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Dedication

The opening page of Michael Green’s The Art of Coarse Sport states, ‘I dedicate this book to those who aren’t much good.’ Thank you, Michael.

As for me, I dedicate this book to all those who came out to play. It’s been a blast.

 

Some real people who probably never played cricket, but should have:

Dot Ball was born in 1816 and lived in Beverley, East Riding of Yorkshire

Daisy Cutter was born in 1899 and lived in Sible Hedingham, Essex

Dolly Kach lived in Kentucky in 1930

Dusty Turner had a cattle feed business in Oklahoma




 

 

Lambing time in the Yorkshire Dales, 2010. Settle CC under-9 cricketer James Bradley was looking forward to the coming season while having fun on his dad’s farm, swinging around on a big chunk of tractor equipment. But he pulled the metal down onto his head, which was squashed against the concrete floor. Fractured skull and internal bleed.

Leeds General Infirmary is 90 minutes away by the A65, but Yorkshire Air Ambulance got the lad there in an amazing 14 minutes. Air space was cleared for the flight. Successful surgery to remove a blood clot from the brain led to full recovery, and James was turning out for the juniors four months later. And is still playing today.

But his dad said, ‘The surgeon told us that the helicopter saved his life. If the op had started just half an hour later, the outcome would have been massively different and very probably terminal. Our gratitude is inexpressible.’

This book is a personal memoir and a bit of fun, with a few parts that are sad – in both senses of the word. But every penny of the author’s profits will go to YAA to help save even more cricketers – and anyone else visiting or living in the county!
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1. Teamwork

Army officers never refer to ‘my regiment’. The correct formula is ‘the regiment in which I have the honour to serve’. In the same spirit, these are the 29 teams for which I have had the honour to play:

First-Class Counties

Yorkshire

Pool-in-Wharfedale

Leeds University 3rd XI

Leeds University 2nd XI

Leeds Uni Inorganic (or Organic) Chemistry Dept.

Huddersfield New College Staff

Settle High School Staff

Settle Optimists (captain)

Austwick

Ingleton 2nd XI

Ingleton 1st XI

Rathmell & Wigglesworth

Rathmell Parish (without Wigglesworth)

Paddock CC, Huddersfield (12th man)

Robbo’s XI, Settle

Statto’s XI, Settle

Settle Parish

Settle 3rd XI (captain)

Settle 2nd XI

Settle Walking Cricket VIII

Skipton Church Institute

Lancashire

School House Irregulars, Lancaster RGS (captain)

Nottinghamshire

South Clifton Unmarried XI

Collingham 2nd XI

Minor Counties

Oxfordshire/Berkshire

University Hall Buckland

FUCC (Former Undergraduates CC)

Buckland Village

Faringdon

Lincolnshire

Newton-on-Trent

International

Embassy of the Commonwealth of Australia at the Court of His Majesty King Carl XVI Gustaf of Sweden




2. The Ball hit my Bat

Let’s begin with the obligatory hard-luck story. Our 1950s village primary school in the hills of the Forest of Bowland was not the best place to start a cricket career. Lancashire County Council had thoughtfully dumped a huge pile of coke (not that sort) in the playground next to the outdoor toilets. The coke was for the boiler, but also for the bowler, as one piece was selected and pitched towards the chalk stumps on the toilet wall. With no bat available, we hacked the coke away with our feet or shins and took runs where we could. It was called ‘football-cricket’, despite being neither. A bit different from prep school.

Living on a remote farm four miles from the Yorkshire border meant a move in 1960 to a state boarding school, otherwise half my life would have been spent on the road. Not that a bus could have made it up the track anyway. After experiencing this unusual solid-fuel introduction to the game of cricket, it was no surprise that once at Lancaster RGS I was usually last to be summoned from the line-up at team selection. I also lost the long-sleeved sweater (in school colours) that my Auntie Joan had specially knitted for me, a major disaster. I did manage to get a trial for the 3rd XI, but someone had nicked my pink Len Hutton junior box (the one with sharp edges, hostile to teenage testicles), bought at Fred Trueman’s sports shop in Skipton, purely in the hope of meeting the great fast bowler. He wasn’t there. This lack of protection made me back away even more than I already did and, in the whole of my time at LRGS, I was not picked for any school cricket team.

A lot of my problems came from reading piles of cricket books and taking too literally the names of various batting strokes and instructions on how to play them. I would agonise over off drive or square cut before a ball was bowled, instead of just playing as it came. Some of the coaching was also restrictive. I remember in the nets playing a great on drive to a ball pitched outside off, but was told it was well timed but hit to the wrong side. Sorry, sir. Also we were banned from reverse shots, which we did for a laugh, as they were deemed dangerous to the slip fielders.

I found nerdy salvation in the minutiae of the Laws of Cricket, the umpire’s signals and the arcane symbols of the scorebook. My bible was the little 1960s classic, Cricket Umpiring and Scoring, with the author charmingly named as ‘the late R S Rait Kerr’. Gradually the beauty of the game dawned on me and the desperate desire to contribute to a team took over my waking life. In the Sixth Form I organised and captained a team of irregulars from the boarding house and discovered I could perform at a suitably low level in Wednesday afternoon house matches. As I found throughout my playing days, the only way to be sure of a game was to be the captain.


[image: ]


School House Irregulars 1967



Around this time the family had moved to Pool-in-Wharfedale, in the great cricketing country between Otley and Leeds, and I managed to get the odd game for the village, thanks to my mother helping with the teas and our kind neighbour being captain. The most exciting moment in my 17-year life was to be selected for the club against a team led by Jeff Stollmeyer (32 Tests and former West Indian skipper) while he was preparing the touring side for the 4th Test at Headingley. I was completely overwhelmed by the thought that someone as inept as me could step onto the same ground in a proper match with A TEST CAPTAIN.


It rained.

It was cancelled



I was inconsolable. I had to sit at home on 30 July 1966 and watch football instead. Winning the World Cup meant nothing to me, as I had lost the chance to play against a living legend
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Test captain I nearly played against



Saturday morning school. Somehow it was always English with Bill Osborne, and somehow it suited him to sit and listen to us reading in turn from the chosen novel. Captain W J Osborne was one of the many teachers who had served in the war. The headmaster, J L Spencer, had landed on Gold Beach in France with the Essex Regiment on D-Day. Messrs Hansen and Young had both been prisoners of the Japanese. Latin teacher Jack Young was consequently unable either to stand or to sit comfortably, so propped himself against a high stool. Economics teacher Mike Hansen was once tipped off about an imminent visit to the school by a Japanese dignitary of some sort. He told us at the time that if this gentleman came anywhere near his classroom, he would not be responsible for his actions. These were great men.

Ossie organised Combined Cadet Force shooting and, as I was a marksman in the school team, I got on well with him. (I was also a good swimmer, but shooting and swimming were not rugby or cricket, so they did not really count as ‘sport’ in the LRGS social order.)

At the age of fifteen I spent hours firing .22s indoors and .303s, Bren guns and the new self-loading rifles (SLRs) outdoors. No ear protectors in those days, so maybe that’s why I’m pretty deaf. On one memorable occasion, the headmaster came to inspect the indoor shooting range. After the section had completed a round of grouping, the Head and Ossie walked to the far end to inspect the targets. A shot rang out, narrowly missing the two war veterans. One of the cadets still had a bullet up the spout and fired it in panic, thinking he would be in trouble for not completing his five rounds. Having survived nearly a year under fire from the Wehrmacht, Mr Spencer was none too pleased to have one of his pupils take a pot at him. The lance corporal in charge was removed and I was promoted to take his place.


I’ll get back to the cricket in a minute, an epiphany.



Ossie picked some good novels for us, but the book that most affected me was Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of a Fox-hunting Man. It was the ‘Flower Show Match’ chapter which seized my imagination. How wonderful to go to Aunt Evelyn’s country house for the summer holidays, arriving by steam train and being greeted by Dixon, the groom, in a pony and trap. And to find you are selected for the village match of the season, Butley v Rotherden. And to have Dixon whiten the young master’s pads and boots in the harness room.

The match highlights include the umpire making holes in the pitch with his wooden leg, and the unpopular vicar out for a duck. but one detail stood out a mile for me. Master George (Sassoon) went in at number eleven, facing Crump the fast bowler, with the sun in his eyes and one run needed to win. ‘The ball hit my bat and trickled slowly up the pitch. “Come on!” I shouted … Crump was so taken by surprise that we were safe home before he’d picked up the ball. And that was the end of the Flower Show Match.’

In the copy I was reading, ‘The ball hit my bat
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