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Prologue
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The famous six sixes bat

One Does Not Go to See Them Act

Many years later, long after my father died, I thought again about that long-ago afternoon when we went together to look at a piece of cricket’s history.

On an early spring Saturday in 1969, the new County Championship season about a fortnight away, we caught a bus into Nottingham and gawped into a shop window.

What had led me there, irresistibly, was a small, plain block advertisement near the bottom of a page in the Nottingham Evening Post’s sports paper. Placed by Redmayne & Todd, a sports shop located only a two-minute walk from the railway station, it contained the tantalising promise:

We have Garry Sobers’ Six Sixes Bat . . .

On the last day of the previous August, BBC One’s evening news, which seldom bothered itself with the triviality of sport, scooped the following morning’s newspapers with the revelation that Sobers had achieved cricketing perfection for Nottinghamshire against Glamorgan at Swansea – guaranteeing himself cricketing immortality too – after walloping thirty-six runs off a single Malcolm Nash over. The notion of anyone achieving that feat had been considered to be as fancifully improbable as self-propelled flight. But, before the sceptical could scoff, claiming it had to be either a misunderstanding or an outrageous hoax, the BBC unspooled the film of Sobers actually doing it.

The item, the last in the bulletin, squeezed Sobers’ first five sixes into twenty seconds, reducing each to a flash of savage power. It lingered on the history-making final six. The stroke was emphatic, like a row of exclamation marks stuck at the end of a declarative sentence. The ball was last seen soaring, like a military shell, out of the ground and down a road in which only the chimneys, tiled roofs and the small, lace-curtained top widows of terraced houses were visible. Since I had no knowledge of Swansea’s geography – except for its close proximity to a lot of water – I thought the shot might have holed and sunk an unsuspecting ship in either the bay or even the Bristol Channel. Oddly – and I remember this distinctly – I also experienced a stab of embarrassment for Nash, who I assumed had quietly gone into hiding afterwards, the devastated and inconsolable expression of rank defeat across his face.

I was wrong. Nash, a voluble member of the Sobers fan club, was grateful to be yoked to him in the record books for ever, regarding this as a privilege rather than something purgatorial.

Sobers, it must be stressed, had been performing minor miracles all summer, his first in the County Championship. He had come to Trent Bridge as the highest-profile beneficiary of English cricket’s decision to belatedly rid itself of the qualification rule on hiring overseas glamour. This was just as well; the competition, so sickly, could have croaked without Sobers or the likes of Barry Richards, who had gone to Hampshire or Mike Procter, who had signed for Gloucestershire.

Despite being flattered elsewhere, Sobers had chosen to come to Notts, admittedly lured by the pungent whiff of money. The unlikely story of that landmark season, unfurling in exhilarating weekly instalments, was his single-handed revival of a moribund side to which the sobriquet ‘Sobers-shire’ was soon attached.

Notts had been so mediocre for so long that no one paid much attention to them any more. Stranded on the game’s margins, the county was there to be picked on, bullied and beaten up, like the playground weakling. From 1958 – coincidentally the year in which I was born – until the year of Sobers’ arrival, Notts collected more wooden spoons than you’d find in the kitchen of a stately home. In five miserable summers, they’d sunk to the very bottom. In another three, perking up, a surge of effort took them to second from bottom. In the remaining two, they were fifteenth and ninth. Their previous top half finish – eighth – was as far back as 1956. Notts hadn’t got close to a sniff of the title since winning it in 1929 when Arthur Carr, their quixotic captain, could toss the new ball to Harold Larwood and Bill Voce.

Sobers made a stupendous difference, inspiring Notts to fourth place. At the season’s end one local bookmaker, who had underestimated him and miscalculated the odds, had to be revived with a handkerchief dipped in ammonia after fainting; he’d just totted up his losses.

Sobers was my cricketing idol well before those six sixes. The plain truth was this: I fell in love with cricket after falling in love with him.

For a week or more, I begged my father; I had to see the six sixes bat.

To begin at the beginning:

My infatuation with Garry Sobers, which soon turned into an obsession, stemmed from the International Cavaliers, a side known nowadays only to those of a certain vintage.

The average Sunday in the 1960s was a slow and somnolently dull affair. Shops were shut. Pubs only opened from noon to 2 p.m. and then again from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. You read the newspapers, thin things compared to today’s fat beasts. You listened to the radio, switching between the Home Service and the Light Programme. You waited until the TV warmed up and the test card was replaced with the matinee film, which was nearly always another opportunity to refight the Second World War on one over-familiar front or other.

The Cavaliers, broadcast on the BBC, offered licence payers a sweet treat, a break from bullets and bombing. Comprising the best of the best of current and former players, here was a peripatetic team in the mould of the similarly swashbuckling I Zingari, founded more than one hundred years before. The Cavaliers staged superior beer matches with a serious edge – honour and pride and a sliver of sponsors’ cash were at stake – against most of the counties as well as Oxford and Cambridge universities, the Bradford League and the Duke of Norfolk’s XI.

During my boyhood, TV sport wasn’t on tap like water (as it is now), so you never got the chance to be blasé about drinking it in. There were only three channels; and one of those, BBC Two, didn’t yet broadcast across the whole country. Any game on the box, frivolous or not, counted as a seminal event. It was a shared experience too: you and tens of millions of others were watching.

Colour TV was on the brink of arriving, a symbol of affluence and one-upmanship, like parking a Ford Zephyr on the driveway. The screen of our black-and-white set was no bigger than a square dinner plate. The picture, drifting in and out, tended to dissolve into a pale haze. On the hottest days, during July and August, the light flooding through our front window was so strong that the cricketers appeared to be almost diaphanous, moving about like ghosts in white sheets. I had to get up close to track the ball once it was released from bowler’s hand; I had to get closer still after it left the bat.

Among the stellar cast of Cavaliers were Ted Dexter, performing with the patrician nobility of a European prince, the suave Nawab of Pataudi in his white cravat, Denis Compton, Jim Laker and Fred Trueman. I was too young to identify them by sight and too ignorant to know much of anything about them beyond the basics of their background and reputation.

Honestly, I didn’t care.

My gaze was fixed on Garry Sobers. I was drawn to him instantly. Even I, a know-nothing novice, recognised at first sight that Sobers was cut from the rarest of cloth. There was art in his hands. There was grace in his body.

Whether playing at Lord’s or in humdrum Westcliff-on-Sea, Sobers was an incandescent presence, even when he did nothing more than mark out his run or crouch in the slips; he never had to resort to meretricious showboating or performative antics to seize and then hold your attention.

By his high standards, he might have a relatively unproductive match, making only a handful of runs or snapping up the odd wicket. There was nonetheless always a moment – a stump sent cartwheeling, an acrobatic catch or a ball dispatched into the confectionary stall and out again – when my eyes popped out on stalks, like a character in a cartoon.

Sobers could do everything – and, almost perpetually, he did.

His talent came as naturally to him as song comes to a bird. Often the game seemed preposterously easy for him.

As a batsman, unconventionally relying on the minimum of foot movement, Sobers was capable of hitting a ball with such venom that I wondered how the stitching of the seam didn’t unravel and burst apart. But he could also play a late cut with soft tenderness, like the brushing caress of a loved one’s cheek. As a bowler, he could jag and swing a delivery at pace or switch to bamboozling variations of spin; he’d either blast someone out or subtly tease and outfox them into submission. As a fielder, even when dangerously close to the bat, he swooped to take catches with sinewy movements.

Along with all that abundant, voluptuous talent, something else – indefinable to me then but blatant later – made Sobers utterly compelling. It was his elan, the joie de vivre manifest in him. When, majestically, Sobers dismissed a ball or a batsman from his presence, the TV picture would switch from a wide angle to a close-up. Since this was the era pre-dating helmets. you saw his face: the closely cropped hair, the pencil-thin moustache and the diastema between his front teeth.

Sobers possessed what show business describes in convenient shorthand as ‘star power’; his was luminous enough to be detectable from the moon. The novelist and critic James Baldwin wrote the perfect sentence about the allure – the glow – of the icons of Hollywood’s golden age, their personality always far bigger than the movies in which they were cast. ‘One does not go to see them act,’ said Baldwin. ‘One goes to see them be.’

There were queues to watch Sobers be.

Neville Cardus, the Great Romantic, said he would gladly have paid twice at the gate to catch Frank Woolley play a cameo innings of twenty runs rather than sit through ‘anyone else’ make a hundred. Where Sobers is concerned, I can go further than that. I would have bought a ticket merely to see him stroll down the pavilion steps at Trent Bridge.

His loose-limbed swagger, while walking to the crease, was beautiful to behold. The roll of the hips. The twirl of the clean bat in his hands. The brief tilt of the head, the eyes scanning the sky. The shirt collar always upturned. The sleeves always buttoned at the cuffs.

There was something very regal about him; he was a king in his coming. Notts ought to have gone to the expense, since it would have been justifiable, of hiring a red carpet and a twenty-five-piece big band to blast out the Royal Fanfare.

Nottingham, drably provincial in the 1960s, remained very much as Alan Sillitoe had described it a decade earlier in his novel Saturday Night and Sunday Morning: Raleigh bicycles, Player’s fags puffed at the rate of two packs per day, delicate lace and the backdrop of colliery slag, headstocks and men for whom Saturday evening was ‘the best and bingiest glad time of the week’.

Walk through the double doors of Yates’s Wine Lodge, just off the Market Square, and you’d find London Gin at 2s 2d and Harvey’s Sherry at 3s 5d. The décor – pumps, door handles, lamps emitting only a tallow light – were teak and polished brass. You could have been a passenger on the top deck of a White Star cruise liner between the wars. On the balcony, there was a bespectacled musical trio (which I guess had a combined age of at least 213). A man with a severe crew cut, the skin of his skull visible, played the violin. Another blew a clarinet with an impressive amount of puff, his cheeks swelling like a hamster’s. A woman with freshly permed hair ran her ringed fingers across a piano keyboard.

You’d think the swinging sixties, if it ever got as far as junction 25 of the M1, had decided not to take the turning.

The city was profoundly grateful to have Garry Sobers, who brought some gloss and ritz with him.

Before his arrival, it seemed me that the city remained on the map only because ITV showed 143 episodes of The Adventures of Robin Hood on a constant loop. Made for buttons in the 1950s, and filmed in Surrey rather than Sherwood Forest, the series starred Richard Greene as our eponymous outlaw. Even with a feather poking out of the brim of his hat, Greene was as well-groomed and debonair as Roger Moore’s James Bond. You expected his Robin to ask Will Scarlett to mix him a martini. As for Maid Marian, she spoke as though she’d been educated at either Roedean or Cheltenham Ladies’ College before being packed off to a Swiss finishing school.

Sobers made Nottingham notable for something other than men in Lincoln Green tights. Imprinted on my mind is the blaze of publicity he attracted.

With an autodidact’s passion, I began to read everything I could about him in The Cricketer magazine and its rival, Playfair Cricket Monthly. I followed Notts matches fastidiously in the newspapers. Each morning, I read the reports of the previous day’s play. Each night, I scanned the Stop Press column of the Nottingham Evening Post for the tea scores (the column contained what then constituted ‘breaking news’ – even though the few telegram-like lines you found there were several hours old, colder than fish on a slab, by the time the Post rattled through letterboxes).

The ’60s must appear to the current generation as ancient and irrelevant as the far-off 1890s – gas lights, horse-drawn carriages, shiny top hats – once did to my own, but it was the bridge connecting pre-war austerity to end-of-the-century prosperity. At warp speed we travelled from one point at which little had changed – and didn’t seem ever likely to change – to another point at which almost everything fundamentally had, both socially and culturally. The phrase ‘back in the day’ is still a necessary prefix when discussing the decade because quotidian life then was so different from quotidian life now, making them seem only tangentially connected.

Well, back in the day, wanting to learn anything about anybody, I’d go to a place called the ‘local library’. On a shelf at the far end of the building, I found Sobers’ autobiography, Cricket Crusader. I checked it out so frequently that barely anyone else managed to get a peep at the thing. At one stage the librarian, an austerely humourless woman with scraped-back hair, felt it necessary to remind me, ‘You do know, don’t you, that this book will never become your personal property?’

The blurb on the inside flap conceded that the author ‘may be thought young’ to be ‘writing an autobiography’ (the book appeared, shortly before his thirtieth birthday, in 1966). The publisher, as though mitigation was necessary, explained the audacity of the act: ‘It is not the length of years but what a man puts into those years which makes a life . . . (he) has crammed more cricket into his life than many men twice his age.’

From Cricket Crusader, I learnt about Sobers’ upbringing in Barbados . . . the death of his father, lost at sea . . . the devotion of his mother, incessantly working all hours to compensate for the family’s loss . . . the way in which he learnt his cricket on dusty dirt streets, his bat made from a fence paling . . . his early rush of success . . . his Test debut aged seventeen . . . his world record innings of 365 in 1958 . . . his success in Australia’s Sheffield Shield . . . a second death, the tragedy of his best friend, Collie Smith . . . the fact Sobers had been driving the car in which Smith had suffered fatal injuries after a collision . . . the extreme grief and psychological trauma he suffered as a consequence . . . his decision whether or not to succeed his mentor Frank Worrell as West Indies captain.

I came across a book about Barbados too. A landscape hardback, totalling no more than fifty-odd pages, it was thin on text but the plate sections offered sumptuous colour images. Staring at them, the island saturated in pure light, almost hurt the eyes. I took in the full sweep of paradisical beaches, across which cricket matches were dotted between sunbathers.

The young don’t tend to analyse their heroes; they’re too busy relishing the sight of them. But this touristy book, as slimly insubstantial as it was, explained to me why Sobers played the way he did.

He was the spirit incarnate of that climate and those conditions.

The only cricketer in our family was my grandfather, who lived 160 miles away in Newcastle.

We had moved to Nottingham from the north-east coast because the pit in which my father then worked had shut down, its seams all but exhausted. The meagre coal that remained was no longer worth the expense of extraction. My father was persuaded to take a job in a new, gleaming mine, which the National Coal Board boasted would last ‘for a thousand years’ (spoiler alert: it didn’t).

My maternal grandfather was responsible for introducing me to cricket and nurturing my absorption in it. His interest in the game had begun during the flourishing of the golden age, spanning 1890 to 1914. He’d save his pennies and threepenny bits in Mason jars and, once or twice every season, take a charabanc to Scarborough or Headingley to see some of the celebrated figures that ‘Spy’, the artist Leslie Ward, painted in watercolour for the magazine Vanity Fair: Jack Hobbs, C. B. Fry, Wilfred Rhodes, Reggie Spooner. After the Great War blew in, rearranging the fixture list and dispatching my grandfather on a boat to the mud of France, he consoled himself in the trenches with memories of cricket on some sunlit and tranquil afternoon when the world had been a perfectly sane place in which to live.

My grandfather would have considered Sobers’ bat, as I did, to be a precious and wonderous thing. To my father, who had absolutely no interest in cricket, it was only a bruised piece of old wood. As a Scot, weaned on football and boxing along with his mother’s milk, he didn’t remotely care for the game then and he couldn’t conceive why or how anyone else could care about it either. To him, it was ponderous and bafflingly over-complicated. He found the tactics and the terminology – from Cow Corner to Chinese Cut – not only perplexing but also alienating.

It is common for children to cultivate the fads of their parents, guaranteeing them attention and affection. By becoming engrossed in cricket, I went rogue. My father found himself dealing with a son besotted by a sport in which he himself possessed no personal history.

In the matter of Sobers’ bat, I finally wore him down in much the same way rain wears down rock.

As a quiet, hard-grafting man – seldom demonstrative, he held in his emotions like a long breath – he did not complain when I dragged him out of bed after a bone-weary nightshift. I am certain nonetheless that he considered our afternoon out to be less of a pilgrimage and more of a fool’s errand: a slight embarrassment that he would not be confessing to his drinking friends.

It takes no effort to summon the scene.

I remember the weather was clear and quite warm.

I remember that, adhering to sartorial protocol back then, my father swept Brylcreem through his hair and dressed smartly: blue suit, blue tie, white shirt, black polished shoes.

I remember the bus was half empty, and that I insisted on claiming the back seat.

I remember my fare, which my father paid, was sixpence.

I remember that, as the bus went over Trent Bridge, I looked out of the window at the crowd crammed inside the City Ground, where Nottingham Forest were about to kick off.

Nikolaus Pevsner, the architectural historian, was snooty about Nottinghamshire. The first paragraph of his book about it – part of his Buildings of England series – is damning enough to deter you from reading as far as the second: ‘Neither the architectural or the picturesque traveller would place Nottinghamshire in his first dozen or so of English counties’. The ‘his’ in that sentence is Pevsner himself; he’s just too chicken to admit it.

Pevsner must have been blind to the 1897 Victorian splendour of the four-storey City Buildings, which Redmayne & Todd occupied, on the corner of Carrington Road and Canal Street. The pale red brick. The grey-slate tiles, like a Parisian roof. The white-faced clock. The intricately carved finials.

Garry Sobers’ 2 lb 4 oz short-handled bat was positioned front and centre in the window. Propped beside it was a photograph of Sobers, taken after his sixth six, responding to his standing ovation. Gathered around the bat – the shop dressing designed to entice customers inside – were pads, gloves, a folded umpire’s coat, a set of stumps and a bag.

The twenty-first-century bat has edges thicker than a doorstep sandwich. The edge on Sobers’ bat wasn’t much wider than an HB pencil.

Someone unfamiliar with cricket in the 1960s would gasp with incredulity. They’d assume the ‘middle’ was the size of a half crown. They’d ask how Sobers had managed to hit the ball off the square. They’d dismiss it as something W. G. Grace had once used to make a thousand runs before the end of May. The bat was a plain thing too. There were no garish advertising stickers on the blade or across the back. Only the maker’s name and Sobers’ signature, which appeared above the stamp ‘GARFIELD SOBERS’, provided evidence of authenticity.

I contemplated the bat with the reverence that, years and years later, I gave to the oils of the old masters hanging in galleries such as the Louvre and the Prado.

I asked my father – as though he could provide an expert answer – what happened to the bat when Redmayne & Todd closed for the day. Did someone lock it away? Or take it home for safe keeping? I didn’t understand that, despite its pedigree, the bat was more of a curio than something that could be sold for a whacking sum of money. At the end of the ’60s, the buying and selling of cricket memorabilia was a niche business. Items didn’t attract colossally high prices because there were few big spenders in competition for them. In advertisements, squeezed at the back of the cricket magazines, you could pick up a (relative) bargain; the bat that Jack Hobbs had used in the Melbourne Test of 1921 was selling for £30.

Less than a month before I saw Sobers’ bat, nearly ninety lots of what the auctioneers called ‘cricketana’ belonging to Wally Hammond fetched a fairly low (by later standards) £1,500.

When Harold Larwood returned to Nottingham from Australia, gazing at his homeland again for the first time since emigrating eighteen years before, he brought with him a trunk of blazers, caps and other treasures as thank-you gifts for friends. He was convinced his mementoes were only of sentimental value.

I didn’t know – how could I? – that Sobers was insouciant towards the bat. In fact, he believed any bat was essentially the same as the next. He usually had as many as half a dozen with him. After a wicket fell, he would casually pick up the nearest. He’d handed over his six sixes bat, allowing it to be displayed, as casually as someone giving up their seat on a train.

As the years accumulate, I appreciate more than ever that I was blessed to grow up so close to Trent Bridge during the age of Garry Sobers. I feel as fortunate as other boys who, during the 1920s and 1930s, lived within five miles of the Sydney Cricket Ground when Donald Bradman was redefining batsmanship. Or in Nelson when Learie Constantine was dominating the Lancashire League. Or in West Yorkshire when Hedley Verity was taking ten for ten.

When, finally, I got to watch Sobers at Trent Bridge, I sat in the George Parr Stand, which became my natural spot on the ground. I did so because of Parr’s elm, which stood behind it. During the nineteenth century Parr, the ‘Lion of the North’, had deposited leg-side sixes into it, scattering birds from branches. I arrived an hour before play began. Not until the empty spaces started to fill around me did I realise the Parr Stand was the gathering point for Nottingham’s relatively minuscule West Indian community.

A small handful of the two dozen men regularly there claimed to have been aboard the SS Ormonde in 1947 or the Windrush (paying a fare of £28 10s) in 1948. In my mind those men are now inseparable from the characters who appeared in Sam Selvon’s novels The Lonely Londoners and The Housing Lark. They were generous and unfailingly kind. They shared their lunch, wrapped in wax paper and stored in flat tins or Tupperware boxes and handed around paper bags full of apples or peaches, saved for dessert. They allowed me to eavesdrop on conversations about the history of West Indian cricket and the individuals who shaped it: Constantine, Worrell, Clyde Walcott, Everton Weekes and George Headley.

Several of my new, initially only nodding, acquaintances were Barbadian, their lovely voices rum-rich. One of them, a bus conductor sometimes operating on the buses I boarded, was about the same age, pushing fifty, and the same height, 5 ft 5 in, as my father. When not working, he wore a fawn suit, chocolate-brown brogues and a straw pork-pie hat, pushed at an angle. His tie was as narrow as a stick of liquorice. Whenever Sobers appeared, he would stand up and bow towards him.

If the seat beside mine on the bus was free, he’d sit down between stops and tell me about cricket in the West Indies. He made it sound as though every pram on the island contained a future Test cricketer. He mentioned the places on the island, which sounded exotic to me: Chalky Mount, Glebe Land, Massiah Street, Hackleton’s Cliff, Sugar Hill.

Sobers was his specialist subject. Even in the winter months, he always knew what Sobers was doing, had done or was about to do. Either he owned a sophisticated shortwave crystal set or he had a direct line to the sports desk of the Barbados Advocate.

During the mid-1960s, a calypso composed about Sobers began with the question: ‘Who’s the greatest cricketer on Earth or Mars?’. He tagged another verse on to the end of it. The final lines were about Sobers walking on water, the bridge arching the river superfluous for him.

He strolls across the Trent

And it’s a million-dollar bet

His feet don’t get wet

Rather than a wild piece of magical thinking, the claim seemed half-feasible then.

There are codas to every story. Two are germane to mine.

Firstly, the librarian was wrong.

That copy of Cricket Crusader did become my personal property. A decade on, the library decided to sell – at a peppercorn rate – books now too worn and tatty to remain on their shelves. I dropped a small a donation into a tin and took Cricket Crusader home with me.

The dust wrapper was ragged and badly torn.

About a dozen pages, including part of the plate section, were loose, long since detached from the spine. Stamped in red ink across the sun-burnt top edges, were the words: ‘WITHDRAWN FROM STOCK’.

In the parlance of the antiquarian book trade, its condition would be described as ‘poor’, which is a euphemism for ‘don’t bother’. Most buyers wouldn’t. But I felt such a strong sentimental attachment to Cricket Crusader that I had to rescue it.

I still own the book.

Secondly – and much more importantly – my father turned from cricketing non-believer into cricketing geek in an astounding transformation, The process, which saw him adopt the game with the zealousness of a religion, began only a month after our trip to Redmayne & Todd.

It was the summer in which the forty-over Sunday League began. BBC Two, recruiting John Arlott to give its coverage gravitas and heft, broadcast the matches between 1.50 p.m. and 7 p.m. Purists were affronted, damning the competition as ‘pop cricket’ or ‘biff-bang nonsense’ or ‘tea party entertainment’. Its brevity and novelty were the very aspects that attracted my father, soon smitten.

Not long afterwards something even more extraordinary happened: he became friendly with Garry Sobers.

Determined to quit the coal mine, and nursing the ambition to become a landlord instead, my father worked as a part-time barman at a pub near the Nottinghamshire–Leicestershire border. Lock-ins became common for regulars because no police from either force ever went there.

One of those regulars was Sobers.

When he first appeared, my father found him a tucked-away table at the back. He acted as his waiter – mostly bringing whisky – to make certain no hangers-on bothered him. ‘The ideal customer,’ is how my father described him. ‘He was polite. He smiled. He didn’t get tipsy.’ Sobers was ‘a good tipper’ too, discreetly slipping pound notes into my father’s hand.

Soon, he and Sobers were on first name terms.

I awoke one morning to find his signature waiting for me on a clean sheet of paper. ‘I told him,’ my father said, ‘how I’d once taken you to see his six sixes bat . . .’

I can’t tell you whether the bat was integral to my father’s conversion to cricket.

But, then as now, I pretend it was . . .
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Relatively unknown outside Barbados; a genius in the making

A Land in Search of Heroes

I know, I know.

Those of you who were not fortunate enough to see him will assume I exaggerate his abilities and the awe he inspired. You’ll suppose I pedal propaganda, the far-too-good-to-be-true reminiscences of someone nostalgically banging on about the superiority of the past and who wants to make you feel guilty about missing it.

It isn’t so.

The proof, albeit only glimpsed, is on YouTube. If you need more evidence after finding it, there are scrupulously compiled statistical histories to satisfy those who have a geeky lust for that kind of thing. But cricket can too often dissolve into a heap of statistics, becoming a matter of bloodless nuts-and-bolts accountancy, which is why Garry Sobers avoided them. ‘I don’t always remember, precisely, all the runs I scored and all the wickets I took,’ he said. ‘I can’t quote them . . . because I was too busy playing to stop and write them down. And I didn’t want to write them down anyway.’

What didn’t bother Sobers ought to bother us only because, justifying every superlative ever uttered about him, the figures confirm his sui generis. The following represents only a smidgen of what Sobers did, but contains about as much information as any average non-mathematical brain can absorb without suffering a dizzy spell.

In his first-class career, which began in 1953 and ended in 1974, he made 28,315 runs (average 54.87). He claimed 1,043 wickets (average 27.75) and 407 catches.

He made 93 Test appearances (85 of them consecutively) and totalled 8,032 runs (average 57.78), took 235 wickets (average 34.03) and 109 catches.

For Barbados, his 40 innings in 30 matches, which brought him the inaugural Shell Shield title, brought 2,355 runs (average 75.96) and 71 wickets (average 30.4).

In three seasons with South Australia in the Sheffield Shield, during which he won the trophy for them, he scored 2,707 runs (average 62.05) and 137 wickets (average 26.02).

In 174 innings for Notts in the County Championship, he scored more than 7,041 runs (average 48.89) and took 281 wickets (average 25.62).

He scored 86 first class centuries – 26 of them in Tests.

He took 5 wickets on 36 occasions.

He shared 44 hundred partnerships in Tests.

His numbers, however high you stack them, still can’t properly convey how Sobers made spectators feel – the exhilarating effect he had on them and the sense of expectation he generated – or how much he mattered.

No one understood this more, while it was actually happening, than the supreme chronicler of the game in the West Indies.

When he was seventy-five years old, snowy-haired and as slender as a magician’s wand, Cyril Lionel Robert James was profiled in an hour-long Omnibus, the flagship of the BBC’s arts coverage.

There was no structured commentary as such in the programme, unsurprisingly titled Beyond a Boundary, which celebrated both James and the book he published in 1963. Instead, James – whose writing moniker was C. L. R. James, as though he’d once been a gentleman amateur on an Edwardian scorecard – provided his own words to accompany the images, delivering them in a reedy voice.

With the backdrop of some gorgeous scenery, James discussed his upbringing, his writing, his political and philosophical beliefs and, of course, cricket. In an especially moving section, five minutes long, James returns to the school he attended in his native Trinidad. He points to a tree, plump and tall, which he remembers as spindly and feeble in 1911. While listening to James and examining his pinched face, I realised how gravely Time wears down mortals but builds up Nature.

In another segment, just as poignant, James goes to Nelson. Between the wars he had lodged there with Learie Constantine, eking out a living with his typewriter and covering the County Championship for the Manchester Guardian on the recommendation of Neville Cardus.

The camera tracks James sauntering up a hill to Constantine’s terraced home. A bit of a dandy, he wears a calf-length black coat with wide, buttoned-down lapels. His hat, pale green, has a brim as wide as a serving platter. When James goes to watch a Lancashire League game in the town, he gasbags with two men of approximately his age. One of them says, ‘You look like a cowboy from Texas.’

He does, in fact.

James’s appearance brought to my mind Alan Bennett’s description of T. E. Lawrence. Mocking Lawrence’s habit of professing his desire for anonymity while gaudily promenading around, as though performing beneath his own proscenium arch, Bennett says of him:

Clad in the magnificent white silk robes of an Arab prince . . . he hoped to pass unnoticed through London. Alas, he was mistaken.

James, waiting a while for the BBC’s proper attention, warranted the recognition the corporation lavished on him at last. For me, Beyond a Boundary is the best book about the game ever published; I doubt there’ll ever be a better one. Crammed into it is everything James ever knew or felt or read or thought about cricket. He writes about the West Indies the way Herodotus wrote about the Persian empire; James, however, does so more cogently, his prose poetry-like. Often, especially during hard winters, I randomly go through its pages searching for the sunshine of the islands.

The best sports books are never solely about sport, but instead the human condition. Beyond a Boundary, about so much more than cricket, explains the game’s development and significance in the West Indies, doing so amid the historical churn and context of class and race and politics and national expression.

When Beyond a Boundary first appeared, reviewers hosed it down in honey. I always prefer the plainer explanation of what James achieved, which is contained in the introduction Mike Brearley wrote for a later edition. In a single sentence Brearley captures its essence: ‘It stimulates the reader to further thought.’

James brings crystalline perspective to the game’s importance in the West Indies. Anyone who has ever read the book – and even a high proportion of those who haven’t – can quote the line, ‘What do they know of cricket who only cricket know?’ From the shape of the question you deduce the answer, which is: not much.

James was born in 1901 – eighteen days before Queen Victoria died and only sixty-seven years after the abolition of slavery in Britain. At school, as a scholarship boy, he was taught by former Oxbridge men, whose ‘social influence went far beyond their actual numbers’, he said.

James, and others like him, were obliged to follow what he described as the ‘constraining British public school code’. He defined it as ‘learning to play for the team rather than for yourself’ without complaint – even through the gremlins of ‘ill fortune’. Remarks such as ‘well tried’ and ‘hard luck’ came automatically to his lips, about which he made this crucial point: ‘The masses of the people paid little attention to this code, but knew it, and one condition of rising to a higher status in life was obedience or at least obeisance to it.’

On the cricket field, he said, ‘all men, whatever their colour or status were theoretically equal’. He ought to have italicised the word theoretically to emphasise that cricket in the West Indies was entwined, like strands of ivy, then – and for a too-long period afterwards – with politics and segregation.

Between 1900 and 1939, James witnessed the ‘development of West Indian society’ in tandem with its cricket. Alongside exclusively white cricket clubs – ‘perhaps with a few coloured men of wealth or distinction’ – James finally saw the ‘brown-skinned’ and ‘black-skinned’ middle and working class begin to create their own.

Gradually the game evolved more fairly into what he called ‘a means of national consolidation’. West Indians, crowding into Test matches, ‘brought with them the whole past history and future hopes of the islands’, he added.

What James experienced is expressed in the exchange he often quoted between two characters in Bertolt Brecht’s play Galileo:

Unhappy is the land that is in need of heroes.

No, unhappy is the land that lacks a hero.

Here’s the thing. As the West Indies team became successful abroad, strengthening its sense of identity and independence at home, James watched the ‘local’ cricketers become ‘heroes . . . passionately supported by the mass of the population’.

Garry Sobers appears only six times in the index of Beyond a Boundary. He gets one fewer mention than William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, two fewer than Charles Dickens and twenty-four fewer than W. G. Grace. In the Omnibus documentary, and also in his subsequent writings, James compensates for his peculiar omission. Sobers became for him ‘the greatest cricketer I have ever seen, heard or written about’ and ‘the most typical West Indian cricketer that it is possible to imagine’.

In James’s eyes, Sobers was symbolic of what West Indians aspired to be – and what West Indian cricket represented. He put it elegantly: ‘Sobers’ ancestors and mine, at first looked on; they knew nothing about the game. Then they began to bowl in the nets, producing at that stage fine fast bowlers. Here, more than anywhere else, all the different classes learnt to have an interest in common. The result of that consummation is . . . Sobers. There is embodied in him the whole history of the British West Indies’.

‘The first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born . . . and all that David Copperfield kind of crap,’ is how J. D. Salinger introduces Holden Caufield in The Catcher in the Rye. I think of that sentence whenever I pick off the shelves one of those traditional biographies, old fashioned now but still popular in the 1970s, which begin almost with quotes from the midwife. But what truly appealed to C. L. R. James, aside from the preternatural talent, was Garry Sobers’ backstory.

He learnt Sobers had been born in the parish of St Michael, Barbados. He would eventually send the shortest of letters to Frank Worrell. ‘I perpetually wonder that a little scrap of West Indian territory has produced Garfield Sobers and you.’ That ‘little scrap’ of land is about fifteen square miles in size – a dot within the dot of Barbados (169 square miles and only a little larger than the Isle of Wight).

As erudite as James was, a romantic streak ran through him. It grew out of his reading English adventure yarns, the What Ho! stories of P. G. Wodehouse and especially the novels of Charles Dickens. He liked both the true and the fictional stories in weekly publications, such as The Strand Magazine or The Boy’s Own Paper, which contained scarcely credible exploits of derring-do: great escapes, exploration, bravery and, especially, tales of paupers overcoming almost insurmountable odds to become princes who married princesses.

It seemed to James that Sobers had sprung from one or more of the books and publications he adored. He could have been the eponymous hero of David Copperfield. Or the gallant, hopeful Pip in Great Expectations.

James tracked Sobers’ early progress from afar in letters, sent by friends, and newspapers, which were posted to him. He had lived in the United States since 1938, but his attempts to gain citizenship were denied. Regarded as a communist ‘alien’ agitator, James was sent to Ellis Island and then deported. In July 1953, for the second time in his life, he made a home for himself in England. James followed Sobers’ early West Indies summers during London winters of smog and freezing fog. He took a mental note of Sobers, thinking he was an ‘interesting’ cricketer; and the more ‘interesting’ he became, the more information James gathered.

Garfield St Aubrun Sobers was born in the Bay Land of St Michael in August 1936. His home, 16 Walcotts Avenue, was a clapboard structure on stilts with a corrugated roof. Lacking electricity, an oil lamp supplied light and a coal pot provided warmth and cooked porridge, potatoes and yams. As James correctly judged, his upbringing was the stuff of a Victorian family saga that Dickens could – and would have liked to – have invented.

Firstly, because Sobers was the fifth child of six; he had two elder brothers – George and Gerry – a younger brother, Cecil, and two sisters, Elsie and Greta. A seventh child died in infancy after an accident about which it was vaguely said ‘a kerosene lamp was involved’.

Secondly, because he was born with six fingers on each hand. The two extra fingers were no more than fleshy ‘stubs’, but the details of their removal makes the squeamish squirm. The first was sliced off with a line of cat gut, used like a cheese wire. The second required a sharp knife.

Thirdly, because his father Shamont died, aged thirty-four, when Sobers was five and a half years old. The Lady Hawkins, the merchant ship on which he worked, was a single-funnel, steam turbine ocean liner, an inch or two less than 420 feet long and only a pound or two below five thousand tonnes. Built in Birkenhead by Cammell Laird, it belonged to the Canadian National Steamship Company and predominantly carried sugar and bananas. In January 1942, with 322 passengers and crew aboard, it was torpedoed 150 nautical miles off Cape Hatteras by a German U-66 submarine. Listed as ‘a general servant’, Shamont was one of 251 drowned. Sobers was left with only stray memories of his father and a photograph in a frame.

Fourthly, because his mother, Thelma, a widow at thirty-three, adopted the motto, ‘I must go on. I will go on.’ Left with a minuscule seaman’s pension, her will and religious steadfastness – a devout Anglican, she worshipped at the white-washed St Paul’s church, known as the Chapel in the Bay – somehow held everything and everyone together. She even supported her neighbours spiritually and practically, sharing what she had – though, on occasions, what she had to share was meagre.

Dickens would have relished those details, filching each one and making fiction out of the flesh of them.

Garry Sobers described his mother as ‘one of my best friends’. He’d never been shy about expressing his ambitions to her. ‘A lot of people laughed at my big ideas,’ he said. His mother was not among them. She didn’t think ‘they were so crazy’ and ‘didn’t dismiss them as a kid’s dream’, but encouraged me in every way’. Sobers had always compared his compulsion to play cricket to satisfying a ‘big thirst’, finding it attracted the tut-tutting opprobrium of the censorious. Some in St Michael thought him too selfish and too carefree. The accusation, remembered Sobers, was: ‘Look at him. Playing cricket when his brothers and sisters are working to help his poor mother’.

He ‘pretended not to hear’ the stage whispers about him, but confessed the words ‘caught in my gut like fish hooks’. His mother, hearing the comments too, told him: ‘Forget those windbags. You’re going to be a great cricketer.’

She made only one mistake, which was easily corrected. When Sobers, following his natural inclination, batted left-handed, she attempted to ‘turn him the other way around’. She conceded, ‘I tried and tried to get him out of it. He always went back to doing what he wanted . . . Garry has always done what he wanted.’

What he most wanted – the feeling ‘so strong it almost hurt’ – was to be a cricketer: ‘Cricket was to be my life. I knew that. I had always known it . . .’

The island’s population, during the period in which Sobers became public property, hovered around a quarter of a million. Sobers wasn’t being either frivolous or provocative when he subsequently claimed Barbados was ‘the smallest and the greatest of the world’s cricketing islands, and that includes . . . Australia’. He added, ‘Little boys in other parts of the world may play trains or cowboys and Indians or cops and robbers . . . we play cricket’.

Barbados’s chief industry was the production of cricketers, of which there seemed no end then; the pitches of approximately 150 clubs decorated the landscape. ‘There has never been a time in the memory of the oldest living Barbadian when he did not have half-a-dozen heroes to admire and emulate,’ said Sobers.

To create a family tree of Barbadian cricketers would require almost twenty feet of type and at least two dozen square yards of paper. Even the non-academic Sobers, though reluctant to pick up a book, learnt anecdotally about the heritage of the island teams: the ‘all-white’ Wanderers and the ‘all-coloured’ cricketers belonging to clubs such as Spartan, Harrison College, Pickwick and Empire. He knew the names of the Barbadian cricketing pioneers, such as ‘Snuffy’ Browne, another St Michael all-rounder still playing – at nearly fifty years old – when Sobers was a baby. ‘The old men, who knew him and who had seen him play, used to tell me I’d never be as good,’ he said.

Developing a cricketer into a class act in Barbados seemed as ostensibly straightforward a task as finding a fast bowler in an English pit village had once been (you whistled down a mine shaft and a burly, wide-shouldered figure appeared, shaking coal dust off his clothes).

One elite Barbadian followed another. There was George Challenor, whose moustache was peculiarly trimmed at the corners. It looked as though – probably in the dark – his razor had slipped. In 1928, at Lord’s and against Harold Larwood, Challenor faced the first ball ever bowled to a West Indian batsman in a Test.

There was the fast bowler ‘Foffie’ Williams, who also batted with gusto, like the reincarnation of Gilbert Jessop. In the second innings of a Test in Bridgetown in 1948, he whacked the first six balls he received, from two different bowlers, for twenty-eight runs. One of those bowlers was Jim Laker; he got spanked for sixteen.

There was John Goddard, captain when the West Indies beat England 3–1 in the 1950 series, a victory registering at the top end of the Richter scale; Sonny Ramadhin and Alf Valentine collected fifty-nine wickets between them, bowling the sort of banjaxing spin against which a batsman could only cope if he had two pairs of eyes.

Most gloriously of all, there were the ‘Three Ws’: Frank Worrell, Clyde Walcott and Everton Weekes, who made 7,067 Test runs between them. The Ws were indivisible from each other. The mention of one meant instantly referencing the other two. Sobers described them like this:

‘Worrell batted so delicately that when he stroked the ball to the boundary, it tended to get there just before the fielder, who tired himself out chasing it.’

‘Walcott was the Bully Beef of the batting . . . he hit the ball with such power that the fielder took his hands out of the way (presumably in case he lost a finger or his whole hand).’

‘Weekes was so quick-footed and graceful and, so neat and tidy . . . (you) could only stand and admire his stroke-play.’

In his attempt to imitate them, Sobers became prolific in ‘Lilliput cricket’.

The pitch was ten yards long. The stumps were two feet high. The bat, two-feet-six from handle to toe, was made either from splitting a coconut branch or a fence paling, either found to be loose or ‘liberated’ without permission. The ball could be a small stone, wrapped in layers of cloth, or a lump of tar bound in wool. Sobers batted on one knee, positioning himself behind the crease. His other leg was planted in front of it. The bowling was under arm. There were no umpires: decisions were made by those who shouted the loudest.

Sobers’ best guess of how many Lilliput appearances he made – on the bare streets around Walcotts Avenue – was ‘thousands’. On weekends and holidays, the first match would begin at 7.30 a.m. The last would end in near darkness. Lunch and tea comprised fruit – bananas, apples, mangoes.

The contests were so serious that Sobers remembered friends ‘stomping away’ from the wicket and crying after being given out. The simplicity of Lilliput cricket was beneficial. ‘From the earliest age, you played the ball without the fear of being hit,’ explained Sobers. The requirement to cultivate a portfolio of strokes, on one knee, also meant that his ‘wrists, arms, shoulders and trunk’ became stronger. Sobers taught himself to develop the hook, the cover drive, the sweep and the square cut. ‘We learnt the strokes in the book, perfected our playing of them and went on to develop our own style, regardless of whether the MCC would have approved.’

He progressed to the Tennis Ball league. The ball gripped and turned on the straw-coloured unmade roads and appreciably bounced too. ‘You really had to play your stroke hard,’ said Sobers. ‘If you were too tentative, or lacked soft hands, the ball would pop up’ for a dolly of a close catch. He became accustomed to operating predominantly off the back foot because ‘you cannot drive a tennis ball off the front foot; it climbs too steeply.’

With his brother Gerry, Sobers placed rocks in fielding positions, giving them the names of famous players. If a batsman hir the ball at – or near – one of the rocks, he would be given out caught. In this way, and without knowing it, Sobers adopted the philosophy of Donald Bradman: he searched for the gaps between the field – as though fielders themselves did not exist.

Founded in 1877, making it the oldest in Barbados, the Wanderers club was close enough to Walcotts Avenue that Sobers in his prime could have walloped a six into the ground from his bedroom. He begged, aged only eight, to work the scoreboard there. It gave him a free and very privileged vantage point from which to study the techniques of Worrell, Walcott and Weekes. ‘I didn’t so much follow the games,’ he said. ‘Rather, I looked at individuals. Where they placed the ball. The shots they chose. The way they dealt with different types of deliveries. Next day, I would go out and try to repeat what I’d seen.’

He willingly acted as a dogsbody for the Wanderers’ ground-staff too. He pushed the groundsman’s wheelbarrow. He swept the pitch. He carried lime in tin pails to mark out each crease. In return, he learnt about pitch preparation and brought home the treasure of worn practice balls that would otherwise have been thrown away. He took the balls to a local cobbler who restitched the seams and repaired the scuff marks, shining the leather to a gloss finish as though restoring an old pair of shoes.

Soon Sobers, aged eleven, was given individual coaching by Denis Atkinson who, appearing in twenty-two Tests, was among the last white men to captain the West Indies, taking them to New Zealand. He was a solid enough run scorer and a sufficiently sound medium pacer, an expert exponent of the off cutter. Atkinson would arrive at the nets three quarters of an hour early, allowing Sobers to bowl against him. He persuaded the boy to ‘prepare for a career in the game’.

As a thirteen year old, still in short trousers and with his pads strapped to his bare legs, Sobers appeared for Kent, a country team. He made nine not out in the first innings and twenty-nine in the second, exquisitely sending his opening delivery to the cover boundary and the next to the rope at third man. The opposition, set 155 to win, fell nine short; Sobers routed them, taking four for thirty-five.

At fourteen, he become a member of the police band – despite being so unmusical that he couldn’t coax a recognisable tune out of a penny whistle. It was blatant gerrymandering; he could legitimately play for the police cricket team.

At sixteen, he was Barbados’s twelfth man during India’s tour of 1952–53. When the fast bowler Frank King asked the selectors to excuse him – he wanted to rest for the forthcoming Test – Sobers was pushed into his place. Polly Umrigar, already the scorer of three centuries in twenty-seven Tests, smacked Sobers’ second ball of orthodox left-arm spin for the longest of sixes. The setback would have intimidated, perhaps withered, most newcomers. Sobers
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