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By Harsha Bhogle

It might seem a bit far-fetched, but I believe umpires need to have a little bit of the doctor about them. They have to be very knowledgeable, very up to date with the latest, be decisive when surrounded by agitated bodies. You could go on. But why do I bring up these qualities in a foreword for a book on an umpire? Because apart from everything else, umpires, like doctors, must radiate confidence and a sense of calm. Marais Erasmus had that.

When he walked out onto the field, you felt secure. You knew you were in safe hands. It didn’t matter if he made a mistake, but you knew he was fair all the time. In high pressure games, in games so emotional that they lead to irrational viewing, like the seven India versus Pakistan games he stood in, that is a critical trait. The best umpires have it; Marais did too.

He was undemonstrative, never seeking to be in the picture. Some umpires can be like that and it is fine, as long as it doesn’t come in the way of decision-making, but you just feel in safer hands when the umpire isn’t seen.

Except, of course, when a crucial piece of judgement is needed. Like when Angelo Mathews was timed out. Or when Jonny Bairstow was given out for wandering down the pitch in a crucial Test match.

The spotlight was on the umpire in both cases. And, without being officious, Marais was firm. The laws of the game were in safe hands. Well, most times.

But remember, umpires must get it right in the heat of the moment, when they need four pairs of eyes, when emotions are running high, when a decision can determine whether ambitions pursued over a lifetime can be fulfilled. When Marais got it wrong, we said he was human; we didn’t point imaginary arrows at him. That is a qualification and it must be earned.

I didn’t spend too much time socially with Marais, but I would imagine he would be this jolly uncle-like figure with a dry sense of humour, possessed of the best stories but never demanding attention, never seeking audiences to tell these stories to. Just a little vertical nod of the head and a smile when asked, maybe?

127 Tests, 192 ODIs, 61 T20Is, 14 Ashes Tests, 26 Tests involving India: that is a stellar record that is assigned to only a few. And it is people like Marais, and many other fine umpires in our times, who have played a part in taking the narrative away from umpiring and towards performances when looking back at games.

Yes, DRS has helped, and the presence of third-country umpires has helped. But having very good umpires like Marais has helped too. The top five or six in the game are seriously good umpires and to be the recipient of the ICC umpire of the year award three times from among that list is an achievement that you can be forgiven for telling your grandchildren multiple times.

Much like players hand over the baton to the next generation, so must umpires. South Africa has done that with Cyril Mitchley to Rudi Koertzen to Marais Erasmus. He must find the next.

In medical school, I am sure they teach you about surgery and diagnosis, but I wonder if they teach doctors to put a caring arm on a shoulder and address fear. As young umpires emerge, armed with an extraordinary knowledge of the laws of the game and the ever-changing playing conditions, I hope Marais Erasmus can take them aside and tell them about how to win trust, about how to manage situations, about how to be in the thick of it all and yet never be noticed. You remember the caring doctor and you remember the firm but fair and friendly umpire.

I will always remember Marais Erasmus as being fair and friendly.

— Mumbai, October 2025
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​Decision Required, Sir (DRS)
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Marais Erasmus had a decision to make. The evidence was closer to him than the usual 22 yards. There was nobody at square leg and no Decision Review System (DRS), but he didn’t need help to make up his mind. He knew what to do, he knew it was the right thing to do, and he knew it was the right time to do it.

As always, he wondered how no-one else could hear his heart thumping, see his veins thicken, and notice the hair on the back of his neck suddenly straighten. As always, his head was perfectly still, his eyes narrowed, bright and steady. His closed mouth was a downward curve, his slightly furrowed brow tipped a touch forward, his shoulders comfortably sloped, his sturdy figure calm and controlled.

What you see is not what you get with Erasmus. What you see is a picture of assured excellence, an idyll in a storm. There is an unusual elegance about him, as if he is dancing without moving. He looks like a man quietly contemplating the components of a sunset.

What you would get were you to be him when he has a decision to make is the sense of an unruly rabble of butterflies trying to alight onto the blades of a windmill spinning in a gale.

Calm? Not Erasmus. On the outside he could be a painting called “Still Life with Wide-Brimmed Hat”. On the inside he is as rudely alive and kicking as a mad hatter. 

The decision was made, in the usual way, with the minimum of visible fuss. In less time than it would have taken Erasmus to step towards the stumps and lift the bails, he walked to the desk, signed the form that lay on it, and left the office. Then he took a deep breath of what felt like freer air that promised a better, brighter future.

It was November 2007. For seven years Erasmus had juggled professional umpiring with teaching — he is a former deputy headmaster, which is obvious even now — and official unhappiness over his frequent absences from school had grown. Push had come to shove. He had taught Afrikaans, History and Geography for 17 years. But now he had to choose: umpiring or educating?

Signing the form ended his teaching career a month later. By then he had officiated in 30 first-class matches — he made his debut in February 2003 — and 16 internationals — either on the field or behind a screen — across the formats. That moment in the headmaster’s office at Swartland Primary School in Malmesbury set Erasmus on a path he would step off in May 2024, when he hung up his proverbial white coat at international level.

Proverbial because umpires no longer wear white coats, and that’s the least of the changes that swept through the profession during Erasmus’ career. The surgical precision of modern television means umpires on the field in matches that are broadcast don’t decide any but the most obvious runout appeals. The same goes for stumping shouts and close calls on the boundary.

The art and craft of umpiring — in important ways it is about both — has undergone a quiet revolution since Erasmus was first paid to make decisions while remaining icy on the outside, even as his fire burned within.

Behind him are more than two decades of becoming, and remaining, global cricket’s most recognisable official and its most trusted figure. South Africa’s supporters used to feel relief when they saw Jacques Kallis make his magisterial way to the wicket. Similarly, cricket minded people everywhere are happy to see Erasmus step over the boundary. That assures them the match is in safe hands. At one end of the pitch, at least.

But that’s not universally true. Umpiring is a form of conflict resolution; hence umpires cannot satisfy all of the people all of the time. As a high-profile leader in his profession, Erasmus has made significant numbers of people unhappy a significant number of times in a significant number of countries.

Umpiring is also controversy management. Erasmus has been snared in more squabbles, on and off the field, than many umpires, largely because he has stood in more important matches than many of his peers. Upholding an appeal for “timed out” that was made against Angelo Mathews during the 2023 World Cup is only the last example in his stellar international career.

Erasmus won the David Shepherd Trophy, the International Cricket Council’s (ICC) recognition of the best umpire of the year, in 2016, 2017 and 2021. Pakistan’s Aleem Dar and Englishman Richard Kettleborough have also earned the award three times. Only Simon Taufel, an Australian who won the trophy five consecutive times from its inception in 2004, and England’s Richard Illingworth, the winner in 2019, 2022, 2023 and 2024, have done so more often.

Erasmus was appointed to the ICC’s Elite Panel in June 2010 and stood in the 2011, 2015, 2019 and 2023 editions of the men’s 50-over World Cup. He made it to the quarterfinals in 2011 and 2015, and in the latter he was the television official in the final. Four years later at Lord’s he was on the field and central to the drama that unfolded in the final, when a boundary count was needed to separate England and New Zealand. He was part of 11 versions of what is now called the T20 World Cup: eight men’s and three women’s.

Erasmus stood in 82 World Cup matches of all kinds — men’s and women’s, ODI and T20I — and Champions Trophy games, and was the television official in 31 more. He made it to seven finals on the field and another two on the box. He stood in nine quarter finals and semi-finals and kept his eyes on the screen in another five. That means he was entrusted with knockout games, either on the field or in the booth, in more than a fifth of his matches in ICC events.

The men’s Ashes? Fourteen Tests on the field — seven in each country — and eight as the third umpire in seven series spread across more than a dozen years.

Erasmus has been up close and personal with the most powerful entity in world cricket, India’s men’s team, in 26 Tests, as many one-day internationals (ODIs) and nine T20 internationals (T20Is). Seven of those matches have been the world game’s premier fixture: India versus Pakistan. One was the 2017 Champions Trophy final. He has been the television official in eight India Tests, 13 of their ODIs and five of their T20Is.  

The Indian Premier League (IPL) has had the benefit of Erasmus’ services in 68 games on the field and 18 as the electronic arbiter. He stood in the 2018 final and was involved in three other playoff matches in 2016 and 2018.

I met Erasmus through a despotic war criminal who headed a family dictatorship business. It was the strange evening of March 28, 2011, in Colombo, Sri Lanka’s capital. Erasmus was there as part of the umpiring panel in that year’s men’s World Cup, which was played in India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. I was there to report on the tournament.

Both of us had been invited, among other umpires and reporters, to dinner by “His Excellency Mahinda Rajapaksa, President of Sri Lanka”, who, as prime minister, had presided over the last four years of the country’s 25 years of brutal civil war. Shaking the hand of the not-at-all-great man was like clasping a dead but still poisonous fish. Trying to find meaning in his coldly glazed eyes or to make sense of his raspy mumbling was beyond me. I would like to think Erasmus felt the same way, and so we didn’t stray far from each other until it was time to collect our phones from security and return to the more real world.

From there, we bumped into each other from time to time in our respective roles in cricket’s travelling circus. But it wasn’t until almost a dozen years later that the idea for what you now hold in your hands was communicated. It was a dazzling summer’s day in January 2023 when Erasmus and I discovered we were in the same queue curling up a hill and waiting to get into a Mango Groove concert at Kirstenbosch Gardens in Cape Town.

“I want to talk to you about a book,” he said. I was dead keen immediately. His wife, Adèle, seemed uneasy about the prospect of revisiting controversial episodes. “What would be the point of the book if we didn’t,” I said.

He laughed, turned to Adèle, and said, “Did you hear that?’’

But wait: Marais Erasmus? Mango Groove? Yes, the most stoic figure in cricket is keen on cheesy 1990s pseudo Afropop. That’s among the many things you might not know about him.

Here’s another, courtesy of a friend who was with us in the queue that day. “That man,” she said, looking at Erasmus in his shorts a few metres further up the hill, “has calves for days.” Indeed, he does. But umpires aren’t often spotted wearing shorts, so who knew?

Neither could umpires be confused, you would think, with video game characters. Think again. If you go to Erasmus’ Wikipedia page you are informed that “‘M Erasmus’ redirects here. For the fictional wizard villain named ‘Merasmus’, see Team Fortress 2.” It’s a “multiplayer first-person shooter game” that was released in October 2007. Merasmus serves as an “antagonist of the game’s annual Halloween events” along with “the Horseless Headless Horsemann, Monoculus and the Bombinomicon”, all of them among the game’s “non-playable characters”. Unplayable, you might say, especially if you’re of the disposition to read a book about an umpire.

Not unlike war criminals and dictators, and indeed fictional wizard villains and those who find them unplayable, cricketers come and cricketers go. And they have their fans. Umpires tend to last longer, even though they don’t attract followings the size of cricketers’. They aren’t often former superstar players, but the best of them are the superheroes of cricket.

Their powers include being able to replicate, using nothing more than years of learning and training, their eyes and ears, and their gut feel, almost three-quarters of the findings of carefully calibrated machines — 72.8% of decisions made on the field are proved correct by DRS.

Umpires are also the rock ’n roll stars of cricket. As in what they used to say to television directors when staring at a crucial bit of footage: — “Could you rock and roll that for me, please?” — that they needed to be replayed back and forth to help them make up their minds. Erasmus was among the first to use that phrase, and he did so many times. So many times that a version of those words made a useful hook for hatching the title of this book.

Umpires are more than superheroes and rock stars. They are required to maintain their equilibrium and impartiality come hell, high water or Virat Kohli screaming at you like a privileged poison pixie. Most umpires don’t have the kind of agendas players invariably do, which makes them fascinating interview subjects. It doesn’t hurt that they tend to be among the most colourful characters in cricket.

How far will electronic umpiring go? How do umpires feel when the gizmos tell them, and the millions watching at the ground and on television, that they’ve got it wrong? What makes a player a pleasure or a pain to deal with from an umpire’s perspective? How do they hear themselves think in the clamour and orchestrated chaos of an IPL game?

Marais Erasmus is perfectly placed to answer these questions and others, and to do so with the warmth and humanity it would not be proper to show when he is on the field. It’s a long way from a headmaster’s office in the Swartland to Lord’s. How did he get there? Stand by. You’re about to find out.
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Head boy at DF Malan High 1982
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Captain of DF Malan High School 1st cricket team: 1981 and 1982
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Penalty attempt for DF Malan 1st XV vs President High, 1 May 1982
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​From Playing to Umpiring
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If you were close enough to domestic cricket in South Africa from the late 1980s to the mid-90s to be aware of what was going on in the game away from places like the Wanderers and Newlands, you would have known, or at least known about a combative seam-bowling all-rounder called Marais Erasmus.

At 1.81 metres tall he tops Dale Steyn by two centimetres. That’s not to say Erasmus was anywhere near as quick as Steyn, but good luck telling any seamer they aren’t as classy as any other. It’s hard-wired into fast bowlers — irrespective of whether they really are fast — that they can knock anyone over. Donald Bradman? Bring him. Viv Richards? Him too. It’s the aggressive intent that matters, and Erasmus had that in spades.

The eyes we’ve come to know as stoic used to be fiery. His calm body language as an umpire was once frenetic. The even-temperedness that is now his trademark used to be a boil of emotion. But not in a fashion that would alienate the fellowship he would join in the following few years.

“I was always trying to put pressure on umpires, but never in an aggressive way,” Erasmus says. “I would ask, ‘Outside the line?’ or ‘Missing leg?’ to try and figure out if this guy actually gives the right answers. And then I would appeal more or less, depending on if I saw a weakness or not.”

That method worked well enough for Erasmus to take 131 wickets at an average of 28.18 in 53 first-class matches, and to claim seven five-wicket hauls. But that doesn’t tell us how good he was.

Niels Momberg, Cricket South Africa’s (CSA) match officials manager, played against Erasmus at club level. They remain firm friends. “Marais was a good cricketer, probably just above average, but he had a heart as big as this,” Momberg says, and uses his hands to make a shape about the size of a football. “He would bowl into the wind the whole day. He had a very average batting technique, but when the chips were down Marais would get you that 30 or 40 you needed in a three-day game.”

What was Erasmus like, as a player, with umpires? Momberg: “Marais is the nicest guy out there, but he’s a fierce competitor. But he was never a pig. His reputation as a human being stayed intact, and that doesn’t happen in cricket circles if you scream and shout at umpires.”

[image: ]
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Among Erasmus’ first-class wickets are those of South Africa Test players Kepler Wessels, Jimmy Cook, Andrew Hudson, Gary Kirsten, Herschelle Gibbs, John Commins, Mark Rushmere, Martin van Jaarsveld, HD Ackerman, Daryll Cullinan, Shaun Pollock, Brian McMillan, Zander de Bruyn and Steve Elworthy. Erasmus dismissed Australia’s Michael Slater and West Indies’ Clayton Lambert twice in the same match. He also got West Indians Carlisle Best and Malcolm Marshall, New Zealander Stephen Fleming, and Zimbabwe’s Neil Johnson.
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Fleming was one of six Kiwis who Erasmus removed for 22 runs, four of them single-handedly, in Paarl in December 1994. Those are his career-best figures. But there’s a sting in this tale. Twenty-two wickets fell on the first day of that match. Boland were bowled out for 83 and the New Zealanders for 86, and the home side were 31/2 in their second innings at stumps.

[image: ]

The game had been scheduled for three days, but it was called off one over into the second day immediately after Simon Doull had Andrew Wylie caught behind. The umpires, Brian Jerling and Cyril Mitchley, deemed the pitch dangerous. Was it that bad?

“The pitch had a corrugated-iron look with green grass and bare patches, plus cracks all over,” Erasmus says. “A length ball would either stay low or rise up above your head. It was very dangerous. The surface was just too fresh, as it had been laid only five months earlier. My concern was that my 6/22 was not going to be recognised, but the stats counted.”

Momberg had planned to watch the second day’s play, but when he arrived at the ground it was deserted. Almost. “Thys Carstens was Marais’ Biology teacher and his cricket coach at school,” Momberg says. “He was also the groundsman at Boland Park. He practically built the place. I arrived and saw him sitting there. He was beside himself because the game had been called off. He was having a drink. And he was not a drinker.”

The match will be remembered neither for Erasmus’ bowling nor Carstens’ pitch. Instead, with time on their hands because of the abandonment, some of the players made their way to Nederburg Wine Estate near Paarl. There they duly became intoxicated — not so much by alcohol but by the cannabis that had been procured by one of the two Boland players in their throng.

According to Fleming’s 2004 biography, Balance of Power, which was written by New Zealand cricket journalist Richard Boock, Fleming, Dion Nash, Bryan Young, Chris Pringle and Danny Morrison were all present. More of the drug went up in smoke at a braai at the New Zealanders’ hotel that night.

Morrison told Rutherford, the captain, what he had witnessed, and the next day Nash, Fleming and Matthew Hart confessed to team management after being called in for questioning. They were each fined NZ$250 — the equivalent of R560 in 1994 — which would buy a lot of weed, especially in Paarl.

The incident couldn’t have been more ill-timed. New Zealand had claimed only their third win in 11 Tests in South Africa at the Wanderers almost a month earlier. But then they lost all five of their completed ODIs in a quadrangular series that also involved Pakistan and Sri Lanka. That was followed by the marijuana mess. Heavy defeats followed in the last two Tests.

So, by the time the squad returned to New Zealand in early January 1995, pressure for the suits to do something was high. Peter McDermott, the chair of New Zealand Cricket, spoke of a “malaise that appears to have infected the game” and of “one of the darkest weeks in the history of our sport”. Nash, Fleming and Hart were suspended for three international matches each. Geoff Howarth, the coach, and Mike Sandlant, the manager, left their positions.

Rutherford went home to a truly empty house: his wife had left him, taking with her not only the couple’s children but all the furniture and appliances. Months later Rutherford was, Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack reported, “sacked after the home season degenerated into a series of traumas”. He did the sensible thing — he moved to South Africa and played for Transvaal until his retirement in March 2000.

Hang on. If two Boland players were involved in scoring marijuana for the Kiwis, might one of them have been Erasmus? No. That would not be a good look for future deputy headmasters, never mind future international umpires. But he does have “a good idea of who the culprits were”.

Erasmus’ list of one-day victims includes internationals Peter Kirsten, Mickey Arthur, Rudi Steyn, Dave Callaghan, Louis Koen, Mike Rindel, Pieter Strydom, Errol Stewart and Nicky Bojé. He took 48 wickets at an economy rate of 4.02 in this format. T20s? The first of them was played in English county cricket in June 2003 — almost seven years after Erasmus had walked onto the field as a provincial cricketer for the last time.

He scored his only first-class century in Brackenfell in April 1992 in the second innings against a Warwickshire attack that included England internationals Dougie Brown and Neil Smith. Seventy-six of Erasmus’ unbeaten 103 came in boundaries. He had made 51 not out — one of seven career half-centuries — in the first innings. His 55 against Canterbury in Vredenburg in September 1993 was his only half-century in one-day cricket, and the best effort in Boland’s total of 187.

You would have to go a long way to find a fast bowler who isn’t convinced he has batting ability, regardless of however much evidence there is to the contrary. Erasmus was primarily a bowler, but the application he brought to his innate pugnacity meant he could hold his own with the bat. 

As was the case when he was put in charge. Erasmus captained the senior Boland team in four first-class matches and the B side in four more. He was at Boland’s helm in nine one-day games. He oversaw six first-class losses and drew the other two games, but led his team to five one-day wins.
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Three of the latter were achieved against Transvaal, Natal — as those teams were called then — and Eastern Province. That is significant because Boland were not among the heavyweight contenders on South Africa’s domestic scene, so their players didn’t have as many opportunities as others to prove themselves, or improve their own games, against the country’s higher profile cricketers. That only makes Erasmus’ success as a bowler against some of the best batters of that era more impressive.
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But even Dale Steyn, or for that matter Donald Bradman and Viv Richards, know they can’t play forever. Not in the manner they would wish to, at least. Erasmus’ last significant match was a first-class fixture against Natal at Kingsmead in December 1996. Batting at No. 10, he got out to Shaun Pollock for a second-ball duck in the first innings and, in the second dig, first ball to Gary Gilder. His 10 overs in Natal’s first innings cost only 36 runs but earned no wickets. The second time around, he dismissed Mark Bruyns in 7.3 overs that went for 21.

It was to be Erasmus’ only match of the eight first-class games Boland played in 1996/97. He would turn 33 just more than two months later. He and Adèle’s twins, Chris and Geo, were on the way. Also, he had earned a promotion and was teaching at Hendrik Louw Primary School in the Strand — some 50 kilometres south of Paarl, where Boland trained and played most of their home games. It was time, and he quit. “I saw the signs when I only played one game that season,” he says.

In June 2013, almost 17 years after his last first-class match and more than four months past his 49th birthday, Erasmus again crossed the boundary as one of the players. By then he had stood in 18 Tests, 45 ODIs and 15 T20Is — all played by men — and in 13 women’’s T20Is. He had been the television official in 46 other internationals across the formats.

Some things were different from his previous appearances as a player: he was promoted to No. 5. But other things stayed pretty much the same: he was out for another duck, this time off six balls. Still other things were a throwback to his prime: he took 3/29 to bowl his team to victory by 50 runs.

Which team? Old Edwardians, the Birmingham club he had played 43 games for in not quite five months in 1996. Or when he was a comparative whippersnapper, aged 32. The 2013 match, a 40-over game, was the club’s annual fixture against the real whippersnappers of King Edward’s School. Erasmus was part of the ICC umpiring panel in that year’s Champions Trophy in England and Wales. Three days later he stood in the game between England and Australia at Edgbaston.

Despite having hit umpiring’s international big time when he had been elevated to the Elite Panel three years previously, Erasmus was not above doing his bit in a match between his former club and the school for which they are named. That is revealing.

Erasmus made a career in the game, as a player and an official, that — measured from his first-class playing debut in December 1988 — lasted more than half the time he had been alive up until his retirement. His relationship with cricket is deeper and wider than would have been the case were it simply a transactional arrangement.

Cricket is a broad church. It has room for those who must watch every ball of every match they could possibly see, and for those who only want to know about the deliveries that concern them. Erasmus is far from what Australians call a “cricket tragic”, a hopelessly devoted, slightly sad, usually middle-aged obsessive. He is also a long way from a dispassionate collector of pay cheques. He loves cricket and cricket has loved him back.

His first-class debut as an umpire came eight days before he turned 40 and just more than six years after he played his last match at that level. In the slow-moving world of cricket officiating, that is rapid progress. And it was not without its politics.

Erasmus had considered a segue into coaching after his playing days, but he was still a full-time teacher and training sessions in the paid ranks were often scheduled during school hours. By then he had umpired schools matches for years and enjoyed the experience. So he joined the Boland Cricket Umpires Association. His plan was to obtain, within a month or two of signing up, the qualification that would make him eligible to stand in first-class matches.

Not so fast, young man. “They said I didn’t have enough experience to sit for the exam,” Erasmus says. “First I would need to umpire for a full club season. But that wasn’t in the rules. They made a Marais Erasmus Rule.”

The sub-plot was what had happened in another Cinderella province on the other side of the country. Ian Howell’s last first-class match as a Border player ended on March 1, 1998. A scant or — among umpires — scandalous 10 months and 15 days later, Howell stood in a first-class game.

By October 1999 he was a television official at international level. He stood in his first international, an ODI at Newlands, in January 2000. Howell had gone from playing to the highest echelon of umpiring in less than two years. He would stand in nine Tests, 66 ODIs and eight T20Is and serve as the television official in 41 other internationals across the formats.

South Africa’s return to the international fold in 1991, after more than 21 years of isolation forced by other countries’ actions against the apartheid government, jolted the game in many ways. Modernisation was required after all that time in the dark, and a seemingly painless measure to move cricket forward quickly was to follow the international trend of fast-tracking former players into umpiring.

But Howell’s meteoric leap shocked umpiring itself. Those who had toiled for weekend after weekend as officials in club games, many of whom had never played at a prominent level, saw that their ambitions to attain provincial and international status could be stunted without much fuss. They could be leapfrogged by those who came with a prominent playing past.

Erasmus’ transition from player to umpire coincided with Howell’s rise, and Boland’s men in white coats weren’t about to suffer the same fate as Border’s. So they tried to slow, or even stop, Erasmus’ climb up the ladder. Not that they succeeded in anything more than superficially.

“I said that’s fine; I’m committed,” Erasmus says about adhering to the rule made for him. “I stood in club matches for the whole of that season and took the exam the next season. But during that first season CSA said to me, ‘Don’t worry about the exam — we’re going to invite you to stand at Universities Week and Country Districts Week; you need to learn your craft and you need experience. And I learnt a lot then.

“You think that if you can start standing in first-class games now, then you can do this. But three years later you realise you’re still learning every day you’re out there. And you find yourself following your own method and doing the things that work for you your own way. So it was actually a good thing that they made me wait to write the exam. Because I might have done that and then been pushed too early, and then I might not have been as successful.”

Erasmus didn’t know it then, but his name was already bouncing off the walls inside CSA’s offices. Brian Basson, an umpire himself before his long career in administration that culminated in becoming CSA’s general manager of cricket operations, had asked Momberg if he knew Erasmus and what he thought of his potential as an umpire.

“Brian was a very good administrator, very meticulous,” Momberg says. “But when it came to judging people, he got a lot wrong. So I said to him, ‘Brian, please, whatever you do, don’t do to Marais what you did to Ian. As in rush Erasmus through the ranks of umpiring.’ But both Momberg and Basson knew who and what they were dealing with. He said to me, ‘I think he’s the one.’ I said, ‘Yeah, I think so, too.’”

Basson, who died in August 2019, and Momberg turned out to be correct. But first Erasmus had to learn the craft. He remembers standing in a club match early in his career when a batter’s technique and the prevailing conditions brought out the subconscious seamer in him: “I told a bowler he should go around the wicket. So he did, and he started taking wickets! And then it hit me — oh, right: I’m not supposed to get involved like that. It does take time to make the change.”

Some take longer than others. Dave Orchard was standing at square leg during a Test at Kingsmead, where he had played 17 of his 43 first-class matches, when the ball was hit at him at a catchable height. Like Erasmus, Orchard had been a viscerally competitive all-rounder. Those instincts can be subdued but not eradicated.

As the ball approached him, Orchard did the unthinkable for an umpire: he cupped his hands and prepared to take the catch. He remembered who and what he was just in time to part his hands and move out of the way of the flying ball. There are many Dave Orchard stories where that one comes from.

During a Test at the Wanderers, he went onto the field thinking he had his light meter in his pocket. When the sun sank low enough to merit a reading, Orchard duly fished out the gizmo and pointed it at the darkening sky. That was when he discovered he had in fact taken his cell phone to the middle, and that his light meter was in the dressing room.

No matter. He told the players it was too dark, and promptly walked off the field. Happily, his phone hadn’t rung during play.

Once he forgot to pack a belt on his way to a Test, so his trousers were held up by a length of rope. Reputedly he did not take a shower for the duration of a Test.

On another occasion he convinced his colleague, Wilf Diedricks, that play should be abandoned for the day when a passing shower interrupted a tour match in Pietermaritzburg. When the sun came out brightly an hour later, Diedricks was asleep on a couch in the City Oval bar and Orchard was onto his third beer. Too late: by then the players had left the ground and wouldn’t return until morning. Once play is called off, as opposed to suspended, it cannot resume on the same day.

But ...

“He was proper,” Momberg says. “Orchie was rough and gruff and ready to roll, but he was a fantastic umpire. Today, as much as umpiring is a high-pressure job, you’ve got to be able to handle many different kinds of people. That takes a certain kind of personality. Somebody like Orchie might not make it these days.”

Or even in those days. Orchard was among the eight umpires appointed to the original Elite Panel, which was named in April 2002. He lasted less than two years, and was demoted in February 2004. The ICC never reveal why an umpire has been dropped. Usually it comes down to the accuracy of their decisions slipping too far, or that someone else is more accurate. It’s tempting to wonder whether Orchard’s unorthodox behaviour was a factor in his axing, but that would be speculation.

An imposing, unruly, pleasantly rambunctious figure, Orchard was a respected umpire who stood in 44 Tests and 108 ODIs. But, like almost all of his peers, he is first, foremost and forever a cricketer.

His confidence and authority came from his experiences as a decent left-handed batter and right-arm seam bowler. That’s why he didn’t flinch at giving batters out even when they stretched far forward to smother spinners’ deliveries that, in his estimation, would have fulfilled the criteria for leg-before.

During a Test involving Sri Lanka at Old Trafford in June 2002, he called a no-ball after spotting that England had three fielders behind square on the leg side. Umpiring like that requires a connection to the game that goes beyond knowledge of the laws.

It needs keen instincts and the willingness to trust your gut feel. Erasmus has those traits. Like Orchard, he is warm and comfortable with himself. Unlike Orchard, he remembers to pack his belt and he knows where his light meter is.

“Marais is a great umpire,” Momberg says. “A lot of people think he’s this nice guy, a pushover. He never was, but he also never had a massive ego. That’s a good balance, and I reckon he was South Africa’s best umpire because of it. He’s different from someone like Adrian Holdstock.

“Adrian’s an arsehole, and I say that with love and respect because we’re still big mates. But he just doesn’t care. He’s like, ‘I don’t need friends, I don’t need to be nice.’

“Marais wasn’t like that. His most important quality was that he could walk up to Virat Kohli and go, ‘Can you just calm down, please?’ He could talk to players of that stature and diffuse situations. He could see when the storm clouds were building.

“He’s probably the most normal umpire I’ve ever known. They are pretty guarded. They come with insecurities. They feel that the world is against them. They’re all a bit odd. I get it. I work with them. Nobody cares about them. They tolerate it. But Marais is not that guy. He’s just ...”

Momberg pauses, searching for a more emphatic descriptor. But there’s none better and he continues: “... normal. I’ve never heard him moan about things, like others do. He was an average cricketer who performed quite well because he was tough and hard, and he had a big heart. But he was an exceptional umpire. He was up there with the best in the world ever.”

Erasmus was helped by the relatively short pause between the end of his time as a player and the start of his serious umpiring days. That meant that he did not lose touch with the game while his role was changing. Indeed, five of the other 21 players in his last first-class match as a cricketer were still active when he first stepped out as a first-class umpire.

“I got positive feedback from club players right from the start, and that gave me confidence as an umpire,” he says. “There was positive reinforcement all the time, even when I started at first-class level.”

That didn’t make it easy. Erasmus’ second match as a first-class umpire was between Griqualand West and Easterns in Kimberley in October 2003. Considering the teams involved, that seems like a dowdy assignment. It wasn’t.

Shahid Afridi, the famously combustible Pakistan star, played for Griquas. Daryll Cullinan, as fiercely ruthless and tightly wound as he was talented, captained an Easterns XI that was coached by Ray Jennings, who two years earlier had promised his fast bowlers financial bonuses if their bouncers hit opposing batters.

Jennings would later claim he was joking, but one of his players, André Nel, took him seriously enough to put Allan Donald on his backside by way of a blow to the helmet. Whether Jennings was also behind the slashing of the tyres on Gauteng players’ cars during a match against his team at the Wanderers cannot be known, but it would surprise few if he was.

Jennings was an intelligent, passionate, driven, voraciously ambitious figure in South Africa’s cricket landscape. He remains a reliable source for reporters to consult if they’re after a pithy, respected view on any issue in the game. “Hello my boy,” is how he greets his longstanding acquaintances — if they are male — when he answers the phone, and he always answers the phone. He is, in an über macho sense, likeable. As a coach he had the important attribute of being eminently followable. His paramilitary methods were questionable but effective: in 2002/03 he guided Easterns to their only first-class championship.

Cullinan was a stormy petrel as a player. He would fetch reporters out of the pressbox and berate them if he did not like what they had written. “How many first-class matches have you played?” he barked at one such unfortunate. The retort was snappy: “How many first-class matches have you reported on?” At least one other journalist had a more extreme encounter with Cullinan, who came to the pressbox and, the reporter in question says, “wanted to box”.Only words, not punches, were thrown.

But, as with Jennings, Cullinan offers views on cricket that are as astute as they are acute. Some of his political views are cringeworthy, but he makes the game make sense for reporters and players alike. 

The Kimberley match was Easterns’ second in the defence of their title. It followed the frustration of a draw with Free State at Willowmoore Park in Benoni. And that despite Free State following on after Easterns had piled up 498/9, fuelled by Cullinan’s 161. Easterns dismissed the visitors 225 runs behind, but could only take two more wickets in what dwindled to a stalemate.

That the champions, who had declared two hours into the second day’s play, couldn’t dismiss the Free Staters twice in the rest of the match would not have sat well with them. Whatever Cullinan and Jennings said in the dressing room after that match would have been excoriating. Doubtless the message was reinforced by the time they took to the field in Kimberley four days later.

For Erasmus to be pitched into that scenario in his second game as a first-class umpire was as daunting as it was not at all dowdy. “Cullinan and Jennings tried to give me hell,” Erasmus says. “I was the new guy and they were going to try me out. And I managed to get through it.” The atmosphere was febrile throughout, and exponentially more so as its climax approached.

Griquas looked safe enough when they survived into the last over in what had been four days of aggressive, attritional cricket. They were 140/8 — 119 runs away from an impossible win, but they also seemed to have put sufficient daylight between themselves and defeat. One more, preferably uneventful, over and they would save the match.

At the end of the match’s penultimate over, Erasmus walked over from square leg. He would be at the business end for those last six balls. Pierre de Bruyn, who was as canny and competitive as seam bowlers get, stood at the top of his mark. 

The first delivery struck Alan Kruger on the pads, and De Bruyn led Easterns’ shrieking appeal. As mentioned in chapter one, the decision was made in the usual way, with the minimum of visible fuss: Erasmus raised his finger. Easterns sensed victory — one more wicket would clinch it. But there was also a familiar, fragile feeling. Would they be denied like they had been in Benoni?

Easterns had put up another commanding first innings — 528 — in Kimberley with Zander de Bruyn scoring an undefeated 266 and Cullinan making 125. Griquas proved stauncher opponents than Free State, and were bowled out only 43 runs short of parity. Not least because Afridi hit 78 of his 111 in fours and sixes before he was run out. The visitors batted well enough in their second innings to declare with a lead of 258.

Now the heat was on. The dry air crackled with tension as Deon Kruis, Griquas’ No. 11, made his way gingerly to the middle. Kruis would retire with three half-centuries, but he hadn’t passed 50 in his previous 36 innings — 21 of which had ended in single figures, five of them for ducks. De Bruyn’ s adrenaline was pumped to dangerous
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