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October



It is an inky black October morning. I tug at memories from the last two cricket seasons. Our cat, Tigs, snoozes beside the kitchen chair as a mug of Yorkshire Gold steams away in my hand.

The sun is some way from rising. A white light bobs up and down in the dark behind our house: a cyclist negotiating the crag above. Resisting the invisible pull to grab my phone and scroll at pixels, I let the silence sit. It’s something I want to do more of. To carve out time in a day to just be. That’s when ideas percolate or curiosity tugs playfully. This is a transition month. Outdoor cricket in the UK has concluded and for those who cannot resist, indoor matches in sports halls beckon to satisfy a craving.

Clubs, leagues and committees will be reviewing and looking ahead; an exercise I am leaning into for my Cricket Yorkshire website after a much-needed break on the Northumberland coast to rest, walk Alnmouth’s glorious beach and listen to the thunder of the North Sea. We have already had Storm Amy batter us; the first of the named storms that re-set each Autumn. Bram, Chandra, Dave and Eddie will surely follow; a curious band christened by the Met Office with Tadhg, Violet and Wubbo at the other end of this meteorological season.

Time will tell how far we get through the alphabet but the frequency and ferocity of the weather has noticeably ramped up in our part of West Yorkshire in the last decade. This book, a look back at the last two club cricket seasons here in Yorkshire, inevitably has lashing rain, howling winds and unwavering sun as characters. Not just because we all obsess over the meteorological in this country but principally as it dictates so much about our game, not least the minor issue of whether it happens in the first place. According to Yorkshire Water, we have been in drought since June and that continues into Autumn. I’ve long since given up attempting to rationalise or predict patterns but the contrast between the two seasons in these pages could not be more stark.

While it never scaled the ridiculous heights of 2022 when I grimly sat in my kitchen with a wet tea towel over my head as the mercury reached a shade under a hundred Fahrenheit, this year has been extremely dry. A rain-free Spring meant groundskeepers were merrily able to do whatever grass-related mysteries keep them happy. By May, pitches had cracked up enough to get your car keys lost. Rewind a further year and it just did not stop raining right up until when matches were due to start. Many outfields were saturated marshland and leagues postponed the first round of fixtures; the second year in a row that had happened in Yorkshire.

As I piece together the stories, travels and chance encounters from articles on the website, notes, photos saved in Google’s digital solar system and the glut of social media outpourings, one irrefutable fact is a reassurance. There is always cricket happening somewhere in Yorkshire. As I type this and demolish a Tunnock’s teacake to boost productivity, the South Yorkshire Women & Girls Cricket League have already begun their indoor adventures. That’s over fifty teams across two hardball divisions and four softball divisions with matches inked in for months. By my reckoning, they play almost continually across the year. Just a few weeks form an interlude to pause for breath, as the women’s game hoovers up any chance to train, coach and compete.

At this point, I should explain what you’ll encounter in the coming chapters. You might eagerly snap up a copy as soon as it hits the shelves. Or take a punt on an author you’ve never heard of after spotting the dusty cover in a second-hand bookshop in years to come. Either way, there will be travels by car and train to grounds across Yorkshire to watch a beautifully broad range of matches in the 2024 and 2025 seasons. Get ready for characters you’ll relate to or even know personally. Conversations gleaned from many hours of watching. A sense of place as I guide you through villages, towns and cities. Cricket teas crop up as I munch my way from BD5 to HG4 (other postcodes also feature). Those who mow the outfield, plan fixtures, raise funds, score matches, officiate in white coats or play in coloured shirts all make an appearance. This latest instalment is neither encyclopaedic nor planned with any particular mission. I never sat with a blank piece of paper to scope out a route. Or a theme. My life isn’t that regimented and nor would I want it to be.

I am fortunate that I have the power to choose, pivot or decide on a whim. There is a freedom that comes with minding my own business, if I can put it like that. No-one has ordered me to Middle Wharfewell to report on the Greater Wensleydale Caves League when everyone knows a cyclone will deposit a year’s rain on Saturday morning. For inspiration, the book uses my articles from cricketyorkshire.com but adapted, built out and with plenty here that is exclusive to these pages. I deliberately held back some travels, trophies and tournaments rather than publish them online. You’ll get a keener sense of things in these pages. It was therapeutic to write in my own way under my own steam. I didn’t head to South Yorkshire and barely touched the surface of clubs within an hour of my doorstep in West Yorkshire. I am magnetically drawn North, time and again. I go where I go and all I can say is that the best laid plans are so often binned that I am a world expert at smiling ruefully and going with the flow.

Besides, the weather, allied with life, health, the pressures and peculiarities of the recreational game make planning a roll of the dice. Games were cancelled at short notice for no apparent reason (conceded due to lack of players as it transpired), mischievous weather fronts hurled the contents of clouds out of nowhere. Matches on Play-Cricket (the England & Wales Cricket Board (ECB) network of websites for clubs and leagues with fixtures, results and stats) are sometimes wrong. Timings, dates and venues. So, changing plans even en route to a game is all part of life’s rich tapestry.

But at the heart of it all is a deep, enduring love of Yorkshire. What extraordinary history, people and places make the game so vibrant and fulfilling here. I have been writing about recreational cricket on my website, in my books and for cricket magazines over 15 years now. You would think I am a wizened cynic. Seen it all. Well, there are plenty more grey hairs but the landscape of our great game is constantly shifting at grassroots. There are trends, similarities sure, but always something new and so much still to see and savour.

Come on this journey with me, it’ll be fun.
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January 2024


January is a month I find increasingly difficult which is tricky as a Capricorn. It might be my birth month but the cricket season still feels way off on the horizon and the days are book-ended by long spells of gloom.

An actual lack of light, I should clarify, rather than mardiness although I have pilfered the SAD lamp from my wife’s office to attempt to stave off seasonal affective disorder. She treats this latest long-term loan with her usual Olympic patience. Whether the science boffins think it works or not is immaterial because the act of getting more light into my eyeballs when it’s dark outside seems to lift my spirits. The lamp manufacturer claims it can also do just about everything from doubling your batting average to unclogging writer’s block but let’s just go with a marginal mood bump and better overall glow.

We see in the new year with Jools Holland who is Hootenanny-ing away on the telly while dozens of fireworks displays pop into colourful mushrooms across the Aire valley. Tigs, our beloved feline family member, has wisely taken himself upstairs to nap on the bed, waiting for all the noisy, human stuff and nonsense to subside. I trust he has his furry earplugs in when an explosion at the end of our street shakes the foundations of space and time. It happens every year and I don’t know what arms dealer they’re sourcing the entertainment from but it is DNA-splittingly loud.

What the beginning of a fresh year tends to bring for us is untarnished plans, hopes, dreams and beliefs. An appreciation for what’s been and an excitement for what’s ahead. Having eaten all of the sausage rolls and After Eight mints in a 21-mile radius and buoyed by the benefits of staying offline, I am optimistic that this year will be full of promise. What does that mean for my life in cricket? Well, the website continues to attract more readers and has morphed gradually into a full-time living. There are very few out there who can pay their mortgage by writing about a relegation battle in Division Eight of the Nidderdale League but somehow I have managed it. It is a rollercoaster to rival those at Alton Towers but Cricket Yorkshire is in decent shape and set to take off with more haste than my neighbour’s pyrotechnics.

After another few days of Netflix, walks, reading and grazing on Christmas leftovers, I head upstairs, power up the iMac, get the oil radiator set to ‘Yorkshire winter’ mode and plunge my head back to the swirling currents of the internet. My first article is a Nostradamus-lite collection of predictions called ‘Looking ahead to 2024: A Year of equity and environment’ which sounds as if it’s on the programme of a headmaster’s convention. Cue an image from the 1986 film, Clockwise, of a muddy John Cleese being given directions from a farmer on a red tractor.

EDI (equity, diversity and inclusion) continues to be a focus in Yorkshire cricket after the chastening findings of the ICEC Report sent shockwaves through the game. The widespread inequality, discrimination, appalling bias and treatment of many has been widely written about. Suffice it to say that Yorkshire is not alone in the need for much more change and yet is at the epicentre of this particular volcanic eruption. If you still feel as if you’re in that headmaster’s convention or perhaps an employment tribunal, this is where the game finds itself. 

As ever, I am looking at things through the prism of how grassroots cricket is impacted and changes. As I asked at the time: We think we’re being inclusive - but are we really? (And how do we check?) Having read around this extensively, there remains a nagging thread I find myself pulling on. Fundamental change in how cricket is structured and run is easier to implement in the professional arena. Within counties and at national or regional organisations, the recruitment, decision-making, policies and mindset can be shifted in a way that’s harder to do when it involves tens of thousands of volunteers giving up their spare time. How EDI is done in a way that achieves something meaningful without burying over-stretched volunteers in more admin and bureaucracy was something I’d watch closely.

Another expected development was ECB funding for clubs to focus their efforts on climate change with everything from electric mowers to greener energy and better flood defences. As the ECB’s 2023 Sustainability Plan laid out starkly, the ten hottest years (since records began in 1884) all occurred since 2003. At the same time, the frequency and impact of flooding continues to prove devastating to communities. Those in Yorkshire still shudder at any reference to the Boxing Day floods of 2015 although there have been plenty of incidents since. On reflection, it was a serious note on which to launch the year but alongside the fun and frivolous, these things rattle around my head and it’s important to discuss even planetary changes and how that translates in recreational cricket. Though the ECB reckoned that two in five clubs are at risk from flooding or drought, clubs’ immediate concerns likely lay with how to keep the lights on and pay for the nuts and bolts of delivering the game.

In January, a village cricket club close to where I live caught my attention. Though I’ve watched occasional games on the small square squeezed in behind terraced housing, Cullingworth is as much known at Fuller HQ for the walk over Hewenden Viaduct with a bite to eat at The Mill (formerly Spoons). However, the cricket club was doing something unusual: Offering free cricket to all members. No membership fees. No match fees. With a playing and training kit thrown into the deal, not to mention free home cricket teas. They were able to do this courtesy of generous sponsorship but as a social experiment, it tore up the usual club membership model. The reasoning? To ensure playing the game wasn’t limited to those who could afford it. Does this free-for-all engender a deeper loyalty and connection to the cricket club? Or the opposite? You might take the view that members should always pay to play but this democratic alternative was refreshing, albeit not something many clubs could afford to do. Yet, Cullingworth is not a gigantic cricket club with hundreds of juniors and dozens of teams. It is not in a wealthy area. What they do have is a popular bar with events held at the clubhouse, supplemented by fundraisers such as their Crickfest music festivals.

As we all took guard and played out the opening month of the year, it was a well-timed reminder of the diversity of thinking. There are many ways to deliver cricket and serve communities. As I ponder how to embrace the spirit of Cullingworth, I nudge my toe against a pile of paper poking out from behind the office desk. Does anyone else put things they don’t know what to do with on the floor? It messes with my Feng Shui and a dislike of clutter. The theory is it will nudge direct action: decisive, organised, efficient. The reality is that various random objects litter the ground for months; a constant reminder to do something - that I predictably won’t. Books, league handbooks and other publications arrive from time to time too. If not entirely paperless, my work environment is very close. I am also not a big reader of cricket titles. An odd revelation you may think given I write about the game and I’m also an author but there you go.

A print of Runswick Bay, still in its plastic wrapper after a year, is propped up against the wall on a low wooden table with a pair of metal Owzthat dice, Lego figurines of The Mandalorian and Baby Yoda, my Canon DSLR, a duck with green and white spotted wellingtons and a potted fern that is hanging in there. Not quite minimalist but ordered. So, the ring-bound A4 compilation from the Yorkshire Cricket Southern Premier League is nagging. Sent by Steve Ward, an experienced scorer in South Yorkshire cricket circles, this Motley Almanack is a statistical review of the 2023 season. It is named after Kevin Motley who scored for Harrogate, Barnsley Woolley Miners and the Yorkshire Diamonds and passed away that year. The word Almanack tends to conjure up the yellow-jacketed Wisden for cricket fans but in this house, we dip into an alternative annually. A pocket-sized hardback by Lia Leendertz. The Almanack: A Seasonal Guide has gardening tips, recipes, wildlife insights and folklore. Meanwhile, not expecting to more than flick through the Motley Almanack, I was suddenly engrossed in Tian Koekemoer’s 10-38 for Tickhill or Jake Weatherald smashing 270 for Barnsley Woolley Miners. A year later, Weatherald would go on to open for Australia in the Ashes, by which point Steve Ward had been chosen as scorer for England’s first Test match of the summer against India.

Three offerings sent by clubs lie unopened but not wasted. Tigs is stretched out across the unread cricket books, his ginger and white fur as fluffy as usual, appearing to magically hover just above the carpet. Apparently, cats gravitate to paper as it’s a way to claim a space as their own, insulating and comforting. We notice that Tigs is a connoisseur of high GSM (grams per square metre) stock with a clear preference for thicker folios. He isn’t fussy on cricket book covers though, being amenable to both glossy and matte. Two Moleskine weekly notebooks are behind my chair that he’s also partial to sparking out on. Each of the navy blue covers are utterly decimated, both front and back, useful as scratching pads. Tigs likes them so they stay. There are rules and then there are rules.

January concludes with a renewed sense of hunkering down. Indoor club nets have begun for some in draughty halls where shoes squeak and the steepling bounce is not what will transpire on squelching April surfaces. Yet, the return of cricket moves closer, day by day; a fact I cling to as our house is pummelled by Storms Isha and Jocelyn. A street light illuminates the heavy downpours. Rods spike the glow of the beam as if tapping out morse code. I’m not yet ready to fly abroad for winter sun; the lingering claustrophobia of shielding during COVID has many downsides for us but warmth and blue skies do still appeal during these maelstroms.

Out in our sloped back garden, there are signs of life. The very gradual changes that nature chooses to show mimic a card dealer revealing their hand. Snowdrops poke green heads above ground and, though it is relentlessly wet, our resident dunnock sits in the lime-coloured fir that quivers. He manoeuvres to land on our bird feeder for a suet-laden meal. The routine of coming outside to collect the piles of browned and curled leaves that have filled every slab and inch of soil is an antidote. It’s where some of my best ideas manifest while turning over pieces of bark in search of insects and subtle seasonal signals. What will February bring?

A question I get asked quite a bit is: “What do you do in winter?” which is fair enough as it can feel as if there’s no cricket and interest has waned. The reality is that I’m writing weekly across every year, snuffling for stories to satisfy those still hungry for news about recreational cricket. There’s always something going on and as February dawns, the financial side to running a website business is very much at the fore. Cricket Yorkshire relies on sponsored content where I partner with brands and businesses then write about their products and services across the year. It is what pays the mortgage and with some clubs emerging as blinking hedgehogs from hibernation, the demand for covers, sightscreens, insurance, cricket bats, live streaming or teamwear ramps up now. This is a prime time to write for clubs, cricketers, parents, coaches and those plugged into the game.

On the editorial front, there are interviews with those doing such important work in communities. One spotlight I shine a light on is girls-only Chance to Shine Street sessions in Nether Edge, Sheffield. Girls cricket is growing and evolving at a frenetic pace from All Stars & Dynamos at clubs to teams and leagues - there’s many ways to discover the appeal of bat and ball. The Street programme from the national charity, Chance to Shine, brings an all-action tapeball format to young people (typically aged 8-24) with diverse backgrounds and from disadvantaged areas. They often won’t have come into contact with cricket before or not had a chance to play it outside informal knockabouts in back streets and parks. Cricket is expensive and for many, it’s either just not on their radar to begin with or is a non-starter due to equipment, travel and other costs.

I’m a big fan of Chance to Shine Street as it is a gateway to teamwork, leadership and a myriad of other life skills beyond the obvious exercise and thrill of launching sixes or sending stumps spinning. There are Street clubs across Yorkshire; often based in community halls a world away from LBW shouts in whites on a weekend - but just as sociable. All kit provided, wear what you want and it’s free. In Sheffield, the girls’ sessions proved that interest was there once word spread. Cultural and religious barriers in some communities (where it isn’t always common for girls to play sports) have been overcome, once parents saw these sessions were fun, safe and inclusive. This being Yorkshire, there is sporting talent everywhere at all ages and so it came as no surprise that a Sheffield girls team became national U15 champions, defeating Blackburn in the last over. Key to the success of cricket in that part of the city has been Shahid Ali who started Allama Iqbal Cricket Club and only began coaching himself after he was asked to help out because a friend had suffered a heart attack.

Staying in Sheffield, I finally ‘met’ (virtually on Zoom) Hamzah who runs Cricket Arena, a community interest company that does cricket tournaments in the city. Their Mini Bash League (MBL) saw 72 young cricketers playing indoors from January to March. The MBL used YouTube, TikTok and Instagram deftly with player interviews and games live streamed. Innovative competitions are something Cricket Arena excels at, while connecting at grassroots and responding to demand.

As the elements raged outside, I felt energised from talking to those across Yorkshire about what they do in cricket. Sarah Pollard is the county’s Scoring Officer and I heard how this secondary school maths teacher had advanced to become a Level 3 scorer (highest level) and tutor whilst overseeing scorer education for clubs and leagues. Sarah has a strong association with the Halifax Cricket League, beginning her journey with dots and symbols in a paper scorebook at Bradshaw before moving to Illingworth St. Mary’s. So much of our lives intertwined in cricket are infused with family (her dad played while her mum scored) but also chance encounters.

Sarah went on to become a scorer for Yorkshire age groups after spectating at a Yorkshire Under 13 game where no scorer turned up - so she stepped in. Her role as County Scorer Officer means Sarah facilitates courses and works with leagues to ensure more competent and qualified officials are across the many levels in the region. Scoring, along with umpiring, is one of those things that everyone wants, takes for granted, grumbles when there aren’t any - but doesn’t put up a hand to do anything about it. While trying not to distract them, I always try and grab a word with scorers at games because they’re often characters, with the focus of a bird of prey and a grasp of maths that I can only marvel at. As with everyone else in recreational cricket, scorers have had to move with the times. Electronic scoring is now deeply entrenched, on phone, tablet or laptop, to the extent that the sight of a paper ‘book’ at grounds is a novelty. It’s still a beautiful thing to see meticulous, multi-coloured record-keeping in forensic detail.

* * *

This February, there is Yorkshire interest at both national and international level as Hallam Cricket Club pursue an ECB National Indoor Championship title a decade after their last success at Lord’s. It might seem incredible that teams of six are travelling to sports halls and indoor centres in their county and across the country in pursuit of glory but why not, eh? I’ve watched a county final at Headingley’s Yorkshire Indoor Cricket Centre and it is intense with the air of a mixed martial arts cage match (without the throttling and face punching, just to clarify). Indoor cricket at the top club level over winter is skilful, fast and worth seeking out although a balcony view is better than outside the high tensile netting where you catch mere glimpses; a flash of an arm here, a headline dive there as the acoustics bounce off the walls. Hallam Cricket Club began their run in the Sheffield Indoor Cricket Championship with a notably strong university presence alongside clubs such as Parkhead and Nether Edge.

What has changed is the expansion of women’s indoor cricket as leagues mushroomed across both softball and hardball variations. For the 2023-24 season, the South Yorkshire Women & Girls Cricket League had five softball divisions and three for hardball. Elsewhere is just as competitive and in demand. In West Yorkshire, there were indoor leagues for Calderdale, Huddersfield, Leeds and Bradford with Crossflatts, Mytholmroyd, Horsforth and Stainland the regional victors. You’d be surprised at how much


* * *
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