolt in the Usain sense, given that he relies on his stick for balance these days following a car accident back home in Barbados a couple of years ago. Nevertheless, the fact that our guest was no longer as steady on his feet as he once was and had escaped our company proved a mild concern.


Indestructible in his pomp he may have been, but the last thing we wanted having come this far was any slip-ups. Nostalgia had moved him. We caught up with him on this pilgrimage to the middle as recollections of pushing off the sight screen filled his thoughts. The wind was always at his back from the Highams End, he reminisced, and it accentuated the swing he was able to impart on the ball.


‘Why you worryin’?’ he asked, recognising the concern on our faces.


It was a special moment to witness, as the memories of this artist’s work as a young man cascaded through his mind. Sir Wes was a big man at just over six-foot-two, but he possessed a graceful, rhythmical approach to the crease, with his bowling arm gently swaying back and forth. It all looked so natural. Although playing on Accrington’s soft turf caused him some trouble, he chuckled, causing him to slide in delivery and send down a few too many no-balls.


You could see the wonder in his eyes at being back in a place he called home between 1960 and 1962. But it was nothing compared to the scene we were to witness when a convoy temporarily left the ground to take Wesley – as he was known to his Lancastrian team-mates – on a five-mile journey up the road to Blackburn. We were off to see Jim Eland, his former new-ball partner. Jim would have been there but for his health consigning him to a care home these days.


To witness this encounter was to affirm all that is good about cricket and its abilities to cross borders, seas, continents, races and cultures. Jim’s memory is fading now, but to see his reaction to Wes’s arrival was simply priceless. After a warm embrace they squeezed into a sofa together. Alongside each other again after a hiatus of 55 years from a playing perspective, they discussed what made their partnership back in the day so special: Jim’s unerring accuracy complemented by the raw pace of our import.


‘I’d tell you – “Keep ’em quiet, Jim,” ’ Wes recalls. ‘Be accurate. Don’t let any of those great pros take you apart. Just keep it on the spot because then they’ll have to push on against me.’


This was an episode that showed you literally cannot beat the memories forged together on a cricket field: the great, the valiant, the farcical, the funny events that happen which are recounted within an hour in the dressing room and a full half-century later. The Eland and Hall families had come together 10 years earlier in Barbados, and Wes used his status within West Indies cricket to take Jim out onto the Kensington Oval outfield, joking when they got to the square: ‘You take that end, Jim, this one’s mine.’


Back at the Accrington clubhouse an hour later, Sir Wes was hugging all and sundry like long-lost brothers. What a source of pride it was that so many of our former teammates turned out to welcome him back and to extend their friendship. Men I played a lot of first-team cricket with, like Russ Cuddihy – your typical club opening batsman. Not that those sadly no longer with us were to be forgotten. Sir Wes recounted them all.


‘I can remember every single player I played with. The experience has remained here on my heart,’ Wes said.


He wasn’t exaggerating, either. Unstable on his pins he might have been, but he was still as sharp as a tack. The stuff he talked about was amazing. In the audience was one Edward Slinger, an opening batsman from Enfield. He knew him straight away. Addressed him as if they had grown up alongside each other – and in a way they had.


It can’t have been easy for a young black man to settle into what was a working-class white town back in the 1960s. Like Constantine a quarter of a century earlier, there were issues to overcome. Yet he managed it with grace and good humour, and he was soon treated like one of our own. I recognised one chap so keen to be reacquainted that night that he had walked down from his house a decent stroll away. ‘It can’t be,’ I muttered to myself when I set eyes on him, collar and tie on, a glint in his eye just from being there.


‘Hello, David, how you doing?’ he enquired.


‘All right, Ted,’ I replied. Ted Marshall, a lifelong supporter of the club, was 102. ONE HUNDRED AND TWO! Sadly, he has passed away since.


Doherty, the man bartering over that first contract, was also in attendance. At 94, he must have reflected, on this special occasion, that whatever it had cost it had proved money well spent. During the potato pie supper in his honour, Wes told a tale of one of his early experiences following his arrival from the Caribbean. He laughed off the stares, he said, because it was the only response he knew. ‘I was walking to the ground a few days after I’d arrived when I heard a boy shouting into a house: “Mum, mum, there’s a black man in the street,” ’ he told the room. ‘It puzzled me, that. You see, we have a surname – Blackman – in Barbados. I told the boy: “I’m Wes Hall. I’m the new professional and if you’re lucky you can carry my bags.” And he did.’


Just as he had done in his first spell with us, he had everyone captivated when he addressed us. I, for one, idolised him. Not least because of the support and advice he offered to up-and-comers like me. To him, the things you would hope for in an overseas player came so naturally. I came on to bowl on my first XI debut at Rishton in July 1962, taking over from Wes as first change. I was just 15, but he had been lobbying for my promotion from the second XI for weeks. That’s the kind of guy he was – a real clubman.


He took me to my first Test match, too. It was at Trent Bridge. I’d never been to one before. And when he came back from a tour of Australia, he brought me my first cricket bat – a ‘Norman O’Neill Crocket’. That was Wes all over: helping younger players, showing he cared, full of empathy.


And when you played alongside him, he made you feel an important part of the team. Sportsmanship came so naturally to him. He fulfilled his role in cricket’s bigger picture. Somewhere along the line, he himself would have had the knowledge of the game, the way to behave, passed down. Arguably, he was just taking his part in the chain.


He says moving to Lancashire for his first five-month stint was the defining moment in his life. He had to fit in, being thousands of miles away from the comforts of his home, living among strangers, and with the added pressure of performing when he got onto the field. He tried to turn himself into the kind of person others loved to be around.


And how he did. Wes threw himself into Accrington life, and people cared about him because of his attitude. For example, when he lost the gold cross and chain that used to bob around his neck as he bounded in to bowl one Saturday afternoon at Lowerhouse, folk got out onto the pitch to comb the outfield. He still wears that crucifix now. He would turn up with the rest of the team at the appointed meet time to take the double-decker bus from outside the town’s Odeon cinema to away games in neighbouring valleys such as Bacup, Todmorden and Rawtenstall. The club would hire the bus from the local council and then fill it, with players upstairs and spectators downstairs.


Twice he took all 10 wickets in an innings. He would keep running in hard for the team, and, as he reminded us over his supper, twice as far as he had for previous teams (for it was during his spell with our club that he doubled his approach from its previous 18 yards in a bid to create a better rhythm). Having fast bowlers like Wes and Charlie Griffith, who played for Burnley, was genuinely good for our league. I would argue that it helped raise the standards of young players wanting to make the grade as county cricketers.


But some older ones would cannily avoid having to face them. At one time there were up to a dozen West Indies players playing in the league, and the seasoned campaigners who batted at the top of the order would scour the fixture list in mid-April and work out when to take their holidays. It was as much a self-preservation exercise as a desire to get a tan or a few days at the coast away from the nine-to-five, and oddly enough tended to coincide with a planned visit to Burnley or an appointment with Mr Hall at our place. Those having to get to work on a Monday morning would be concerned about doing so if their fixture on a Saturday was versus Accrington. Yet they need not have been. Wes’s skill was to keep the ball pitched up and use his speed and arc through the air, not a plan to bruise or draw blood, to get them out. Great days for us all.


‘I used to think I knew every blade of grass at Accrington and now I’ve found out that I did,’ he says. ‘I just so loved that. The feeling that came back. Even though I can’t walk well now, I think in my spirit I could take off on my run-up and get a few wickets like I used to do. Thank you. I don’t think you could ever envisage what this has meant to me,’ he concluded.


It was my job to thank this fantastic bloke for making the trip and reaffirming what a power for good sport, and in particular cricket, can be. ‘Wes, thanks for caring. Thanks for coming back,’ I said.


Half a century ago cricket was such a huge part of each and every community. Life was so much more parochial then compared to now. Sporting contests were such territorial affairs – real us-and-them encounters. Not in a snarling, frothing-at-the-mouth, abusive kind of way. It was a competitive spirit forged on pride in your own dwelling. You were representing your lot against the best of their lot.


Back in the 1960s, when Wes would be found sipping his Vimto of an evening, a spotty hopeful called Lloyd would be hanging on his every word, with a bottle of Coke or sarsaparilla in hand. This huge athletic man says Accrington has featured in his tranquil moments of reflection ever since, that as a religious man he still prays for the people he lived among.


There are plans afoot in Barbados for Wes to return in the future, alongside Sir Garfield Sobers – who played five seasons with Radcliffe in the Central Lancashire League – and others from the island who supplemented their earnings with spells as cricket professionals in the North-west. A whole region will look forward to that.


The entrance won’t be as grand as that of Viv in a helicopter more than 30 years ago – a publicity stunt to add a ‘bit of spice’. It also cost a bit more to see iconic players like him on show. Pitches in general would be difficult for attractive stroke play and matches therefore tended to be dominated by the bowlers. Punters could turn up in the knowledge that after their nominal entrance fee there wouldn’t be any need for extra brass.


So when a batter was getting close to a landmark, it could lead to episodes of high farce. Team-mates would grab the collection tins quick smart and charge towards the main gate, hoping to catch those clever clogs who were trying to avoid putting their hands in their pockets. If a batsman was in the 40s that would provide a great spectacle in itself.


A high-scoring game – of which, as I say, there were not many due to the uncovered pitches – could prove an expensive business. In the fifties, in addition to an entrance fee, there was also a supplement to get into the enclosure. That’s where the toffs would sit and watch. In that area the seats would have backs on. Different cross-sections of society would turn up and whether you were taking money for sitting on a bench or a proper chair it all added up and contributed to the pot.


For decades, cricket was the main attraction of the area. Not everyone had a car. A family day out was spent locally. There was cricket or nothing else. Not like these days when you can be at the Trafford Centre inside three-quarters of an hour. And be shopping, skiing or abseiling, all within a few hundred yards of each other.


We were so lucky. We got Rishton twice in the Richards season and, blessed with great weather, it meant we got a couple of thousand in to watch on each occasion. Financially, this was to safeguard our club for a good couple of years. The only problem we had with this kind of unexpected bonanza was a trivial and typically northern one: when the best cricketer of his era is coming for the day, how many pies do you get? I guess if that’s all you’ve got to worry about, there isn’t a lot wrong. But anyone involved in a cricket club will know these kinds of things matter to those doing the grind at the coalface. The subject of how many pies was debated vigorously by the Accrington committee and dominated our pre-match preparations. There wasn’t much time spent on things like health and safety. No, forget that tosh. How many pies should we get? And should they be kidney puddings or beef and onion?


Viv was in his pomp and I was still playing on a weekend, having retired from first-class cricket four years earlier. The boundaries weren’t big enough for me and him – well, not big enough for his batting, and not big enough for my bowling. I knew the game inside out by then, but had I witnessed this kind of performance in my youth I am sure it would have had a huge and inspirational influence on me.


When the Australian Bobby Simpson was professional at Accrington, he would coach kids like me for a fee. Along with his technical advice on batsmanship came an edict on how to approach things. That the best way to be was yourself. He used to say, ‘This is not a complicated game’, and used the example of a young kid coming into a first team. All he does is go out and bat normally, like he always has done.


Ignorance is bliss. You start off playing your natural game and only veer away from it when confronted by failure. It is a trap that captures so many. Ten years on, that same player studies the weather, the light, the wind direction, the pitch and the grass before he goes in. The key message from Bobby is one that has stuck with me, even if I have been guilty of not always adhering to it: remember it’s the same game.


In addition to the influx of greats from West Indies and Australia, cricketers from other territories have arrived over the decades to enrich our league. These days southern Africans are prevalent, due in no small part to their own struggles for recognition in South Africa and Zimbabwe, and the weakness of the rand against the pound.


Some fabulous players from the subcontinent were recruited not long after South Asian immigration into East Lancashire began following the Second World War. There was magical leg-spin bowling from Chandu Borde and Subhash Gupte, whom I used to chase for autographs.


The offer of work in the textile factories littering our network of little towns attracted migrants from India and Pakistan to come and settle too, but while social cohesion has gradually happened, things have moved slowly. One of the problems we have encountered in the Lancashire League in recent decades is how to deal with integration when clubs are still relying on the traditional model to be successful. The majority of local cricketers with Asian ancestry often simply play and go, rather than hang around afterwards and be involved in much of the social aspect.


Of course, for Muslim cricketers a bar serving alcohol may not be somewhere they would naturally choose, while for others family commitments may send them straight home, but something is lost for everyone in them not being there. Those who don’t stay are missing out on discussing the way the game panned out, on praise from others if they have played well, or hearing different perspectives on the way the game has been and should be played. Many an old sage is worth listening to over a pint in the clubhouse. ‘Perhaps you could think about doing this?’ Without the post-match camaraderie the game as we have known it becomes splintered. We need a modern fix.


I accept time moves on. For one thing, the Lancashire League is nowhere near the same as it was in terms of attendance. The golden era of great overseas professionals and crowds that lower-league football clubs would be proud of has well and truly gone. Partly, this has been due to a change in the international calendar. Up until as recently as the first decade of the 21st century, the cricket seasons of other countries did not intrude on our own. All that changed, however, with the introduction of the Indian Premier League. Of course, it was not a straight choice between Bacup and Bangalore or Darwen and Delhi, but the altering of the landscape at the very top where the mega money is began to have a direct effect on everything else.


Sure, you still get one or two fine imports to our part of the world, guys who have played for their countries at Under-19, A team or full international levels, but the top players around the world are now busy trying to get into that group of 200 or so cricketers at the IPL, and their jostling for recognition filters down. With the very top bracket no longer in the market, those on the next rungs down are more likely to be looking for a gig at the Caribbean Premier League in late summer or waiting for the Bangladesh Premier League in the autumn. From a financial point of view, the money on offer at the satellite Twenty20 tournaments has dictated different paths for the modern players to tread. No question, cricket is a game of traditions and what a thrill it would be to think you were following in the footsteps of some of these flipping fantastic players of the past. But there is also a financial consideration for these guys too.





CHAPTER TWO


Band of Brothers


Talking of wages, Lancashire must have valued me when they handed me my first professional contract because they cut my previous earnings by a seventh! As an enthusiastic young gun for hire, I had been picking up £7 a week in match fees and expenses, but for the privilege of being a permanent member of the playing staff I reverted to £6.


My promotion thrilled me nevertheless, as I was fulfilling a boyhood dream, and living it alongside so many others of similar ages. It is fair to say that the club had been in turmoil in the 1960s and there was a fairly high turnover of players for that day and age. A group of us emerged who would create a very successful period, particularly in one-day cricket. What made the team so special during this decade was that it was Lancashire through and through. We got what it meant to represent the red rose and from one to 11, these lads were absolute one-offs.


The overriding thing about this entire group of men is that they were all naturally funny. This was a band of brothers who could argue like cat and dog inside our own four walls before and after play. The arguments would roll over into the pub sometimes, too. But we would still be the best of mates and as a team we were united. Try taking one of us on and you took us all on.


We had a tight dressing room and in limited-overs cricket we were like a juggernaut – winning six trophies between 1969 and 1975. We were learning from each other on how to be successful in this form of the game and we would leave nothing out there on the pitch. Neither would there be any short-changing on the social front.


Of course, this was a different culture to the one we have become accustomed to in recent times and 1970s fixture lists would either provide you with Sundays off or you would play a Sunday League match. We used to have a saying among the group: ‘Saturday night is Saturday night.’ In other words, tools were downed and it was every man for themselves once we had finished the week’s County Championship graft.


The Bumble Lancashire XI


Barry Wood


My opening partner was an import from Yorkshire. We tried not to hold that against him, though. A technically very correct player who had a massive belief in his own ability. When he first arrived from Ossett, we both had Ford motor cars. But his was one grade up from mine. I had a Zephyr, he had a Zodiac. There were wings at the back that made these things look like the Batmobile.


His prowess in other sports went before him. He played for Chickenley Rovers at football and came over the hills with the belief that he would be the best footballer in the Lancashire team. He was also brilliant at table tennis, apparently. Well, we had a table-tennis table in the dressing room and I can only assume he was keeping his best performances for last because he seemed to be defeated by all-comers. A champion 400-metre runner, he came last in that too. But one thing that cannot be taken away from him is that he has always remained as fit as anything.


His secret to keeping in the best shape? He used to train in hobnail boots. These days you get players wearing these wonderful Adidas and ASICS training shoes, not much more than carpet slippers, which are like walking on air. But Barry swore by the hobnails because when it came to putting his cricket boots on for matches they felt nice and light.


Harry Pilling and John Sullivan


These two were sparring partners, and when I say sparring partners I mean sparring partners. Harry only stood five-foot-three but he must have had circus mirrors in his house because he would fancy his chances against blokes twice as big and three times as wide. He’d also start an argument in a yoga class.


He and John came from up Mossley and Stalybridge respectively. At night, they played in a rock and roll band together and would practise in the showers after matches by singing Everly Brothers harmonies. One night after a game for the second XI they had a gig at a pub, so they both jumped in the communal bath and started warming up their vocal cords. On hearing their ditties, Stan Worthington, the coach, pushed the doors apart and warned them: ‘If I ever catch you two doing that sort of thing again, you will both get the sack.’ Stan had put two and two together and got five.
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