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Introduction


I have probably qualified for the gold watch when it comes to cricket. Aside from the briefest of diversions in the early 1980s, it has provided me with my livelihood since being signed on at Old Trafford as an inky-fingered fifth former back in 1963. This year represents the fiftieth anniversary since my first full season as a professional with Lancashire. Not that I am after any kind of long-service award.


You see, the pleasure has been all mine. Yes, it has been some journey, and like all of substantial length it has contained its highs and its lows, catching the praise and dodging the brickbats, although I am pleased to report it has never become as disconcerting as the one experienced by mate Craig ‘Donkey’ Daniels in the 2015 Wilmslow half-marathon when, having bet against half our local pub that he would finish in semi-professional time, he was overtaken by a man pushing a wheelbarrow, a full-sized Paddington Bear and a pantomime horse in quick succession. By that stage, a few miles in, dripping with sweat, he anticipated being a good few pounds lighter by the finish line. Around £500, as I recall.


It was hellishly tough breaking into that Lancashire dressing room as a meek sixteen-year-old, but as I reflect on it from my privileged seat in the commentary box for Sky Sports, there is a recognition that it was the making of me. The testosterone-fuelled mickey-taking, the hard graft for little reward, the harsh lessons of failure coupled with the joy of victory and personal achievement held me in good stead. Life as a county cricketer was the garden of my life, but it was not always sunshine and roses, even though I yearned for the funny side of all events.


Thankfully, where there were tears, laughter was never far behind. Most notably, when Bob ‘Knocker’ White, who went on to become a bloody good umpire, was batting for Nottinghamshire at Old Trafford in the late 1960s, when, with a half-century to his name, he suffered a twinge in his back. Visiting teams did not have physios travel with them in those days and so our man Bill Ridding ran on. Knocker, bent double, had some Fiery Jack ointment rubbed into the area to relieve the pain and reduce the stiffness. It worked a treat, although Fiery Jack was a product that really lived up to the name on the tin. After resuming batting, Knocker began moving more freely and even got a sweat on, which was the cause of his retiring hurt soon afterwards, as the stuff began running down his arse cheeks. After numerous gulps and groans, his face turning redder and redder, eyes watering, he departed to place his derriere in the bath, leaving several other men on the opposition crying for a different reason.


Cricket is a sport that acts as a magnet for characters and I am grateful to have met many across all the roles I have held in the game – from young shaver at Lancashire, to England player, coach from grassroots to international arena, first-class umpire and latterly commentator. They have all helped fill the game’s progress with fun. And how different it was back in the sixties when Bert Flack, the groundsman at Old Trafford, declared Pakistan’s innings against Lancashire in a touring match by entering the field with the roller and telling the batsmen: ‘It’s our turn now.’ Can you imagine that these days? There would be an ICC inquiry.


It is with a heavy heart that a cricketer gives up the comradeship of the dressing room and it might explain why I refused to pack in altogether when I came out of the county game in 1983, and even went back for another spell with my beloved Accrington Cricket Club not long before I turned pensionable age. Every April I long for the whiff of Ralgex in the nostrils and recall the hundreds of blokes I am proud to have called team-mates. There is even a thought or two for those I am not. Cricket, mirroring life, occasionally pitches you together with work colleagues you might not otherwise pass the time of day with.


While I have always cared deeply about the fortunes of the England team, and still do – never more so than when I had the privilege of coaching it for three years – neither have I forgotten where it all began, or where I passed through to get there. It is why, in recent years, I have put my name to the Lancashire League and Professional Cricketers’ Association, serving as president of both organisations. The sport has given me plenty and this has represented a chance to give something back.


To be frank, if you put me in a darkened room and shone a bright light in my eyes under questioning, I would tell you that my natural devotion lies elsewhere. It’s always been like that for me, really. Football has been my first love. My business has been cricket. It means I have come to like both of them equally. One of them is a real passion, something to keep me occupied on a social level, and yet it is the other one that has allowed me to make a living through expertise.


Sport in general makes me happy. I don’t really know either of the rugby codes, never found the time to get into them, but as the years tick by and I speak to pals who do, I find myself wishing I had. Other lads that I played with and coached at Lancashire were into rugby league, but I wasn’t born in that same M62 corridor heartland. And the red-trouser brigade who follow rugby union certainly never stopped off at Accrington. That’s far too posh and anyone that knows anything of the area knows we don’t do posh. But the bottom line is that competitive action tends to get me hooked. I can get lost watching the darts; I love watching snooker; the Do Not Disturb signs go up on our lounge door if I decide to sit down and watch a televised racing meeting. You probably know lots of folk like me. Just call me Mr Bloke.


Through the toughest times – the back end of my playing days with Lancashire, a personal crusade against entrenched English habits while coach of the national team – I hope that bloke was still recognisable. If he went missing temporarily, I always tried to get him back. Those whose careers took me in as both coach and co-commentator – such as Michael Atherton and Nasser Hussain – have been best placed to judge, I guess, but I retain confidence that all the friendships and loyalties developed during the late 1990s still remain intact as I sit back and put my lifetime in the sport to paper.


As a youth, I took a while to come out of the shell. My innocence and modest upbringing, combined with having a disciplinarian of a mother, slowed my transition from childhood into adolescence. But once I began to gain confidence, the simple advice of my father, a man with a strict devotion to his Methodist beliefs, has never been far away from my thoughts. ‘Be yourself,’ he used to tell me.


By nature, I am a positive person who likes the light-hearted side of life, and I hope that has come across in my commentary. This is not to say I refuse to be critical, merely that I try to paint players in the best possible light whenever given the chance. Of course, sometimes your judgements turn out to be severely skewed, and a player surprises you. One of the best things about sport, and forming opinions, as you have to do in my position, is being proved right. But I confess that it nearly always feels better to be proved wrong.


Take Steve Smith. As I write, he is the world’s number one-ranked Test batsman. Yet when Australia first picked him in the 2010-11 Ashes it looked to me like they could have easily thrown in any member of the Alan Price Set, the group that sang about Simon Smith and His Amazing Dancing Bear, and been as well served. Fast forward four years and he looks a totally different player, captaining Australia successfully in Michael Clarke’s absence in a Test series against India and churning out runs across all formats. Seldom has he failed since establishing himself in the Baggy Green at the end of our 2013 summer. Opponents have struggled to stop him, although I may have missed a trick in this regard. During the 2015 World Cup, I bumped into him and his partner in a restaurant. Would you believe it? He only had his bat with him! And he would have left it behind but for my intervention. It would have been better service to queen and country to have confiscated it.


He is not the only batsman to have made it to the top who has done me like a kipper. If I am watching a match at home it tends to be through a TV production eye rather than that of a cricket aficionado, considering things that have worked well and those that have not. But when I am at a match, doing my job, I become more interested in the skill, and similarly to Smith, the progress made by Hashim Amla since English viewers first got a sight of him back in 2004-05 has been fascinating. When he turned up on the world scene he was a walking wicket and the way he has transformed his game has been phenomenal. The best players do not always start on the international scene like world-beaters.


The progress of some speaks volumes for their determination to succeed. The way Mitchell Johnson went from bowling from the left, bowling to the right, to bowling straight at the batsman at the speed of light was a wonder to behold. To witness Mahendra Singh Dhoni suddenly come to life in an innings is intoxicating, even though he has done it to you several times before. Players like him truly get you lost in the moment behind the microphone. Then, there are the wondrous bowlers the unpredictable Pakistan continue to churn out. Long after I vacate the commentary box for a final time, they will be unearthing them, you can be certain of that.


The game advances in some ways and stays the same in others. There are a few of us now who watch what modern players do on a morning of a match to prepare and every single one of us would be of the opinion that the warm-ups they get through these days represent a lot of work before they get into the six or seven hours on the field. Jimmy Anderson – and clearly it is what he wants to do – will bowl something like thirty deliveries before the start of play. That’s five flippin’ overs. In the past, someone like Ken Higgs, a strapping bloke, would just get through the rhythm, nice and loose by stretching. Peter Lever was exactly the same. Then there is that anomaly that when all the prep has been done, they wander off, the captains have the toss and all the players are then sat around for half an hour back in the dressing room. I am sure a physiologist would tear me to pieces, but I feel that they have been doing too much. We had a cup of tea, did the crossword, then hit a few catches, had a hit and then had a bowl. It would all be over and done with and the only extra would be a stretch for the fast bowlers in the dressing room. I wouldn’t call that unprofessional.


For 250 days of the year, I am assessing cricketers and watching the development of teams. In Joe Root I believe England have a player who will be spoken of as one of the best batsmen on the planet in future years and I place a quiet confidence in the new management team of Andrew Strauss, Trevor Bayliss and Paul Farbrace to deliver something special. It is early days, but the raw materials are there and the environment to progress is in place.


Even in my downtime I can be spotted at league cricket grounds, watching my grandchildren up at Accrington, or nipping along to see Saturday matches at Bramhall, in Cheshire, or Easingwold in North Yorkshire, clubs near to the bases I have set up in my life with Diana. There are other pursuits to be enjoyed, such as long walks with Tags our fox terrier – me on my second knee, Diana on a new hip – or a day out on my BMW F800ST motorbike. These activities, like some of the items on my bucket list, such as riding a horse or travelling about on a canal boat, provide a break from the old routine. Our great British pubs offer me further respite, and a refuge for conversation to meander onto other topics over a decent pint of ale, but it has never been a hardship to talk cricket and I will gladly natter about it at the bar if someone wishes. After all, it is, I am told, what I do best.




CHAPTER 1


Last in the Tin Bath


One of the trendy buzz phrases used in English cricket circles over recent times has been ‘appointment to view’. According to the market research people, fans of the game wanted an allotted time slot in the week for their Twenty20 fix; a regular blast off, if you will. For some Friday night is music night and nothing else. For others, however, Friday night is NatWest night, that being the most popular time for our eighteen counties to conduct their family-oriented fun.


It was a family night for us too back in the 1950s. If you had made an ‘appointment to view’ visit on a Friday to 134 Water Street, Accrington, a short while after the town had digested its fish suppers, you would have had the displeasure of seeing yours truly, a twig of a lad with slightly sticky-out ears, covered in seven days’ worth of grime being dunked and returned to my original milk-bottle-white complexion.


Think of one of those corner-set luxury whirlpool baths with multiple speed settings, an array of gentle bath soaks, shampoos and Egyptian cotton towels . . . then erase it from your thoughts as you are getting completely the wrong idea.


It was more like sheep dipping, if truth be told.


Seldom did luxury come to town in Accrington. If it had it would have been run out by the mob, I reckon. A place like that offered a pretty rough-and-ready upbringing, but like most kids of my generation I made the most of the outdoors. Covered in dirt by Friday evenings, scrapes on my knees, bruises littered indiscriminately around my body, my habitual ‘treat’ was to scrub off the badges of honour during this weekly ritual. You see, Friday night was wash night.


The appearance of the tin bath full of suds in our back parlour was a regimented affair and like all regiments had an established pecking order. This was not just my night to scrub up, it belonged to the whole family, so I had to wait my turn. The cost of producing hot water restricted us to one soak a week and naturally it was adults first. And when I say family I don’t just mean me and my parents. Oh, no. There were only three of us living on a permanent basis at 134 Water Street, but my Uncle Harry and Auntie Annie lived five blocks up with my cousins Brian and Jean. Now Auntie Annie must have been a bit of a tyrant because at various stages of my childhood, Uncle Harry, Brian and Jean came to live with us, and that meant I got knocked down a rung or two.


My dad, David senior, and Harry, his brother-in-law, worked up at the foundry, which no two ways about it was a really shitty, dirty job. They would come home utterly filthy and make do with taking a soap and flannel to themselves throughout the week before their big plunge on a Friday night to get properly clean.


I was an only child so you might have anticipated my lot not being so bad. But Uncle Harry would also have his turn to jump in before muggins here dipped a toe. Not that I could see my toe once it was in. You can no doubt imagine the colour of the water when it came to my turn and the reduction in its temperature since it had been filled. You will have heard the phrase ‘as happy as a pig in shit’? Well, I conformed to the stereotype, without the contentment.


This once-a-week ceremony took place downstairs for the first few years of my life. Later, Dad created a DIY bathroom upstairs by partitioning part of my bedroom off with plasterboard and erecting a new floor out of pallets from the local glass factory that one of our family members used to collect for him. Establishing an upstairs bathroom was our doffing of our flat caps to modern life.


We stuck to using the outside lavatory, though, to avoid any accusations of opulence. Sure, the cleaning of teeth could take place inside, but going to the loo was always an outdoors expedition whatever the weather. You would have to make your way outside, as icicles formed on your imponderables, to sit on the throne, and there was no toilet roll to speak of – being an exorbitant item, it never made it onto our shopping list. Instead, there were bits of old newspaper that Mum and Dad would pin to the back of the toilet door. Who said recycling was a twenty-first-century fad?


Once read these rags would be put to a secondary use. Some people say they’re full of shit anyway, but I’ve always been an advocate of a good newspaper, and not for the kind of use we got out of the Daily Herald and the Daily Sketch.


Kids of 2015 don’t know they’re born. We take so much for granted these days. Wake up in a morning during winter and your bedroom more often than not is like the Bahamas in holiday season. Central heating? Back then, there would be genuine frost on the windows – and I’m talking about the insides. The only chance of heat entering the house between October and March meant an Antarctic trek into the backyard to get a shovel full of coal. Even then, you would be shivering for a quarter of an hour before the fire took its full effect.


We used to collect the bottles of Sarsaparilla sold to us by the pop man on his weekly rounds and turn them into hot water bottles to take to bed with us at night. Electric blankets? Bunkum. You would keep filling these things with hot water until they cracked, and only when you were well stocked for bottles did you consider selling your over-supply back to the pop man on his next visit.


Friday night wasn’t only bath night; it was washing night as well. Mum would wash all our clothes by hand and lay them out to be pulled through the mangle. In later years, as I reached my teens, I became the mangle operator and the prolonged turning of the handle took place in front of the fire while watching our newly acquired television. Seeing Michael Miles present the ITV game show Take Your Pick! dismissed the sense of it being a laborious chore. Contestants could win monetary prizes for answering relatively simple questions, but it was those failing to get through the preliminary round – the ‘Yes-No interlude’ – that got me guffawing.


A fellow called Bob Danvers-Walker, the voice of Pathé News for four decades, was the show’s announcer, while Alec Dane was effectively the gong of doom for those taking part. Michael Miles would interview the contestants for sixty seconds, with the name of the game being for them to avoid saying yes or no. I would be chortling away to myself as Michael Miles would say such things as, ‘Hello, Richard, is it?’ ‘Yes.’ DONG! Dane would come into his own in a nanosecond, at the slip of the tongue. It was brilliant stuff.


Last in the tin bath. Stood at the mangle. I knew my place all right. Home life was a strict regime that left me behind my peers in terms of growing up and seeing the real world.


Ours was a strict household dominated not by my father but my mother. To say I was well disciplined by her would be a bit like saying that Genghis Khan liked a spot of fisticuffs. She had old Genghis’s aggression too. For example, she would think nothing of giving me a whack with the frying pan. In contrast, my dad would never raise a finger against me. I could get a hiding for next to nothing, really. All it took was for her to be that way inclined and woe betide me. On reflection, she must have suffered a few women’s problems, I think, because I always seemed to be going to the corner shop to fetch some pills or other for her. When she wasn’t in the striking mood I could be stood in the corner of the room for hours on end; told to face the wall and not turn around until instructed. People talk of their childhoods being happy. Was mine? Was it hell. I was frightened to death of my mother. She worked at a weaving mill from 7.30 a.m. to 5 p.m. five days a week, and my sense of dread only eased when she was sat at a loom rather than at our kitchen table. It was not until I was about eighteen that the fear that she might actually skin me alive passed.


Unconditionally, I knew my place – move from it and I would be dispatched those few hundred yards to Uncle Harry’s gaff, one of a clutch of family members on the Aspin side to populate Water Street and its environs, to fetch his dreaded sailor’s belt. It seemed to spend as much time on my backside as it did around his waist, and it was always Mum who thrust it there with a flick of the wrist reminiscent of Glenn McGrath propelling a seam-proud delivery down an off-stump line. She administered these lashes with the dedication of an Olympian too. Then, when she had finished this ceremonial beating, I suffered the ignominy of having to shuffle back to Harry’s to return his leather weapon of justice with folk inevitably gawking at me, having heard the commotion from inside number 134. Talk about a bum deal.


When it came to Fridays, my stock was the equivalent of Albania in the Eurovision Song Contest. I would be bringing up the rear. We were also pretty far down the pecking order when it came to our social status. But like lots of families who grew up in the type of back-to-back cottage we called home, we got on with life. Sure, we had no money to speak of, but neither did the folk around us either. It was a harsh environment to be a part of – getting by was a darned hard slog for most – and that much was evident in the intimidating experience of waiting at the mill for my mother to finish work. The noise emanating from its walls was otherworldly in its volume. It reverberated around your body, and that was when you were stood outside. I couldn’t have imagined having to spend nine and a half hours a day suffering it on the inside. But this was part of life in the Lancashire enclave in which I grew up.


This was us. Our lot. It never occurred to me that our family was from anywhere else, as we seemed to be and acted like Lancastrians through and through. The clue was in the surname, I guess. It should have given things away – and not been such a surprise to learn – that my grandfather Arthur Lloyd came from Cardiff. He had migrated north to find work in Shropshire, then latterly settled in Accrington.


He only had one eye, did Arthur. An affliction that didn’t cause any hindrance generally but would prove a bit of a handicap when it came to earning a bob or two. You see, he used to work on the door at the Sydney Street Working Men’s Club, and a prerequisite of the job was to collect payment from patrons on entry. On any given evening things would be fine, but some among the revellers would make it their business to try to sneak in on his blind spot. Cheeky bleeders! There are very few memories for me of one-eyed Arthur because he passed away when I was four, but I retain cartoon-like imaginary visions of him being duped by a stream of likely lads saving on their admission money so they could afford another pint at the bar.


Dad was a devout Methodist whose beliefs meant he was also a strict teetotaller. He never thrust that upon me, but I did not drink around him in later life as a mark of respect, and wouldn’t have seen the inside of many establishments by the time it was legal for me to be ordering my own pint. At Christmas my mother would make a big sherry trifle, and a second booze-free one for Dad.


On one side of our family there was Dad, a fairly quiet and reserved army of one. On the other, there was a shedful of Aspins. There were umpteen of them as Mum had thirteen brothers and sisters. A number of my aunties and uncles I never knew, but the Aspins of Accrington hailed from Plantation Street, a rather apt address, the crop they were cultivating clearly being children. Everybody lived within half a mile of each other, with the majority of us in adjacent streets. It was typical, I guess, of many families in northern towns. You could just walk into each other’s houses at any time. In fact, there were so many of the Aspins you could have gone in blindfolded to any given house in Accrington and had a decent chance that it would belong to a relation.


My maternal grandfather was notorious in the area, and commonly known as Bill o’Moleside, named in recognition of the large hill next to the coppice where they lived. Moleside was so called because it was punctuated with lots of little caverns, as if giant moles had been working overtime on it. At weekends these caverns – referred to by locals as Gamblers’ Caves – would be populated by blokes playing cards and dominoes for money.


He was a bit of a mover and shaker was Bill and he used to be at the forefront of this amateur casino, playing for ha’pennies and pennies. There were very few television sets around in those days, of course, particularly in areas like ours where money was tight, so Bill clearly got his entertainment from fraternising with fellow card sharps. When he wasn’t out, the evidence presented suggests he was hard at work producing more heirs. No wonder he needed to win a few extra bob come Saturday. There were a lot of mouths to feed.


Dad started work in that hellish foundry – the unforgiving physicality of which was not something he enjoyed one iota – but ended up with a much more comfortable life for himself as a theatre technician at Accrington Victoria Hospital. For many years, I thought he was the bloke who operated some kind of cinema for convalescents. You know, the fellow that put newly released pictures on. It came as something of a disappointment to learn that he actually worked in the operating theatre, sterilising and disinfecting everything in sight so that surgery could take place.


He worked at the hospital for thirty-odd years, which added up to a fair amount of experience. As time went by, every now and again he would do an operation himself. Not top-end stuff like brain surgery or owt like that, mind. No, just the simpler stuff. For example, the full-time surgeons would think nothing of allowing him to whip out an appendix. He would then bring home these worm-shaped trophies, pickle them and place them in jars for display. You could see all the evidence of his handiwork hanging up in his shed.


From the centre of Accrington, Water Street ran all the way out to the countryside. It was the primary thoroughfare and the route people took to get to Peel Park, then home of the great Accrington Stanley. On Saturday afternoons, I would sit on the front step of our terraced house and watch all the players, followed by supporters an hour or so later, walk past. Living where we did meant I got to know these players, conversing with them as they went by, boots tucked under their arms.


What bound us all together in those days was that we were literally all bound together. Travelling out of town was not common; the world was a much bigger place. Your community was yours to be proud of, and folk were proud of it. People would stick to their own communities, displaying a sense of loyalty to the characteristics it possessed and its subsequent influence on their lives. Of course, it wasn’t glamorous, but this old mill town represented our world. Its massive cinder area located adjacent to Peel Park at the end of Water Street – or Rec as it was more commonly known – was where the Stanley players would train. Out of hours, in early evening, at weekends and in school holidays, it would be transformed into an imaginary Old Trafford, for football in the winter, cricket in the summer. Kids would come from all over town to congregate for a game. It’s where we learned our skills, honing them for hours as our parents went about their own daily chores. This waste ground was a sporting mecca of hopes and dreams. From dawn to dusk – or so it seemed – you could spot Accrington’s youth transforming themselves into young Denis Comptons or taking off Duncan Edwards. Sure, if you were any good you learned the technical aspects of given sports elsewhere, but here was the stage to parade what you could do among your peers.


That scene on Accrington Rec would have been replicated the length and breadth of the United Kingdom. Playing outdoors with a ball with your mates was a rite of passage for any child of the 1950s and several subsequent generations too. Nowadays, the parks of our towns and cities look bleak and are sparsely populated. No jumpers for goalposts, no more Ron Manager; some FIFA-branded video game being played in the front room on an abnormally large TV screen, yes, but no magic taking place in the fresh air.


Equally empty are the inner-city streets we used to populate for a knockabout. When was the last time you saw a set of cricket stumps chalked on a wall? They were ten-a-penny in 1947, the year in which I was born. But times have changed. We are all more aware of the perils of allowing our children to unearth their own mischief, fearful that mischief or something worse will find them. The kids of this country are poorer for it. Of that I am sure.


The Rec was also the site of three air raid shelters, reminders of the Second World War. These shelters – no longer standing as the whole area has been bulldozed and tarmacked since – represented our dens, a refuge where we could hang out when we took a break from our sporting endeavours. We would dive into them, have a chinwag over our glasses of lemonade or cream soda – never beer, as under-age drinking didn’t seem to appeal in those days – or tuck into our little penny loaves and crisps. A penny loaf was as you imagine from the description – bread baked in a tin about three inches long and an inch wide that would cost you a penny.


Dad had been a worthy and enthusiastic sportsman himself, turning out as a right-back for several amateur football clubs over a quarter of a century. He was proud of my progress as I came up through the ranks of the local teams, meticulously scouring the newspapers in search of mentions of my achievements. Several landmarks of my boyhood participation made it into his beloved scrapbook.


Despite our austere existence, I never wanted for kit. Poor we might have been, but Mum and Dad were typical of northern parents, I guess. I never knew how, but they always managed to find a way of purchasing the right clobber when it was required, whether that was flannels, bats, pads, cricket shoes or football boots.


Mum also took it upon herself to kit me out in what I can only say was distinctly the wrong gear from an early age. Now let’s be clear – I don’t have anything against cross dressing per se. I just don’t feel it has ever been a pursuit for me. Mum obviously had different ideas, though. Disappointed not to get the daughter she had always craved (my parents had me relatively late in life by mid-twentieth century standards), Mum refused to let the facts get in the way of her fairytale story. So for the first five years of my life, I was her little girl.


If things had turned out exactly as she had planned, I would have been called Gwyneth. As it was she had to make do with putting waves through the long curly hair she let drop towards my shoulders, dressing me in a frock and adding accessories. Forget toy cars. The only thing I possessed with wheels on as a toddler was a pram.


Being an only child, I had to suffer in silence. Later in life I asked my mum why I had no brothers and sisters. ‘We only did it once,’ was her cheeky reply. My guess is that joking about it masked the truth. They’d had trouble conceiving. After all, when I was born they were both thirty-seven.


Putting my mother’s disappointment about my gender aside, she did develop one other strange fixation when it came to me: she was convinced I had a hole in my head that used to let the cold in and was the chief cause of my asthma. She seemed to think that I would catch a chill, as the young heroes of Charles Dickens’s novels always used to, so took to sending me to school with a flying hat on. It was for my own good, she used to tell me, and to make matters slightly worse she put me in a pair of clogs with metal soles, and baggy trousers with braces to boot. Let me tell you, it’s no fun being dispatched to school looking like Roy Chubby Brown after he’s been on a hot wash. When we went swimming, the teachers were told that making me wear a swimming cap was compulsory, so concerned was Mum about water getting in around my brain.


When it came to my health, she was always of the belief that there was something wrong with me, although for my part, other than the complex developed from dressing like a Bavarian circus extra with my lederhosen and European footwear, I generally felt fine outside the house. It was only inside that I would start coughing and wheezing. But I put that down to the multitude of birds my father brought home. The tally of canaries and budgerigars he kept throughout my childhood must have hit fifty, and I reckon it must have been a bit of budgie-fancier’s lung that I developed.


My dad used to breed these feathered fiends and one of his early favourites was a budgie called Joey. It used to sit on his head, which meant it was covered in bird shit most of the time. In terms of his pate, imagine an albino version of Mikhail Gorbachev and you will have a pretty accurate image. Unlike me, these birds could get away with a bit of lip and Joey was the only being alive who would ever dare tell my mum what to do. ‘Put kettle on, Mary!’ it would chirp.


My parents met through my dad playing football with my mum’s brothers. They did not see eye to eye on everything, mind you. For a start, Dad was deeply religious and my mother wasn’t. He could be found at Cambridge Street Methodist Church three times every Sunday and throughout his whole life it was his second home. In later years, he finished up as its caretaker and became a lay preacher. It was not only his refuge but the hub of the community.


Accrington was littered with regular hangouts for me – the cricket club just on the outskirts, Peel Park where my beloved Stanley played, the Rec and the technical school where I was a pupil – yet the focal point was the church. As well as the multiple trips on a Sunday along with Dad, I would return most nights to attend the Institute’s youth club and engage in sporting pursuits. I would be one of twenty or thirty lads playing snooker, table tennis and darts, or be stood around chatting with a bottle of Sarsaparilla or lemonade in hand. We ran four snooker teams in the church league and I was a member of the D team.


It was a brilliant existence, a great grounding in life. We had our own football team, a flippin’ good outfit too. We were all mates together and there was no question of any of us going to the pub. In addition to the sports teams, there was a fantastic pop group – one of those skiffle bands with a washboard and a tea chest. They were truly terrific, and as well as playing at the church they would be booked to play other gigs around the local area. The Institute was a vibrant place every night. Handed six pence on the way out the front door by my mother, this pretty sum had to get me through an evening’s entertainment. You would have to pay a contribution for the lights for the snooker, once your name was the topmost one left on the chalkboard. Table tennis, which came at no cost, was played in another room, so the rest of the money tended to go on fizzy pop.


The bloke that ran it all was called Norman Gresham. He played in the B team when it came to snooker, with a style of play a bit like Chris Gayle’s batting. What he lacked in subtlety, he made up for in power. He just used to hammer the ball. Line it up with the cue and give it an almighty crack. He was a lovely old fella, who would give up his time every single night, Monday to Friday, taking the money for the various activities and handing out the change meticulously. But he was also part of what was a pretty special microcosm of Accrington life.


There was a real camaraderie down there and I would make that pilgrimage happily every night as a teenager, ensuring I was back home for between nine and ten o’clock. It was a real happy hangout for me, and held me in good stead for the dressing-room environments I would experience later in life as a professional cricketer with Lancashire and England.


Closer to home in Water Street you would normally find me with my best mate Alan Deakin. Alan – or Fatty, as I affectionately knew him – lived right at the top of our road. He was an unbelievably clever lad who had piano lessons and breezed through all his tests when it came to anything educational. Our families were very close, so much so that I called Alan’s mum Auntie Elsie. Of course, she wasn’t a conventional auntie, just an adopted one. We’ve all had one of those, haven’t we? Not a blood relative but someone familiar enough to earn the title by default. We spent lots of time together, both us lads and our mums and dads, and we were all part of Cambridge Street’s extended family.


He might have been Alan to Auntie Elsie but he was Fatty to me. Not that she was particularly fond of me using his nickname. ‘He’s called Alan,’ she told me sternly, during one memorable ticking off when I knocked for him one morning and asked: ‘Is your Fatty coming out?’ It didn’t matter to me what he was called. He was my best mate. It doesn’t take a genius to deduce that he had a bit of weight on.


Those familiar cobbles in that particular residential area, which meandered down towards the town centre, have been razed now. But they were the stepping stones to magic and mischief when I was young. We got up to some right shenanigans on and around them. If we weren’t kicking around some ball or another or hitting one with a bat or a stick, then we would be playing marbles. Walk down a street like ours and you would see boys like me on those cobbles, shooting marbles towards the targets we marked in front of garage doors. It was a big game in the 1950s and 60s but has not stood the test of time for some reason. The same can be said of another one of my old favourites which was top and whip. You would chalk the top – a wooden block with a pointed end – in all different colours and then pick up the whip – a leather shoelace – to flick it round, trying to make it stand up on end and spin to create a rainbow of moving colours.


This was innocent enough, but like all boys we went a bit off piste at times. For example, one of our tricks was to tie the ends of a rope to two door handles from opposite sides of the street, and then bang on them alternately. Of course, try as one might, they wouldn’t open, much to the frustration of those inside. Reserved, I might have been, but when pitched together with Fatty we became a dastardly duo.


Actually, I am not particularly proud of one of the other larks we got up to – in fact, on reflection it’s shocking, absolutely awful, but as a reformed character I feel compelled to share it with you.


A lot of doors at that time had what we called snecks – a type of latch or catch to fasten them. You had to push the top bit down with your thumb and pull at the same time to open the door, and our prank was to force a drawing pin into the wood near the sneck and then attach a bit of dog shit to its head. When people put their thumb on the sneck they would inevitably feel the unusual substance on their fingers and thumb, causing them either to sniff it, or worse still lick it, to the considerable mirth of the two giggling onlookers stowed behind a wall or leaning on a lamp-post yards away.


I wish I could tell you that my adolescent years were all good, clean fun. But I was brought up not to tell lies. If I did, it meant a wallop from Mum.


Dad always liked to develop the ‘family’ theme when he played sport. Football was his love – it was through natural ability rather than an inherited interest that I fell into cricket – throughout his life. Once his playing days were over, he ran local football sides with a fair amount of success. Every now and again he would attempt to foster the team spirit with social nights round at our house. My school teams would get similar treatment. Mum would cook up a dozen or so servings of pie and peas, and everyone would natter about the game over supper.


When Dad hung up his boots, he took on the kind of challenge he relished. One of the amateur teams in Accrington, Cedar Swifts, were hopeless when he started. They were a lost cause, if truth be told – but that very fact gave him something to work with. Winning with the best did not appeal to my dad as it might to others. Turning around perennial losers did and, with the usual Lloyd template of togetherness applied, that is what he set about doing with great success.


Not that I took to cricket instantly, and certainly not at the age of ten. Like Dad, football has been the natural number one passion for me; cricket the slow burner that still flickers half a century later. My adolescence featured lots of links to the town’s football club rather than its cricket equivalent. In those days Stanley had a nucleus of Scottish players, scouted north of the border and sent down to ply their trade in the English lower leagues. My Auntie Edith was the housekeeper at their collective digs, providing me with another link to the place and its squad. She would cook their meals, wash their clothes and generally see to it that they were comfortable in their new environment.


All this gave me my initial interaction with professional sport, and throughout my childhood I wanted to follow in their footsteps and become a footballer. I was pretty good at it and always encouraged at school. However, I was doing all right at cricket as well, and into my teens I was captain of the town teams in both sports.


It would not be economical with the truth to suggest I might have had a different sporting career but for my awkward social skills as a boy. Football League clubs from around the region had their eye on me and I signed for Burnley as a schoolboy. After a spell of training with them, it was the first-team manager Harry Potts who came to our house and got me to commit to a contract. These days there are about four levels of coaches and management between the first-team boss and those in charge of age-group teams, and so it is unlikely that you’d hear of Arsène Wenger popping along the road to Camden to meet the family of a fifteen-year-old with potential. But it was common practice at that time and was still so in cricket when, as Lancashire head coach in the 1990s, I paid a similar visit to the Flintoff household in Preston. More of that later.


Gawthorpe Hall, where Burnley trained, was a state-of-the-art facility back then, much better than anything else on the Division One scene, and I was coached by Jimmy McIlroy, another Clarets legend, so you would have thought all this was manna from heaven for a football-loving nut like me. Unfortunately, though, my heart simply wasn’t in it, and I used to skip training. When it came to it I could play all right, make no mistake about that, but dressing room banter exploited my inherent shyness and alienated me. I certainly didn’t feel as though I fitted in either there or at Blackburn, who also called me for training-ground matches, and would tuck myself away in a quiet corner. Then, I sought excuses not to go; missed the bus, looked for other invites or purposely delayed my departure. Bungling an opportunity like that told its own story.


As a sheltered youth, I had always been comfortable playing in my immediate environment, alongside like-minded pals, starting with the Peel Park junior school teams. No wonder, perhaps, given that in one memorable season we racked up 63 goals in 11 straight wins without conceding once. Yep, played 11, won 11, goal difference 63.


Yet it wasn’t as if the football clubs moved heaven and earth to secure me, either. For example, I might have got a personal call from Harry Potts to offer me a Burnley B team match, but after I declined to attend a Lancashire trial in Bolton due to a clash, no one came banging on my door to persuade me that I was making a mistake. With the benefit of hindsight a life in sport has given me, I know what it’s like when you are recruiting for youth teams. There are a lot of talented young kids out there and as an organisation you don’t want to be wasting your time on one, regardless of the talent in question, if his heart is not in it. You concentrate on the hearts that are.


Short in stature for my age and slight with it, I wanted to be someone like Johnny Haynes, one of the great inside-lefts, or Duncan Edwards, who caused me to cry my eyes out for a day as a ten-year-old when he died in the Munich air disaster. Edwards was my sporting hero and indisputably would have been one of England’s best footballers if he’d survived. I wanted to be that Manchester United No. 6. But I was never one to be thrusting myself forward for extra recognition outside my own post code.


In Accrington, things felt completely different because even from a young age I felt I had a presence, as though people knew me and of my achievements on the sports field. The fact that folk might sing my praises was enough to relax me. Even in my dad’s teams, when I was by far the youngest player, I was completely chilled out about being junior in elder company. Quite simply, I was one of these kids that needed familiarity to perform well. It was not a necessity later in life, but fast forward into my thirties and I still loved being transported back into that Accrington bubble playing local sport.


As well as running Cedar Swifts, Dad started up the church football team, and the Cambridge Street Methodists were a crack outfit, I can tell you. David Hughes, with whom I went on to share a cricket dressing room at Old Trafford, hailed from Newton-le-Willows but was talked into playing centre-forward for us at weekends because he was dating a girl from Blackburn. I was fourteen when I started playing and it felt like a genuine sense of achievement when this team evolved over subsequent years, culminating in the winning of the All-England Methodist Church Cup.


While David was a fine leader of the line – winning a healthy proportion of his aerial challenges – I was more a provider than scorer. That meant playing as the second striker – a Peter Beardsley with the looks, if you like – or on the left flank, as I did on occasion during a spell in the local non-league with Great Harwood, for whom Jack Simmons ploughed the forward furrow. Big Jack used his physicality to his advantage and would think nothing of bundling opposition goalkeepers over the goal-line in his quest to score. He did so with some success, contributing to his breaking of several league records, and unfortunately his leg on three occasions too. The final one ended his football fun for good.


Commitments with teams across a couple of sports throughout my teens meant trekking to and fro on public transport. At that time nobody had a car; there were literally none anywhere. So I would get the bus to do a couple of hours’ training with Burnley after school – or not as the case may be – or to Old Trafford on Saturday mornings for net practice, returning from Manchester to play in a league match for the Swifts after lunch.


As a consequence my schoolwork got neglected and my education took a back seat. Being a technical college, our school offered the chance for lads like me to pick up the skills to learn a trade – an oldstyle apprenticeship on leaving. I was never going to have an obvious path to follow as there was nothing I particularly excelled in. My three O-level passes came in English, Woodwork and Technical Drawing, much to my surprise and even more to the surprise of our master, whose assessment of my ability proved more stinging than any other I received in subsequent cricket reports across the national press.


I was scheduled, rather bizarrely given my qualifications, to become a plumber’s hand upon leaving school. I know, I couldn’t see how that gig with the local council had been lined up, either. It mattered little, though, as instead, I took my first tentative steps as a professional cricketer that summer of 1963.


However, even while on the Lancashire staff I liked playing local amateur football and would do so under code names to avoid drawing attention from the Old Trafford hierarchy. My contracts prohibited this of course, and goodness knows what I would have done had someone put me in A&E with one of the horror tackles that proliferated on playing fields around the county. I reduced the chances of this occurring by pulling out of 50-50 challenges and even reassessing some 60-40s if the defender I was up against looked like a prize cage fighter. Despite this, I so loved the whole event of playing with my mates – having a laugh before kick-off in the dressing room, before giving it your all on the pitch for ninety minutes and then reliving it down the pub – that it all felt worth it. That ‘When Saturday Comes’ existence was great for me. I was simply itching for the arrival of every weekend.


As with all things, the Cambridge Street team eventually ran its course and was consigned to history, and its folding meant it was time for me to move on too. Even into my twenties I was clearly a sought-after property on the local scene, as evidenced by a couple of blokes who would have passed for nightclub bouncers, Tony Noonan and John Starkey, turning up at my house not long after word had got out about the demise.


These two hulks, captain and player-manager respectively, literally filled the front room of my marital home in Ascot Way. It was only local league football but having a couple of heavies like that turn up made it feel like you were being recruited into a mafia family. Here they were asking me to sign up for their clan. It was a bit like being taken into the local militia. They wanted me to fight alongside them, all ten stone of me; a lightweight left-winger to add a different kind of punch. Their opening gambit was: ‘Come and join us, we need some credibility.’


During the first eight matches of the season they had been at their consistent best: they’d had a man sent off every week and owed that much in fines they felt they needed some reforming. Signing up a Goody Two-Shoes like me was the answer. I was pretty proud of being the Gary Lineker of my day, not once having had my name taken by the referee.


The fact they wanted to sign a wet-paper-bagger to dilute their reputation should have told me what they were all about, although to be fair I had a good idea because a few mates were already playing for Willow Mount, the club in question. Not that the name of the club meant anything at all, really. You see, we had to keep changing what we were called on an annual basis because of our notoriety. Willow Mount we might have been, but we also went by Baxenden Football Club and Park Inn in other seasons. At one stage it felt like we were called something different every month. There were some terrific players – the goalkeeper Rubber Thompson, a postman whose parents hadn’t delivered him a proper Christian name as far as I could tell, saved everything; then there were the two Daves, Pitt and Kay, Alec Mackereth and Phil Howarth, a terrific lad who later in life became the partner of my first wife Susan.


Suffice to say that whatever name we sported, we could handle ourselves in the rough and tumble of the Accrington leagues. Of course, as a good church-going lad I wasn’t one of the main protagonists when it came to problems, but as a collective I have to admit we were bloody reprobates. In that day and age it was anything goes on a football field and our tackling left nothing to the imagination. But could we play football? Boy, could we ever. We were a fantastic team, but the bottom line was that we would win by whatever means necessary. These were brilliant times for me, playing alongside blokes who promoted a real sense of ‘us and them’. At times it could get really tasty on the field, but this was strictly social for me. For by now the seriously competitive stuff was already happening over in Manchester with Lancashire.




CHAPTER 2


Accy Thump


During his time on the international stage, ably grinding out innings over several hours, Paul Collingwood earned the name Brigadier Block. It was my old mate and long-term Sky Sports colleague Bob Willis who wonderfully dubbed him Double B. But I have news for Bob and you lot out there: when it came to defensive batting I was the original. Been there, yawn the T-shirt.


There are some other similarities between myself and Colly, whose redoubtable qualities have made him stick out in the modern era. Like me, he has no body piercings or tattoos. Not on public display, at least. And the way in which he put up the barricades against the odds to save Tests for England against the might of South Africa and Australia in the space of eight months in 2009-10 showed admirable depth of resolve. There was a real thou-shalt-not-pass attitude about him during the last rites of matches in Cardiff, Centurion and Cape Town. He proved himself master of the dead-bat.


Of course, you were made to wait until the end of matches for Colly’s quality to out. But with me you could see it from the start of an innings. Because in my youth, I barely played a shot in anger; not that it bothered those who were developing me up at Accrington. I was never discouraged from placing a high price on my wicket and staying in as long as possible, repelling whatever the opposition bowlers threw at me.


Playing Lancashire League cricket was a bit of a baptism of fire for a teenage wannabe, especially with a few international bowlers littered around the other clubs, not to mention the wily old pros alongside them who had graced the league for several years. Between these two groups they gave you little to hit and tested your technique and concentration.


During summer months, the church institute where I hung out with like-minded pals closed down temporarily, and so I found my entertainment elsewhere. Naturally enough, that meant virtually every evening in the school holidays involving a trek up to Accrington Cricket Club. My dad allowed my mum to run the house and he was content with his lot, his escapism coming when he played or managed football matches at weekends, while my escape route was proving to be up the stoney thoroughfare that was Thorneyholme Road.


Cricket was certainly not Dad’s thing, but he was very supportive in all of my activities and so backed me in whatever I chose to take up. It was actually one of the blokes from his football team that started me off at Accrington Cricket Club by paying my initial annual membership fee. Peter Westwell was the goalkeeper from Cedar Swifts and it was probably as much of a thank you to my dad for his devoted duties as any thought of doing a good turn for a young lad.


Hours were spent grooving my bowling action or tinkering with my batting technique in the nets with other young players, either at official club practice or the Under-18s equivalent. If a midweek match took place I would be up there watching, taking the opportunity to have a knock-up in between innings on the outfield, as kids have tended to up and down the country through the generations; on some occasions the club groundsman Frank Nash would even let us use a pitch on the edge of the square for an impromptu practice match during quieter periods of the six weeks’ school holidays and at weekends.


My bowling, at least, was reaping the rewards of it all. At thirteen, I was already scalping third XI batsmen, and the thrill of taking wickets maintained my enthusiasm and persuaded me there was an alternative to football. Probably due to my lack of physicality when pitched against grown men, my batting didn’t develop at the same pace. But by 1961, I was in the second XI on merit and being successful at that level too, taking five-wicket hauls versus Bacup and Todmorden. Dad, whose keeping of scrapbooks I was thankful for later in life, recorded all the details for posterity.


For a young lad of fourteen, this was an intoxicating world. Imagine being one step away from mixing with some stars of the global game. It was the equivalent of being in the team below one of the best players at the Indian Premier League playing at a club like Accrington. At that time, the Lancashire League produced its own yearbook with pen-portraits and photographs of the professionals recruited from overseas, a publication that actively encouraged the inner autograph hunter in every child. Of course, I was no different in wanting their signatures, but ambition meant I wanted to compete alongside them too and thankfully the wait for this to come to fruition was not a long one.


I made my Accrington first XI debut as a fifteen-year-old in July 1962 against Rishton, in a side that contained West Indies great Wes Hall. Wes’s popularity – he even made it round to our house to sample my mum’s pie on occasion – came from his willingness to be a part of our community. Forget his wonderful ability as a cricketer, he was also as generous with his support of others, myself included. He showed an interest in the club’s younger players, and when you played alongside him he made you feel an equally important member of the team.


So there I was in my very first match, my only first XI appearance of that particular season. What a thrill to be shoulder-to-shoulder with this supreme international athlete. Wes was in his mid-twenties, the prime of his career, and was a fearsome prospect for the best batsmen in the world, let alone the best players from our county. It must have felt like he was pushing off the sightscreen to opposition batsmen when he had that new ball in hand. The ferocity of his bowling was summed up by the fact that our wicketkeeper Jack Collier used to shove steaks down his gloves in a bid to reduce some of the impact. By the end of an innings those mitts would have been closer to well done than medium rare.


On this single occasion that I played alongside him, a drawn match up at Rishton’s Blackburn Road ground, Wes opened both the batting and bowling. Although a renowned fast bowler, he was a capable enough batsman to have scored two Test fifties by the age of twenty-five, and showed some of his ability with 64 in a century opening stand. Such a start to our innings meant we were going to post a competitive total even though Rishton fought back. In fact, batting at No. 8, I arrived at the crease on a hat-trick, and considered averting such a result a major triumph. However, although I avoided the ignominy of being dismissed first ball, I didn’t last long, making just one in my maiden knock.


No matter. By eight o’clock that Saturday evening I was able to reflect on a triple of my very own, the first three wickets of my first XI career. I had been picked to bat in the lower-middle order and bowl the combination of chinamen and googlies that had flummoxed kids of my own age and indeed second XI batsmen around the league. Accrington’s captain, Lindon Dewhurst, provided me with a good window of opportunity too – all too often young lads are picked with promises of this and that, only to end up as glorified scarecrows in the field. I could have no such complaints though, being brought on first change after Wes had nipped out the top three. My debut figures of 6-0-24-3 were numbers to be proud of.
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