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Issue 15, out now, features the following:

Tanya Aldred introduces the 15th issue of The Nightwatchman 

John Crace on the cricket match that defined Brexit 

Richard Smyth on the memory of feeling 

Ashley Gray meets Lawrence Rowe, a man still seeking solace 

Ben Falk on the horror of OCD and how it consumed his cricket 

Crispin Andrews remembers the clunk of the aluminium bat 

David Battersby on why he loved a forgotten game of a forgotten series 

Harry Pearson is intrigued by the history of the beamer 

Alex Book sells Cricket: The Brand 

Jackie Litherland on Ian Bell’s lyricism 

James Graham-Brown explains why Colin Milburn is the star of his play 

Jon Fuller investigates hungry cricketers during Ramadan 

Nick Thomas explores the future of black and white in South Africa 

The watchers – spectators, as seen through the lens 

Patrick Symes looks back on youthful memories of John Arlott 

Paul Edwards on Alan Ross, his writing inspiration   

Peter Thompson imagines the young Bradman 

Tim Beard’s personal cricketing poems 

Scott Oliver reflects on the afternoon modern cricket bloomed 

Suresh Menon on a childhood ritual 

Tom Wein follows the slow disappearance of the amateur 

Rob Smyth tracks down the forgotten Duncan Spencer 

Jon Harvey on the exquisiteness of shouldering arms 

Cricket’s past has been enriched by great writing and Wisden is making sure its future 
will be too. The Nightwatchman is a quarterly collection of essays and long-form articles and 
is available in print and e-book formats.

Co-edited by Anjali Doshi and Tanya Aldred, with Matt Thacker as managing editor, The 
Nightwatchman features an array of authors from around the world, writing beautifully and 
at length about the game and its myriad offshoots. Contributors are given free rein over 
subject matter and length, escaping the pressures of next-day deadlines and the despair 
of cramming heart and soul into a few paragraphs.

There are several different ways to get hold of and enjoy The Nightwatchman. You can 
subscribe to the print version and get a free digital copy for when you’re travelling light. 
If you don’t have enough room on your book case, you can always take out a digital-only 
subscription. Or if you’d just like to buy a single issue – in print, digital or both – you can 
do that too. Take a look at the options below and decide which is best for you.
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skirts, ponytails, light knitted springtime 
scarves – over by the third-man 
boundary. Young Gulliver’s out there.

And what if I were over there, too, 
in my shirtsleeves, in my casually-
knotted tie?

No daydreaming. Dipesh said that when 
he sent me out here: no daydreaming, 
he said, and winked, and patted me on 
the backside with his sunhat. I know 
what you’re like, he said. Well, I’m really 
rather sure he knows no such thing.

I believe, back in those days, I batted 
at seven – that is, back when I was, 
what, twenty-odd, and she – well, I 
don’t know how old she was, and it 
isn’t – wasn’t – the done thing to ask.

“Was that good bowling or bad batting?”

I was unbuckling my pads on the grass 
in front of the pavilion.

“What? I – ”

“Or it could’ve been bad umpiring, I 
suppose.”

Automatically I said: “The umpire 
is always right.” It’s the sort of thing 
you’d expect an idiot to say, a prig, a 
buffoon – but she laughed.

I remember that she had her back to the 
sun and, from where I sat on the grass, 
looking up at her, she was just a shadow. 
A deep shadow but a shadow with its 
own corona – and I remember that she 
had in her hand a glass of something 
through which the sunlight refracted.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” 
she said. I must’ve been squinting 

something rotten – because of the sun, 
you see.

“Sorry.” I got up, one pad on and one 
pad off, and blinked, and remembered 
to smile, and said: “How do you do? I’m 
James. It was rank bad batting, I’m afraid.”

“Teresa. Tess,” she said.

I would like to describe her – but if I did 
I would feel like a scorekeeper. If I were 
to list, say, the colour of her eyes, the 
way in which she pinned up her hair, 
her accent (which at first I couldn’t 
place), the cut of her dress – well, it 
would make me feel like a statistician.

And besides, it isn’t as though, if I 
don’t enumerate these things, if they 
aren’t listed, it isn’t as though they 
weren’t there, it’s not as though they 
didn’t happen.

There’s a clunk from the square and 
there goes Cowper, haring after the 
ball – swoops, turns, coils and uncoils 
and slap it goes into the keeper’s 
gloves. A single.

“How many are there still to go?” 

“Three,” I said (as I mentioned, I batted 
at seven in those days). “That is, three 
wickets. Four batsmen. Or, well, the two 
batting now, that is, and two more.”

“I expect that makes some sort of sense.”

“You aren’t bored with it?”

“Oh.” She looked over her shoulder. 
Lowell, the No.5, prodded away a full 
one from their big quick. Then she 
looked back at me. “Bored would be a 
strong term.”

DEEP
Richard Smyth remembers how it feels

Wet, cropped grass. A yellow wagtail: 
dapper little thing. The sunlight is milky 
and intermittent. They told me to go 
deep; I’m deep. Deep fine leg, I think, 
although I can never remember which of 
these damn field placings is which.

Out of harm’s way: that’s the main thing, I 
suppose. I can hardly see the stumps from 
here. I might be deep but you couldn’t say 
I’m meaningful.

The wagtail patrols the boundary rope.

Of course, I wonder, sometimes, why I 
bother with this nonsense at all. Wait – 
before angry cricket bats fall upon me, I 
should define my terms: by nonsense, I don’t 
mean the game, I don’t mean cricket. I mean 
– well, I mean me. Does it matter whether I 
am on this side of that boundary rope, in 
whites, or on that, in slacks, shirtsleeves 
and a casually-knotted tie? Answer: to the 
team, to the Emily Second XI, no, not one 
jot – but to me – me, here, ninth man in, 
plier of right-arm military medium two or 

three times a season – the man at deep fine 
leg – to me, yes, it bloody does.

A lot of them play because they’re good 
at it. Which you can’t say is unreasonable. 
Red-headed Cowper there, say, hunkered 
keenly at point – or Dipesh, the skip, the 
bearded sage at second slip – these boys 
play for the seconds because they want to 
play for the firsts, and then they’ll play for 
the firsts because they want a county call-
up, or a first-class cap, or just a move up a 
division or two, to Cankerbridge, maybe, or 
to Oughtbury.

The older players, meanwhile, come for the 
beer and the banter (and they don’t like it, 
I’ll tell you, when I’m back on my bicycle 
and away home even before the first round 
in the clubhouse has been got in, or stood 
up, or however it is it works).

Frankly, I think some of the others – well, I 
shouldn’t say so, but I think some of the 
others are only here to try and impress girls. 
There are some – three, to be exact, in blowy 
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“Disenchanted, possibly?” I ventured, 
and she laughed again.

At that time, I didn’t know anything 
about disenchantment.

Tess told me that she was there 
because her brother, Christopher, was 
a batsman for the opposing team. 
Their third man in – their best player.

“You bowled him out,” she said.

“Sorry,” I said, though I wasn’t. I 
remembered the ball. It had been a 
devilish off-cutter that pegged back 
his middle stump with the scoreboard 
showing 22 for 2.

“I don’t care,” she said. “Besides, he’s 
insufferable when he makes a big score.”

Christopher’s still alive. I don’t know if 
he still plays; we aren’t really in touch 
any more. I watch the man at the crease 
stride forward to meet the ball and, in 
a gesture of fluid, flannelled equipoise, 
sweep it to the boundary. Dipesh 
shouts a word of encouragement to 
our pink-faced bowler.

There is a sort of enchantment to it, to 
what we do here (or at least to what 
we try to do here). When it works, I 
mean. A sort of magic. When you have 
the feeling that time and motion, after 
spending so long obstructing you, 
fighting you, are all of a sudden with 
you, and fighting on your side – when 
the bat swings or the ball leaves your 
right hand and it is as though you are 
watching something you have seen 
before, a replay or repeat, and you are 
able to say to yourself, quite calmly, 
yes, I knew that that’s how it would go 
– I knew that it would turn out that way.

As one gets older one gets less good 
at cricket and so one learns a little 
about disenchantment.

“Perhaps you’d like another drink?” 
I said.

She replied, with a smile: “Perhaps 
I would.” 

And of course I could go on – every 
word, every laugh, and then, later, 
every touch and every kiss – all of it 
carefully noted, inked in, and then, why 
not, totalled up, too: yes, let’s see what 
the two of us made, in the end.

Why do I bother with this nonsense? 
There are shouts and commotion as 
the batsmen scramble two.

We were married, me and Tess, at the 
end of that summer, in the Methodist 
chapel on the other side of the road 
from the cricket field. My father’s 
father had been a lay preacher in that 
dissenting faith; it was still, more or 
less, my father’s religion. It rained on 
the day but no one gave a damn (save 
for the minister, who had bicycled 
from Cankerbridge).

Tess wore wildflowers. The second XI 
formed a laughing guard of honour 
outside the chapel, cricket bats held 
high in the rain – and then, with a cold 
spread and seltzer toasts waiting for 
us at Emily Hall, not to mention my 
father and mother and the sodden 
minister, Christopher (fashioning an 
umbrella from his sweater and elbows) 
led Tess and me and the cricketers 
across the road, to the Shepherd’s 
Arms. We drank glowing brown bitter. 
In fact I drank three pints of glowing 
brown bitter. Tess drank a glass of 

inexpensive white wine and when we 
left she left her wildflowers behind.

“You’ll just have to pick me some 
more,” she said. 

“I don’t think you’re allowed to, you 
know,” I said, idiotically. “I think they 
have laws about it, or by-laws, or 
something. You aren’t supposed to 
pick them, or else they’ll all die out. If 
everyone went around picking daisies, 
there wouldn’t be any daisies left.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want that,” Tess said, 
and took my hand, and folded her 
fingers between mine. 

Here in the outfield there are daisies 
beneath my feet. If Dipesh were out 
here he’d dash them with his boots 
and curse the groundskeeper. I just 
leave them be.

A chaffinch is singing in an elder just 
beyond the square-leg boundary. 
The song of the chaffinch has been 
likened to the approach and delivery 
of a fast bowler: the galloping run-
up (pa-pa-pa-pa-pa), the rhythmic 
convulsion at the wicket (papapa) 
and then wheee (the hurtle of the ball 
down the pitch). 

It all seems terribly easy for the 
chaffinch. The chaffinch, I suppose, 
doesn’t know that there are times 
when singing isn’t easy, when you 
simply can’t sing – when there 
simply isn’t a song to be sung. I 
don’t suppose that the chaffinch 
will ever find out otherwise. When 
I was young, and when Tess was 
young, I barely knew more than that 
chaffinch does. I, however, did find 
out otherwise.

“I’m sorry, old man,” Christopher 
said, resting his hand on my elbow, 
at the funeral.

I remember thinking: you shouldn’t 
say that. You shouldn’t say “old man” 
when you are an old man – and the 
person you’re talking to is an old 
man, too.

I said: “It’s just unfair. That’s all. It’s 
like when you play and miss and the 
wicket-keeper and the slip fielders 
all appeal and the umpire says 
you’ve edged it and you know damn 
well you haven’t edged it, but there’s 
nothing you can do about it, you’re 
not even supposed to say anything, 
when you want to say, no, I didn’t 
edge it, you’re wrong, it’s not fair, it’s 
not fair – and you can’t. All you’re 
supposed to do is walk off the field. 
As if you don’t even mind.”

Christopher squeezed my arm. I knew 
that other people in the room were 
looking at me, because I suppose I 
must have raised my voice. I knew, too, 
that Christopher didn’t give a damn 
about that, tall Christopher with his 
classical off-drive and reckless blond 
hair. White hair now – like mine.

“But you didn’t play and miss, Jim,” 
he said.

It was silly and childish, I realise, that 
we could express our feelings only 
through the terminology of a bat-and-
ball game. Tess would have laughed 
at us. But still: I understood, this way, 
that Christopher understood – that he 
knew what enchantment feels like. 

“You absolutely middled it,” Christopher 
said with a smile. 
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In the wintertime, the off-season, I can 
still feel the weight of the cricket ball 
in the palm of my hand – through the 
winter my hand holds the ache from the 
caught ball, and my fingertips the feel of 
the seam, just as my left arm, my left leg, 
somehow keep in them the gather-and-
step of delivery – after-images, you could 
call them – like the sun you see when you 
close your eyes on a summer’s day.

You couldn’t call them feelings. 
Memories of feelings, perhaps. But, if 
you remember how it felt, doesn’t it 
mean that somehow you still feel it?

I’m watching the wagtail browse for 
gnats when there’s a sharp noise at the 
wicket and I look to see the batsmen 
swivelling on his back foot, his bat 
slewing high in the wake of a botched 
cut-shot.

“Catch!”

“Who’s there?” 

Well, I am, of course. Here in the deep. 
I lift my face to the sun and frame my 
fingers against the sky. The sky, looked 
at that way, seems very small.

• • •

EXTRACTS
You’ve got a headache and Michael is making it worse. You just want to go and lie 
down in a darkened room for the rest of the day. You wave Michael away. “Well, we’ll 
definitely have to do something tomorrow, then,” he says, sounding a little peeved. You 
groan, because your annual family cricket match that is scheduled for the following 
day has been in your diary for weeks. Which is it to be? A game of cricket or reassure 
an entire country that has just made the most important decision in the last 40 years 
largely on your say-so?

For Boris Johnson it was a no-brainer. “Sorry, old bean,” he said, “I’m playing cricket.” 
“How about Sunday, then?” Boris shook his head. He’d be stiff as a board after an 
afternoon in the field and he’d be good for nothing. “Monday?” Boris shrugged. Who 
knew? He wasn’t getting any younger and there was a danger he might have pulled a 
hamstring trying to run a quick – or less slow – single.

JOHN CRACE

• • •

Early last year, at the Holy Trinity Cathedral in downtown Kingston, Jamaica, Lawrence 
Rowe stepped up to the lectern to give a eulogy for the passing of Richard Austin. 
Dapper as ever in a navy-blue suit, maroon-striped tie and crisp white shirt, the man 
they still call Yagga was in his element, reeling off anecdotes recalling Austin’s playful 
temperament and lamenting the tragedy that was his former teammate’s life.

ASHLEy GRAy

• • •

By the time I finished university and returned to Little Marlow to play regularly, my 
cricket routine was as complex as the plans for the Large Hadron Collider. Home 
games were particularly arduous. When I was getting into my whites at my house 
for a match at LMCC, I first required myself to run – not walk, run – onto the field via 
a certain route where I rubbed my hand on the ground. This was to test whether the 
ground was wet enough to wear spikes (the irony being that I always wore spikes 
regardless). The patch of grass where I rubbed had to be inside the marked boundary.

BEN FALk

• • •
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Perth, the WACA, 15 December 1979, the second day of the first Test. The world’s best 
fast bowler batting against the world’s best all-rounder. The world’s best captain stood 
at slip, and in the Channel 9 commentary box one of cricket’s greatest showmen. 
Actors enough for a great drama to unfold. And all great dramas start with something 
unexpected. As Ian Botham let go of a full-pitched ball and Dennis Lillee moved 
forward to meet it with a firm off-side push, the unexpected certainly happened.

It was a simple noise. Clunk. People in the stands turned to each other, confused. 
That’s not what a cricket bat was supposed to sound like. 

CRiSPiN ANDREWS

• • •

But they had arrived in a politically unstable country. In March 1977 Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto’s Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) had won the election, and rioting had soon 
erupted throughout the country over allegations of vote-rigging by the PPP. Then 
in July, Pakistan’s army led by General Zia Ul-Haq staged a military coup and 
seized power. Martial law was enforced and the constitution was suspended. In 
September Bhutto was re-arrested and then – a month prior to England’s arrival 
in November – General Zia Ul-Haq decided to ban all opposition and political 
activities. It was not the calmest environment for England to travel around in.

DAviD BATTERSBy

• • •

The second reason for the beamer is revenge. Which brings us back to Brett Lee 
who accidentally (because he’s not the sort of guy who would get involved in 
that type of thing…) and entirely coincidentally beamed Abdul Razzaq in the tri-
series final at Sydney shortly after Razzaq had beamed Lee twice. Wasim Akram 
– also accidentally – bowled a beamer that struck Derbyshire’s Chris Adams on the 
shoulder during the 1993 B&H final. Adams had accused the Pakistani paceman of 
ball tampering. The two men later came to blows in the pavilion.

HARRy PEARSON

• • •

As recently as the last issue of The Nightwatchman Alan Tyers was describing his own 
“brand of cricket”, but it was reading Patrick Neate’s piece back in issue 12 that first ignited 
a sort of Brownian motion in my mind; thoughts and instincts beginning to coalesce in 
response to his beautiful annihilation of this linguistic construct (and others besides).

ALEx BOOk

• • •

A ball was flying as birds fly at dusk or dawn for the sake
of flight, and no one moved. The willow like a wand in the aspect
of a spear, a blade, an upright sword aloft like Excalibur,

J.S. LiTHERLAND

• • •

For the kind of attacking batsman who relied so much on his “eye” for timing 
and reflex speed, the impairment of his sight effectively ended Ollie’s playing 
career. A brave comeback for Northants in 1973 only served to delay his 
inevitable departure from the professional game.

Cricket had been his sole focus; it was all he had ever known and the only 
thing to which he was wholeheartedly committed. Having ignored his mother’s 
pleas to train as a teacher in order to plan for a life beyond cricket, he found 
himself at the age of 34 without the prospect of a job and without any purpose 
or direction in his life. With nothing to replace the adulation he had known as 
a player, and having lost the closeness of the cricketing fraternity that had 
become his family, Ollie developed a dependence on alcohol that slowly led to 
its inevitable conclusion.

JAMES GRAHAM-BROWN

• • •

This visual proximity of religion and cricket feels particularly apt during Ramadan, 
the holiest month for Muslims around the world that begins when the crescent 
moon is sighted. Bradford’s population of over half a million is in a fascinating 
state of flux in terms of its numbers, age and ethnicity. For all Muslims (who 
account for a quarter of the city’s demographic) observing Ramadan involves 
a month of fasting, where eating and drinking is not permitted during daylight 
hours. As someone incapable of going more than a few hours without grazing, 
the notion of refraining from sustenance for such a prolonged period of time has 
always struck me as an incredible act of willpower and dedication to faith.

JON FuLLER

• • •
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There are some astonishingly bad statistics about the presence of black South 
Africans in the national team since the Proteas were allowed back into international 
cricket some 25 years ago. It wasn’t until this most recent series against England, for 
example, that a black South African, Temba Bavuma, scored a Test century. That does 
not point to a lack of batting talent among black South Africans but to the reality that 
only seven black players have represented their country at Test level since it came 
back into the fold in 1992. Of those, fast bowler Makhaya Ntini has been the only one 
to have cemented his place in the team, winning over 100 caps. The others – though 
Bavuma and opening bowler Kagiso Rabada appear to have bright futures – have 
mustered very few caps between them.

NiCk THOMAS

• • •

Suddenly he awoke from his slumbers long enough to identify me as the youngest of 
the assembled hacks. “Now then young man,” he drawled, “Would you please be kind 
enough to go to my car behind the sight-screen, open the boot and on the right side 
you will find a bottle of [he mumbled something very French] and bring it back to me? 
Remember it’s on the right side of the boot.”

PATRiCk SyMES

• • •

Is this a spy thriller? Or might it be a novel about a love affair, with Lord’s as one of 
its settings? It could be either. Even better is to come when Ross describes Fred 
Trueman’s bowling in the first innings of the game: “He had taken five wickets for 
64 runs in 32 overs, demonstrating afresh that in fast bowling, as in love-making, 
control brings greater rewards than youthful impetuosity.” Whatever it is, it is not EW 
Swanton.

PAuL EDWARDS

• • •

A few surviving wattle blooms are the only reminder that this was once open country. 
Concrete is taking root, expanding the city year by year. Donald is not sure what to 
make of it; even from the sanctuary of the train he’s feeling alien to these new, austere 
surroundings; a country boy in every sense. 

PETER THOMPSON

• • •

I’ve been not out, run out, beaten for pace
I’ve called for two and not made my ground
Played and missed, turned inside-out
So if only I could just call for a review

TiM BEARD

• • •

The American architecture critic Charles Jencks once claimed that postmodernism 
began on 15 July 1972 with the televised demolition of the Pruitt–Igoe housing 
development in St Louis, a vast array of 33 eleven-storey blocks whose functional 
modernist utopianism had, barely 18 years after being built, morphed into a dark 
Ballardian nightmare. This demolition took place just a week before the inaugural 
Benson & Hedges Cup final, between Yorkshire and Leicestershire, although no one as 
yet has proven a causal relation between the two events.

SCOTT OLivER

• • •

One of my fondest childhood memories is playing in our front yard whose length 
had been increased manifold by the simple expedient of knocking down the fences 
between houses. My father and his colleagues often returned from work early to play 
matches that occasionally broke windows, sometimes grazed knees but at all times 
were taken seriously by the participants.

SuRESH MENON 

• • •

It was the Renaissance Italian courtier Baldassare Castiglione, a champion long jumper 
who coined the word “sprezzatura”. It means studied nonchalance, or to excel with 
careless grace, and if you want to know what that looks like, picture a Michael Vaughan 
cover drive – or David Gower’s whole career. It is the idea at the heart of the very 
English spirit of the gifted amateur.

TOM WEiN

• • •
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You may not have heard of Duncan Spencer. If you have, you’ll probably recall 
one or all of the following things: he bowled at the speed of light to Sir Viv 
Richards on live TV, he had serious injury problems, and he was the first player in 
Australian cricket to be banned for taking performance-enhancing drugs.

All those are true, but a 140-character biography barely skims the surface of an 
extraordinary life story. Spencer might just be England’s great lost fast bowler. 
And Australia’s. Even in a golden age of quick bowling, his volcanic pace stood 
out. Richards said Spencer was the fastest bowler he’d faced. Ricky Ponting, who 
almost had a fight with Spencer in the middle of a Sheffield Shield match, said he 
and Shoaib Akhtar were the quickest he came up against. Dennis Lillee described 
Spencer as “frightening”. 

ROB SMyTH

• • •

For the fan it’s all about the wait – for that precious split-second when the 
batsman gets it wrong. With such a mix of anticipation and an end-product to 
savour, it’s a wonder these dismissals aren’t sponsored by Guinness. It can take 
hours of dot balls or even whole matches before we get the pleasure of seeing a 
player flamboyantly, fatally fooled into giving his wicket away in this most thrilling 
fashion. But that’s all part of the secret. To quote those great philosophers Beavis 
and Butthead, you need the bits that suck to make the bits that rock rock harder.

JONATHAN HARvEy

• • •
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