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Adrian Richard Alington was born in Oxford in 1895, the son of the Reverend E. H. Alington. The First World War broke out just as Alington was finishing his schooling, and from Marlborough College he went straight into the army. He served with the Wiltshire Regiment as a Captain until he was wounded in 1918, and was the Cipher Officer for the Supreme War Council at Versailles.

While serving in France, Alington wrote What Every General Knows, or Sweet Fanny Adams, a satirical play which was put on for the troops. Harold Raymond, a fellow officer and a partner in the publishing firm of Chatto & Windus, commissioned Alington after the performance to write a novel; Slowbags and Arethusa, his first, was published shortly after the war.

Alington wrote seventeen novels in all, including The Vanishing Celebrities and Rosie Todmarsh, as well as numerous radio scripts, and he edited John Buchan’s Episodes of the Great War. He also wrote several screenplays, including an adaptation of his own novel, Those Kids from Town Again. The Amazing Test Match Crime, his tenth novel, was originally published in 1939.

Adrian Alington died in 1958.

‘I can quite honestly say that I have never laughed so much at a book since I read about that classic cricket match in England, Their England’

Brian Johnston
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To S. E. Trotter, Esq.


Introduction

It pains me to say so, but most cricket novels simply aren’t very good. Given the astonishingly high standard of so much cricketing non-fiction, you would expect at least one of our most eminent novelists to regard this as a challenge, but as yet there has been no Ian McEwan novel set at Lord’s, or an Ali Smith state-of-the-nation tale based on a wet Thursday in May at Northamptonshire’s County Ground. Recently, the desperation caused by this lamentable state of affairs led me to read Ted Dexter and Clifford Makins’s 1976 potboiler, Testkill, a book so poor you almost expect it to crumble into dust in your hands. How difficult can it be? Cricket is the great narrative sport, and a close, hard-fought Test match is the nearest any sport comes to the structure, rhythm and feel of a good novel. The opening is there, if someone is brave enough to take it.

So why has Adrian Alington’s The Amazing Test Match Crime been ignored for so long? Published in 1939 – not perhaps the best year to be putting out a story as light and funny and daft as this one – it was briefly in print again in the mid-1980s, with an introduction by Brian Johnston, who thought it was one of the best cricketing novels he had ever read, very nearly as good as Testkill by Ted Dexter and Clifford Makins. I read it first then, but at the time I was rather a serious young man and didn’t much care for it. Now older and infinitely more frivolous, I can appreciate its skill, its brio and its considerable oddness, for this is that rarity: a comic cricket novel that is genuinely funny. Alington actually wrote seventeen novels, of which this was the tenth, but his name is now almost completely forgotten. I tried to look him up in Christopher Fowler’s The Book of Forgotten Authors, but it turns out Fowler forgot to put him in.

Alington knew his cricket. The Amazing Test Match Crime is a romp, as unserious a book as can ever have been written, but it also operates as a canny satire of English cricket, of those who play, watch and administer the sport, and even of Englishness itself. England are playing a Test series against Imperia (most place names have been changed, to protect the innocent). The first four Tests have been drawn, and the last Test of the summer, held naturally enough at the Oval, is imminent. England are captained by Norman Blood, ‘dark, handsome, an athlete to his fingertips’, son of the eminent Sir Timothy Blood, ‘erect, distinguished, with a noble white moustache … the doyen of the game’. Living in the same village is Joe Prestwick, a mystery spinner who first emerged in a village game the previous year, when the blacksmith had to withdraw, having been kicked by a horse. Prestwick took ten wickets for one run, and was soon playing for his county, Glebeshire, and running through county attacks like a knife through butter. Will he play in the Test match, or will England stick with its two bowlers, Truth and Manleigh?

What no one knows, though, is that a gang of international criminals is planning to upset the Test match for their own dark and dastardly reasons. The leader is the Professor, whose enormous head conceals a giant brain. He knows nothing about cricket so reads up about it in that scholarly tome, Principles of Sound Batsmanship by L. E. G. Glance. He is accompanied by a gun-happy American hood, Sawn-off Carlo, and Ralph the Disappointment, who had once been expelled from public school for drinking port. Can Norman Blood and Joe Prestwick foil their evil intent? And will Joe Prestwick marry beautiful Monica, who is to be seen absent-mindedly swinging a tennis racket, and never to be seen playing tennis? Jokes pile on jokes in Alington’s book; the running gags never fail to take you by surprise; and anyone who loves cricket will find themselves laughing out loud embarrassingly while reading the book on public transport. My favourite character may be pompous old Sir Timothy, who is constantly telling long and involved anecdotes, including this one, about the day in 1894 when he was run out on 99 by Josser Slingsby.

‘And so there was I, when one short of the coveted three figures, as we used to call them in those days, on my way back to the pavilion, thanks to Josser Slingsby’s stupidity. Josser never recovered. It broke him up. He never played again. He spent his last years in a Home for Aged Cricketers under the delusion that he was a superannuated race-horse. In a final flash of sanity he sent a message asking my forgiveness. In order to ease his last moments I forgave him, though, of course, I made it quite clear that there was never a possible run.’

Eat your heart out, Ian McEwan.

Marcus Berkmann
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‘The Bad Men – no information obtainable.’

From the dossiers of half the police-
headquarters in Europe
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