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For Giles Phillips

Cricket-lover, wine drinker, gentleman

‘We’ve got to have some music on the new frontier’

And in memory of Bob Willis, and all the blessed days we
shared with our friends
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Prelude

Cricket’s rope of destiny was woven by many hands, and not all the weavers wore cream flannels and striped caps. Those who shaped their innings with words also played a part.

‘There can be no summer in England without cricket,’ wrote Neville Cardus after watching one of his heroes, Frank Woolley of Kent, make a century at Dover. Allowing for romantic embellishment, which came so naturally to Cardus, all who love the game know what he meant. An English landscape without cricketers on the green between April and September is inconceivable.

Cardus created a mythology of cricket. He may not always have been realistic in his presentation of events, but he was truthful to the game’s spirit. Marcel Proust, who spent two decades of hard writing ordering a life of leisure, showed how much the imagination owes to memory. From that palate of mixed tones, ‘the colourings of an unsuspected world’, comes art.

I have never been a cricket fan. The word ‘fan’ implies fanaticism, which is a step towards tribalism, of which the world has always had enough. I have been a cricket lover, however, since the day in September 1965 that I saw Fred Trueman bowling for Yorkshire against Derbyshire at Scarborough. His purposeful approach and high arm, an alliance of physical power and cunning, were my ludic equivalent of Proust’s twin steeples at Martinville. Through half-closed eyes I can see him now, running in from the Trafalgar Road end. Those early memories – one’s first bag of chips, for example – are the most vivid.

That love took another two years to ripen. When it did, in the pivotal summer of 1967, I was stubbornly unparochial. I wanted Lancashire to prosper. I hoped England would do well. Yet those attachments never occluded my love for the game, which meant more than winning and losing. The notion of ‘postcode’ support never occurred. As Yeats wrote of the stage, and those who fill it with illusions more truthful than real life, ‘the dream itself enchanted me’.

John Arlott’s commentary on Test Match Special opened a window to the wider world. Few voices in post-war Britain were so familiar, or so imitated. What made Arlott unique was that he never pressed his claims upon the listener, as do so many modern broadcasters, obsessed by the cult of personality. There was no striving for effect, no rhetoric for its own sake. He meant so much to the generation that had come through a war because he understood that cricket and sport in general mattered less than some zealots would have people believe.

‘Of all the pleasures lower than the arts,’ he told me one evening in November 1985, ‘cricket is the highest.’ This, from a man who as a poetry producer at the BBC had known E. M. Forster, George Orwell and Louis MacNeice. His favourite companion in those convivial days was the maker of verses and taker of purses Dylan Thomas, ‘the only man I ever kissed on the lips’. He wrote a poem, ‘Cricket at Swansea’, as a tribute to the notorious sponger.

Arlott was pouring wines from Spain at the Vines, his house in Alderney, and talking about the players who had given him the greatest pleasure, from Jack Hobbs, ‘The Master’, to Ian Botham, whom he loved like a son. ‘What relish for the game, and for life. If you gave him a pair of gloves, and put him in a ring, I reckon you’d find out he was a pretty good boxer, too.’

He understood that cricket yields its pleasures slowly. It is a game of languorous hours and sudden, occasionally violent shifts of fortune. More than any other sport it has an aesthetic sense. A day’s cricket, whether it is watched at Lord’s, Cheltenham or Ramsbottom, involves much more than the notching of runs. Every minute there are opportunities for digression and diversion.

‘A footballer plays his game for ninety minutes,’ said Arlott, ‘and leaves an impression of skill, or finesse, or violence. A cricketer is showing you his character all the time.’ One may say as much of the cricket watcher. The game draws out something in the spectator that other sports, being shorter and more explosive, cannot.

Terence Rattigan thought it was ‘beautifully inconclusive’. In his screenplay for The Final Test, a peculiar film of 1954 which features members of the England XI in subsidiary parts uttering unlikely things, Rattigan has Robert Morley say that ‘to go to cricket for excitement is like going to a Chekhov play for melodrama’.

It is no coincidence that so many writers, interested in plot and character, have been drawn to cricket. Two, Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter, were Nobel Prize winners. Pinter used to send a draft of his plays to Beckett, who in his early days in Paris served as amanuensis to James Joyce, another cricket lover. As Pinter kept a copy of Ulysses by his bed it was almost an apostolic succession.

Pinter’s friend, Tom Stoppard, wrote a speech in The Real Thing that used the well-sprung cricket bat as a metaphor for the well-written sentence. ‘What we’re trying to do is write cricket bats,’ says Henry, the playwright, to a sceptical lady who believes that political commitment trumps all. Occasionally members of the audience applauded the line. One evening, in the West End, a theatregoer booed: an act which suggested, more than the clapping, that Stoppard was right.

Uniquely, cricket is shaped by forces of nature. The season starts in spring, a time of renewal, and ends in September, with conkers on the ground and woodsmoke in the air. It charts an emotional course from hope to melancholy.

Although they play cricket in other lands, often more attractively than in England, cricket in our island is unique. The game is played on softer pitches, in milder weather, when the most common words are ‘rain stopped play’. A sudden shower, or the appearance of the sun, can have an important influence on the outcome of a match.

It is cricket’s emotional weather, as much as the climatic conditions, that sets it apart. A game that takes six hours to unfold each day, for five days at a stretch in Test cricket, offers plenty of scope for reflection. Conversations tend to meander, way leading on to way.

Those ruminative pleasures run counter to the spirit of our triumphantly demotic age. Sometimes it seems that unless everything is immediately understood by everybody there has been an assault on democracy. The popular, however vulgar or trivial, is venerated above the accumulated wisdom of the years.

Cricket has not been untouched. The sport that matured over a century of gradual change has altered almost out of recognition since the introduction in 2003 of 20-over cricket, a bowdlerisation aimed specifically at younger spectators. The atmosphere at grounds is coarser and occasionally, when strong drink has taken hold, unpleasant. The clubs are not concerned because it means people are spending money, and cricket is a poor game.

One consequence of this cultural shift has been the creation of strong loyalties that were not apparent before. Spectators beyond Lord’s have become more vocal, and less tolerant of good play by England’s opponents. The common law of applauding boundaries, or maiden overs, is observed less strictly. Matches have become contests of ‘us’ against ‘them’.

In 2008 Graeme Smith, the South Africa captain, made a century of exceptional fortitude in the fourth innings of a well-contested match at Edgbaston to give his side victory. His innings was barely recognised. The crowd stood to him as he departed but while he was at the crease, defying England’s bowlers over by over, thousands of spectators preferred to demonstrate rituals of football-style loyalty to the cause. When I was growing up that cause was cricket.

A friend who spent that afternoon in the Eric Hollies Stand, the rowdiest part of the ground, said that hardly anybody around him could identify an England player, or the county he played for. It was a modern crowd, full of big-event attenders enjoying a day’s revelry. In the subsequent decade the ground, anointed ‘Fortress Edgbaston’, has become even rowdier.

An experience shortly afterwards, at a T20 match between Lancashire and Yorkshire at Old Trafford, was revealing. Spectators had not gathered in the expectation of watching an evening’s sport. They had consented to take part in a form of light entertainment. When pop songs blared out on the speakers, which they did three times an over, young and old joined in, word perfect. There was some sharp cricket that night, and for 18,000 people it meant not a thing.

At such times the cricket lover brought up in more tranquil times can feel lonely. We must recognise, however, there are reasons for cricket’s eagerness to flaunt its knickers. Fewer children play the game, at school or among themselves for fun. In the parks of west London, where I live, it is rare to see cricket played, except by Asians.

The clubs, who do so much to compensate for the schools’ lack of interest, face their own problems. In an age of limitless leisure opportunities the old loyalties cannot be taken for granted. It was always asking a great deal of club cricketers to give up every Saturday between April and September. Many big-hearted souls are still prepared to do so. Some cannot make that commitment, and so each summer cricket loses dozens of clubs, and hundreds of players.

By far the greatest change is the absence of cricket on terrestrial television. No sooner had England reclaimed the Ashes in the summer of 2005, in a series covered by Channel 4, than the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) hitched its wagon to the riches supplied by Sky. The broadcaster’s commitment to cricket is outstanding. But the effects have been brutal. English cricket is richer in money, and immeasurably poorer in spirit. The sport’s public profile has been diminished.

Amid the clamour ‘to do something about it’ the ECB, through the cahooting of chairman Colin Graves and chief executive Tom Harrison, came up with a competition called ‘The Hundred’. Starting in 2020, bankrolled to the tune of £1.7 billion by television, this new-fangled game of 100 balls a side will bring in £1.3 million a year for all 18 first-class counties for the five seasons up to 2024.

The fact that the eight teams set up for the event are city-based, rather than rooted in the traditional clubs, mattered little to these pioneers, who simply rolled up the map like Frederick the Great of Prussia. The counties, forever short of cash, held out their begging bowls like peasants craving a boon. Privately there were doubts. Publicly, with the exception of Surrey, they acquiesced.

Nobody could explain why we needed to invent a game of 100 balls, or how counties with different traditions (Somerset and Glamorgan being the most peculiar compound as the new ‘Welsh Fire’) could work together. It was enough to know it would soon be here; a commercial palliative designed for the school holidays, between July and September, to soothe the fevered brow of every bean counter.

To the evident concern of Graves, the founder of Costcutter, the Yorkshire-based grocers, and Harrison, a former Derbyshire bowler who had moved successfully into sports marketing, the public responded with scorn. Media coverage, almost without exception, was withering. What exactly was the purpose of this new game? Did T20, only twenty balls longer, not thrive? Full houses all over the country suggested it did.

Furthermore the new competition would be played alongside the 50-over competition at the height of summer, taking players away from their parent counties. Graves was unrepentant. Young people, he pronounced like a prophet who brooks no doubt, are not attracted to cricket, which is too complicated and not sufficiently diverse. It is a game of the shires in a world that thinks increasingly in urban terms.

It comes down to this stark, astonishing fact. For the first time in the history of professional sport a game is being changed by the people who run it for the notional benefit of those who are not interested. The Hundred is a cozening of the counting house, passed off as a necessity.

Meanwhile those odd people who do love the game, and cannot understand that necessity, are painted as reactionaries. As many of them have not been slow to respond, there’s quite a lot to react against.

Something else happened on that day at Edgbaston, when the noisy ‘patriots’ in the Hollies Stand ignored Smith’s match-winning innings. A friend in the press box asked an overwhelming question: ‘Is cricket part of your sporting life, or your other life?’

I had always known the answer. Yet it was the first time anybody had put it in such a straightforward way. Cricket has always been part of that other life, if not from the day I saw Trueman running in at Scarborough, then certainly from the moment I saw his great comrade, Brian Statham, playing his last match for Lancashire – against Trueman and Yorkshire, as it happens – three years later at Old Trafford.

Football belonged to my sporting life. It still does, even if the club I grew up supporting at Maine Road has been taken away from me. Cricket occupied another place, in the realm of the imagination. In the decades since I saw Trueman and Statham, as I have taken a greater interest in literature and music, cricket has kept me company. It fits naturally into that world.

Our tastes, whether low, middle or high, adjust to circumstance and company but some things are undeniably better than others. We are not supposed to say that in an age that favours subjective opinion over objective reflection but it happens to be true. The history of humankind tells us so.

It is possible to enjoy Carry On Up the Khyber as well as La Grande Illusion, though not in the same way. It’s easy to love Pet Sounds but the person bold enough to suggest Brian Wilson ranks alongside Johann Sebastian Bach has not been born. ‘Caroline, No’ may be two minutes of pop magic. It is not the B minor Mass. Bernard Levin called this process of separation ‘the sieve of history’, and nobody can escape the shaker.

So it is with cricket. You can love Test matches and also enjoy the one-day game, which performs a different function. The old Gillette Cup, played over 60 overs a side, was a marvellous competition, and is much missed. But it never had the amplitude of Test cricket.

I am not the kind of person likely to be attracted to the Hundred. I buy hardback books, think of Wigmore Hall as a second home, and take my holidays in European cities that have great art galleries. I have no interest in social media, have never bought a lottery ticket, and wouldn’t watch a ‘reality’ show on television if I were granted the keys to the Exchequer. It is a generational thing, and age helps to determine taste. As much as I would like to visit ‘the cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces’, I don’t expect to find them where teams of unknown provenance play games of mock cricket over 100 balls.

There are more small-c conservatives about, of left and right, than modern tastemakers suppose. The sort of people who find ‘diversity’ an unjustified imposition, designed to assuage the guilt of those who shouldn’t have to bear it for the dubious benefit of those who are capable of finding their own way; who consider ‘accessibility’ to be an intellectual fraud that excuses ignorance, and sometimes exalts it.

These people would recognise the spirit of conservatism defined in 1956 by the philosopher, Michael Oakeshott, in ‘On Being Conservative’. They prefer ‘the familiar to the unknown, the tried to the untried, fact to mystery, the actual to the possible, the limited to the unbounded, the near to the distant, the sufficient to the superabundant, the convenient to the perfect, present laughter to utopian bliss’.

That seems a reasonable way of looking at the world. Surely it is wiser to base judgements on observation and experience rather than the flying of ideological kites.

Cricket lovers of that temperament know they are swimming against the tide. Told that the Hundred has been planned with the game’s best interests at heart, they share that ‘present laughter’. When they heard, as they did repeatedly before the 2019 season, that a World Cup followed by a Test series against Australia represented the summer of their lives, they kept bat and pad together.

It seemed an appropriate time to saddle up Rocinante. Time to revisit some of the places where I learned to love cricket, and see whether the game still speaks of summer, and England, in the way previous generations would recognise. There were bound to be diversions along the way because six months on the road opens up vistas, scenic and emotional. This book is principally about cricket. It is also about things I have shared with friends in the course of a life. Cricket does not exist in an intellectual vacuum.

How easy it is to deride those who grew up watching a less hectic game. Resist the urge. Whether nodding off in deckchairs at Hove, or lolling under the limes at Chesterfield, those old-timers may be dreaming of summers when the world seemed happier, less contentious. On lazy afternoons the scents of those days come back, unbidden.

Beautiful hours they were, of cricketers and ‘laughter learnt of friends’. As Hermione Gingold, the Countess in Stephen Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, used to ponder each night, recalling certain aspects of her far from innocent past, ‘Now, where was I …?’
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