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CHAPTER 1 The Don



Cricket has been my life and has introduced me to some weird and wonderful places over the past seven decades. It has taken me all over the world – from the cobbled streets of a Lancashire mill town to the banks of the bustling ones of the subcontinent. From matches played using borrowed kit to ones with sponsors adorning the front, back and sleeves of shirts.


However, although they have played their own part, what has made my cricketing life special is not the backdrops but the people within the dramas I have witnessed. Some I have got to know intimately: my childhood mentors, teammates, opponents, those I went on to coach, work colleagues on radio and television. Some less well or not at all: on-field adversaries who kept themselves to themselves, players who let their reputations talk for them, and those who I have observed from afar from behind the microphone.


This is a sport with plenty of room for everyone. From those whose obsession with it has gone above and beyond the call of duty – someone like Steve Smith who would take his bat out to restaurants after a day’s play, to the likes of Garry Sobers and Ian Botham, who often reported for duty at the ground in a morning not long after turning in from the night before. And some who were a combination of the two. Derek Randall, for example, used to get his wife to wear his new pads while she was ironing and doing other bits of housework to break them in. But would play with a carefree spirit when he got out into the middle – chattering away, singing ‘The Sun Has Got His Hat On’, whistling and doffing his cap theatrically at Australian bowlers breathing fire.


The cricketers blessed with the greatest ability do not necessarily make the game’s best characters, though, and in these pages I want to pay tribute to those that I have come across at grassroots level. To me, although it has a serious side and is one of great riches for those good enough to make it all the way to the top, this game has been a lot of fun.


I first learnt its potential for joy at Accrington Cricket Club, not only via those that competed with and against me, but through the support off the field. The spectators, the announcers, the groundsmen, the administration staff; the individuals that make cricket tick. It is a characteristic common to a lot of the folk that I include here. I trust you will forgive my indulgence in the lighter side of life. But I also hope to chronicle exactly what has made some of the finest performers cricket has welcomed to its global stage the players they became. What set them apart from their peers.


To this end, what better place to begin than with the most esteemed player this sport has ever produced. Let’s start with a touch of Tina Turner and, as the title of this book makes clear: Simply the Best. A man whose achievements are so familiar to the game’s followers that, like a pop star, he can shed his surname and still be recognisable far and wide. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Don.


I had the privilege of a brief encounter – no more than a hello, really – with Sir Donald Bradman in 1974–75 while on an Ashes tour, when I was in the company of the England team manager, and his good pal, Alec Bedser.


However, a more formal meeting came in early 1977 when I was one of those invited to the first of two Centenary Tests. The first one commemorated the 100th anniversary of the first Test match held in Australia and Qantas, the country’s flag-carrier airline, had invited all the England players who had played a minimum of four Test matches on Australian soil to attend.


Flown out from Heathrow on the eve of my 30th birthday as one of the Qantas guests, I travelled having scraped in by the barest of margins. I’d played exactly four Test matches there on the most recent MCC tour two years earlier, during which I had my testicles tickled by that friendly fast bowler Jeff Thomson.


It was a real honour to be included and Jack Bailey, the MCC’s autocratic secretary of that period, clearly wanted us to pay due reverence to the magnitude of the occasion, assembling us ahead of departure, and with a particular emphasis on the younger end of the tour party – people like myself, John Lever, Ken Shuttleworth – made a speech in which he said, ‘You know this is a trip on which even as non-playing members of England teams past, you will still be representing the country, and as such the behaviour has to be exemplary.’ There followed a reminder to us ‘young chaps’ that this was not some sort of a holiday. Not a drink-a-thon.


Bailey was a highly principled man and always wanted the MCC to be projected in the best possible light. And that began with our conduct on this particular jumbo jet out of London, at the start of a 30-hour journey.


Although the great and the good are among us, we’re all housed in Economy, including the 84-year-old Percy Fender, who had played first-class cricket before the Great War. Sat with a rug on his knee, he was accompanied by one of his younger family members, who stood in front of him, acting as a blockade, and announced to any member of the public who got too close: ‘Mr Fender will not be signing today.’


Another of his generation, Patsy Hendren, was on board, along with Bill Edrich, Denis Compton and Godfrey Evans. Copious amounts of drink were taken and there was an almighty fracas between Fred Trueman and Edrich while they were stood by the emergency exit, puffing away like good ’uns (you could smoke everywhere in those days). Edrich had the temerity to suggest that Alan Moss was a better bowler than the man whose company he presently kept. Incensed, I think Fred tried to chuck him out of the emergency exit in retaliation.


Edrich did get off the plane sporting a black eye but that was from another incident, after he went and fell on a snoozing John Arlott. Awaking with a start that produced a reflex reaction of both arms shooting out, Arlott struck Edrich directly in the face. Undeterred, Edrich carried on tanking away when it came to the alcohol available and disembarked on Australian soil on crutches after he developed gout. It kind of devalued a theory I heard many years later from Ian Botham, that when you travel through as many time zones as you do to get from London to Sydney, you can drink as much as you want without it having an effect.


Also in our travelling party was Eddie Paynter, whose heroics of the 1932–33 series are forgotten because of the significance of England’s Bodyline in the history of the game. After being hospitalised with a high fever and acute tonsillitis during the decisive fourth Test in Brisbane, Paynter listened to England’s struggles on a radio before ordering a taxi to the ground and walking out to bat, to the astonishment of those there to witness one of international cricket’s most talked-about series.


As I mentioned, it was Alec Bedser, the England tour manager, who had introduced me to Bradman in November 1974 when we had a day off. A small group of us, including the assistant manager A. C. Smith and our Australian scorer John Sands, better known to us by his nickname Shifting, went to see Think Big win the first of back-to-back Melbourne Cups.


Bedser would be all suited and booted in his position as manager as he would be received by dignitaries all over Australia. On one such occasion immediately following a bowl in the nets, which – in the absence of a tour tracksuit – he would complete in his vest, suit trousers and a nice pair of brogues. It seemed like the perfect attire for the conditions, not being so hot – only about 42 bloody degrees! He’d be stinking like a big Alsatian at the end of that but, once the beads had been reduced, he would shove his shirt, tie and jacket back on and sit with the important folk again.


He was so dressed when we bumped into Bradman on our way to the train. It was a great day among the punters. But I digress.


The memorable meeting with the Don came at the official gathering for the centenary match at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. We were effectively on an equal footing. I was a member of the touring entourage and all of Australia’s ex-players were there, too.


All of us were included to make an extended team photograph taken at the ground, and they made a real fuss of all of us. Obviously, somebody like me was just making up the numbers but the inclusion of the old boys I have mentioned from the England side of the Ashes divide, plus people like Neil Harvey, Richie Benaud and all these fantastic cricketers dating back to the 1920s and ’30s made it such a memorable event. We may have been treated equally but some were naturally more integral to the sense of occasion than others.


And the gathering of so many ex-Ashes stars in one location represented a fantastic opportunity to mark the occasion with memorabilia. And it was not only cricket fans who were collecting autographs. The majority of the players were struck by the sense of occasion and chased them, too, with the Don front and centre in everyone’s targets. The kingpin of the signatures.


To me, this emphasised that whatever images people may have developed of a player, however they project themselves to the public – and Bradman was not necessarily popular with his contemporaries or those he would go on to manage as an administrator – the very best are forgiven for their negative traits and revered for their ability. Everybody wanted him, and so the rest of us, with our accumulative total of hundreds of caps, were asked to form an orderly queue. That’s when I got into conversation with the great man.


I happened to have taken the Stuart Surridge bat with which I scored a double hundred against India in 1974, and got him to sign that, among other things. I also had a number of miniature bats with me that I have locked away these past 30-odd years, signed by the great players. All these fantastic names have been preserved clearly and that is down to storage. As collectors will tell you, they must be packed away, distanced from sunlight, so that they don’t fade.


This not-to-be-missed opportunity wasn’t lost on Brian Close. He came prepared.


Now, I don’t know how he had got them through excess luggage but I’ve never seen so many bats carried by a single player. Having been told to form an orderly queue, Brian would get a couple of things signed, then loop around again with a load more stuff. Very shrewd.


Bradman was very polite and patient in the circumstances. Inquisitive, too. When I got to the front, he broke the ice with: ‘Is this a special bat, then?’


‘It is actually. I got a double hundred with it against India.’


‘Well done. I saw it!’ he claimed.


You what? How the hell he would have done, I’ll never know. Perhaps he’d read about it. Perhaps he was aware of it and was just being kind. But I would like to think that the Don somehow did watch my career highlight at Edgbaston. Pity I never got a fifty against Australia.


I have got drawers full of miniature bats, but the Bradman autograph takes pride of place, and whenever I see it the first thing I tend to think about is Bodyline. For many an Englishman it will be the same.





He was obviously the greatest player we’ve ever seen. And I was able to relate those battles he had combating the short-pitched bowling of Harold Larwood with what I myself faced in 1974–75 against Dennis Lillee and Thomson, and the duel Derek Randall had in this landmark match. Randall’s 174 was a brilliant innings in a memorable match, his defiant doffing of the cap to Lillee prior to being struck on the head by the Australian fast bowler its most famous image. Us ex-players feared England were going to get hammered but courtesy of a fine fightback, the eventual margin of defeat was just 45 runs, providing a wonderful symmetry. The first Test match back in Australia in the 19th century had been settled by the same margin.


During Bodyline, Douglas Jardine’s England tried to reduce Bradman and they did by half, but he was still a great player. So natural. But one with an unorthodox technique. He had a backlift that went out to gully yet the bat still came in where it should be, nice and straight and through the line of the ball. Obviously, he must have been head and shoulders above everybody else even considering the great players that were around. England also possessed two all-time greats in Wally Hammond and Len Hutton, but as good as they were, they could not get near the Don.


It had taken tactics of great controversy to curb this force of nature, but in a game driven by statistics his numbers were still exemplary by the standards of mere mortals. In what amounted to an ordinary series for Bradman, he still averaged 56.57 and his one hundred was also a skinny return.


So would he have thrived in more modern times when persistent short-pitched bowling was abundant? My view is that the very best of any generation adapt, and the speed with which he picked up length and the quickness of his feet in going forward or back would have been crucial. When you listen to him being interviewed on those old black and white television pictures, and he talks batsmanship in his very distinctive high-pitched Australian voice, you can just tell that he had an insatiable appetite for runs.


He must have worked so hard to counter the problems Douglas Jardine’s England threw at him and would have worked even harder on the technical side had the need arisen. Watch footage of him in action and it reveals how decisive he is and how early he is in position for each particular stroke, especially for the pull. In interviews there was always a bit of Geoffrey Boycott in his responses. A declaration that nothing would stand in the way of being successful at the crease, and that he was going to work his nuts off to ensure that he did it. When people talk of him, they linger on the free-flowing sweep of the bat in the attacking strokes. Yet with one lapse in concentration none of it is possible.


Bradman’s Test batting average of 99.94 is the most famous statistic in the sport and arguably all sport. Only Steve Smith and Herbert Sutcliffe, of those to have played 25 Test matches or more, have averaged over 60. The gap between him and the rest is large enough to leave him indisputably top of cricket’s batsmen.


In the 1930 Ashes, he contributed an astounding 974 runs in a five-match series. At the age of 21. Australia had unearthed a post-war national hero. No batsman in history has been so relied upon to contribute match-winning scores so frequently. His runs influenced results.


And he was an attractive player. A tight defence, yes, but Bradman still got on with it. The attacking nature of his play was one of the reasons they talked about Dougie Walters being the next Bradman in the 1970s. Walters operated in a very similar way, was totally natural as a stroke-maker and had people asking ‘How does he do that?’ But his problem was that he really could only play on home soil because when he went away and the ball moved around, he looked vulnerable. In contrast, Bradman played well all over the globe and did brilliantly in England. They were the same sort of busy, wristy dashers but the Don had the all-round game due to decisive defensive movements and quicksilver feet.


The thing that I believe links the best players throughout history is their wonderful hand–eye co-ordination. Bradman’s was honed growing up in country New South Wales by hitting a golf ball or ping-pong ball with a stump against a corrugated water tank for hours on end out the back of his Shepherd Street family home in Bowral. That not only takes great discipline but forces the individual to cover the ball shooting off at unusual angles and producing erratic bounce, and because the ‘bat and ball’ are smaller, it centres the striking so that when bigger bats are introduced it feels easy.


Plenty of technically correct batsmen have super international careers but the ones in the very highest bracket, like Bradman, Steve Smith and Kevin Pietersen, have that hand–eye thing going on.


It means that even with imperfect techniques, everything is purposefully in sync when it comes to their movements. You can talk about the necessity of going back and across but that wasn’t Sir Garfield Sobers. He stood still. Another in the highest tier, Graeme Pollock, worked from a wide stance. They have shown there’s room for everything in terms of stance and trigger movements. It’s their shared ability to react that provides the illusion of them possessing an extra second to play the ball.


Right now, the Don has company in the Steve. Steve Smith returned in mid-2019 from the year-long ban imposed upon him by Cricket Australia for his part in his country’s ball-tampering scandal and was scoring runs for fun with a totally different technique to anybody else in memory. Smith’s 774 runs in four Ashes Tests in 2019 was Bradmanesque. Whenever on commentary I always thought ‘He’s a big bastard is this bloke,’ but then when you get stood next to him, he ain’t that big. He’s a six-footer, no KP at 6ft 4ins, and I think he gives the illusion of being bigger than he is because he is so imposing at the crease, with the way he blocks out the stumps with his trigger movements.


He’s developed a technique that sees him go back and across as the bowler gets into delivery stride, and although it looks like he is in a totally inappropriate place, it’s his hands and his eyes that get him where he needs to be. He’s clearly worked it out for himself that the positioning of his feet is irrelevant as long as his head is still, rather than read it in anything, because that kind of approach just wouldn’t be in any kind of coaching manual. He can end up in all kinds of improbable positions and still strike the ball cleanly from the middle of the bat.


He just doesn’t miss and you can tell with Smith that teams are scratching their heads, thinking, ‘How the hell do we get this bloke out?’ Indeed, it was this that prompted me to come up with the idea of asking the general public that very question during Sky Sports’ coverage of the 2019 series. On my tours around the various grounds, everyone I asked seemed to come up with the same answer: ‘I have no idea.’


You can’t teach what Smith has as a batsman, it’s just him, and what that tells you is there’s room for all sorts of methods and styles in the game – not least in bowling actions. India’s Jasprit Bumrah, the Sri Lankan great Lasith Malinga, the South African left-arm wrist spinner Paul Adams: they’re all different. Bumrah’s braced bowling arm, Malinga’s endangering umpires’ ears, Adams, the man nicknamed the Frog in a Blender, looking at the floor as he delivered the ball. How do you teach any of that? You don’t. You can either do it or you can’t.


Smith faces competition for top rank from Virat Kohli, another fabulous player who has a different set-up again in terms of technique and approach to batting. He is driven to be the very best India has produced, and I think he’s well on his way, courtesy of a fantastic defence that will get him over tricky periods. Once he does get over them, he has shown that he will go through the gears and that reaching a hundred is just the start. Graham Gooch used to talk about ‘daddy’ hundreds – so dubbed for being much bigger, and closer to 200 than just a round 100 – and Kohli is insatiable in the way he accumulates these.


I view him as a more conventional batsman, someone who’s got all the shots and unlike Smith would feature in the textbooks. He is viewed as a good attacking player, but I would argue he is more than that because he knows when to attack, when to move through the gears, and that puts a player on a higher pedestal. Flip this the other way round and consider someone like Jason Roy, who didn’t survive in Test match cricket. Is his attacking play as effective as that of Kohli? Yes. So why did he not flourish? The answer is because he couldn’t defend. His game is attack, attack, attack. It would have been interesting to me if the England selectors had given him 20 Test matches to see whether he could develop a technique. A box-office one-day player, exposed at Test match level because he just couldn’t keep the good balls out.


Go back one generation and the best two batters on the planet were Brian Lara and Sachin Tendulkar. The way I would split them is by saying that Tendulkar was technique, technique, technique, while Lara was hand–eye co-ordination. While Tendulkar’s ball striking was compact, the arc Lara created from up behind his head was huge. Again, he just looked different from the other leading players of his era.


There are echoes here of Bradman, who made such exaggerated sweeps of the bat when playing his strokes, and embraced his individuality to the full in his drive to be the best. Doing so became an obsession, to the point where he cut himself off from others.


Yes, the boy from Bowral was a world superstar but he was certainly not everybody’s cup of tea. Travel around Australia these days and people will acknowledge his ability, but you get plenty who would say ‘not a great bloke’.


Teammates described him as aloof. His post-match ritual on that astonishing tour of 1930 was to retire to his hotel room, write in his diary and listen to a phonograph, and his daytime achievements only served to emphasise the regard he was held in compared to the rest of the Australian team. Following his world-record Test score of 334 at Headingley, an Australian expat settled in the UK handed him a cheque for £1,000 as a token of his admiration. The rest of the players were irked that they were not offered a share. Not even a drink, in fact.


Adulation back home was disproportionate, too. Once back to Australia’s west coast, he disembarked to attend welcome home functions alone and was showered with gifts from companies.


Between that series and the famous clashes with Douglas Jardine and co. in 1932–33, he also contemplated becoming a professional with my lifelong club, Accrington, in the Lancashire League, a proposal that was eventually warded off by a conglomerate of companies offering him employment, such as writing a newspaper column and talking on the radio, and remaining as an Australian international. He believed a cricketer should be allowed to maximise his earnings on and off the field.


Yet his personal crusade for better pay was not necessarily reflected in his dealings as an administrator in the 1970s when he perhaps treated the Australian Cricket Board’s money as if it were his own during negotiations. He was very dictatorial. A real ‘my way or the highway’ kind of guy.


What made him one of the greatest characters of the game was his self-absorption. It was at the heart of his remarkable career statistics. He always backed himself over everyone else.


This ruthlessness might be required to get to the very top, whereas at the starting point of the game a greater generosity of spirit is required. Thankfully, my early experiences as a boy had people with this kind of quality in spades. Not so much ‘What can people do for me?’ as ‘What can I do for you?’ Those first few years of learning the trade, as Bradman did alone in his backyard, are what shapes you as a cricketer and I am grateful to some wonderful people for setting me on the right road.










CHAPTER 2 The League



All young players need encouragement. Cricket, after all, is a game full of pitfalls in which one mistake could cost you or your team dear. Things have a tendency to go wrong as you are feeling your way into the sport and, even when they are going well, it can sometimes feel like a disappointment not to have done better.


It was no different for me as I came through the ranks at Accrington Cricket Club, and my guiding light was a chap called Jack Collier, the first XI wicketkeeper. Jack had great empathy for lads who were trying to improve in what was a tough school. Believe me, playing first XI in the Lancashire League at the age of 15 in the early ’60s was a chastening experience.


Forget schools cricket. In fact, don’t get me going about it. When has cricket ever been played properly at schools? And I am not talking about the ones you pay thousands of pounds a term for. I mean state ones. Children are either taking exams or on their holidays. I never played cricket at school and neither did any of my four kids. It was down the club where you were taught the nuts and bolts of the game. A really vibrant place for learning.


Part of the attraction of hanging around Thorneyholme Road as a teenager was the number of overseas professionals that were employed. It was like a Hollywood A-list of cricket. Bobby Simpson, one of Australia’s finest players, was followed by that great of the Caribbean, Wes Hall, and then Eddie Barlow, of South Africa, as Accrington’s pro, and Ian Chappell and Charlie Griffith were recruited by Ramsbottom and Burnley respectively. I was not the only one hanging around collecting autographs.


Of course, being down at a cricket club encourages you to play cricket and I would spend hours honing my back-of-the-hand left-arm spin, and it caught the eyes of some of the club’s hierarchy because every now and again while hanging out down there I’d get invited to go and bowl at the seniors in the nets. Alternatively, they might pop down on junior nights and ask: ‘Could you come down and bowl at the seniors, lad?’ It would make you feel 10ft tall.


Before long, the players I looked up to – the big-hitting captain Lindon Dewhurst, the Rushton brothers, Frank and Derek, Jackie Hope, Les Carter, Jim Eland, Eddie Robinson and Russ Cuddihy – were no longer just great influences during my formative years but men I would call teammates. They were in their twenties and thirties and I was still in short trousers, but they were willing to help with advice and support. Hall, the great West Indies fast bowler, also looked after me, giving me a bat with a few miles left on the clock – a Norman O’Neill Crockett, from Australia – when he was ready for a new one.


That bat did me brilliantly, and after getting a bit better each time I went to practice, and scoring some runs in the second XI, they picked me for the first time in the summer of 1962. The following season I would be opening the batting.


It was a difficult relationship. The Lancashire League was time cricket on pitches with little or no pace and so, although bowlers struggled to get me out, I couldn’t get any runs of note. The upshot of this perpetual stalemate was that I used to get barracked from start to finish.


There were certainly multiple times more ‘get on with its’ than ‘how’s thats’ when I was out there in the middle. The most frustrating thing about this being that I knew all the blokes who were shouting. It’s not so bad getting an earful from supporters of the other team. These people, though, were the home spectators, and weren’t very understanding of my predicament. I was young, lacked the power of a grown man and was up against some good bowlers.


Luckily, though, I had a guardian angel behind the stumps in Jack Collier, a man who, when Wes was bowling, could be found a darn sight nearer the boundary edge than the pitch. In order to soften the blows to his hands when gathering the thunderbolt deliveries from our great West Indies fast bowler, he used to shove bits of steak into his wicketkeeping gloves.


He also used to pad the hits to my confidence with his reassurances. Naturally enough, when I got out, I would be disappointed and occasionally sat there with the odd tear welling up because I’d not scored enough runs and been shouted at in the process of not scoring them. As I say, it was a tough school. The people that turned up and paid money to watch didn’t go easy on young ’uns because of their tender years. The attitude was very much that if you were good enough to be picked in the team, you should be good enough to do the job.


Thankfully sometimes my misery would be interrupted by a massage as Jack would wander up behind me and give my shoulders a rub. The laconic delivery of words to go with it providing an even greater soothing element.


‘Eee,’ he would say. He used to start everything with ‘eee’ did Jack.


‘Eee. You were going grand, lad. You were looking good today. I backed you for fifty.’


Bear in mind he would be saying this when I’d contributed about 10 runs to the cause, and taken up 15 overs doing so. He was just a lovely, lovely fella. The kind of experienced, enthusiastic, seasoned cricketer every club needs. One who puts the fortunes of the emerging generation above those of his own.


Jack, who passed down the family business to his grandson Sam Tucker, who is still keeping wicket for Church, had a great double act with another of our wonderful crew. Eddie Robinson bowled quick leg spin, although the majority of the deliveries that he fizzed down were googlies. At that time Lancashire had about four leg-spinners and he would have walked into any other county club’s squad. Travelling beyond your own county boundaries for a first county contract somewhere was still a rarity at that time, though. So he would turn professional in league cricket instead, more than holding his own in the Northern League, his bowling complemented by the fact he could also smack it with the bat.


What a character. One of the funniest blokes I’ve ever played cricket with and someone I spent a lot of time with all year round as we played football together in winter for Cambridge Street Methodists, too. In fact, one of the things about the Accrington first XI is that most of us were footballers. Eddie was centre-forward and I was left-half. He was like lightning. That quick that all I would do was look to get him in behind the defence. He used to play off the centre-half in anticipation of this and if you struck a diagonal ball well enough they would never catch him.


He didn’t like the cold, though, sometimes resorting to playing in a scarf and gloves, and on others deciding that not even the extra layers were enough. Take a game at Haslingden. Snow was underfoot, covering a frozen surface, and upon leaving the pitch at half-time, he declared: ‘I’m not playing any more. I’m going back to club.’ ‘Club’ being the working men’s club. He’d scored a couple to be fair to him and true to his word he cleared off, clearly content that his work for that day had been done.


He was a bit of a law unto himself when it came to football due to the plunging temperatures of winter months, but you knew what you were getting with his bowling once the sun came out and he warmed up. His googly did for many a batsman. It also occasionally did for our Jack, too.


Stood up to the stumps, he was enthusiastic enough about the pressure being exerted on the batsmen until one slipped down the leg-side for four byes. At that point, Jack would put his hands on his hips with his gloves and apologise. ‘Eee, I’m sorry about that, Robbie. They’re coming down like snakes. I’d given that up. I’d thowt it’ bowled him.’


In any of the local pubs – The Crown, next to Accrington Stanley’s ground, was the pub to go in – Eddie would hold court. He would have you in tears with the stuff he would come out with. Just everyday chat from what he had seen going about his week as an electrician.


Eddie provided the stories, Russ Cuddihy the steel. Russ has just gone 80 and coached cricket for years and years and years after hanging up his own boots. Great Harwood was the club that benefited from his passion for the game since retirement, while his daughter Victoria is now coaching women’s cricket.


He had a reputation as a hard nut, a real tough guy, but beneath that exterior lay a heart of gold. Russ played professional football for Accrington Stanley and, as he lived really close to the base for our church football team, became a coup signing.


How to describe his attitude to football? Well, he’d eat people. As a half-back he would take no prisoners. You’re talking about the early 1970s when it was normal for folk to be sliding in from behind to instructions from the referee like ‘carry on’ and ‘ball first’. You would be half crippled playing Sunday League. There were plenty around like Russ on our patch, too. But he was a terrific sportsman.


As I was developing as a teenage cricketer with ambition, it was blokes like these who were all willing me to do well. There was no nastiness at all, no jealousy, no selfishness. They were all full of encouragement. There would be shouts of ‘go on, go on, keep going’ when I batted. I felt backed. It’s a fine thing when a sports team become great mates and in that regard I’ve never had so much fun. I’ve got this reputation as someone who likes a bit of a laugh and that’s where it all started for me.


Some of the characters who were playing when I started were still turning out on a Saturday 20 years later when I returned as a professional after packing up with Lancashire.


In the 1950s, there was a notorious gang in London called the Richardsons, who would later be involved in turf wars with the Krays. Well, Accrington had their own Richardson clan. Neville Richardson was our opening bowler and would sometimes share the new ball with Wes Hall, bowling big booming outswingers. He once took a six-for in the ransacking of a Ramsbottom team, including Ian Chappell for 33.


I played more cricket with his younger brother Alan, though. Alan had a reputation for someone who bought trousers with long pockets. If you ever lost him, you knew it would be pointless looking for him at the bar. You no doubt know of an Alan or two yourself.


He would go to fairly extreme measures to avoid spending money, in fact. Not least one winter when, on a particularly cold night, he braved a blizzard to walk the three-quarters of a mile from his house to Burnley Road Bowling Club, where Russ Cuddihy was the steward. It was an establishment we all frequented. Loads of people we knew would socialise there, sitting out in the beer garden on the nicest summer days, or pop up for a game of snooker in winter.


On this occasion, though, Alan was on a mission through the snow. He neither wanted to sit in the beer garden nor play a frame or two. Instead, he walked into the club and asked Russ: ‘Have you got a slice of lemon, please?’


‘What for?’


‘I’m afraid Cynthia’s got a cold. And I want to put it in some hot water along with some honey.’


It was clearly no expense spared for Mrs Richardson either, from a man known around the club as Shitbag Richie. The nickname not a reflection on his behaviour, but by virtue of him working for a fertiliser company from Oswaldtwistle called GEM. In simple terms, he sold bags of shit.


Alan was a big, powerful lad, which was a good job after his decision one September to leave his cricket bat outside his back door for the winter. It had got into his head that it would be better letting the elements get to it. By the time he picked it back up the following April, however, it was like a railway sleeper. It had taken so much rain over six months that its edges had expanded drastically and it was twice the weight.


Like Richardson the younger, Brian Rutter batted a bit and bowled a bit. Another talented all-round sportsman. But he was one of those who was never happier than when he was miserable. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile and I have known him for more than half a century. Enter a conversation with him and you lose the will to live.


You might recognise this prototype cricketer from your own club. Bowls little swingers that are hard to get away and bats in the middle order and is always after a not out.


The Lancashire League threw up some great personal battles and I look back on some of them with great fondness. Jack Houldsworth was an opening bowler for Church. During the week he was an HMRC tax inspector but don’t let his profession put you off. He was a great bloke. But for someone who chased pounds it was fitting that he could drop the ball on a penny.


Not much more than medium pace, but he was so accurate that you couldn’t take any liberties against him. I recall being a sub pro for Nelson against Church in 1981. If for whatever reason a player wasn’t required by Lancashire across a weekend, whether it was due to the fact you were coming back from injury or there was simply no game, you might get a request to deputise for the club’s absent professional. The county provided the names of those available and the club in question would then choose the player they wanted. You would get a bob or two for turning out, a percentage of which went back to Lancashire.


So, here I was waiting to receive my first ball from Jack. He was at the end of his run with the ball in his hand and I knew what he was up to because he was noted in the league for his ability to raise the seam. There was no tougher bowler to combat when he did so either, because he hit it regularly and the ball would jag this way and that as a result. Whenever he did, you could hear the whirr of the thread no longer aligned with the rest of the stitching.


Detecting the sound as I negotiated that first ball, I took guard again, this time about a metre down the pitch. I was going to play forward again because that’s what you had to do on Lancashire League pitches against someone of Jack’s pace. There were a couple of close catchers with me for company. Firstly, because it’s the second over of the Nelson innings. Secondly, because I am already the villain of the piece being on deputy professional duty. Thirdly, I am from Accrington, and the rivalry with Church is massive. It all adds up to them being very keen to get me out.


Within a few deliveries, it was obvious that my front-foot lunge was making a right mess of the wet pitch. ‘Come on, umpire, look what he’s doing here!’ The close fielders were on the case straight away.


‘I tell you what,’ I interjected. ‘I’ll come back into my crease as soon as he stops picking the seam.’ Not that Jack ever would. For him it was just a way of life. What you did when you were brought on to bowl on a Saturday afternoon. As all the league’s seamers worth their salt would. Jack finished with more than 1,100 career wickets and nobody ever clattered him. He was one of those bowling specialists. A cricketer that couldn’t throw, couldn’t field and was hopeless with the bat. But put a ball in his hand and he would be like a pudding pitch magician. He would bowl all day from one end with his little seamers from a nice measured run, getting in close to the umpire, and you just could not get at him.


It was a form of bowling that proved successful throughout the decades. A modern-day Jack called Dave Ormerod emerged at Bacup and then joined us at Accrington. Fondly known in the league by his nickname, Dibber. I’ve played against Dibber and thought that I would take him apart. Truth is I could do nothing of the sort. Operating at less than 75 mph, he was so accurate that every ball had to be played with a certain respect. If the pitch was rock hard and the ball was coming nicely onto the bat, then you would always fancy him going the distance but playing cricket in Lancashire meant the pitches never were like that. Bowlers like these guys would keep hitting the same area and by the end of the day there would just be a patch of soil left as all the grass had been knocked off.


Nelson’s Pat Calderbank was very similar. In that match in 1981, I opened the bowling with Pat, who ran in about five paces. I ran in four. It was an economy of effort that went well rewarded. I took five for 57, contributed 15 with the bat, and we won by eight wickets. The game was finished about half past five and the club chairman was disproportionately delighted.


‘Would you be available next time we need a pro?’ he beamed.


‘I don’t see why not. Yeah,’ I said. ‘Although I am not sure I did that great.’


‘Nah, it’s nowt really to do with what you’ve done. The best bit is we’ve finished at teatime and the bar’s full. If you get through them overs like that, you’ll do for us.’


We had bowled 17 overs apiece in no time and apparently the bar takings had been brilliant.


Due to the proliferation of paceless pitches there didn’t tend to be too many genuinely fast homegrown bowlers but Steve ‘Dasher’ Dearden, father of Leicestershire batsman Harry Dearden, was one. He took out Shane Warne’s off stump on the Australian’s home debut for Accrington in 1991 to bellows of ‘send him home’ – to Warnie, not Dasher – from some less sympathetic spectators at Thorneyholme Road. He was still sharp enough when I had one of my returns from retirement against Ramsbottom in 2008.


Players like him have made league cricket what it is. I can’t speak highly enough of some of the dedicated players in the Lancashire League over the past 60 years. I am talking about some great club cricketers.


Bryan Knowles at Haslingden and Peter Wood at Rawtenstall both churned out thousands of runs. Bryan was once selected for Lancashire’s second XI while Peter made two John Player League appearances for Nottinghamshire after coming to the attention of their captain Clive Rice. Similarly, Peter Brown at Burnley was a solid performer for many years. His two boys, Michael and David, both played county cricket. These were salt-of-the-earth, cricket-daft men, who exemplified the ‘When Saturday Comes’ competitive spirit.


There were friendships to be made everywhere. In fact, there was only ever one bloke with whom I kicked off. His name, rather aptly from a phonetical perspective, was Albert Ross. To me he was an albat-ross. I just couldn’t shake him and he clearly affected me and my performances.


When I went back to play in the league in the 1980s, he gave me absolutely heaps. I was taken aback by it, too, because in county cricket I’d never had any bother. Yet now I was being subjected to all kinds of abuse every time I came up against Todmorden. Real nasty stuff.


‘Who do you think you are?’ he would snarl at me. ‘Big shot.’


I had not been used to owt like that, and more than anything at first it was the shock, even after I’d been warned: ‘He’s mouthy, this bloke.’


I didn’t know him from Adam, but I couldn’t get the question out of my head: ‘What the hell’s up with him?’


When I decided to give him some back, I was warned by his teammates: ‘You want to be careful, mate, as he will nail you after the game.’


I thought: ‘Oh, shit.’


Me and him had some real ding-dongs and it was the only relationship I had with anyone that was like that. I copped a bit from people when I came back to play in my sixties, and I was fair game then to be honest, given my age, but Albert was the first opponent who got stuck into me who was on my level.


In 19 years of professional cricket, and some international cricket during that time, I’d never been abused, never encountered such aggression. There was no one lurking with his kind of bile in county cricket. Even when I faced up to Australia in the 1974–75 Ashes, and the fast bowling beasts Dennis Lillee and Jeff Thomson, there was nothing.


I recall the home fixture at Thorneyholme Road in the summer of 1986, walking into bat at number six. We were 10 for four and he walked to the crease with me. Believe me, he wasn’t offering me words of encouragement. It totally took me aback. I was out for nought, one of five ducks in an innings which featured a second-top score of five and we were dismissed for 48 on the way to a 10-wicket defeat. As Todmorden’s opening batsman, Ross had a not out next to his name.


Later, I saw the funny side of it, accepted that it was just the way it was with him, and we actually got on great once we had packed up, but it took me a long time, and even now if I pop out to watch a bit of league cricket, I will get someone ask me: ‘Seen much of Albert?’


Another stalwart was on the verge of breaking a record that has stood since the 1920s when the coronavirus pandemic decimated the start of the 2020 season. Keith Roscoe, a left-arm spinner, is an iconic cricketer in the league, who was 13 wickets shy of the number required to surpass Fred Duerr’s amateur record of 1,811.


My name is among his vast collection of victims, although our playing days only coincided briefly in the 1980s when I had packed up on the county scene and he was building a reputation as a bowler of some note. He started his career with Bacup but has mainly played at Rawtenstall and that puts his efforts into some context.


Rawtenstall play on a postage stamp of a ground, with square boundaries no more than a 40-yard carry and that has meant Roscoe – nicknamed Kes as in kestrel because he used to hover around the older lads as a kid desperate to get a game of something or other – has had to come to accept getting ‘pogoed’ straight. To be fair, if you are making the batsmen hit to the longest part of a compact playing area, then you’re giving yourself the best chance of them making a mistake – and lots have against him.


Funnily enough, he cites my lad Graham as one of the players who have made him suffer as a result of the ground’s idiosyncratic dimensions, but as he says: ‘I have been known to spin it! So if a batsman tries to smack it across the line, thinking that the shortest distance is up the terracing, and it does turn on them, they’re gone. At Rawtenstall, batsmen can get away with murder, but they don’t tend to keep getting away with murder.’


He is a bit of a personality. A spin-bowling punk rocker – the lead singer and rhythm guitarist in a covers band called Riflemen of War – he has dismissed some of the best players the league has had to offer. There weren’t too many professional bowlers who dismissed the great Viv Richards twice in a season, but Roscoe got him three times in two innings as an amateur! The season was 1987 and, on two wet tracks, he feathered the outside and inside edges of the West Indies great’s bat with his notorious arm ball. Wicketkeeper Peter Barnes held onto catches on both occasions and for the second match at Rishton had the wherewithal to remove the bails, too. The official dismissal went down as stumped.


Roscoe also snared Steve Waugh that summer and finished leading amateur wicket-taker in the league for the first of eight occasions. His performances earned a trial at Gloucestershire that July and August, and at Somerset the following year. Gloucestershire wanted him to uproot for Bristol but ties in the North-west, including a racing pigeon accessories business, a young son and a new mortgage, kept him on familiar territory.


‘People say I have specialised in trying to get the best players out,’ he says. ‘But I tell them, “I’ve specialised in trying to get everybody out. I’ve just been lucky that some of them have been really good cricketers. I’ve got some really bad batsmen out as well!” ’


Fewer players emerge onto the county scene from league cricket these days, but I was involved in pushing the cause of a cricketer who hails from one of the Lancashire League’s best-known families.


As the club’s barracker extraordinaire Big Roland, emerging from the bar when play was held up in the late 1980s, shouted: ‘Who does that dog belong to? Get it off immediately, there’s enough Barkers on the field already!’


There were three Barkers representing Enfield that afternoon: the father of Hampshire’s Keith, Keith senior, and his two elder brothers, Gary and Andy. Fine cricketers all. Dad was a first-rate Lancashire League pro who did everything at the club: he was captain, coach, prepared the ground. You will no doubt have met lots of blokes like him at cricket clubs up and down the land. The ones that hold clubs and indeed leagues together with their devotion above and beyond the call of duty. Despite being born in Barbados, he played for British Guyana and his friendship with Clive Lloyd resulted in his youngest offspring, Keith junior, sharing the middle name ‘Hubert’ with the great ex-West Indies captain.


It was actually me that recommended Keith Barker to Warwickshire because he wasn’t getting a look-in at Lancashire. My son Graham alerted me to him, saying what a thoroughly good player he was, and how he was ‘too good for this league’.


It was 2008 and Ashley Giles was in his first year as director of cricket at Edgbaston and so I dropped him a note. Warwickshire despatched second XI coach Keith Piper to take a look at him, offered the chance of a trial and – when wickets and runs followed – a contract was on the table in the August.


Lancashire didn’t like that I had recommended him. Earlier in his sporting career, he had chosen football over the contract they offered him and he was too talented to be sat on the sidelines waiting for another. I see nothing wrong with a lad trying to better himself and I felt duty-bound to help him get another chance. Those at Old Trafford had left it too late.


As things have turned out, he has had a lovely career. He played football at a good standard (he had Graeme Souness for a manager at Blackburn and made an appearance for England Under-19s) and then changed course when that door shut to enjoy a county cricket career of more than 250 appearances.
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