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1

Blue moods

I saw in the 1980s before most people on the planet. Not because I had exceptional eyesight or was standing on the shoulders of giants, because I don’t and I wasn’t. No. I did so because I was further east than the majority of the world’s population that New Year’s Eve, as my gilded youth ended and unknown but exciting adulthood began.

I was in Tasmania, longitude 147° E, on a university cricket tour, getting steadily sozzled with my team-mates, surrounded by the finishing crews of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race. If the location was exotic, the scene was not: lots of drunken people seeing in the new decade by trying to cop off with one another before sobriety returned and they realised their New Year hadn’t got off to such a good start after all.

And yet, looking out over the Derwent river that night at the fireworks dancing on the dark water, and taking in that fresh, briny smell, it was impossible not to feel optimistic about the future. True, Soviet tanks had just rolled into Kabul, and the grim dystopia of George Orwell’s 1984 seemed to be closing fast, but that and the Red Army seemed far away as the pffsstcks of ring-pulls rang out beneath the Southern Cross.

Things were certainly going well for me. I was the youngest member of a combined Oxford and Cambridge cricket team and enjoying my first taste of Australia, the great cricketing foe. As you’d expect, the Aussie jaunt had been a lot of fun and the cricket had been pretty good, too. The team, under Ian Greig and Greg Marie (Cambridge and Oxford respectively), had settled quickly and played well, remaining unbeaten throughout our five-week visit.

For many, it was the highlight of their university careers. As a result, several team photos were taken to commemorate the trip, the most outlandish on Maslin Beach near Adelaide. A nudist hang-out, we were snapped au naturel. Fortunately, the air temperature at Maslin was much warmer than the sea, which enhanced morale.

My cricketing education, if not my scholastic one, was certainly advanced on that trip. Not so much by the opposition or the differing conditions, but from watching Peter Roebuck and Paul Parker, two Cambridge graduates enjoying successful careers in county cricket. Both men had graduated in the late 1970s, so were not current members of the university. Their presence on tour owed as much to geography (both were playing club cricket in Australia that winter) as to our insecurity – specifically, the need to strengthen our ranks with proven talent.

Bespectacled and intense, Roebuck had an insatiable curiosity and a need to analyse those around him. He was happy to share his findings, too, even if they made for uncomfortable hearing. He was that curious mix of stick and carrot, and while capable of praise, he felt nothing at humiliating people, often in the same sentence.

He’d taken a first in Law, so had brains to burn – as did John Claughton, who later took a first with applause in Classics at Oxford, an even greater accolade. Listening to the verbal jousts between those two on tour was to earwig the squabbles between Wittgenstein and Russell in Trinity quad 60 years earlier.

A decent batsman, Claughton was probably the brightest player on tour. I mean, how many people sleepwalk reciting Latin, something he did when the team was billeted together in a dorm in Adelaide? It spooked the hell out of the Cambridge lads. Thankfully, one of the Oxford lot had seen it before and gently led him, sine strepitu, back to his bed.

Roebuck, too, was prone to eccentricity. On that trip he seemed less interested in cricket than in espousing his vision of things, mostly with regard to life and education. During one match, at Monash University, he stood at second slip and completed crossword after crossword, a man entirely unengaged save by his own brilliance.

Parker was less cerebral than Roebuck but no less intense. At times, both gave the impression that hounds were gnawing at their core. Parker went on to play for England the following year, but one Test was all the selectors saw in him, a poor return for such a gifted batsman and athlete.

He looked our best player on that trip and I noted the fearless way he used his feet to spinners. But noting and emulating are far apart, and I was never able to summon the bottle to shimmy down the pitch as he did. Being out stumped was, for me, the most humiliating dismissal possible and one that denoted a subnormal IQ.

Without knowing their history, it was obvious from that trip that Parker and Roebuck didn’t really get on. In one of his more reductive theories, Roebuck divided the world into frauds and non-frauds, placing Parker in the first camp without ever giving his reasons. When I asked him, more in cheek than cross-examination, in which camp he saw himself, he threw a wobbler, telling me to grow up and to go and achieve something before having the impertinence to challenge him. Chastised but not chastened, I watched myself around him after that.

On the tour I gravitated towards those I knew from the Cambridge team the previous summer, as well as the Oxford one we’d trounced in the Varsity match at Lord’s. Chief among the latter camp was Simon Clements, a talented left-hand batsman most knew as ‘Lamps’, on account of the unwieldy spectacles he wore whenever he’d misplaced his contact lenses – which was often.

Aside from winning two blues at Oxford, Lamps was a stalwart for Suffolk in the Minor County Championship, a cricketing prowess that sat askew – like the broken nose on his face – with his unconventional look and manner. Sporting long, lank hair and with a penchant for smoking roll-ups, as well as using hippy expressions like ‘bread’ and ‘man’, he was Neil in The Young Ones several years before the character was invented.

Talented, bright, unconventional, rebellious and defiantly anti-establishment, Lamps was everything I admired in someone who had, like me, come through the public-school system. I relished his company and he was generous in granting me admission to it, something that would not have happened had we still been at school, where even a year’s difference is insurmountable, socially.

The tour was meant to begin with a warm-up game in Singapore, though somebody had messed up as we didn’t play. When we turned up at Singapore Cricket Club we were told the season had ended – quite some time ago judging from the knee-high grass on the outfield. Instead, we did some light training and took in the sights.

Singapore was still a racy place back then, having not been completely sanitised by Lee Kuan Yew, a reformed communist and a former student of Fitzwilliam, my Cambridge college. We had been warned about the transsexuals and men who’d transitioned to become ‘women’ who frequented an area known as Bugis Street, and told not to be lured by their siren calls. Known locally as ‘shims’, a conflation of ‘she’ and ‘him’, they dressed like Hollywood starlets, had husky voices, thick wrists, Adam’s apples and sucked Strepsils.

I have photographs of several shims, and unless that is your thing, it is possible to see how some unsuspecting bloke, with a few beers inside him, might mistake them for the fairer sex. Not that any of us did. Still, there must have been plenty willing to engage them in trade, though exactly who was not clear until one of their pimps told us, ‘Shims very popular with British Army.’

To a naive undergraduate like me, this was serious exotica. On our last night there, two ladies of the night latched on to me and Lamps in a bar. Their insistence that they would show us a ‘very good time’ came with a very high price tag. One of them even tried to charm me, saying, ‘You so handsome, Dereeek, you look just like Preence Chaaarles.’

Imagine my relief, then, when we didn’t even have enough money to buy them a drink (these being the days before students had credit cards). The next day, as flight QF2 rose above Changi and turned south-east for Brisbane, I felt more wordly as a result of my short stay in Singapore, even without any money changing hands.



A lot of people believe I got into Cambridge because I was a talented schoolboy cricketer, but there have always been plenty of those. I reckon it was down to the final question of my interview at Fitzwilliam College to read Geography, the question where the Director of Studies, having gently sparred with you, tries to trip you up.

‘One final question, Mr Pringle: why Fitzwilliam?’ he asked, with the hint of a checkmate smile.

The question might appear harmless, but for those who know little about Cambridge, especially in the late 1970s, Fitzwilliam was an unlovely, modern building set up the Huntingdon Road about a mile north of the city’s historic centre. In short, it was ugly, inconvenient and lacked the tradition of the much-vaunted colleges down the hill, so I couldn’t exactly effuse about what a great place it was.

There were rumours, too, which naturally I had acted upon, that the Admissions Tutor at Fitz, a Professor Brian Johnson, might be sympathetic to letting in the odd academically underpowered sportsman. But that reason was unlikely to wash well with the Director of Studies.

Nor could I come out with the usual blather about what a privilege it would be to follow such famous alumni as Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon and Alfred Lord Tennyson, something always open to those applying to Trinity. Fitz had nurtured two Normans, Lamont and St John-Stevas, as well as David Starkey, all famous-ish, but hardly supernovas of achievement.

Miraculously, and before anything that could be construed as an awkward silence passed between us, the answer came to me in an epiphany: ‘Because I don’t like city centres,’ I blurted, pleased as much with the improvised nature of my riposte as with its speed and geographical angle.

How did I know it had hit the spot? Well, because the Director of Studies, who’d probably suspected the real reasons I’d applied to Fitz all along (less competition for places than Trinity, as well as Prof Johnson’s love of sport), snapped shut my CV and wet himself laughing.

A year later, in 1978, I moved into Room 23 on L Staircase, just above the kitchens, to spend the next three terms in a small, nondescript space filled with the cloying odour of well-boiled sprouts. The summer term, with its promise of first-class cricket and the heady smell of new-mown grass at famous Fenner’s, could not come soon enough.



University, and the cricket it offered, was crucial to my development as both a person and a player. When he was Prime Minister, John Major, who famously never went to university, said to me at a dinner we both attended, ‘I hope you didn’t go to Cambridge to get an education.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I went to have a good time.’

My generation were fortunate, and not only because National Service had ended when we were in short trousers. We also had our university tuition fees funded by the taxpayer, as well as means-tested maintenance grants, though there would be a riot now if working folk knew what we spent the latter on (it wasn’t textbooks).

Once, on receipt of his grant cheque, my mate Muttley, who read History at St Catharine’s, ran up to the side of his college quad and waved the cheque about in a ritual of mock urination. His intention, that he was going to piss it up the wall, being only too clear.

That first year was interesting, especially the cricket, which I suspect was not your typical student fare. Cambridge’s captain was Ian Greig, younger brother of Tony who, before he became Kerry Packer’s recruiter-in-chief for World Series Cricket, had captained England.

Like his big brother, Greig minor had been schooled in South Africa and had that contradictory mix of bluntness and charm typical of the white males of that country. Until he stumbled in his finals at Cambridge, you sensed he’d never had a moment’s self-doubt in his life or, if he had, he’d kept it well hidden.

Before coming up to Cambridge, I’d spent a season on the staff at Essex County Cricket Club, where I’d begun to absorb the ways of the professional cricketer. This was a student set-up, though, not a pro club, so imagine my surprise when Greigy, as he was unimaginatively known, began to lay down the law as if we were Sussex Firsts.

‘And finally,’ he said, after issuing a long litany of dos and don’ts before our first game of the season, ‘if any of you buggers come off the field with less grass stains on your trousers than me, there’ll be hell to pay.’ Naturally, many of us wanted to tell Greigy that the correct usage was ‘fewer’ grass stains not ‘less’, but nobody had the nerve.

This was just one of many diatribes from him, most met with silent nods by the team. When someone did eventually answer back, Greig was rendered speechless, the metaphorical mirror held up reflecting an image of himself he’d clearly never seen. That brave man was Aziz Mubarak, a postgraduate chemist with what seemed, at best, a sketchy command of English, though I suspect that was more the scientist in him than the Sri Lankan.

As a dashing opening bat, Az, as he was known, held no fear of reputation. He’d just as happily cut and carve Test bowlers as college trundlers. He did not discriminate. His demolition of Colin Croft, when Combined Universities played West Indies at Fenner’s in 1980, was thrilling to watch, though it wound up the fast, nasty Croft no end. When Deryck Murray, West Indies captain in that match, asked Croft to take a blow after lunch, the fast bowler insisted on continuing.

‘If I don’t get him out, cappie, I put him in hospital,’ said Croft, loudly enough for us all to hear. He did get his man, eventually, but not before Az had humiliated him with a run-a-ball 86.

Az didn’t say much, but when he did it was usually worth hearing, unless it was his calling between the wickets, which was hazardous. His ‘Yes, Fosh. No, Fosh. Sorry, Fosh’ had gone down in Cambridge folklore – and probably hastened the talented Matthew Fosh’s decision to quit top-level cricket.

This time Az’s call was unerring but equally devastating, coming as it did over a meal at a Berni Inn near Buckingham, as the Cambridge contingent picked for a Combined Universities side to play a Benson & Hedges group match in Oxford broke their journey. I don’t recall the exact details of Greigy’s monologue, but it was about politics, with his, predictably, being well to the right. Anyway, his point made, there was a short pause before Az, normally a silent presence at such meals, began to speak, very slowly.

‘Greigy,’ he said, carefully weighing his words, ‘you are a ------- National Front ------.’

After a stunned silence, a look of such surprise appeared on Greigy’s face as to challenge the gurning champion of Britain.



The cricket season at Cambridge ends with the Varsity match against Oxford at Lord’s, the only occasion on which a player can win a blue. I played in three Varsity matches, the most notable of which was the first, when I took seven wickets and scored an unbeaten 103 to help Cambridge win. I contributed very little to the next two, both of them weather-affected draws.

In that first match against Oxford, in 1979, I went from 93 to 99 with a six. Their pace bowler, Aamer Hameed, who’d played two one-day internationals for Pakistan, banged one in from the Nursery End and I pulled it high and hard over midwicket. I was seeing the ball well and absolutely nailed the stroke. For a brief moment during the ball’s soaring arc I thought I might have hit it over the Grand Stand and out of Lord’s (we were playing over on that side of the square). Instead, it struck the topmost ridge of tiles, breaking one, to leave a visible kink in the roof line.

Over the years I’ve dined out on how I’d left a permanent mark on Lord’s, though that all went when the Grand Stand was rebuilt in 1998 to a design that did not recycle those old tiles. Progress swallows us all in the end, though I still curse the MCC and their dratted modernising programme for reducing, by one, my tales of self-aggrandisement.



Before the Varsity match there were eight weeks of playing various county sides at Fenner’s in what was then considered first-class cricket. While we relished the opportunity to play against the leading players of the day, most of our opponents saw the games as little more than a chore.

In those matches, defeat came often for us, with draws considered something of a triumph. In my time, we did prevail once, against Lancashire in 1982, but actual victories by Cambridge over county sides in the 55 years between 1963 and 2018, the professional era, can be counted on one hand.

Fenner’s, though, was a fabulous place to play cricket, especially if you didn’t mind having salad for lunch every day. There were no cooking facilities other than to boil water so, for four years, I had ham or chicken salad with boiled potatoes, every day of every match. Puddings varied, mind. As the Essex players used to joke – at least there was a choice of custard or sump oil to go with it, depending on whether or not Tony Pocock, the head groundsman, had put his thumb in the bowl while serving them. We didn’t mind, and most county teams accepted the lack of variety with good humour. One team that did refuse to eat our lunches was the West Indies. During their match against the Combined Universities in 1981, the salads lay untouched as they sent out for buckets of Kentucky Fried Chicken from nearby Mill Road.

The pitch at Fenner’s, being both docile and slow, ensured county sides rarely ran through us unless we batted like numpties or unless the opposition’s crackerjack fast bowler was particularly motivated, something that didn’t happen often. Of course, a flat pitch also made bowling tough against professional batsmen, but it focused the mind on being accurate, so was great for discipline. Like Plato, line and length were required reading at Cambridge.

I certainly benefited from playing against county players, a pact from which they also gained, with us students usually providing them with easy runs and wickets early in the season. After all, come contract-renewal time in August, when some old buffer on the county committee was perusing the averages, a player might have had cause to be thankful for that unbeaten 100 against Cambridge. It was, after all, first-class and counted as such in the records.



There were more challenges to playing cricket at Cambridge than just those on the field, considerable though they were. It being the summer term, the game, time-consuming in the extreme when measured in revision hours, had to compete with exams – finals being seen, rightly or wrongly, as the Big Bang moment of one’s adult life.

As undergraduates, we all reported to a college tutor who assessed our progress, or not, twice a term. As providers of so-called pastoral care (they never taught us), tutors didn’t have much to go on regarding our academic work, so their default tended towards criticism and condemnation, with full-blown shellackings reserved for the truly idle. Occasionally, they were known to praise, though I never had any experience of that myself.

As individuals handed responsibility for our own destiny, we didn’t have to attend lectures if we didn’t fancy it. The only compulsory element to student life at Cambridge was to spend 56 nights a term in college, to satisfy taxpayers’ largesse, and to complete a weekly essay assigned by your supervisor. With the year above’s work available to crib from for the price of a beer, there was little to indicate whether you were destined for a first or a fail until exams were completed.

My tutor at Fitz was Dr Tony Edwards, or ‘Doc E’ as the college wags called him. A medic who specialised in vivisection, Doc E was not sentimental. Generally, our tutorials were sociable and pleasant, but not during exam term. On those occasions, he would pour two sherries, hand one over, fix his eviscerating stare upon me – and start effing and blinding like a man with acute Tourette’s syndrome.

The gist, from the few words not blue, was that more work was needed or I’d be doomed to let both myself and the college down. It was always a bravura performance, complete with reddening face and bulging veins, and one which no doubt struck fear into the unassuming. But I knew Doc E well, and I knew he liked cricket, so once he’d finished his rant, he’d always want to know which county was next up at Fenner’s and which decent players they might bring along for his delectation.



The examinations for bachelor’s degrees at Cambridge follow a ‘Tripos’ system which, despite being suggestive of something split into three, actually comprises a Part I, completed after one or two years depending on your subject, and a Part II, also known as Finals.

It was possible to change course after Part I, which is what I did. If I’d stuck to Geography, I would have had to write a 15,000-word dissertation and the fieldwork for that would have interfered with my season at Essex, for which I was paid, so I did my Part II in Land Economy. I’d wanted to swap to Law but the Law don in Fitz told me that he would only accept my request if I gave up cricket. ‘I’m not having you bring standards down,’ he said. I told him cricket standards would be even lower if I gave the game up.

Both sets of exams tend to send the student population into a five-week funk every year during April and May, at least until they are over. One of the unexpected bonuses of playing cricket was the copper-bottomed excuse it provided to avoid lectures and miss the pre-exam angst, which I found liberating, if not especially conducive to a good degree.

Once exams were completed, the euphoria of release unleashed a mass two-week binge, the climax of which was something called ‘Suicide Sunday’, when just about every college sporting society had its summer cocktail party, cunningly staggered for maximum inebriation. Unsurprisingly, the Accident and Emergency Unit at Addenbrooke’s Hospital was placed on red alert that weekend, stomach pumps at the ready.

It was during this post-exam period in 1980, while nervously awaiting the outcome of our Part Is, that me and my housemates, Muttley, Magoo and Red Wils, went for a beer or six one evening in the Fort St George pub by the river on Midsummer Common. We’d already swung by the Senate House to see if our results had been posted on the noticeboards there, but there was nothing, so our anxiety levels remained high.

Beer mixed with unease rarely results in pleasurable intoxication, so when we left the pub after closing time, we were probably still open to a bit of mischief. It wasn’t long before we found some either, our curiosity as well as our inner yob pricked by a group of ‘Townies’ throwing wooden stakes at a cluster of lights in the middle of the common. A big fair was due in Cambridge and the chunky stakes had been hammered into the ground to mark where the various attractions would be sited. Indeed, we’d tripped over a few on our way to the pub, almost turning an ankle or two in the process. There was, then, a degree of vengeance in our decision to join the others as they tried to hit the lights shining 20 feet above us.

I’d thrown my arm out in Australia the previous winter, so could only underarm the stakes. But Magoo scored a direct hit, which broke one of the plastic covers surrounding the light. Despite the blow, it continued to shine brightly. This spurred us into collecting more ammunition, though no sooner had we plonked down our store than out of the shadows came the police, mob-handed, to apprehend us by any means necessary.

Whether it was because the booze had slowed our ‘flight’ response or our brains were just too sluggish to assess the danger, but most of us were nabbed before we could even think about fleeing the scene, halted by some impressive rugby tackles. Muttley was one who did manage to escape, despite a copper giving chase. Red Wils, who’d been with us in the pub, was also at liberty, having earlier gone off to a party which we’d pooh-poohed on account of the bird-to-bloke ratio being 1 to 10, though that was fairly standard at Cambridge before most of the colleges became mixed.

Bundled into two Black Marias, we were taken the short distance to Parkside police station, an unlovely, Stasi-looking building by Parker’s Piece. There Magoo and I were processed and split up, presumably to prevent collusion.

Until that moment, I’d only ever had one dealing with the police: when the bloke across from our digs on Mill Road smashed our front window with his wife’s head. It was a vicious assault which left her barely conscious and needing multiple stitches and us facing the expense of replacing a big piece of broken glass, our digs being an old shop in a rough part of town. The broken pane was part of Muttley’s bedroom, and while he tried Sellotaping cardboard and newspaper over the hole, his running repairs were never entirely successful at keeping either the elements or the tramps at bay.

Although the victim had been grateful for our intervention and for calling the ambulance, she refused to implicate her husband. Perhaps realising that a future without him was bleaker than a shoeing every now and then, she would not press charges, so the police brought them instead. Eventually, our window was paid for, though not before mushrooms had begun to grow in Muttley’s carpet.

If the police had been helpful enough then, my view of them was about to change. Deciding that honesty was probably the best policy, I started out telling it exactly how it had been, save for dobbing in Magoo as the man who’d delivered the decisive throw.

‘Well, that’s very interesting,’ said the sergeant. ‘Shall I read you my report based on what I saw?’ So he did and it was not dissimilar to my account, except that he claimed it was me who’d broken the lights, striking them not once but twice. ‘I saw it with my very own eyes,’ he said, as if he might occasionally use other people’s.

I could get that the sergeant was determined not to let a smart-arse student get away with something like this, but his statement had been coloured by the say-so of one of his special constables, who also happened to work as an assistant groundsman at Fenner’s. After all, I’d heard him tell the sergeant that I was a university cricketer good enough to have had my name in the papers.

It was sufficient information, when collated in the sergeant’s mind, to make my throw hard and unerring despite my claims that I’d injured my arm, specifically my rotator-cuff muscle, and couldn’t manage anything so dynamic. I might have been able to strike the lights, I told him, but my efforts would have lacked the force to break the hard plastic case surrounding them.

My protestations of innocence ignored, I was asked to hand over my wallet, watch and coins, as well as my belt and shoes, the last two items in case I should get the urge to kill myself. I was then slung into a cell with a bloke who could not stop being sick or voiding his bowels. It was probably 2 a.m. by now and I was tired and just a little emotional. But sleep, in that freezing, stinking cell with its thin, plastic mattress, and with matey-boy steadily purging himself of his bodily contents, proved elusive.

The police also seemed keen to stop us getting some shut-eye. In what appeared a deliberate ploy to wind us up, every hour or so some copper or other would pop in to ask (a) where we were from and (b) what we were in for. Silence, my cellmate’s general response, would be followed by a shove or two in what seemed to me to be a deliberate attempt to bait him.

Both Magoo and I were charged with criminal damage and released at around 7 a.m. the next morning, a process which included our mugshots and fingerprints being taken. When I asked the desk sergeant whether we might get a cup of tea before we headed off, I was told in no uncertain terms to ‘---- off, you ------- student scum.’

Our day in court saw us both plead guilty, though I made an arse of myself when the judge asked how I might plead to the charge of ‘causing criminal damage or behaving in a manner likely to cause criminal damage’. Confused, I said, ‘Not guilty to the first, but guilty to the second.’

‘It’s all one charge, Mr Pringle.’

‘Er, in that case, guilty, Your Honour.’

We were fined £90 and told, at least by my solicitor, that our records would be expunged after three years, providing there were no further offences.

The incident, which we kept from Doc E and Fitzwilliam (Magoo shared not only the same college but also the same subject and tutor), did present one minor repercussion, and not from the barefaced lie I placed on my visa application to Australia a few years later in the section that asked ‘Any criminal convictions?’

In my final year, I’d been at Grange Road watching Magoo and a few other mates play rugby against the Steele-Bodger’s XV, arguably the university’s biggest game outside the Varsity match at Twickenham. Somehow, during the action, wallets had gone missing from the home dressing room. One of the University subs that day, Simon Cooke, was asked by police investigating the incident to look at a few mugshots of nefarious characters, to see if he recognised anyone.

‘Well, I know these two,’ he said, picking out me and Magoo, our photos still on file.

Before the police could stamp the case closed, Cooke went on to explain that we were friends of his and that Magoo had been on the pitch the entire game, while I’d been in the stand over on the other side of the ground.

There was another loose strand to the story. Three years after I left university, I bought a house in Cambridge, from where I commuted to Essex to play cricket. It was a few years after that, so around 1988, that I found myself on Midsummer Common not far from the scene of our crime. Curious, I went to have a look. It had been eight years since our puerile rush of blood had given us a night in police cells. The light cover broken that night had still not been fixed.



A university like Cambridge is meant to broaden the mind as well as furnish undergraduates with a degree and therefore a passport to a better life. For those so motivated you can cram in all manner of worthy things when you are ‘up’ at college, like joining the Union Society for grown-up debate or, if you preferred something more infantile, societies dedicated to debauchery, such as the Wylies, now sadly defunct.

The trouble is, it is all over in a flash. Three or four years, comprising three terms of eight, eight and seven weeks, fairly whizz by. You arrive, get dropped off by your parents, and no sooner have you settled on a favourite pub, admittedly after a bit of trial and error, than it is time to go home for the ‘vac’.

One bit of extracurricular activity I did manage to fit in, which involved neither work, drinking nor sport, was to appear in the film Chariots of Fire, some of which was made in Cambridge in 1980. The film portrays the journey of two athletes to the 1924 Paris Olympics. One of them is a devout Christian: Eric Liddell, who runs for God’s glory. The other is Harold Abrahams, a Jew, who went to Cambridge, and who runs, in the film at least, to overcome prejudice.

A mature student at Fitzwilliam, Iain Reid, was recruiting extras, so a few mates and I thought it a wheeze to get involved. Already owning a blues blazer helped, and I was given the role of vice-captain of athletics for the Societies Fair scene, which was shot at the Senate House on King’s Parade. Male extras were paid £10 and given a severe, short-back-and-sides haircut. The added bonus, for me at least, was to miss a couple of days of pre-season nets, which were the epitome of dull, especially if the weather was bad.

The role was not a speaking one, though I was expected to ad-lib something with my mate Dick Tyler, who had blagged his way into the scene. ‘Not too audible,’ was the instruction from Hugh Hudson, the director, after we’d overdone the enthusiasm on an early take. The intricate shot, almost two minutes uncut, took all day, and it was fascinating to see movie-making in the raw. I’m on screen for about 30 seconds, which is longer than Stephen Fry, a Cambridge contemporary. Fry, a Footlights regular by then, did, however, manage to wangle a front-row seat for the cast photo, where he cuts a svelte figure wearing a boater.

I was invited back for further scenes later in the summer, specifically those depicting the 1924 Paris Olympics. They were shot in Liverpool, one of the few places that still had an authentic cinders track. I turned them down. I was back playing at Essex by then, my ‘summer job’ better paid than most of my contemporaries’. Anyway, nobody I knew felt the film would amount to much due to the relatively unknown leads, Ben Cross and Ian Charleson. We were all gobsmacked when the following year it won four Oscars.



Unlike Abrahams’s experience of running for Cambridge, playing for its cricket team meant getting used to defeat. After all, we were students playing against professional sportsmen. And yet that period provided me with some of the most enjoyable moments of my career – a carefree time when bold experimentation had little downside, at least on the pitch.

A lack of expectation may have had something to do with it. Let’s face it, who isn’t unburdened when the pressure of winning, and to a large degree the shame of losing, is more or less removed from the equation? I certainly was, and while the county pros were always likely to prevail over the duration of a three-day match, I was determined to take the game to them when I could.

That attitude, in harness with the fascinating and generally good-humoured people I played with, plus the hilarious ministry of Brian Taylor, our coach, played a huge part in making those years ones of sheer, unadulterated joy. It felt unique – that heady feeling of being young at Cambridge, with all options still on the table.

Taylor, whose nickname ‘Tonker’ had been acquired during his long career at Essex, a team he’d captained between 1967 and 1972, was the perfect fit as coach to a university side like ours. His ability to deliver the right amount of gravitas, in hearty sergeant-major tones, while simultaneously being able to laugh at himself made him extremely popular. His imperfections, in a city where people were taught to hide them well, made him both authentic and real.

If Tonker’s knowledge of the game was extensive and multi-faceted, his psychology was strictly binary. Opponents were either ‘prats’ or ‘plonkers’, while his own team were ‘diamonds’ or ‘champions’. I knew him well from my time playing with the Essex Second XI immediately after school. Tonker was our captain and mentor, and while his county brief required him to knock us into some sort of shape, so that we might one day become fully functioning professional cricketers, he was able to adjust the tone when it came to dealing with university players of that era, most of them talented amateurs at best.

Still, that did not stop him reading the riot act to us occasionally, such as in 1981 when Sussex made 348 for nine declared, their dominant batting display having followed a swingeing defeat for us in the previous game.

‘Right, numbers one, two and three, you are all going to make a hundred and stick it to these fucking show ponies from the south coast,’ he bellowed, pointing at our top order.

‘Excuse me, Brian,’ said Ian Peck, one of the openers, ‘but this is only my second game of the season, and a hundred does seem to be asking a lot.’

‘All right, son,’ said Tonker, ‘you go and get fifty.’

So much for the power of positive thinking – an hour later we were 28 for four, going on to lose the game by an innings and 40 runs.

It was not always so one-sided. In my final year, 1982, when I captained the team, we actually competed pretty well on a few occasions, even managing to beat Lancashire fair and square: i.e., without the inducement of a declaration. That was the season when both my batting and bowling impressed enough people to get me picked for England, the first time an undergraduate had been selected for such an accolade since Ted Dexter, 24 years earlier.

Two counties also approached me that season to be their captain, Worcestershire and Glamorgan. Both were good offers, with substantially more money than I was getting at Essex, but both teams looked weak at the time. Graeme Hick would not join Worcestershire for another two years – so I stayed put with Essex, a team who sought glory and good times over monetary gain.

Anyway, Cambridge should also have beaten Glamorgan that season at Fenner’s. But for my faulty maths, we might have had two notches on our middle stump that season. The improbability of actually beating a county had confused me. I’d turned my left ankle playing football during pre-season training, so when Glamorgan arrived to start our season I played as a batsman only. On a pitch that offered some bounce and movement, both unusual for Fenner’s, Ian Hodgson, normally my first-change bowler, took eight for 68 in a superb display of controlled seam bowling. Even so, we did not bowl Glamorgan out and they declared their first innings on 281 for nine.

Our reply was to make 222 all out, with me making 127 of them in a surprisingly commanding innings, considering the state of my ankle. Rodney Ontong, Glamorgan’s overseas player, then pummelled us for his own hundred, enabling them to set us 326 on the final day in just under five hours.

We had reached 256 for five, 70 runs short, with eight overs to go, when I decided to accept their offer of the draw. I was still at the crease on 73 and Hodgson, no mug with the bat, had just walked in. We had a chat and while he seemed keen to give it a crack my errant maths conspired to place the equation at over 10 runs an over, which it wasn’t. It was our first game of the season and we didn’t have much to come after Hodge and me, so not losing definitely had its attractions.

Afterwards, Matthew Engel, covering the game for the Guardian, asked me why I had taken the draw when the glory of a rare victory might have been in the offing. I fudged some half-arsed excuse before admitting my errant arithmetic. Even so, I should have been bolder and gone for it. What really did we have to lose except another game, something we did all the time? It was, perhaps, the first time that the swashbuckling cricketer I so wanted to be had been subjugated by dull pragmatism.

I didn’t bowl in the next game against Nottinghamshire either, though I batted even better in terms of pure ball-striking, smashing 81 in next to no time. The pitch was true, and when Notts replied, their openers, Paul Todd and Bruce French, pasted our opening bowlers Richard Dutton and Bob Palmer all over Fenner’s. It didn’t help that it was bitterly cold, with a biting northerly wind coming off the Fens. Sensing we might be in for a long day, I waved for our 12th man to bring me another sweater. But before he could respond, Derek Randall, next man in for Notts, appeared on the balcony shouting, ‘What do you want, a bloody white flag?’

It was a good, if cruel, line but one that led to a reckoning soon when we took a wicket. Randall arrived at the crease, all jaunty banter and good cheer, eager to continue the carnage. Instead, he was rapped on the pad first ball from Bobby Palmer, which swung in sharply, and given out lbw – a decision he did not take gracefully.

‘That were bloody never out,’ he said, to the keeper and slips. His protestation was met by dumb shrugs. ‘Bloody umpire only gave me ’cos I shouted from pavilion.’

Desperate to get some time in the middle, he opened the batting in Notts’ second innings, blocking the hell out of it for 29 while Todd made an unbeaten 104 at the other end. It was enough, though, to see them through for a 10-wicket victory after our second innings had folded for 154.

The weather had warmed by the time we met Lancashire on 12 May. They had a strong team out, missing just four first-team regulars, including Clive Lloyd, the captain. They made 304 all out in their first innings and we responded with 274, which gave them a modest lead.

I’m not sure where Lancashire were staying but our good fortune was that, through their dashing but slightly unhinged batsman Frank Hayes, they had just discovered Grolsch beer, sold in bottles with flip-top stoppers. Laboratory-chic we called it, and luckily it was beyond our pocket. Hayes, an enthusiastic imbiber of most things alcoholic, seemed particularly smitten and had spread his obsession throughout the team. Their mission that game seemed to be to drink Cambridge dry of the stuff and, as resourceful opponents, we were only too happy to show them where that might be accomplished.

Lancashire were perhaps a bit slow to get going on the second morning while we laboured over our first innings, but not enough to account for what happened in the afternoon when, with sun shining, they were despatched for 128 in their second innings.

I took six for 33, my best first-class figures at that juncture. I bowled well, the new Imran Khan leap I had incorporated into my action allowing for a good rhythm from the Pavilion End. I’d like to think it was all down to skill and pace, but there were definitely elements of good fortune involved, aside from any lingering Lancashire hangover.

The first of these was that a plate-sized patch, on which the topmost crust of the pitch had dusted up, had appeared right on an awkward line and length for left-handers – of which they had five in their top eight. The second was that I’d just been picked for MCC to play against the touring Indian side at Lord’s, a great accolade for a student and a timely confidence-booster.

Obviously, any bowler had to keep hitting the awkward spot with an upright seam, which I did, and the batsmen had to keep nicking it, which they did. Even so, we still needed 159 on a wearing pitch to win, happily something we managed after Stephen Henderson and I had stilled some early wobbles with an unbroken partnership of 103.

It was a great moment for the players – the university’s first victory over a county for 11 years. Word had got round, too, and by the time the winning runs came, in blazing sunshine after tea, over 1,500 students were at Fenner’s to witness it.

University teams rarely beat counties in the professional era, but Frank Hayes had known that it was in the offing by the second evening. Grolsched-up in the Anchor pub, he grabbed me in a headlock and hissed, ‘If you don’t beat us tomorrow you’ll have me to answer to.’ It was only when I got back to Essex, and rejoined players like Ray East who’d toured with Hayes, that I realised the headlock was a sign of affection.

Lancashire’s humiliation was not yet complete. The club’s committee demanded an explanation, summoning David ‘Bumble’ Lloyd, Lancashire’s acting captain during the match, to explain himself.

‘We didn’t lose any points and nobody died,’ was Lloyd’s brusque assessment as he faced his inquisitors. Except that matters did not improve for Lancashire much after that in the Championship. They finished 12th out of 17.

In contrast, things had started to look up for me. I was awarded a 2:2 and got picked for England, though there was some suggestion that the second achievement was less miraculous than the first.
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Other mavericks

Phil Edmonds

Botham was not the only player to cut a singular path in what outsiders assume to be a team game. Phil Edmonds was a tall, spinning all-rounder with a regal bearing and an insufferable attitude – at least to authority. Like me, he’d also been born in Africa, in Lusaka, Zambia, which made him something of a kindred spirit.

He was also a fellow Cambridge man, one who was even a member of my college, Fitzwilliam. Whether because of those connections, or maybe in spite of them, I always found Philippe-Henri (the name his Belgian mother gave him, but Henry to others) to be a fun team-mate for England. Others, though, found him exasperating.

He certainly wound up his various captains something rotten with his arrogant insouciance, and both Mike Brearley and Bob Willis, captains of Middlesex and England respectively in the early 1980s, could scarcely tolerate him.

He was a damn fine cricketer, though, something he was not shy of telling people, though I also heard it from an independent and expert source, my captain at Essex, Keith Fletcher. He ventured his opinion while we were driving back from Scarborough, a six-hour drive to Essex back then, so plenty of time to field inane questions from me such as: ‘Who is the better spinner, Fletch, “Deadly” Derek Underwood or Phil Edmonds?’

‘Well,’ said Fletch, pausing a moment for some mental calculation, ‘Deadly was unplayable on a sticky dog, but you don’t really get them any more, now that pitches are covered. But that Phil Edmonds, he’s got such a strong action, he can turn it on a pane of glass.’

He didn’t actually commit to saying who was better, but in my book there could be no higher accolade than being able to turn a ball on glass, so Edmonds got the nod.

He also got the nod from Peter May and his selectors to play against India in 1982 after Deadly, along with 14 other England players, had suddenly found themselves banned for going on the first rebel tour to South Africa.

That first Test at Lord’s was my England debut, as well as being Willis’s first international match as captain. We’d somehow made 433 batting first and Beefy had struck quickly in their first innings, trapping opener Ghulam Parkar lbw. The next batsman in was Dilip Vengsarkar, arguably India’s best after Sunil Gavaskar, who was at the other end. Vengsarkar preferred to play off the front foot if possible, so Willis, who was bowling from the Pavilion End, had posted a short leg. Henry was that man.

Although helmets, shin guards and arm guards had all started to be worn by those brave, foolhardy souls who fielded at Boot Hill, Henry just used to crouch there in a Bill and Ben sunhat with a neckerchief for protection. I don’t even recall him wearing a box, though he must have done. On this occasion, and no doubt because he felt Vengsarkar was susceptible to a bit of chirp, he started sledging him. I’m not certain what he said, but it was salty enough for Vengsarkar to pull out of his stance just as Willis was about to release the ball.

‘Umpire, umpire,’ Vengsarkar implored as he pointed accusingly at Henry, ‘he is abusing me.’

David Evans was not one of those umpires who saw mirth in much, so when Henry said in that flippant southern African drawl of his, ‘Honestly, Dave, I was just wishing him good luck,’ he went into officious mode and summoned Willis for a powwow.

With Big Bob not best pleased at having to pull up after completing most of his 40-yard charge to the crease, Edmonds was given a dressing-down. Evans even warned him as to his future conduct, which seemed a bit harsh considering nobody, except Vengsarkar, had heard what had been said. It did the trick, though, and Vengsarkar missed one soon after and was lbw, Evans upholding Big Bob’s snarled appeal.

The saga was not yet over and in India’s second innings, after they’d followed on, an early wicket saw the same protagonists in the same positions as a day earlier. Except that, instead of being the umpire at Big Bob’s end, Dai Evans was now at square leg. This time, as Big Bob hurtled in to bowl at Vengsarkar, Henry, with neckerchief now tied round his mouth like a gag, turned to Evans and waved, just to show him that he couldn’t sledge even if he’d wanted to.

Evans did not see the funny side and Willis was again summoned to deliver another rollocking to his rogue left-arm spinner. But that is where the pattern ended. Instead of being distracted and then dismissed, Vengsarkar went on to score 157, albeit in a losing cause.


In that same match I met the Queen, along with the other members of each team. Before we shook her gloved hand we were given a crash course in protocol, in this instance by Jack Bailey, MCC Secretary. Bailey had a sense of humour and a fondness for a pre-prandial snifter, but he seemed unusually serious that day when he addressed us prior to our royal engagement before the start of play.

‘You do not speak to Her Majesty unless she speaks to you, and you shake her hand with a firm but light grasp. When she is introduced to you by your captain, you address her with the words “Pleased to meet you, Your Majesty,” or “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am.” By the way, that last word is pronounced “mam” as in “ham” and not “marm” as in “smarm”. ’

He might well have added ‘you horrible lot’ but didn’t. Although most of us were as compliant as boy scouts, Bailey hadn’t reckoned on Henry, a true maverick and no respecter of courtly ritual. As the Queen, wearing a scarlet shawl, moved along the team, all seemed well, until Henry delivered his faux pas.

‘Pleased to meet you, Your Majesty,’ he said on cue, before adding, unbidden, ‘Can I just say that red is also my favourite colour.’

There was a hush, then a pause, as the impertinence sank in. But while Bailey’s glare was set to stun, the Queen, who fixed her own cool gaze on Henry, replied in that withering tone monarchs muster when dealing with minor irritants, ‘How nice for you,’ and moved on.

Needless to say, Bailey let rip with an almighty bollocking once we were back inside the dressing room. Henry could not give a toss and, far from proving a deterrent, it actively encouraged him to break convention once more when he met the Queen four years later, during another Test against India at Lord’s.

Like naughty schoolboys, we egged Edmonds on for a repeat performance. Of course, he protested that his previous interjection had been strictly off the cuff, and that he could not perform to order. But he was a showman, and we knew he wouldn’t be able to help himself.

As a variation, this time he posed a question, an affront tantamount to treason in less enlightened times – ones you suspect Bailey, again on hand to chaperone the Queen, wished would return, so that Edmonds could be carted off to the Tower.

‘Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,’ said Henry. ‘By the way, have you had a say in choosing Sarah’s wedding dress?’ – a cheeky reference to the impending wedding of Prince Andrew and Sarah Ferguson.

Given the thousands of people she meets every year, it is doubtful that the Queen recalled Henry’s previous insolence. But she looked at him, nonetheless, with a curtness that could cut more than ribbons. ‘No,’ she snapped. ‘She chose it herself.’


I didn’t play that often with Henry, him being considered a valuable asset on overseas tours, something I wasn’t. Mind you, he needed a sympathetic captain to get the best from him, something Willis wasn’t.

Henry did test Big Bob’s patience, though, such as the time in 1982 when he found himself on a hat-trick against India in the final Test at The Oval. The batsman coming in to face the hat-trick ball was left-hander Surendra Nayak, a player Henry had not seen before but who had played in the tour match against Essex the previous week.

‘Anyone seen this bloke play?’ said Edmonds to no one in particular.

‘Sure,’ I said, ‘he played against us at Chelmsford last tour game.’

I was fielding at mid-off, so Henry marched over to quiz me as to the best way to dismiss him.

‘Not sure,’ I said, ‘we didn’t get him out. But as I remember, he did like to get on the front foot.’

Henry then repeated everything, presumably to ramp up the tension on the batsman. The only person who seemed irate, though, was Willis, who wore the exasperated look of a parent dealing with a petulant child.

‘Can we get on with it, Goat,’ said Willis, using Henry’s nickname.

But Henry didn’t do orders and marched over to me again just to check that he had the info right, though the smirk on his face suggested he was deliberately pratting about.

By now, Willis was steaming and had ordered him to ‘bowl the bloody ball’. Which he did, sending down a bouncer to Nayak which our wicketkeeper, Bob Taylor, standing up, parried for three byes. They were the only extras he conceded that innings.

‘Well, you did say he liked to get on the front foot,’ said Henry at the end of the over, pleased with the farce he had created and not at all concerned about missing out on a Test hat-trick.


His flippant approach – he treated cricket as a diversion – led many to believe he just didn’t care about the game or the rest of his team. But he had a tough competitive streak when it mattered, something he took into the City when he finally quit the game in 1992.

His thirst for a business venture was apparent long before he retired and I remember him asking me how I was going to spend the rest day of our Test against India at Headingley in 1986.

‘Game of golf in the morning, maybe, then watch England play Argentina in the World Cup,’ I said.

‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘I’m off to Middlesbrough to see an old supermarket I’m thinking of buying. I’ve got to start the Edmonds empire somewhere. Come with me. Surely you retain an interest in all that after your degree?’

‘Not really,’ I replied. ‘Anyway, we’re watching England in the World Cup.’

I don’t know whether Henry bought the supermarket, but 20 years later he was well established enough in business to have a reputation in the City. And, surprise, surprise, it wasn’t for observing protocol.

David Gower

Another player who didn’t always obey the rules of engagement, especially in cricket, was David Gower, aesthete and fun-lover, with or without bat in hand.

There was a time when I sensed that David, an intelligent and sensitive man, felt we might become good friends. But while he was a fixture in the England side, I was in and out of it, so the closeness needed to build a strong friendship never materialised. Which is a pity, as we both had Africa in our hearts and, as often as not, red wine coursing through our veins.

As a batsman, David, or Lubo as most of us called him, after a steak restaurant in Adelaide he used to frequent on his first Ashes tour, could play shots others merely fantasised about. Left-handedness makes most batsmen of that persuasion appear more stylish than their right-handed counterparts, but Lubo was blessed with a silken touch even among lefties. Cricket, though, can be cruel in its juxtapositions, and just as we would marvel one minute as he flashed one away past point with scarcely an inch of tolerance in either the ball’s length or line, we’d harrumph the next when the same shot would bring a nick and with it his departure.

The posh end of cricket, the champagne and stripy blazer set, claimed him as one of their own, though their lionisation of him was based on the misperception that he was a bit more cavalier than he actually was. Although he’d attended The King’s School, Canterbury, and London University (briefly), he’d learnt the business end of cricket under Ray Illingworth at Leicestershire CCC, and there were none with fewer airs and graces than Raymond.

It meant that Lubo had a good cricket brain when he chose to engage it, though one that did constant battle with his regular one, bored as it was by the longueurs, routine and analysis that dogged the game. Instead, he was into improvisation and embracing the moment on the field, as well as the cultural opportunities it afforded him when off it. Stuff I would also like to have embraced had the need to plot a steady path for my limited skills not been so pressing.

Like a lot of public schoolboys of that era, he thought it uncool to care too much about anything, especially something so footling as a game of cricket. Though neither realised it at the start of their time together in England teams, it’s why he and Gooch clashed so terribly later on, their ideologies as distinct from one another as the shiny and rough sides of a used cricket ball.

It all came to head on the 1990–91 tour of Australia, a year into Goochie’s tenure as England captain and another trip I was not picked for. A man used to doing what he wanted when he wanted, preparation-wise, Lubo did not care much for Goochie’s regime, based as it was on hard practice and even harder training.

It probably didn’t help either that there were few allies to Lubo’s way of thinking left in the side. Beefy had not yet returned to England duty following injury, while Allan Lamb, as Goochie’s vice-captain, had to side more with authority. Meanwhile, Mickey Stewart, the coach, was fully supportive of Goochie’s tough work ethic as a means of improving England’s lot.

Essentially, Lubo felt the regime lacked levity, though his attempts to jolly things up on that tour backfired because of poor timing. England were 2–0 down in the Ashes by the time they played against a Queensland XI at Carrara, late in the tour. In what had been a frustrating trip, one where Goochie had needed an operation on an infected hand, the Carrara match was a rare event where almost everything had gone to plan.

England registered their first win of the tour in a first-class match, thanks in part to a Robin Smith hundred. But just as Smith reached the milestone, the ground was buzzed by a Tiger Moth aircraft bearing Lubo and another player, Johnny Morris.

The Gooch I know was not immune to humour and the stunt might have gone down well had Lubo bought into his leadership style more. But the players aboard the Tiger Moth, both of them playing in the game, had not sought permission to leave the ground, an unwritten rule for touring teams. In his position as captain, Goochie could not overlook the infringement.

What compounded matters was that the press had been informed of the stunt, with Lubo and Morris having posed for photographs at the airfield. The set-up nature of it fanned the flames of indignation that this was a big two fingers to authority. As a result, the disciplinary committee fined Lubo and Morris £1,000 each, an amount Lubo felt excessive.

If that was an irritation for Goochie, it was nothing to the emotions stirred in him by Lubo’s dismissal in the next Test at Adelaide. On the final ball before lunch, with England 160 for three and battling to get on terms with Australia’s first-innings score of 386, he nonchalantly flicked a leg-side ball from Craig McDermott straight to Merv Hughes at fine leg.

It was a deliberate trap that a six year old would have spotted, but Lubo, 113 Tests under his belt by then, had fallen for it. It was probably also the moment when Goochie felt that Lubo was a luxury item on tour his team could not afford. After that trip, Lubo never played abroad for England again.

Many, and not just Gower fans in the media, painted it as Roundheads v Cavaliers, or as one of the last professionals v amateurs spats that had pervaded cricket for most of the 20th century. Yet, Goochie’s take on it has always seemed perfectly reasonable to me.

‘When David was captain and I was in the team, I was happy to do what he asked of me with regards to preparation and playing in the matches,’ explained Gooch to me one day. ‘But now that I’m captain, David is not so keen to do as I ask.’

For Lubo fans, and I counted myself among them, Goochie’s stance could be seen as a hard taskmaster at variance with a player whose motivations he’d never completely understood. What swayed me that Lubo was at fault was the testimony of Clem Driver, the Essex scorer, who’d been co-opted to score for England. Clem was never less than fair in his judgements of others, and he told me Lubo had been out of order for most of the tour. Although not entirely neutral, I trusted Clem to give a spin-free version, even if it did condemn one of England’s finest and most stylish batsmen.

I don’t know whether the loss of England’s captaincy had affected Lubo, but I suspect it had, as it had not ended well. Twice whitewashed by the West Indies while he was in charge, he captained England 32 times, winning five Tests, losing 18 and drawing the remainder. It was not a distinguished record, but like Gatt, he did win an Ashes series.

Apart from his captaincy debut in 1982 against Pakistan, where he stood in for an injured Bob Willis, his time at the helm was done in two phases: 1984–86 and then again in 1989. That second stint, a home series against Allan Border’s Aussies, changed him, or at least brought out a stroppy side which had not surfaced much previously.

That 1989 Ashes series was a debacle as we went down 4–0. I played in the opening Test and the sixth and final one, as England used even more players than they had done the previous year, when the four captains had lost to the West Indies 4–0.

That hammering against the Windies plus the cancelled tour to India that followed led Ted Dexter, the new chairman of selectors, to return the captaincy to Mike Gatting. When that was subsequently vetoed by the TCCB’s cricket chairman, Ossie Wheatley, Dexter went for Gower over Gooch, the man in possession before the winter tour had been cancelled. As a result, Lubo probably felt he was third choice as captain before a ball had been bowled.

It did little for his sanity when the Aussies won four of the first five Tests. He also had a stalker, a woman, who would send huge bouquets of flowers to every venue on the opening day of each Test. By the time of the sixth and final Test, at The Oval, Lubo was nearing his wits’ end. He’d lost the toss and we were preparing to field. But just as he was about to give a team talk in which he probably had nothing constructive to say, the dressing-room attendant handed him the flowers.

It is never pretty seeing a great talent at a low ebb. Instead of giving his talk, Lubo just yowled and, in true John Cleese fashion, used the flowers to give his cricket case a damn good thrashing.

Until that moment I’d never quite understood the principles of primal-scream therapy, but Lubo’s howl as he destroyed the bouquet suddenly gave it meaning. He was very quiet afterwards, as the dressing-room attendant put his dustpan and brush to work, though so was everyone else. Perhaps not the ideal state to confront an Aussie team cock-a-hoop at having won the Ashes.

Not that it affected us that much, as the match was drawn, one of only two not lost during the series. One reason for that might have been the type of ball used. By 1989, most counties had twigged that the Reader ball, with 15 strands of twine in the seam, was the one most bowlers preferred. It felt small in the hand, stayed shiny, kept its shape and on pitches that offered purchase it would seam and spin more than the other brands. It also swung for the technicians among us.

Naturally, Australia objected to its use in the Ashes. Their bowlers were used to Kookaburra balls back home, which did little, while their batsmen were vulnerable to the moving ball, liking to hit through the line with firm hands and minimal foot movement. Obviously Kookaburras were off the menu, so they pushed instead to use the Duke ball, which, by general consensus, didn’t move about as much as the Reader.

Incredibly, the brains trust at the TCCB upheld their request and allowed them to toss for which ball to use. All six Tests were done at once, at Headingley, and although he flipped the coin, Lubo won the right to use the Reader ball just once, in that final Test. What a useless tosser.

Can you credit it? As the home side, we couldn’t even get the ball we wanted to bowl with. Paranoia stalked England teams back then, what with the almost random nature of selection and groundsmen producing pitches to last five days rather than ones that might actually assist our bowling, so this was just another boot in the delusionals.

At the end of the six-match series, lost 4–0, Lubo resigned and Gooch was appointed. What followed – better preparation, better fitness, fewer crazy capers – really signalled the end of the maverick era.


Before the England captaincy soured him, Lubo possessed a keen sense of humour, with an appreciation of the absurd. Good friends with JK Lever, from their time together on England tours in the 1970s and early 1980s, he used to take a fearful ribbing from him whenever Essex played Leicestershire at Grace Road.

A county forever cash-strapped, Leicestershire was run by the parsimonious Mike Turner. As such, drinks after play for the visiting side was a crate of light ale, something that had not changed from before the War. It was insipid stuff and there weren’t many takers. At Essex, after-play drinks were bespoke, with the players and scorers of both sides placing their orders with the 12th man at teatime.

Essex also had sponsors’ marquees, where a few more drinks could be taken once you’d showered and changed – something that got the evening’s consumption off to a good and free start, especially for the visitors who didn’t have to drive home. Fed up with taking stick and even faintly embarrassed by Leicestershire’s stingy hospitality, Lubo bought a two-man tent and erected it just beyond the boundary’s edge at Grace Road for Essex’s next visit.

We had no idea what he was planning, though we found out at the end of play. As we trudged off, he’d placed a sign outside it which read ‘sponsor’s tent’. He then popped his head out of what was really a very small tent and said, ‘Come on then, in here, drinks.’

It went down well with the Essex sense of humour, though our mirth quickly subsided when all there was to drink was that standard-issue case of light ale
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