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Prologue

Did We Really Know Him?

John Arlott introduced me to Neville Cardus; he did so twice. The first time was on television. In the early autumn of 1973

 Arlott interviewed Cardus – who was Sir Neville by then – for three 25-minute programmes on the BBC. Each was a journey around his life and career. Cardus was in his mid-eighties, but looked much older. He looked so old, in fact, that I wondered whether the Queen would shortly be sending him a centenary telegram to complement his knighthood. He sank convivially into a high-backed leather chair, the sort you would find in the library of some distinguished London club. The chair was a shade of dark green not dissimilar to the outfield at Old Trafford after a downpour. Cardus’s pale face was terribly gaunt. His skin was a spidery web of broken capillaries and heavily creased too, the deep cross-hatching of lines caused by both age and a lifelong smoking habit. At one point he ran a hand over his cheeks, as though these wrinkles might miraculously be smoothed away. There was also a small indentation, beneath the left cheekbone, where overnight bristle had defeated the razor’s attempt to remove it that morning. Cardus’s lips were slit-thin. His silver-streaked hair was swept back with Brylcreem and parted on the left, exposing a high forehead. A pair of black-rimmed spectacles were looped over his large-lobed ears, which stuck out prominently.

Photographs of Cardus, even from as late as the 1950s, showed someone who at first sight could have passed for an anonymous civil servant or the assistant cashier of a bank. He always wore a light-coloured, double-breasted suit, a dark tie, tightly knotted, and a snow-white shirt. Hanging off his spindle-slender frame, the jacket could sometimes seem too broad across the shoulders and too loose around the midriff. The pleated trousers looked more ill-fitting still; indeed, it was as if he’d filched them from the wardrobe of someone a little fuller around the waist and at least an inch and a half taller than him. But, thinking these set-piece interviews with Arlott could be his last in front of a camera, Cardus had greatly fussed over his appearance for them. He wanted to make an impression, rather than appear as cricket’s scruffy equivalent of the Ancient Mariner.

For one thing, the Radio Times was taking him on a nostalgic tour of Manchester, stopping off and snapping photographs at places pivotal to him. Among them was the modest house where he’d grown up and also the site of the Cross Street offices of the Manchester Guardian, which a wrecking ball and a bulldozer had recently reduced to dust and rubble. For another, more homes were finding the monthly rent on a colour television affordable at last. Cardus thought it sensible to get dry-cleaned one of the three identical grey suits he owned. He matched it with a blue shirt, a shiny, bright-blue silk tie and blue socks. A white linen handkerchief was folded neatly and slipped into his breast pocket, adding a sartorial flourish. He also wore, slightly incongruously, dark brown suede shoes, chiefly as a balm for aching feet.
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Beneath the studio lights, John Arlott and Neville Cardus chat informally before recording the BBC programmes filmed in Manchester and broadcast in 1973.

 

In his later years Cardus complained that weight loss was making him slowly disappear. ‘I can scarcely find myself in bed when I wake in the dead of night,’ he said. His shirt collar certainly seemed to be at least one size too big for his scrawny neck. On occasion, as Cardus nodded at Arlott or leant forward to make a point, he reminded me of a wizened tortoise, inquisitively poking its head out of its shell.

The TV critic of The Times neither appreciated nor understood the programmes. He dismissed them sourly as nothing much more than ‘two old men sat in deckchairs’. He was wrong. The conversation – one master talking to another – was a prime example of what John Reith, the BBC’s first director-general, had originally demanded of the corporation: to inform, educate and entertain. After a while I almost completely forgot Cardus’s physical frailty because his voice, which seemed a generation younger than his body, performed that wonderful trick of conjuring the past.

He had witnessed the march of cricket’s history from a front-row seat. He’d once glimpsed the semi-retired W. G. Grace in the bulbous flesh – grey-bearded and so big-bellied and arthritic that he couldn’t bend down to pick up a ball. He’d sat in a state of constantly recurring astonishment as Victor Trumper played extravagant strokes, each attacking shot going off the bat with a bang. He’d followed Donald Bradman during his four tours of England, a pageant of scoring that made respectable his lust for hundreds and double hundreds.

Some of the names that swam out of Cardus’s memory, such as

A. C. ‘Archie’ MacLaren, Johnny Tyldesley and Harry Makepeace, were then complete strangers to me, as remote as figures from medieval England. But Cardus brought sharply back something of them he’d known long ago and so made the dead live again. This occurred especially when describing the man he called ‘my idol, my hero’, the imperious R. H. ‘Reggie’ Spooner. He spoke in bursts of love about Spooner, compelling you to love him too.

He did so in a genteel, slightly cracked accent, more redolent of the mellow Home Counties than the industrial Manchester of rain and factory smokestacks, the landscape in which he’d lived. Elocution lessons can make someone sound awkwardly stilted, as if English has been learnt as a foreign language. Cardus cultivated his voice gradually and without the need for a coach, making it seem natural rather than manufactured. Even in the mid-1920s, when radio broadcasters on the nascent BBC were required to speak as though slowly masticating crystal, his pronunciation was considered plummy enough not to frighten the nation with a dropped or crooked H. Cardus had nonetheless never forgotten what he’d consciously shed. To dramatise a story, the showman would slip effortlessly into broad ‘Lenkysheer’ and mimic equally broad ‘York-sheer’ or cockney barrow boy, replete with rhyming slang. He’d gurn and contort his facial expressions with an actorly magnificence and gesticulate with his hands, the veins enlarged and the fingers bony. This was a theatrical performance as well as an interview.

Arlott and Cardus were born a generation apart. Cardus on the lip of cricket’s Golden Age; Arlott in the very year when it ended to the boom of guns from the Great War. But, as if the two of them were somehow in perfect synchronisation, the discrepancy in their ages meant that Arlott grew up and fell headlong for the game at the precise moment Cardus was in his roaring heyday, emerging serendipitously from provincial obscurity to become ‘Cricketer’, surely one of the most unoriginal noms de plume ever set in hot metal. He established himself in a wondrous rush. It was as though he’d been born in a cricket press box and had glided towards fame. Precisely the opposite was true; for Cardus was the accidental cricket writer. He’d had no plan and no ambition to fill one summer after another with the sport.

In that convulsing pocket of time between the wars, during the Jazz Age of the 1920s and throughout the Devil’s Decade that followed it, Cardus was venerated even among the London literati as no sports writer had ever been; but then no sports writer had possessed his felicity for phrase-making, daily writing prose that passed for poetry. Anthologies of his newspaper work became that rarest thing: the instant classic. Any respectable cricket library was naked without them. Arlott was smitten. He bought every one of Cardus’s books, sending them to him to be signed and dedicated. He was still smitten half a century later. That much was apparent from the way he gazed so solicitously towards his ageing friend and from the respect he paid him. He looked proud to be sitting opposite Cardus, and prouder still to be his confidant. Something complicit and conspiratorial between them sparked from the screen.

Similarities made Arlott and Cardus compatible in so many ways. They were autodidact boys who took unlikely paths, rose unexpectedly to be cricket correspondent of the same newspaper and so became in different eras the game’s unrivalled voice. Nor did either of them ever allow cricket to slavishly dominate their lives to the exclusion of everything else. Everyone can recite C. L. R. James’s philosophical musing ‘What do they know of cricket who only cricket know?’, his clever adaptation of a question Rudyard Kipling originally asked about an entirely different matter. Long before James realised it, Cardus and Arlott – who both came late to cricket reporting – appreciated that to write well and distinctively about the magnificent triviality of sport meant being aware of character and the human condition. For the best sports writing is never just about sport.

Each was immersed in the game, but objective about how much it really mattered. Arlott said that he’d ‘enjoyed cricket more and served it better for realising it was never the be-all and end-all’. He was able to say so truthfully because he had a hinterland: politics, poetry, art, ceramics, book-collecting and especially the world of the licensed victualler. Cardus’s hinterland was classical music, allowing him to put into perspective the joys and travails of cricket and also to dot his columns with musical allusions.

Arlott had known Cardus longer than any cricket writer then travelling peripatetically from ground to ground. He’d co-authored a coffee-table book with him called The Noblest Game. No one was more qualified to shepherd Cardus through each biographical landmark. His illegitimate birth in near slum conditions and the tangled lineage of his family. The fact both his mother and his aunt were prostitutes. The additional fact that he had never met his father. The way in which he underwent the grandest of reinventions, changing everything about himself. His speech. His appearance. His clothes. His class. His baptismal name.

Arlott covered the lot. Cardus’s curious assortment of ragtag jobs before his improbable appointment as assistant cricket coach at Shrewsbury School. His compulsion to write for the Manchester Guardian and the peculiarly favourable turns and twists that took him there. His breakdown, physical and mental, that changed the shape and purpose of his life. His fondness for telling a great story . . . and for slightly stretching it into an even better one. And, finally, the way in which he showed that writing with élan about cricket didn’t prevent you from writing with erudition on classical music.

As Cardus saw it, there was no difference between filing one thousand words on a Hallé concert and another one thousand words on an Ashes Test. The skill was simply to have something new and knowledgeable to say about each of them. That seems perfectly logical to us now only because Cardus established it as such then, few thinking the feat possible until he did it. Arlott knew that. He also knew that Cardus had profoundly changed British sports writing and the sniffy, lowbrow attitudes towards it. He made it a job for artists as well as artisans. Not bad for someone born as a bastard in a backstreet.

Before Cardus, there were cricket writers who still called the ball ‘the crimson rambler’, referred to the wicketkeeper as the ‘custodian of the gauntlets’ and saw the ball speed ‘across the greensward’, as though the vocabulary of Merrie Olde England had never gone away. What in cold ritual the copy-boy carried to the telegraph office could be starkly factual – paragraphs of piled-up statistics as dry as kindling. Most match reports were written chronologically, beginning with the toss, and read for information rather than pleasure. The reader hardly ever got to find out the way the ground looked, the hue of either the pitch or the sky, or whether the clouds were wispy cirrus or moody nimbostratus. There was little sense either of how a batsman, bowler or fielder went about his work. Or how his physical appearance and mannerisms, quirky or otherwise, influenced it. Cardus painted all this on the page impressionistically and in primary colours. He was the first to share not only what he saw but also what he felt. With him, you got every blade of freshly mown grass and the way in which the light fell across it. He became the first newspaperman to look at a cricket match as a reviewer, wonderfully expressive, rather than a reporter, sent to mechanically tell you how the scoreboard ticked over. The game’s aesthetics, rather than its statistics, motivated him.

After him – and strictly because of his influence – came R. C. Robertson-Glasgow, J. M. Kilburn, Dudley Carew and, much later, Alan Ross, who said that ‘thanks to Neville Cardus’ there was an expectation that newspapers would print ‘fine writing about cricket’. In Australia, Ray Robinson and Jack Fingleton fell under Cardus’s influence too. He created a new journalism for sport and established cricket as the poet’s game. The Manchester Guardian basked in the cachet his byline brought them and relished even more the extra copies it sold. He was the patron saint of the newspaper’s circulation department. Arlott spoke of hundreds of Manchester Guardians being bought as soon as sellers untied the string on bundles thrown from the back of delivery vans and then stood beside advertising boards that declared in black capitals:

 

NEVILLE CARDUS REPORTS ON THIS MATCH

 

I was dumb-ignorant about this as Arlott, the friendly interrogator, gently nudged Cardus through his reminiscences. In fact, I barely knew of Cardus then. I’d switched on the TV specifically to see Arlott.

Everyone tends to think of him first and foremost as a commentator on radio – Test Match Special, naturally – and on TV, particularly the John Player League, which arrived in the late 1960s to enliven Sunday afternoons that had previously been as dreary as a meeting of Victorian Sabbatarians. To mention Arlott is to instantly hear that ravishingly warm, slightly breathless Hampshire lilt, which he marinated in vats of fine claret. Where Arlott is concerned, his use of the spoken word nearly always eclipses his use of the written one. There is a tendency to overlook him in the trade that his friend Dylan Thomas described as the ‘sullen art’. I had read whatever Arlott wrote – books and booklets, newspaper articles, columns in copious magazines. I had admired in them his lyricism and his authority. No one else seemed to know more or appreciate as much as him. Absorbed in his conversation with Cardus, and aware now of his worship of him, a thought hit me like the descending apple which once struck Newton. If Arlott regarded Cardus as incomparable, then no other reference to support the claim was required.

I had to read Cardus. There were none of his cricket titles in the village library. He’d published his last collection of articles over a decade earlier, and it had drifted out of print. I had to go into the dark and musty stacks of the county library, where hardbacks were stored along a mile of metal shelves. The stacks were then just a meaty hit away from Trent Bridge. I found Cardus on Cricket sitting on a neglected row. The paper was lightly foxed, the brown smudges like the liver spots on the back of an elderly man’s hand. I blew the dust off the book and took it home. I am ashamed to say that I ‘forgot’ to take it back. I own up now only because I am guessing there is a statute of limitations over late return and loss, protecting me from a hefty fine. At the foot of page 48, I found the sentence of Cardus’s that is quoted more often than most.

 

Trent Bridge, a ‘Lotus-land’ for batsmen, a place where it was always afternoon and 360 for two wickets.

Every summer someone drops it into their own copy. Not only because it saves them from the burden of original thought, but also because it’s convenient shorthand, conveying something that requires no further explanation. The line, already half a century old when I came across it, appeared new and shiny to me, as if the ink was still wet.

I like to think I saw in the very moment I read it the exact image Cardus intended to fix in the mind’s eye: a ball as it’s just about to be bowled; the biscuit colour of the pitch; the field well spread and the batsman’s clean white bat raised a little. Just 18 words; but what Cardus manages to evoke in them is all that we imagine – and hope – a cricket match will look like in the dry heat of high summer. We see what we long for – a perfect pellucid day, the sky as an unblemished curve of polished glass, iridescently blue, and the sun so strong and big that every shadow it casts is pit-black. Trent Bridge was my home ground. So I saw also, as if staring at a broad canvas, the sweep of the stately pavilion, the low roofless stands, the rise of George Parr’s elm, the crowd clustered around the loop of boundary rope and a huge spread of parched outfield.

I didn’t know then that Cardus had been too timid to step into Trent Bridge before writing it. He’d been sent to Nottingham to cover a Test match for the first time. The day before, he’d got as far as the high gates, beyond them spying ‘one or two men with cameras’ who looked so ‘alarmingly efficient and possessive’ that his courage failed him. He bought a copy of the Nottingham Evening Post and read the groundsman’s boast about the beauty of his pitch. It made Cardus think of Reggie Spooner, and of watching him cut and drive 247 runs there almost two decades before. He composed his most famous sentence while standing at a counter in the city’s main post office.

I chased down everything I could find of Cardus’s. When I could eventually afford them, I bought the books in their original bindings.

An infatuation had begun.

 

Only in retrospect did I realise that those BBC programmes resonated with me for a particular reason. They were shown in the month my grandfather fell ill and died. He looked a little like John Arlott and sounded a little like Neville Cardus; not in his accent – he came from a different and further-flung part of the north – but definitely in his enthusiasm for the cricket he’d seen before the Great War and especially after he came home from it. Before that war, which was supposed to end every other, cricket brought fresh air and dazzling light, a reward for labouring for a week in a coal mine without either of them. After it, the grounds on which the games were played became sanctuaries – places of convalescence for men like him who nightly saw again in their sleep, but were unable to talk about next morning, those far­away fields on the map that held brothers, friends, fellow soldiers. The quality of the match was immaterial. What mattered was the solace just being there brought them. There was no whiff of cordite. No stink of churned mud. No commotion in those still hours other than the crack of a boundary, the fall of a wicket, the sound of clapping. Cricket was a consolation to those who came back with His Majesty’s service medals. The sight of figures immaculately clad in white was proof of home. The game’s stable, peaceful order also reassured those who hadn’t fought. Arlott credits Cardus as being the first cricket writer to put ‘the feelings of ordinary cricket watchers into words’, which tells us how sensitively he reacted to what he saw and also why his appeal was immediate. His descriptions of cricket gave it a pulse but, more significantly, chimed with the post-war mood for something romantic, something dreamy, something purely for fun. He spoke to a generation which already felt old, and his tender approach to cricket, as well as his empathy for it, gave whoever read him a feeling for matches they’d never seen, players they barely knew and even places – backwater towns and major cities alike – they couldn’t visit.

My grandfather’s hero was the lean, languorous Frank Woolley, but the geography of the County Championship dictated that his team were the ruthless, ‘give nowt away’ Yorkshire of Wilfred Rhodes and Herbert Sutcliffe. He watched them whenever a ‘charabanc outing’ took him to the Scarborough Festival for ale, fish and chips and a ticket in the cheap seats. Reading Cardus comprehensively – even at a glacial pace, since ordering his books and waiting for them to arrive from libraries took for ever – had a secondary purpose for me. Cardus once said that ‘the Present is usually impatient when the glories of the Past are dinned in its ears.’ That is true. Whenever the old talk about the world of yesterday, the young are inclined to yawn. In that respect each generation is alike. But Cardus made me wish I’d listened more attentively to my grandfather. Whenever I read him, I saw my grandfather again. He was sitting in his brown leather chair, hands gripping the worn armrests, and dressed in his favourite ribbed cardigan and a collarless, sparkling-white shirt. Cardus brought him back to me. He assuaged my grief a little.

I began to type a fan letter to tell him all this, stopping midway only because I didn’t know where I would send it. I had no idea that his address, 112 Bickenhall Mansions, a brisk walk across Marylebone to Lord’s, and even his number – 01 935 5234 – were in the London telephone directory, as if he wanted someone to ring or call on him there.

I tucked what I’d written into a folder, forgetting about it until February 1975, when news of his death broke. Next morning I cut out and pasted the numerous tributes to him in a scrapbook, and also stared uselessly at my unfinished letter. With ambitions to become a sports reporter, I resolved there and then to write to Arlott instead. I spent a few weeks composing it, asking him straightforwardly ‘how to write?’ A few months later – for goodness knows how many bulging sacks of mail Arlott received – back came a neatly typed reply above an equally neat signature, steeply underlined in black ink. No doubt what Arlott said to me he’d also said to all those who’d bothered him before with the same damned fool question. The letter comprised 105 words and the kernel of his advice was: ‘Almost any good book would be a help because it would help you to write. But then any good book on English literature or essay writing would do that. As I was once told – the only way to write is to write.’

Two summers later I found myself sitting alongside Arlott at Trent Bridge. Here I got my second introduction to Cardus.

 

To catch his breath, John Arlott stood momentarily beneath the lintel of the press-box door, which framed him like a tall National Gallery portrait. In one hand he carried a brown leather briefcase, bulging like a magician’s bag of tricks. His initials were stamped on to it in faded gold leaf. In the other hung a portable typewriter. He was dressed in a dark suit, a dark wool tie and a striped shirt. With a statesman-like slowness, he found a seat at the end of the second row and wiped beady sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. He unclipped the lid of the typewriter and opened his briefcase. Out came a wedge of copy-paper, the latest edition of Wisden, a bottle of red wine, a French goblet made from thick glass and a corkscrew with a smooth wooden handle. He swivelled towards me and asked to borrow a telephone. It was May 1978, a damp, drizzly day with barely a blink of sunlight. Nottinghamshire were playing the tourists, Pakistan.

For hours Arlott had been like Godot, spoken of but never seen. He’d spent the morning and most of the afternoon taking advantage of the hospitality that Notts’ committee had willingly laid on for him. Most of it came in liquid form, and the measures can’t have been miserly. This much was clear from Arlott’s demeanour. He hunched over his typewriter, punching the keys singularly and ponderously, as if locating them was a struggle of eyesight and coordination. Wanting another drink, he reached for the bottle and the corkscrew. There was a loud plopping sound, like a stone dropping into water, before the gurgle of pouring began. His hand was unsteady. Thin dribbles of wine ran down the side of the glass and he soaked them up with a fist of the copy paper.

I was 19 years old then. My journalism jobs were menial. I was steward of the telephones. I provided the score updates for the two national news agencies. I looked after the teapot when it arrived in late afternoon, a huge metal thing with a black handle. I was callow, nervy and desperately unsure about whether I belonged there. I toted a thick Reporter’s Notebook, bought from W. H. Smith, which I hoped gave the impression that I knew what I was doing.

Arlott looked bone-weary, so I volunteered to phone over his report, concerned how smoothly it might read given the difficult circumstances of its creation. ‘Couldn’t bear to put you to the inconvenience,’ he said, softly. As the evening wore on, I reluctantly left him alone in the semi-darkness of the press box. I said goodnight and he promised to lock his phone away after using it.

Often it is said that the cure for admiring someone is to meet them. Not in this case. The following day, Arlott went out of his way to be kindly towards me. Indeed, I felt as if I’d been adopted. He drew me into his yarning conversations about topics that, as a know-nothing novice, I lacked any qualifications to discuss. But – and I can’t stress this enough – he never once made me feel patronised, embarrassed or inadequate about that. On the contrary. He paid rapt attention to whatever I contributed, however inconsequential, and replied studiously, always augmenting my remark with one of his own, as though I had initiated some bright notion that otherwise would never have occurred to him. He spoke of many things. Wisden seemed boringly staid to me then. ‘As you get older,’ he said, like a teacher instructing a pupil, ‘you’ll be able to look at a scoreboard in it and imagine an entire match again.’ He recalled the eccentrically stubborn George Gunn – ‘bowlers winced at the sight of him and he gave them nothing except a wink’ – and the sweet soul that was Jack Hobbs. ‘No man I have ever met was so self-effacing about his own talent. You’d think someone else had scored the runs for him.’ Hobbs blushed to his fingertips if anyone gave him excessive praise, he added. In the pavilion, Arlott had been looking at a cream-coloured etching of William Clarke, the father of Trent Bridge. Clarke’s woolly sideburns and the sheen of his top hat, which was extravagantly high, impressed him as much as the zeal and swagger of this 19th-century entrepreneur of cricket. Arlott spoke to me about the origins of Trent Bridge, and Clarke’s part in it, the dates and the matches whizzing by.

Arlott was familiar with the village team to which I belonged; or – more precisely – he was very familiar with the beery warmth of the popular inn on the apron of the ground, where years before the local constabulary not only turned the blindest of eyes to lock-ins for writers and players alike, but had actually joined them at the bar to sup and chat until the wee small hours. There were also eclectic asides from him on the comfort of listening to the radio late at night and the wide-eyed surprise of serendipitously coming across a second-hand bookshop, the windows ‘pockmarked grey’ and the shelves within constituting ‘three hundred years of print and thought’. I didn’t know then that he was reciting a few lines from one of his own poems.

I had plenty of chances to thank Arlott for the letter he had sent in reply to mine. I was too shy and too timidly self-conscious to take them. Instead I asked him about Neville Cardus and the filming of those BBC programmes. ‘Oh,’ he said, breathing deeply, the words coming out in a wheeze, ‘there was enough material for a dozen of those.’

Cardus had been very keen to be interviewed and had prepared scrupulously for it. Arlott thought he’d seen them as a chance to leave something of himself behind; something that supplemented the stack of newspaper cuttings and books and the transcripts of radio broadcasts. Fretting about the glare of the studio lights, imagining every crack and fissure in his face illuminated harshly, Cardus had charmed the make-up woman: ‘Make me look 40 years younger,’ he’d pleaded, mischievously. And Arlott explained that even though Cardus spoke fast and furiously, as if afraid his tongue would suddenly glue up and leave a story dangling there, limp and only half-told, he rarely fluffed a line. In fact, the difficulty had been to get him to stop talking.

Cardus needed no advocate other than Arlott. He didn’t only adore his writing. He said he owed a debt to it too. Cardus had shown him it was possible to write about cricket in a way that Arlott hadn’t contemplated before. There was a minor pause, like a semi-colon scribbled in the air, before Arlott went on: ‘He taught me to see rather than just look.’

Often Arlott picked up one of Cardus’s books at home and turned the pages at random, taking in a passage wherever his eyes fell. He especially liked doing so in the gloom of midwinter, the summer to come impossibly far away. Cardus pulled him towards another season. Arlott could quote lines of Cardus the way he could quote Thomas Hardy. He spoke, too, about the lovely experience of reading Cardus’s The Summer Game, so slim and light that you barely knew you were holding it. The book was ‘a revelation’ to him.

Arlott had been talking for a while when another journalist, an interested eavesdropper, grabbed his attention with a short blizzard of questions about Cardus the man rather than Cardus the writer. He wanted to know why Cardus had been such a private fellow, easy to approach but infernally hard to fathom. There was a sudden swivelling of heads, the match momentarily forgotten. The conversation that followed, during which I was spectator rather than participant, roamed around the long, dusty press box. What emerged from it counted as breaking news to me. I learnt Cardus was someone impossible to understand through his work alone.

The novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne once wrote: ‘No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.’ Cardus, it seemed, was the exception to Hawthorne’s rule. He was not only quixotic, but also infinitely complicated, a puzzle unsolvable no matter how long you tried to unpick it. He had worn a mask over a mask, leaving only the bright wicks of his eyes visible beneath it. He had written three autobiographical works, totalling almost 800 pages, but the private Cardus still remained in hiding somewhere, out of reach.

He was made up of striking contradictions too. He began his career mistrusting and even loathing the Establishment before – much to his untrammelled joy – becoming a card-carrying member of it. Ostensibly an extrovert, he was at heart an introvert, diffident and a bit shy. His breezily confident front obscured from view the vulnerability he felt, his ego bruising easily. He was a loner – and sometimes a very lonely one at that. He pretended not to care about his reputation when, actually, he cared about it a great deal, afraid he’d become too popular to be taken seriously. For the sake of self-protection, he often dismissed his own writing as frivolously unimportant, but applied himself to it with the dedication of the workaholic scholar, worried constantly about what the critics would say. He made an ostentatious show of adoring Manchester, but could barely wait to abandon the place and eventually disliked returning there at all unless obligation demanded it. He was prodigiously intelligent and ferociously well read, but so crassly naive and unworldly – a pure innocent sometimes – that he mucked up, muddled or miscalculated decisions that made his life and career more difficult than they ought to have been.

Cardus earned a lot of money, often spending it in a gush of generosity, but could never comprehend exactly where – or why – it had gone. He was seldom in the best of health, suffering perpetually the painful upheavals of gastric and digestive complaints, but tried to pass himself off as someone hale and fairly hearty. He was prone to bouts of maudlin introspection, often tilting into black depressions.

Cardus had changed the way I saw the cricket world before I was born. That day, Arlott changed the way I saw Cardus.

He was ‘a maze’, said Arlott, pursing his lips. There were ‘several Neville Carduses’. The one you knew depended on who you were; he made it sound as though Cardus slipped into and out of character as easily as changing clothes. In a plain but memorable phrase, he explained that Cardus had ‘his music friends, his cricket friends and his girlfriends’. He ‘stored them in different rooms,’ he said. Arlott pondered, however, whether a lot of ‘friends’ were only casual acquaintances in disguise. He didn’t have bosom pals; he chose his companions to match the occasion. Each group was rigidly compartmentalised, usually quite separate from every other; Cardus made certain that tittle-tattle about him could seldom be swapped between them. Arlott surmised that each set of ‘friends’ knew some small something about him – a mere fragment – which another didn’t. This was like being given only the corners of a jigsaw.

Arlott thought that Cardus was defending himself against exclusion or abandonment, a consequence of his scarred childhood. If music let him down, he could turn to cricket. If cricket let him down, he could turn to music. A vital piece of supporting evidence was a birthday party for Cardus, which revealed divisions between his music life and his cricket life that were conspicuously deep. Arlott flashed back to it, starting to elaborate, before stopping abruptly and changing tack, as though the picture that slid into his mind troubled him a little. Cardus’s romantic ‘dalliances’, more complicated still, produced another theory. He was married for almost 50 years, but seldom lived with his wife. He flaunted several relationships that were essentially platonic, but had once become a hopeless casualty of Cupid’s bow and arrow, sending him into despair. Arlott was convinced that only the women in his life made an indelible mark on him. They got to know him better than any man.

Arlott had been a policeman for a dozen years, rising to the rank of sergeant. He’d been trained to notice the infinitesimal, giveaway ‘tells’ in personality, and also schooled through hard experience to interpret behaviour. His perspective on Cardus was neither flippantly compiled nor casually expressed, but based on hour upon hour of close-up observation and a lot of weighty thinking about what his eyes had seen and his mind had filed away.

Arlott began to list Cardus’s virtues, giving each of them a fat tick. He was genial, benevolent towards others and self-effacing. He passed on advice to aspiring writers, often inviting them to lunch, because he remembered his own difficulty in gaining a foothold in newspapers. He even tolerated a lot of fools, apparently gladly, so as not to upset them; for he didn’t have it in him to be spectacularly rude. He was intensely hard-working, frequently to the detriment of his well-being. He seemed not to envy anyone either. And, of course, his writing would survive the generations because it was ‘too good’ to be neglected or perish.

Only after all that was said, assembled rather like a case for the defence, did Arlott admit: ‘Did any of us really know him? . . . Perhaps not.’

Then he shook his head.

 

Though decades have passed, I can still see that shake of the head and hear the two brief sentences preceding it. John Arlott spoke them quite slowly, and my memory preserves a small wave of sadness in that ‘perhaps not’. I think now what I thought then. He regretted not asking the questions that might have made Neville Cardus less enigmatic even to him, a friend. The chance was gone and irrecoverable, and Arlott mourned its passing.

I like to think something else too: that Arlott talked at such length about Cardus purely for my benefit. He indulged me – pleased to entertain, pleased to explain and pleased to do both on my behalf and no one else’s. In retrospect, I realise the scale of that privilege: it was rather like having Coleridge talk to you about Wordsworth. Possibly my offer to be his messenger the night before had impressed him. Possibly he wanted to put at ease someone whom he saw, quite correctly, as being utterly in awe of him and his reputation. Possibly the wine was a contributory factor. Only after telling the story to his son Tim did an alternative scenario arise. He reminded me that his stepmother had died only shortly before and, though his father had recently remarried, he could still feel ‘a particular loneliness’.

Later that summer, when England faced New Zealand at Trent Bridge, Arlott spent most of the game camped in or near the Test Match Special box in the pavilion. When he finally appeared at the ‘print end’ of the ground, and needed a telephone, I turned around and found him at my shoulder. ‘I hope your reading is going well,’ he said, by which he meant my reading of Cardus. He had recommended four books. The first two were The Summer Game, which had so enchanted him, and also the 1948 edition of Days in the Sun. The other two were Australian Summer, an account of the MCC’s 1936–37 tour, and a slim softcover called The Playfair Cardus, a collection of articles from Playfair Cricket Monthly. I read and reread them with an attention to detail, as though Arlott might one day quiz me about them.

That Cardus was more of a tormented genius than I’d ever judged possible has never detracted from the pleasure of reading him.

I follow Arlott’s example, choosing a title from the shelf and flicking to wherever Fate takes me. Also as Arlott did, I find him an antidote to the worst of winter. For in Cardus-land it seldom rains. And the grass is greener than you can ever visualise. And around the boundary there are white picket fences, unsullied by advertising or sponsorship boards. And the County Championship has a cut and mean thrust about it, fought for as though nothing – absolutely nothing – is more important than any of life’s other great schemes. And the crowds watching these matches are jammed together tightly, applauding rather than chanting, drinking tea rather than swilling beer. And during a festival week somewhere, but especially on a spot beside the sea, there are streaming flags and pitched tents and the brine and the salt-taste of gusty air. And what’s long lost is found again – grounds such as Hastings, quaintly handsome, and Bramall Lane, industrially smoky. And a bygone age – as well as the Gentleman and the Players who shaped it – is alive once more, as though each summer is unfolding just as you begin reading about it.

Arlott described Cardus as ‘the father of literate sports writing’. He justified the statement with an argument so solidly logical that only a pedant can protest against it. ‘Just as there can never be a greater cricketer than W. G. Grace – because he created the whole technique of modern cricket, and no one can ever do that again – so there can never be a greater cricket writer than Neville Cardus.’ He ‘created’ the very art of it, added Arlott, and ‘others performed what he showed’.

That’s high praise, but all those years ago at Trent Bridge I heard Arlott say something I believe matches it. Whatever anyone thought of Cardus, and however idiosyncratic or mysterious he seemed to them, Arlott clearly didn’t care; and he clearly didn’t believe Cardus’s contribution to cricket should suffer devaluation for it either. He searched for and found a simple line to encapsulate his impact on the game and particularly – as if this reminder was pressingly urgent – on the craft of writing about it. Adamant that he had influenced everyone, whether they acknowledged it or not, Arlott said that he was picturing his own bookshelves at home, full of Cardus and full of his imitators too. He let the image settle; and then he asked: ‘Can you imagine how the literature of cricket would look without him?’

In reply came only respectful silence.
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