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Sometimes dedicating a book can run to pages, almost a small book in itself. This is simply to say thanks to all those who, for me, in the short space of 75 years, have made cricket a game of such character, full of so many characters. I’ve raised a glass to Colin Cowdrey, Ted Dexter and others who have provided a reminder that it should be no hardship to embrace the Spirit of Cricket as well as the winning of the game. Subtly, they have also posed the question of whether it really is impossible to win a cricket match without what, in these modern times, is known as sledging.
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Introduction


One of the most pleasant times we’ve had in recent years was when Daphne and I went with an ITC-organised trip to watch England play West Indies in Barbados and Antigua. This was as a preface to the 2004 English summer where I was due to cover for Channel Four and News of the World the two series, seven Tests in all, between England, New Zealand and West Indies. As New Zealand were due to tour Australia in October, and then West Indies were going to be there for the triangular series, there was plenty of information to be gained from watching at Kensington Oval, Bridgetown, Barbados and then at the Recreation Ground, St John’s, Antigua.


      In addition there was the good fortune of having Tony and Joan Lewis and David and Thorunn Gower on the ship and also Laurence and Val Parry from Sarasota, Florida, where I am the Patron of the cricket club which they started many years ago.


      The organisation was brilliant, as is always the case with Drew Foster, who was responsible for a splendid piece of advice at the pool-deck bar when we were having a rum punch or two made to the bartender’s special recipe. The subject was cricket and Drew asked me a question which I couldn’t answer without checking some records. I said to him that he should ask Daphne who was further along the bar chatting to Val Parry. He did that, received the answer, came back and asked me another question and I said Daph would have the answer. He came back happy with the second answer and asked me a third question. Again I said Daph would definitely know because she had checked the particular Test match only a couple of days ago.


      Drew said, ‘I’ll catch up with everyone at lunch’ and turned to go down the stairs. Then he stopped, walked slowly back to the group at the bar, looked hard at me and said, ‘Rich, do you mind if I offer just a small piece of advice? Don’t leave home without Daphne . . .’ It was a nice throwaway line and brought a roar of approval from the rum punch group, so good that one day it could be on a bookshelf sitting alongside Anything but . . . an Autobiography!


      The fifty-seven years I have been playing, watching or commentating on cricket have been a mixture where the good things have far outweighed those that have been disappointing. It’s a good lesson for everyone; that a youngster who throws a tennis ball up against a wall in a country town can still go on to captain his country at cricket, watch more than 500 Test matches, see cricket played in daylight and, as well, at night. It’s been a fortunate life and one which has been very much enjoyed.
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Time to say Goodbye


Sarah Brightman and Andrea Bocelli sing one of the most beautiful duets ever produced in the world of music and listening. ‘Time to say Goodbye’ has about it all the qualities needed to finish off a day of wonderful cricket at Lord’s or the Sydney Cricket Ground. It’s a case of the cut and thrust and sheer brilliance of the day’s play at those grounds leaving me wanting to raise a celebratory glass at The Montcalm or Coogee a few minutes after the close of play, then another in anticipation of the morrow. Four minutes and four seconds of pure sound. There may be better voices than Bocelli’s but I haven’t been lucky enough to hear them. Brightman is at her poignant best with ‘I’ll go with you  . . .’


      Their short duet has always provided a connection for me with my early days, experiences which gradually disappeared and were never able to be reclaimed by a young cricketer.


 


I’ll go with you


Upon ships across the seas


Seas that exist no more


I’ll revive them with you.


 


When I was first chosen in the 1953 Australian touring team under Lindsay Hassett’s captaincy, we boarded a ship at Fremantle and sailed to England. I was a Parramatta boy and, because I had been lucky enough to play cricket, I had been outside New South Wales, but being on a ship was something else. My father had been on a small steam-ship in 1917 when his family moved from Coraki to Grafton in northern NSW. Neither of my parents had ever been on an aeroplane at any stage of their lifetimes. I travelled by plane early in my cricket career, now, in 1953, I was about to travel first-class to England, second-sitting dinner at the ship’s captain’s table, dress: dinner jacket. I did the same as a player in 1956 and 1961, the latter year I was captain. The next time by aeroplane, 1963, was my first tour undertaken for free-to-air BBC Television and that retainer continued until 1999, then the last six English summers have all been for Channel Four. As well, there has been Australian commercial free-to-air television with Channel Nine from 1977 to the current time.


      In those early ’fifties and ’sixties, television was slightly primitive compared with today. Television didn’t begin in Australia until 1956, Channel Nine was the first to go to air and the first presenter on Sunday, 16 September, 1956, was Bruce Gyngell. This was on the day after the Australian cricket tour of England finished with the match against Scotland at Aberdeen. We had all been given a three-week break at the end of the tour of England and each player had made his own decision on what he would do during that break. The team travelled by train from Aberdeen to London to pack and on Monday, 17 September, I moved from the Kensington Palace Hotel to the Royal Automobile Club. The team during the tour had been honorary members of that club and I had organised my accommodation in a tiny room on the lower ground floor which was going to suit me as I was paying all my own expenses for that three-week period. My decision of what to do in the break was to attend a specially-arranged BBC Television training course organised for me by Tom Sloan, BBC’s Head of Light Entertainment. He set up for me a comprehensive list ranging through sports events, drama and comedy, and alternating between directors’ boxes, sitting at the side of the audience, standing at the back of the director’s van and many other aspects which I found fascinating.


      There was a small story in a couple of London newspapers stating that television had begun in Sydney, but it was of no real importance in London because the medium had been going there for a considerable number of years.


      If I hadn’t done the BBC course in 1956 my life would have been very different. It was a most fortunate experience, even though I had to wait seven years for my chance actually to find any work on television as a sports commentator. In 1960 I worked on BBC Radio but up to the First Test, England v West Indies at Lord’s in 1963, I had never done anything on television other than be interviewed. This was when I was captain of the Australian team and during that 1960 English summer I was several times interviewed by Brian Johnston and Peter West. It was great experience.


      I had watched and listened to Henry Longhurst and Dan Maskell in the 1953, 1956, 1960 and 1961 English summers and had trailed around behind Peter O’Sullevan at Newbury for two days during the 1956 BBC course. The key feature with all of them seemed to be economy of words, even Peter, who had to describe the races with a running commentary. It was natural for me to follow the same path, at least until I was shown, or told, this was not the way to go. It isn’t easy being a summariser on television and at the same time being economical with words but, on BBC, it was mandatory there would be comments made at the end of each over, even if nothing much had happened. It was important to be able sensibly to fill that gap between overs.


      I knew none of the work I had done in the BBC training course would be of direct use to me on arrival back in Australia. I looked on it though as a form of insurance if I were, for example, to be interviewed on television. At least I would know what was going on. With TV in its infancy in Australia, the two channels available for viewing had their own schedules worked out, as well as their own commentators and stars. Any work coming my way would be well in the future, if at all, and I was more concerned with doing well in the Australian summer with bat and ball and then making it into the Australian team for the short and unofficial tour of New Zealand, also the major one against South Africa which was scheduled to start at the beginning of October 1957.


      Lord’s 1956 was a turning point for me in my cricket career. I didn’t know it then but I was approximately half way through the 16-year span of breaking into first-class cricket in 1948–49 and retiring in 1963–64. If Lord’s was a turning point, then the South African tour was vital because it was there I managed to make a mark as a Test match cricketer, in the main due to the extra responsibility I was given.


      Scheduling of Australian tours of England was strange in those days. The sequence was 1948–1953–1956 and then 1961. That was one reason it was such a good idea to begin what might be termed a proper job at the newspaper and try to build a career in writing, which I enjoyed anyway. It was around this time that television networks and the Australian Board of Control started talking about the televising of cricket, albeit in an extremely low-key manner. No one at this stage had the slightest idea of the impact television would have on sport, or sport on television, almost 50 years on.


      One of the great ironies of the administrators’ dipping-a-toe-in-the-water approach around this time was that the first match they allowed to be televised was sensibly chosen because they decided the two strongest teams in Sheffield Shield Cricket, New South Wales and Victoria, should provide the entertainment. And it was played at the suburban St Kilda ground in Melbourne in 1956–57 because the MCG was out of action for cricket, being listed as the main stadium for the 1956 Olympic Games which were to be held from 27 November to 8 December. The television people didn’t properly realise the significance of the match, they were far too busy putting together all their outside broadcast equipment and making certain a signal was getting as far as the city of Melbourne up the road and possibly to the whole of the metropolitan area.


      What made it even more unusual was that the game was played over six days, though only four of them were actual playing days. It started on Saturday, 22 December. There was no cricket then on Sundays, so that took out the 23rd, we played on the 24th, but not on Christmas Day, the 25th. The game then continued on Boxing Day and came to its gripping climax late in the afternoon of Thursday, the 27th. The crowd paying their money on the last day totalled 7,092 through the turnstiles, but quite a few of them had gone home to watch on television by the time the final wicket was taken by Ian Meckiff for the match to be tied.


      It was the beginning of what for me is a rather unusual record in that I have seen three ties in Australian cricket, that one at St Kilda, then the Tied Test at the ‘Gabba when I was captain against the West Indies in 1960, and the one in Adelaide, South Australia v Queensland in early February 1977, just before the Centenary Test at the MCG. There were three run-outs in the final over of the Queensland second innings, Phil Carlson, Malcolm Francke and Col Cooke. It was not dissimilar to the final over Australia had gone through 17 years earlier at the ‘Gabba. One thing we did know after the Victoria v NSW match in 1956 was that the television people went home happy because there had been some excitement to show the viewers. At least it showed both cricket administrators and television networks that there might be something in this cricket business, though the general feeling in Australia was that it was all a bit too drawn out to be able to hold the attention of viewers over four or five days.


      The good news for them was that it didn’t cost much. The television network had to pay £50 apiece to the NSW Cricket Association and the Victorian Cricket Association.


      Later relaying cricket telecasts became very important. When, on 9 January 1959, Australia played England at the SCG in the third match of the Ashes battle, the final two hours of play each day were relayed from Sydney to Melbourne. This in a sense was an experiment, but it worked, and it was the basis of more televised cricket when the West Indian side came to Australia under Frank Worrell’s captaincy in 1960–61. In fact, that Tied Test series was the catalyst for televised sport in Australia, so exciting were the matches and so captivating the thought for viewers that they would be able to watch the action at no cost from an armchair in their living-room. Television had only been a factor in Australian life for a relatively short time at this stage, something around four years, and it was only the linking of ground-based relay stations between Melbourne and Sydney that allowed a complete telecast of the final Test in Melbourne in February 1961. The series at that stage stood at 1–1 following the ‘Gabba tie. Between the first and last matches of the series Sydney viewers had been able to watch the last couple of hours of Australia winning the Second Test played in Melbourne. Additionally, at the end of the Adelaide Test, the Fourth, one of the biggest viewing audiences to watch television to that time in Australia tuned in to see ‘Slasher’ Mackay and Lindsay Kline save the match for Australia in dramatic fashion. It was the kind of audience that in 1961 could only ever be obtained by an extraordinary prime-time evening show or a special event.


      The introduction of satellite technology meant that in 1970–71, when Ray Illingworth brought the England team to Australia, the whole of the country was able to watch the Test series on television. This, purely by coincidence, turned out to be one of the more important happenings for cricket because, when the first three days of the 1970–71 Melbourne Test were completely washed out on 31 December and 1 and 2 January, the cricket authorities from both countries tried to find something to interest an irritated and frustrated Melbourne cricket public and they arranged a one-day match with a maximum of 40 eight-ball overs each side. This was slightly more than the 50 overs of six balls that apply to all one-day Internationals these days. It was an instant success. No one had really bothered to tell the players what was going on, or what was about to go on, nor had anyone asked them if they wanted to play a one-day match. There was some one-day cricket being played between the Australian states at that time and I had watched and been part of television in England one-day cricket for the previous ten years. That began in England with Rothmans Sunday matches, then the ‘Cup’ started in England in 1963 with 65 overs maximum for each team, and, extraordinarily, with no sponsor, though later Gillette came in as the first sponsor of that facet of the game.


      The match at the MCG in 1971 drew a crowd of 46,000. It was a splendid game and ABC Television had great ratings, though in those days they spurned ratings as being something invented by the devils of commercial television. How times change! In 1972 the whole of the final day of The Oval Test was telecast by satellite to Australia on the ABC and then the introduction of colour television on 5 March, 1975 further lifted audience interest. Hundreds of thousands stayed up through the night to watch the 1975 World Cup final telecast from Lord’s and this match also alerted the minds of Australian government ministers to the fact that legislation was necessary to ensure the type of programmes which would be shown at certain times during a 24-hour period.


      The Australian Broadcasting Control Board decreed that from six o’clock in the morning through to midnight at least half the programmes shown had to be Australian in origin. Until this legislation was enforced, most sports broadcasts were handled by the Australian Broadcasting Commission, serving not only the capital cities but also far-flung country areas. It was certainly free-to-air. The attention of commercial networks was drawn to the possibility of covering cricket once colour was introduced and it was the following year that Channel Nine lodged with the Australian Board of Control a bid for the exclusive rights to televise cricket.


      The bid was something that should have caught the attention of the Australian cricket authorities because it was A$500,000 a season for three seasons, compared with the A$70,000 a season being offered by the Australian Broadcasting Commission. The Cricket Board at that time had Bob Parish as chairman and Kerry Packer had been trying for several months to arrange a meeting with him to discuss the matter of exclusive rights. At the 1977 High Court hearing before Mr Justice Slade, Mr Packer testified that he had failed to organise that meeting and then later was very quickly told, when he walked into the board’s meeting, that they were declining his offer because the rights had already been granted to the ABC. Mr Packer in the witness box added his opinion that the board’s lament that they weren’t able to pay the cricketers more money could have been solved instantly by accepting Channel Nine’s bid. The board’s miserly payment of players was quickly to be a factor in the greatest change ever to take place in cricket.


      When Channel Nine decided on their tactics regarding ratings in the year of 1977 it was a coincidence that one of the people Mr Packer talked to on a personal basis was John Cornell, who was the manager of Australian television star Paul Hogan. At the same time, one of John Cornell’s friends, Austin Robertson, a former Australian Rules footballer, talked to him about his knowledge of serious player unrest over the fact that the Australian Cricket Board were paying the players as little as possible in match fees. Also that there were similar difficulties in other countries over the fact that administrators wouldn’t listen to the players on the subject of higher payments.


      From that came World Series Cricket and for two years Channel Nine televised their own matches while the ABC televised the Australian board matches. It was Mr Packer who tabled the idea of playing day-night games with the grounds floodlit for the second half of the matches, as in American baseball, with spectators able to leave their place of work and go to the grounds to see a result. Television coverage also changed. To that time a cricket match had been covered with the minimum number of cameras, now Channel Nine started using eight cameras and coverage in WSC matches was from both ends so that viewers would no longer see the backside of the wicket-keeper, just in front of that the backside of the batsman, then the bowler in the distance running towards the camera and therefore the front of both the above-mentioned players.


      One of the reasons commercial television began to be interested in cricket coverage was certainly the Australian content provision for programming, but equally the fact that the Australian population was increasingly interested in buying television sets.


      The advent of colour TV made a big impact on sales in various retail outlets and although, in that, there was no direct benefit to the television networks, there definitely was the dramatic indirect benefit that more television sets around the country meant the possibility of more advertising and a vastly expanded market. This market involved an increase in television being watched in homes around Australia from 58% to 80%. As is the case with all sport from the moment television took hold, the watching audience paying their money at the turnstiles was a small number compared with those who might choose to watch it in their own homes. A Test at the SCG for example could cater in a day for 35,000 to 40,000 paying spectators, whereas the same play could be televised throughout the country to more than two million people.


      The aim over the past 28 years in Australia, as far as Channel Nine are concerned, has been and remains to provide viewers with the best seat in the house. Mr Packer and David Hill, the producer, revolutionised the way cricket was telecast and things which were innovative in the early years are now regarded as commonplace. When Hill and Brian Morelli, the senior director, at a cricket match in Perth in the early 1980s invented the moving scorecard, the ‘ticker’ in the top left-hand corner of the screen, it was regarded as an extraordinary breakthrough. Now it is taken for granted, no sports telecast would be without it and it is being adapted in new ways every year.


      Australian sports television certainly became far more innovative in the late 1970s when Channel Nine showed the way through World Series Cricket. Those innovations continued and were extended from 1 December, 1979 when Channel Nine telecast the first match after the return to official cricket of World Series players. Everything was and is geared to providing the best possible pictures and as much information as possible for viewers at home or in whichever place they might be watching the match.


      There have been many changes in cricket watching and television over the past 50 years, some of them seemingly grand at the time, later received with a wave of the hand. All of them noted below had a significant effect on the way Australians watched their sport, not least the fact that those going to the grounds these days have the benefit of a large colour electronic scoreboard which allows spectators to see replays of various incidents. In the tied Sheffield Shield match at St Kilda, the scoreboard at the ground for that historic match was of the same type as any other at a suburban cricket ground where cricket and football would be played. On the larger grounds where Sheffield Shield was regularly played, the best scoreboards, and the envy of cricket visitors to Australia, were at Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide.


      There have been many important dates in the history of Australian TV and cricket, none more important than 21 June, 1975, the first time Australian audiences saw a full day’s play from a match played overseas. It was that Prudential World Cup final played at Lord’s, won by the West Indies over Australia by 17 runs. The extraordinary match finished at 8.42 p.m. London time (7.42 a.m. on the east coast of Australia). It featured for the Australian audience colour television and action-replays and was one of the highlights of my media career. What the Australian audience saw was the BBC production, with David Kenning and Bill Taylor the producers, and a commentary team led by Peter West as presenter, Jim Laker, Ted Dexter and me as commentators. Laker and I were the lead commentators, Ted was the expert summariser. The match was 60 overs a side maximum and we were each commentating over a nine-hour stretch. It sounds a lot, and it was, but it was also one of the great experiences of my life and one where I was extremely grateful for having decided to do that BBC course almost 20 years earlier.


      Also very important was 28 November, 1978, the first televised day-night match ever played at the Sydney Cricket Ground, World Series Cricket Australia v West Indies.


      One feature of Australian sports watching is the excellent grounds and facilities for spectators where both cricket watchers and football enthusiasts are very well catered for. As regards television it has always been a part of the Australian sporting landscape that certain events, if being shown live, will be on an anti-siphoning list and restricted to free-to-air television which could be the Australian Broadcasting Commission or commercial networks, but it is definitely not Pay Television.


      Fewer than one in four households in Australia had access to Pay Television in 2004 and the aim of the anti-siphoning legislation is to ensure that as many viewers as possible are able to access important events without having to pay.


      The latest list was published on 7 April, 2004 and this took account of the fact that some smaller sports on the old list were receiving no television air-time. On the new list are sports like Rugby League and Rugby Union, horseracing with the Melbourne Cup, the England FA Cup Final, Wimbledon, the Open Championship, the Olympic Games and the Commonwealth Games. The list is in force until 31 December, 2010. The full list for cricket remaining on free-to-air television is:


 




	Each Test match played in either Australia or the United Kingdom involving the senior Australian representative team selected by Cricket Australia.


	Each one-day cricket match played in Australia or the United Kingdom involving the senior Australian representative team selected by Cricket Australia.


	Each one-day cricket match played as part of a series in which at least one match of the series is played in Australia involving the senior Australian representative team selected by Cricket Australia.


	Each one-day World Cup cricket match.





 


There was criticism in the Australian Federal Parliament of one aspect of the April 2004 legislation not going far enough to address an anomaly. This had allowed Australia’s Premier Media, formerly Fox Sports, to use a loophole in the government’s rules to buy the rights to the 2005 Ashes series in the UK. These then were sold on to Pay Television.


      It can be said correctly that, because of free-to-air TV, I’ve had the best of both worlds for a long time in my working life. The BBC course was undertaken with an eye to the future, although I had no idea where that future might take me, if indeed it would take me anywhere at all. The fact is when I started working in television it was in England and for the BBC, all of which merely underlines that cricket and its appendages often are a game of chance.


      When I started with the BBC at the beginning of that England v West Indies series in 1963, it was with Ray Lakeland and Phil Lewis as producers, Brian Johnston, Robert Hudson and then Peter West leading the commentary, Denis Compton and I were the summarisers. After the Lord’s Test, where he was injured and played no more in the series, Colin Cowdrey came in as an extra summariser. Up until 1967 Jim Swanton also did a considerable amount of work on TV as well as on radio. He was the one summing up at the close of play and he was outstanding, always with perfect timing to close the programme to the right second. To say 1963 and the following summers were interesting would be something of an understatement!


      I was also a journalist and had been through the experience of working with Noel Bailey on The Sun Police Rounds where it was pointless writing more than you had been asked to write because, no matter how brilliant the extra words might be in your own mind, they would never see the light of day in the chief sub-editor’s mind.


      When, in 1972, Ian Chappell’s team toured England, the established rostering was that Peter West would be presenter, Jim Laker and I would be the commentators and Denis Compton and Ted Dexter the summarisers, with David Kenning and Nick Hunter the regular producer/directors. It worked very well, we were pleased with it and apparently the BBC found the new method very much to their liking as well. The working situation is different in England when compared with Australia. In Australia there is always a producer seated in the commentary box and he will be responsible for the content of the programme whereas, in England with the BBC, it was a case of the producer/director being in charge of everything from the van. It all works well, no matter which method is being used and it is a case of the commentator adjusting to the situation. When I joined Channel Four though, Gary Franses, an outstanding executive producer as well as director, preferred to work with the Channel Nine method.


      One thing never changes for the commentator. Before he opens his mouth he must put his brain into gear. You can phrase it as you wish but that stricture, or gentle advice, has never basically changed since the time cricket television began in England in 1938. When Brian Johnston was asked to start work on television on 22 June, 1946, when the Indian team toured England, he was seated alongside Aidan Crawley for the First Test at Lord’s. For the final Test of the three-match series he had with him Percy Fender, Jim Swanton, Dudley Vernon and R.C. ‘Crusoe’ Robertson-Glasgow. Seymour de Lotbiniere was Head of Outside Broadcasts and he set down for Brian what was known as a Pyramid method of commentating, the most important part of which, in relation solely to television, said: ‘Don’t speak unless you can add to the picture.’


      You can’t put it more clearly than that and it has certainly stood the test of time over the past 60 years. It has the great advantage of keeping things simple and, at the same time, having right at the forefront of a commentator’s mind that on television the pictures tell a story, though not necessarily the full story.


      That is completed by the commentator who needs to remember he is on his own with that microphone in his hand. No one can save him because whatever he utters goes to air and to millions of viewers. The other aspect is how the commentator goes about telling the audience what has happened if the audience already knows because they are watching the action on their television set at home. I was very lucky to have started television with the BBC when I did. 1963 was a quarter of a century after the first televised cricket match in England which was at Lord’s when Bradman brought his team to the old country in 1938. It was then nothing more than a hopeful experiment. Three cameras were used, two of them at the Nursery End and the third was on the roof of the old Tavern. The first commentator, and the only commentator, was Teddy Wakelam who quickly realised that radio commentary, which he had already done, was, in every sense, completely different from what the television commentator needed to achieve.


      His view all those years ago was that the television commentator would be in the position of helping and explaining what was occurring. He was before his time in understanding that a radio commentary providing a brilliant, exciting description of strokeplay, fielding, bowling, and other aspects of action on the field, might run into trouble if people sitting back in their armchairs at home could see precisely what was happening.


      Television can undo some people because it does enable everyone to see precisely what is going on. The flowery phrase on radio and the cleverly-sculpted paragraph in the newspaper also need to be accurate because television leaves no margin for error or exaggeration. A commentator on live television must always remember that he has no fairy godmother looking after him in the guise of a sub-editor.


      Free-to-air television is all I have ever worked on and Bocelli and Brightman have perfectly summed up my life with their magnificent voices in their beautiful and aptly-titled song.
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Some Cricket Joy


Cricket is very much a reflection of life. What you see happening on a cricket field can invariably be related to what is going on in the real world, sometimes joy, sometimes warts and all. Cricket is an unusual sport, in some quarters people call it quaint. It began all those hundreds of years ago and unlike football, which is still basically played in the same fashion in which it started throughout the world, cricket now has various styles. While there is more publicity and exposure for the international game at Test and Limited-overs level, the fact remains that, without grass-roots cricket played at club level, there could be no international cricket. Recently the theory was advanced to me that it would be quite possible to do away with competitions like the Sheffield Shield, which in Australia is now named the Pura Cup, and the County Championship in the United Kingdom, and simply play limited-overs cricket as the level below Test matches.


      This might sound attractive in theory because those first-class competitions are great money loss-makers. Just to break even for the Pura Cup in Australia, Cricket Australia need a million dollars a year in sponsorship. But a country’s strength at Test level is directly associated with the strength of its four-day domestic competition, that’s one of the reasons why Australia have been doing well on the international scene in recent years and have done well over the past 129 years. A six-team first-class competition, and a strong club level set-up below that, forms the basis of success. There is no way cricket authorities could successfully organise Test match competitions without such a structure and it is why countries like Bangladesh and Zimbabwe have struggled so much. That will continue to be the case for them until they have a proper structure in place and it’s not the slightest use other countries closing their eyes to that fact.


      When the fracas erupted in Zimbabwe in 2003, there followed the stupid and appalling situation where Zimbabwe were represented by a team no better than a second-grade club side and international teams visiting there were presented with false and ridiculous results. ICC then removed Zimbabwe from the Test calendar but, astonishingly, allowed them to play in Limited-overs Internationals which was one of the more bizarre decisions ever made in the history of cricket. Outside Zimbabwe some international players only ever play at limited-overs level. They were forced to take part in rubbish matches where their own performances were exaggerated because they were up against a sub-standard team. I’ve never met any cricketer who could gain the slightest pleasure from something of that kind. It was a shameful situation.


      What should have been done was to remove Zimbabwe from both the Test and one-day International circuit until they had satisfied other countries that their structure was in place and that their playing strength was up to international standard. The whole process which took place certainly cannot be thought of in any way, no matter how vivid or kindly one’s imagination, to be anything by way of a celebration of cricket. It was a farce.


      That was my view as an observer. The man on the spot, Australian captain Ricky Ponting, was constructive with his thoughts on the game, and on Zimbabwe in particular. After he had led the Australians on their short tour there he said, in part, that if Zimbabwe continued to play international cricket it would cheapen the game. Batsmen and bowlers would be scoring runs and taking wickets against players who were not good enough to be playing at that level. The credibility of the international game would continue to suffer because one-sided spectacles would turn people off watching the game.


      Ponting said: ‘It really is difficult to see a way forward for Zimbabwe cricket at the moment. The problems with Zimbabwe, as in Bangladesh, need to be addressed from the grass roots up with coaching and development programmes, a proper domestic structure and decent facilities. It is clear the ZCU need to get their affairs in order. Ideally, they first need to resolve the players’ dispute; until that happens, I would favour a total ban on Tests and one-day International cricket.’


      On the matter of football and the manner of playing it over the years, whether we are thinking of the round ball game or Rugby, there has been no great amount of change in each era of football. With soccer football it was a case of finding a field of play, putting up goalposts and crossbar and scoring by putting the ball between the uprights and under the bar. Rugby involved handling the ball, running with it and scoring over the try-line. Goal-kicking came later.


      Cricket was different. I like the thought that the earliest proper games of cricket were played between villages. Equally, it seems likely that those villages were in Kent and Sussex, in the south-east of England, where it is possible the game was referred to as ‘stool-ball’ in some areas because, in that part of the country, the stump of a tree was known as ‘a stool’ and those tree-stumps available, because of land clearance, were used as the first wickets. In other areas the entrance to sheep-pens consisted of two uprights and a movable crossbar. The crossbar was called a bail and the uprights and the bail were known as a wicket. In the Weald area in England the stool went out of favour and the uprights and bail became the preferred wicket because the ball gently brushing a tree stump might have simply produced arguments, no such chance when the bail was dislodged.


      The inventive nature of those playing the game in the very early days has never ceased to surprise me. The old measurements, before we became immersed in metrics, were such that a 22-yard pitch was a perfectly logical length when you took into account a ‘gad, or goad’, ‘a nail’ and a ‘cloth-yard or ell’. The original method of scoring a run seems to have been to make one’s ground at the wicket which was one foot high and two feet wide with, between the two uprights, a hole in the ground into which the ball had to be ‘popped’ in order to run out the batsman. Popping crease has lasted through the centuries, though not the specific manner of making the dismissal which in 1727 moved to ‘the wicket must be put down with ball in hand.’ In the New Cricket Umpiring and Scoring (Tom Smith, 2004), ‘the wicket is down if the fielder with the ball in hand removes a bail, or the arm (shoulder to fingertips) may be used to remove a bail, providing the ball is in the hand of that arm.’ Quite a dramatic change. When the first code of Laws was produced the batsmen, to make a run, needed to touch the umpire’s stick. This, from photographs, seems to have been a bat carried by each umpire, one standing at the bowler’s end, the other at the batsman’s end in a position which these days would equate to a backward short-leg for a slow bowler.


      The game evolved quickly enough, including the styles of bowling. They began bowling under-arm, with the same action as a lawn bowler trying to take out the ‘jack’ at the other end of the green, fast and under-arm. The changeover, or ‘over’, would then come after four balls. Also there was the occasion when John Willes’s sister Christine, because of her voluminous hooped skirts, found it impossible to bowl under-arm to her brothers, so bowled side-arm. Over-arm bowling was not quite instantaneous but, looking back to those times, it was certainly inevitable!


      The first Test match ever played between England and Australia was, in fact, only an ordinary contest in 1877 between two teams captained by James Lillywhite of Sussex and Dave Gregory of New South Wales. It was, at the time, listed as a game between an All-England XI and a Combined XI of New South Wales and Victoria. Australia won by 45 runs, but it was another 12 years before Adelaide cricket historian Clarence Moody’s list of matches in Australian Cricket and Cricketers was accepted as the definitive guide to Test matches, covering games until then played between the two countries. By far the most important match was the single game at The Oval in 1882 when Australia, having already played 31 matches on their tour, arrived back in London from Bristol on the evening of Saturday, 26 August to prepare themselves for the game against England, a two-day fixture at Kennington Oval on 28 and 29 August.


      Bell’s Life (England) covered what was known as The Tour of the Australian Eleven and they then produced a book containing all the articles written by their three distinguished correspondents, Sydney H. Pardon, Edgar S. Pardon and C. Stewart Caine.


      After the Preface of the book penned by Charles F. Pardon, there were two Letters of Approval. One was written by the very popular Australian team manager Charlie Beal, whose forte was administrative skill and a love of cricket, rather than batting or bowling ability. Beal played in three matches on the tour, batting at number eleven for scores of nought, five and seven, the latter innings against Gentlemen of Scotland where, in his first over, he bowled what was described as a ‘best on record’. This was the widest wide ever seen by anyone present, the ball going between point and cover after leaving his hand.


      The other letter was written by the Hon. Ivo Bligh who was captain of the England team about to tour Australia, a team of eight amateurs and four professionals, quite different from the one which had been beaten by Australia at The Oval at the end of August 1882.


      That two-day Oval match was listed in the Bell’s Life book as Australia v England, covers 12 pages in the book and is a restrained but also wonderfully graphic account of the great victory achieved by the Australians by seven runs. The match finished on the Tuesday afternoon.


      In the Sporting Times the following Saturday, the writer Reginald Brooks, eldest son of Shirley Brooks, a previous Editor of Punch, prepared the mock obituary notice to the effect that ‘English cricket had died at The Oval on 29th August 1882 and the body will be cremated and the ashes taken to Australia.’


      The legend of the Ashes came into being from the moment the Hon. Ivo Bligh captained the England team to Australia and, at Rupertswood, a property outside Melbourne, was presented with a small urn containing ashes. There are still arguments as to what kind of ashes. The favourite seems to be that they may be the ashes of a bail or perhaps ashes taken from the fireplace at Cobham Hall, the home of Lord Darnley, who was formerly the Hon. Ivo Bligh.


      At that time cremation was a very controversial subject in the United Kingdom and one of the reasons the urn was not on public display was that had it been it would have provided a great deal of criticism of Bligh, even though his views on the subject had never been published.


      Cricket 123 years later is a contradiction of itself, in a sense remaining as it always has been, yet at the same time totally different. Much of this difference has occurred in the period from 1977 when World Series Cricket started, to the present day, five years into the new century. Up to World Series Cricket the game had consisted of Test matches at the highest level, first-class cricket below that and some one-day matches. To make one’s way into first-class cricket you needed to be good at club level and, before that, almost invariably, a schoolboy star.


      The same applied in all countries. Every time you were sitting in a dressing-room after a day’s play, the conversation would drift between what your team-mate or opponent had done to start off in cricket, how they had made their way in the game and what their ambitions had been at the start of their playing days.


      In Sydney, it was a perfectly simple chain of events, the biggest problem was that not many could make the cut. Schools cricket was the nursery in those days and, in the period 1938–40, I went to Burnside School at North Parramatta and went through fifth class and sixth class, the latter being the stage where I then sat for an examination which would tell the examiners and the Education Department to which school I might advance. It could be a High School and there were only eight of those in the Sydney metropolitan area, one of which, at Parramatta, was a co-educational school. Or it could be an Intermediate High School of which there were scores, but certainly not hundreds as is the case today.


      I sat the exam, passed it and was listed to go to Parramatta High School, which was something that pleased me and also pleased my parents. It was the school, in the area of Central Cumberland, my father had attended in 1923–24 after his mother and father had moved from Grafton, on the north coast of NSW, to Penrith where I was born. My father had attended Grafton High School and was a very good schoolboy cricketer.


      While at Parramatta High, he played on Saturdays with a club team and became the first bowler ever to take all 20 wickets in a match. This was in the Penrith area where he was living and he was playing for Penrith Waratah against St Mary’s. The arrangement in that Saturday competition 80 years ago was that the matches were played over two Saturday afternoons, the first day on the home ground of one team, a week later the second afternoon on the home ground of the other. It was perceived that this would negate any advantage to the home team and it seemed to work well. If there were to be an advantage, my father certainly seized it the first afternoon at Penrith Showground where he took all ten wickets for 30. Six were bowled, one lbw and three caught. The following week he bowled five of the opposition, had three caught and two stumped and finished with 10/35.


 


Twenty wickets in a match – the scoreboard


[image: ]


 


Central Cumberland Club representatives, impressed with the publicity generated by this bowling feat, went to see my father’s parents and asked that he be allowed to play with the club. He played almost all the season in the Cumberland second grade and then a telegram received on 4 February, 1925 at Penrith told him he was promoted to first grade for the last match of the season, the game to be played at the SCG. This was a great thrill for him because it was at the SCG three years earlier that he had watched Charlie Macartney hit 170 off the England bowling attack.


      When eventually the family moved from Jugiong to Parramatta in late 1937 and my father went to teach at Burnside School, he had thoughts of retiring from cricket, reasoning that at 33 years of age it was probably too late to be making any further progress in the game. His Burnside headmaster, ‘Banna’ Edwards, persuaded him to go to the pre-season practices at Lidcombe Oval and he was immediately named in the first grade team. Later in the summer he played two games in second grade, taking 11 wickets in 28 overs, was promoted to first grade again and, in the final match, took 6/47 to conclude an excellent return to the club for which he had last played 14 years earlier.


      Having started at Parramatta High in 1942, I played fourth grade school cricket for two years and there were times where my interest in cricket was greater than in the scholastic side of things. So much so that my marks in mathematics in the final examinations at the end of the year were a disgrace, something that was not so gently pointed out to me. The mathematics master of the time was a very nice chap but we weren’t quite on the same teacher-pupil wavelength. He also taught music and neither aspect of life was on the same plane for me as cricket, although in later years I developed a great love of music. Mathematics played a greater part in my life when a new schoolteacher came to Parramatta. He was a master called Ted Roxby, known also at PHS by the nickname ‘Bob’, who had been teaching at Gosford High where a young left-hand cricketer, Alan Davidson, was making a big name for himself in schools cricket as a hard-hitting batsman and left-arm over-the-wrist spin bowler. Cricketing fate was to bring the two of us together for NSW and Australia later in our lives but at this time it was, for me, far more a case of looking up to ‘Bob’ Roxby because he was a cricket lover and would stay behind to coach the fourth grade team after lessons finished. I returned the compliment by studying mathematics so hard that in second and third year I passed the examinations with flying colours and did the same with the Intermediate Certificate in third year.


      This was typical of the way young cricketers were brought along in those days more than 50 years ago. It was a time when schools were the nursery of the game but all that has changed now, with schoolteachers in the main forced to work to rigid rosters, and so many rules and regulations negating the chance of old-style coaching. Now it is local clubs and systems put into action by the state associations, often age competitions, that shape the manner in which young cricketers will become part of the game. That is in no way to downgrade in the slightest the wonderful work many enthusiastic schoolteachers still do in schools these days as regards coaching and nurturing young sportspeople. It’s just that the system has dramatically changed and unfortunately it has shackled them beyond measure.
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Penvith Waratah won outright by 83 runs.





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
‘He has no peer. Never has had" Alan Fraser, Daily Mail

MY,_SPIN ON CRICKET

~ -






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





