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Also, I Write on Cricket

Old Trafford was hardly dressed finely for the first matches since the end of the Great War. At the season’s start, in 1919, the ground, like every other, was dowdy-looking, a tad sombre and sorely in need of renovation. The pavilion had been used as a Red Cross hospital, and no amount of paint, slapped about in likely places, could adequately camouflage five years of neglect, incremental decay and patchwork repairs. Still clinging to it was the dust of the last Edwardian summer before the world had been wrenched askew.

Gloomy about the game’s ability to grasp public affection, the MCC had debated whether to increase an over from six balls to seven, enlarge the stumps and shrink the size of a bat. Even the possibility of banning left-handed batsmen was mooted and then dismissed. It plunged into a different experiment entirely. Matches would last two rather than three days. The first day would span 11.30 a.m. to 7.30 p.m. The second would start half an hour earlier.

The Manchester Guardian plunged into an experiment too. It sent someone obscure and inexperienced to cover Lancashire. This was an act of compassion, salted by a little guilt.

The writer chosen had worked for the newspaper for only two years and two months. The spot he had on it was so serendipitously secured – and came after he’d travelled such a labyrinthine path – that you can only agree with his own assessment of what occurred. Aware of how blessed in retrospect his career looked to others, shaped as it occasionally was by chance, coincidence and sheer bloody luck, he referred to it as ‘My Destiny’, offering no alternative explanation.

It unfolded like this:

 

Often Neville Cardus had stood on the corner of Cross Street and Market Street, opposite the Manchester Guardian’s offices, to gaze into the large, lighted windows of the newspaper. He imagined the creative labour and the intellectual debate going on behind them in oak-panelled rooms, each the domain of C. P. Scott.

Charles Prestwich Scott was the Manchester Guardian. He owned it, edited it and ran it as a reasonably kind dictator. When, in January 1917, Cardus gathered up his courage and wrote speculatively to Scott, he was already pushing 30 years old – practically broke, desperate and in all sorts of anguish. Nor did he have much to offer.

Cardus had left school at 13, never believing ‘in formal education’. His schooling had been grimly hostile – the bleakness of rote learning, chalk blackboards and unheated rooms. There was the swish of the cane for anyone who ‘showed the faintest sign of free will’, he remembered. He had never sat an academic examination. He had seen the inside of a university only to attend free lectures, benevolently thrown open to the public.

As both adolescent and very young man, he had found eclectic employment. As a pavement artist, painting scenes such as a storm at sea, a churchyard, a salmon cut in two, a robin perched in a tree. As a carpenter’s dogsbody, pushing a handcart. As a messenger running errands. As an assistant boiling type in a printer’s shop, the stench of which never left him. As a confectionery salesman in a theatre, which at least brought the perk of free tickets there and elsewhere.

Cardus considered himself to be ‘an extremely well-educated uneducated man’, courtesy of Manchester’s municipal libraries. He roamed through them, soaking up what interested him. He read ravenously: newspapers and penny dreadfuls as well as the grandee novelists, among them the two Henrys, Fielding and James, the two Thomases, Hardy and De Quincey, and also Thackeray and Conrad. Later, when able to grasp the plays properly, came Shakespeare too. When the Everyman classics were published in 1906, priced at a shilling, he built his own library and assembled rickety shelves on which to display it. He read the books by the light of a tallow candle, conscientiously drawing up – and sticking rigidly to – a timetable of learning both austere and aesthetic. As well as literature, it covered philosophy, politics, economics and comparative religion. Manchester was culturally resplendent, crowded with theatres and music and concert halls. He filled his weeks with the Hallé Orchestra, a light opera, a variety show, or the arrival of a play before or after its London run. Cardus was convinced that self-improvement would lead eventually to self-sufficiency.

It didn’t seem so early on. He peddled insurance policies ‘on the knocker’, a profession for which he lacked the prerequisite – the ability to fake sincerity. He became an office-bound clerk for marine insurers, a company run by two brothers. He’d sit on a high-legged stool and write in copperplate from nine-thirty to five. This was another position to which Cardus was temperamentally unsuited. He survived only because the brothers tolerated for seven years – and to an unbelievably saintly degree – his ‘absent-mindedness’ and his scratchy timekeeping. He called his position there ‘tragi-comic’ and ‘an embarrassment’. He would pin a note on to his door that promised ‘Back in Ten Minutes’ and then hide in the reference library for an hour or more.

Using the firm’s stationery to practise poetry and prose, Cardus strongly identified with the Preston-born poet Francis Thompson, who in 1907 wrote the acclaimed, if slightly baroque, ‘At Lord’s’, in which ‘a ghostly batsman plays to the bowling of a ghost’. He saw himself as a man of letters in the Thompson mould. He envisaged composing thunderous editorials for the Manchester Guardian, which would make or change the political weather. He would write elegant musical criticism, the reviews so evocative that you would hear every note as you read them. And he planned to submit poems or short stories to respectable journals and small literary magazines, establishing his reputation as a polymath.

The Daily Citizen, a fledgling newspaper supporting a relatively fledgling Labour Party, had briefly hired him as the northern, penny-per-line music critic obliged to pay his own expenses. ‘The first time in print is like the first time in love,’ said Cardus, nonetheless. A solitary article appeared in Musical Opinion, a publication that today counts as the oldest classical music magazine in Britain.

Wanting to get a foothold on the Manchester Guardian – but never daring to think about a place in the newsroom – he asked Scott about vacancies in the proofreading department or the ‘general office’, telling him in his letter: ‘I am a young student, intent upon devoting his life to politics and art.’ Some begging followed. ‘I am finding it hard to keep alive,’ he added.

Deaths and casualties from the war were still multiplying at a shocking rate then, the conflict’s end unforeseeable. Cardus had been turned down for military service because of myopia. His first pair of spectacles, required in boyhood, had been a glorious marvel, lifting him out of one world, indistinct and misty, and dropping him into another where ‘the delicate tracery of a tree in the spring-time’  became sharply defined at last. But there was now the possibility that even someone as unsuitable as Cardus could be called up to replenish the army’s depleted ranks. Few reputable organisations would hire a man who, at only 48 hours’ notice, could be given a khaki uniform and a rifle, leaving them a worker down.

Scott still invited Cardus to The Firs, his imposing eight-bedroomed home in Fallowfield. The house had a clean white façade, tall windows and a scattering of trees that stood as nobly as sentries across spreading lawns. He found himself in a cold drawing room, austerely furnished and decorated in the style of William Morris, whose credo was: ‘Have nothing in your houses which you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.’ Scott, then a few months past 70, wore a tweed suit and his white whiskers had a scimitar curve to them.
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The letter Neville Cardus wrote C. P. Scott pleading for a position on his newspaper.

 

What came next put Cardus through the emotional wringer. In one act of remarkable generosity, Scott, as if adopting an orphan, made him a sort of personal assistant. In another of astonishing heartlessness, he didn’t pay him and then, after less than a month, dispatched a short letter of dismissal without prior warning, blaming himself for being ‘congenitally incapable’ of using a secretary. In a third, suggesting some remorse for the insensitivity of the second, he asked Cardus to present himself at the reporters’ room, promising him a role ‘if you can make yourself useful’.

Cardus would always ponder, without ever resolving the matter satisfactorily, why Scott had let him go and then hired him again. ‘I came to know Scott more or less intimately. He was a man who once he had made a decision, or cast an event or person from his mind, never or seldom returned to it or him . . . Yet one day he looked back, and reviewed a decision – and by doing so settled the shape of my career.’

 

The Manchester Guardian was ‘a paper of ideas’. Neville Cardus said you would be asked many things to get on to the staff, but that only one of them counted: ‘Can you write?’

C. P. Scott would quixotically throw out advertising if he thought too much of it encroached, like bindweed, into the space allowed for the bright flowers of his writers’ prose. ‘This is not a circular we push through the door,’ was his peeved response to the ad department’s attempts to stop him.

Entering Cross Street was ‘like being baptised into a new life’, explained Cardus. That new life, bringing about a sensation of unreality at first, demanded a new name and a new image. He had been born John Frederick Cardus. In adulthood, passing over John, he preferred to call himself ‘Fred’ until literary pretension got the better of him. He adopted ‘Neville’ – though he never explained why. His early, meagre work had been published under an assortment of initials, among them ‘J. F. N.’, ‘J. F. N. Cardus’ and ‘J. F. Neville Cardus’. It was as if he was trying on names like new suits before deciding which one fitted him properly. On the Manchester Guardian his first pieces were signed ‘N.C.’. ‘Fred’ was cast aside; he was almost immediately known as Neville on the editorial floor.

He put on other airs and affected graces. He swapped his spectacles for a pince-nez, made popular by Chekhov and then Theodore Roosevelt; he wanted to look more sophisticated than someone earning 30 shillings a week. The editorial staff ‘all carried a book and a cane’, said Cardus, each a prop to differentiate themselves from the ‘riff-raff’ of more popular newspapers. He did the same.

Like other broadsheets, the nonconformist Manchester Guardian was a clutter of type, multi-deck headlines and a font tiny enough to look from a distance like marching rows of ants. It comprised 12 pages. The front page, below the splendid gothic masthead, contained nothing but line advertising, promoting boarding houses and hotels, haberdashery and hardware, miracle health cures such as lung tonics, chest embrocation and pills that guaranteed to turn someone fat into someone slim.

Cardus was put into the reporters’ room. He soon revealed sufficient promise to be billeted in a ‘little’ office at the end of what was called ‘The Corridor’, home of the editorial aristocracy.

Scott’s ablest lieutenant was W. P. Crozier, who devoured work with fabulous efficiency. His head looked like a boiled egg and rimless glasses made him appear formidably dour. It was said of Crozier that ‘declarations of affection were alien to his temper’. But it was also said, softening the verdict, that his ‘cold exterior’ hid ‘fires of passion’. He was interested in the classics, military strategy and sport.

Cardus was drawn to two of Crozier’s more celebrated colleagues. The first was C. E. Montague, drama critic and chief leader writer. Cardus said he liked to watch him ‘carefully choosing his adjectives’. Montague was Scott’s son-in-law, and a ‘fiery particle’ of a man. When the Great War began, he was 47 – too old to enlist. Still patriotically and morally compelled to do his King and Country bit, he dyed his white hair black to get into the Royal Fusiliers, prompting a friend to remark: ‘Montague is the only man I know whose white hair in a single night turned black through courage.’ He became a grenadier sergeant, then a lieutenant and finally a captain in the intelligence corps. Sick of the fighting, appalled by the huge losses of life, he damned the war as ‘a shabby epidemic of spite’ in his bestselling book Disenchantment.

The second – and Cardus’s mentor – was Samuel Langford, the music critic whose successor he someday planned to be. He called him ‘the greatest man I have ever known’. Langford looked like a cross between Karl Marx and a Christmas-card Santa. Starlings could have nested undisturbed in the bushy drop of his beard. He was moon-faced and portly. His forehead resembled the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral. He walked flat-footed, always carrying a brass magnifier in his pocket, and wore his clothes with ‘an elephant’s looseness of fold’. His lumbering gait and rumpled appearance didn’t discourage Cardus from wanting to be exactly like him. He saw something of himself in Langford, who had once been an outsider too, a self-educated man from ‘the common, everyday world’ about whom there was ‘the smack of earth and dust’. Much more poignantly, what Cardus said of Langford – suggesting an unknowable remoteness in his personality – others would say about him in decades to come: ‘Many of his casual acquaintances who thought they knew his main characteristics pretty well did not understand him by half,’ said Cardus. He thought it was a ‘loss to literature’ that James Boswell was born too early to have met Langford. Had he done so, he’d have written a Dr Johnson-like biography of him.

Cardus covered the courts, town hall meetings and lectures. He wrote the odd leader, diary items and also short, observational features. He commissioned pieces and became a theatre critic. Scott, quickly and miraculously overcoming his aversion to secretaries, made Cardus fetch and scuttle around after him too. He handled the owner-editor’s heap of correspondence, especially the most awkward and whining of complaints. Cardus was a loyal acolyte and an acquiescent slave, who said he forged his ‘own shackles’. He clocked on at 10 a.m. and was supposed to clock off to catch the last tram shortly before midnight. Often he missed it and was forced to walk home.

As a former Liberal MP, and still a substantial figure in the party, Scott was politically up to date. But, born in 1846, the nuts and bolts of contemporary cultural and social life had a tendency to float past him. Anyone asking for a rise – and Scott seemed to have a sixth sense about when such a request was coming – would be met with a half-rebuke: ‘I don’t know what you youngsters spend your money on. Now in my day . . .’ He was a tough and indomitable old bird. Irrespective of the seasons, and ignoring inclement weather, he cycled the three miles from The Firs to the office and back again. Very late one wintry evening he tumbled off his bike and was rescued by a concerned policeman, who didn’t recognise him. The short exchange between them began with the constable asking Scott why he wasn’t at home in front of the fire or tucked up in bed.
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The legendary Manchester Guardian editor C. P. Scott, who would cycle around the city – irrespective of his age and whatever the weather.

 

Scott: I have been working.

Policeman: Who do you work for?

Scott: The Manchester Guardian.

Policeman: Gawd, well, the Manchester Guardian ought to be bloody well ashamed of itself for keeping an old man like you out at such an hour like this.

 

Seldom prone to sickness himself, Scott seemed to think those who were had some deficiency of spirit. He relished 15-hour working days, thinking everyone else should accept them uncomplainingly too. You coveted his praise. You recoiled, trembling, from his wrath. Cardus called Scott the All-Father, a pun on the Lord’s Prayer, and said of him: ‘He simply could not believe in making life easy for anybody.’ Only occasionally did he send a congratulatory note to Cardus and become ‘almost fatherly’, such patronage guaranteeing gratitude and further dependency.

Scott still took advantage with ‘indirect coercion’ and proved ‘unsparing in his demands’. Cardus put it like this: ‘I was taken possession of, body and soul . . . There was scarcely a moment from waking to sleep when something was not on my mind . . . I walked the Manchester streets by pure instinct.’ He constantly worried about receiving another letter from Scott, thanking him for his services and asking him to close the door on his way out.

This led to two attempts to leave the newspaper in case Scott pushed him out again.

Cardus had dismissed the Manchester Guardian’s cultural pretensions with the barb ‘There is as much sense of the arts [here] as in an Urban district council.’ He saw the glow of London and strove to get there. He almost signed a contract to work for a new ‘literary journal’, his pen hovering over the paper before changing his mind. He pleaded with The Observer for ‘a chance’ too. He was ‘young and intensely keen’, he told them. Cardus highlighted his book reviews and his theatre and music criticism. Lastly, as an afterthought, he added: ‘Also, I write on cricket,’ a statement true then only in the very loosest sense.

The workload Scott heaped on him gradually began to wear Cardus down, inducing a ‘nervous strain’. In 1919, as spring approached, he broke down physically and also mentally, absolutely exhausted. If Scott ever noticed his weariness and distress, he chose to ignore it.

Upheavals of the digestive system had affected Cardus almost as soon as he began at the Manchester Guardian. Unable to eat properly, he shed considerable weight. He diagnosed himself as suffering from ‘severe gastritis and nervous exhaustion’. His symptoms indicate ulcerative colitis. ‘Terrific pains’ in the stomach afflicted him a few hours after meals. He would press his stomach into the edge of a table and bend over ‘to ease one sort of ache by provoking another’. He ate ‘vast amounts of charcoal biscuits and bismuth’, drank barley water and took spoonfuls of castor oil, which offered only a palliative cure.

Cardus once complained of a sensation that he likened to ‘a garden rake . . . being clumsily and impatiently drawn through my bowels’. He thought he would die. ‘I realised that this was a crisis . . . Here was no ordinary agony.’ In the silence of one early morning he was conscious of the sound of his own dreadful and ‘blood-curdling’ moaning. Panic overwhelmed him. He fainted, falling on to the wooden floor of his lodgings. His landlady, hearing first his cries and then the hard crash of his body, summoned a doctor, who advised him to undergo an intestinal operation.

Cardus refused even as the flesh melted from his bones. ‘When I saw myself naked in a mirror, I wept,’ he said.

He convalesced in April, just when the trees were budding, and returned to the newspaper in early May, just when Lancashire were about to begin the County Championship season.

Crozier, knowing nothing of Cardus’s attempts to move on, thankfully saw what Scott didn’t: Cardus needed nursing. To resume his previous, punishing schedule would have wrecked him irrevocably. Crozier, looking at the pitifully thin Cardus, thought he ought to be breathing lungfuls of fresh, spring air rather than office tobacco smoke. He sent him to Old Trafford for medical reasons. Perhaps, said Crozier, he could report on ‘one or two matches’. Cardus, determined to pursue music, regarded it as a holiday, a small excursion into sport.

The illness and his recuperation from it was the axis on which his whole future turned. ‘It made me,’ he said.

 

The Manchester Guardian had assigned no one to follow Lancashire, continuing its somewhat ad hoc approach towards coverage of cricket. It had previously been a duty done by anyone who volunteered, anyone who wasn’t otherwise engaged or anyone who loosely counted as a regular freelance. This included the barrister (he later became a judge) E. H. Longson, who also contributed reports on golf and the arts. Longson’s copy was formulaic and seldom took flight. It was as if back then cricket reporting – and sports reporting in general – had to be boring to comply with some ancient, unbreakable law of journalism. The structure of a report and the stock list of permissible phrases was hidebound too. A batsman ‘compiled an innings’. A bowler ‘bowled steadily’. In the press box it was customary to scribble down ball-by-ball data. Some accumulated more of it than the official scorers, making them statistical stenographers rather than writers. These figures dominated rather than complemented pieces that, shorn of verse, read like an accountant’s ledger of profit and loss. Neville Cardus called it ‘clerical conscientiousness’.

Goodness, it was dull.

Dispatching a writer such as Cardus to Old Trafford seemed logical to W. P. Crozier. He had every qualification. As a boy, Cardus had played truant to go there. He remembered the huge acreage of countryside around the ground, the landscape barely scarred then by either housing or industry. He remembered the low, badly bruised cloud, promising rain, and the forbidding sign that hung beside the main gates, warning of the consequences of bad weather: ‘you enter at your own risk. no money refunded’. He remembered the weight of the turnstile as he pushed through it. Inside, the scene was thick with life and talk. Cardus liked the anonymity that disappearing into the crowd afforded him. He spoke about the benches where he sat and also the sight of the ‘greenest grass’ in England, the field the colour of a cooking apple. There was a deluge, ending play after he’d seen barely a pinch of it. Cardus said he sheltered in a niche near the pavilion long after the game had been abandoned. A smallish man in a blue serge suit appeared, saw him close to tears and took pity on his misery, pressing a sixpence into his palm as compensation for the lost day. The man was Lancashire’s J. T. ‘Johnny’ Tyldesley, scorer of nearly 40,000 first-class runs. Cardus showed off the shiny coin to his friends next morning. None of them believed where it had come from. He’d spend a tower of other sixpences at Old Trafford, watching his benefactor Tyldesley square-cut innumerable crash-wallop fours, the shots thumping so powerfully against the railings that white paint flaked off them and scattered on to the outfield like snow. He’d seen ‘The Croucher’, the stocky Gilbert Jessop, smash a window with a typically muscular six, shards of glass spraying everywhere. He’d also seen Johnny Briggs, Lancashire’s left-arm spinner, take all ten wickets in an innings against Worcestershire.

[image: _img59]

The stylist J. T. Tyldesley, who once gave Cardus a sixpence and became instantly and for ever one of his heroes.

 

He’d learnt to play cricket on a patch of blasted wasteland, mostly shorn of grass. The ball was made of cork and stained with ruby dye. In the rain the ball shrank and the dye came off, leaving your hands stained red, as though you’d been handling raw meat in a butcher’s. There were four stumps and the bat, yellow with age, gradually got covered with as much binding as an Egyptian mummy. In Manchester’s hottest months the makeshift pitch became a dust bowl, enabling an off-spinner to turn a delivery as wide as the Ship Canal. Like everyone else who could get hold of a library copy, Cardus’s rudimentary skills were cribbed from K. S. Ranjitsinhji’s 475-page The Jubilee Book of Cricket, lavishly illustrated with portraits of W. G. Grace, A. E. Stoddart and the prince himself. Each held a pose as still and decorous as an artist’s model. Cardus always tried to bowl like Briggs, practising ‘for hours’ against a bucket and a broad piece of board. And he always tried to bat like Jessop, adopting a low hunch at the crease.

His off-breaks – or so he said – would ‘whip upwards viciously straight at the most important and tender part of a man’s anatomy’. He insisted wickedly and with a distinctly non-Corinthian attitude: ‘I am not ashamed to confess that I seldom hesitated, as soon as a batsman came to the crease, to let him have a quick one bang in the penis.’ He made three other boasts about his talent – none of which can be satisfactorily substantiated: that he’d claimed a hat-trick; that he’d taken nine wickets in a match; that he’d won a game, Jessop-like, with two blows after a mid-order collapse. In photographs, he doesn’t conform to the manly stereotype of a cricketer. He resembles the weedy, bespectacled actor Charles Hawtrey, who half a century on would haplessly stumble across the cinema screen in the Carry On films.

Crozier also knew that during the two summers before the Great War began, Cardus had been assistant professional at Shrewsbury School, founded in the mid-16th century and the alma mater of Charles Darwin and the Elizabethan courtier-poet Sir Philip Sidney. The acquisition of that position was even more improbable than his arrival on the Manchester Guardian. It was like sticking a spade randomly into the ground and turning up gold coins. Out of desperation rather than expectation, he had answered an advertisement in the Athletic News and Cyclists’ Journal. For weeks no reply came. ‘I forgot all about it,’ admitted Cardus, who returned to his room one evening to discover an envelope emblazoned with the school’s crest. He was hired – for two pounds ten shillings per week – without the rigmarole and chore of an interview. It was as though everyone else’s response to the vacancy had got lost in the post. Or Cardus was confused with someone immensely more qualified, his new employers too embarrassed to say so. As he confessed: ‘A miracle happened’ that ‘I cannot explain.’

In Crozier’s opinion, the miracle bestowed ‘cricket cachet’ on Cardus. He had reviewed that year’s Wisden, an edition that stood as a monument in print for those cricketers who had died during the Great War. He had already previewed the summer to come too. He consequently took his place in the cramped wooden press box, perched at the Stretford End of Old Trafford.

 

Neville Cardus, tentatively and self-consciously, began by aping his predecessors. His first report, in May 1919 – Lancashire against Derbyshire – comprised five long paragraphs of 700 words. The only flourish was his description of leaving behind the ‘dusty town’ and looking again on the ‘soft green’ field splashed with the spring sun and of the ‘county flag streaming in the wind’. This was not the writer who would say of the imperious Frank Woolley that he ‘made music’ and ‘spread beauty’ with his bat. Or the one who would describe Ted McDonald as a fast bowler capable of making batsmen ‘not merely his victims but his prey’. Or the man who’d compare the expression of first slip dropping a catch to the torment seen ‘in a painting by El Greco’ and liken the sight of the fielding side descending from the pavilion steps to ‘a white waterfall’.
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Frank Woolley, one of the most ravishing stroke-makers in the English game.

 

‘I made notes of the number of fours a batsman hit, the time he stayed at the wicket, the amount of overs bowled in a given period,’ he admitted. He stopped doing so during the Roses match, which took place in June, only because Samuel Langford, sitting beside him, became irritated. He thought Cardus was wasting paper, jotting down things he would never use, and also wasting his chance to look properly at what was in front of him. ‘Throw your notebook away. Watch the players and get the hang of their characters,’ he ordered.

This was Cardus’s eureka moment.

From then on he decided to treat the cricketers of Lancashire and Yorkshire as if each was an actor in a play or a figure from a novel. And he decided to treat the match itself as a spotlighted drama. The plot was the flow of the game. The lead characters sprang from whoever was dominant in it. The scoreboard, though not superfluous, was just another piece of scenery, not always important to him.

Cardus was fortunate. He found a jester, a player so outlandishly unconventional and idiosyncratic that he seems too large and quirky to possibly be true. If you didn’t know otherwise, you’d suppose someone had invented him purely for the purposes of comic fiction.

‘Nobody who saw him could forget him in a lifetime,’ said Cardus.

 

Rarely still or silent, possessing the spark of perpetual motion, Lancashire’s Cecil Parkin had an intrinsic need to entertain, sometimes clownishly, and badly wanted to please. ‘Cricket,’ he said, ‘should be as bright as the players can make it.’
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Cecil Parkin, who Cardus called ‘the first jazz cricketer’, ‘the Card’ and also ‘the Artful Dodger’.

 

Everything he did was designed as a show.

He could slide a watch off a wrist or out of a waistcoat pocket without the wearer knowing a thing about it. He’d produce a coin from behind someone’s ear and then make it vanish. Playing cards appeared too – as easily as though he’d plucked them out of the mysterious ether. But what he could do with a penny, or the ace of spades, were trivial party pieces compared with the gift of his bowling.

Parkin had a lean figure then, becoming bulkier only much later, and his run to the crease was peculiarly jerky – spine straight, head back, hands clasped together and elbows sharply jutting like small swords of bone. At the point of delivery his arms cartwheeled, the quick whirl of them disguising the trick his supple fingers were about to perform. For, as an accomplished amateur magician, he knew that every conjuring success is nine-tenths deception; he knew, too, that the practised hand moves faster than the eye.

With the ball, sent down at a pace somewhere between medium and quick, he could do everything and even a bit more besides: deceive in flight; beat with rasping turn; flim-flam a batsman into a misjudgement. Ask him to bowl anything – fast, slow, googly, swing, ‘back-break’ – and he’d do so apparently without conscious thought or much effort. Ask him to bowl each of them in the same over, and he could do that too, the task rudimentary.

He’d regularly hone his bowling in the nets against his tolerant wife, a task unmentioned in her marriage vows. A homely woman with dark, bobbed hair, she was a complete novice, who had only ever glimpsed a cricket match before the two of them met. When the ball popped and fizzed, she was struck repeatedly on the hands, splitting her nails, and on the legs and on the lower torso, leaving her with livid bruising. He even blacked her eye once, albeit inadvertently, after a ball rose off a length. ‘Scores of times I have seen her crying with pain,’ he said, failing to understand what outsiders would think of it.

Eccentric wasn’t the half of it with Parkin.

There were pros who preferred the ball to be returned along the ground, roughing the leather up a little and taking off the shine. With the ridge of his left boot, Parkin learnt how to flick it from grass to hand and into his palm like a scampering mouse. Every dancing appeal – long and loud, like a ship’s foghorn – was slapstick comedy too. He once walked off the field in a premeditated strop after three of them (all plumb, he insisted) received in return nothing but a solemn shake of the umpire’s head.

He could pretend to bowl normally, bringing down his right arm when the ball was actually in his left; he’d then lob it underarm at the unsuspecting batsman. Sometimes, instead of a ball, he’d take an orange out of his pocket and hurl it towards the wicketkeeper from the boundary. Especially when the sun shone, he’d go back to his mark singing the popular numbers of the period or of an earlier one: ‘Lily of Laguna’ and ‘Tea for Two’, ‘She’s My Lady Love’ and ‘You’re a Sweetheart’. He encouraged the umpires to ask for requests; he knew verbatim the lyrics to whichever piece of sheet music had sold well. When batting, once caught at the same end as his partner after a hopeless misunderstanding at Lord’s, he celebrated extravagantly after the straightforward throw to run him out hopped a mile wide of the stumps. He shouldered his bat like a soldier’s rifle and marched to safety, crooning two verses of ‘The British Grenadiers’.

In photographs, for which he willingly posed, Parkin always seems to be juggling with the ball, flicking it off his knee or upper arm. Otherwise he’d turn an umbrella inside out, lean back or into the camera, or arrange his face into a mocking expression. It’s as though, unable to portray himself conventionally, he had to put on a song-and-dance performance – even if the photographer was his only audience.

Parkin never passed up the chance to be the centre of attention. So a cardinal match demanded a cardinal performance from him.

 

This Roses game had a pendulum swing about it.

On the first day almost 12,000 spectators went through the gates. The Manchester Guardian photographed those in the pavilion wearing natty straw boaters, waistcoats and wing collars. Lancashire piled up what Neville Cardus said was a ‘respectable’ 319. The backbone was a century from Harry Makepeace, an opener of oaken sturdiness who could late-cut ‘beautifully’.

When Cecil Parkin got at Yorkshire, Cardus reckoned he was ‘at his most resourceful’ – ‘varying his length and pace skilfully, seeking out the weak points in a batsman’s defence audaciously’. He complimented him on his ‘gigantic labours’, the ‘zest’ of which ‘set the crowd simmering’. He watched a sumptuous slow ball clean-bowl George Hirst, conned into attempting a ‘prodigious drive’ against a delivery he supposed was the loosest of donkey drops. At the close, Yorkshire were floundering a little at 195 for six; Parkin had taken three of the wickets.

But the real suspense lay ahead.

Those who cannot live without cricket are attracted not only by the rhythms of the game, the variety of the landscapes in which it is played and the intriguing individual contests within the rival teams. What pulls them towards it is also the soaring unpredictability of every new day, the astonishment of watching a team either win or save a game that only an hour before looked lost to them. This is what Cardus saw. The way he wrote about it was so distinctive that it set him apart from everyone else. No one then had a voice like his.

On day two Yorkshire were bowled out for 232. Parkin finished with six for 88. With Makepeace again dominant – he made 78 – Lancashire were able to declare on 206 for nine, leaving Yorkshire to get 294 to beat them. The wicket was wearing. The time, however, was four o’clock. Irrespective of which side of the Pennines you came from, you expected nothing but a final session of exemplary stonewalling, the honours amicably shared. Pessimistic Lancastrians, absolutely certain of that, shuffled off to catch the tram home, underestimating Parkin, who then played for them only in midweek matches because of his Saturday commitment to Rochdale in the Central Lancashire League.

Crafty and determined, he had something to prove. As far back as 1906, he had appeared in one match for Yorkshire before a suspicious busybody at the MCC dug into his background and discovered he’d been born in Durham, making him ineligible. He didn’t debut for Lancashire until 1914. Yorkshire hadn’t floated into his orbit since. Parkin, fired with indignation, ‘turned the scale’, said Cardus.

Within an hour and a half, Yorkshire were 63 for five. Gone was the guts of the batting: Wilfred Rhodes and Percy Holmes, Roy Kilner and Hirst. Only Herbert Sutcliffe remained. Cardus said Parkin was ‘almost unplayable’ until a thin drizzle made finger-spin difficult. When it stopped, and the sun broke through to rapidly dry the pitch, he became rampant. At 6.40 p.m., with 50 minutes left, he claimed Sutcliffe. ‘After that,’ wrote Cardus, ‘the batsmen could hardly look at him.’ The seventh wicket fell at 7.05 p.m. The eighth at 7.12 p.m. The ninth at 7.16 p.m. In came David Denton, who had retired hurt in the first innings, his right thumb crushed fending off a bouncer. He trudged out, almost with a one-step-forward-and-two-steps-back slowness. Cardus thought the clock hands would get to 7.30 p.m. before he reached the crease. Parkin bowled him – ‘neck and crop’ – with the second ball of the penultimate over. There were barely five minutes to spare. Yorkshire had fallen for 153 – 140 adrift. Parkin had taken eight for 35, giving him match figures of 14 for 123.

In celebration, Cardus ennobled Parkin in words. He wrote about the ‘consummate alternating’ of his deliveries, tailoring them to ‘the special needs of the moment’ through ‘watchful study’. Parkin, he said, tossed the ball up, inviting the off-drive but pitching the thing just short and ‘gradually’ slackening its pace. He’d then drift one marginally wider than normal to induce the batsman into the shot. To someone who played back, Parkin fed it to him ‘until the batsman was on his toes’. He’d then send up a delivery ‘that hangs as though he had pulled it back with a string’, forcing the fatal mistake. Cardus concluded: ‘Not since Albert Trott played has one seen the “hanging” slow ball managed so skilfully . . . on present form Parkin is probably the finest bowler in the game.’

Like every writer, Cardus had his battles with sub-editors who thought less about his copy than he did. His piece on the climax to the Roses match was more than double the length of his earlier ones. The subs, alarmed at the unprecedented indulgence ‘for a cricket match’, wanted to slash rather than trim. C. P. Scott knew so little about cricket that he thought Frank Woolley was a right-handed bat. He had been unable to detect Cardus’s nervous breakdown while it took place in front of him. But at least he had an antenna for quality writing. Scott intervened, decreeing Cardus must be published ‘uncut’.

Cardus would later say of Parkin, who became his friend, that he’d been constantly engaged in ‘the great cause of cheering us all up’, which meant always taking decorum by the ears. He thought of the bowler as ‘a genius’ and christened him ‘the first jazz cricketer’, ‘the enfant terrible’, ‘the Card’ and also ‘the Artful Dodger’, the consequence of a remark Parkin made to him: ‘On a good pitch, you’ve got to dodge them out.’

In his career, Parkin claimed more than 1,000 first-class wickets; 32 of these came in ten Tests. His legacy nonetheless goes well beyond these sober figures. He was responsible – however unwittingly his seminal role was accomplished – for changing the way that cricket was reported on and written about.

It can still be difficult to grasp the significance of something in the absolute hour it occurs. Cardus left Old Trafford still thinking of cricket as a ‘spare-time affair’ for him. He had ‘no intention’ of pursuing it ‘for any length of time’.

Seldom can someone have been so unaware of the start of his own Golden Age, a period spanning two decades that was filled with approximately three million words.
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The Spectre of Himself Repeated

Neville Cardus said it was easy to ‘nostalgically glorify by memory’, dwelling on the past and so becoming caustic and gloomy about the perceived inadequacies of the present. ‘The Golden Age is always well behind us,’ he said. ‘We catch sight of it with young eyes, when we see what we want to see.’

Cardus sometimes still gave the impression that he wished time had stopped, trapping him to live for ever in the early 1900s, when

R. H. Spooner, A. C. MacLaren and Victor Trumper swept across every hot, high summer that was memorable to him.

His favourite cricket photograph – in later life John Arlott presented him with a copy as a surprise gift – preserves Trumper at the point of furious, gorgeous grace. Jack Fingleton thought the picture so exquisite that ‘all the dressing rooms of the world’ should hang it prominently. For Cardus, it froze his boyhood in a 10 x 8 frame. In remembering Trumper, he saw himself as a ragamuffin again, eagerly queuing outside Old Trafford or searching for the scoreboards in the morning newspapers.

Cardus said that Trumper was ‘supreme in every stroke’ and had made him ‘fall in love with Australia’. His patriotism became conflicted during the Ashes Tests in which he played. He wanted England to win. He also wanted Trumper to get a hundred. ‘I realised it would be unreasonable to expect God to do for me these two things at one and the same time,’ admitted Cardus, settling on a carefully worded prayer of compromise: ‘Please God. Let Victor Trumper score a century today for Australia against England – out of a total of 137 all out.’ Cardus was in thrall to the ‘artist-cricketer’ and ‘master batsman’.

Trumper never fell into ‘the miserable philosophy of Safety First’, said Cardus. He preferred to live ‘dangerously’ instead, which made him ‘compelling’. The ball, whether good, bad or something indifferently in between, was there to be clouted, hard and far. Some of Trumper’s biggest hits were made without apparent effort.

The photograph that George Beldam took of Trumper was published in 1905 as Plate XXVII in Great Batsmen: Their Methods at a Glance. The caption read: ‘Jumping out for a straight drive.’ The description is prosaic for something that shocks the eye with beauty, conveying the daring of the cavalier. You look at it and know what Cardus meant when he said Trumper was ‘dramatic and lyrical at the same time’. The backdrop is The Oval. Smoggy south London is seen in the middle distance, a ghostly smudge of pale grey. The crowd, gathered in shallow rows on the boundary edge, are a much darker smudge, their faces and bodies indistinct. You imagine them, however, watching avidly and perhaps a little bewilderedly too, as Beldam sets up and positions himself and his Videx camera, and Trumper then goes through his array of strokes with no fieldsmen, no bowler, no ball.

Familiarity never diminishes what Beldam caught in a phosphorous flash and a little fist of smoke. You can stare at the photograph and never tire of it. Come across it unexpectedly, either as a plate in a book or on the wall of a pavilion, and you become conscious again – as if seeing it for the first time – of the energy in this single shot. The slim bat, as dark as a blacksmith’s hammer, is held high and gripped at the top of the handle. The right boot is planted a yard outside the crease. The left, outstretched, is raised six inches above the grass. The side-on image is compositionally perfect. The toe of the bat and the toe of that left boot are aligned as though Beldam had calculated the angle to a
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Neville Cardus’s favourite cricket photograph. George Beldam immortalises Victor Trumper in classic pose at The Oval.

 

quarter-inch. Trumper’s long stride is like an extravagant dance step. His noble profile – the solid head, the line of his slim face – is fit for the prow of a ship. Seldom do you look at anything static and instinctively see it moving. Alight on this and the mind brings him alive. Everything suggests motion now and motion to come. The athletic, leaping attack. The bend of the knees and the position of the legs. The equipoise of the arms in their backswing. The rippled folds of the marble-white shirt, the sleeves rolled above his bony wrists. You also see what logically must have come next – the powerful pendulum arc of the bat as it came down and the heave of his upper body through the drive. And so Trumper remains immortal in our imagination, a monochrome symbol of the Golden Age. He holds for ever the pose he took that day, during those few seconds when the focal-plane shutter opened and closed on him.

Cardus understood this: it is difficult to convince one generation about the merits of a world to which it hadn’t borne witness. Cardus sensed that Trumper, dead from Bright’s disease in 1915 at only 37, seemed even in the mid-1930s to belong to antiquity – at least to those who hadn’t watched him bat. ‘I have no patience with the man who is constantly saying that cricket is not what it used to be,’ Cardus insisted.

He was once stopped in the Long Room at Lord’s by ‘a modern cricketer’ – identified only as a ‘Test match aspirant’ – who was staring at a great gallery of the game’s forebears, most of whom Beldam had photographed. ‘I suppose you saw all these men, Mr Cardus?’ he asked. ‘Were they really any good? Were they as scientific as players are today? They look old-fashioned in technique to me. Look at that photo of Trumper half-way down the wicket. He’d be stumped if he tried that game on nowadays.’

Another conversation, also at Lord’s but much earlier, found Cardus standing near the Green Bank, ‘contemplating the sunlit field’. An elderly, gnarled vicar approached him. He wanted to know where the scorecards were sold, telling Cardus: ‘It’s really necessary nowadays to obtain a programme in order to pick out one player from another. They are all alike. When I was a young man every cricketer had a distinct personality.’ Cardus tried to humour him. ‘Ah yes, there are no MacLarens, Tom Haywards, or Lockwoods knocking about any more,’ he agreed, expecting a polite nod to signify mutual understanding. The vicar gave him a slightly appalled look: ‘MacLaren? Hayward? Good heavens, sir, the game was going downhill long before then.’ He went off in a huff, leaving Cardus to stress wryly: ‘At the match in question . . . the following cricketers were on view: Hobbs, Woolley, Hammond . . . Bradman.’

Not so far into the future, Cardus imagined a scenario in which the same exchange took place on the same spot. The question then would be: ‘Was Bradman any good?’

Knowing all this, the irony is that Cardus, packing his bag in 1937 for his 19th season, began both to pine for the Golden Age, Trumper still flaring ‘like a comet’, and to whine about the ‘Efficient Age’, of which Bradman was the chief beneficiary.

 

Neville Cardus began his summer on home territory. ‘It will be good to go to Old Trafford today,’ he said, ‘and to hear the oldest inhabitants of the pavilion comparing their winter rheumatisms.’ Australia and ‘the lidless eye of the sun’ now seemed ‘far distant’, he added. The Manchester Guardian responded sympathetically, as if demonstrating a duty of care, to his pre-season plea about rationing his commitments. He seldom went to Old Trafford again; or, indeed, anywhere else. He barely covered more than a dozen matches from May to mid-September. Most of these were at Lord’s, marking its 150th anniversary. Cardus continued to claim he was ‘a man of the north’ while seldom going there. He saw the Players beat the Gentlemen; Oxford beat Cambridge; the South beat the North; the MCC’s Australian Touring Team beat the Rest.

He found the cricket uneventful and even a mite dull. The Tests against New Zealand scarcely made the blood gallop. The Championship was a drawn-out formality and emphatically Yorkshire’s, already guaranteed the crown before mauling their nearest and almost only rivals, Middlesex, in the final week. ‘Yorkshire toyed’ with ‘the remains’ of Middlesex, said Cardus, as though witnessing the former, present and future Champions eviscerate the opposition like a butcher dealing with a carcass. He concluded: ‘And so the season died, mourned by a good crowd which went home reluctantly with nothing to do until next summer but watch football and work.’

Cardus didn’t mourn. There was ire in his ink now. Out went tranquil objectivity. In came diatribes. He described himself as ‘Diogenes’, carrying a ‘sceptical lamp’ to illuminate everything bad in the English game. Cardus had periodically grumbled about the state of it. He thought matches lacked ‘gusto’ and ‘variety’, becoming ‘unattractive’ and ‘mechanical’. He complained about ‘the dearth of really good young players’. He griped that England, long since lacking the pace of Harold Larwood, didn’t possess ‘a single great fast bowler’. He protested that the Championship had become ‘all about winning’ rather than entertainment, which was contrary to the ‘amateur spirit of old’.

The sort of spirit, amateur or otherwise, that Cardus wanted to see became evident in his curious preview of the Roses match at Bramall Lane. It was unmistakably prelapsarian in tone – some Housman-like land of lost content. He included the scorecard from the 1905 fixture at Old Trafford. ‘I could not watch for sheer fright,’ he remembered, constantly twitchy about Spooner losing his wicket. Spooner was dismissed only after a briskly brilliant 109 – an innings Cardus subsequently described as ‘all gold and silver’ – and then Lancashire continued to flay and tan Yorkshire’s bowling without him, amassing 399 in three sessions.

In comparison, his report on the present-day Roses match, also at Old Trafford, read like the choleric chuntering of a disgruntled old man. He lamented the loss of ‘the glorious years’, summoning again Makepeace and Hallows, Wilfred Rhodes and – of course – Emmott Robinson. ‘The Lancashire and Yorkshire match has obviously gone to the dogs,’ he said, appalled that no one appealed when the ball was thrown in and accidentally struck the pad. The ‘old Emmott’ would have indulged in this ‘honoured custom’ with ‘an involuntary, if half-suppressed “How’s that?”’ added Cardus, unimpressed by ‘small cricket’ played by cricketers who were ‘of small stature’ compared with their predecessors










































































Author Notes and Acknowledgements

For myriad reasons – a few of them too dull-dreary to dwell on – I moved house five times between very early autumn 2003 and very early spring 2008.

You’re sure to appreciate – because psychologists are quoted on the matter so frequently – the anxiety so much gadding from one place to another is supposed to inflict and where it sits in the league table of life’s stresses.

I found it peculiarly liberating.

In retrospect, I think this was because I felt like Neville Cardus did when he walked into Cross Street and talked about being ‘baptised’ again. I was in a new city and working my way into a new job. I was also mercifully coming out of that period which Dante described as the ‘dark wood’.

Yes, I got exhausted as I packed and unpacked boxes, a process which almost chafed the skin off my fingers. Yes, it was a time in which I got rid of a lot of stuff (only to replace it with other stuff). And, yes, it was frustrating to discover that a book or a newspaper, a magazine or a cutting that I urgently needed, was in storage rather than easy to hand.

The downside of such a peripatetic existence is obvious. Some things get lost. The upside is obvious too. Other things get found. Well settled at last, and sorting through a box probably untouched for a decade or more, I came across a ring-binder. It contained six loose pages of a diary/journal that I had kept at the end of my teenage years.

The pages were slightly tatty and a little tea-stained, but the contents pushed me along the path to this book.

Evelyn Waugh is partly to blame for the fact I kept a diary/journal at all. I read his diaries after their publication in the mid-1970s. Everything I did was typed out on the first typewriter I ever owned, often in a wild rush late at night or at weekends. There is the odd crossing-out (the x came in useful) and bad misspellings. Most of my thoughts and observations surely counted as embarrassing or naive gibberish, which is why so much paper surely perished – torn up or burnt, no doubt. I was less Waugh and more Adrian Mole, I suppose. I read those pages back now and barely recognise the decade, which seems so different from today, or the person I was back then; I seem so young.

Those days with John Arlott in the Trent Bridge press box survive because, at some stage, I must have thought them worth saving. It counts as one of my better decisions.

The diary sadly reminds me of a chance that I missed too. JA arranged a wine-tasting in the hotel he was staying in (the Albany on Maid Marian Way, then popular among visiting journalists and cricket teams). He asked me to go. I had to politely decline the invitation; I had an evening job to do for the freelance agency for which I then worked. I will always wonder: What else would I have learnt that night?

It seems a little late to say a formal thank you to JA for his enormous benevolence and kindness towards me. I’ll do so anyway. I have never forgotten him or it. To mark the centenary of his birth, which fell in 2014, I contributed a long article to Backspin magazine about his writing. To mark the 200th anniversary of my former cricket club, Plumtree, I wrote about him again in the introduction to the club’s commemorative book. As for the letter he wrote to me in 1975 . . . that hangs in the room in which I write.

I am also grateful to his son Tim for the research he undertook on my behalf after we first met and became friends. JA had said he was working on a Cardus biography in the 1980s. Tim found no evidence of it and didn’t recall his father even discussing the possibility, which leaves behind an unsolvable mystery. I can’t help but hope, however, that someone, somewhere may have the fragments of such a work . . .

I ought to record that Dick Streeton of The Times engaged JA in the conversation I describe in the Prologue. My diary reminds me of that, but I knew it anyway because I remember Dick so fondly. The biography he wrote not long afterwards of Percy Fender is one of my favourite cricket books. Dick used to wear some very bright V-necked sweaters; one of them would have outshone a Van Gogh sun. Early in his career he worked in Nottinghamshire and he would talk to me about what I assume was a fairly brief stint as a news reporter in the Mansfield office of the Evening Post. ‘Sometimes I’d get a bowls match to cover on a Saturday,’ he’d say, recalling his desperation then to get into sport.

I never tire of saying that biography is a collaboration. You rely so much on the good will of others. What follows are a few bows in words towards all those who played a part in the making of The Great Romantic.

I spent a privileged and treasurable morning with John Woodcock at his home in Longparish. When I rang to arrange the visit, John was concerned that travelling from Yorkshire was an ‘awfully long way to come’. I explained that I had recently returned from China, Canada and America, where I’d gone to research a book on the Olympic athlete and missionary Eric Liddell. Making it to Hampshire and back would be like a stroll, I said. John laid on the hospitality and even drove me to and from the railway station.

Christopher Brookes took me to Sam’s Chop House in Manchester and talked at length about writing his biography of Cardus, published in the 1980s.

David Frith, as generous and helpful as ever, shared both his thoughts on Cardus and the contents of his fantastic archive.

Peter Wynne-Thomas, indispensable in the birth of so many cricket books, was his usual, remarkable self – full of knowledge and wit, opinions and stories.

Sir Michael Parkinson and his son Mike sent copies of interviews with Jack Fingleton, some of which were broadcast only in Australia.

Fiona Hertford-Hughes spoke to me about her aunt, Margaret Hughes.

Michael Meadowcroft dug around the National Liberal Club Archives.

Sir Harold Evans sifted through his archive in New York.

Mark Pottle got permission to comb Violet Bonham Carter’s diaries, which are held at the Bodleian Library and unavailable to the public. Edward Bonham Carter set this process in motion and Virginia Brand, VBC’s granddaughter, arranged copyright permission for me.

I was fortunate enough to hear NC’s friend Michael Kennedy speak twice – and at length – during one of the now annual lunches arranged by the Cardus Archive. On the second occasion, Michael Henderson introduced us. Over the odd pint of Landlord last winter, Michael then shared his own thoughts on Cardus and the old boy’s legacy.

Sarah Lindsay did some excellent and valuable research for me in the Collins archive in Glasgow.

Julie Frear was indispensable on the keyboard.

Paul Edwards and Tanya Aldred answered queries.

Two fine and lovely people deserve special mentions in particular. The first is Bob Hilton, a Cardusian par excellence. The second is Elizabeth Grice.

Bob answered numerous questions, shared his intelligence, scanned and sent photographs. We sat together at Old Trafford and also spent time going through NC’s archive in the library there. Liz shared her memories of NC and then went away to think about the follow-up questions I asked, replying to them in detail. Bob and Liz could not have been more supportive. They say no good deed goes unpunished. Well, their punishment is my friendship, now and for ever. You won’t get rid of me, I’m afraid.

I’m grateful for those who did the behind-the-scenes work at Hodder. The legend that is Roddy Bloomfield, who commissioned and championed the book with gusto; the exceptional Tim Waller, who edited it and saved me from myself on more than a few occasions; Fiona Rose, who was always there to pick up precious pieces.

My agent, Grainne Fox, has learnt to put up with me, her voice calm and sane and analytically rational. She constantly sees what I don’t when I’m immersed in the head-down graft of writing. She is, most importantly of all, a very good person and very good company.

It was once the prerequisite of a first-rate short story to end tidily and often where it began. The method has fallen out of fashion. Let me revive it, albeit fleetingly.

Did I mention that I moved house the odd time during the noughties?

You may have already guessed one of the reasons why this happened. I met Mandy, who became my wife.

I was once on a train that passed through a suburb of Leeds. As if echoing ‘Adlestrop’, one of my favourite poems, it stopped ‘unwontedly’ there. I liked the name of the place and wondered what it would be like to live in it. Only two years later, I found out. Mandy’s house was a five-minute walk from the station . . .

Flash forward two more years.

We received an invitation to lunch in a village neither of us knew. It came from Derek Hodgson and his wife Doreen. Derek, a former cricket and football writer of national renown, wanted to talk about a book I had written. He didn’t know we were looking to buy a new property. We didn’t know he was looking to sell one. Within 48 hours we had agreed a price. I call it the most expensive lunch I ever had.

I would sometimes ring Derek with queries about books or articles. For instance, beginning research on The Great Romantic, I got in touch to ask about Cardus and John Arlott. Derek had arranged for JA to come to Old Trafford and unveil a plaque to his friend.

In the summer of 2017, I rang him for a different reason. More than 30 years before, Derek had co-authored David Bairstow’s autobiography. Now I was co-authoring Jonny Bairstow’s (what a small world . . . what big coincidences exist within it). I was about to set off for Southport to watch Lancashire against Middlesex. Derek asked me to say hello to the hotel where newspapermen, visiting the resort for matches, were known to have the occasional lemonade. On Saturday, I called in there. On Sunday morning, I sent a postcard to tell him so. On Sunday afternoon, I heard Derek had died.

The readings at Derek’s funeral included ‘Adlestrop’, The Wind in the Willows (another favourite of mine) and an extract from Cardus’s report of Kent v Lancashire at Dover. I thought of Derek often as I wrote The Great Romantic, believing him to be one of the ideal readers for the book.

 

Mandy and I still live where Derek and Doreen once did. All things, however, must pass.

We have talked frequently about moving again, a prospect which doesn’t seem as ‘liberating’ as all those other moves all those other years ago.

But . . .

I was halfway through these notes and acknowledgements when I read an extract in the New Yorker from Robert A. Caro’s book Working. The genius – for that’s what Caro is – explained the nuts-and-bolts background to his multi-volume and still-unfinished biography of Lyndon B. Johnson.

Caro makes clear, explicitly and implicitly, how much of a debt he owes to Mrs Caro.

I thought I did a lot of research and sometimes went to crazy extremes to carry it out. My head spun when I read what Caro once did. He decided he must move to Johnson’s home town to understand his subject better. The spot in question was the Texas Hill Country, which Caro described as a ‘vast emptiness’. Looking at that landscape and thinking of somewhere a tad more scenic and lively, Mrs Caro responded by asking her husband: ‘Why can’t you do a biography of Napoleon?’ The couple nonetheless spent ‘much of the next three years’ there. They were happy too.

That story reminded me of one thing. It doesn’t really matter where you live – providing you live with the right person.

I’m not sure Mandy got it right, but I did.

I think Mr Bacharach and Mr David put it best: ‘A house is not a home . . . when there’s no one there to kiss goodnight’.

So, of course, I’ll go anywhere with my much superior half. I’m just hoping she’ll pack and unpack most of the boxes . . .
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