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About the Author

Simon Hughes won four championship medals with Middlesex between 1980 and 1991. He retired in 1994 to write for the Daily Telegraph and commentate for TV. He is the author of one previous book, From Minor to Major.


About the Book

Between 1980 and 1993, Simon Hughes was a regular on the county circuit, playing for Middlesex until 1991 before moving on to Durham at the end of his career. In that time, he played alongside some of the great characters in cricket: Mike Brearley, Mike Gatting, Phil Edmonds and Ian Botham. This is not an autobiography of a good county pro, but a look at the ups and downs, the lifestyle, the practical jokes and sheer hard yakka that make such a poorly paid, insecure job appeal to so many. Now a respected journalist and broadcaster, Simon Hughes has written a brilliant, amusing and wrily self-depracating book, packed with hilarious and embarrassing anecdotes about some of the greatest cricketers of the last 20 years.


‘A devastating account of English cricket and its shortcomings … The book describes the shocking lack of ambition, dedication, coaching and leadership in English cricket’

Mike Brearley, Observer

 

‘You will never read a better book about the bizarre circus known as county cricket … a very funny, often outrageous book’

 Ian Wooldridge, Daily Mail

 

‘The most honest and enjoyable account of a sporting life since Eamon Dunphy’s football classic Only A Game?… A Lot of Hard Yakka is one of the most illuminating sports books published in years’

Andrew Shields, Time Out

 

‘Hughes may never have scaled the heights as a cricketer, but he has become a wonderful writer on the sport … gaspingly candid … One thing is clear from this book – he had a really good time. So will anyone sensible enough to read it’

Marcus Berkmann, Daily Telegraph

 

‘A brilliant read’

Hugh McIlvanney, Sunday Times

 

‘The best written and most genuinely funny sports book in many years. Not that you need to be a sports nut – just curl up with it, and enjoy the anecdotes’

Richard Martin, Liverpool Daily Post

 

‘Startlingly candid … a deserving winner of the William Hill Sports Book of the Year award’

John Dugdale, Guardian

 

 ‘In this remarkably entertaining memoir … Hughes colours in the reality behind the apparent drabness of the world’s most gentlemanly competition’

John Naughton, FHM

 

‘Vivid and revealing … Hughes is tough on himself, detailing failures both professional and domestic, painfully recording a receding hairline and dwindling talent. Such honesty is rare in a sportsman’s memoir’

Andrew Baker, Independent on Sunday

 

‘Original, refreshing, and has the unmistakable ring of truth’

Matthew Engel

 

‘May be the first cricketer’s autobiography ever to tell it like it is, from dressing-room to bedroom … Hughes is rivetingly unguarded’

Tim de Lisle, Wisden Cricket Monthly

 

‘Easily the best thing yet written about the life of county cricketers’

Geoffrey Moorhouse, Daily Telegraph

 

‘Hughes’ tale is vivid, funny and good-humoured but captures the insecurities, frustrations and mood-swings of the professional performer’

Huw Richards, Financial Times

 

‘Excellent … Hughes does not paper over the cracks, and his character assassinations and fly-on-the-wall observations make a fascinating read … his honesty is to be applauded’

Greg Struthers, Sunday Times


To M & D


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many thanks to Ian, Caroline, Gwen, my patient family, and all the players who were such good sports.


BEFORE TIME



six million fans • an entertaining upbringing early visions of Cowdrey • Kent supporter the wrong costume for Hugh Grant • Dudley Moore’s Lamborghini • teenage fixation • door ajar




HANGING AROUND

I haven’t set the world alight, but I’ve hung around with people who have.

This story is about those people, and my struggle to remain alongside them. Once I’d elbowed my way into the mysterious world of county cricket, I became captivated by the close encounters of the game’s greatest living players, and their rough and tumble on the professional stage. Lots of other times I sat in the wings transfixed by the stars off guard and the waffle of the stragglers in their shadow. The closer you look, the more you find.

You see, the thing is, cricket’s an infatuating pursuit, but the ball is only actually moving for a small proportion of the day’s play. And that’s just when the players are out there on the field. Which leaves an awful lot of time for other stuff. Interesting other stuff. All those opinions and outbursts and antics that the public never hears or sees. How Ian Botham behaves after being out for nought, what he and Viv Richards talk about between overs; the sight of Mike Gatting piling into the teatime sandwiches or Dickie Bird getting into a Jacuzzi; the sound of team-mates winding up Curtly Ambrose.

Six million people are reputed to take an interest in county cricket. I say reputed, because only 0.0001 per cent of them ever turn up to watch. The other 99.9999 per cent follow the game in newspapers and magazines or on radio, TV, telephones and computer screens. They read Wisdens and Who’s Whos and I-scored-my-first-century-at-seven-and-a-half-type autobiographies. All these sources faithfully record the facts but don’t deal with the feelings, the psychology, the private melodramas, which to me are the most fascinating aspects of life spent cooped up with ten other noisy, itchy cricketers – how the daily pressure of performance tampers with egos and relationships and condenses personalities into nuggety little comments and reactions.

My career puts these words and deeds in some sort of order, giving them a beginning, a middle and an end. It fluctuated between inspirational bowling spells in Lord’s cup finals, and a virtual inability to hit the cut strip at Cleethorpes. It was like an Indian road – full of bumps and holes, often hazardous, but with the odd memorable highlight. I found the game compelling, whether I was in championship-winning sides or teams that came bottom of the pile. I’ve experienced and observed the whole gamut of sporting emotions. I wasn’t particularly good and I wasn’t particularly bad, but for fifteen years I was there.

Some people think professional cricketers live in a gentrified, uncontaminated world of polite clapping and summer pudding. My French aunt used to say, ‘When’s Simon going to get a proper job?’ But sport vaguely reflects society, and during my time in cricket there have been dramatic developments in both. In 1980 there were still remnants of a sort of gung-ho amateur attitude and the game, like Britain, pottered along in its own quiet, eccentric way. By 1997 it was fully branded and sponsored, TV cameras poked into every nook and cranny and all the competitions were gradually being revamped. Everyone had to adapt, the run-of-the-mill journeymen most of all. Some hauled themselves into line, others fell by the wayside as diet, lifestyle and expectations evolved. A Lot of Hard Yakka is a snapshot of the way fat, thin, bright, dumb, sane, crazy, brilliant and useless individuals try to gel together as a team to satisfy the changing demands. It’s mad, bad and sad.

If you’ve ever dreamed of being a professional sportsman, or wondered what it would be like, or want to find out the real reasons why we’re lagging behind other countries, read on. It’ll help you understand why, when cricketers retire, the thing they miss most of all is the ‘crack’, and that, in this particular life, love and hate can be just one ball apart.

SIMON

There’s nothing exceptional about me; never was. I’m not tall or good looking or short or ugly. Neither clever nor stupid nor sad nor wacky. Just normal. You could have been me. I never wore an earring or got a girl pregnant; I don’t have bizarre tastes or strange habits. I like Oasis and U2 and Rachmaninov; I love chicken Madras but I’ll happily eat roast; I prefer John Smith’s to Boddingtons, but I don’t mind much either way. I wasn’t a collector of anything except a reputation for being a bit clumsy.

My background was normal with a small ‘n’. My parents weren’t wealthy or poor, my sister and I didn’t go to public school or on fancy summer holidays. But we did have a seaside cottage in Kent and quite a roomy, decorative house in west London close to the BBC, where my father often performed in TV sitcoms and dramas. He was a versatile actor, playing a psychopath in The Saint, a bank manager in Bergerac and falling off his bike in My Wife Next Door. He was the Dame in the Richmond Pantomime. Like the careers of many character actors, my father’s fluctuated wildly. He’d often come back from interviews and auditions in an optimistic frame of mind, and never hear another word. But he persistently refused to be put off by the whims of directors and, after months of survival on fringe shows and business information films, he would suddenly land a plum job. Now in his seventies, he is still working. The satisfaction and energy he gets from performing is infectious.

My mother had also been in the theatre, and often there were well-known personalities in our midst: Dave Allen, my godmother’s husband; Derek Nimmo, a family friend; an old flat-mate of my father’s, Leslie Crowther. We shared beach holidays with the Crowthers. I was brought up in a showbusiness environment but I had no acting ability whatsoever.

What I did have was a vision. From the moment I saw Colin Cowdrey on a black and white TV scoring a hundred against the 1968 Australians, I wanted to be a professional cricketer. Being a bit of a show-off, I liked the one-against-one nature of the game and the way a player raised his bat to the crowd when he’d reached a landmark. I practised the gesture a lot in the garden – which, appropriately, was 22yds long – and worked out a suitable autograph. I was so obsessed I read Wisden on the toilet.

OK, I also had some natural talent. I found from an early age that I could bowl fast. I don’t know why. What I do know is that hurling a ball about outside with showbiz types meant I was never inhibited by celebrities, a great help later to any teenage whippersnapper suddenly thrust into a star-studded county team. At times my brazenness bordered on impudence. When I was ten, Dudley Moore arrived for tea in a sensational red Lamborghini. Imagining his fleet of spectacular Jensen Interceptors and Ferraris, I asked, ‘Is that the only car you’ve got?’ He looked rather hurt and replied, ‘Well, yes, I’m afraid it is, actually.’

Sensibly, my parents steered me away from treading the boards – particularly after I slipped and destroyed half the set in the school pantomime. (Hugh Grant looked rather silly in this as a bunny girl with his hair tied up in little plaits, and he wasn’t much more credible in the under-thirteen cricket team I captained.) Instead they fuelled my passion for cricket, taking me to Lord’s and Canterbury and delaying summer holidays so that I could play Colts matches on Kew Green and Greenford Recreation Ground, running up as Snow or Greig, pretending I was Luckhurst or Cowdrey at the crease. I liked to believe I was playing a vital innings in the Gillette Cup final between Kent and Sussex, only betraying my real self by bursting into tears when I was out.

The life of a county cricketer appears rather glamorous to some young eyes, and to some old ones, for that matter. The grounds seem beautifully manicured, bedecked with bunting and marquees; there’s a sense of occasion as the teams emerge clad in their smart outfits, laughing and joking. The players are always on TV or in the papers or appearing in pantomimes. They are better spoken and more suavely dressed than footballers, and eschew those affected haircuts. They drive swanky cars with their names on the side. People line up in orderly queues for their autographs, and blushing girls brandish newly signed pictures of them. They advertise Weetabix on ITV.

Ted Dexter lived nearby, and I marvelled at his grand house and his Aston Martin and his stunning wife. His daughter wasn’t the worst, either. I assumed the Kent players I idolised in the 1970s had similar lifestyles – luxury homes, smart cars, constant recognition in the street. I imagined that when they walked into shops they were given complimentary goods and free access to the blonde assistants. (I later discovered that only the second bit was true.) I believed they were naturally fit and didn’t practise much and spent their winters playing for England or on D.H. Robins’ XI tours to South Africa. It sounded a perfect life, and I wanted to join in.

My father was an enormous help. He lived vicariously through my progress up the junior ladder, became a qualified coach and took over the running of an indoor cricket school. I spent winter holidays alternately practising in his nets and repainting the white tarpaulins between them. He was keen for me to do well and encouraged dedication and self-expression.

Having been brought up in the 1920s and 30s, he also had some old-fashioned principles. He stressed discipline and correctness, abhorred cross-batted slogging, no-balling and improperly dressed players with flapping shirts and floppy hats. ‘I hope you’re going to wear a proper cap today,’ he’d say emphatically while giving my hair a little trim. He was slightly appalled by my preference for ripped jeans and my reluctance to strengthen my flimsy arms, and constantly badgered me to lop down large overhanging branches in the garden and cut them up with an old saw. At sixteen I was virtually a qualified lumberjack – and dressed like one, too.

By this time I had had a fair amount of success on the field and was already envisaging myself as a star player. I conceitedly wrote up my school performances in the third person in little report books. Against MCC: ‘Hughes bowled at a tremendous pace so that it was even dangerous fielding in the slips. No one played him with any confidence as he blasted through, swinging and cutting the ball and making it lift.’ I went to great lengths to achieve my ultimate goal: I lied about my age to get into reputable clubs; I messed about in the nets instead of revising the night before O-levels; I practised in car parks when the grass was too wet; I even behaved bolshily to umpires when a decision went against me. At eighteen I got a temporary job stacking shelves in M&S, not so that I could parade around in new DMs and a red Ben Sherman, but purely to raise the funds for a trip to Sri Lanka to play club cricket out there for a while. I was never interested in girls or clothes or Blondie or sculling pints of Harp lager down the Queen Vic. Only cricket.

I was selected for Middlesex Young Cricketers, invited to play for the county second XI and took a useful haul of wickets, though I was rather taken aback by the power of stroke at this level and let myself down slightly in the field. But I couldn’t imagine anything more exciting than life as a cricketer and could think of nothing else in my first term at Durham University, where I’d been accepted more on the strength of my sporting reputation than for any educational ability. So when I noticed a letter marked ‘Middlesex CCC’ in my college pigeon hole, I could hardly contain myself. Dated 10 December 1979, in odd blue type, it read:

Dear Simon,

The Middlesex cricket committee are pleased to offer you a summer contract for the 1980 season. Your basic salary will be £45 a week, match fees and bonuses are still to be finalised. Please sign the enclosed copy of this letter if you accept the offer. Pre-season training is at the Barclays Bank Sports Ground, Ealing, beginning after Easter. Further details will be sent in due course. May I take this opportunity to wish you good luck for the season.

Yours sincerely,

A.W. Flower, Secretary
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