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      Marcus Berkmann has spent more than thirty years sitting in front of various television screens swearing at incompetent England batsmen.
         For the past twenty-five he has also run a travelling cricket team, founded at Oxford and now conducting itself with appropriate
         lack of decorum at scenic village grounds across the country. In his leisure time he writes columns on pop music for The Spectator, on films for the Oldie, and on sport for the Independent on Sunday, Punch and the Daily Express. His lifetime batting average (boosted by several recent not-outs) is a whisker under 5.4. His most recent books include
         Zimmer Men, A Matter of Facts, Ashes to Ashes and A Shed of One’s Own.
      

      
      ‘Enjoy a spell of obsessive indulgence in the company of a genuine and witty enthusiast’ The Times

      
      ‘It captures splendidly the many dazzling facets of the truly atrocious cricketer’ Observer

      
      ‘For addicts with a low batting average – i.e. most cricket lovers’ Guardian

      
      ‘An intensely amusing piece of work, which will delight anyone who has ever been caught by his wife in the act of playing
         an imaginary cover drive in the bathroom mirror’ Harry Thompson
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      Introduction

      
      August 1994. Another beautiful summer morning. Loads of work to do. Important not to let the day dribble away. But first I
         check Ceefax to confirm that Graham Gooch will be fit for tomorrow’s Test match. I ring a couple of regulars who play for
         my own team to confirm that they are still on for Saturday’s game, only to find that one isn’t back from holiday yet and the
         other is in a meeting until lunchtime. I practise my pull shot in front of the drawing-room mirror with a ruler. I read the
         cricket reports in two newspapers. I check Ceefax again.
      

      
      There are many of us, and we are all the same. At some cathartic moment in our stunted childhoods, this ridiculous sport inveigled
         itself into our consciousnesses like a virus, and never left. Now we stumble cheerfully through life, performing normal tasks and living relatively normal
         lives, while at the back of our minds a small but insistent question lurks. What’s the Test score? You can see it in the faces
         of men everywhere, whether coerced into purchasing DIY equipment on Saturday afternoons by unforgiving spouses, or rushing
         home at the end of a hard day’s toil to catch the last seven minutes of play on BBC2. What’s the Test score? And that’s just
         the beginning of it. Find out the Test score, and you have to know more. Who got the wickets? Does this radio pick up long
         wave? Are England all out yet?
      

      
      There are many of us. I suppose it’s some consolation. We are everywhere, and we speak freely of our obsession, as long as
         our wives and girlfriends aren’t in the room. But it was not always like this. When we were younger, we had to be altogether
         more circumspect about our feelings. At my school, football was pre-eminent. It was the national sport. To be obsessed by
         football was considered natural, even wholesome. Football was a man’s game, involving mud, cold, random violence and, if you
         were really lucky, serious injury. For the British boy on the threshold of man’s estate, football supplied every rite of accession
         that anyone might reasonably need.
      

      
      Cricket never had the same cachet. Cricket was played during the summer, itself a girly time of year, and the shortage of
         mud and homoerotic physical contact did not exactly enhance its appeal to the more dedicated sportsmen. Besides, cricket relied
         too much on fripperies like the weather and the state of the pitch. Footballers didn’t give a stuff about the weather, and the nastier the state of the pitch, the happier they were.
      

      
      In youth, the urge to conform is all but irresistible. Each of us grew up convinced that he was the only person who felt this
         way. We turned first to the cricket scores, but only when no one was looking. This strange urge to wear long white trousers
         and a multi-coloured cap … well, it’s not natural, is it? So we kept quiet about our true devotions, and adopted the ingenious
         camouflage of the football fanatic. When I was at school, I accepted willingly that Ted Hemsley was a gritty central defender,
         and stalwart of the Sheffield United side of the early 1970s. But when I was at home, clutching my secret copy of Wisden, I acknowledged what I knew to be true: that E.J.O. Hemsley was a gritty middle-order batsman for Worcestershire, and occasional
         medium-pace bowler.
      

      
      Only as we approached adulthood did we realise that we were not in fact alone; that out there, in the footballing wastelands,
         small pockets of cricketing resistance thrived. In the late 1970s, when I was in my teens, we identified each other by means
         of certain codewords dropped artlessly into the conversation. Sitting in pubs with fellow undergraduates, trying to work out
         whether these would be the friends for life we had heard about, or merely passing acquaintances whose company we would forever
         avoid after this evening, we would chat around all the usual subjects, expressing a learned opinion on the latest single by
         The Dooleys, perhaps, or the new series of Bless This House – and then, while no one was really paying attention, we would slip in our codewords (‘Little Harry Pilling’) and wait to
         see if anyone took notice. Often these hallowed syllables would fall on stony ground; but occasionally someone would look up from
         his drink with a start, unable to believe what he thought he had just heard. Did someone say ‘Little Harry Pilling’? Could
         there be someone else in the world who knew that J.W.H.T. Douglas was the only England captain ever to have four initials?
         By dropping into the general chat an equally ingenious set of coded responses (‘That was four from the moment it left the
         bat’), your new friend could indicate that he too was of the cricketing persuasion. Thus were formed bonds that have lasted
         to this day.
      

      
      Over the months, many more of us ‘emerged from the cupboard’, as we liked to put it, as our cupboards were where we hid our
         secret hoards of The Cricketer and linseed oil. Soon we were all meeting in covert groups to exchange Colin Dredge anecdotes or discuss the strange inability
         of Trevor Jesty to get into the England team. The football boys thought we were out of our minds, reluctant as we were to
         wear brightly coloured scarves and kick each other to death all winter long. What they thought we got up to in our meetings
         doesn’t bear thinking about. But as anyone who has tried it knows, real games of Howzat take hours to play.
      

      
      In adulthood, you somehow expect to recover from all this. You assume that, as youthful zeal fades, the grim drudgery of daily
         life will supersede all such nonsense. But it doesn’t happen. Your obsession remains as vivid as ever. For once cricket has
         claimed you, it never lets you go. Sooner or later you simply have to accept that England’s results matter, whether or not
         you want them to. The day after England were out for 46 in the West Indies, I sat in a pub with a friend and seriously discussed selling my flat, giving up
         all my freelance work and going abroad for a couple of years to write unpublishable novels about the artist’s inner struggle.
         A week later England won and I decided that it would be more fun just to have a party. There is no logic behind any of this.
         Nowadays I can remember little of what I learned at school and absolutely nothing of what I read at university, but I do know,
         off the top of my head, that Sir Donald Bradman scored 6,996 Test runs, and was out second ball for 0 in his final innings
         (bowled Hollies), thus losing the opportunity to end his Test career with an average of 100. One old friend of mine, who for
         security reasons cannot be identified, used to have terrible problems remembering the PIN numbers for his various bank cards,
         and was always having them forcibly reclaimed by machines, until he was given the opportunity to set his own PIN number and
         chose the only number he knew he would always remember – Clive Lloyd’s Test aggregate of 7,515. Having regularly removed large
         amounts of money from his account, I can confirm that he keeps the number to this day.
      

      
      This book is for all such obsessives. It’s for anyone who has sat hour after hour in front of Ceefax while BBC2 shows Wimbledon.
         It’s for the weekend player who happily gives up his valuable afternoon to be given out for 0 by an umpire who can’t quite
         remember the lbw law; for the couch potato who bought cable or satellite purely because BSkyB had the rights to Tests overseas;
         for the sensualist who, in the middle of winter, goes to sports shops to try out bats without the remotest intention of buying one. It’s for the motorway driver who listens to Test Match Special and narrowly avoids crashing whenever someone takes a wicket. It’s for anyone who has ever blubbed at a video of Botham’s
         Ashes. There are many of us, and we are all the same.
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