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To my dear parents, June and Francis

No words can express how much you mean to me





Contents

     Title Page

     Dedication

     Acknowledgements

     Remembering Fred

  1 The Last Supper

  2 Curse of the Truemans

  3 Shadow of the Pit

  4 Hit ’em First, Ask Questions Later

  5 Do You F***?

  6 Bollocks To You, Mate

  7 Mr Bumper Man

  8 All I Did Was F***ing Swear

  9 The Tempest and the Flood Tide

10 Give Me the Bloody Ball

11 Ah’ll Si’thee

12 That Bloody Boycott’s More Slippery than a Bloody Snake

13 I Don’t Know What’s Going Off Out There

14 The Birdman of Skipton

15 Goodbye, My Friend

     Bibliography

     Index

     Copyright



Acknowledgements

It isn’t every day that someone you’ve never met emails out of the blue to ask whether you’d be interested in writing a book about one of the great sporting figures of the twentieth century. That was the position I found myself in when Graham Coster, publisher at Aurum Press, proposed this biography of Fred Trueman. I would like to thank Graham and Aurum for giving me the opportunity and also the Australian cricket writer Gideon Haigh for pointing them in my direction. Gideon has written several titles for Aurum and thought I would be well placed in my capacity as Yorkshire Post cricket correspondent to give it a go.

I owe an enormous debt to the Trueman family, who have been unfailingly helpful and supportive. In particular, I am grateful to Fred’s widow, Veronica and sister, Flo, for their insights and encouragement. I came to appreciate during my investigations what a loving family Trueman had around him, and my thanks go also to his brothers, John and Dennis; children, Karen, Rebecca, Rodney, Sheenagh and Patrick; first wife, Enid; cousin, Alan; and niece, Pauline. It has been a pleasure and privilege to meet you all.

Every writer needs a shoulder to lean on (in my case, several shoulders), and I have been fortunate to have some stellar support. For his sage advice on this project, as well as his assistance throughout my journalistic career and, above all, his friendship, I would like to thank Duncan Hamilton, author of a superlative biography of another great English fast bowler, Harold Larwood. No one could have a more talented tutor than Duncan, formerly my assistant editor at the Nottingham Evening Post and my deputy editor at the Yorkshire Post. Hopefully he can now get back to writing his own books instead of being constantly pestered for his thoughts on this one.

I am also very grateful for the guidance of my friends and fellow cricket writers Brian Halford, Paul Edwards and Bruce Talbot, who cast perspicacious eyes over the manuscript, as well as the assistance of another friend, Peter Wynne-Thomas, the venerable Nottinghamshire County Cricket Club librarian. A constant source of support during my previous life as Nottingham Evening Post cricket correspondent, Peter diligently checked for factual errors. Stephen Chalke was also a perceptive sounding board in the project’s early stages.

I have made much use of the 1964 BBC documentary of Fred Trueman’s life, which is so rare that not even the BBC possess a copy. However, where conventional channels fail there is invariably David Frith, who unsurprisingly had a recording of it in his voluminous cricket archive. I am grateful not only for David’s help with the documentary but also his observations on Trueman and his generous encouragement to a first-time author. Having experienced the agonies of writing only one book, I cannot begin to imagine how David must feel having written over thirty.

For help with Fred Trueman’s family history, I am obliged to Anthony Adolph, one of Britain’s leading genealogists, while military researcher Jonathan Collins was invaluable in helping me shed light on Dick Trueman’s war service. Former Test Match Special producer Peter Baxter assisted my efforts to track down several recordings, while the BBC’s Guy Worsick and Gareth Jones helped out with general radio recordings. Douglas Miller kindly provided details of MCC minutes and shared his memories of collaborating with former England player/manager Charles Palmer. Thanks also to staff at the British Library, British Newspaper Library, Leeds Central Library, Lincoln Central Library, National Archives, National Coal Mining Museum for England, Royal Air Forces Association (Lincoln Branch) and the Yorkshire Post, along with Aurum’s Steve Gove, Barbara Phelan, Melissa Smith and Catherine Bailey.

The book draws heavily on interviews with those who came across Trueman at various stages. From his earliest days/schooldays: Frank Anderton, Brian Beardsall, Les Bowden, Colin Brierley, Betty Buck, Ron Buck, John Gibson, Phillip Gibson, Chris Hunt, Terry Hunt, Tom Layden, Brian Pickering, Ken Pickering and Walter Smith. From his RAF days: Colin Blower, Colin Fisher, Norman Maxwell, Brian Smith, Ray Upson and John Whitehead. Thanks also to Geoff Hastings and Glynis Sievwright for enabling interviews with former RAF colleagues.

Many former cricketers offered their support, the extent of their contributions mainly evident in the text. Almost everyone had a Fred story – often more than one – to the extent that it was difficult to determine what to leave out. Other press-box colleagues provided help and encouragement, while a number of people facilitated interviews. Space precludes everyone an individual eulogy, but my heartfelt thanks go to: Qamar Ahmed, David Allan, Bob Appleyard, the late Trevor Bailey, Alec Bedser, Scyld Berry, Alan Biggs, Jimmy Binks, Dickie Bird, Paul Bolton, Lawrence Booth, Sir Ian Botham, Geoffrey Boycott, Stephen Brenkley, Bill Bridge, Simon Briggs, Claude Brownlow, Morag Brownlow, Eric Burgin, Jim Cadman, Dave Callaghan, Brian Close, Andrew Collomosse, Geoff Cope, Ted Corbett, Mike Cowan, Tony Cozier, Carol Crabtree, Jon Culley, Ron Deaton, Ted Dexter, Maureen Fielden, Sidney Fielden, Eric Fisk, David Foot, Angus Fraser, the late Bill Frindall, Anshuman Gaekwad, Datta Gaekwad, Pat Gibson, Robert Gledhill, Harry Gration, Tom Graveney, Andy Graver, Hugh Griffiths, Julian Guyer, John Hampshire, Neil Harvey, Roy Hattersley, June Hawes, John Helm, Derek Hodgson, Richard Hutton, Ray Illingworth, Sir Bernard Ingham, Doug Insole, Derek Jameson, Martin Johnson, Cecil Kippins, Ted Lester, David Lloyd, Revd Malcolm Lorimer, Vic Marks, Christopher Martin-Jenkins, Geoff Miller, Alan Moss, Donald Nannestad, Chandresh Narayanan, Chris Old, Peter Parfitt, Shilpa Patel, Bob Platt, Derek Pringle, Tom Richmond, Helen Riley, Neil Robinson, Mike Selvey, Philip Sharpe, Audrey Statham, John Stern, Bryan Stott, Richard Sutcliffe, Richard Sydenham, Bob Taylor, Ken Taylor, Frank Tyson, Sid Waddell, Mike Walters, Revd John Ward, David Warner, Sir Everton Weekes, John Westerby, Simon Wilde, Roy Wilkinson, Bob Willis, Don Wilson, the late Vic Wilson and John Woodcock.

Apologies to anyone I’ve stupidly forgotten.
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C. W.

Headingley, Leeds
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REMEMBERING FRED

By Ian McMillan


Remember the hair

Flopping over the face

Before the long run-up.

Remember the action,

Remember the man.



Remember the wickets;

Three hundred and seven.

In black and white photos

The big face is smiling

Or the big face is scowling.

Remember the bowling,

Remember the man.



Remember the legend, the thirties in Maltby,

Times harder than willow, times harder than leather

And cricket the chance to escape the pit’s clutches,

Times colder than Headingley late April weather.



And remember the big man

The larger-than-life

Man who ran up like thunder

And bowled up a storm;

The man they called Fiery

Who burned with a passion

For cricket, and Yorkshire, and England

And Time has caught up with the man

And the innings is over

And the man has departed

But the legend lives on



The voice like a rumble of a slow moving coal train,

The face like a map that’s been folded too long

And the action, the bowling, the run up, the wickets

Remember Fred Trueman

Now the over is done.



For BBC Radio 4’s Last Word, July 2006
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1

The Last Supper


A reunion of the former Yorkshire and England cricketers Fred Trueman, Brian Close, Ray Illingworth and Geoffrey Boycott



Sawley, North Yorkshire, 2005



‘Bloody hell,’ groaned Geoffrey Boycott as he stared at his watch, a scowl across his face. ‘Where’s Fred? He was meant to be here half an hour ago. It’s his local pub and he manages to be late.’ Brian Close lit yet another cigarette – his third in twenty minutes – and then nonchalantly reassured Boycott: ‘Fred’s always late. He’ll turn up soon.’ Ray Illingworth nodded and remembered out loud: ‘Fred took me to Edgbaston to play in a Test match. We had to be there at two o’clock and he said he’d pick me up at midday. At twenty past twelve I rang his wife and she said, “Don’t worry, Fred is setting off shortly. He’s just popped into the local garage to have a couple of tyres fitted.”’

Close asked: ‘So what time did you get to Edgbaston?’

‘About three o’clock,’ replied Illingworth.

‘Bloody hell,’ laughed Close. ‘Were you bollocked?’

‘Oh aye, Gubby Allen gave us the biggest dressing down you’ve heard, but it was Fred he was angry with. For some reason, Fred’s always had problems with time-keeping.’

‘Problems,’ interjected Boycott. ‘That’s an understatement. Is he going to turn up or will we have to send out a search party?’

Another fifteen minutes went by before Fred Trueman charged through the entrance of the Sawley Arms pub. He was like a cowboy bursting through the swing doors of a saloon. His face was covered in sweat. He was muttering to himself in exasperated fashion, as if – to paraphrase his oft-repeated lament on Test Match Special – he couldn’t believe what had just gone off. ‘Sorry lads,’ he spluttered in booming baritone. ‘Got stuck behind a caravan for three miles and then a flock of sheep at Grassington. Bloody sheep, couldn’t get past them. Even when you sound the horn they take no notice.’ Boycott motioned to say something but decided not to. Illingworth wore a weary expression. An uneasy silence was broken by Close. ‘Let’s get this show on the bloody road …’



It was 6 July 2005. Trueman, Close, Illingworth and Boycott – four of Yorkshire and England’s greatest cricketers – had come together for a special reunion. It was the first time they had all met up in thirty years after a history of fall-outs and bitter disagreements. Trueman suggested the event after an earlier reconciliation between him and Boycott; when Boycott got throat cancer in 2002, Trueman rang him to end two decades of silence between them. After taking a minute to collect himself, Trueman led the players into the picturesque pub garden. To mark the occasion, he had asked his friend John Blakey, a Leeds-born artist, to capture the former team-mates on canvas. The group portrait would be sold as a limited edition through Blakey’s publisher, Great Northern Books, which had invited me to shadow the quartet in my capacity as Yorkshire Post cricket correspondent. It was the only time I met Fred Trueman.

Beneath a sunwashed sky, I watched Blakey arrange the ‘Four Greatest Living Yorkshiremen’ in front of a rowan tree. He immediately put Trueman at the heart of the painting, reflecting his seniority. At seventy-four years and five months exactly, Trueman was the eldest – eighteen days older than Close, with Illingworth seventy-three and Boycott sixty-four. Although Trueman had greying hair and a prominent paunch, he still cut a physically powerful figure. Boycott sat to Trueman’s left; Illingworth to Trueman’s right. Both turned to face the former fast bowler as – ball in hand – he demonstrated the grip for his trademark outswinger. Close stood directly behind Trueman, his spidery fingers resting on his chair. The emphasis of the portrait was on Trueman, dapper in a white shirt and dark blue blazer.

As a handful of pub-goers observed from a distance, some seemed surprised by the natural camaraderie. During the seventies and eighties, the cricketers were often at each other’s throats as Yorkshire County Cricket Club tore itself apart, but as they posed in the sleepy, Miss Marple-ish village of Sawley – about five miles from the market town of Ripon – one would never have guessed at their turbulent history. One onlooker even said the hallowed scene put him in mind of da Vinci’s The Last Supper, with Christ at the centre of a mural flanked by the disciples. ‘Well, I don’t think Fred would quibble with that comparison,’ chuckled his companion, ‘but I don’t think the good Lord would be too impressed.’

The cricketers were pictured in pensive mood – broad grins might have exaggerated the entente cordiale – but there was a light-hearted moment when Trueman bemoaned the ball he’d been given to hold. ‘Call this a cricket ball?’ he scoffed, examining it with contempt. ‘This is a kid’s ball – the sort they use in junior games.’

The comment tickled Close. ‘I shouldn’t worry about it, Fred. No one’s saying you’ve got to bowl twenty overs with it.’

Trueman looked at the ball and pursed his lips. ‘I could still do some damage with it,’ he whispered. ‘I could still take some wickets with this little bugger.’

Once Blakey had completed the preliminary sketches, the cricketers headed for a private meal in the pub conservatory. I trailed behind them like an equerry at the rear of a royal procession. En route they passed through a busy bar area where Trueman instantly became the centre of attention, the one the pub-goers seemed most interested to talk to and shake by the hand. There was a warmth and humanity about him as he moved through the company of admirers, a friendly touch to which the drinkers related. Described by former Prime Minister Harold Wilson as the ‘Greatest Living Yorkshireman’ (the comment inspired a querying correspondence from J.B. Priestley), Trueman had a spring in his step as the compliments and greetings came thick and fast. ‘Fred, I’d just like to say it’s an honour to see you,’ said one old-timer with a lump in his throat. Another declared, ‘Fred, you’ve been my hero since I was a lad in short trousers. Thank you so much for the pleasure you’ve given me.’ An elderly lady called out, ‘Aye up, our Fred, shouldn’t you be at Headingley? We all reckon you could still do better than that Yorkshire lot.’

The words ‘our Fred’ seemed significant, while the look on Trueman’s face suggested he agreed. ‘Very nice of you to say so,’ he said with a smile. Then, as a dark cloud suddenly fell over his ruddy complexion, he added, ‘but I’ve washed my hands of Yorkshire County Cricket Club. I’ve no time any more for that club and its members.’

Trueman strode into the sunlit conservatory and took his place at the head of the dinner table. Boycott and Illingworth sat to his right, Close to his left, and also present were Blakey and Boycott’s wife, Rachael. I sat opposite Trueman, who regarded me with a welcoming nod. Close, Illingworth and Boycott seemed oblivious to my presence as I tried to make notes as discreetly as possible. I was in my early thirties and new to Yorkshire and felt privileged and daunted to be in such company. Trueman ordered wine for everyone except Geoffrey Boycott, who preferred bottled water, and no sooner did a nervous-looking waitress arrive with a quantity of bread rolls than the ‘Four Greatest Living Yorkshiremen’ snatched them like kids seizing chocolate biscuits.

And then they were off …

Trueman conducted the arbitrary exchanges.


Trueman: I’ll say one thing, I’m fed up of hearing about this reverse-swing business as though it’s some sort of innovation. There’s nothing new about it at all. It’s just they never called it reverse-swing in our day. In our day, it was simply called swing. Are we saying the bowlers these days can do things we couldn’t?

Close (casually flicking cigarette ash into a plant pot behind his chair): Couldn’t agree more, Fred. These Pakistanis reckon they invented reverse-swing, but they never did.

Illingworth: I know for a fact the bloody Pakistanis never invented it. Donald Waterhouse was showing me how to wet one side of the ball in 1947. Fine bowler, Donald Waterhouse. Took a thousand Bradford League wickets.

Trueman: To hear some people talk, you’d think these modern bowlers were bloody magicians.



The appetisers arrived and the cricketers dived in, as though they hadn’t eaten for weeks. Attention turned to the forthcoming Ashes series, which would start at Lord’s in fifteen days’ time. Trueman suggested it could prove close, despite Australia being expected to retain the urn. Michael Vaughan’s England would beat Ricky Ponting’s Australia 2–1 in arguably the greatest Test series ever played.


Trueman: If we can do the Aussies, I’ll be the first to congratulate England and say ‘well done’. I think Michael Vaughan has done a magnificent job and we could be in for an interesting few weeks.

Close: Yes, but who have we been playing? Bloody Bangladesh. I doubt our lot can bowl the Aussies out twice.

Trueman: I hear what you’re saying, but we’ve got to go into this Test series with a positive attitude. We’ve got to believe we can beat these bastards. If you’re playing a Test side and thinking they’re invincible, why bother turning up? You’ve got to think positive.

Close (laughing): We can only hope.

Trueman: How good are these bloody Australians? I get fed up of people saying they’re the greatest of all time. How can they be? There’s no all-rounder. There’s no Keith Miller, no Ray Lindwall, no Don Bradman, no Neil Harvey, no Bill O’Reilly, so how can they be the best ever? They’re a good side, but it’s ridiculous to say they’re the best.

Close: I’d like to have seen our Yorkshire side of the sixties take them on. We were as good in the field as anyone and we beat the Aussies at Bramall Lane.

Trueman: We beat all the bloody touring sides. Look, the beauty of our Yorkshire side of the sixties was that we didn’t have to hide anyone in the field. There were some outstanding fielders in that line-up – even you, Closey.

Close: You could come right up to the wicket and catch. We had bowlers who could land the ball on a sixpence – and we also had Fred.



Trueman pretended not to hear. Boycott and Illingworth suppressed giggles. Close topped up the plant pot behind his chair.


Boycott: Fred’s right, this could be a fascinating series. What do you think, Ray, an England win?

Illingworth: If Harmison and Flintoff don’t perform, we won’t win, and I’m worried about Harmison.

Trueman: I tell you what, I’d like to see Steve Harmison or any of that England lot bowling on the f***ing flat pitches of the West Indies in the 1950s. I’d like to see them bowling on the wickets I bowled on. When I went to the West Indies, there was one thing I learned, and it was a great lesson. I learned to bowl one side of the wicket; otherwise, I got hammered. I remember one Test I played and they were bloody kind to us, the West Indies. They declared on 681 for 8 – and one of them was a run-out.

Close: You mean bowling against the likes of Frankie Worrell and Everton Weekes?

Trueman: And don’t forget that fella Kanhai coming in at no. 7. And didn’t the West Indies have some bloke called Sobers? These England lads don’t know they’re born.



The main courses arrived and were hastily demolished, Trueman making fast work of a large helping of steak pie and vegetables. I looked on spellbound, as though witnessing a stage play.


Illingworth: Thinking back to the Windies, Fred, do you remember when we played them in Barbados in 1960? We had them three down for not many and didn’t get another wicket for two days. Frankie Worrell and Sobers got 200.

Trueman: Frankie Worrell got 197 not out and Sobers 226. If you got the ball past the bat in that match, you ordered a round of drinks.

Close: Since when have you ordered a round of drinks?

Trueman: Look it up when you get home, Raymond. Frankie Worrell and Sobers put on 399.

Illingworth: Is that all?

Trueman: Look it up, Raymond. They got very close to the 411 Peter May/Colin Cowdrey partnership at Edgbaston in 1957. Peter got 285 not out.

Boycott: How do you remember these stats, Fred?

Illingworth: Fred’s always had a good memory.

Close (grinning): Particularly when it comes to his own wickets.

Trueman: I did take enough of the bastards. More than any other fast bowler in the history of the game.

Boycott: How many, Fred? Two thousand?

Trueman (proudly puffing out his chest): I took 2304 first-class wickets at 18.29.

Boycott: And how many Test wickets?

Trueman: Three hundred and seven at 21.57 – and it would have been 500 Test wickets if I’d played all the bloody Tests I should have played. The selectors seemed more interested in picking decent blokes than decent bowlers. It was un-be-liev-able (emphasising each syllable).



The conversation turned to fast bowling, a topic Trueman professed to know ‘a thing or two about’.


Illingworth: Who do you rate fast bowling-wise, Fred? Who were the special fast bowlers in your view?

Trueman: The best in my book was the great Australian Ray Lindwall. Nowadays, there’s no one to hold a candle to Ray. What you tend to find these days are people who think they’re fast bowlers but in actual fact are fast-medium bowlers.

Boycott: Don’t you rate any of the current mob?

Trueman (after a long pause): There have been a couple of good ones, I suppose, and there’s no doubt the two most successful bowlers with the new ball over the last fifteen years have been Glenn McGrath and Shaun Pollock. Both have one thing in common, and it sticks out like a sore thumb.

Illingworth: What’s that?

Trueman: They bowl wicket-to-wicket. That’s where their success comes from. If you look at the current England bunch, they’re always too wide of the stumps. You only have to look at Steve Harmison to see what I’m talking about. He’s very wide of the crease, you know, very wide.

Close: Harmison’s bloody front arm faces third man. You only have to think back to your bloody action, Fred. You always had your arm straight and all the rest of it, but if you look at them nowadays, they’re all over the shop.

Trueman: I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, the game of cricket is sideways on. It always has been and it always will be.

Close: All the long-striding pace bowlers in our day were sideways on. That’s how you got control of how far your front foot went. The cricketers in our era worked it out. Nowadays, they’re all chest on.

Trueman: You don’t have to tell me.

Close: And another thing, I’d make all our batsmen bat with one hand in the nets to sort out their technique.

Trueman: They’d take no notice of you, you’re wasting your time.

Close: Bloody crackers they are. The top hand in batting is the main hand, the hand that takes bat to ball. The bottom hand just supports.

Trueman: I’ve told you, you’re wasting your time. The modern players don’t listen to us. They’re so daft they think we’re bloody crackers.



The desserts came and went, followed by cheese and biscuits, and the dialogue grew increasingly bizarre, as though Trueman and co. had turned into the Marx Brothers.


Trueman: I hear people going on about Ant and Dec and comparing them to Morecambe and Wise. Ant and Dec? They’re not comedians. Now Eric Morecambe was one of the greatest comedians that ever lived, and Ernie Wise was brilliant as well, but Ant and Dec? Ant and f***ing Dec? They’re not fit to lick the boots of Morecambe and Wise.

Illingworth: Ant and Dec are presenters, not funny comedians.

Boycott: It’s a different kettle of fish altogether.

Trueman: Totally bloody different.

Close: Look, I’m no fan of this Ant and Dec business, but it was Eric Morecambe who made the Morecambe and Wise double act what it was. It was Eric who was the brains behind the operation. In my opinion, Ernie Wise was too dependent on Eric Morecambe.

Trueman: Too dependent on Eric Morecambe? I’ll have you know Ernie Wise delivered his lines at exactly the right time, and that’s very important. He was top drawer, Ernie, and he never got the credit he deserved. Look, I’m very sorry, Brian, but Ernie Wise never got the praise he should have got.



The dinner drew to a close and the cricketers talked about meeting again, with Trueman especially keen on a reunion rerun, but it would be the last time they got together, chewed the fat and concluded cricket and life were not what they used to be. Almost exactly one year later, on Saturday 1 July 2006, Fred Trueman would pass away at Airedale General Hospital in Keighley, North Yorkshire, following a short battle with lung cancer; the reunion would be a poignant ending between the Yorkshire legends.



As they walked back through the bar and out towards the car park, exchanging smiles and handshakes before heading home, I took the chance to talk to Trueman having previously failed to get a word in. He apologised for not having properly said hello and offered a handshake that felt surprisingly gentle. Trueman seemed wearied by the day’s exertions – his cheeks were flushed and he sounded out of breath – but he was not too tired to press for information as to how ‘my lads’ (the current Yorkshire players) were getting on, while at the same time insisting he would ‘never set foot inside Headingley again’. ‘The way they have treated me over the years has been disgraceful,’ he said, ‘but I always want my lads to do well.’

When I enquired what Yorkshire had done to upset him, he fired back: ‘How bloody long have you got?’ Then, without hesitation, he reeled off a list as if well rehearsed. ‘Er, they never gave me a second benefit when I was entitled to one at the end of my career – despite the fact the likes of Closey got one. They made me pay towards my own farewell present after I’d given them twenty years’ service. They were the only – and I mean the only – county who did not send me a telegram of congratulation when I beat Brian Statham’s world record for the most number of Test wickets against New Zealand at Christchurch in 1963. And all that civil war at Yorkshire in the 1980s involving Geoffrey, God bless him, led to me being voted off the Yorkshire committee and replaced by some bloke with a deaf aid from Keighley.’

Trueman paused briefly to dab his brow. The day was hot and his hackles were up. ‘And then it’s all the little things,’ he continued, ‘like the car park attendants at Headingley who won’t let you park at the ground even if you point out you took 1745 first-class wickets for the club at 17.12. I mean, Yorkshire are charging their former players to watch Test matches at Headingley now, even though I could think of a few good reasons why I personally should be given complimentary tickets. It is unbelievable what Yorkshire have done to me over the years when you think of the blood, sweat and tears I’ve given for them. Absolutely un-be-liev-able.’

I tried to lighten the mood by telling Trueman I grew up listening to his work on Test Match Special but this seemed only to darken his demeanour.

‘That BBC are just as bad. I gave them twenty-five years’ service and they sacked me and Trevor Bailey and didn’t even give us the chance to say goodbye. Would it have hurt them to have given us one last programme, a chance to thank everyone who’d tuned in? It’s the sort of heartless attitude you’d expect from Yorkshire.’

‘Why were you sacked?’ I asked.

‘Er, my BBC departure was very badly handled. I got a phone call at the end of the 1999 season from the head of sport, and that was it – they finished me on the spot. “I’m not sure how to speak to a sporting icon,” this guy said, before telling me I was out. The BBC reckoned they wanted a younger audience, implying people like me were out of touch. Out of touch? I just told it as I saw it.’

I accompanied Trueman to his car, where he offered a firmer handshake and an invitation to ring him if I needed any quotes.

‘Call whenever you want,’ he said, ‘but don’t go asking questions about that Twenty20 rubbish. Twenty20? What sort of cricket is that?’ Then, turning to Close, Illingworth and Boycott, he said, ‘What do you think of this Twenty20 garbage?’

‘Can’t say I’m a huge fan,’ replied Boycott.

‘Nor me,’ said Illingworth with a sardonic smile.

‘Twenty20?’ sneered Close. ‘I think it’s bollocks.’

‘Right, I’m off,’ said Trueman, ‘Brian, Raymond, Geoffrey, it’s been smashing to see you. Thanks so much for coming here today.’

And with that, Frederick Sewards Trueman waved a regal goodbye, cast a startled look at his watch and hurried behind the wheel of a dark blue Mercedes Coupe – registration FST 1X.

‘Watch out for those sheep at Grassington,’ cautioned Close.

‘Oh aye,’ groaned Trueman, countenance thunderous. ‘Well, the little buggers had better not be blocking the road this time because my lovely wife will be wondering where I’ve got to. Oh, bloody hell, lads, is that the time? I’ve really got to dash, I’m running rather late …’



2

Curse of the Truemans


I can be blunt, but I’ve never said or done half the things attributed to me. And I was in the third division in the Yorkshire team when it came to drinking. Most of them could drink me under the table, yet I was the one who got the bad reputation. Lurid headlines haunted me all my career. The stories that I had said or done something outrageous became part of cricket’s folklore. Stories like when I was supposed to have said to an Indian diplomat at a reception, ‘Pass the salt, Gunga Din’ were pure fiction. It was said that I wasn’t taken on the tour of South Africa in 1964–65 because of my attitude to colour, yet I never knew I had one. Ridiculous stories were ten-a-penny. I called it the ‘Curse of the Truemans’. Much of my time as a player I was more sinned-against than sinning, I can tell you. I used to go to bed at 9 p.m. knackered because that’s the effect of bowling over 1000 overs a season – that’s something for the present county bowlers to think about – and my team-mates would be out having a drink somewhere. Yet it was assumed that I must be attending an even bigger orgy somewhere else. In some hotels, chambermaids refused to bring breakfast to my room.



So proclaimed Fred Trueman in 1990 – comments that captured his colourful image. Widely perceived as a riotous figure, a sort of Attila the Hun in whites, anecdotes and allegations clung to him in the way moss clings to a stone wall. So engulfed was his career in rumour and tittle-tattle, gossip and hearsay, that no one was sure which stories were true and which were false – perhaps not even himself. As Wisden put it, ‘every cricket story ever told somehow attached itself to Fred’, while his friend and Test Match Special colleague Don Mosey reckoned Trueman must have accounted for ‘something like 50 or 60 per cent of the game’s folklore’.

The legend was born in 1949 when Trueman arrived on the cricketing scene. His first match was for Yorkshire at Cambridge University and during a team dinner the eighteen-year-old was alarmed to discover the menu was in French. Not wanting to embarrass himself, Trueman indicated he would have what a colleague had ordered before being asked whether he, unlike his colleague, would like dessert. ‘I suppose I’d better,’ said the peckish newcomer. Trueman studied the menu with exaggerated care before pointing innocently to the words at the bottom of the page – Jeudi le douzième Mai (Thursday 12 May). ‘I think I’ll have that,’ he announced, to howls of hilarity.

Brian Close, who also debuted in that game, remembers Trueman dropped a catch off his bowling and apologised with the first in a canon of one-liners. ‘Fred shouted from mid-off, “Sorry, Closey, but the ball was going so bloody fast that bugger must be using a bloody steel bat.”’

The wisecracks did the rounds of the county circuit. The young man was gauche and uncommonly outspoken and the game had encountered no one quite like him. Exceptionally quick and prodigiously talented, three years later he was playing for England, annihilating India in his maiden Test series. When the Indians sought refuge behind the square-leg umpire, finding Trueman’s thunderbolts too hot to handle, the legend acquired a life of its own, eventually spiralling higher than Jack’s magic Beanstalk.



To every cricket-loving schoolboy of the fifties and sixties – and quite possibly a few wrinkled observers too – Fred Trueman might well have been plucked from the pages of folktale. He was the absolute embodiment of the fearsome fast bowler: bristling with menace as he charged to his mark, black hair flopping, unbuttoned right sleeve rolled up afresh as though preparing for a fight. Then came an angled run culminating in a side-on delivery that mixed beauty and brutality as rarely before. Trueman expected a wicket every ball and considered it a slight if he failed to take one; he was a fast bowler to the very core of his being. ‘He was always a promise and frequently a presenter of the dramatic,’ observed former Yorkshire Post cricket correspondent J.M. Kilburn. ‘He alerted spectators as he alerted opening batsmen. Bumper and yorker and magnetic away-swinger mingled like electric shocks to make both batting and watching a continuous adventure that began with a toss of the head as preliminary to a long, accelerating run-up leading to a wide delivery stride, a beautiful sideways presentation and a flowing follow-through. Culmination was often enough a stare, or glare, of disbelief in the batsman’s survival and sometimes an uninhibited comment on the luck of the enemy. Trueman always had breath to spare for an expression of opinion.’

A natural showman and born entertainer, Trueman had more theatrics than a repertory company. He lapped up the attention of the stands as an actor laps up the roar of the auditorium. Charismatic, handsome – in a rugged, Heathcliffian way – and a bit of a novelty, he was the definition of ‘box office’. His appeal was central to the growth of his legend. Bob Platt, one of his closest friends and a former new-ball partner at Yorkshire, said, ‘Spectators in those days didn’t just go to watch Yorkshire play, or to see England in action, they went along to see Fred bowl. He was one of the biggest draws in world cricket and whenever he came back to play for Yorkshire after a Test match he invariably put several thousand on the gate. But it wasn’t just the crowds who loved him – his team-mates, the umpires, even opposition players revelled in the drama he brought to the game. Fred was blessed with wonderful humour and his brilliant one-liners had everyone in stitches.’ The Truemanisms echo down the years:


To batsmen wearing a public school cap … ‘I’ll have that bugger off for starters.’ Or, after he’d dismissed them… ‘’Ardly worth dressing up for, were it?’

To batsmen who committed the cardinal offence of edging him through the slips … ‘Tha’s got more edges than a broken piss pot.’ Or ‘Tha’s nicking me out the bloody averages.’

To hapless players dismissed by a venomous delivery … ‘That ball were wasted on thee.’

To batsmen walking out to bat if he happened to be fielding near the boundary … ‘Leave the gate open, sunshine, tha won’t be stopping.’

To practically every batsman he came across … ‘I’ll pin thee t’bloody sightscreen.’



Geoffrey Boycott, who broke into the Yorkshire first team in 1962, used to rush to mid-on to hear Trueman’s chuntering. ‘Fred was by far the funniest man I played with and I used to want to field as close to him as possible because he would always come out with something that would have you rolling about with laughter. In my experience, Fred never swore directly at batsmen or umpires; he never went in for the sledging that goes on today. Fred would swear – of course he would. All the f***ing time, as it happens. But it was never directed as it is nowadays. Fred would just use swear words in his funny speech, which, to me, was very acceptable because it’s not a playground out there and there aren’t any women or children around. It was our shop floor, and many was the time Fred enlivened a long day’s cricket.’



Fred Trueman, however, was more than a comedian and charismatic fast bowler. He was a symbolic figure in post-war Britain, an era that enhanced his Jack-the-lad image. During the 1950s – a decade that began with food rationing and ended with Harold Macmillan’s ‘you’ve never had it so good’ election – many old values began to disappear. In their place emerged youth culture, rock and roll, Teddy Boys and a new word – teenagers. After Queen Elizabeth’s coronation in 1953, television became widespread, beaming cricketers such as Trueman into people’s homes. Television screened the work of the ‘Angry Young Men’ – playwrights and novelists such as John Osborne and Kingsley Amis, who railed against traditional society – and conveyed news of the stirring exploits of Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing, who conquered Mount Everest. Amid a growing sense that anything was possible, the closed world of the British establishment found itself on a collision course with the cocky new Britain growing up around it. Fred Trueman – cockier than most – was a role model for those who refused to kowtow.

In a tribute to his friend in the 2007 Wisden, the broadcaster Michael Parkinson observed: ‘Fred didn’t set out to change the world and would have dismissed any suggestion he was a revolutionary as nonsense. But there is little doubt that what his critics would term his boorish behaviour towards authority during the 1950s was part of the kindling for a drastic change in British society in the years that followed. Certainly people of my background and generation saw Fred not simply as a great cricketer but as an emblematic figure; outspoken, bloody-minded, Jack-as-good-as-his-master. We sometimes forget how class-ridden Britain was forty and more years ago and how cricket represented the status quo. The game was run by a private members’ club. It was Gentlemen and Players, with the England team picked by the President of MCC and the cricket correspondent of the Daily Telegraph. Or so Fred believed. And he wasn’t the only one. But radical changes were afoot. The Butler Education Act had given bright working-class children the right to free education. A new generation began to question the old order. Fred – bolshie, outspoken and anti-authoritarian from the start – was a figurehead.’

Trueman’s rebelliousness boiled over on his first England tour in 1953–54. In the volatile, pre-independence West Indies, he was accused of misconduct on and off the field. ‘Terrible Trueman’-style headlines made a lasting impact as he gained a reputation for being a handful. After that tour, he played just three of England’s next twenty-six Tests, and, by spring 1957, had played only seven Tests since his debut against India five years earlier. Had Trueman taken part in the fixtures he missed, he would probably have been the first man not only to 300 Test wickets but also 400 – if not the 500 he’d talked of at the Sawley Arms in 2005. Trueman’s treatment at the hands of the selectors after the 53–54 tour – he was bypassed for Australia in 54–55 and South Africa in 56–57 – remained a grievance for the rest of his life. ‘Irrespective of the fact I was at the top of my game for Yorkshire and frequently topped the county bowling averages, I was often overlooked for England. To my mind, the reason for this was personal. Quite simply, some of the selection committee did not like my forthright attitude, which they misinterpreted as being “bolshy”. Rather than pick the best eleven players for the job, the selection committee would often choose someone because he was, in their eyes, a gentleman and a decent chap. Such attributes often took precedence over someone’s ability to play international cricket. For this reason, I was selected for far fewer Tests than I believe I should have been.’



As the fifties wore on, the ‘Curse of the Truemans’ went into overdrive. In extreme cases the public believed him capable of downing several pints a night, getting his leg over at the same rate and still bowling his boots off for Yorkshire and England. Although no saint in the bedroom or stranger to the bar-room, Trueman’s exploits – like reports of Mark Twain’s death – were exaggerated. To a man, Trueman’s former team-mates, family and friends insist the public image was substantially false.

‘Fred wasn’t a candidate for canonisation and there were times he fell foul of the eleventh commandment – thou shalt not get caught,’ said Platt. ‘But even in the Yorkshire team there were a lot worse boozers and party animals than Fred. Our former captain, Vic Wilson, for instance, used to disappear regularly at the weekends with his toothbrush in his top pocket, telling us all in the team hotel he was off to visit some cousin or other. As Fred used to say, “He’s got a lot of f***ing cousins, that one”, and yet no one batted an eyelid at Vic. Fred had the odd bird along the way – of course he did. He made no secret of it, and there’s plenty who aren’t whiter than white in that regard. But I can honestly say I only saw Fred worse for wear through drink on a couple of occasions: not absolutely arseholed – just fresh. Yes, he liked a few beers in his younger days and had a few nights out as most players do, but his image was blown out of all proportion.’

In reality, Trueman couldn’t drink to save his life. It was the biggest myth that built around him. ‘Fred was a useless drinker,’ said former Yorkshire and England all-rounder Richard Hutton. ‘He couldn’t take alcohol in serious quantity. But folk always wanted to buy him a drink if he happened to be in the bar after a day’s play and, of course, he never said no, so you’d find all these pint pots lining up at his elbow that he was never touching and myself and the rest of the players would drink them instead. Fred was a talker – not a drinker. He’d talk all night given half the chance because he loved telling stories and was a great raconteur. Fred kept very late hours and burnt the candle at both ends, but he was up talking to all hours – not drinking.’

The impression Trueman drank for England – as well as played cricket for them – was furthered by his work on Indoor League. He presented the 1970s pub game show on Yorkshire Television with a pint in one hand and a pipe in the other. His widow Veronica recalled: ‘Fred used to say, “Why do people always offer me beer whenever we go out?” And I would say, “Well, Fred, you do spend half your life standing in front of a television camera with a foaming tankard in your hand mouthing the catchphrase ‘Ah’ll si’thee’, so of course people are going to think you drink beer.” Fred could never understand this. He also advertised Webster’s bitter on television and yet the irony was he was never a boozer. Fred liked the occasional gin and tonic or glass of red wine, but that was about it.’

Of the myriad stories that stuck to Trueman, one in particular drove him round the twist. During a dinner in honour of the 1952 Indian tourists, he was allegedly sitting at the top table when he purportedly nudged a high-ranking official in the ribs and demanded: ‘Pass the salt, Gunga Din’ – a derogatory term for an Indian. ‘That story has one fatal flaw in placing me at the top table because they would never have seated England’s most junior cap in such an exalted position,’ he wrote. ‘I did attend that dinner, but there was no incident, and I didn’t even hear the story myself until I came back from that unfortunate tour of the West Indies, which may be more than a coincidence.’

Of course, it was exactly the sort of thing you could imagine Trueman saying, which was the point. So constant and carefree were his stream of one-liners, no one believed him when he protested his innocence. The ‘Pass the salt, Gunga Din’ story was never corroborated and can be added to the sundry cases of mistaken identity that litter the annals of Trueman legend. A man associated with as many tales as Beatrix Potter was the subject of as many false sightings as the Loch Ness Monster – although not even ‘Nessie’ could claim to have been spotted in two places at once, as Trueman was on numerous occasions.

In 1963 he was hauled before the Yorkshire committee to account for his ‘bad language and disgusting behaviour’ at a Bristol hotel. The hotel management demanded an apology from the club – otherwise Trueman would never be allowed there again. Trueman listened patiently while the committee read out the charges before insisting he could not possibly have been guilty.

‘Have you any witnesses to that effect?’ enquired a committee member.

‘About 20,000,’ declared Trueman.

‘What the blazes do you mean?’ came the reply.

‘Well, when Yorkshire were staying in Bristol, I was playing for England against the West Indies at Lord’s, and if someone had only taken the trouble to check the fixture list, this pantomime could have been avoided.’

The Test was the one in which Brian Close was beaten black and blue by pace bowlers Wes Hall and Charlie Griffith before Colin Cowdrey helped England to a draw with his arm in plaster. Trueman took eleven wickets in one of his greatest performances. The hotel withdrew its complaint and apologised.

Another time, the manageress of a Worksop hotel complained to Yorkshire about Trueman’s ‘disgusting behaviour’. A few weeks later, Trueman passed the scene of his supposed misdemeanour, popped in and ordered a drink at the bar. He was served by the manageress and asked her if she knew who he was. The woman said she didn’t know. Trueman said he thought that odd; after all, she’d barred him from her hotel and complained to his employers. The barman, standing nearby, said, ‘Don’t you know who this is? This is Freddie Trueman.’ The woman was dumbstruck. Having made his point, Trueman stormed off, leaving his drink untouched. The story was verified by writer and broadcaster Mosey, with whom Trueman had been staying in a different hotel.

‘Apart from taking holy orders and entering a monastery, I could think of no effective way of stopping all this rubbish,’ wrote Trueman. ‘In fact, I did act like a monk on many occasions – avoiding crowds, even going my own way on tour with the Yorkshire and England teams.’ Platt says Trueman made a conscious effort to avoid the limelight at the height of his fame. ‘Fred used to say any publicity was good publicity, but he used to get pissed off with all those people who thought he was up partying to all hours. That was clearly impossible when you consider he was bowling over 1000 overs a season and hardly missed a game in twenty years. Quite often, if Yorkshire were playing away, Fred would go out on his own or he’d stay in his hotel room while the rest of the boys were having a drink. As he became more famous, he developed a wide circle of friends and acquaintances outside the game and would often go out with them or visit their homes.

‘I’ve been there when people he’d never met have come up to him in bars and said things like, “I see you’re out boozing again,” or some such rubbish, and I know there were times it got him down. Fred resented the way people seemed to think they had a divine right to say or do whatever they liked, whereas nowadays they wouldn’t be able to get near to someone like that because of all the agents, personal minders and God knows who else who protect celebrities. But there were no bodyguards or posh houses to escape to in Fred’s day. He couldn’t just hide in a country mansion.’

Trueman believed he was a public figure only during the hours of play and that his leisure time was private unless he chose otherwise. ‘You don’t get doctors taking pulses at cocktail parties,’ he would say. His stance was understandable, if palpably naïve, and at times he let his frustration get the better of him. Trueman complained people would jostle him in restaurants or bars in the hope of eliciting a response and that he would never dream of going up to the likes of footballer Stanley Matthews if he happened to see him in a restaurant, or the actress Elizabeth Taylor if he chanced to see her walking down the street.

Trueman also disliked the ‘chore’ of signing autographs and being hounded by those who not so much requested his signature as demanded it. Youngsters and adults were often sent packing with a brusque ‘bugger off’ or something stronger if they approached him in the wrong way, at the wrong time or in the wrong place – particularly if they assumed intimacy by addressing him as ‘Fred’ or ‘Freddie’ instead of ‘Mr Trueman’. Throughout his life, Trueman was a stickler for being addressed in what he considered the right and proper way, which basically meant ‘Fred’ or ‘Freddie’ to anyone who knew him or ‘Mr Trueman’ to those who did not. Anyone who called him ‘Trueman’ – as happened often during the class-conscious fifties – ran the risk of receiving the standard retort: ‘I have a dog at home which comes to my side when I call its name. I’m not anybody’s dog to beck and call by shouting “Trueman”.’ Only once did he relax his stance – during National Service.

‘The paradox of Fred Trueman was that the instinctive and charismatic entertainer on the field of play could be insecure and awkward off it,’ observed Michael Parkinson. ‘Sometimes he found it difficult to be a public figure, unable to understand that the blokey image he projected on the field might persuade his fans he was a laugh-a-minute in his private moments … What he developed was the ability George Best had (when sober) to be at the centre of attention and yet detached from it. Again, like Best, I suspect that for all he liked to be considered gregarious, Fred Trueman was, by nature, a loner.’

If Trueman struggled with the stresses of fame, he had reason to resent their effect on his private life. His first marriage to Enid Chapman, the strong-minded daughter of a former Mayor of Scarborough, was stormy at the best of times but rendered twice as tempestuous by the stories she’d heard of him living it up with some floozy or other. ‘I always remember someone claiming they’d seen Fred picking up this bird at Marks & Spencer in Scarborough and word getting back to Enid,’ said Geoffrey Boycott. ‘Now this sort of thing used to happen all the time and on this occasion Fred went spare. “How the f***ing hell could I have been in Scarborough?” he protested. “We were playing Northants down at their place. How the f***ing hell could I have got up to Scarborough before the store shut at half past five to take a bird out?” But people would say these things and it was because the stories sounded better with his name attached. It was just a part of his incredible legend.’



And yet the ‘Curse of the Truemans’ could also be a blessing …

Trueman’s image in part furnished a fame that stretched far beyond the confines of cricket, boosting his celebrity and bolstering his esteem. During the fifties and sixties it would have been difficult to find an English woman, let alone an English man, who did not recognise the distinctive mop of jet-black hair and well-chiselled features – manageresses of Worksop hotels excepted. Trueman was rarely out the newspapers and regularly appeared on television chat shows. He was the most talked-about figure in English cricket until Ian Botham and remains instantly recognisable by the syllable ‘Fred’. Trueman also profited from the stories about him – real or imagined. In later years, he undertook numerous speaking engagements and theatre tours before sell-out audiences, commanding in excess of £1000 a night. Trueman stories formed an integral part of after-dinner repertoires up and down the land, enhancing his reputation and embellishing his legend. As Gordon Ross observed in Cricket’s Great Characters: ‘After-dinner speakers from Wick to Plymouth regard a “Trueman” story as much a part of the evening as the Loyal Toast or white wine with the fish; their authenticity is immaterial. I have heard stories told about Trueman which I have known happened as far back as Harold Larwood – one was even attributed originally to Wilfred Rhodes, but still they keep coming as Truemanisms. This, surely, is the mirror of his popularity.’

Trueman’s image gave him a degree of positive notoriety. Many Yorkshiremen saw him as the sort of Yorkshireman they wanted to be: one who said what he bloody well liked and liked what he bloody well said. Trueman – a working-class man victimised but never vanquished by the establishment – symbolised a certain kind of Yorkshireness. As former Manchester Guardian cricket correspondent Neville Cardus observed: ‘Trueman through and through tells you he is a Yorkshireman. I cannot see him as, say, a member of the Kent eleven. He is honest and outspoken to the point of becoming an embarrassment. If he uses strong words now and then it is because ordinary language sometimes fails him. Freddie once bowled a university cricketer with a great ball which swung from leg to off. “That was an incredible ball,” said the overwhelmed batsman. “It was bloody incredible,” retorted Freddie, not liking understatement … If he exhibits himself, well, hasn’t he something to show of Yorkshire nature, Yorkshire independence, Yorkshire relish? In a single rush of blood to the head he has the power to win a match for Yorkshire or England in half an hour.’

Just as others were inclined to inflate his behaviour, so Trueman was guilty of fanning his legend. He basked in the kudos of his militant image and macho status on the county circuit. Trueman boasted of his sexual conquests in the company of team-mates – exploits that were invariably pure imagination – and liked to be considered a cricketing Don Juan. He then spent his retirement trying to distance himself from stories and situations he’d personally trumpeted. ‘We used to have a saying in the Yorkshire dressing room that you took everything Fred said and divided it by ten,’ laughed Platt. ‘He wasn’t averse to laying it on thick. Many was the time Fred would turn up before a day’s cricket and tell us he’d been shagging this bird or that bird and we’d say, “Look, f*** off, Fred, you wouldn’t be able to bowl if you were shagging like that.” He was rather prone to exaggeration of his bedroom activities. There were lots of times I used to say, “Fred, why don’t you deny some of the things that are said and written about you?” and his reply was always the same. “Why the f***ing hell should I? As long as I’m making brass out of it, let them say what they like.” Quite often, Fred would point to the example of George [Brian Statham, his England pace bowling partner] and say, “Now George is as clean as a bloody whistle and he doesn’t earn the spin-off brass I get.” You see, a lot of the time Fred encouraged the myths and stories because he recognised their commercial value. The trouble is, he only encouraged some of them – not all – and I suppose he wanted to have his cake and eat it.’

Trueman’s larger-than-life persona was compounded by improbable stories he told about himself. He recalled touring India for the Bengal Cricket Association’s silver jubilee celebrations and a torturous rail journey in which the train made an unscheduled stop in the middle of nowhere. Trueman claimed to have got off the train and asked the stationmaster for the whereabouts of a toilet – a request that left the stationmaster flushed with excitement. Trueman said he was led into a room where the stationmaster drew back a red velvet curtain to reveal a Victorian chamber pot on a plinth with ‘F.S. Trueman’ painted on it. When friends challenged him how the toilet came to be there, what became of it, how it was known he would pass by and, just as importantly, be in need of a pee, Trueman replied: ‘How could I possibly have made it up?’

In 2002, Trueman purported to have been involved in a similarly implausible incident at a sportsmen’s dinner. ‘I was signing autographs when someone told me that in the fifties his father ran a pub across the road from Bramall Lane. “My father told me that as soon as the lunch interval came in a game, you’d run across the road and into his pub,” said the diner. “You’d spend the lunch interval downing eight pints. And when you went back to play in the afternoon, my dad had to ensure you had a constant supply of pints. You used to mark your run-up with the pint glass and take a drink from it before every delivery.”

“‘I’ve never heard such a load of bloody rubbish in my life,” I told the diner, much to his astonishment. “For heaven’s sake, I was a professional sportsman who played cricket at international level.”

‘The diner looked somewhat disappointed. “So, it isn’t true, then?”

“‘Of course it’s not true!” I told him.

‘I signed for this chap and asked for the next autograph hunter in the queue to come forward. “I heard what tha telt that bloke,” said diner number two. “I knows all that about you ’n’ that pub were rubbish.”

‘“Thank you,” I said as I signed his menu.

‘“I knows it were rubbish,” diner two continued, “‘cos I know you used t’spend t’lunch interval having three women on t’go in different rooms in t’pavilion!”’

In telling that story, which seems utterly far-fetched, Trueman blurred the line between fact and fiction, which is exactly what he accused others of doing.



The most infamous story attached to his name was a classic example of image control – not to mention a graphic illustration of what Platt calls ‘the odd bird along the way’. In July 1962, Trueman was sent home from Taunton by Yorkshire captain Vic Wilson in the greatest controversy of his county career. Trueman reported late for duty at 11 a.m. on the opening day – half an hour before start of play – after oversleeping at the team hotel. The previous day he’d captained the Players in the last ever Gentlemen versus Players fixture at Lord’s and did not set off for the West Country until early evening along with Yorkshire team-mates Philip Sharpe and Don Wilson. Trueman claimed to have overslept because the trio didn’t arrive in Taunton until 2.30 a.m. as the route west was choked with holidaymakers and because he’d accidentally taken a wrong turning to Exeter. This is not Don Wilson’s recollection, who remembers a different reason for Trueman’s tiredness. ‘We travelled over from London in Fred’s Bentley, and the hotel had Fred and I down to share a room. His marriage to Enid had completely broken down and he had this bird with him – I think she was something out the D’Oyly Carte opera company. Fred said, “Wilse, it’s comfortable in this Bentley of mine, so why don’t you sleep in my car and me and the bird will take the double room.”

‘In the morning, I tried to wake Fred but there was this “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door and I couldn’t rouse him. I shouted, “Fred, we’ve got to get to the f***ing ground else we’re in trouble,” but he didn’t hear me. I went to the ground and Vic Wilson said, “Where’s Fred?”

‘I replied, “I think he’s slept in. He was captaining the Gents–Players yesterday and I think he’s tired out.”

‘Vic said, “I know he’s not tired out. I know he’s got a bird with him.” And all hell broke loose. Eventually, Fred turned up at the ground with this bird in tow, and Vic sent him home. But Fred further disobeyed Vic because he didn’t leave the ground. There were pressmen everywhere and it was a right old situation.’

Instead of heeding Wilson’s command, Trueman sought out Don Mosey, who was covering the match for the Daily Mail. He proceeded to pour out his heart for a full six hours, complaining he’d been badly treated after bowling more than 600 overs since the start of the season. Mosey listened, sympathised and even spared Trueman further embarrassment by keeping him away from the dressing room where, at various points, he threatened further showdowns with ‘that bastard Wilson’.

When Trueman appeared before a Yorkshire committee comprising club president Sir William Worsley, cricket chairman Brian Sellers and club secretary John Nash, they supported Wilson’s decision to send him home but sympathised with Trueman, who claimed he’d gone to the wrong room and not received a wake-up call. To Trueman’s delight, the committee – apparently unaware of the full story – agreed to pay his travel expenses, gave him ten bob for his lunch en route and even paid his match fee. ‘I left that disciplinary committee meeting very pleased with the fact I had been vindicated, and not a little satisfied that I had stuffed someone who seemingly had been out to get me,’ he wrote. ‘The press made a real meal of the incident and publicity like that was exactly what I wanted to avoid in my benefit year. I was so livid I very nearly quit Yorkshire for another county.’

Shortly before he died, Vic Wilson gave his version of events. ‘I’d warned Fred about his time-keeping on several occasions and only the previous Saturday we were playing at Sheffield and he’d arrived late then. He said he’d been up all night because his daughter had toothache. All the other players had to toe the line to be there on time, and Brian Sellers had instilled in me that players had to be there at 10.30 a.m. – not 10.31 a.m., and certainly not 11 a.m. Fred overstepped the mark on several occasions before the inevitable happened. You can’t have one rule for the rich and one for the poor. Fred broke the rules and so had to pay the price.’

Although the consensus among the Yorkshire players was that Wilson acted fairly, Trueman never forgave him. He refused to contribute to Wilson’s retirement present at the end of the season, telling anyone who cared to listen: ‘What? Give money to that bastard who sent me home from Taunton? Not bloody likely.’ In the end, Ronnie Burnet – Wilson’s successor as captain – diplomatically persuaded Enid Trueman to contribute to the retirement fund: a laughable irony.



Trueman’s life became an endless merry-go-round of anecdotes and one-liners. It would be possible to produce an entire volume of Trueman stories – followed by a sequel. As John Arlott put it, ‘Many of the stories about Fred Trueman are apocryphal; many are not; but even those referring to situations that never existed are ingredients of him, for he is partly a myth – indeed, he accepted a place in mythology with some eagerness. His life is recorded in gossip as well as in Wisden.’

One story encapsulates the Trueman saga. In 1968, while playing a charity match in India, Trueman was sitting in the lounge of a Bombay hotel when the Australian batsman Norman O’Neill whispered, ‘Fred, I do believe those two Indians at the next table are talking about you.’

Trueman’s reply was instant and matter-of-fact. ‘Aye, they talk about me all over t’world, Norm, lad.’
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Shadow of the Pit

There is something profoundly affecting about Fred Trueman’s birthplace. Its location in South Yorkshire is remote and depressing, reflecting a man who rose up from nothing. The skyline is dominated by Maltby Main Colliery, one of few pits to survive the Thatcherite purge, and the surrounding countryside is stark and sombre, as though fashioned in keeping with the forbidding coal works. To stand in this area and breathe in its ambience is to contemplate Trueman in the environment that shaped him. The earthy setting is raw and unvarnished, as if the character was formed in that desolate soil.

The birthplace, technically, no longer exists, for bulldozers demolished 5 Scotch Springs. One of twelve miners’ cottages next to the pit yard, it was buried beneath landfill in the 1970s when Maltby tip pressed up on its doorstep. There is no trace now of these isolated houses, just a slurry pit near to the mounds of landfill. The scene is filled with a hopeless air and impossible to equate with the origins of greatness. ‘When you think of where Fred came from to where he reached, it brings a tear to the eye,’ said Bob Platt. ‘Fred didn’t just hail from a humble background. He hailed from practically nothing. He might have been hewn from the rock of that South Yorkshire countryside.’

What was once Scotch Springs is now unmarked wasteland off the appositely named Scotch Spring Lane. Motorists pass by oblivious to its significance as they head up towards Stainton village, about half a mile north-west, or down towards the A60, which runs into north Nottinghamshire. The location is roughly eight miles south of Doncaster and eight miles east of Rotherham, and had Trueman been born approximately four miles further south – not the 300 yards of popular myth – he would have been a Nottinghamshire citizen and never been able to represent Yorkshire. So lost to the landscape is Scotch Springs that Ron Buck, a childhood friend, was invaluable in identifying where it stood. A former coal face worker at Maltby Main, Buck’s voice shook with pride and emotion as he surveyed once more the scenes of their boyhood. ‘That was where Fred came from – that,’ Buck trembled, jabbing an index finger in the direction of the wasteland. ‘People don’t realise what a climb it was, how far he came in life, as well as in cricket.’

Fred Trueman was born on 6 February 1931. Legend has it the momentous event took place in the outside toilet backing on to the pit yard as Trueman sprang an appropriately fast surprise on his mother, Ethel. In a scene that might have been borrowed from a Hollywood movie, Trueman’s father, Alan, known as Dick Trueman, braved a snowstorm and sub-zero temperatures to dash to Stainton to fetch the doctor. By the time he returned, Ethel was cradling the fourth of their seven children – a brother for Stella (aged seven), Phyllis (three) and Arthur (two). The baby weighed an improbable 14lb 1oz and was delivered by his grandmother, Elizabeth Stimpson, in whose honour the boy was christened Frederick Sewards – the latter her maiden name. According to Flo Halifax, one of Fred’s three sisters, the new addition was too big for his cot. ‘Mum and Dad had to keep Freddie in a drawer pulled out from the sideboard because they couldn’t afford a bigger cot. But it didn’t seem to bother Freddie – Mum always said he was a well-behaved baby and didn’t cry very much.’

Although the Truemans lived in the countryside, the shadow of the pit loomed over Scotch Springs. From their modest property about a mile from the tip, the whaleback of the mine was clearly visible. To the right of the house sat clusters of slag heaps, while black water swirled in filthy slurry pits. The area was strewn with debris from the tip and even the trees were coated in smuts. Ron Buck, a regular visitor, remembers well the grim conditions. ‘I used to walk to Fred’s house through a tunnel that took you right under the tip and brought you out at Scotch Springs, and the sights and sounds of the colliery were all around. At Fred’s place, you’d hear buzzers sounding the miners’ shifts, wagons bumping along in the coal yard, that sort of thing, and there was no escaping the hustle and bustle. There was a railway line just along from where the Truemans lived, where all the coal was loaded on trains, and there were times you wondered how Fred and his family got any sleep, such was all the activity in the area. It must have been very hard for the family to cope.’

The colliery-owned property was impossibly cramped. There were three tiny bedrooms: the boys occupied one, the girls another, the parents another, while the grandmother slept in the living room. By the time Fred Trueman was six, Flo and John had arrived to lift the head count to nine. The family also kept a dog, although there was barely enough room to swing a cat. ‘They were packed in like sardines,’ said one Maltby resident. ‘And there wasn’t what you’d call much etiquette in the house. There were very poor circumstances inside the home and I felt extremely sorry for the family. Scotch Springs was cut-off and incredibly bleak.’

According to another Maltby resident, the family was perceived in unflattering terms. ‘I think some folk in Maltby perhaps looked down on them in those days. They were a bit grubby in appearance and rough around the edges, and Fred was different to the other kids at school; scruffy is putting it mildly. They were gypsies really – albeit stationary ones. Fred’s mother had a strong gypsy air and was very much like those gypsies who came round your house peddling their pegs and bits and pieces and telling your fortune and so on. Fred’s mother didn’t do any of that to my knowledge, but she was of the same swarthy appearance.’

David Frith, the cricket writer and historian, says John Arlott told him Trueman’s mother ‘was a gypsy – or probably a gypsy’ – something Arlott did not refer to in his biography of Trueman, Fred: Portrait of a Fast Bowler, published in 1971, which devoted only a few paragraphs to the family history/background. ‘That’s how John described her to me, but he’d never have written it,’ said Frith, one of the writer and broadcaster’s closest friends. ‘With John, the real stories were away from the microphone, away from the typewriter.’ Fred’s widow Veronica says she’s long suspected a gypsy link. ‘I remember one night Fred was going back down memory lane and he was talking about when the fair used to come up to Maltby and how his grandmother, Elizabeth Stimpson, used to make dresses for the gypsies. Now that struck me as very interesting because gypsies tend to deal with their own; it’s a bit of a closed shop. It makes you wonder why Fred’s grandmother was making clothes for the gypsies when they came to the fair, and whether the family perhaps had gypsy connections. Fred didn’t say any more about it and I kept my opinions to myself, but it’s possible there was some sort of relationship there.’

Nothing in the grandmother’s roots is suggestive of gypsies. Elizabeth Stimpson was born in Islington, London, the daughter of a railway platelayer from Boston, Lincolnshire, and married Arthur Stimpson, a colliery platelayer. Maltby residents recall her as ‘a lady’ – friendly, petite, and with long plaited hair. They say she was rarely seen without a hat and that she made dresses for a variety of families and friends. The consensus in Maltby is that Elizabeth Stimpson neither looked nor dressed like a gypsy and that it was Trueman’s mother who had the gypsy appearance. ‘Fred’s mother was a total show girl,’ added Veronica. ‘It was in her veins; it was natural. It was where Fred got it from really. He was the male version of his mother. I never met Fred’s father, but Fred always said he was a very slight man – only about five foot six with an angular face and wiry build. His mother was several inches taller and physically more powerful. His parents were different in terms of appearance.’

The lineage on Dick Trueman’s side is unremarkable, although there is a strong connection with horses and an outdoor lifestyle. Dick Trueman was a steeplechase and point-to-point jockey in his early teens, riding in the colours of Earl Fitzwilliam at Wentworth Woodhouse, a country house near Wentworth in South Yorkshire. When his weight counted against him, Dick Trueman went into mining and worked at Maltby Main Colliery for over forty years. Although he kept his hand in with horses as a part-time groom for a local racehorse owner named Captain Adcock, Trueman senior spent most of his life at the coal face. Dick Trueman’s father, Albert, was a horse dealer and cattle breaker who shipped horses to the Western Front on behalf of the army during the First World War, while his grandfather, Thomas, was a gardener. His great-grandfather, also Thomas, was a gamekeeper. There is nothing to indicate any branch of the family moved around, with Dick Trueman’s relations firmly rooted in Lincolnshire and South Yorkshire.

Fred Trueman’s siblings refute the idea of a gypsy link. ‘I suppose some people in Maltby might have thought we were gypsies because we had fairly dark complexions and because Dad had connections with horses in his younger days,’ said Flo. ‘But we were a poor family – not a gypsy one. Personally, I think people will always say things about famous families and famous people and put two and two together and make five.’

In 1993, Fred Trueman claimed his mother was Jewish. He said she was adopted at birth and that her natural mother was the daughter of a Jewish couple named Bennett who’d lived in Leeds. Trueman said his grandmother worked as a dressmaker for the Bennetts in the early 1900s and that she adopted Ethel because the family wanted to avoid a scandal. He said his mother revealed the secret shortly before her death in 1992, saying he and his siblings had a right to know. However, records show the Bennetts were an unremarkable family from Winterton, North Lincolnshire. There were no Jewish connections in their family line. Trueman even purported to have aristocratic blood, claiming Lord Scales of Rawmarsh was his great-grandfather. But there was no such person as Lord Scales of Rawmarsh, suggesting a desire to invent stories and inhabit a fantasy world that was possibly something of a family trait.



Although the Truemans faced significant hardship beside Maltby pit, they were not as poor as some British families. Unemployment was rife in the 1930s, with street corners littered with jobless men. When Fred Trueman was two, unemployment soared to 2.5 million – some twenty-five per cent of the workforce – and queuing at soup kitchens was a way of life. Northern England bore the brunt of the depression, with coal, steel and shipbuilding heavily hit. The Truemans scraped by on the thirty-seven shillings Dick Trueman earned each week at the pit and were, to some extent, self-sufficient. Trueman senior kept first one, then two, and eventually four allotments on which he reared hens, cockerels and pigs, while Captain Adcock allowed him to shoot across his land and bag ‘luxuries’ such as pheasant and quail. The family income was supported by seasonal pea-picking and potato-lifting in which the young Fred played an active part. The Truemans received the miner’s allowance of free coal and even had electricity, which the colliery installed at a time when most local homes still ran on gas.

Life, however, was a perpetual struggle for Fred Trueman’s parents. While Ethel looked after the children, working so hard the young Fred felt sorry for her, Dick toiled in the bowels of the earth to put bread on the table and heat in the hearth. Most mornings he rose at four o’clock before swapping the darkness of night for the darkness underground. Day after day he worked the cramped, narrow tunnels, chipping away at the coal seams in suffocating heat before shovelling up the dirt in readiness for mining. Danger was a constant companion and twice Dick Trueman was lucky to survive. In 1923, he avoided the Maltby Pit Disaster in extraordinary circumstances when Elizabeth Stimpson begged him not to go to work as she’d dreamt that something terrible would happen. Later that day, a huge underground explosion killed twenty-seven men.

The second incident took place in 1948 when Dick Trueman suffered a serious accident. ‘They used to have family stalls at the pit,’ said Flo. ‘There’d be a Smith stall, a Trueman stall, that sort of thing, and on this particular day a wagon broke free and Dad couldn’t shout to my cousin, Tony, to get out the way in time, so Dad ran and pushed him and the wagon crushed Dad. Dad managed to save Tony, but the wagon crushed Dad’s left arm and he could have been killed. Dad had to have a steel girder in his arm and was off work several months. After that, he used to have a little purse with a piece of string attached to it that Grandma made because he couldn’t fit his hand into his pocket properly.

‘We used to have school dinners in those days, which were fivepence a time, and when the teachers heard Dad had had this accident they said we were entitled to free dinners. Anyway, when Dad found out he went ballistic. “I don’t accept charity off nobody,” he said, and told us to go back and tell the teachers we weren’t to have these free dinners, even though he’d only got a pittance in compensation from the colliery. But the teachers insisted – and it knocked Dad for six. As soon as he was able to go back to work, the first thing he did was write out a note saying his children would be coming home for their dinner from now on.’

The accident ended Dick Trueman’s career on the coal face and he became a training officer for recruits. When he retired on his sixty-fifth birthday, he burnt his pit clothes in the back garden, at the same time vowing none of his sons would follow him down the mine. It saddened him deeply when Arthur, too, became a coal face worker.

Fred Trueman saw fleeting service at Maltby Main. After leaving school at fourteen he worked for several months as a haulage hand, pulling tubs of coal. He returned to the pit in the winter of 1948–49 after Yorkshire asked him to find a job in a reserved occupation to avoid National Service. Trueman worked in the tally office, issuing miners with tickets that kept a check of how many men were underground. He went back to the tally office in the winter of 1950–51 to supplement his income as an uncapped player. Despite his oft-repeated insistence he never worked down the pit, Trueman never missed a chance to seek out his father and help shovel coal while Dick Trueman – then in his fifties – took a well-earned breather.



Fred Trueman always maintained his father was forced out of the horse trade and into mining by the economic slump of the 1930s. But records show Dick Trueman went underground in 1911 – the year Maltby pit officially opened. He stayed there six years before joining the York and Lancaster Regiment of the British Army. Dick Trueman’s war service has never been publicised and there was only a forty per cent chance of obtaining his official service record from the National Archives. More than half the seven million records of those who served in the Army during the Great War were destroyed when German bombers hit London in 1940, but Dick Trueman’s is preserved in the Burnt Document series. Although riddled with scorch marks and illegible in places, it shows he served at home from March to August 1917 before receiving his solitary overseas posting to France/Belgium. Dick Trueman arrived on the Continent on 23 August and returned home on 30 October after suffering a gunshot wound to his left shoulder while serving with the 1/5 (Territorial) Battalion. During his sixty-eight days on mainland Europe, 41056 Private Trueman was embroiled in one of history’s most sickening battles.

The Battle of Passchendaele – the Third Battle of Ypres, or simply Third Ypres – was an umbrella term for a series of operations that took place between July and November 1917. The struggle for control of the village of Passchendaele, near the town of Ypres in west Flanders, formed part of the Allied campaign to drive a hole through German lines, advance to the Belgian coast and recapture German submarine bases. Although Canadian forces eventually captured Passchendaele, the campaign was an operational disaster for the Allies, who advanced just five miles in a little over three months and lost thousands of men. Casualty figures remain contentious but most experts put the death toll in excess of 600,000, with most of those being British servicemen – including former Kent and England left-arm spin bowler Colin Blythe. The British campaign – spearheaded by Field Marshal Douglas Haig – began with a massive bombardment that failed to soften German defences and destroyed the drainage system of the low-lying land. With Flanders hit by some of the heaviest rains to fall in Europe during the twentieth century, the terrain degenerated into an impassable quagmire of mud. In a desperate attempt to gain freedom of movement, Allied soldiers laid duckboards across the swamps – wooden ladders designed to act as walkways. But they were precarious and slippery and if a soldier lost his footing, or came under attack, he ran a serious risk of falling off and disappearing slowly – limb by limb – into the stinking mud. These horrendous scenes – witnessed by Dick Trueman – were captured by Siegfried Sassoon in ‘Memorial Tablet’:


I died in Hell – (They called it Passchendaele).

My wound was slight,

And I was hobbling back; and then a shell

Burst slick upon the duckboards: so I fell

Into the bottomless mud, and lost the light.



Another who conveyed the misery of Passchendaele was English war artist Paul Nash. ‘I have seen the most frightful nightmare of a country more conceived by Dante or Poe than by nature … Sunset and sunrise are blasphemous, they are mockeries to man, only the black rain out of the bruised and swollen clouds all through the bitter black of night is fit atmosphere in such a land. The rain drives on, the stinking mud becomes more evilly yellow, the shell holes fill up with green-white water, the roads and tracks are covered in inches of slime, the black dying trees ooze sweat and the shells never cease. They alone plunge overhead, tearing away the rotting tree stumps, breaking the plank roads, striking down horses and mules, annihilating, maiming, maddening, they plunge into the grave which is this land; one huge grave, and cast up upon it the poor dead. It is unspeakable, godless, hopeless.’

Dick Trueman’s service record reveals nothing of his battalion’s activities during the Passchendaele operations or how he came to be wounded – only that he was injured on 22 October 1917. But the battalion’s war diary for that month survives. It shows he fought at the Battle of Poelcappelle, which occurred three days before the First Battle of Passchendaele and was a disaster for the Allies, who made only minor advances and lost 13,000 men. The battle took place on 9 October 1917 and the diary entry makes desperate reading:


The march up to the assembly position was rendered extremely difficult and exhausting owing to the state of the ground. Very wet weather for a week previous had produced mud of great depth, whilst the whole area of operations consisted of shell holes, mostly containing two or three feet of water … At Zero hour (5.20 a.m.), the battalion moved forward to the attack, the men keeping very close up to the barrage. In crossing the Ravenbeek, where the mud was anything up to waist-deep, the barrage was lost for a time, but it was caught up again later. Hostile pillboxes were encountered and captured near Fleet Cottage, a machine gun captured in one of them being used effectively against the enemy. In the advance from the Ravenbeek up the slope towards Meetcheele, the battalion came under heavy artillery fire from the Comines group of hostile artillery and was also exposed to cross fire from machine guns in Wolf Copse on the left and Snipe Hall on the right.



The diary matter-of-factly records the casualties:



	
	Killed
	Wounded
	Wounded & Missing
	Missing
	Missing Believed Killed



	Officers
	  6
	    1
	2
	  –
	1



	Other ranks
	58
	249
	2
	49
	–




The failure of Poelcappelle was not communicated to British commanders, with the result that the next attack – the First Battle of Passchendaele – was poorly planned. When Dick Trueman was wounded on 22 October, 1/5 (Territorial) Battalion was back on the front line at nearby Zonnebeke, the only clue what happened coming from a brief entry in the war diary:


A line of posts was established 200 yards in front of our front line, and a trench to join these was taped out by the company commandos. This trench, which was to serve as a ‘jumping off’ place for the Canadians, was dug the same night our line heavily bombarded.



After returning to Britain, Dick Trueman served at home until war ended in November 1918. He was placed on the reserve list before being discharged in March 1919 as ‘surplus to military requirements as a result of wounds received in action’. He went back to Maltby pit and kept much of his war service hidden from his family. Fred’s brother John remembered: ‘All he said to me was, “It’s a war I want to forget, son. A generation of youth died unnecessarily. We had bad generals who were sat back, drinking whisky and giving orders. There were men going over the top getting killed every day. There were men being shot as cowards.”

‘He said they weren’t cowards, and I can understand how he felt. When those heavy guns were going, and when a soldier gets shell-shocked, his mind’s gone and he doesn’t know what he’s doing. To be lined up against a wall and shot for that, my father hated that. He never bought a poppy after the war because he was disgusted at the way those lads had been treated. Dad said none of them should have been shot – not one. Can you imagine the hell they lived in? It’s like my dad said, in the trenches, what could you do? There were dead bodies and rats running all over the place because you couldn’t bury the lads. There were men blown to pieces, arms missing, heads blown off, legs lying everywhere. The stench of death was all around and the soldiers were living in infested rat-holes.’

As to his father’s injury, John added: ‘My father said that after he’d been shot, another German soldier was about to bayonet him when one of his friends stepped in and killed the German. The bullet stayed in my father’s shoulder until 1938, the year I was born, and despite the awful circumstances surrounding the injury there was a funny story regarding its removal. Dad had to have a skin graft and the skin came off a lady’s bottom. He used to joke there’s not many men who can look over their shoulder and say they can see a lady’s bum.’

Fred Trueman and his siblings held their father in high esteem. ‘He fought in one of the worst wars that’s ever been fought and then he worked down that black hole for the rest of his life,’ said John. ‘To look at him, you wouldn’t have believed it possible because he was only a tiny fellow – nowhere near as strong and powerful as Fred. But he had a massive heart and incredible bravery, and I never once heard him moan or complain.’ Dick Trueman belonged to the stiff-upper-lip generation – a generation that simply accepted its lot. In stark contrast to Fred Trueman, who was highly sensitive and sentimental, he rarely showed his emotions and kept them to himself. Even when Fred Trueman rose to great heights as a cricketer, his father never basked in his son’s achievements and was more likely to talk them down than up. In many ways he was a stereotypical Yorkshireman: a man who dispensed praise as frequently as a stereotypical Scotsman dispenses loose change.

Walter Smith, a former teacher at Trueman’s secondary school in Maltby, recalls an incident that encapsulated Dick Trueman’s character. ‘Yorkshire were playing at Bramall Lane and Fred took an absolutely blinding catch – the sort you’d see once in a blue moon. Dick Trueman was sitting in the pavilion and, as I walked past, I said, “Well, that was an absolutely brilliant catch, wasn’t it.” Dick looked at me and said, “Brilliant? It was straight down his bloody throat.” He completely made light of a brilliant catch. Dick was a very bluff Yorkshireman, the type who didn’t call a spade a shovel. He was a typical miner, a rough diamond, and Fred was exactly like him in that regard.’

Flo said there were never any sides to her father; what you saw was what you got. ‘There were never any airs and graces with Dad. He didn’t try and pretend to be something he wasn’t. The only time he had his teeth in and his trilby on was when he went to a cricket match. Otherwise, he’d keep his teeth in a glass in the bathroom and Mum would say, “They’ll stop there until there’s another match at the Lane or at Chesterfield.” But in many ways he was a Victorian man – very protective of his children and a stickler for discipline. He’d only let you go so far, and then when you saw the pipe start to go in his mouth, you knew you daren’t go no further. But his discipline was verbal, not physical. He only smacked us once, and it hurt him more than it did us.’

Despite his taciturn nature, Dick Trueman possessed a dry sense of humour. He shared his son’s fondness for quick repartee and never let mickey-takers have the last laugh. Once, when Fred Trueman experienced a poor run of form, Dick Trueman was ribbed by his mining colleagues. ‘Tha didn’t tell us tha lad had turned slow bowler,’ joked one. ‘Aye, we thought lad were fast bowler,’ chuckled another. But Dick’s retort stopped them dead in their tracks. ‘Did tha notice Queen t’other day when teams were presented at Lord’s? Queen spoke to our Fred, moved on and came back. I’ll tell tha what she said. She said, “I forgot to ask tha – how’s tha father?”’

Dick Trueman provided an early audience for Fred Trueman’s jokes. The technique that evolved into a polished after-dinner routine first materialised in the family home, where the young Trueman displayed a penchant for story-telling. ‘When Freddie got a bit older he used to tell Dad these jokes and to start off with Dad would be all stern-faced,’ said Flo. ‘Then you’d suddenly see the pipe start to twitch in Dad’s mouth as Freddie told his stories and Freddie would say, “Go on, Dad, let it go”, and although Dad tried his utmost not to smile, he always did. Other times, Freddie would come home and say, “I’ve got a right tale to tell you today, Dad”, and Dad would say, “I don’t want to hear it, son. I don’t want to hear it.” We’d be in the other room and after Freddie had told his tale we’d invariably hear Dad say, “Now I don’t want to hear you telling your mother and sisters this”, and Dad would be chuckling away to himself. But it was too late – Freddie had already tried it out on us.’

Flo said they could not have wished for better parents. ‘They gave up everything for us. We came first in every respect – even though they’d nothing to give except their love. We used to say to them, “When we’re working, we’ll pay you back”, and the reply was always the same – “We don’t want paying back. We had you because we wanted you – not for what we could make out of you.” Even when Freddie offered to buy them a bungalow when he got established, they wouldn’t accept it. Dad said, “Son, you’re not buying me or your mum anything. The money you’ve earned from cricket is yours and I don’t want to hear no more on the subject.” Freddie was very close to them and could confide in them about anything.’

Dick Trueman initiated his son’s interest in cricket. The father of one of the world’s fastest bowlers was himself a left-arm spin bowler for Stainton village, serving as captain for a number of years and doubling up as a useful batsman. Dick Trueman learned the game from his own father, who’d been good enough to receive an offer to play for Yorkshire in the 1880s. But he turned it down because he earned more in one day selling horses than Yorkshire were prepared to pay for a week. Encouraged by his father, Fred Trueman took up bowling at the age of four. He practised against a dustbin lid propped up by two bricks in a narrow lane at the back of Scotch Springs. Trueman spent many carefree hours pretending to be Harold Larwood or Bill Voce while his friends imagined themselves to be Len Hutton or Maurice Leyland. The youngsters played from dawn until dusk, improvising with a wooden pit prop as a bat – half-inched from the pit yard – and a tennis ball.

‘Quite a few of us played cricket, boys and girls, and if Freddie was bowling we were always out quickly,’ said Flo. ‘He bowled as fast at his sisters as he did at anyone else and we’d be in tears because we never got a chance to bat properly. We’d ask Dad to tell Freddie not to bowl as fast at us but it didn’t do any good. Freddie was just so stubborn. He said that if the girls wanted to play they had to accept the same conditions as the boys. Even from a very young age he always wanted to win, and if he didn’t, he’d go away and try to work out where he’d gone wrong.’

Trueman played cricket at the village school in Stainton, bowling at three chalk marks on the playground wall. One day he overheard his favourite teacher, Miss Nelson, reprimand a senior boy for his lacklustre attitude during a school match. ‘Go and watch young Freddie Trueman playing cricket if you want to know what the right attitude and determination are all about,’ she told him. It was the first time he’d been complimented on his cricketing ability.

The young boy accompanied his father to Stainton’s games, bowling to the men as they waited to bat. Once, Stainton found themselves a man short and the eight-year-old was pressed into action. When he walked out to bat, the opposing captain instructed his bowler, ‘Take it easy – he’s only a young boy.’ Dick Trueman overheard and demanded, ‘Tha’ll bowl proper – or don’t bother.’

Fred Trueman’s fondest memory of playing for Stainton was when his father reached a hundred while he was batting at the other end. Typically, Dick Trueman didn’t punch the air or high-five his son but simply settled over his bat to face the next ball. Dick Trueman gave up playing after his accident at the coal face and swapped his flannels for an umpire’s coat. He was said to have been a scrupulous official.



Despite his family’s impoverished circumstances, Trueman enjoyed a happy childhood. He spent much of his time in Stainton village, where the countryside contrasted with the grime of Scotch Springs and fostered a lifelong love of nature. Trueman went bird-nesting with friends and enjoyed jotting down registrations of passing cars. On rare occasions he was home, he liked nothing better than to prop his leg over an armchair and read the Dandy and Beano. Along with his parents, brothers and sisters, Trueman attended Stainton parish church three times each Sunday – an obligation rendered less onerous by the fact the sermons of Archdeacon Folliott Sandford rarely lasted more than ten minutes. Trueman sang in the choir as the venerable archdeacon – always one bar ahead of the congregation – played the organ in slipshod fashion. The highlight of Trueman’s year – and the closest he got to a holiday – was the annual Sunday school outing to Cleethorpes or Skegness. He remembered it felt ‘like travelling to the other side of the world’.

One of Trueman’s fondest childhood memories was of his father returning home with a wireless. Before that, the family’s only contact with the outside world had been through a crystal set and the Yorkshire Post. Trueman recalled hearing on the wireless Len Hutton’s world record Test score of 364 against Australia at the Oval in 1938. Never for one minute did he imagine Hutton would become his captain and team-mate.

Trueman had less happy recollections of the Second World War, when he watched frequent bombings of Sheffield from the sanctuary of Scotch Springs. Once, a Nazi bomber was shot down over the city and crash-landed a few miles from the house, becoming an instant magnet to Trueman and companions. He also accompanied his father to meetings of the local Home Guard, where volunteers discussed how they would combat the Nazis if they landed in the area. As it turned out, Stainton and Maltby got off lightly as the Germans decided they had bigger fish to fry.



The greatest danger to Trueman’s young life came not from the Luftwaffe but German measles. No sooner had he recovered from that episode than he almost hanged himself trying to pinch apples from a farmer’s field. Trueman was halfway up a tree when he slipped and a branch tore through the back of his shirt, jerking the collar tight against his windpipe. His friends pulled him down and when he woke up later in his mother’s arms, he said he’d been talking to Jesus – suggesting it had been a close-run thing. Trueman had another accident up a tree shortly afterwards when he grabbed hold of a rope and pretended to be Tarzan. It was the era of the Johnny Weissmuller films and the rope snapped under the weight of Tarzan Trueman, who plunged into a brook in his Sunday best.

The Truemans left Scotch Springs in 1942 and moved to Maltby in an effort to make life easier for Ethel. ‘Nineteen forty-two was a very bad winter and one day Mum got stuck in the snow on her way back from Maltby,’ recalled Flo. ‘She was stranded on a hill that went down towards the pit yard and was pregnant at the time with my youngest brother, Dennis. Dad was very concerned and had to go looking for her. Afterwards, he said, “We can’t have this, Ethel. We’ve got a seventh child on the way, the others are growing up fast and need more space, and you’re having to walk two miles just to fetch a loaf of bread. I’m going to apply to the colliery for a bigger house.”’

The Truemans lived at 10 Tennyson Road – part of a concentrated group of miners’ homes. Convenient for the colliery and shops, it was near the Grand Cinema, where Ethel Trueman was a regular visitor. ‘Mum loved the pictures,’ said Flo. ‘She saw all the big films that came to Maltby. In fact, she liked entertainment of all descriptions. We used to have a battered old piano at home and we’d sit around it during the winter while Mum played tunes. None of us could sing, but we could all make a noise; that’s how we entertained ourselves.’ Placid and fun loving, Ethel was spry and sprightly for her size. ‘There used to be a sports day in Maltby and, when Mum was fifty, someone dared her to run the 100 metres,’ added Flo. ‘She accepted the challenge and ran against the young crop and left them all standing. Not only that, but she ran in her bare feet. She was very athletic, was Mum.’

Although the new house was better for Ethel and an improvement on Scotch Springs, it was hardly palatial. There was nothing glamorous about life at Tennyson Road. ‘It wasn’t as cramped as Scotch Springs but it would still be me, Fred and Arthur in one bed and the girls in another,’ said John Trueman. ‘Dennis was the only one who had any privacy – and that’s because he slept in a cot. But I don’t think Fred was ever that fond of Maltby. He preferred the countryside round about Stainton.’ Flo’s abiding recollection of Tennyson Road is that the toilets didn’t work. ‘The flaming chains were always on the blink. If you were in the toilet and they went to theirs next door, and they flushed their chain first, you got showered. It used to come through the cistern and the water dropped all over you. Old Mrs Martin next door would shout through the wall, “Ethel, we’re using the toilet,” so we knew not to use ours when they used theirs.’

Fred Trueman practised his bowling against Mrs Martin’s outside wall – the end wall on the street. Games took place most evenings and Mrs Martin’s patience was sorely tested. ‘She used to come round our house and say, “Oh, Ethel, they’re at it again – bang, bang, bang against the wall,”’ said Flo. ‘I think she got fed up with Freddie and his friends.’ Terry Hunt, who also lived on Tennyson Road, recalled: ‘A good number of us used to play and we’d be out there in all weathers. Fred was fast, but he wasn’t very accurate. He could be quite erratic, but he frightened us to death. No matter who he was playing against, he always wanted to knock their block off.’

When not playing cricket and practising his bowling, Trueman got up to his share of mischief. Hunt recalls an occasion they got in trouble with the local police. Don Mosey mentioned the incident in his biography of Trueman, Fred: Then and Now, published in 1991. ‘The first recorded instance we have of Fred being wrongfully accused of a crime came in those earliest days. He was charged with cutting a neighbour’s clotheslines. In vain he protested his innocence, but his reputation as a lively sort of lad damned him and he was actually fined.’ Trueman, however, was guilty as sin. ‘It were me and him,’ laughed Hunt. ‘It were VE night, May 1945, and a group of us lads were celebrating in a wood. We’d got a big bonfire going but we ran out of wood and needed some more to chuck on the fire. Me and Fred nipped off and stole a wooden clothes post that was holding up somebody’s clothes line – about seven or eight foot long, it was – and chucked it on the bonfire. The family who lived in the house got the police involved and we were fined five shillings each. We were a bit rough and ready in those days, and Fred was a little bit rougher than most. He was quite an uncouth sort of lad, if truth be told, and his language was always a little bit fruity. Fred was different to the rest of his family. They were mostly calm and laid-back people.’

John Gibson, another childhood friend, recalls a further stunt the young Trueman pulled. ‘On Mischievous Night, if there was somebody you didn’t like, you’d collect dog dirt, wrap it up in paper, put it on the person’s doorstep, set fire to the paper, knock on the door and then do a runner. Inevitably, the person would come out their house and stamp the fire out with their shoe – at the same time treading in the dog dirt. Freddie and the rest of us would laugh ourselves silly.’

Trueman and friends frequently visited Maltby fair, playing on the coconut shies. ‘We’d club our money together – three wooden balls for a penny – and every now and then Fred would deliberately throw a ball over the back of the stall,’ said Ron Buck. ‘The rest of us would be waiting to pick it up and make off with it. Fred used to do this quite often when the fair was in town and it made sure we had enough balls to last us the cricket season.’



After leaving school at Stainton, Trueman attended Maltby Hall secondary. He claimed he was bright enough to have gone to grammar school but said his parents couldn’t afford the uniform and books. The records of those who attended Maltby Hall in Trueman’s day have been destroyed by fire, so there is no way of verifying his academic prowess. But Frank Anderton, who was in the same year, retains a different impression. ‘Fred wasn’t all that bright at school and was in what they called the lowest stream. He wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer but it never seemed to bother him. The only thing he bothered about was his sport and he was a genius with his bowling. Even at the age of eleven or twelve he was something special.’

Two teachers shared his passion for cricket – Dickie Harrison and Tommy Stubbs. They wasted no time putting Trueman in the school team – even though he often played with and against boys three years older. Harrison gave up his free time after lessons to encourage his charges, sometimes placing a penny on off stump and a two-shilling piece on middle stump and allowing them to keep any coins they knocked off. Trueman – a talented all-round sportsman who also played football and rugby – pocketed more than most.

While playing for the school, Trueman suffered the worst injury of his cricketing life. Story goes he was batting without a box during a match at Wickersley, near Rotherham, when he was struck in the privates by what passed for a fast bowler in schoolboy cricket. In reality, Trueman dismissed a batsman before sending him on his way with a few choice words. The batsman hurled the ball back in a rage, striking Trueman an agonising blow. Flo recalls the panic that swept through her household. ‘The doctors said the injury could have crippled Freddie and he had to have an emergency operation. They feared he might not be able to have any children when he grew up. Freddie was confined to home for several months and had to have his school lessons there. It was a very depressing period but Tommy Stubbs kept his spirits up, and when Freddie was able to walk again, Mr Stubbs let him score or umpire the school games.’

Trueman did not play again for Maltby Hall School, leaving two years later to work for a newsagent. He rose at dawn to deliver papers to two hundred homes, going around again during the evening. The regular walking restored his fitness and he’d fully recovered by 1946. Just as his thoughts turned again to cricket, however, the family was dealt a shattering blow. Stella, his eldest sister, was diagnosed with stomach cancer and tragically died at the age of twenty-two. Tall and attractive with a cheerful nature, Stella worked at the Royal Ordnance Factory in Maltby during the war and had recently married when illness struck. She doted on Fred, whom she regarded with a motherly eye. ‘Stella couldn’t have any children of her own and was very close to Freddie,’ said Flo. ‘They spent a lot of time together and she was very fond of him. It hit Freddie hard when Stella passed away.’

A talented writer, Stella liked to pen verse in her spare time and Flo retains her last-ever poem. Entitled ‘The Night Nurse’, and written as she lay very ill in Jessop’s Annexe, Graves Park, Sheffield, in March 1946, it has never been seen outside the family.


How young she is, how patient and how kind

To watch her moving with such tireless grace

Is like a falling fountain on the mind

Is like a flower found in a desert place



She moves so quietly through the world at night

And pauses there beside some sleepless bed

Or sits before the lamp-lit desk to write

A halo of spun gold about her head



She is the light when all the world is dark

She is the shelter from the pain in the storm

And in her youthful heart there lays the spark

Of love and life to keep the future warm







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
R TH
@8 AUTHORISED
BIOGRAPHY 4

CHRIS WATERS





OPS/images/title.jpg
Fred Trueman

The Authorised Biography

Chris Waters





OPS/images/img.jpg





