Vs Rhodes House Saturday 17th July at Pembroke College ground.

This new fixture had been a highlight of the 2003 season and no doubt it was doomed never to rival that enjoyable day. Nonetheless the difficulties that would ensue in 2004 were not predictable. Perhaps they began when the Rhodes House skipper rang on the Wednesday to say that due to ‘political’ issues within the Rhodes community, to do with resentment at the cricket club’s supposed favoured status, it was now impossible for Rhodes to provide any catering for the day. Clearly it was disappointing to miss the lovely post-match barbecue at Rhodes House, but the lack of lunch facilities for an all day game was a more pressing difficulty. After explaining that it was too late for me to faff around trying to arrange caterers for the day, we agreed, I thought, to ask all concerned to bring a picnic for lunch.

As no umpire had appeared in 2003, I took the precaution of ringing Wilson’s umpire bureau to check (on Friday) that all was well this year and was assured that Richard Haddock (of Tintin fame?) was all lined up. The day of the game arrived and as we drove out of London torrential rain began accompanied by a Radio 5 weather bulleting forecasting two bands of rain across the UK each of which seemed certain to hit Oxford. However on arrival at about 11.05, a cloudy but dry sky was above, and the road works in Abingdon road proved to be no real problem. 

As the Rhodes side arrived at the ground it was soon clear that they had three bowling Blues this year as well as an outstanding batsman and two good tics players, with five other less experienced players. They too had contacted Mick Warren the Oxford umpires organiser at 9.00 that morning to confirm that all was well on that front, so it was something of a surprise not to find anyone there at 11.10 and even more so when 11.30 arrived and two teams were nearly present but still no umpire. Mr Haddock was rung and reported that he had been moved from our game to Stanton St. John’s fixture on Thursday evening. He would ring Mr Warren to check … Our Mr Wilson was rung and had not been informed of any such change. Mr. Haddock reported that he’d been ‘instructed’ to stick to the Stanton game. What was particularly galling about this was that not only had we no umpire for the day, but clearly we had not been told the truth at various points, as the discerning reader will see. Pretty unsavoury stuff.

Meanwhile a toss had been made. As all too often, the Hetairoi had to toss without all players present, in this case two of the closest being late. This clearly hamstrings a decision as to what to do. The pitch was damp after several days rain, and fielding looked the obvious option, but with only nine fielders this is less tempting. However we won the toss and elected to field. But then the RH skipper after if they could bowl after allas they’d only have eight players after 3.00. Might have been useful to know this before a sham toss. Somewhat resentfully I agreed as in 2003 the same thing had happened except that RH asked to bat after losing the toss!

What to do about the batting order? Johnson had noted the value of batting on a day of uncertain weather, to ensure that at least we had a bat, so it seemed natural to open with him and Jarvis, seen in such good form in Yorkshire. The two blues opened up and as predicted found quite a lot of help in the wicket, and also some swing. The only good thing, in terms of having a game, was that the clouds were clearing and sun and wind had arrived. Clearly thought this would dry the wicket to the opposition’s advantage.

All went well at first with both batsmen negotiating difficult conditions well. Then it appeared that Johnson hit a cover drive which held up in the damp outfield and was chased by a very quick fielder. Mike seemed to turn and call for two, then see that this was now unlikely, so sending James back. James tried to turn and skidded, falling stranded as the throw came in. No doubt there will be various accounts of what went on in the middle as so often in these situations, but at any rate it was a tragic way to lose a good wicket. Andrews was promoted to number 3, but unfortunately late on a straight one. Trevor Torrington looked in good form after a good 60 at Uxbridge, but then suddenly attempted a cross bat swipe off a straight one to leave us at 20 odd for 3. 

Batting seems to have been a club problem this year and runes about seeing off the new ball, laying foundations, and looking for singles, seem to have been long forgotten. Tim G now came in and apparently suffered abuse when dismissed a little later by a snorter rising off not too short a length. Megone now came in and perhaps benfited as Oliver had in 2003 from the tiring of the two Blues. But this year the opposition skipper, Alex ? , a fast leggie, was still to come. With Johnson now playing well, the key was to stay till lunch. Unfortunately about 20 minutes ahead of this Mike flashed at a wide one from a somewhat erratic change bowler and we were about 45 for 5. This brought George Hardwick to the crease and we survived till 1.30

At this point the Rhodes players looked a bit bemused and it transpired that they had not brought picnics. Whether this was due to failure of translation of ‘picnic’ from English into Australian, it was not a very easy situation, and in the end we started again at 2.00 and brought forward tea to try to alleviate their hunger …

On the restart, some satisfactory aggression and luck took the score to 70 odd before George was given lbw to a full toss from the leggie which probably hit in front. First Andrew Cunningham, then Jeremy Taylor, and then Chris Ward, with some finely timed blows, kept Megone company, but each fell somewhat lamely. At 129 for 9 Alan Barlow made his first appearance for the club, but hit his third ball to cover to leave Megone stranded on 29. 160 might have been enough on this wicket, but this looked like to small a total, and we’d left them 3 and ½ hours to score the runs.

It was decided to take tea at this stage…..

One effect of being inserted was that Phil Clarke had bowled for nearly two hours in the morning, knowing that he would leave at lunch. Likewise RH were keen to get us out early so that all their players could bat. In particular two had to leave by 3.30, so opened. As so often in such a situation they could play with complete freedom, and one of them, a tennis blue proceeded to take our attack of Hardwick, bowling fast, and Torrington, to the cleaners from ball 1. One savage hit in Trevor’s third over was a smashed high caught and bowled chance which broke a finger. Chris Ward had bowled tightly at Bloxhamists and seemed a good option. But his second over went for 22. This was not bad bowling by Chris, but a bloke with a good eye and some luck engaging in unrestrained slogging. All only possible because we’d agreed to overturn the toss ….

With so few runs available it was necessary to change again and Andrews took a wicket in his first over. But the tennis-slogger was still there and when he was bowled by George for more than 50 the score must have been at least 70, off about 9 overs, with one of our main bowlers disabled. George was bowling very well, and was succeed by an excellent spell from Alan Barlow, so that by the 10 minute drinks interval at 5 we had five wickets down for 103. Cunningham had changed with Jarvis behind the stumps to give us an extra slip fielder following Trevor’s demise. Could we grab the last four (as only 10 men were available now) and wrench a victory out of a very odd game?

Virtually first up after the break George bowled the sixth wicket. But this brought Alex ? to the wicket, and though several good balls from veered away from his groping bat he and Quentin Williams saw RH home by 5.25. Andrews had bowled unchanged from the bottom end and perhaps Ward should have been brought back after drinks…..

By now it was a glorious afternoon and it would have been good to have had a close game going on to the close at 7.00, instead of finishing about 30 overs early.  All in all it had been in too many ways an unsatisfactory day which rather detracted from flashes of good cricket along the way, and the evident enjoyment of families on the broad byelines that the Pembroke ground make available.

