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About the Book

Cricket, Lovely Cricket is a sports book with a difference – an original and engaging journey around the perennially curious world of cricket, leaving no metaphorical leg-break unturned and peering at the game from every conceivable angle. Here, Lawrence Booth, who had little option but to turn a youthful obsession with the game into a means of paying the mortgage, seeks to consider the questions that crop up on a daily basis but rarely receive a satisfactory answer. What are the players really like? What is the secret of sledging? Why get so worked up about the Ashes? Why all the clichés? And how did India take over the world? 

Fittingly, for a sport that can last up to five days without a result, Cricket, Lovely Cricket is all-embracing but probing, humorous but insightful, sweeping but reflective. It is underpinned by the essential – and slightly frightening – truth that cricket does not actually matter at all, yet continually finds itself relating the game to the wider world. By examining what cricket tells us about the nations who spend vast chunks of their existence fretting over the fate of a small red ball, it attempts to get to the heart of a sport that seems more capable than any other of bewitching its followers. 

Full of stories, observations, jokes and whimsy, this book is a captivating look at the way in which the game has become what it is today – and what, given a fair wind, it might be like in the future.
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Sometimes, when I feel a little exhausted with it all and the world’s sitting heavily on my head, I pick up a Wisden and read about Len Hutton’s 37 in 24 minutes in Sydney in 1946.
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INTRODUCTION

LET’S START ON the train. If you like cricket enough to be reading this book, I’m guessing you’ve been there yourself. You know, staring out of the window watching the world flash by when you catch sight of a green field and some men dressed in white. Admit it: you want to find out what happens next. That next ball, delivered by a complete stranger in the middle of nowhere, begins to consume you. It shouldn’t, of course, but you can’t help yourself. You simply have to know what the batsman does to it before the cricket match and the train go their separate ways. You’re even prepared to risk a quizzical look from the passenger opposite by craning your neck to catch a glimpse. But that’s the thing about the next ball. And who invented train etiquette anyway?

Your rational side kicks in, or at least it tries to. It’s only a game, you tell yourself, and there must be, what, a thousand of them taking place all over the world this Saturday. Knowing the fate of the next ball is not going to change your life. Still, the bowler really is taking a long time about it. Get a move on, mate. You try to lighten the mood by rolling your eyes at your co-passenger, who averts his. After all, one of the first rules of watching cricket from the train is that the bowler is always 60 and has a dodgy leg. Run, for chrissake! You mutter this a bit too loudly, but you know – you know! – that by the time the bowler gets to the crease you’ll only be able to see the wrong half of the pitch. You’ll have to work out what’s happened next from the reactions of the fielders and possibly the square-leg umpire, assuming he hasn’t disappeared out of sight too. And what good will that be? Oh God, panic sets in. Questions swim round your head. What if the fielders are a shy lot and barely celebrate even when all three stumps are out of the ground? What if they like to appeal for everything and go up for a silly lbw, by which stage you will be able to see no more than a handful of spectators on the boundary, and who knows which side they’re barracking for? Not that they’re much use anyway: most of them are dozing in deckchairs. The sadder part of you, the part you would prefer to leave at home on a first date, considers the emergency handle. But by now it’s too late. Face facts: the next ball will only ever be a construct of the mind.

I know you didn’t see it, but how was the next ball for you? Did the batsman dead-bat it or square-cut it for four, or was he bowled offering no stroke? Because, at the risk of sounding like an American self-help manual, your decision might tell you something about the real you. If, for example, you’ve always reckoned yourself to be the next Kevin Pietersen, you’ll have imagined a disdainful flick through midwicket. If it’s Brett Lee who takes your fancy, the inswinging yorker will have come to mind. Me? I like to think the batsman became the first in the history of village cricket to be given out for obstructing the field, before hurling his bat to the ground and storming off, pausing only to give a few choice quotes to the bloke who writes the club newsletter. But then I’m a cricket journalist. You might also have guessed I’m a cricket lover too, one who will defend the game until he develops a slightly evangelical glint in his eye, or at least until the arthritic sexagenarian finally hobbles to the crease. It is a combination which means I get gently teased for being a ‘fan with a laptop’ by colleagues who regard any show of enthusiasm for cricket as a flaw that should disqualify you from the job of writing about it. (Hey, don’t all fashion journalists hate clothes, restaurant critics loathe food and lobby correspondents detest politics?) But it is as it is, and I’m pretty sure the strange lure of the next ball will never leave me.

I won’t patronise you by saying, as I unconvincingly tried to on the train, that cricket doesn’t really matter enough to get sniffy about, or point out that it’s just a game, which means you’re supposed to enjoy it, not parse it like a piece of prose. I really do care about cricket. I also happen to know that a lot of other people care about it too. Take one of the more frantic aspects of my job. Every time I sit down to write the Guardian website’s over-by-over commentary on England matches, usually in the small hours in our London office while the cleaner hoovers around my desk and the kettle is about to boil and Beefy and Nasser are going at each other hammer and tongs in the commentary box and Sky News is pouring out of a TV set someone forgot to switch off and the streets are quiet and I want to go to bed and I am wondering whether this cricket stuff has really gone just a bit too far – every time I sit down to write the OBO, I am inundated with emails from people all over the world who would understand instinctively what it is to crave knowledge of the next ball while the train zooms past. It is a shared passion that needs no explanation. Sometimes a glance is enough. Or in the case of long-suffering England fans, a wince.

For these emailers and me, the cliché that cricket is more than a game can be taken as read. In fact, OBO proves that cricket can be a vehicle to air far more than your views on reverse swing. English readers revel masochistically in their side’s latest mid-winter collapse in Multan or Melbourne. Indians correct my statistical errors and occasionally accuse me of being an apologist for the Old Order, when the fate of world cricket was decided over a few G&Ts at Lord’s. Australians poke fun at the Poms and take offence just a little too easily, which I’m told is sadly typical of the convict mentality. And expats earning a crust in the Silicon Valley, or teaching English in the Philippines, or trekking in the Andes, or sweltering in the Congo, all tune in to partake of the sights and sounds. Leather on willow might be replaced by finger on keyboard, but the OBO is enough to convince them that cricket is always there. And it is enough to convince me that we needn’t despair too much about the essential meaninglessness of sport.

Stop me if I’m sounding soppy. I don’t mean to, because there are times when combining a career with a passion has its drawbacks too. A Pakistani reader once called me the C-word for querying a run-out decision. An Indian reader filled my inbox for weeks after pinning blame for all manner of British atrocities in his country firmly on my door, which is now locked and guarded twenty-four hours a day. An Australian reader took umbrage at a couple of lame gags at the expense of her beloved team by suggesting I was a ‘first-class wanker’. When I wrote back to suggest otherwise – a vague approximation of the truth apparently being the first duty of every journalist – she responded with a lengthy diatribe which concluded that, when all was said and done, I was basically a first-class wanker. For some, cricket really can mean too much. And when the fan-with-a-laptop part of me takes excessive pleasure from an England victory, I know I can include myself in that category. Being a journalist who is generally more concerned about filing my copy and living to write another day than whether England have won or not provides a healthy counterbalance.

But what is it about this game that even needs a counterbalance in the first place? If, like me, you have spent too much of your life checking the latest county scores on Ceefax or the internet when you think no one is looking, or picking and choosing the games that count towards your career batting average (the double century against three toddlers on Croyde beach is in; the six-ball duck against Old Cranleighans is out) then you will know that cricket addiction is the perfect excuse not to grow up. And that can be a very tempting impulse indeed. Football fans get to watch their favourite team once or twice a week for ninety minutes at a time, which means they have to find terribly adult ways of filling their remaining hours, like arguing about Christmas-tree formations and ringing Radio Five Live. Rugby followers face a similar problem, but react by wearing Barbour jackets and pulling down each other’s trousers. And cricket? Cricket offers a perpetual parallel universe in which it is possible to avoid behaving like an adult until the bailiff is banging on your front door or the police have declared you a missing person. Even then, the rerun on Sky of yesterday’s one-day international between New Zealand and Zimbabwe with Dave Houghton and Jeremy Coney joining Charles Colvile in the studio might have to take priority. W.G. Grace was called a ‘perpetual schoolboy’ by one of his biographers, and he had a huge beard. There seems little hope for the rest of us.

Consider the evidence. Test matches last five days, which means that in the equivalent of a working week your greatest concern is whether England will take the second new ball before stumps on the Saturday. The players are usually dressed in white, like a bunch of morris dancers who have lost their bells and sticks. The terminology is the stuff of playgrounds rather than pubs: never mention words like silly mid-off or googly down the Pig and Whistle, or any other hostelry with a flat roof. As for the nicknames, put it like this: Blowers, Aggers and Athers are not forms of address serious adults should be answering to. No, cricket creates a nice little buffer zone between you and the rest of the world. It takes one look at a planet in which madmen are blowing themselves up, sea levels are rising, and A Question of Sport is on every night of the week, and says: ‘That was missing leg, wasn’t it?’ It is a wilful avoidance of reality. And – if you take my arrival in the Wisden offices as a work-experience boy as the starting point – it has for over ten years been my job to write about it. Or ‘job’, as most people have it.

I have loved cricket. I have resented it. I have been thrilled by it and bored witless by it. It has fascinated foreign friends and baffled girlfriends. It can be the most beautiful thing in the world and the most knuckle-gnawingly frustrating. It is simple – it really is: you hit the ball and run – and yet magnificently, gloriously, stupendously pompous. The Marmite of sports, it inspires love and hatred in equal measure. It is a byword for all kinds of absurd notions and, while apparently being little more than freemasonry in whites, its linguistic tentacles have spread well beyond the boundary. It has given me a career of sorts, yet with every year that passes it seems to take me further away from the possibility of ever doing anything else. Its insignificance infuriates me, then something happens to rekindle the flames.

Allow a reminiscence to make my point. The first game I covered for a national newspaper was Derbyshire v Warwickshire at Derby, a venue which has always tested the cricket lover’s faith. It was 12 September 2001, yet here I was, sent to a windswept ground at the end of the season to write 150 words for the Daily Telegraph on a day cut short by a gale and attended by a few old blokes in flat caps and raincoats. The old joke about county cricket’s core audience being three men and a dog sprang to mind when one of the local journalists pointed out that Derbyshire were selling cut-price memberships that year to . . . dogs. And, blow me if there, not fifteen yards in front of the press box, wasn’t one of the little creatures wandering around on a lead held by a county official, utterly oblivious to the intricacies of Charlie Dagnall’s outswing (the dog, not the official, although who can say for sure?). And then it struck me: even on the day after global politics had taken a tragic twist, it was felt that people were still interested enough in the soothing quirks and rhythms of the county game for a reporter to be sent to cover a game in the second division of the championship.

What was this thing called cricket? Escapism? Maybe. Confirmation of an eternal verity? Possibly. A reassuring slice of Englishness? Almost certainly. Thus, in a piece in next day’s Telegraph headlined ‘Derbyshire in doghouse’, the final paragraph concluded with an indulgent nod to the comforting weirdness of it all: ‘Dogs have had to pay £2 to gain admission here this summer but only one bothered to turn up. It was not hard to see why.’ My experience at Derby could have tricked me into thinking no one cared. Yet in a strange way lots of people quite clearly do (and the international bias of this book reflects the fact that the overwhelming majority of them do not live in a place ending in ‘shire’). Here was a cosy world watched in the flesh by not very many people at all yet followed in the posher papers and on the internet by tens of thousands who mind very much that Gloucestershire are 200 for four at tea and that Hampshire have just avoided the follow-on.

Do these people care too much? Who am I, an inveterate neck-craner, to say? It’s not a question that can be answered in a hurry, which is probably why I decided to write a leisurely book that finds space for the two distinct cricket people eyeballing each other within me: the not-too-serious fan and the occasionally more serious journalist, and often the other way round. More than anything, this book is an attempt to get to grips with a world that has taken up far too much of my time since I first caught the bug twenty years ago. Where better to start than by examining the people who made me catch it . . .


1

THE PLAYERS

IF CRICKET ENCOURAGES you to be Peter Pan, then occasionally Captain Hook wades in to deliver what sportsmen refer to as a wake-up call. Before you know it, the wake-up call has become a learning curve, and a steep one at that. And so it was with me. Until the age of 23, I laboured under the impression that international cricketers were cut from a different cloth. I was convinced happiness was an Ashes century at Lord’s, with 98 of the runs coming off Glenn McGrath. And I would have thrown down the gauntlet to anyone who thought that a cover-drive off Curtly Ambrose was anything less than a gift from the gods. Actually, I still believe these things. But for me the idea that cricketers inhabit a more elevated plane than the rest of us was once tested to the limit.

Rewind to June 1998. I was nearing the end of my university finals, where I had been preparing for my career as a cricket journalist by writing essays on the likes of Goethe (the archetypal all-rounder: clearly Weimar’s answer to David Capel), and Voltaire (who might not have agreed with the concept of cricket but would surely have defended our right to play it). Out of the blue an opportunity cropped up that I had spent my formative years dreaming about: I had the chance to meet one of my cricket heroes (his identity must remain a secret I take with me to the grave, unless someone pays me enough to escape to a safe house). He and his wife would be spending the weekend with friends of friends, and would I like to head to a secret location in the north of England to assail him with a breakdown of his career stats? The offer might have been phrased slightly differently, but that wasn’t the point. It was like asking me whether Tony Blair was Catholic or Essex played once a year at Southend-on-Sea. Hell, I would always have a degree that would prove little or no use outside France, Germany and Luxembourg. But I might never get another chance to breathe in the same air as a man whose every run for England sent me into paroxysms of pleasure (sex was still a relatively recent discovery). Give me a moment to prepare my pie charts, I shrieked, and I’ll be there.

By the time the last dregs had been drained that fateful evening, my hero had fallen so far from his pedestal that Satan’s plunge to hell looked like a mishap with a small stepladder. Reeling drunk after being plied with booze to reward him for looking after the barbecue in the drizzle and for humouring my ravings, he had done the following: tried it on with my girlfriend at the dinner table, despite the fact I was sitting on the other side of her and had already regaled him for free with my impression of Michael Holding; exposed a skimpy black thong (even Peter Stringfellow might have drawn the line at that one); and told my girlfriend’s mother that she had better keep an eye on her other daughter because she would be ‘out shagging in [name of town deleted] tonight’. To crown it all, he had declared with no thought whatsoever for my feelings that there was more to life than scoring a hundred at Lord’s.

Before I could scream ‘some of us would give our right hand and more to score a hundred at Lord’s, you bastard’, my hero’s wife, determined to get in on the act, was propositioning me with a ‘barbecue in [name of town deleted]’. I had arrived hoping to get to grips with the mind of a man whose fortunes I had followed with bewildering dedication. I left fighting off fantasies of middle-aged swingers. ‘Every hero becomes a bore at last,’ wrote the American philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson. For me, the process took a few hours.

Our paths didn’t cross much after that, although I did once try to reach him via his wife for a piece I was writing. It took her a while to work out who I was (‘I was very drunk that night’), but she did give me her husband’s mobile number and promised to let him know I would be calling. When – heart pounding – I tried it, his phone was switched off. On another occasion, a magazine asked me to interview him. As a freelancer, I would probably have danced naked around Leicester if it meant another cheque in the post. But I said no. I would have felt grubby. And besides, the chances were he would have exclusively revealed that the boys had given 110 per cent and that tomorrow was another day.

Most people react to this story with a sympathetic smile and a smug reference to some smart-arse who once said you should never meet your hero because he might try it on with your girlfriend and fail to laugh at your Michael Holding impression. Yet I wouldn’t have missed my brush with four-in-a-bed suburbia for anything. After all, it taught me a lesson I have not forgotten. Strip away their abnormally good hand–eye coordination, and cricketers are not a million miles away from you and me. They get drunk, flirt with as many people as they can possibly get away with, and wear skimpy black thongs. Granted, it was not entirely necessary to advertise the underwear, but then who reading this can honestly say they’ve never flashed their pants while under the influence? And besides, I think I might occasionally let my hair down if I had to meet people like, well, a 23-year-old version of me on a regular basis.

I was once having a quiet beer in a bar in the sleepy New Zealand town of Napier when three England players, all future captains, sat down at a nearby table. Before they could order a drink, a well-heeled, middle-aged Englishman walked over, barked ‘Evening, boys’, plonked a champagne flute in front of each of them, filled them to the brim and called over his wife to take a photo of the happy foursome. Then he disappeared, leaving the bemused players with glasses of cheap fizz they probably didn’t want on the eve of a one-day international and, I imagined, the sense that they had just provided the rather lame material for a story that would be dined out on for the rest of their assailant’s life. And this was the behaviour of a bloke at least twice my age. No wonder cricketers like to let it all hang out from time to time. It’s the idea that they should let it all hang in which messes everything up in the first place.

So when people wonder what cricketers are really like, I usually begin with the black-thong anecdote. It does the job at a harmless-seaside-smut level and I can see now that, in a mildly unnerving kind of way, it actually humanises cricketers more than I realised. And once I’ve got that story out of the way, I proceed to threaten those who are still awake with several more. Eventually, they plead dinner with their next-door neighbour and leave in a hurry, but not before I have laid out my Defining Characteristics of the Average Modern Cricketer . . .


	Athletic. There are exceptions, of course, and any contemporary cricketer who flaunts his pints or fags is usually deemed to be a ‘member of the old school’: think Darren Lehmann or Jimmy Ormond. But most of them are broad-shouldered, lithe-limbed and the best part of six foot. The sods.

	Good-looking. Annoyingly so. But really, find your own girlfriends.

	Blessed with a certain amount of self-regard – the kind that nestles between confidence and arrogance and which cannot quite understand why women aren’t impressed by the concept of 1000 runs before the end of May.

	Right of centre when pushed on the question of politics. Things have calmed down since Arthur Gilligan, who captained England in the 1920s, enrolled with the British Union of Fascists, although John Arlott used to reckon there were fewer than half a dozen non-Tory voters in the county game.

	Reasonably bright. There are exceptions. Darren Gough once told his England team-mates that he had spent the previous evening at an Italian restaurant called Albarone (All Bar One to you and me), although it is unclear whether Jacques Kallis really did ask a South African team-mate how far above sea level they were as they jogged along a beach in Sri Lanka.

	Surprisingly thin-skinned. Gough and Kallis are probably consulting their lawyers as you read this.

	Up for a laugh. In other words, they will probably try to sleep with anything in a skirt, including Scotsmen.

	Generally a good bunch, which I have just added because of a guilty conscience about most of the above.



Other than that, cricketers preclude the pigeonhole. But it’s fun trying to squeeze them in there.

The truth is that the average cricket team is remarkable for its sheer variety of wildlife. In 2007, the Daily Telegraph produced a supplement called ‘Second Innings’. As if to demonstrate the sport’s eclecticism, it looked at ‘100 Amazing Lives After Cricket’ and listed a few of them on its front cover: ‘Actor, Dancer, Poet, Monk, Prime Minister, Painter, Policeman, Pilot, Boxer, Opera Singer, Chicken Farmer, Jockey, Wimbledon Champion, Doctor, Author, All Black, Game Hunter, Mountaineer, Dentist, Glass Blower, Bishop.’ In football, such non-conformity would be frowned upon. A player who reads, say, the Guardian, like Graeme le Saux, is called a homosexual, not just by the fans but by one or two of his peers as well. In cricket, each national paper probably has a reader in every side. After England’s decisive win at Headingley over South Africa in 1998, a young Andrew Flintoff was captured in the dressing room studying the less intellectual pages of the Daily Star. By contrast, Phil Edmonds, the former Middlesex left-arm spinner and now a businessman, used to flick through the Financial Times and dash off to his nearby offices during breaks for rain at Lord’s. As his biographer Simon Barnes wrote: ‘The only reason he was in a team was so that he could be different from everybody else.’

Bowling off-breaks at the other end from Edmonds was John Emburey, whose expletive-laden explanation of a back injury long ago entered cricketing and medical folklore. Peas from different pods, these were men united only by their desire to bowl the perfect arm-ball and go for less than two runs an over. For in what other sport could the same side include one player with a double first in history from Cambridge and another who once described his hobby thus: ‘We ran the bulls down in an old Land Cruiser with the tyres on the front. We knocked them over and tied them up and whacked them in the back of what we call a lion cage and carted them off to the markets. It was great fun.’ For some reason, Ed Smith and Andrew Symonds never quite saw eye to eye on the game’s finer points.

Vive la différence might not be the most obvious motto for this English-speaking game, but several cricketers would be able to pronounce it, and a decent number could tell you where to place the acute accent. This is a sport where, by and large, university degrees are not regarded as evidence of a misspent youth. In fact, it is a sport where one of the less demanding university degrees could probably be acquired over the course of a season during the lunch interval. It even used to be a prerequisite for the England captain to have studied Ancient History at Oxford or Land Economy at Cambridge. Mike Brearley went one better and came top of the civil-service exams, later turning his ‘degree in people’ (copyright: Rodney Hogg) into a job as a psychoanalyst. The Nottinghamshire seamer A.J. Harris revealed that he spent time recovering from an injury by reading Jed Rubenfeld’s The Interpretation of Murder, which – as he casually put it – ‘touches on Freud and Jung’. Andrew Strauss was known to conclude his Sunday Telegraph column by quoting Friedrich Nietzsche, who would surely have made a thoughtful but wild fast bowler with an unpredictable line in put-downs. John Snow, a thoughtful but wild fast bowler with an unpredictable line in put-downs, wrote poetry, as did Frank Tyson, even wilder and faster but also a schoolteacher when he wasn’t terrorising batsmen, and said to recite Wordsworth on the way back to his mark. ‘I like what you write, Frank,’ the Australian wicketkeeper Barry Jarman once said of Tyson’s scribblings. ‘But why use all those long words? Don’t forget us readers who only had a technical education. I only understand three long words – wheelbarrow, minestrone and mulligatawny.’

But then that was one of the things I always enjoyed about playing cricket at university: the fact it attracted such a wide social mix. If the college footballers were the athletes and the womanisers, the rugby players were the drinkers and the womanisers, and the pool players were the inveterate gamblers and the maths students, the cricketers were often those who proved incompetent at everything else. In one or two cases, they were incompetent at cricket too. Yet it was that promise of a glimpse of a soupçon of a moment in the sun that persuaded some of the flabbier minds of Sidney Sussex College to waste whole summer afternoons getting thrashed by bigger, better Cambridge institutions. One team-mate, known to all as Grim – yes, he came from the north – was particularly hopeless. His all-round ability back then could be likened to that of Devon Malcolm, but without the raw pace or prowess with the bat. Then, in a game against Fitzwilliam College, Grim suddenly clicked. Batting first, Sidney Sussex crumpled to 90 for nine (Booth yorked for nine) when Grim shuffled out to the middle. Something about his shambling gait persuaded the Fitzwilliam captain to bring back his opening bowler (4–3–4–2), at which point, to the utter astonishment of his team-mates, Grim scythed five successive off-side fours. He wasn’t finished. Fitzwilliam had reached about 50 for three in pursuit of 115 or so when the Sidney captain tossed the ball in Grim’s direction. You guessed it: three wickets in an over, followed by a diving catch at midwicket moments later. Not a word of a lie! Naturally, Grim never played cricket again. We all knew he could never reproduce those heroics, and I think he knew it himself. I also doubt whether any other sport could have furnished him with the opportunity to taste such fleeting and utterly misleading glory.

Now, I don’t want to get all high-minded about the kind of people cricket attracts, but it’s surely no coincidence that England’s players once revealed their collective nous by appearing on a special edition of The Weakest Link, even if the effect was only marginally spoiled by Matthew Hoggard. Asked by Anne Robinson, ‘In which film did Harry Lime say: “In Switzerland they had brotherly love, they had five hundred years of democracy and peace, and what did that produce? The cuckoo clock”?’ he replied: ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo Clock’. If nothing else, that backed up the view expressed by Phil Edmonds’s wife, Frances, who accompanied her husband on England’s hideous tour of the Caribbean in 1985–86: ‘Nowhere is it easier to pass muster as an intellectual than on the professional cricket circuit,’ she later wrote. ‘In the land of CSE, he with the GCE rules.’ But then Frances Edmonds was very bright, and acerbic with it. And in general naivety is laughed at: Pakistan’s Abdul Razzaq could not understand why he came down with a bout of vomiting, dizziness and breathing difficulties during a Test in Melbourne, until it was pointed out that all he ever ate was spinach.

One inevitable corollary of making reasonably intelligent young men hang around for four or five days to play a game they might only be involved in for half the time is the scope for pranks. For reasons known only to the cricketers themselves, sock-snipping is a favourite. The former Glamorgan and two-time England opener Steve James once received one of his socks in the post cut in five pieces after he failed to heed a letter warning him to wear his sweatshirt round his waist during training. But when his county colleague and habitual japester Robert Croft cut the ends off the socks belonging to the future England coach Duncan Fletcher, then hung around to watch him pull them halfway up his leg, Fletcher flipped. ‘He was seething,’ wrote James in his autobiography. ‘And I had to drive him home!’ In a game so reliant on bats, balls and other paraphernalia, it is perhaps no surprise that props figure so highly in cricketing jokes. Derek Randall once walked out to bat only to discover that his gloves had been stuffed with condoms by Ian Botham and Allan Lamb, England’s high priests of slapstick in the 1980s. And Botham was still at it a couple of decades later in the Sky commentary box: when Nasser Hussain took off his shoes in preparation for a nap, Botham tied the laces together and shoved them in a freezer.

And so it goes on. Dickie Bird – our one celebrity umpire – has managed to fill at least twenty-seven autobiographies with the story of the time he found a rubber snake in his pocket, courtesy of Dennis Lillee, and mistook it for a real one (so real, in fact, that when the serpent reappeared later in Dickie’s lunchtime soup, he was traumatised all over again). But not half as traumatised as readers of the 2000 edition of Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack. Take a look, if you dare, at page 657, where you will find the Leicestershire team photo. Then look at Matt Brimson, standing fourth from the left in the middle row. Then look at his crotch. Yes, Brimson’s manhood was possibly the first ever to appear in the holiest of cricket publications, leading to cries of ‘What a knob’ at county-cricket club bars throughout the land. Reassuringly, Brimson later left the game to become a teacher. Oh, and if you don’t know the one about Andrew Flintoff dipping his freshly bruised testicles into a pint of iced water moments before his Lancashire team-mate Gary Yates walked in gasping for a drink, then you really need to get out less.

I sometimes wonder if this is what the players mean when they talk about dressing-room camaraderie. Does a retired cricketer really yearn for the joys of emptying a cellar of salt all over his lunch because a tittering team-mate loosened the screw top seconds earlier? Does he weep tears of nostalgia when his wife forgets to nail the bag containing his gym kit to the living-room floor? Do his shoulders slump in disappointment when the socks he puts on every morning fail to have a hole in them? The answer, if Nasser Hussain’s deep-frozen shoes are anything to go by, does not need spelling out.

With all the merriment going on, it is surprising just how touchy some players can be. Now, I am happy to admit that there is more than an element of the pot calling the kettle
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