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			Mason Crane, about to display the craft that both tempts and threatens 

		


		
			foreword

			A Leg-spinner from the Scoreboard End

			Stealing the Grace Gates. The Holbein King. A sort of wicketkeeper–batsman. An addict’s craving for the game. The newspaperman and his hut. Geoffrey Boycott’s memory. A delivery that dripped like honey. 

			The ground occupies an unlikely dot on the map. It is one of those inconspicuous, middle-of-nowhere places that you barely notice and would normally pass through in a hurry on the way to somewhere else. Search for it and you might even suppose you’re lost, or are heading completely in the wrong direction, until a sign tells you to turn off the A60. I saw first the pointy tip of a marquee, pegged out for the occasion. The rest of the ground was camouflaged by the shallow rise of lush fields, tall, plump trees and high hedges. 

			It was the second Sunday in June. Long stretches of the roadside verges were crammed with poppies, glowingly iridescent, cornflowers and short, fat clumps of cowslips. 

			Welbeck Colliery Cricket Club is in Sookholme, which isn’t quite a hamlet but only just qualifies as a village. I confess that I had never heard of it before. There is a squat Norman chapel, named after St Augustine, a scattering of red-roofed homes and a tropical-fish emporium. In the middle distance – crowning the ridge of a wide, steepish hill – sits a wood, which is dense and dark green. Beyond the wood is that wide roll of countryside that will always belong to two diverse heroes of the county: D. H. Lawrence, who planted much of his fiction in it, and Harold Larwood, who climbed out of a pit and learned how to bowl fast on scrubby pitches, his phenomenal pace turning him into a cricketing immortal. 

			No smaller place had ever staged a County Championship match. Nottinghamshire had decamped here from Trent Bridge as a consequence of the World Cup, the competition temporarily exiling them from home. That was a blessing. The game, against Hampshire, got framed within a landscape so very pastoral and so very English at the root. I looked across the ground and saw what everyone – fan and non-fan alike – imagines is the ideal scene for cricket; the kind, in fact, that the wing-collared Victorian Hugh de Sélincourt would have celebrated in his novel, The Cricket Match. 

			There was a low brick pavilion with a balcony and a pediment. There were white tents, the most sumptuous cake stall imaginable tucked into one of them. There was a boundary rope, thick enough to tie up a ship in port. There was a scoreboard with a cupola, a pale-faced clock set handsomely into it. There was row-upon-upon of tip-up seats. And, as these began to fill, the prime views claimed in a dash, like the last prize in a game of musical chairs, picnic baskets and rugs were laid down, sandwich boxes got snapped open and tea was poured from huge flasks. I saw spectators, waiting for the eleven o’clock start, turn to the sports sections of newspapers or scrutinise the latest Playfair, the spine already well cracked. 

			Electricity pylons dominated the skyline, stretching from east to west as though marching towards the horizon in long strides. Far from despoiling the view, they somehow added a peculiar charm to it. The pylons are an identifying feature at Sockholme in the same way that the gasometer is at The Oval. One of the sight screens, not much more than a gargantuan bed sheet, was a dingy grey, as if it had been accidentally shoved into the washing machine with a pair of black socks. That didn’t matter either. 

			If coloured bunting had been strung between the tents, and if a uniformed brass band had played in that part of the field where the covers stood, the whole thing would have resembled a particularly jolly country-house fete. I even imagined W. G. Grace emerging in the bulbous flesh from the acres of wheat close by, his Select XI filing out behind him at first light in the cricketing equivalent of Field of Dreams. There would be Wilfred Rhodes and F. S. Jackson, perhaps, and Spofforth, the brimstone Demon of Australia, tossing a shiny ball from hand to hand as casually as he would an apple. And, no doubt, emerging from the opposite corner would be Jack Hobbs with his immaculately clean brown bat. He’d be about to open once more with Herbert Sutcliffe, his shirt cuffs folded to the elbow and his hair brilliantined to a fabulous sheen. Of course, Larwood would be there too, the obvious pick, and he’d be standing next to his pal, the barrel-chested Bill Voce, the deadly double act of Bodyline reunited. As for their old Notts captain, the benignly incorrigible Arthur Carr . . . well, I suspect he’d have already got the beers in and would be on his second gin and tonic chaser. 

			Sookholme is that sort of spot. It is a good place to bring your thoughts and also to daydream a little. 

			*

			We have all gazed out of the window of a train, or passed a patch of good-looking fields in the countryside, and had a whimsical thought: this would make a cricket pitch. We have gone as far as to sketch out a plan – albeit only in our minds – as though we were Thomas Lord. We have known instinctively where the entrance would be. Where the square would be cut. Where the pavilion ought to stand and how it would look. We have worked out where the afternoon and early evening sun would slant across the land, the shadows cast month by month telling us as reliably as a timepiece how much of the summer was left. 

			I often build the ideal ground this way, mapping it out architecturally, bit by lovely bit. It would be a combination of Trent Bridge, Taunton, Scarborough and Canterbury. From Trent Bridge, I would take the stately Victorian pavilion with its balustrades, white woodwork and hanging baskets, each a shot of effulgent colour. I would bottle the atmosphere from there too: grand but intimate and never aloof or unfriendly. From Taunton, I would filch the church of St James with its noble 116-foot tower, crocketed finials and pieced parapets. From Scarborough, where the gulls wheel in off the North Sea, I would borrow both the Popular Bank, the wooden benches that turn the field into a shallow bowl and a row or two of high terraced housing, where sometimes you glimpse pegged-out washing in the back yard. From Canterbury, I would uproot the lime and dig a hole for it at cow corner. The tree would be as it once was: tall and broad, the lower branches a dark umbrella. 

			Lord’s is always far too snooty for me, a high church I prefer not to worship in. I feel I ought to wear a suit, a tie and a pair of dress shoes even to sit in the upper tier of the Compton Stand. But I would filch a few ‘odds and ends’, gleaned from there, for ornamental purposes. I have a fondness for the Grace Gates and the old Father Time weathervane. I would loot some of the MCC’s collection of art as well, particularly Albert Chevallier Tayler’s masterpiece, Kent versus Lancashire at Canterbury in 1906, which captures the genteel splendour of Edwardian England, and Brendan Kelly’s portrait of Viv Richards. In a thin, unpretentious frame, almost seven-feet square, you get nothing but Richards’s magnificent head and his hefty shoulders. He is dressed in civvies rather than whites. The face and the expression on it convey instantly – even to those only partly acquainted with the game – everything that distinguished Richards as the Superman of batting. That power. That composure and phlegmatic command. That regal bearing and gum-chewing swagger. There are painters who, even after eyeballing their sitter from six feet and for months on end, can’t find the soul beneath the skin and so never discover the intricate, myriad pieces that make up a man. Kelly’s canvas is Richards absolutely; he’s as royal in oil as a Holbein king. 

			Of course, there’d be a second-hand book stall on my perfect ground (exactly like the one you’ll find during the Cheltenham Festival) and the shelves would be stocked with those rare titles you’d always been searching for. And there would be striped deckchairs (as at Hove). And there would be a printer’s shop cranking out scorecards, the smell of ink pungently strong. And dogs would be encouraged to loll about on the boundary edge. And afternoon tea would arrive in big brown pots (for the sound of boiling water, poured from the spout, is just so comforting). And at lunch you would be allowed on to the outfield to play a miniature game with a bat and tennis ball. From a respectful distance you would be able to watch the ground staff sweep dust from the pitch or fill in and smooth flat the bowler’s footmarks with one of those long-handled, wooden contraptions that looks fierce enough to kill someone with a single blow. 

			I thought of all this at Sookholme, mightily envious that someone had gone further than just imagining the ground he wanted. It is the work of one man. I gazed around and saw a small monument to his generosity. 

			John Fretwell, a local entrepreneur, bought 19 acres of farmland, dug them over, put in drainage and smoothed and seeded the clay soil. What is more, he didn’t keep it solely for himself afterwards, which would have been a temptation for the rest of us. He gifted the ground instead to his local club, where decades before he had been ‘a sort of wicketkeeper–batsman’. The community mattered to him because he and generations of Fretwells had grown up in it. The ground cost him £3 million. It was completed in 2006. The money earned to achieve this act of philanthropy came from sweat and guts and ingenuity rather than a lottery winner’s luck.

			To describe Fretwell as self-made is to undersell the extraordinariness of his story and the zeal behind it. This began quietly about half a century ago. He was a barber, who cut hair for a few bob, worked until 11 p.m. two nights a week and asked his customers: ‘Anything for the weekend, sir?’ When a salesman, who usually sold shampoo, offered him a few watches at a discount price, Fretwell took a chance on them. He had £34, the equivalent of £190 today. That sum constituted his life savings. He bought 17 watches at £2 each. Within four days, he had sold the lot from a suitcase at a profit of almost £13. He immediately replenished his stock, getting rid of another 84. You do the maths. So it went on. What followed was one success after another, the sideline becoming a flourishing business. When Fretwell, who is 70 now, sold his wholesale firm, shortly after the turn of this century, he had a staff of 650, an office in China and dealt in more than 1,000 products. Sookholme has staged A-list games before; Fretwell took tickets at the gate and only the regulars, who recognised him, were aware of the incongruity of that sight. 

			If you have ever been to Wormsley, you will know what John Paul Getty created there. If you haven’t, then you should go to the next fixture. Wormsley, which aspires to absolute perfection and seldom falls short of it, is not only Getty’s abundant thank you to a game with which he belatedly became completely besotted, even taking over the company that owned Wisden. It also demonstrates his swooning adoration for England – and, most obviously, the way he viewed the country and what attracted him to it. Wormsley, hidden in the Chilterns, is about a bygone England of the sort Evelyn Waugh would have recognised and approved of. Every bit of Wormsley evokes warm beer and old, heavy pennies in your pocket. There are thatched roofs, a red telephone box, tall flagpoles and a mock Tudor pavilion. The grass looks as though a battalion of obsessively fastidious gardeners clip it with nail scissors. The countryside around the ground appears to sweep softly into infinity. After a while, seduced by that prospect, you almost stop believing that urban sprawl and some dirty city are lying over the next hill; it just doesn’t seem possible. When I first went there, I sat on the boundary and a red kite swooped over my head, so low that I saw the distinct markings on the underside of its huge wings. 

			The ground in Sookholme is humbler and earthier. Less than four miles away lies what is left of a mine that, for nearly a century, guaranteed employment to 1,400 men in its roaring heyday and to over 400 before the last tubs of coal got hauled out of the shaft at the beginning of the decade. As much as I love it, and always want to return, Wormsley is a decorative ground, primarily for decorative cricket, where the result isn’t necessarily as important as the white-wine-and-cheese sociability of the day and the enjoyment you draw from the views. But, at Sookholme, I appreciated all over again why the County Championship has been such an integral slice of my life for almost 50 years; why, indeed, every season I go back to it eagerly as an entertainment, as a solace and for convalescence sometimes and as a pleasure always – even on days that are fridge-cold or spotted with rain, which makes attendance seem like martyrdom, or when the scoring and the over rate progress at a funereal pace and a game is so sparsely attended that I could shake hands with everyone there in less than a quarter of an hour.

			Alan Ross wrote that occasionally a match bored and exasperated him. He would head for home but want to know what was happening as soon as he left the ground. It typified what Ross called his ‘addict’s craving’ for cricket which ‘only the extinction of it or myself can cure’. 

			I know – as many others will too – precisely what he meant. 

			*

			There is an article by John Arlott that I re-read at least once a season. It curiously isn’t about a player, a match or even one of the great characters of the game. Arlott writes about a newspaper seller named Arthur Smith, who worked from a wooden hut at Headingley and also at Yorkshire’s out grounds. The piece begins when Arlott finds ‘Smithy’ wearing a shirt ‘open at the neck’, his white coat ‘catching the breeze’, his hair ‘swept back to the neck-line as sharp as a razor’. Something different about him startles Arlott immediately. Smithy sports a suntan that ‘would have turned a Riviera life-saver green with envy’, he says. Arlott learns his friend has spent the winter in Australia. He sold his van and the tools of his part-time plumbing trade, raising £100 for his passage. Arriving in Perth with a small trunk, an overnight case and £15 in his wallet, he embarked on a working holiday throughout the Ashes series. On the second day of the Adelaide Test, he broke a personal best: he sold 1,224 newspapers. To save money, Smithy slept in a bus shelter and twice bedded down on a park bench. He gave up alcohol and cigarettes for the duration of the tour too. After buying gifts for his patient family, he returned home with £7, which was presented to Mrs Smith. I relish the piece so much, not only because Smithy, endearing and brilliantly eccentric, is so affectionately drawn, but also because his adventures remind me that newspapers were once so popular and so full of cricket that people actually thought it was worth buying them.

			I read Arlott’s description of him again after the match at Sookholme was over. Our national newspapers have practically given up on the County Championship unless something stupendous or quirky occurs in a game. The days are regretfully long gone when, as Peter Roebuck highlighted in his diary It Never Rains, the players sought out the Daily Telegraph with a religious fervour because ‘it reports on every game and so by studying it, every cricketer can follow the fortunes of every other player in his enclosed world’. The Telegraph, once upon a time the Bible of county coverage, devoted only eighty-nine words to Nottinghamshire against Hampshire. The Times condensed their report into a dozen fewer. 

			The facts of an undramatic match were these: Notts, already marooned at the bottom of the table, were in awful trouble from the third ball of the first over and made only a semi-fist of fighting back afterwards. The previous week, against Warwickshire, they had wilted embarrassingly to 97 all out. The top order malfunctioned miserably again at Sookholme; so much so that the most experienced of them looked as though it was their first day on the job. Even one of my favourite players, Samit Patel, who does everything with a heroic optimism, was subdued and out of sorts. He sweated for 69 balls, making 24. It was the second-highest score of the innings. His only support came from Steve Mullaney; he spent nearly three hours gallantly grinding out 45 before, like a good captain, becoming the last man to fall. 

			A big, quick bowler looks bigger still on a small field. Kyle Abbott, who played 11 Tests for South Africa, is 6 foot 3 inches tall. His legs are long – you half-expected him to start his run in inside the hospitality tent – but his arms look longer still. It was as if, halfway to the stumps, he had somehow extended them by another foot. Abbott bullied the batsmen, the bounce and movement he generated off the pitch bringing him six for 37. Notts worked hard to eke out only 167, doing so painfully, because elbow grease can only take you so far. Hampshire’s reply, 93 for two at the close, was all we and Sookholme got. Not another ball was bowled. As it so often did during that blighted month – when bands of low pressure drifted across from the Atlantic every week – the rain came and refused to go, washing the rest of the match away. 

			While far too brief a treat, the game was memorable for one reason. The charm of the Championship was soaked right through it. Like all the finest out-grounds – Radlett, Basingstoke and Arundel, for instance – you could feel every breath the match took. The ball might fly your way and then you would know what it was like to run your fingers over the bony ridge of the seam. A boundary fielder – in this case, Hampshire’s Rilee Rossouw – would tell you about the state of the pitch. The coaches, the twelfth man and those who had already batted, or were waiting to bat lower down the order, would saunter about, also talking amiably of what had already happened or could happen later on. The high stands and cavernous splendour of a Test venue, such as The Oval or the Ageas Bowl, are imposing only when full to burst. When three-quarters empty or half closed-off, and the echo of someone politely coughing disturbs the air, you feel so distant and semi-detached from what is going on that you could be looking at it through the wrong end of an observatory telescope. At Sookholme, where everything is up close and personal, you are on top of the play and almost become a participant in it. The Championship, which revels in that sort of mood, needs to be fought out on fields like that one and also against a sublimely beautiful backdrop. Concrete and steel and swathes of unoccupied seats do it no favours. 

			We witnessed a day of manual labour, rather than magnificent stroke play, but Sookholme confirmed that J. M. Kilburn was right. It was Kilburn, correspondent of the Yorkshire Post, who pointed out that ‘something’ worthwhile, ‘something’ striking, emerges from every match – even from those in which, for hours, nothing much happens in a kind of Waiting for Godot way. You require the patience of a birdwatcher until the eye finally opens and shuts on what you have been waiting for, preserving it like a photograph. It doesn’t have to be a monumental moment either. A catch taken nimbly. A sprawling stop in which the fielder’s flannels are stained with grass. A shot that goes off the bat with a crack. 

			In one respect, the most experienced cricket-watchers are like the most experienced cricketers. They have in common a fabulously capacious memory and the capacity for astonishing feats of recall. Wish-fulfilment, as well as a need to please, means the traveller is always susceptible to the minor, very human flaw of wanting to tell you a tad more than he actually saw. You have to make allowances for that. I am, nonetheless, never surprised when someone who has either played in a game or simply seen it can recount verbatim, as though the action is spooling right in front of them, a single ball or an entire over or even every stitch and pleat and tuck of a match. Geoffrey Boycott does this effortlessly, as if everything he is remembering occurred only ten minutes ago. You get from him the score, the look of the field, the weather and even the contents of someone’s lunch tin. One of the reasons we belt out song lyrics, but often stumble whenever we try to recite poetry accurately, is the emotional trigger a few chords of music set off. Those chords lead us towards the words. Cricket has that same emotional trigger. We remember what happened so vividly because we solidly connect peripheral events – the appearance of the ground, the statistics of the match and the emotions we experienced – to the main one, spotlighting the thing in near-neon. 

			I can still see a ball from Andy Roberts bowled more than 40 years ago. Or, more to the point, I can see the consequence of it: one of Tony Greig’s stumps ripped out and airborne, the defensive prod made a microsecond too late to prevent such ignominy. I see Alan Knott, a boyhood hero, airborne too, his blood-red gloves taking a wayward leg-side delivery from John Snow. The energetic leap and the catch, achieved horizontally, made Knott look as though he had been abruptly hoisted upwards and then suddenly tugged sideways on some invisible zip wire. And I see Roberts again, this time stationed on the boundary, beneath a steepling catch that David Steele has hooked towards him with an uncharacteristic rashness. 

			Like anyone else, I can reach out and pull down a thousand and one memories like that. The mention of a name or the return to a specific place are sufficient to start that process. In early April, I travelled to Trent Bridge because it seemed so apt. Notts, the team I followed while growing up, were facing Yorkshire, my local team now. Joe Root was playing, pitted against the bowling of Stuart Broad. It is always important to go somewhere on the season’s opening day, which for the true devotee has the same thrill as a childhood Christmas morning. Trent Bridge was finely dressed for the occasion, the scent of fresh paint detectable, but the ground stood half in sun and half in shadow, the clouds reluctant to shift. We got a little brightness and a little attritional gloom. 

			Not long after lunch, Notts’s Chris Nash drove an over-pitched delivery from Matthew Waite so gracefully through extra cover and towards the scoreboard that it startled even the drowsiest spectator awake. It was gorgeous. Nash held his pose for a while – bat high, left elbow bent, left foot in perfect alignment with the direction of the ball as it fizzed along the floor. The next delivery, slightly wide, was begging to be cut. Nash took a swish at it. His effort was ugly and mistimed. He got a razory bottom edge. The ball dropped in front of the slips and streaked away, stopping only when it thumped softly against the pavilion’s advertising boards The first shot evoked Woolley or Hammond or Gower. The second made Nash look like a tail-ender who hardly knew which end of the bat to hold. Such is cricket. Those few minutes are how my memory chooses to remember the whole of that match. 

			What, for me, defined the game at Sookholme wasn’t dramatic either. I guess it was soon forgotten by everyone else.

			In the morning there had been a sharp shower, lasting less than half an hour, which forced the players off for lunch prematurely. A slight breeze then arrived and carried away the worst of the cloud, leaving only a few fluffy rags of it behind. It became surprisingly hot. Ideally, you needed the broad brim of one of those Van Gogh straw hats for protection against the sun. 

			Hampshire had been plugging away with pace, chiefly because of Abbott’s successes, which it seemed ridiculous to interrupt. But just after quarter past four, as tea approached, the ball was handed to the leg-spinner Mason Crane. Still only 22, slight and blondish, Crane arrived as a welcome respite from the grunt of seam. You greeted him like the surprise visitor you most wanted to find at your front door. 

			J. B. Priestley wrote a book called Delight, his Grand Tour of the ordinary and everyday things that both satisfied and inspired him. Smoking in a hot bath. Buying a new box of matches. The smell of breakfast bacon. The paintings of Vermeer. Reading detective stories in bed. Watching a ship sail out of port. You read it and realise that you know a man best by the sort of Utopia in which he desires to live. My Utopia – on a cricket field at least – is watching a leg-spinner. 

			There are moments at a match for me – these usually occur in high summer and during late afternoon or early evening – when I look around and experience a blissful contentment. At the arch of the sky. At the slow drop of the sun. At the stripy cut of the grass. I get so absorbed in the scene that I entirely forget the rest of the world and what is going on in it. Nothing else is of any consequence. That feeling is so wonderfully therapeutic; I am reluctant to snap out of it. 

			It happened again watching Crane. 

			Even at such a tender age, the full arc of his career still forming, he has already experienced the impostors of triumph and disaster and treated them with as much equanimity as he can muster. The highs have been an Ashes series in Australia and a Cup final win at Lord’s. The lows, pitch black, have been injuries, including two back fractures. Until this season began, Crane hadn’t played anywhere for nine months, knowing only
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