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For Abigail, Francesca and Rose,

my three cricketing maidens




CONTENTS





Introduction

Chapter 1 – Cricket’s Formative Years

Chapter 2 – Birth of the Ashes

Chapter 3 – The Don

Chapter 4 – Masterclass

Chapter 5 – Great Double Acts

Chapter 6 – The Women’s Game

Chapter 7 – Cricket Centre Stage

Chapter 8 – Age Matters

Chapter 9 – Cricket is a Funny Game

Chapter 10 – Bruising Encounters

Chapter 11 – Some Tight Finishes

Chapter 12 – It’s Not Cricket

Conclusion – A View from the Boundary

Language of Cricket


INTRODUCTION





The playwright Harold Pinter once referred to cricket as the ‘greatest thing that God created on earth’ (‘certainly greater than sex,’ he went on, ‘although sex isn’t too bad either.’).


Indeed for many cricket has a significance that goes
beyond the game itself. I can remember the keynote
speaker at our school speech day alerting our young
minds to the fact that life would bowl us the
occasional googly, which we should always
endeavour to play with a straight bat. A few
years later I heard a clergyman in the Cotswolds inform his congregation
that if they wanted to stay in God’s
good books they shouldn’t
throw their wicket away
with a careless shot. It
was their morals
he had in
mind.



   In the days of the British Empire the spirit of cricket was the essence
of good sportsmanship, a code of conduct akin to medieval chivalry.
Almost any dishonourable behaviour was contemptuously dismissed
with the damning phrase: ‘It’s not cricket’. The notion persisted that
the game was a universal force for good. As the Cold War extended
its icy grip across the face of the world in the late 1940s, the Catholic
Archbishop of Liverpool was heard to observe, ‘If Stalin had learned
to play cricket the world might now be a better place to live in.’


   The truth is that cricket means different things to different people
– while remaining totally incomprehensible to countless others,
including the French who, despite this, sometimes claim to have
invented it. No other sport is as multi-faceted or as rich in history,
character and drama. No other sport is as well documented or can
match cricket’s vast literary output. It is a game of strategic complexity,
subtle skills and blatant aggression; though not necessarily at the
same time. 


   The joy of cricket is that there is so much to enjoy – as a player, as a
spectator, as a statistician, as a student of the sport’s history, or even
as an artist like Jocelyn Galsworthy or wicketkeeper-turned-painter
Jack Russell. What other sport can be played over five fluctuating
days and build to a nail-biting climax such as we’ve seen in recent
times? And the shorter formats of the game have brought their own
brand of excitement, especially Twenty20. Some purists resent the
introduction of the latter, seeing it as a brash intruder, a corrupting
influence. But Twenty20 has brought some much needed money
into cricket, has attracted a new and generally younger audience and
given the summer game yet another dimension (not least by
extending the playing hours).


   Of course, not all Test matches and limited-overs games culminate
in an exciting climax. Except for the most partisan supporters,
outcomes that are too one-sided can dull the appetite, but even then
there are likely to be individual performances to admire, promising
newcomers to note. And if rain stops play, the wise cricket fan will
make sure they have the latest Wisden or some other cricketing tome
to hand to help soak up the loss of action. 


   Playing the game is the greatest joy of all. For those, like me,
who have never progressed beyond modest club level there are the
recurring pleasures of each new season: the fresh ambition to record
a personal best; the team camaraderie; the unmistakable sense of
carrying on a long tradition. Less sensitive than the professionals to the weather and state of the pitch, the club cricketer is only too
happy to get out there and do their bit. I’ve been fortunate enough to
watch Test cricket around the world, but for my money nothing beats
a convivial club game on the village green with afternoon tea lined
up in the pavilion and the local pub reassuringly within sight. Cricket
at the grass roots.


   To do justice to the evolution of cricket, to its milestone events
and heroic feats, its memorable characters and off-field dramas,
to records set and broken, would take a book many times larger
than this. But hopefully this latest addition to the game’s ever-expanding library will give a taste of what makes cricket so endlessly
fascinating. And such a joy.
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