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About the Book

Michael Simkins is the ultimate Sunday cricketer – passionate, obsessive, technically inept, and hopelessly deluded. When an injury rules him out of an entire season, not only might it spell the end of his long career, he is faced more immediately with a summer aimlessly wandering garden centres and listening to The Archers.

He decides instead to set off on an odyssey across the counties of England in search of that golden time in his youth when his passion for the game was first kindled. It’s a journey that begins in May in light drizzle at the birthplace of cricket, takes in the burial site of his favourite ground (now a Marks & Spencer) and even stops along the way to flirt with the love child of WG Grace and Kerry Katona that is Twenty20. It ends with the ultimate cricketing zenith – returning to the field of play to bowl an over to Freddie Flintoff in fading light in front of a capacity crowd. So can cricket still bring comfort and meaning to his life or is Old Father Time about to call for Michael’s bails?


About the Author

Michael Simkins trained at RADA. He has appeared in more than 70 plays: stage highlights include A View from the Bridge at the National Theatre as well as the musicals Chicago and Mamma Mia. He also directed Alan Ayckbourn's Absent Friends at the Greenwich Theatre. He has made countless TV appearances – recent credits include Foyle's War and My Family – as well as turns on the silver screen in such films as Mike Leigh's Topsy-Turvy. He has worked with luminaries as diverse as Anthony Perkins, John Malkovich, Michael Gambon and Buster Merryfield. He lives with his actress wife Julia in London.
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For Mike Nunn
who loved his cricket …


Then ye returned to your trinkets; then ye contented your souls

With the flannelled fools at the wicket or the muddied oafs at the goals.

Rudyard Kipling

‘The Islanders’
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Cork Suckers

‘Mr Simkins?’

‘Yes?’

‘Would you follow me in and remove your trousers please?’

How often in my life have I fantasised about such a scenario as this? A smiling young woman in a nurse’s outfit, beckoning me into a curtained-off area. Yet now I was actually here, the reality was very different. Be careful what you wish for, is the moral, I suppose.

I followed her into a small consulting room and sat down heavily on a table covered with a length of paper towel.

‘I’ll tell the consultant you’re here. She’s just having a look at the results of your scan. Won’t be a moment.’ She pulled the curtain behind her. I was alone.

I spent some minutes on the edge of the table, swinging my bare legs back and forth. God, were these things really mine? They looked much older. Like my dad’s legs, in fact. And what about those gnarled, camel-like appendages on the end? Had they really carried me successfully back and forth across the cricket pitches of southern England for fifty-three years? Now any similarity to feet, either living or dead, was entirely coincidental.

What on earth had happened? How had they – and I – gotten so old? One famous theatrical impresario with a special interest in finely-turned calves had once described the lower half of my torso as possibly the finest example he’d ever witnessed in forty years of blundering unannounced into actors’ dressing rooms on first nights. Now look at them. Sagging muscles, mottled skin, kneecaps the size of small grapefruit; and was it my imagination, or was that the first sign of varicose veins threading their way up the side of my left thigh?

This is how middle age occurs, I suppose. It creeps up on you while you’re looking the other way. One moment you’re fine, just the odd niggle here and there, nothing that can’t be cured with a quick squirt of Ralgex. You still back yourself to cover those twenty-two precious yards before cover point can pick up and throw. No problem.

Then suddenly you find injuries and afflictions that once came and went in a matter of weeks are outstaying their welcome. You have to get up to pee in the middle of the night where once you could make it through till John Humphrys. You find yourself deciding to wait for the next bus rather than sprint for the one pulling away ahead of you. And you daren’t stay up listening to the Test match coverage from overseas tours because you know if you don’t get a full eight hours you’ll be utterly unfit for purpose the next morning. Before you know it you look in the mirror and realise you’ve turned from Andrew Strauss into Johann Strauss.

I should have known this would happen. After all, the great Australian cricketer Bobby Simpson had discovered how a mere decade or so can change a man without him realising, and his story is a salutary lesson for anyone hoping to cheat Anno Domini. One of the great batsmen (and incidentally the only international cricketer with the nickname Simmo), he’d been called out from retirement in the 1970s by the Australian Cricket Board to take over a rookie national squad recently ripped and skinned by the defection of most of the best players to Kerry Packer’s World Series. It had been ten years since he’d last played.

Now aged forty-one, Simpson found his body could no longer stand the daily ordeal. In particular, somebody had made off with his legendary slip specialist’s hands and replaced them with a pound of Palethorpe’s pork sausages.

All these thoughts and more swirled through my brain as I sat waiting for the consultant. In only a few more weeks the 2010 cricket season would be beginning, and I had to get fit for the opening match. After all, the Harry Baldwin Occasionals were counting on me. As well as being the founder member and presiding genius, I had been their opening batsman for nearly three decades, and the notion of my not facing the first ball against the small Sussex innings of Burpham come 11 April was simply unimaginable. Whatever the injury that had caused me to be here today, sitting in my underpants at the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, I wasn’t yet ready to throw in the cricketing towel. Anno Domini might have defeated the other Simmo, but I wasn’t coming so easily.

The curtains swished back to reveal a careworn female doctor in her early thirties. She was carrying about a hundredweight of files in her hands, and even as she entered the cubicle an electronic pager hanging from her neck was already jittering into life. She dumped the files on a nearby chair and looked at me for the first time.

‘Sorry to keep you, Mr Simkins. We’re particularly busy just now. Let me have a quick look at your notes before I inspect your foot.’

While she riffled through my notes, I allowed myself to drift back into another doleful reverie. I should have seen this moment coming. It was brutally apparent, not only in the bedroom mirror but in everything around me. Even the conversation.

Take that incident of the young female stage manager, for instance. I’d long ago got used to the idea that there were some people on this earth too young to share the memorable moments of my own life – Neil Armstrong walking on the moon, or Sussex winning the John Player League – but only recently I’d been chatting to some young thing at a theatrical party, effortlessly dazzling her with my repartee and extensive repertoire of showbiz anecdotes, and then, just as I approached the punchline with one of my very best, the one about Tommy Cooper and the mayor of Blackpool, she’d uttered those fateful words:

‘Sorry, Simmo, but who’s Tommy Cooper?’

‘Who’s Tommy Cooper?’ That sums up how decrepitude creeps up on you. You think everything is still just as it was, that nothing has changed, and then your body asks, ‘Sorry, who’s Tommy Cooper?’

‘Mr Simkins?’ The consultant was staring at me.

‘Sorry, yes?’

‘I said, just sit back and let’s have a look at you. How on earth did you manage to damage your toes like this? Playing sport?’

Playing sport. If only. The tale of my bruised toes was more like something out of an episode of Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em. It had happened the previous weekend when I’d come down early in the morning to make a cup of tea. In my stupor I’d forgotten that we were having a new kitchen floor put in, and thus I ended up walking toe-ends first into a stack of loose planks. My subsequent expletives would have done justice to the England dressing room moments after Nasser Hussain had returned from being wrongly given out first ball in an Ashes decider.

The consultant inspected the joints in turn, kneading them intimately. Her diagnosis was as crisp and unadorned as an innings by Paul Collingwood: unless I took things easily for the rest of the summer the problem could descend from acute into chronic. When I asked for a summary in layman’s terms, she answered that the toes would hurt like buggery and were going to be a complete bastard to calm down.

‘You see the thing is, at your age, a simple case of trauma can activate conditions that would otherwise be lying dormant. That’s why we recommend people over fifty should wear slippers round the house. Have you got a pair you can use?’

Slippers. That final, dread emblem of everything elderly and past its sell-by date. And now it was being applied to me. Flaccid penises and winceyette pyjamas, and old dodderers shuffling along trying to move leaves out of their way with the aid of a walking stick with a rubber bung on the end. If the rest of my life was going to be spent wearing slippers, I might as well book into Dignitas now and have done with it.

‘… So I’m afraid you’ll be taking it easy for the whole of the summer, otherwise this could become a permanent problem.’ The consultant was already gathering up her papers and glancing at her watch. ‘Complete rest from strenuous physical activity. No jogging, hang-gliding or rock-climbing for at least five months. Still, I’m sure you can manage without that, can’t you?’ She offered up a watery smile. ‘OK, you may get dressed now.’

It was just as I was leaving the room that she’d glanced down at her case notes again. Sex, Age, Religion, Smoker or Non-smoker … the fancies and foibles of my life laid out in tiny ticks and crosses. Funny, if only I’d dressed a bit more hurriedly I might even have made it out of the cubicle. But, of course, I now have to sit down to put my socks back on – which is why I was still there when she delivered her coup de grâce.

‘It says here you play cricket.’

‘That’s right. I run my own team. The Harry Baldwin Occasionals. We have our first match in a few weeks but I’ll be taking it gently, don’t worry. At my age it’s time I fielded at slip in any case.’

Her mouth pursed into a tight, humourless smile.

‘I’m afraid you won’t be doing anything of the sort,’ she said. ‘Not if you don’t want this to be your last season. Definitely no cricket. You’ll have to do a spot of umpiring or something.’

‘No cricket?’ The room swam before my eyes.

‘Absolutely not. Never mind. You’ll just have to watch some instead. I’m sure that can’t be too disagreeable. I’m a cricket widow myself.’ Seconds later she was through the curtain and lost from view, leaving me to contemplate the wreckage of my summer.

When I got home, my wife Julia was on the floor doing some Ciffing behind the radiator covers. Cleaning surfaces with a leading proprietary cream cleaner is always her way of relaxing when she’s got something on her mind. I knew she was anxious to hear my news.

‘So? What’s the prognosis? Are they broken?’

‘Not exactly. But they might as well be.’

I relayed the consultant’s diagnosis as best I could.

‘Oh well,’ said Julia. ‘Does that mean we get our weekends back? You’d better tell your teammates in the Baldwins …’

Telling Julia was one thing. Breaking the news to the Harry Baldwin Occasionals was quite another.

Ironically, it had been Julia herself, a woman who didn’t know her Mongoose from her Gray-Nicolls, who perhaps had best summed up the team I played for each weekend, and for whom the sport still meant so much. ‘Meaningless encounters between groups of pathetic, middle-aged, sexually inadequate no-hopers’ had been her affectionate pronouncement, not only on my own team, but also by extension the entire demi-monde of Sunday afternoon cricket and its panoply of spavined enthusiasts.

I’d started the team back in the 1980s, mainly in a reflex response to a general disaffection with a game that, at both social and professional levels, had seemed to me to be losing much of its quirkiness and eccentricity. Quirkiness and eccentricity were two nouns rarely used to describe the professional game these days, but they still perfectly summarised the group of old schoolfriends, out-of-work actors and assorted loafers who had coalesced into my own team as it now stood. I’d run the Baldwins as a personal fiefdom for much of the last two decades. Now aged fifty-three, my best days might be behind me, but still I liked to think of myself as the club’s totemic opening batsman and guiding spirit.

Like endless teams of social cricketers the length and breadth of the country, a summer without a regular weekly game was unthinkable. For six days of each week we might be loving husbands, doting fathers and trusty breadwinners, but for a few precious hours each weekend cricket still surpassed all other considerations. Each of us gathered round the table of the upstairs bar in the Cork & Bottle in Westbourne Grove for our pre-season get-together had once dreamed as children of making a career in the professional game, and although we’d long been disabused of absurd notions, we still regarded the mere thought of being paid to play cricket 24/7 as the nearest thing to nirvana one could ever imagine.

Most of us had started with this tiny spluttering club back in our twenties when we could barely muster one reliable vehicle between us, but many were now grandparents with second homes and expensive divorce settlements to service. Yet, although the smell of expensive aftershave had long since given way to embrocation, we still wore that dim, far-off look in our eyes at the prospect of once more hearing leather on willow.

Now today, on the first Sunday in March, just as every year, we were camped in the small, scrubby room in west London for our AGM, about to prepare for our forthcoming campaign. All the usual suspects were arrayed: the men with whom I’d spent the best years of my adult life, to the exclusion of all else – eschewing family parties, wedding invites, anniversaries – driving the length and breadth of the south-east in pursuit of the game we loved, revelling in each other’s triumphs, consoling one another in defeat and, above all, reassuring ourselves that, however inept we might be, there’d always, always be next season.

I guess there’s never a good time to break bad news. With our fixture secretary, Chris Buckle, still handing round the pristine sheets of A4 (opening match versus Burpham, near Arundel, 11 April), I interrupted and asked my confederates to brace themselves. I gave a brief résumé of my collision with both planks and consultant. Afterwards there was a silence.

‘So you’re out for the whole season?’ said Chris, after a long pause.

I nodded. ‘I’m afraid so, fellas. You’re going to have to try and get on without me. I’m sorry if this is a shock but I’ve only just found out myself. I’m taking a year off.’

A second, longer pause followed while my teammates took in the full significance of my announcement. Our all-rounder, 48-year-old male nurse Steve Sarstedt, began idly knotting an empty crisp packet, while forensic-archaeologist-turned-forcing-middle-order batsman Phil Coleridge idly swilled some ice cubes round the top of his Coke glass. Les Sweeney, part-time barman and senior pro, reacted to this cricketing bombshell as he always does, namely by going for a leak. In truth, knackered bladders are an occupational hazard of social cricket among the over-50s. Never mind sightscreens and boundary markers, a functioning urinal within fifty yards of the wicket is our top priority these days in arranging the itinerary.

Finally Chris cleared his throat and offered up a suitable homily, one he must have honed throughout many years as chairman of his local Rotary Club.

‘Oh well, not to worry, you weren’t exactly troubling the scorers much last year, were you …’

Nonetheless, there were all the usual commiserations. ‘It won’t be the same without you, Simmo,’ said Phil. ‘Would you like to do a spot of umpiring?’ said Steve. By contrast, Les Sweeney showed just the sort of wily psychology that has brought him nearly four hundred career wickets during his time with the club: ‘If you’re not using your bat, any chance I could borrow it for the summer?’

But at each new entreaty I shook my head. Instead, I wished them well. This time next year I’d assuredly be up at ’em as if nothing had changed. In the meantime, bon voyage.

‘So you’re not even going to pay us a visit?’

I pursed my lips. ‘I don’t think so, fellas,’ I said. ‘Too painful. No point in me mooning about on the boundary, trying to pretend I’m still part of the action and offering to field whenever one of you gets caught short. In any case, you don’t see injured professionals hanging about on the sidelines once they’re crocked. They concentrate on their rehabilitation and return fitter and keener. Next season will come round soon enough. I don’t want to become an object of pity in the dressing room.’

Les downed his pint. ‘You should have thought of that back in 1985,’ he said.

At the end of the meeting Chris Buckle found me in the street. The light was failing and it was beginning to spit with rain.

‘Mike, are you sure you’re OK?’ he asked, putting a Rotarian arm on my shoulder.

‘I’m fine,’ I replied.

‘But how are you going to get by without any cricket?’ he continued. ‘This is just not like you. There’s a lot of summer ahead. I’m worried. What are you going to do with yourself?’

‘I’m not going to be without any cricket,’ I answered. ‘On the contrary, I’m going to sample more than ever. I’ve decided to take the summer off and spend some time watching the professional game. It’ll be just like the old days. I’m going to travel around, maybe go up north, revisit old haunts, catch a bit of whatever takes my fancy. Recharge my cricketing batteries. Check out some fixtures I’ve never managed to get round to. See if I can rediscover what it was that drew me to the sport in the first place. I’m looking forward to it, Chris, I really am.’

‘Have you told Julia?’

‘Absolutely, and what’s more, she wants me to go. Couldn’t be more encouraging.’

Suddenly and without warning, Chris enveloped me in a huge, endless, rib-cracking bear hug. Eventually he released me and stepped back. There were tears in his eyes. And mine as well.

‘Well,’ he said simply. ‘Good luck. To both of you.’

Moments later his car roared away towards Bayswater. As he drove away I was reminded of novelist Susan Ertz’s famous comment: ‘Millions long for immortality who do not know what to do with themselves on a rainy Sunday afternoon.’

I pulled up my coat collar and set off for home.
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Hims Ancient and Modern

‘If I knew I was going to die today,’ wrote mathematician GH Hardy, ‘I think I should still want to hear the cricket scores.’

When was the precise moment I’d fallen out of love with the professional game? How could it be that eight little words, ’Please do not move behind the bowler’s arm’, sentiments that once would have seemed like the sweetest love poem, now conjured up all the allure of a wet weekend in Uttoxeter?

Who can say? You might as well ask when is the specific time that passionate lovemaking atrophies into sterile silence round the kitchen table, the only acknowledgement of a once raging inferno a mumbled request to pass the salt?

Any marriage guidance counsellor will tell you it’s not a switch flicked, but an intricate and minutely incremental process. Sex once a night becomes once a week, then once a month, until before you know it you’re both sitting watching Have I Got Old News For You and grumbling about who’s got the zapper. By then it’s too late to recall the frenzied passion that had first brought you together.

Yet passion it undoubtedly had been. Once a night and twice at weekends, I was a flannelled Barry White, with the professional game my first, my last, my everything, and a source of unending fascination whatever her mood and however attired, whether in the starched linen of the championship, the ornate splendour of Test cricket or the satin hot-pants of the International Cavaliers.

It gave me my first role models: Graham Roope and Colin Dredge; it offered me my first friends in the knot of loafers, deadbeats and assorted human detritus that sloshed around the windswept terraces of county cricket grounds, quietly following the domestic game through sun and rain, and it even supplied my first schoolboy crushes, many of whom are still alive and in senior commentary positions.

Looking back, my life then could be securely classified into two distinct eras: BC and AD – Before Cowdrey and After Denness. A moment of juvenile epiphany – watching Colin Milburn batting against the mighty West Indies on my parents’ old black and white telly one evening in 1966 – was all it took. ‘We applauded him all the way, for here was a man who could steal a West Indian heart,’ said Garry Sobers afterwards of Milburn’s heroic 94. And the heart of a fat, freckly nine-year-old newsagent’s son from Brighton as well, Garry.

This brief exposure lit a blue touchpaper that flared for forty years. Soon I was watching cricket whenever I could, either on the box or at nearby Hove where I could gaze upon my heroes in person. In between times I began to follow the other county scores contained in the various newspapers on our shop counter. Even when my dad’s newsagent and tobacconist bowed to inevitable economic pressure and began displaying girlie mags, my gaze rarely strayed beyond John Thicknesse or Crawford White.

As with any sporting obsession, it was the best of times, it was the worst of times. Nobody would pretend that watching county cricket was unalloyed pleasure. There were some terrible days as well, of course there were – freezing to death on splintered benches, huddling under brollies, sitting on piles of damp newspaper surrounded by discarded fruit pie wrappers, listening to fellow enthusiasts slowly boring themselves – and you – to oblivion, waiting for pitch inspections that never arrived and players’ autographs that never materialised. I particularly recall one day of watching Leicestershire’s Barry Dudleston and Mick Norman put on about thirty in an entire two-hour session against a trundling Sussex attack, an ordeal of such unutterable bleakness that suicide seemed an attractive option.

But even those moments seemed to be part of some ancient tribal ritual, one in which we could all share and which tied us ever closer to the timeless rhythms of the game. We were supplicants of the true faith, one that could not be experienced unless you gave yourself wholly over to its embrace. And faith was what mattered – faith that the sun would come out, that Dudleston would get an edge, that the old bloke in the next row would stop jawing on about his all-time Leicestershire XI and keel over with a heart attack.

Those of us gathered in the pews of the popular seating may not be the high priests of the sport – they were the ones on the TV or out on the field of play, or sitting in inebriated splendour on committee-room balconies – but we were at the very least handmaidens, each with our own small part to play in the preservation of time-honoured rituals, and with our own religious icons too: tartan Thermos flasks, cartons of orange drink and Ginsters pasties. We even possessed our own prayer book, in the guise of our trusty and indispensible Playfair Cricket Annual.

Even during the winter months my passion remained unabated. Dark frosty nights would find me with my radio under the bedclothes, twiddling away for all I was worth, following my flannelled superheroes as they did battle for justice in far-off countries of which I knew little except what I’d gleaned through the effusive prose of Alan Whicker.

If anything the game’s enchantment was only heightened at dead of night. I spent entire weeks suffocating in the dark with my ear pressed to the tiny speaker, trying to follow events at Brisbane or Port of Spain through a jumble of static and competing foreign stations as the fragile reception slewed back and forth across the airwaves. There was something deeply magical about listening to the subtle blend of Brian Johnston mixed with snatches of Keith Fordyce and late-night chat shows in German.

Even that wasn’t sufficient. After all, there were still those periods of the year, mostly late autumn and early spring, when there was no cricket to follow. What to do? My solution was a sinister foretaste of the brain-numbing cyberculture that engulfs today’s computer-obsessed youth. I began playing my own Test series, first with dice and a pencil, then later with the aid of my prized Owzthat set, its tiny metal rollers perfectly replicating the deeds of my heroes in miniature.

It was the perfect fantasy world, one I could take with me wherever I went. But in order not to besmirch the clean, clear definitions of my real-life heroes, I devised a parallel world of imaginary cricketers, mirror images of the real things, whose destinies I could control with a flick of the wrist. These facsimile protagonists soon became as important as the real thing. By the age of twelve I had not only a full set of Test-playing nations but seventeen domestic counties as well: in total amounting to over two hundred imaginary cricketers. My virtual world reached its apogee in 1970 when, in an attempt to replicate the MCC tour to Australia (captain, Ray Illingworth of Leicestershire), I simultaneously took my own imaginary Owzthat MCC tour (captain, Eric Smith of Essex) on an identical itinerary: five tests, plus games against the various states, and even opening with a facsimile curtain-raiser against what I called ‘Sir Robert Bateman’s Governors XI’.

I had no idea of who Sir Robert Bateman might be, nor why he had been knighted, nor of whom he was governor, but never mind: the match seemed to add authenticity and verisimilitude, and that was all I required. Having completed my series (England winning 5–0), while following avidly the real thing (England winning 2–0), I filled in the long wearisome weeks before the start of the new domestic season by writing in fountain pen a 170-page book about my imaginary tour, having purloined one of my dad’s old accounting ledgers for the purpose.

The result was OFF TO AUSTRALIA, with lavish colour illustrations in crayon. I still have the book now, admittedly with the spine falling apart and the pictures now heavily smudged by being badly stored inside mouldering banana boxes in the attic. Forty years on it seems incredible that I should have devoted such immense time and energy to such a pointless and exhaustive literary project. Yet I obviously enjoyed doing it. On the final page, I summed up Eric Smith’s successful tour thus:

So we look back at the end of a good, exciting tour. England have proved they can muster up a very strong side if they choose, and it is a great shame, but frankly, Australia have not got enough good players.

Reading it now, it’s obvious that even then I’d spent too many hours reading EW Swanton.

By now I was straying further afield than merely Hove – to places such as Eastbourne, Hastings and Tunbridge Wells – and I made my first trip up to Lord’s, when my brother’s best friend, John Muxlow, took me to the home of cricket to see my beloved Sussex play Lancashire in the 1970 Gillette Cup final. The crushing disappointment of seeing my local heroes so summarily swept aside in this sporting Valhalla was one of my first brutal lessons in life. Nice guys didn’t always finish first. I cried myself to sleep that evening.

With each passing season my devotion grew stronger. In 1971 I watched my first three-day match in its entirety from first ball to last without missing a single delivery. I also began to read voraciously about the history of the professional game: The Cricketer magazine, of course, and its more sober-suited and egalitarian rival, Cricket Monthly – but also old books, biographies and tour diaries, each chronicling deeds and careers now half buried in the hurly-burly of the modern game. The roots of the sport proved both rich and nourishing to my adolescent sensibilities, and soon the names of Hobbs, Hammond and Hutton were as familiar to me as Barrington and Knott.

Most exotic of all was The Book of Cricket by CB Fry. Originally published in 1899 in sixteen weekly parts, the compendium edition was as big as a tea tray and could break your foot if you dropped it. Inside its shiny, yellowing pages were nearly two hundred prints depicting giants of the Victorian game. The towering figure of WG Grace on page 1, of course (his photograph was titled simply ‘Jupiter’); Sussex’s own local legend Prince Ranjitsinhji, or little Alfred Shaw, the most economic bowler in history, who’d started life as a crow-scarer. With their buckskin boots, raffish straw hats and straining cummerbunds, they more resembled explorers trying to locate the source of the Orinoco than county cricketers. To a teenager with a taste for high drama, it seemed all wonderfully romantic.

While I was still growing up, my obsession retained a juvenile charm about it, yet once the hormones kicked in, I realised the high price I was paying for my sporting myopia. With my schoolboy contemporaries running as hard they could towards sex, drugs and rock and roll, I was still firmly stuck in Sussex, rugs and sausage rolls. Nothing sums up my sexual and cultural dwarfism more than an encounter I had with a girl called Melissa in my mid-teens. She had bright pink hair, wore Kickers and smoked roll-ups, and danced at parties without any apparent self-consciousness, while I had an acrylic sweater with a pattern along the top and a side parting that made me look like a junior member of the current Conservative cabinet.

It took me all night to pluck up courage to join her on the dance floor, yet never has a chat-up technique been more stillborn.

Me: (jigging beside her) ‘Who do you most admire?’

Melissa: (without looking up) ‘Thin Lizzy. You?’

Me: ‘I’m rather partial to Derbyshire’s Fred Swarbrook.’

Eventually my obsession with cricket gave way, albeit temporarily, to one with acting, and for my two years spent at RADA my obsession had to jostle for space with iambic pentameters and ballet tights. Yet even now I found solace from restoration comedy and dialect classes by popping along to St John’s Wood for a couple of hours. I still made it to the odd Test match as well, but it was essentially in the quieter atmosphere of domestic cricket that I found the perfect antidote for the mad, competitive world of acting. Few were the professional setbacks in this notoriously overcrowded profession that couldn’t be improved by a couple of hours watching Vincent van der Bijl bowling to Nigel Briers in the sunshine of a metropolitan evening.

Once I’d graduated and began working, my ardour found fresh expression. The odd, unpredictable life of a jobbing actor proved an ideal occupation for the cricket lover, allowing me to act by night and watch cricket by day. I was also working at many of those exotic, holy places that until then I’d only dreamt about: Harrogate, Guildford, Kidderminster. One evening while performing pantomime at York Theatre Royal I even spotted Yorkshire’s totemic middle-order batsman Phil Sharpe watching me from the stalls. It was, needless to say, a moment of unbearable sweetness.

And what things I saw during my time travelling. Basharat Hassan thumping sixes into the river Severn at Worcester; Mike Procter bombarding the beer tents in Sunday League matches at Cheltenham College, or Derek Underwood weaving his magic down at Canterbury. While working there in rep, I’d also managed to attend the great Sir Frank Woolley’s memorial service at the nearby cathedral, where many of the old cricketers I’d only previously read about tottered in like living waxworks.

The main address that Saturday morning was provided by the mighty Swanton himself. Ray Illingworth once said of him, ‘He was so snooty he wouldn’t even travel in the same car as his chauffeur’, and looking up at him now in the pulpit, illuminated by a shaft of watery autumn sunlight reflected through some high-up stained glass, he really did seem like God’s cricketing representative on earth.

During my twenties and thirties the experiences continued thick and fast, at places as widespread as Colchester and Weston-super-Mare. I once even stood next to West Indies and Essex fast bowler Keith Boyce at a urinal in Leigh Delamere services.

In the summer of 1979 it appeared as if I might have found my perfect partner. With Canada pitched against mighty Pakistan in a qualifying match of the Cricket World Cup, I persuaded a Canadian actress with whom I was in rep at Leeds, and whose company I craved, to go with me on a hot date to Headingley to see her national team in action.

Indeed, for an improbable hour or two it looked like both Canada and I were in for an unlikely result. When Imran Khan’s first ball of the match was confidently put away for a boundary by opener Glenroy Sealey, Melody became convinced this was the cricketing equivalent of a first-pitch home run in her beloved baseball.

‘Wow, a home run first up,’ she cooed when the ball smacked against the advertising hoardings just by where we were sitting. She even gave my arm a squeeze. By the time Canada had hoisted the hundred for the loss of only two wickets, so enveloped in the unfolding drama had she become that I was already contemplating which hotel we might check into at close of play.

Alas, it was to be the high point of our relationship, both cricketing and romantic. Canada eventually went down by eight wickets, and by the time Clive Lloyd hoisted the trophy aloft three weeks later, Melody was going out with another actor in the company, who had a sports car, his own flat in Belsize Park and noticeably bigger parts. Nonetheless I take some comfort from the fact Melody has remained in the UK and still watches cricket to this day. I still see her occasionally at The Oval.

I was back at the Headingley ground two years later to witness two days of ‘Botham’s Test’ and later the same autumn stumbled upon the world’s first ever floodlit cricket match at nearby Scarborough, a hastily arranged and highly disorganised affair between the local club side and a ‘Rest of the World’ XI at the town’s dilapidated football stadium. Dennis Lillee wore three sweaters that night and opened the bowling with an apple. And in 1993 I found myself at Manchester to witness for myself the ball of the century.

Curiously, my sojourn at Old Trafford remains the only day’s cricket I’ve ever witnessed in person at Manchester – yet fortune had decreed that I should be there, albeit in among a party of deep-sea fishermen from Fleetwood. The main source of their entertainment that day was a chubby, bleach-haired leg-spinner with a stud in his ear, whose name nobody knew and who was fielding directly in front of us at deep midwicket.

Eventually he was summoned up to bowl his first delivery in Test cricket in England. The rest, as they say, is history, or, more specifically, two decades of humiliation and misery for all cricket-loving poms. I’ll never forget the silence all around me that followed Mike Gatting thirty seconds later as he made his bewildered way back to the pavilion. Moreover, the smell of fish that had previously clung to me had been replaced by something far worse. The smell of fear. It took two long decades and Shane Warne’s retirement from the international arena to evaporate.

By now I was playing myself every Sunday, initially with various theatre-based teams and latterly with my own outfit – the Harry Baldwins, its name taken from one of the more rotund participants in CB Fry’s famous book. Thus for the next two decades the professional game provided a perfect yin to my participatory yang.

It might have gone on like this forever: playing every Sunday, watching every other day and working in between. But it was all beginning to change. Within weeks of England’s high-water mark, the moment when Michael Vaughan lifted the famous old urn at The Oval in that giddy, glorious, improbable summer of 2005, Murdoch moved in with his monetary chainsaw. Things were never to be the same again.

The loss of the transmission rights for terrestrial stations, first the BBC and latterly Channel 4, was a shock of seismic proportions, and I suspected its absence might have had a lot to do with my recent disaffection with the game. Sky took over the coverage at the end of that summer, and it’s hard to enjoy the party when after years of having your glass permanently topped up you’re suddenly being asked to stump up eye-watering sums to consume the same stuff at a pay bar. Like Richie Benaud, I’d always considered myself a dedicated free-to-air man, and when Channel 4 lost its franchise to Sky at the end of 2005 I’d decided not to go with it. In neither sex nor cricket have I ever had to pay for my fun, and I was blowed, so to speak, if I was going to start forking out now.

My self-imposed exile may have been tough, but in truth it had also come as something of a blessed relief. Even Channel 4’s modish coverage had proved too rich a sauce for my simple palate. I’d been weaned on televised cricket on the BBC back in the 1970s and 1980s when all that was needed for a rewarding life was a couple of cameras and Peter West. All these skittering graphics, Hawk-Eye, Hot-Spot, ball charts, endless inane prattle and tumbling computer graphics was like being force-fed chocolate liqueurs having only ever known beef tea. The result could only ever be chronic cultural indigestion.

Where, for instance, were the simple things in life: like Jack Bannister or Tony Lewis? Life didn’t seem the same without his grinning ventriloquist doll face, jaw clacking happily away as if Ray Alan had his arm up the back of his shirt. I felt the absence of Peter West’s fumbling incompetence even more keenly, playing miniature facsimiles of the choicest batting strokes with the stem of his pipe as he posed another impenetrable question to a tired and emotional Denis Compton.

And most of all, I missed Jim Laker: the man whose laconic style and deadpan delivery summed up the voice of television coverage to an entire generation, the pundit who turned moroseness into an art form, the old pro who during the Gillette Cup semi-final from Taunton once coined the sublime phrase, ‘That’s a fittin’ endin’ to Dennin’s innins.’

In his pomp, entire sessions of live TV coverage could pass without my beloved Jim uttering a single word by way of comment or observation. Some days when he was at the mike I used to get up and slap the side of my parents’ TV set with the palm of my hand in the belief that the sound had failed. But no – by putting my ear to the tiny speaker in the front fascia I could tell all was still well. I could hear him breathing.

That generation of commentators had grown up in a world where understatement was the cornerstone of civilised behaviour. You only had to look at the footage of Laker’s legendary spell against Australia at Old Trafford in 1956 and then compare it to Freddie Flintoff’s unalloyed celebrations to see how much things have changed. Compared to the orgy of bottom-slapping and cheek-kissing that’s unleashed nowadays, Laker’s celebration of each new scalp has all the joie de vivre of a man who’s just completed his income tax returns. A casual brush of calloused fingers through Brylcreemed hair, a desultory handshake with any teammate who could be bothered to walk over to congratulate him, and that trademark lopsided grin of his, one that I’m convinced was later cannibalised to spectacular effect by the actor who played Blakey in On The Buses. ‘That’s made my day, that has, Miller …’

I still enjoyed playing, of course, perhaps more than ever, but meanwhile the news from the professional game wasn’t good. Ball tampering, allegations of match fixing and generally yobbish behaviour both on the field and off were all debasing the currency of the international game, while the intricate workings of the domestic version was being ruined by meddlesome tinkering. In any case, there was so much cricket on offer that you could barely clear your plate before being offered yet more to gag down. Endless identical contests, no sooner completed than forgotten, and competed for by players who looked utterly shagged.

My 1979 Wisden, bought in an era when my passion had been at its fullest flood, ran to 1,159 pages. Thirty years on the publication was a third heavier. The gentle fabric of the game, too, was tearing like tissue paper. Cavalry twill trousers and ancient Hush Puppies had given way to sharp suits and gleaming Rolexes, and where once the sport had been run by wise old ex-players and devoted amateurs with a keen sense of tradition and of the fragile nuances of the sport, they’d been replaced by shadowy businessmen with dodgy moustaches and a great deal too much hair gel for their own good.

The nadir had surely been Texas oil magnate Allen Stanford. Ian Botham’s rictus grin at the launch of Stanford’s cricketing super-circus, when Botham was forced to open suitcases full of dollar notes for the waiting news cameras as if caught in some nightmare version of Deal Or No Deal, said everything about how the wholesome-faced beauty I’d once adored was transforming itself into a tired old slapper. No wonder I’d sought refuge in the timeless charms of the Baldwins versus Upper Dicker.

Worst of all, the quaint, archaic progress of the domestic game had been thrown into a food blender. Two divisions, central contracts; now you needed not so much a Playfair Annual as a pocket calculator and a degree in international employment law to understand what was going off out there. When Mike Atherton said, ‘County cricket in its present form fulfils no useful purpose whatsoever. Very few people turn up to watch, it doesn’t prepare people for a higher level of cricket and it doesn’t attract television deals or sponsorship’, he wasn’t so much putting the knife in as performing a sensitive post-mortem.

And what of the players themselves? At the last few games I’d watched in person I’d hardly recognised anyone on either side, a problem seemingly shared by their captains. Sussex stalwart Ken Suttle had once played 429 consecutive games for his county without missing a single match, longevity that would not only be impossible in the game nowadays but positively ridiculed. Only recently I’d watched a match between Kent and Worcestershire in which Yasir Arafat had bowled to Mohammad Ali, and I’d only been mildly surprised when informed they weren’t the originals.

In truth I still dropped in at the odd Test match from time to time, but now it was usually courtesy of a spare ticket or, in the case of my swankier acquaintances, as part of a private hospitality box. And very lovely it had been too – after all, who but the most dedicated curmudgeon wouldn’t enjoy watching Sachin Tendulkar and Jacques Kallis from the finest vantage point, and surrounded on all sides by bacon baps and free champagne. But it was the older, subtler textures of the domestic game that I’d mislaid or forsaken along the way. And it was these I most craved.

Curiously, it had been my wife Julia who’d suggested my pilgrimage.

‘I think you should definitely go,’ she’d said out of the blue, a few days after my hospital appointment.

‘Why? You’ve never wanted me to before.’

‘You’ve had a face like a slapped arse ever since this foot problem flared up,’ she explained. ‘I know you’re going to suffer from not being able to play for the Baldwins, and I know you’ve offered to help around the house and stuff, but you’re not exactly Barry Bucknell, are you? I’m not sure the infrastructure can take much more of it. So I was thinking – even if you can’t actually play, that’s no reason why you shouldn’t watch some. Think of it – you’ll be in the fresh air, you can travel around, you’ll be spending time meeting lots of old duffers like yourself talking about the Duckworth-Lewis method and why creams are superior to whites and all that old guff you’ve tried to interest me in over the years. Lord’s is only down the road, isn’t it? And The Oval – you used to love going there. They’re still only a tube ride away, and you’ve got two perfectly good feet. One perfectly good foot.’

‘You really mean it?’

‘Of course. Travel. Go to some nice places. Revisit some old haunts. Maybe even go up north. Why not? Take your flip-flops with you and get some nice warm sunshine on those poor old toes of yours. It’ll do you good.’

I finally read the message not from her words but from her face. The firm but pleading expression which told me that a fit and healthy Simmo would be a treat for her to have in the house all summer, but in my current hobbling, maudlin, stone-kicking, self-pitying state she’d rather have me out from under her feet. And a small generous part of her heart could hear the quiet howl of my restless, middle-age wanderlust. She knew that the only real cure for her man’s heart was walkabout.

Perhaps the summer of 2010 would be – quite literally – just what the doctor ordered.

Cricket fans – sports fans in general, it’s fair to say – are notoriously superstitious. Nothing happens by accident. I’ll only make runs if I’m wearing my lucky blue underpants. Jimmy Anderson will take a wicket if I take the recycling out before making myself a cup of tea, while if I put my right cricket sock on before my left, Les Sweeney will actually be able to land the ball on the cut strip. That’s why we wear a look of perpetual anxiety. Even the most prosaic domestic ritual becomes pregnant with karmic significance, and the
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