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THE MAKING OF WHISPERING DEATH

I cannot have been far off my seventh birthday when on a December night I wriggled into bed between my mother and father, seeking comfort and pretending to be interested in the crackle and wheeze of the transistor radio concealed in the bed head. They were listening to coverage of the West Indies’ tour of Australia in 1960-61. I was asleep long before I knew who was actually batting. I had little interest or understanding of what the commentators were explaining, but looking back on that wonderful memory, it brings a smile to my face to think of what life had in store.

My childhood was full of such happy times. I grew up at 29 Dunrobin Avenue in Kingston, Jamaica, the fourth and youngest child of Ralph and Enid. My mum and dad met at Kingston Parish Church. Mum was in the choir and Dad was an altar boy. It was a religious household and every Sunday we would be up early for church.

Sport was something of a religion for the Holdings, too. Mum did athletics and table tennis and Dad, who was a building contractor, loved his football, although cricket ran it a close second. In fact, I was only a few days old when he registered me as a member of the famous Melbourne Cricket Club, tucked away in a quiet corner of Kingston, which provided and continues to provide players for both Jamaica and the West Indies cricket teams. He captained the club’s Minor Cup side, which  was used to blood youngsters, and later in life he became president. My eldest sister Rheima competed in high jump in the inter-secondary school championships and Marjorie ran at the inter-collegiate championships representing the University of the West Indies, but neither would claim to have excelled; it was participation that mattered. Ralph Junior, who is five years older than me, loved his sports too, but was more of a musician. While he was at school (Kingston College, the same one my dad and later I attended), he sang in the choir and was lead treble on a few records that the school put out. He ended up living in Germany for about 15 years, touring Europe with a band and recording music, but then moved back home in the early 1990s and to this day continues, albeit part-time, in the music field, sometimes performing at the various north coast hotels in Jamaica.

My sporting life began in the gullies, woodland and scrubland that surrounded Dunrobin Avenue, which was a small residential area and completely underdeveloped, not like the bustling commercial centre it is today. Our old house is now an industrial complex and there are very few residences left on the road.

Behind that house in the wide open spaces, I played football, cricket or marbles and would go into the woods to shoot birds with homemade slingshots - anything which would get me out of the house.

As soon as I’d had my breakfast, I was outside playing. I was active, perhaps too active for my mother’s liking. I was diagnosed with asthma when I was about three years old and had to carry an inhaler around with me everywhere I went. My mum and dad would always warn me not to overdo it. I’m sure a few international batsmen will scoff when they read that Michael Holding had asthma, in fact one day the asthma just disappeared and I haven’t needed that inhaler since I was an early teenager.

I got into scrapes with my mum and dad because of my love of disappearing outdoors for the day. Often I would choose a day of running around with friends instead of cricket at Sabina Park on a Saturday. Sacrilege, I know. A day at Sabina was a big deal then, a real family affair. The Friday night before the match, everyone would be busy cooking rice, peas and chicken to take to the game but come Saturday morning, I would get up early and disappear before I could be dragged along. In the 1960s and early 70s, the seating in the South Western stand where my family sat wasn’t that luxurious, and rather than sit and fidget in the same uncomfortable seat for six or seven hours, I preferred to play cricket myself.

This independence would come at a cost, though. I knew when Mum and Dad got home there would be a scolding, sometimes a beating too. It wasn’t because they were afraid of what might happen to me (there were no such fears about letting kids run loose like there are today), but more to do with the fact that I hadn’t sought their permission to do my own thing. I can still remember being out in the gully until darkness, losing track of time because I was having so much fun, and hearing Mum shout my name from the back fence to come in.

I didn’t grow up in a rich household, but I got everything that I needed, rather than what I wanted. This way of living was something instilled in me from a young age: need, not want.

Just up the road from us lived the Blake family. Evon Blake was a respected businessman in Jamaica and he was, to put it diplomatically, more financially stable than we were. Both families were friendly and I was friends with the son, Paul. Paul got what he needed and probably wanted, too. Paul had bicycles. Note the plural. One day I borrowed one of his bikes and we were cycling down Dunrobin Avenue and unbeknown to me, Mum and Dad drove past us. Later on, Mum wanted to know  why I was riding Paul’s bike. My excuse was that I didn’t have one of my own and Paul was happy to lend me one of his.

‘If you don’t have it, you can do without it,’ Mum said. ‘What if you had damaged it? You would have to replace it and you still wouldn’t have one.’ She was teaching me to live within my means.

When I was not riding other people’s bikes, I was out in the gully playing sport, especially cricket, a form of the game in Jamaica that was called Catchy Shubby. Catchy Shubby could be described as organised chaos. It was the sort of free-for-all game played by scores of kids and grown men where the first one to turn up with a bat batted and when that person was out, it was the turn of the person who dismissed him to bat. While we obviously only had one batsman at a time, there could be four or five balls available to be bowled at him.

The ball was made of twine wrapped tightly around a hard core, then covered with layers of some form of cork seemingly mixed with a black tar-looking substance and painted red (proper leather cricket balls were too expensive and didn’t last long enough for our budget). It would not take long before that red paint would get chipped away and we would be playing with a black ball that we all referred to as a cork and tar ball. There was a shopkeeper who we only knew by the name of Mr Mattis, whose store overlooked our playing area, and every now and again he would send one of his sons down the hill with a brand new red cricket ball. It was heaven. I think Mr Mattis enjoyed what he saw happening on the field and wanted to encourage us youngsters. Of course his kids took part at times, but that had nothing to do with his generosity.

The ‘stumps’ were a sheet of corrugated iron. They needed to make a good loud noise when the ball hit them so the batsman would not be able to deny that he was out. Without umpires, you can well understand why being bowled needed to  be indisputable; there were no lbws, caught behinds were a rarity, too, and thin edges were hardly ever owned up to. If a batsman was out caught, it was the fielder taking the catch who would next get to bat, not the bowler. As a bowler, there was no point in trying to deceive the batsman with a beautiful slower ball so he might miscue into the hands of mid-off. I worked out that if I wanted to bat, I would have to bowl people out. Ping the zinc if you like. However, it was not easy because with no leg before, batsmen would cover the ‘stumps’ with their legs and if they were hit in front, it didn’t matter.

The solution was to bowl so fast that if they got their legs in the way, that cork and tar ball would really sting. The next time they saw me running in, they wouldn’t be so keen to get their legs in the way. They would remember the pain. It wasn’t a case of blood on the pitch, but I suppose you could say that in those early games I discovered that I had the ‘nasty’ streak that was so important to becoming a successful fast bowler later in life, but also vital for the immediate prospects of getting to bat!

If that was when I developed the fast bowler ‘attitude’, the relaxed run-up for which I was known during my playing days would come later. In these early informal skirmishes, I had to bowl off a few steps because if you took a long run, there would be about four or five others who would sneak in front and bowl instead; no one was going to stand by and wait for you to run in from the next county. It was a skill that stayed with me through my Test career; I was often capable of generating good pace off just a couple of yards.

I couldn’t have been more than ten when I played my first proper game of cricket. And when I say proper, I’m talking about players in whites with two umpires and an official start time. It was at Red Hills Oval on Red Hills Road, which led to the hills above Kingston, in a competition called the Rankine Cup. The cup was a competition for community and business  teams. I was in the Dunrobin area team as an off-spin bowler who could bat a bit. At that age I was not strong enough to be bowling fast against men in those sorts of matches, even if I had played against adults in the gully. Besides, I enjoyed bowling offbreaks.

It was from playing against adults that I came to be picked for the Dunrobin team. They had seen that I was a useful player and invited me to have a game. As soon as I found out I was playing I went home and told my family. The problem was, I didn’t have any kit so my sister Marjorie took me to the nearest shopping centre to buy some white pants. They weren’t cricketing pants, just dress pants which we bought in a men’s clothing store.

I was only a little boy playing against men in that first Rankine Cup game. It was intimidating. At the time, everyone in Jamaica used to go by nicknames rather than first or surnames, and I remember a man called ‘Nixy’, who was almost a local celebrity because of the weight of runs he would always score in that competition. He was very powerful, would hit the ball tremendously hard and he towered over me. He was probably only 5ft 9in, but with me being only 10, he seemed 6ft 10in and the thought of bowling to him was terrifying.

Those early formative days at the Red Hills Oval were unforgettable and great fun. That ‘little ground’ on the edge of Sandy Gully helped to shape the careers of Carlton Baugh Senior who played for Jamaica, Nehemiah Perry who played both for Jamaica and the West Indies and, of course, myself. Nehemiah came later though, as Carlton and myself played with his dad.

I progressed to playing most of my cricket for Melbourne in informal matches on Sundays when the club toured the rural areas of Jamaica. They were called Curry Goat matches because a goat or two was killed for lunch, and man, do I still love those goat curries. I would get the occasional game with Melbourne,  whose senior members thought I had some ability and they wanted me to learn.

Dad had also spotted that I had a particular talent for cricket so he arranged for Teddy Griffith, son of the famous Barbadian and West Indian fast bowler Herman, and a Melbourne member and friend of the family, to give me some coaching. Herman Griffith’s claim to fame was that he once bowled Donald Bradman for a duck in Sydney in 1931, the second Test won by the West Indies.

Personally, I didn’t think I was particularly good or particularly bad. I just played for fun. That was the attitude I had to all sports, whether it be football or athletics. I just loved sport. I lived for it.

You often hear professional sportsmen say ‘This is a dream come true’ when they achieve recognition, but when I was young I didn’t dream about playing cricket for Jamaica and I certainly didn’t lie in bed at night and hope that I would one day bowl fast for West Indies. Nor did I look at players who were representing Jamaica or West Indies and think ‘I want to be just like him’. It was never a goal of mine to play at the highest level of a sport that I thought of as just a hobby. Perhaps this was a reason for my success. I never put myself under any pressure and was just doing it for the love of the game.

Others pushed and encouraged me though, and I am grateful. Bruce Wellington, a left-arm spinner who played for Jamaica and could have played for West Indies with more luck, and Arthur Barrett, another spinner who actually played Test cricket, were Melbourne members and they would help me a great deal, teaching me the basics of bowling, like how to grip the ball. The older I got, the more they passed on. It was little things like the positioning of the body and using the crease to confuse the batsman. There were also experienced captains that  I played under, like George Sterling and Ruddy Williams, who helped along the way.

Despite great advice from such experienced players, it was Mum who gave me the most useful tip. As a cricket fan she was always present at my games and saw the slip fielders repeatedly dropping catches off my bowling. She was the first person to ever face Whispering Death and pointed out that my natural action was for outswingers. She told me that if I wanted to get more batsmen out, I would have to get wickets leg before and bowled, and that meant I would have to develop an inswinger. I did as I was told, but again with the help of the two spin bowlers, Barrett in particular, who showed me the basics of that delivery.

By 1965 I was attending Kingston College High School, one of the most illustrious schools in the country. My dad and brother had also gone there. At first I didn’t play much cricket at high school, though, just a bit for my form team. Athletics was something I enjoyed immensely and because I was happy just being involved in any sport, rather than concentrating on one, I tried everything, including hurdles, 400 metres and the high jump.

This leads me nicely onto the first myth-buster of this book. It is widely perceived that my languid run-up when bowling, which has been described as ‘elegant’ and ‘malevolent stealth personified’ (very flattering), was a product of my promise as a 400-metre runner. It makes a nice story but it is not true in the least. To this day I still tell people that it was a mistake but the response is usually that they think I’m just being modest. One gentleman went as far as to tell me, ‘I saw you run for Jamaica.’ I had to tell him politely that he was mistaken.

The myth was perpetuated by Tony Cozier, the famous West Indian broadcaster and journalist, who got me mixed up with a guy called Seymour Newman. Seymour and myself opened  the bowling for Jamaica’s Under-19 youth team in the regional tournament in 1971 and ’72. He was quick - quicker than me, actually - and represented the country in athletics. He won silver in the 800 metres (880 yards in those days) of the 1978 Commonwealth Games in Alberta, Canada, and was first to beat the great Cuban 400 metres (440 yards) runner Juantereno in the 1977 Central American and Caribbean Championships. I mean, honestly Tony, how did you do it?

In fact, my bowling run-up was pretty close to how I would approach my run-up to the pit when I was competing in the long jump. The timing of your run for the long jump has to be precise or you go nowhere. There is little room for error with that take-off point. It has to be a relaxed, rhythmical, light-on-your-feet approach to get the best result. Sound familiar? Long jump was also the reason I bowled so few no-balls because I knew exactly where my feet were going to land.

Inevitably, I started to play more cricket for school, initially for the school’s Junior Colts team, which was for under-14s. I was captained by Sydney Headley, one of the sons of the legendary George Headley. Sydney was a very good cricketer, who specialised with the bat and was also a dangerous slow bowler. He was also a great thinker about the game, even at that young age. He could have made a fine cricketer, but he didn’t persevere. Instead he moved to Africa to be closer to his roots and, in his words, ‘do what he could for his people’. He was always that way inclined. He is still there.

The under-16 team was the next port of call, but I found I was playing more and more for Melbourne Cricket Club. Trevor Parchment, the school games master, had heard I was playing a lot for Melbourne and doing reasonably well, and thought I should be in the team that represented the school in the Sunlight Cup Competition. It was the major schoolboy competition in Jamaica.

I was invited down for practice and was picked for the team immediately, although I didn’t think I was a popular selection with the captain. After all, it was something of a promotion. I got the impression that my selection was forced on him. In my first game his usual two new ball bowlers weren’t very effective; two spinners then had a go without much success and then, finally, I was thrown the ball, with the opposition very few wickets down and looking fairly comfortable. I took two wickets in my first spell. The skipper realised I wasn’t too bad. By 1970, at the age of 16, I was a regular in the KC Sunlight Cup team and in 1973, in my last year, I captained them to an unbeaten season. It was tremendous fun for me - and that’s all I thought it would ever be. But cricket would suddenly start to become a bit more serious.
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JAMAICA DAYS

The same year that I left Kingston College, but before the school year had ended, I made my first-class debut for my country, Jamaica. I was just 18. Just over two years later I had made my Test debut for West Indies against Australia. It was some progression for a guy whose goal at that stage of life was just to play sport as often as possible. And have as much fun as possible doing it!

Throughout my formative cricket years playing in the Rankine Cup, for Melbourne and Kingston College, I would just turn up and bowl. That was all I thought necessary to do myself justice, so I had no reason to change when I was performing well enough to be selected for Jamaica in the Caribbean Under-19s tournament for three successive years between 1971 and 1973. Each year the tournament would be held on a different island and every island in the region would send a team to compete.

The standard of cricket was high and many future West Indies cricketers got their first taste of territorial competition in those tournaments. In those three years I played against Colin Croft, Faoud Bacchus and Larry Gomes, who went on to play Test cricket for the West Indies, and many others who represented their respective countries at the senior level. Just turning up and bowling as quickly as I could proved to be enough to ensure I did well. However, the under-19  tournaments were not first-class cricket and having impressed enough to be picked to play for the full Jamaica team against Barbados on 19 January 1973, I discovered I had to bridge a gulf between the two levels.

When I turned up at Sabina Park for that first game, I found out what a fit fast bowler was - and it wasn’t me. It came as a shock, I can tell you, because I thought I was in great condition. After all, I’d been playing the game for years.

Before the match I had seen Uton Dowe, a fast bowler who played four Tests for West Indies, running around on the outfield and coming back to the dressing room to get a skipping rope out. I thought he was mad. ‘He’ll be too tired to bowl,’ I said to myself. It was called warming up.

Admittedly Dowe was the exception. In the early 1970s, teams arrived at the ground an hour before the game was due to start. Tracksuit was a word they did not have in their vocabulary. There were no nets to speak of. Batsmen would have a few throwdowns in their whites for ten minutes, usually in front of the pavilion, and then everyone would go back in and wait for the captain to inform them of the result of the toss. Of course, being new to the team I did exactly the same. We had our feet up when the skipper told us that we would be fielding.

I was given the new ball. After a couple of overs I was gone, dead on my feet. At my fielding position at fine leg I was holding onto the fence to prevent myself from falling over, panting, sweating and generally in a terrible state. I was hoping no one would notice. I was also hoping that by the time I had finished my fourth over, the captain would not ask me back for a fifth. But he did. I was so out of it I don’t know how I got through the over. I can’t remember a single ball that I bowled and I was just on autopilot, praying I would make it to the end without embarrassing myself.

The problem was that I had never been a big one for training. Until this point, no problem, I could rock up and bowl six or seven overs without puffing too hard. Straight off the reel. But this showed me how fit I needed to be for first-class cricket. I think nerves were to blame, too. Despite having no aspirations to play the game at the highest level, I was desperate to do well for myself. There were people in the stands who had come to see this talked-about fast bowler and I wanted to put on a good show. I tried to bowl too fast.

It was a shock to the system that I had to put right. I eventually started going to the gym, lifting weights and doing a lot of running. Fitness would be central to my success as a cricketer, but that came later under the tutelage of fitness coach Dennis Waight, who was appointed to the team for the Packer series. With Dennis’s help, the West Indies team found out about the importance of being in the best possible condition. Dennis was only supposed to be our physiotherapist, but he was interested in our progress and became very close to the team as a whole. One day he went to Clive Lloyd and told him that he thought for a group of professional cricketers, we were nowhere near as fit as we should be. Clive gave him free reign and the rest is history. More about Dennis later, but we were the fittest team around and it was no coincidence we were the best team, too.

That first year I played only a few games for Jamaica. I was just getting my feet wet, becoming accustomed to the step up from Melbourne games and under-19 cricket. Despite my scarce appearances, I was selected to play in the President’s XI against Australia in that same first-class debut year. It was a surprise because being picked for such a game often meant that a player was considered to be just a step away from the West Indies team. I reasoned that with the game being played in Jamaica, the West Indies Cricket Board was trying to save money on air fares, hence the reason for plumping for me.  Besides, there were bowlers like Vanburn Holder, Keith Boyce and Uton Dowe who were well ahead of me in the pecking order. Granted I had come to attention because I twice clean-bowled Australia batsman Ian Redpath in a game for Jamaica, but there was no way I was getting ahead of myself thinking I was Mr Big because I’d castled a Test batsman. I repeated the trick for a third time in four innings against Redpath for the President’s XI, though. But apart from that, there weren’t too many other wickets under the belt.

If playing for Jamaica was a learning curve, then the curve would have been in the shape of a smile. I seemed to spend most of my time laughing. Guys like Maurice Foster, Lawrence Rowe, Dowe, Leonard Levy, Sam Morgan, Renford Pinnock and Neville McKoy took me under their wing. They treated me like I was their younger brother.

All of them were great personalities, in particular Pinnock, who we called Pinny. He was a born joker. Once during a game when it started to rain, he walked on to the wicket and pretended to cover it by laying his handkerchief on the pitch and then disappearing to the pavilion. He had an answer to everything and could have us roaring with laughter in the most tense situation.

One of those was the final trial match played that year at Sabina Park for selection for a Jamaica side to play in the Shell Shield, the big domestic competition in the Caribbean. The selectors would watch the game from the pavilion and on the last day, having made up their minds, they would put the names of the chosen few on the scoreboard. The result was players not concentrating on the game, constantly straining their necks to look at the scoreboard rather than the ball. And if you were in the dressing room, you certainly weren’t watching the action, instead nervously eyeing that board while chewing fingernails down to the bone.

The team I was on was batting and everyone was edgy. Enter Pinny, who pointed to the scoreboard and said sarcastically, ‘If they don’t give me a game, I’m not playin’.’ With that one joke he relaxed us all as we fell about laughing.

I used to tell this story about Pinny, and many others, to my West Indies teammates when we were trying to kill time in hotel rooms around the world and as a result Pinny became revered by the guys.

When Malcolm Marshall met Pinny at a festival match that Melbourne Club would stage every year, he told him, ‘I’ve heard so much about you, you’re the man that’s been making me laugh for years. You’re the man that said, if they don’t pick you, you weren’t playing.’

Pinny shook his hand and replied, ‘I tell you something Maco, with yourself, Garner, Croft and Roberts around . . . if they give me a game now, I’m still not playing.’ It was all tongue in cheek. Pinny was a good batsman and scored big runs against some of the best bowlers around, including the lethally quick Charlie Griffith and Wes Hall. It was unfortunate for him that he was around at a time when West Indies had so many good batsmen, otherwise he would have been a success at international level, too.

Pinny was about 5ft 9in and stocky, often the stature for good batsmen. He always wore his cricket cap, whether off the field or on it, and he was a tremendous fidgeter at the crease - far worse than I was when I sat in those Sabina Park seats, pining to be elsewhere. He had a ritual before every ball. He would mark his crease, touch the top of his pads, then his box, the peak of his cap and finally adjust his shirt sleeves. Every time. The crowd in the stands loved him for it.

He took things slightly more seriously when batting, but in the field he thought he was a stand-up comic. When he was at fine leg for Jamaica in a game against the Australians, he  appealed for a leg before when Greg Chappell was struck on the pads. He was the only fielder to do so because it was going a long way down the leg side. Chappell gave him a look as if he had lost his mind and even the umpire was a bit shocked. At the end of the over when Pinny was changing fielding positions, the umpire enquired, ‘What are you doing, Pinny? You couldn’t possibly see whether it was out from down there,’ he said.

‘That was why I appealed,’ replied Pinny. ‘I couldn’t see whether it was out or not, so I had to ask.’

Pinny was not the only one with a quick wit. Leonard Levy, our offspinner and affectionately known as Uncle Sunny, could have us rolling around, too. In a Shield game in the Leeward Islands against what was then called the Combined Islands, he came up with a good one-liner. One late evening, approaching close of play, our captain, Maurice Foster, asked Uncle Sunny, who was number 11, to go in as nightwatchman in order to protect Lawrence Rowe. Rowe was our number three and not long before had debuted for West Indies with a double century and century against New Zealand. The explanation given to Uncle Sunny was that it was getting a bit dark and he didn’t want to risk Rowe in poor light. Like a flash, Uncle Sunny quipped, ‘But skipper, if the world’s best batsman can’t see it because it’s too dark, how am I going to see it?’ We all roared with laughter, even Maurice, but the job was still Uncle Sunny’s. Thankfully we didn’t lose a wicket and he wasn’t required.

If things were going well on the pitch, it was more important that they were going well off it. I needed a career. In those days I couldn’t earn a living through cricket alone in the Caribbean. The only way to make cricket a career was to sign a professional contract in England. Playing for West Indies was not lucrative, an observation that may raise a few eyebrows given the amounts players earn today. I remember a Test match against India in  Guyana in 1976 when we were being paid US$200 per Test. Not a ball was bowled because of rain and the money went down the drain with it. We didn’t get a penny - no match, no pay.

When I became established as an international bowler, I was offered contracts to play county cricket by Sussex and Lancashire. The Sussex deal was put together by Tony Greig, the England captain, soon after I took 14 wickets against his team at The Oval in 1976. It was an attractive package: a sponsored car, a house for accommodation (in case people think I was getting the house for myself) and £10,000 a year, which in 1976 was an awful lot of money. Lancashire, too, wanted my signature and I would have been more inclined to go there because of skipper Clive Lloyd, but they didn’t offer as much as Sussex.

Obviously Mr Greig saw something he liked at The Oval that day. Why did I turn these contracts down? Simply, I did not see myself as a professional cricketer. It had not been a goal of mine growing up because I had always been aware that it was hard to earn a living from the game in the Caribbean.

My mum, who was a schoolteacher, unsurprisingly made it clear that exams and qualifications were important. ‘You need a piece of paper behind your name, Mikey,’ she told me repeatedly.

At school I loved anything to do with numbers, mainly because I found words so tiresome. It was a bit of an escape, getting lost in all those calculations. My habit of fidgeting would return in those long, drawn-out history and English lessons.

With my love of calculations, it was fitting that my first job was in Barclays Bank in Kingston. They were just becoming computerised and I was assigned to the computer centre. I actually didn’t last long, barely a year in fact. I needed time off work to play for Jamaica in 1974, which I had to apply for through the manager. I was allowed leave, but it was unpaid.  On my return from a game, the manager of the bank called me into his office and asked me, ‘What are your intentions? We can’t have you leaving all the time to go and play cricket.’ He gave me an ultimatum - Barclays or cricket.

Rudi Cohen, who was a very good player for Jamaica, a fast bowler in fact, had been given the same choice by Barclays, but unlike me he had a very good job there and decided to give up the game. (He later migrated to the United States and still lives in Connecticut, where he has close connections to the cricket Hall of Fame movement there.) However, after the meeting at the bank, I went straight home and wrote my letter of resignation. I was still living with my parents at the time so there was not a pressing need for me to find work.

Michael Manley, author of the book History of West Indies Cricket and the fourth prime minister of Jamaica, heard that I was kicking my heels at home; by this time my name was well known and Manley was a huge cricket fan, so he organised an interview for me at the government’s Central Data Processing Unit on East Street. In other words, computers. I went down there and got the job. Working in a government department meant mandatory time off if you were representing your country at sport - with pay, too. In addition I was being trained to be a computer programmer. It was fantastic. They were delighted for me to continue my cricket career. I had the best of both worlds and I still have many friends from my days working there. Loris Abrahams, a wonderful lady, was my boss and we are still in touch. I kept that job right up until 1981 when I got a contract to play for Rishton in the Lancashire League.

But I digress, I am getting ahead of myself. There was the small matter of selection for West Indies in 1975. It was the start of a magnificent time in my life. My timing could not have been better because, unlike few Caribbean cricketers before us, the team would be revered and handsomely rewarded.
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PLAYING DAYS

When I said that the call from West Indies would be the beginning of a wonderful time for me, I should have used the word ‘eventually’ as a caveat. My first experience of international cricket left a bitter taste, and following my first tour to Australia in 1975-76, I considered whether my thirst for the big stage had been slaked.

I spat the dummy, that’s for sure. I had such a miserable time on that trip that it would not have bothered me if I had never played again. I said as much to my father as my inexperienced and impetuous mind mulled over whether I should pack up.

My selection for West Indies had been a surprise to a lot of people. I had only played a handful of first-class games and had only taken one five-wicket haul during that time; unsurprisingly a few eyebrows were raised. I was no immediate success, no tyro fast bowler who burst on to the scene, blasting batsman’s stumps to all parts of the Caribbean. No. I was a bowler who supposedly had potential and that was why I was selected. Clive Lloyd was made West Indies captain in 1974 and he saw something that he liked when I played for Jamaica against his team, Guyana.

Guyana’s Bourda ground had a reputation as a graveyard for fast bowlers, with Roy Fredericks, Len Baichan, Alvin Kallicharran and Lloyd the men ready to do the digging. This intimidating line-up and others before their time, which  included players like Rohan Kanhai, Joe Solomon and Basil Butcher, had buried many a bowler, including the extremely quick Roy Gilchrist from my native Jamaica, thanks to their skill and the easy-paced nature of the pitch. Indeed, I had suffered at Guyana’s hands the previous year on a much more bowler-friendly pitch in Jamaica at Sabina Park. For 24 overs I toiled and sweated to no avail as Lloyd (I’m sure I had him leg before at least once in three huge appeals!) and Kallicharran both notched centuries.

So I knew what could be in store. However, I was confident this time around that perhaps I could do some damage. I was a different bowler, had gotten a bit more experience and was a touch stronger. My run-up was smoother and more rhythmical and I had added a yard of pace, thanks to some conditioning work and increasing my stamina.

By now I was taking the new ball for Jamaica and in my first spell I removed Fredericks for eight and Kallicharran for a duck. I came back later to get another couple of wickets to help Jamaica to first-innings points. Well, I knew on that wicket and against those batsmen I had made a statement. Lloyd agreed and I guess that he had remembered how I bowled a year previously, noted my improvement and reckoned that if I continued such an advance, I could be of use to him and West Indies.

I had a bit of a hint that I could be selected for the tour to Australia because when the selectors met to pick a World Cup squad to go to England in 1975, I had been discussed. J K Holt Jnr, a former Jamaica and West Indies batsman and at that time a selector, knew my father and told him that my name had come up. Lloyd said that he didn’t want me to be selected because a one-day tour was no launching pad for a young bowler. How times have changed.

I can remember exactly where I was when I found out about  my selection for the 1975-76 tour of Australia. Those days, there was no personal call from either selectors or representative of the board - you heard through the press or an announcement on the radio. I was at my club, Melbourne, with touring a long way from my mind when the news came through.

When I was given the nod I can’t say the feeling was one of elation. Australia was an awfully long way away and instead of my first thoughts being what it would be like to take a Test wicket, the only thing that occupied my mind was ‘I’m going to be away for Christmas’. I had always thought - still do - that Christmas is a time for family and I looked forward to it tremendously. This was going to be my first Christmas away from home and family.

Having never really dreamt of playing for West Indies, to say I was overwhelmed would be an overstatement. I would watch the matches, listen to the commentary on the radio and hear the chatter about all these great players, but my love was just playing the game.

There was no big celebration at the Holding household either when I was picked for West Indies. Sure, my parents were proud and they were big cricket fans, regularly attending Sabina Park, but they never made me think that I was now suddenly better than anyone else just because I had been given that famous maroon cap. There was no formal recognition, not even a handshake I don’t think, and certainly no cocktail party, nothing like that. Just congratulations. My parents were never ones to get too carried away by anything, at least not in my presence.

Looking back, that understated approach was fitting, given the grim time I had in Australia. On that tour, everything that could go wrong did go wrong.

We were well beaten (5-1 in a six-Test series), there was squabbling among the players and when I got back from that  tour, which also saw some, shall we say, unconventional umpiring, I said to my father, ‘If this is West Indies cricket or Test cricket, you can forget it. I don’t want to be a part of it.’

Coping with defeat is a part of sport, and while I obviously found it difficult, the most upsetting aspect of the tour was the infighting.

It was fractious as soon as we set foot on Australian soil and as a young player I just could not understand why so many players seemed intent on causing trouble. We were tearing ourselves apart and it had a huge bearing on the result. It was a massive culture shock for me because the Jamaica dressing room was always a happy place, full of laughter and jokes, even when we didn’t do too well. And believe me, we didn’t win too many games away from home in those early days.

A poisonous atmosphere surrounding a team can be very damaging for young players. We had a lot of experience in the team with players like Lloyd, Gibbs, Deryck Murray, Vanburn Holder and Keith Boyce, but also several cricketers on either their first or second tours. A long way from home, they needed an arm round the shoulder and a harmonious group. Having experienced the opposite, I can see why so many young players have gone on their first tour and never recovered, especially if they have performed with mediocrity.

Surprisingly, part of the problem was Clive Lloyd. He was an inexperienced captain on that tour and reckoned that as professionals we should all know what needed to be done to make sure we were fully prepared. The common statement from him was, ‘You’re all big men.’ He left it up to us. The management left it up to us. That was a mistake because players so often try to get away with as much as possible. Give them an inch and they’ll take a mile.

I found this attitude appalling from my teammates, particularly when they showed no respect to Lloyd and the team  manager, Esmond Kentish, a former Jamaica fast bowler and friend of my father, with the way they spoke to them at various times. One player went as far as to tell the captain, when he found out that he was not in the final XI, that he didn’t intend to be 12th man either.

Rows would start and occasionally boil over. It was more than a clash of personalities, that’s for sure. One such incident when things got too heated was a team meeting at the Windsor Hotel in Melbourne. Alvin Kallicharran and Keith Boyce became embroiled in an argument about the hook shot, which had cost us quite a few wickets. It resulted in Kallicharran storming out of the team meeting. The management just let him go. There was no attempt to call him back or say, ‘Hey, you’ve said your piece, now let’s work through it.’ I had never seen anything like it. Up until that point, as one of the junior squad members, I had kept my head down, but I could not let this pass. I ran after Kallicharran to try to get him to come back but he was not having any of it.

Australia had won the first Test at Brisbane by eight wickets and I made my debut with my father watching from the stands. I shared the new ball with Andy Roberts for the first time, but I would end up wicketless. In fact, I made more of an impact with the bat. In the first innings, I made 34 in an innings described by Wisden as ‘bold’. So impressed was my captain that I was promoted immediately to nightwatchman in the second innings, hanging around for almost an hour.

My first Test wicket came at Perth at the WACA, which at the time and for many years after, was like Mecca for fast bowlers because of the lightning quick wicket and steep carry. The first of four wickets for me in Australia’s first innings was Max Walker. As time has flown by, I keep thinking that people not too knowledgeable about cricketing history will think he was a top batsman, but with so much information so readily  available these days, I think I’m living in hope. Ian Chappell was numbered among the other three though, and he was no mug, never mind that he had 156 runs already under his belt. Andy Roberts was the star though, as we won the match by an innings and 87 runs. He took seven for 54 in the second innings, the top seven in the order, leaving Bernard Julien to get rid of the bowlers, Walker, Lillee and Thomson.

Sadly, this game would prove to be the high point of the whole trip and our morale seemed to dip with each day of cricket we played. One of the main reasons for the tension and irritation was the umpiring. It set the already unstable camp on edge because we felt it was in favour of the home side. Hang on, I’ve been too kind there. We were sure it was in favour of the home side.

For me it all came to a head in Sydney, the venue of the fourth Test. After the comprehensive victory in Perth, we lost in Melbourne, but we had an outstanding chance of levelling the series after making 355 in the first innings, and when Australia batted they were going along nicely until they lost two wickets in quick succession. The second of those was my old friend Ian Redpath, who I had caught behind by Deryck Murray first ball after tea. From my second ball after the break, I had another catch at the wicket. At least I thought I did.

Ian Chappell had come to the wicket to replace Redpath and at 93-2 we had the Australians in some bother. We knew that if we could get Ian out cheaply, we would be in with a real victory chance because we rated him as their best batsman and most prized scalp.
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