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Play Up


This they all with a joyful mind

Bear through life like a torch in flame,

And falling fling to the host behind –

‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’

‘Vitaï Lampada’,

SIR HENRY NEWBOLT



During the period of my life when my job required me to travel the world, whenever I arrived at a place, especially if it was dangerous, I would make sure to call my mother and tell her I was well, or, at least, alive. Her most frequent response when I told her I was in Moscow, or Beirut or Belfast was, ‘But why?’ A fair question and one I often found it dispiritingly difficult to give a simple answer to.

One particular time, I remember calling her from Beirut in Lebanon. At this point, in 1983, it was arguably one of the most dangerous places on earth. The previous year the city had been under siege after the breakdown of the UN-imposed ceasefire with Israel. There were to be deadly bombings and the PLO were about to be expelled. I felt that queasy mix of professional pride and personal anxiety that accompanied so much of my work as a foreign correspondent.

I greeted my mother, told her where I was, and began to reassure her I was safe when, without missing a beat, she began, ‘How could the West Indies do that?’ I knew immediately of course that she was referring to the West Indian loss to India in the final of the Cricket World Cup. My mother, like many women from the Caribbean, treated cricket like English people treat the weather: that is, an unavoidable and essential feature of daily life that must be dealt with first before subjects of secondary importance can be broached. As a son of those islands, I felt exactly the same way. And I suppose if this story has a centre it is one simple question: why?

I have written one previous book about myself. It was an attempt, at least, to capture the full shape of a life; a canvas in which I remained far more interested in those I had met than myself. Perhaps because that has been written, I want this to be a different sort of book. I think of it more as a series of intimate studies of my life’s abiding passion. Cricket was my first obsession. In many ways it has remained my most consistent one. And, like all obsessions, it touches upon every other area of my life.

It was with me in those sprawling, never-ending games played with tree branches and tennis balls dipped in water, on dusty tarmac and any waste ground we could lay claim to, in our village in San Fernando, Trinidad, when my younger brother and I would be called back as the light failed. It was with me when I wanted to listen to cricket matches, so much so that my father eventually bought a radio. And it was through this battered box that I first listened to the BBC World Service. It was when listening to the ways that words created those faraway games, as I tested the shape of those distant cities in my mouth, that I first started to wonder if I might ever see them. It was with me when I began a school radio station and read news and cricket bulletins to my bemused schoolmates in secondary school. It was with me when I joined Radio Trinidad and, unable to persuade them I was a cricket commentator, tricked my way to Grenada to commentate on a cricket game. It was with me when I joined the BBC Bush House cricket team upon arrival in London in 1969, desperate for things that felt like home. It was with me in 1973, as a cub ITN reporter, when we played careful shots on the rooftops of the Ulster Television Studios at the height of the Troubles. It was with me when I travelled to South Africa to report on the evil apartheid system. It was with me when Saddam Hussein played every one of my deliveries with the straightest of bats. It was with me when I explained to an increasingly baffled and then irate US ambassador that, yes, we stopped for tea and lunch, matches lasted for five days and, at the end, it very well may be a draw. (‘Well, that just sums the entire country up.’) The comedian Robin Williams, of course, once memorably described cricket as ‘baseball on Valium’. My sister still can’t quite understand how I turned down the chance to attend a party at Brian Lara’s house because I had to go back to my hotel room and prepare for an interview the next day. It is rumoured that each of his rooms is named after an English bowler he hit for a century.

It can sometimes feel as if the rest of my life was what happened when cricket wasn’t happening. There is a single ground in Richmond where more than thirty years ago I once made 50 runs. Whenever I have passed it, I take a moment to savour this memory. Would I say it was my finest moment? Almost certainly.

Cricket has been with me through all of the vicissitudes and vagaries of my life. I cannot imagine my life without it. Like for many other fans, cricket has often felt more than a sport: rather, some essential element of my character. A desire to play life with a straight bat, however sticky the wicket. We were all taught that this was the way to be. To celebrate fair play, to respect the rules. Anything else just wasn’t cricket. People are passionate about other sports. The love for football in England is immense. But you wouldn’t ever hear someone say something ‘wasn’t football’ in quite the same way. There is no pretence that you can use it as a metaphor for life.

To someone who has always so admired those batsmen who walk before they are called, there is something especially debased about much of contemporary public life. Today, certainly where politics is concerned, we live in a shameless era, when even if the umpire calls you out, you don’t walk. You accuse the umpire of bias, you deny there was ever a ball, perhaps you accuse cricket itself of being in thrall to some shadowy elite. You deny that you are wearing cricket whites, that you have ever held a bat; indeed, that you even know what a bat is. Even if you are finally forced to walk, you hide in the clubhouse and hope everyone forgets and you can come back out to bat. Perhaps this time as captain.

To me growing up, the values of cricket were how you tried to live your life. My mother and father took the British Empire at its word. That if you worked hard, always tried your best, then you had an equal chance of success as any other subject. I am not so naive to believe that this was the case, but it is equally hard to look back in only anger, because it is my mother’s face I see when I think of those ideas, and it is my father’s voice I hear. I grew up, a boy, reading Shelley, Tennyson and Browning, T. S. Eliot and Shakespeare. And as I have grown older, I certainly have reflected upon how this might have shaped my generation’s ability to see itself, to imagine what, as an individual, one is capable of. It is perhaps the dominant view now to see that inculcation of only British authors to a young Trinidadian boy as a wholly negative thing. And I can see that. Who can say what would have happened if V. S. Naipaul, C. L. R. James or Derek Walcott had been born fifty years earlier? If their words had been part of what I’d encountered as that young child? Had those words been presented to me as being of value? But do I regret encountering those glimmering words I did? No. I cannot. As with many people’s relationship with their mother, a relationship with a mother country can be complicated.

The interrelation of cricket and colonialism is far too big a subject for me to do justice to. All I know is that nowhere outside of the Caribbean have I encountered quite the same flavour of obsession. Cricket pollinated throughout the world and produced different flowers in different soils. The Indians and Pakistanis adore cricket, of course. The English are the keepers of its holy book of Wisden (and by extension, they are sure, its soul); the Australians embrace it as a space in which to manifest their iron will to win; the South Africans don’t need to be told about cricket as an engine of national identity.

But in the West Indies it permeated every part of our lives. We were these tiny islands, arcing up from South America, possession of which had changed hands over the years between the Spanish, French and Dutch before becoming British. I have an image of these men going off do the work of Empire. To enforce an economic system which, for three hundred years or so, was intimately tied to the furtherance of slavery. It needed men to do the terrible things that required. So public schools had to turn the boys that went into their maw into men capable of doing those things. Into good functionaries. That involved brutalising them, instilling in them a will to do what must be done. This was partly accomplished on the playing field. These men took cricket with them, a bubble of home. They arrived on unfamiliar shores with unfamiliar birds singing in unfamiliar trees. And they escaped into cricket. Here was this familiar space, of civilisation, of fairness, of spotless white uniforms when your other uniform surely was not. At first, it excluded those Black and brown men who toiled and died in the sun. But, gradually, they were allowed into the bubble too. They made it their own.

For some this will be far too pretty and blameless a conception of this story. Empires have always required inhumanity at their edges. Cricket was certainly a place where unconscionable hierarchies were enforced, but, as with all games, it was also a space for joy, for connection and communication. By the time I was a child, cricket was ours, to do as we wished with. Skill with the bat or the ball transcended all else. Men would become wistful when they talked about a particular drive that they had made as a younger man. There were men who our mothers would tell us not to go near. They were bad men, men who didn’t have jobs. Who were in and out of trouble. There was the sense that it would somehow rub off on children. I would be told, ‘Trevor, don’t go near that man, he is a bad man.’ But when he came to bat, as the brilliant chronicler of Trinidad and cricket C. L. R. James famously noted, they would draw back their curtains to watch him play. I have encountered West Indians in Moscow, or North Africa, who do fascinating jobs and lead fascinating lives – but it is cricket they really want to talk about: players, games, shots, moments, their eyes bright, their voices quick and loud.

In England, cricket is often invoked by a certain sort of propagandising nostalgist. The thwack of leather and willow and the ripple of applause on the village green often go alongside red telephone boxes, policemen wearing helmets and those other signifiers of a part-dimly remembered, part-imagined past. But growing up a child of Empire, cricket was a far more revolutionary pastime. When Dr Eric Williams championed the cause of West Indian self-determination, he referred to the fact that a few years earlier the West Indies had beaten the England cricket team for the first time. He went on to say, ‘If we could beat the mother country at cricket, surely we can govern ourselves?’ Cricket was a key way that the inhabitants of those disparate islands felt a sense of unified belonging outside of Empire. When you transition from a colonial mindset to an independent one, you need to work out what you are and what you stand for. What do you do? What don’t you do? To have a sport so tied to the colonial endeavour, which you can then take ownership of and make your own, and then beat those colonisers? What a gift. Look at how we have mastery of the tools of our former masters. In Trinidad, two of the key tools were language and cricket.

So it is that cricket and the ideas and feelings swirling around it knit together the first thirty years of my life in Trinidad, and my life in England since. It was in listening to the glorious oratory of the cricket commentary and news broadcasts, and mouthing them to myself, that I found my voice. Like all Caribbean mothers, mine was insistent that I spoke the King’s and (later) Queen’s English. If my brother or I ever slipped into the speech we used when we played cricket we would be fixed with a look and a simple, ‘What’s that there?’ She allied this requirement for us to speak ‘properly’ with a fierce education of the discrimination that confronted Jesse Owens or Joe Louis when they returned to the US and faced segregation. She would talk about the abomination of this system, until the two things became almost intertwined. It was those rhythms and cadences that echoed as I told Britain the stories that made up the news all those years later. There have been moments over the years when mothers have come up to me and told me, their eyes bright, how they would direct their children to look when I was on television. Because of what it meant if someone that looked like us was there, visible in that position. What might that mean? Though I assure you I was just a hack trying to get by, and I can’t pretend I was ever guided by any higher purpose, what a lucky life to be someone who has been told that.

In a life defined by different sorts of talking, I have almost certainly spent more of my time talking about cricket than any other subject, perhaps fulfilling the oft-observed cliché that when women meet up they talk about their lives but when men meet they talk about sport. And what better sport is there than cricket to talk about?

Hooks, slashes, sweeps, cuts, drives, reverse sweeps, pulls, scoops, glances, square, short, driven, looping and slogged, nicked and hammered. Gully, silly point, silly mid-off, long-off and a thousand other words and phrases. Here was a game to satisfy the most shibboleth-hungry young boy.

Cricket is at the same time a hugely simple and endlessly complicated thing. For those used to the rhythms of other sports – the joyous bombast of football or the unrelenting symmetrical energy of basketball – cricket can seem strange. A game played with the metronome set to the wrong tempo.

It is a game of details. The shape of the finger as the ball is released; the precise bounce of that part of the ball on that exact part of the wicket. The moisture in the air; the moisture in the field. The precise angle of the blade of the bat. The single step taken the wrong way by the fielder; the weight on the wrong foot. The hand closing a fraction of a second too slowly. A flurry of electricity. The claim; the decision.

We go again. A procession of competence. Well-pitched ball and efficient bat. Cricket is a game of patiently waiting for the moment. The batsman waiting for the right ball. The fielders waiting for the improperly placed shot. To those who are not used to it, there is too much chaff, not enough wheat. But to the initiate, it is a rich landscape indeed.

It is an exercise in concentration, in sifting the moments that matter out of the quotidian and making sure you are ready to act when they arrive. It is all of life distilled.

Because of the rhythm of cricket, being in a crowd for a Test match just feels different. To be in a partisan crowd when a goal goes in is to be rocked and buffeted, flung about a tiny boat upon an ocean of angry joy or relief. It is a roar: the same sound I imagine that terrified Roman legionaries all those years ago.

In cricket, a good shot is more often admired. Each individual shot is a single thread in the tapestry of the match. This is often interpreted from the outside as evidence of the class of the crowd, perhaps more interested in their Fortnum & Mason hampers than the game. But it is relatively rare that a single shot carries within it the import a goal does in football. Across a five-day Test match there can be something like 2,700 balls bowled. To respond to a majority of them as definitive would be as futile as it was exhausting.

In most games, you stop playing if the ball changes. But cricket has made its peace with entropy. The ball’s degradation is encouraged, cajoled into advantage. Cricket is a game of wholesale attrition. The pitch changes, wears away. But the players do too.

For those of us who worship at the altar of the wicket, it also somehow reveals something about those who play it. This is partly physical. To stand for hours on end on a hot summer’s day in Sydney or Mumbai or Cape Town is no simple thing. But it is more than that. Cricket is a team game, but that compelling one-on-one battle lies at the heart of it. There is something essentially gladiatorial about the batter facing the bowler. I’m certain, at least, that the audience at the Colosseum would have understood a Curtly Ambrose bouncer. Until you have faced a decent-paced bowler 22 yards away, it is difficult to communicate the bravery it takes to be a batsman. It is not for nothing that both batsmen and outnumbered soldiers make stands. As the incomparable John Arlott put it, ‘No one is so lonely as the batsman facing the bowler.’1

Can you keep facing those balls? Over and over? It finds the cracks in you. To be at wicket is to offer yourself up to a process of examination. As Neville Cardus famously said, ‘A true batsman should in most of his strokes tell the truth about himself.’2 To win a cricket match is both a physical and psychological battle. It is not for nothing that Rodney Hogg once described England captain Mike Brearley as having ‘a degree in people’.3 As we have seen the game change, the introduction of one-day internationals in 1971, then the 20 overs of T20 in 2003, T10, 100-ball, or whichever concentrated future version is concocted next, there have always been those lamenting the loss of the soul of cricket. But at every stage there has been an expansion of its audience. There is something in that central drama of bowler against batter that we can’t look away from.

You encounter people, from time to time, who upon learning you are interested in sport are proud of their indifference. The ‘it’s-just-twenty-two-men-chasing-a-ball’ crowd. To which I have often replied, in my head, ‘Yes, and Verdi is just people striding about singing, and Shakespeare is just people saying words and pretending to be people they are not.’ It is my opinion that to dismiss cricket is to dismiss life itself. The purity of purpose. That moment where all of the muddy variegated business of life comes down to an instant. Can you do it, or can you not? Perhaps, when you spend your professional life in things that are ambiguous and muddy and complicated, trying to find the story in them, sport produces certainty. Those of us who tell stories are drawn to the certainty of sport. There is nothing more relaxing than the sound of cricket through the radio, as bumblebees drift from flower to flower. There is a kind of magic there.

It is this magic that encourages love. Cricket produces an almost endless panoply of dramatic human narratives. Those narratives ran alongside the larger ones I reported in my day job. Watching, talking, reading and writing, cricket has been an anchor and a tether. Perhaps another reason for my connection to the news media comes from its function as a kind of umpire. At its best it holds the powerful to account as few things do. I think that one thing a proper news ecosystem does is connects us. It finds the ways that we are enmeshed and reminds us that no man, no woman, no person is an island. It is a great engine of commonality. It is no coincidence that the capture of the free press is the first thing on the agenda of repressive regimes. I am certainly not against citizen journalism. I think the fact that so many people are walking around with a functional camera in their pocket can be a marvellous thing. We should never stop having the conversation about how the news is created and shaped. The print media, especially, is incredibly concentrated in a small number of hands, who certainly want to advance their own interests much of the time. But the idea that the entirety of the media system is somehow corrupt and fundamentally untrustworthy is corrosive of democracy.

Perhaps that’s what those voices through that little radio did all those years before for me. They brought these distant places a little closer. They showed how events around the world mattered and by extension how we matter to each other.

I was a boy born on one small island; I have spent the majority of my life on another. As I look around me, in times that feel so defined by division and separation – as we are bombarded with stories of invaders on boats, or foreign and threatening ideologies – it feels to me important to speak of the ties that bind. Of commonality and belonging and fellow feeling. Not because I ignore the very many problems we are faced with. But because I choose not to focus on them. When you live on an island, success is so often measured by the act of leaving. There is a central paradox at the heart of an island parent’s love for their children. They both wish them great success, and know that this success makes it more likely they will one day wave them goodbye. Cricket is, for me, the thread strung between those two islands.

When I think about cricket, I think about belonging and joy. When I think about cricket, I think about love.
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