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INTRODUCTION


AFTER writing my autobiography I thought at first that there was nothing else left to say. That was it. The end. Then, early last year, Hodder and Stoughton editor Roddy Bloomfield, who had been such an invaluable help in the production of my best-seller, suggested over lunch one day that I ought to write another book – and he had an idea about what to put in it. He proposed that I should focus primarily on my experiences around the county championship grounds, with references also to incidents on the international circuit which I may not have covered before.


I must admit I was sceptical at first, but the more I thought about it the more the idea appealed to me, and I was further encouraged by the reaction of friends and well-wishers who had read my autobiography and were delighted at the prospect of more of the same. When Keith Lodge, the Sports Editor of the Barnsley Chronicle and my trusted friend from childhood days, agreed to help me with the manuscript I readily decided to go ahead. It was Keith who did such a magnificent job recording my words so accurately in my autobiography.


It has been hard work, but I have also had so much pleasure taking a wander down memory lane, county by county, recalling so many humorous occasions, some of which were only hazy recollections until my memory was given a timely jog. In this respect I am indebted to many people for countless reminders of half-forgotten incidents, especially my old friend Don Mosey, who turned up trumps by recalling a fund of stories from my cricketing life. He very sadly died this month. It was so good to visit all those grounds again, even though it was mainly only in my mind’s eye, because they have all been like second homes to me during my long career as player and umpire.


I am well aware that some of the stories in this book and my previous one have been given a little poetic licence along the way. It’s the way I tell ’em, you see. However, there is always someone keen to point out that maybe the facts were marginally different from my recollection. That being so, there is a statistical section at the back of this book which I can assure you is totally accurate.


It really has been a labour of love, re-living so many incidents which have made me laugh – and cry, too. I have always said that the main thing in cricket – indeed, in any sport – is to enjoy the game. I hope that you find enjoyment in this book by sharing these recollections.


Dickie Bird
August 1999





1 DERBYSHIRE


INDIA’S master batsman Sachin Tendulkar stood at the side of me in the middle during a tourists’ match at Queen’s Park, Chesterfield in Derbyshire, and reflected, ‘Do you know, Dickie, I don’t think I have ever seen a more beautiful cricket setting than this.’


As we looked out past the flowers in full bloom, through the archway of trees in all their greenery, to the famous crooked spire of All Saints’ Church, I had to agree with him. In its pomp, in the middle of summer, there is no more picturesque ground in the world, with the possible exception of Newlands, in South Africa.


In future, however, Derbyshire will stage all their matches at their Derby headquarters. It is a shame that such out-grounds as Buxton, Burton-on-Trent, Heanor, and especially Queen’s Park, have been lost to county cricket. They all had an appeal and an atmosphere of their own.


Don’t get me wrong. I have nothing against Derby, and tremendous improvements have been made there. As a player I remember the Racecourse Ground being very bleak and open, and having to use the old dressing rooms where the jockeys used to change before the races. It was not very inviting. These days there are imposing stands, a magnificent pavilion, excellent changing accommodation, banqueting suites and all the trimmings. The facilities are probably better than those at Chesterfield, but the setting does not compare, and I do not think they will get better support than they did at Queen’s Park.


The Chesterfield ground always had a lovely atmosphere, probably because it is so steeped in history. One of my earliest memories is of a Yorkshire and Derbyshire match in 1946, when Bowes and Smailes were having a lot of trouble with both length and line. Eventually Hutton, fielding down at third man, became so perplexed by it all that he insisted on the pitch being checked. Imagine the colour of the groundsman’s face when the pitch was found to be twenty-four yards long instead of the statutory twenty-two!


Derbyshire started as a first-class county in 1882, and in their long history have won the county championship on just one occasion, in 1936, when they were led to their solitary success by their captain, A. W. Richardson. They were, however, the first winners of the NatWest Trophy in 1981, and they won the Sunday League in 1990 and the Benson and Hedges Cup in 1993.


There have been quite a few characters connected with Derbyshire through the years, one of them being Major Douglas Carr, who was Secretary for a long time. He took great pains to keep the spectators informed, and he just loved to go on the public address system. Unfortunately, he had a bit of a prissy delivery and there was always some merriment among the Derbyshire following when they heard the familiar, ‘Attention plee-ase.’


I was umpiring at Chesterfield on one occasion and having arrived at the ground early, as I always do, I found that torrential rain had flooded it. The beautiful lake which lies adjacent to the cricket field had spilled over, and some areas were ankle deep. Borrowing the groundsman’s Wellington boots, I strode out into the middle, to be greeted by several ducks who were happily exploring waters new.


Major Carr emerged from the pavilion, also Wellington booted, and carrying an enormous umbrella. He came up to me and moaned, ‘Dickie, for goodness’ sake tell me what’s happening. I would like to go on the Tannoy and tell the public exactly what the situation is.’


I looked at the Major. I looked round the deserted ground. And I looked at the ducks. ‘Major,’ I said, ‘there’s only me, thee and t’ ducks here. What is there to tell?’


The cries of those Chesterfield ducks can be very apt at the fall of certain wickets. In fact, I am told that when West Indian Laurie Johnson once bagged a pair there in a match against Sussex, two ducks from the lake walked off with him!


Quackers, I call it.


The Major’s brother, Donald, became captain of Derbyshire. He was a splendid batsman, bowled slow left-arm googlies and chinamen, and was a fine slip fielder. Batting at number three or four, he got a stack of runs and still holds the record for one season, scoring 2,165 in 1959. He went on to become my boss at the Test and County Cricket Board, and I have a lot of respect for him. He was great to work for, and a marvellous help. If ever I had any problems – and I had a few in my time – he used to say, ‘Stop wittering, Dickie. Come into my office, and we’ll sort it out. Now, how about a nice drop of whisky?’


Another name that always springs to mind in association with Derbyshire, and Queen’s Park in particular, is that of George Henry Pope. He was a magnificent all-rounder who played for England once or twice before being cast aside after he upset the selectors: George was once so annoyed at being made twelfth man that he made his feelings known in no uncertain manner. That was the end of his international career, which was very sad, because he was a great bowler, a good batsman, and a terrific fielder. The story goes that it was George who taught Alec Bedser, the legendary Surrey and England bowler, how to bowl the leg-cutter. George had a brother, Alf, who was a similar type of bowler and a more than useful player. Both of them, along with several other Derbyshire players, including Tommy Mitchell and Bill Copson, played wartime cricket in the Bradford League. Tommy, incidentally, was a rarity at the time – a leg-spin bowler who spun the ball an awful lot.


Cliff Gladwin was another fine bowler with Derbyshire just before and after the war, and opened the attack with George. They were a formidable pairing, although both acknowledged the debt they owed to Alan Revill for many of their wickets.


Alan used to field close to the wicket for both Pope and Gladwin, and he was one of the best short-leggers there has ever been. He used to snap them up just like catching pigeons, despite the fact that he had a bit of a squint. You used to wonder whether he was looking at you or someone just behind your shoulder. It was weird. He could certainly see the ball, however, no matter how quickly it came to him, and no matter how little time he had to react.


Les Jackson carried on the tradition of great fast bowlers, just as the careers of Pope and Gladwin were coming to an end, and for me he was possibly the best of them all. I played against Jacko, and he was a bowler I always used to face in fear and trembling. Many’s the time I’d get my pads across to let one of his deliveries go by, and suddenly it would pitch, nip back, and hit me between the legs. In the real soft spot. And I’d be in agony.


At the end of the day Les always bought me a pint, and I would think he wasn’t such a bad bloke after all. Until the next day. Then he’d be at it again. No mercy. I used to say to him, ‘Nay, Les, don’t be like that. Just back off a bit and I’ll buy you a pint tonight.’ Maybe he didn’t believe me, because the next ball always came down even quicker and nipped back more smartly than ever.


Then there was Harold Rhodes, an England player who was no-balled out of the game by the great umpire, Syd Buller. Syd called him for throwing in a match at Chesterfield, and Harold was never the same again. It virtually ended his career.


Strangely enough, one or two Derbyshire pacemen have been caught up in controversies. Alan Ward was sent off by his own captain in one game in 1973: Brian Bolus, who had taken over the captaincy on his arrival from Nottinghamshire, sent Ward for an early bath for refusing to bowl against Yorkshire. ‘Right,’ said Bolus, ‘if that’s your attitude, you can get off the field and send out the twelfth man. You’re no use to me.’ There had never been anything like it in the modern game, and I am told it was only the third known case of its kind in history.


Television summoned F. S. Trueman to the studios for his opinion on the matter. In his usual blunt, straight-to-the-point way, Fred said, ‘To be a great fast bowler you ’ave to ’ave a big ’eart and a big arse. Wardy’s nivver ’ad eether.’ Needless to say, the interview was curtailed at that point. Derbyshire went through fourteen captains in thirty-two years. Not bad going by any standards. But there were some very interesting characters among them. Charlie Lee, for instance. He was a lovely chap, but he took himself and his duties very seriously. In the middle ’sixties Charlie was captain of the side for a pre-season practice match, and in the team was a young man called David Smith who was a good Bradford League player and anxious to be offered a county contract.


Charlie told him, ‘Listen, lad, if you make a century in this game you stand a very good chance of being given at least a three-match run with us.’


Young Smith could hardly wait to get out to the middle to show what he could do. Then he caught sight of the batting order. He was down at number seven. What odds a century going in then?


Derek Morgan was a good all-round cricketer and a sound enough captain, but he was hardly renowned for his sense of humour. Playing against Somerset, Derbyshire were having to put up with the usual barrage of ‘chat’ from Bill Alley, who never shut up, whether batting, bowling or fielding. On this occasion he was doing a fair amount of damage to the opposition with the ball. Morgan got on his high horse. As captain he issued an instruction to his players that on no account should they get involved in a war of words with the big Australian. Realising what was happening, Alley goaded the remaining batsmen even more mercilessly. And in the end Morgan ordered his players to ‘stop LISTENING to Alley!’


In the early 1960s, a young man called George William Richardson joined the county. He was a left-arm fast bowler and middle-order right-hand batsman. His father, Arthur, had captained Derbyshire in the early 1930s, and both were products of Winchester School. They therefore seemed rather out of place among the miners, steelworkers and suchlike who formed the greater part of the Derbyshire team.


Richardson the younger made his first appearance at Chester-field, and after the first day’s play the newspapers carried reports referring to debutant ‘Bill’ Richardson. The following day a formidable female stormed into the press box in a fury.


‘My son’s name,’ she informed the startled gathering, ‘is William. And I would be very much obliged if you did not call him Bill.’


The pressmen, who had heard on the grapevine that there was a very strong possibility that the young Mr Richardson would eventually be appointed captain of the county, persuaded their respective Sports Editors to use the more formal ‘William’ in future reports.


The Daily Mail, however, took the bull by the horns. Their correspondent, having noted that G. W. Richardson sprayed his deliveries all over the shop when bowling the following day, tagged him ‘Wild Bill’.


There was relief all round when Mrs Richardson failed to put in a feared reappearance.


In more recent times Derbyshire has boasted two other fine fast-bowling internationals in the shape of Devon Malcolm and Dominic Cork.


Now, although Devon is a lovely man, I have to report that he once struck me. With the ball, I hasten to add. And quite unintentionally, or so he says. He claims that he thought I was the stumps. I was umpiring at square leg, and glorious Devon, who normally wears glasses but opts for contact lenses when playing, was fielding on the fine-leg boundary. The ball was played down towards him and he raced round – well, ambled is probably a better description, because he’s no Linford Christie – in order to field it. He threw it in and it hit me smack between the shoulder blades. I wondered what the hell had happened. I went down like a pricked balloon.


Devon ran up to me, concern written all over his face. He picked me up, dusted me down, and muttered, ‘Sorry, Dickie, I thought you were the stumps.’


‘Dev,’ I said, ‘I know your eyesight isn’t brilliant, mate, but I can’t believe that. Whenever did you come across stumps wearing a white cap?’


From that day to this I’m convinced that he had forgotten to put his contact lenses in.


Devon was also a big appealer for lbws, but he bowled so wide of the return crease that he did not stand a cat in hell’s chance of getting a decision. Not from me, anyway. He could shout and bawl as much as he liked, but it would always be ‘not out’.


Corky has a gift whereby he can swing the ball away late when he’s really on song, so he always has a chance of getting even the great players out. He is a marvellous competitor, both for county and country, and he certainly makes himself heard, not to mention seen. I’ve had no problems with him, despite his histrionics. He’s not a bad appealer: he really lets it rip. Gets down on his hands and knees, praying for you to give him an lbw decision.


I used to tell him, ‘Get off thy knees, Corky, tha’ll be wearing ’em out one of these days an’ then tha’ll not be able to bowl at all.’


Corky always argued that he was in with a shout, quite literally, of an lbw – even from me – because he bowled wicket to wicket, and he would never let me forget it. He would constantly remind me of it out there in the middle. I had it all damned day. In the end I’d turn to him and say, ‘All right, Corky, I’ve got the message. Now for goodness’ sake put a sock in it.’


He was right, though: if a bowler bowls wicket to wicket, keeps it straight, and the ball holds up, then he is in with a great chance if ball raps pad.


Derbyshire had another fine bowler in Dallas Moir, a big, slow left-armer from Scotland. It pains me every time I think about him.


Moir was the chap who bowled a long hop to South African Ken McEwan, batting for Essex at the time. McEwan was one of the hardest strikers of the ball in the game, and he pulled it towards me at square leg. It struck me on the shin, and I thought I’d broken my leg. As I went down clutching it, my leg came up like a football before my eyes, which were watering ever so slightly. Moir came over, stooped down, picked me up in his great big arms as if I were no more than a little baby, carried me off to the physio’s room, and laid me ever so gently down on the treatment table.


At the time I wasn’t sure whether my shin bone was connected to my thigh bone or my ankle bone, or if it was still connected to anything at all.


There was another sorry tale of someone being hit by the ball, though thankfully not me this time, when Glamorgan visited Chesterfield in 1978. Glamorgan batsman Malcolm Nash received a long hop and hit the ball, off the full blade of the bat, straight at Phil Russell, who was crouched down at short leg. The ball lodged in Russell’s protective helmet, and there was blood all over the place, as well as the odd bit of bone. It was nasty. The poor lad’s cheekbone was shattered.


There was, of course, a great deal of immediate anxiety about the state of Russell’s health, but once he had recovered sufficiently to be taken to hospital, we umpires had to decide whether it was a catch or not. Was the batsman therefore out? No one knew. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Eventually I decided the best course of action was to declare a dead ball. It seemed the fairest and most logical thing to do. When my colleague, Eddie Phillipson, and I later consulted Lord’s, they agreed, saying that we had handled the situation correctly and had made the right decision. Our ruling was incorporated into the Laws of the Game, making me instrumental in writing a little bit of cricketing history.


I always enjoyed umpiring at the out-grounds, although one game between Derbyshire and Gloucestershire at Ilkeston was not very appealing. Or, to be more strictly accurate, none of the players was. Stevenson, of Derbyshire, was bowling to David Shepherd, who is now a very fine first-class umpire and my Test match colleague for many years. Shep played down the leg-side, and from my square-leg position it looked as though the ball had flicked his glove. I waited for the appeal, but none came. Not from Bob Taylor, who took the ball behind the stumps. Not the bowler. Not the close-to-the-wicket fielders. No one appealed. I couldn’t understand it. Had I dreamt it? Was I seeing and hearing things? Was that a squadron of pink elephants that had just flown by?


At the end of the over I strolled across to Shep and looked at him accusingly. ‘You gloved that, you bugger,’ I said.


He smiled. Sheepishly. As a Shepherd might well. ‘I know I gloved it, Dickie. You know I gloved it. But nobody else does. There was no appeal. So I’m not going to walk, am I?’


The situation was Taylor-made for me to have a little chat with wicketkeeper Bob, so I made a beeline for him. ‘He gloved that, Bob,’ I said.


‘Get away,’ he replied. ‘You’re having me on.’


‘You ask him, then,’ I retorted. So he did.


Shep admitted, ‘’Course I gloved it, but nobody appealed, so I’m staying put.’


I have often wondered if he would have walked had someone appealed. Or would he have waited for the umpire’s decision? And what does David Shepherd the umpire now think of the actions of David Shepherd the batsman that day?


Another non-walker was that great South African all-rounder Eddie Barlow, who did a tremendous job captaining Derbyshire between 1976 and 1978. He lifted spirits to sky-high proportions, injected steel into the side, and made keen competitors of the players. Barlow was such a competitor himself, that he would never give an inch to the opposition, which is why he never walked. He believed it was the umpire’s job to give him out, and he would always wait for the decision.


He once told me, ‘I’ve got away with a lot, Dickie. I’ve been given not out when I should have been out. But, then again, I’ve been given out when I knew I wasn’t. It’s swings and roundabouts. Either way I never complain. I go back to the dressing room, take off my pads and gloves, and say nothing. I accept decisions, good or bad, because they even themselves out in the long run. But I never walk.’


I admired Barlow for that honesty, and respected him for being prepared to accept decisions, rough or smooth, without the slightest complaint.


Ashley Harvey-Walker was also quite a character and no mean batsman. He was the player who once handed me his teeth for safe keeping while he went out to bat on a brute of a pitch at Buxton, which had been badly affected by a sudden snowstorm on 1 June, 1975, right in the middle of one of the hottest summers on record. And there I was, hoping they wouldn’t bite.


It is the only time in my life that I could have been tempted to utter that famous ‘Yorkshire’ expression, which no self-respecting Yorkie ever does utter, ‘Eeh, by gum, Ashley lad.’


Through the years Derbyshire have recruited some of the top foreign players, the first being South African Chris Wilkins. Fellow South African Peter Kirsten holds the Derbyshire record for the most centuries in a season – eight in 1982. The greatest overseas player to join Derbyshire was the West Indian fast bowler Michael Holding, whom I included in my World Squad in my autobiography. While with Derbyshire he opened the bowling with Ole Mortensen, one of the few Danish players to have been successful in the English game. To his amusement, we used to call him ‘Stan’ after the great Blackpool and England footballer. He was also christened ‘Erik Bloodaxe’ by Mike Hendrick.


New Zealander John Wright was with Derbyshire for quite a few years. He was a fine left-handed opening batsman who went on to captain his country, and I would like to have seen him take over as Derbyshire coach. He would have done an excellent job.


Current Indian captain, Mohammad Azharuddin, skippered Derbyshire in 1991 and scored a lot of runs for them, and a former Indian captain, Venkataraghavan – we called him Venkat for the simple reason that we couldn’t get our tongues round the rest of his name – turned out for them for a while before going on to become a well-respected international umpire.


Aussie Dean Jones took Derbyshire to second place in the championship in his first season as captain, and they could have won the title with a bit of luck. It went right to the last three matches, when a draw at Taunton and defeat by Warwickshire at Derby ended their chances.


Home-grown stars who have made a name for themselves include batsmen Denis Smith, Chris Adams, John Morris, Peter Bowler and Kim Barnett, who is now playing for Gloucestershire. Fast bowlers Mike Hendrick, who now coaches the Irish team, and Fred Rumsey, both played for England, as did off-spinner Geoff Miller. Edwin Smith and Bob Berry were also fine spin bowlers.


Of the current crop of players Karl Krikken is following in the tradition of such outstanding wicketkeepers as Harry Elliott, Bob Taylor and George Dawkes, and medium-pacer Andrew Harris is also a very good prospect.


I could not leave Derbyshire without making reference to their most humiliating season, in 1920 – even before my time, that! – when they lost seventeen out of their eighteen matches. The other was abandoned without a ball being bowled!


After that, things could only get better.







2 DURHAM


TIM LAMB, now Chief Executive of the England and Wales Cricket Board, had been invited up to Durham to have a look at the site for a new cricket ground. He stood on that god-forsaken piece of bog-like wasteland on an icy-cold afternoon at the wrong time of the year, listening to groundsman Tom Flintoft describing the state-of-the-art stadium of his dreams.


Tom showed his VIP visitor where the square would be laid, walked him round the imaginary boundary, and pointed to where there would be practice areas. He had it all pictured in his mind’s eye. He knew exactly what he wanted. It must have been difficult for Tim to visualise the same exciting scene, however.


Today the Riverside Stadium at Chester-le-Street is the realisation of Tom’s vision as much as anyone else’s, and full credit to him.


Much careful planning, thought and foresight went into the construction of the beautiful ground – and it shows. For example, three sides of the arena have covered stands, but the fourth side has been left open so that nothing restricts one of county cricket’s most magnificent views. Spectators can gaze out from the other seating areas on to the breathtaking backdrop of Lumley Castle, with the River Wear winding its way to the sea, alongside the lush green grass and sandy-bunkered oases of the golf course. Marvellous.


The facilities are also first class, car parking is excellent, and you could hardly have a better access, with the Al motorway close at hand.


There were a lot of setbacks along the way, and because Durham wanted to set the wheels in motion they played too soon on the pitch. Tom Flintoft knew that better than anybody, but he cheerfully worked to ease any difficulties, and by the time he retired, although it had not fully settled, the pitch was almost right. It was certainly a lot better than it had been at the outset, when there was a lot of uneven bounce.


I stood at a match at Chester-le-Street in 1992 when Pakistan won by 107 runs, despite three Durham centuries, two of them by Australian Dean Jones.


Replying to Pakistan’s opening knock of 308 for 7 declared, Durham totalled 341 for 4 declared, with Jones making a superb unbeaten 134 and opener Wayne Larkins hitting 118 in a second-wicket partnership of 162. A fine 90 by Aamir Sohail gave the visitors the impetus to run up 338 for 6 declared in their second innings. Waqar Younis and Wasim Akram, who took 5 for 22 and 3 for 65 respectively, then bowled Durham out for 198, with Jones, defiant to the last, battling away for 105.


I umpired that game with Pasty Harris, who had me in a real old tizzy after lunch on one of the days. On leaving the field, I always write down who has been bowling to whom, and at which end, just so there is no argument when play resumes. Pasty was supposed to do the same, and because the Pakistanis were due to reopen the bowling from his end after the break, Pasty had the job of looking after the match ball.


We arrived in the middle for the afternoon session, and after a couple of deliveries Salim Malik sidled up to me and said, ‘Are you sure this is the right match ball, Dickie?’


I looked at it, gave it a couple of twirls, and looked at it again. ‘Now you come to mention it,’ I admitted, ‘no, I’m not at all sure.’


I strolled over to Pasty, who was shuffling about uneasily from one foot to the other. ‘Did you put the match ball in your pocket when we came out of the dressing room?’ I asked him.


His eyes went to the ball, then to Salim Malik, and back to me. ‘I did, Dickie, honest I did. But it rather looks as though I’ve picked up the wrong one, doesn’t it? I dare say the right one is still lying on the table.’


My first county championship match in Durham was on 2 June, 1992, when I stood at their game with Somerset at Feethams, a nice little ground in the centre of Darlington which is shared by Darlington Football Club. I have fond memories of the place, since it is where I scored my first century for Yorkshire Seconds in the Minor Counties League. Before they were elected to the county championship, Durham also used to play at Stockton and Gateshead.


The newest first-class county, having become the eighteenth side to join the championship, as recently as 1992, Durham had a long and distinguished history as a minor county for 110 years before that. It was as a minor county that they pulled off their most memorable victory in 1973, when they defeated Yorkshire by five wickets in a Gillette Cup match. They also knocked out Derbyshire in 1985, and in their first season as a county championship side, they reached the quarter-finals of the same competition.


As a first-class county they have, however, failed to reach the knock-out stages of the Benson and Hedges Cup, and their best Sunday League finish was in 1993, when they were seventh. As for the championship, their highest position, prior to 1999, was fourteenth in 1998.


The first Durham fixture at the Riverside was a second eleven game against Middlesex. Graeme Fowler was captain, and a crowd of two or three thousand had turned out for what was, after all, an historic occasion. Even so, Fowler and his colleagues were amazed at the number of spectators – and the players had to get changed in the scorebox!


On winning the toss, Fowler decided to put Middlesex in to bat, which gave Franklyn Rose, who played Test cricket for the West Indies, the honour of bowling the first ball at the ground.


The following day witnessed one of the worst thunderstorms you are ever likely to see. It became so dark and threatening that umpire John Hampshire had the players off the field before the first few drops of rain fell – he could see what was coming. The heavens opened, and play was abandoned for the day.


Tom Flintoft and his staff did a great job covering the square, but it was all to no avail. Next day Durham had little option but to call the game off, hardly an auspicious start to cricket at the Riverside.


It was still a memorable occasion for Fowler, however. His wife gave birth to their first child that very night. Amid all the thunder and lightning.


Tom has just retired after doing an absolutely magnificent job at the Riverside, and he was one of the best groundsmen I have known. He used to be at Middlesbrough’s Acklam Park, where Yorkshire sometimes played, and I was so impressed with his work there that I recommended him for the job of head groundsman at Lord’s. He nearly got it, too, but they decided to appoint Mike Hunt, who had been on the Lord’s groundstaff since he was a young lad.


Tom later applied for the job at Southampton. He wrote a very impressive letter, and club Secretary Jimmy James was instructed to invite him down for an interview. Charles Knott, who was Chairman of the Hampshire committee at the time, was not all that sure about Tom, but Jimmy contacted me for an opinion.


‘He’s the best,’ I said. ‘Clearly the man for the job.’ And he got it. He went on to produce the best pitches in the country at Southampton.


Not all groundsmen are quite in Tom’s league, however, as Durham’s Simon Hughes discovered when he once wintered in Sydney, captaining a local club side. Simon went to inspect the pitch before play one Saturday, and as it looked a bit patchy, he thought it might not be a bad track to bowl on. Having won the toss, he put the opposition in, reasoning that with a bit of luck and a following wind his lot could knock over four or five batsmen with the new ball.


After half an hour the score was 50 for none and the batsmen were going like express trains. Hughes’s opening bowlers, on the other hand, could not stop dropping the ball short, as if the pitch had been suddenly and secretly lengthened overnight. Which, in effect, it had.


It transpired that the club had just employed a new groundsman – a Vietnamese council gardener with little or no knowledge of cricket. They discovered at lunch after a wearying morning session chasing leather that he had marked out a strip twenty-three yards long. ‘A Saigon Special,’ muttered Hughes.


Nor was that all. During the following week the guy was seen rolling the pitch crossways instead of lengthways – a Vietnamese Roll? – and he later started to cut the grass diagonally across the square. An Oriental Snip?


Wayne Larkins, who featured in my first umpiring appointment at the Riverside, had rather better fortune as a result of a visit to Australia. He and Peter Willey received 2,016 pints of beer – seven barrels in all – from a brewery in Northampton for their efforts with England Down Under in 1979–80. I just hope they didn’t sup it all at once.


I had been on my way to umpire a match in Durham when I was called to the Yorkshire Television studios to record a programme of funny cricketing stories. Or so I thought. Instead they sprang a This is Your Life on me.


I told them straight: ‘Well, I suppose it’s all right, so long as it doesn’t take too long. I’m umpiring in Durham tomorrow, you know. I’ve booked in a hotel up there and I want to get there before dark.’


Out came the famous red book, with Michael Aspel as cool, courteous and professional as ever, and I was escorted into the big studio where all the guests were already waiting to make the recording. Afterwards there was a bit of a party, with a few drinks, and everyone had a good natter – there were people I had not seen for years.


It was soon pretty obvious that I had no chance of making it to Durham that night, so they booked me in at the Queen’s Hotel in Leeds.


Well, I couldn’t sleep. Whether it was the excitement of the day, or the worry that I might not make it in time for the eleven o’clock start the following morning, I don’t know. When I stole a look at my watch for the umpteenth time it was five o’clock.


‘Right, that’s it,’ I said to myself, ‘pot it. This tossing and turning is not a bit of good. I’m going to pack up my bags and drive up to Durham now.’


I arrived with the milk.


That game was the second team fixture at Sellafield, right beside the nuclear power station. It was bitterly cold. It was windy. Not long after the game started, so did the rain. There was some sleet in the air, too. Finally we had to admit defeat and come off.


It was not quite as bad, however, as the first day of the 1999 season, when there were three inches of snow at Riverside, and David Boon, that excellent Australian batsman, was photographed with a great big snowball in each hand. Being an Aussie, he had not seen much of the stuff, and certainly not in the cricket season. He could not pin the blame on me this time: I wasn’t even there.


Lancashire were the visitors for a one-day match in the 1998 season and they revelled in the glorious weather, winning by an absolutely massive margin. Ironically, however, there were two stoppages during the day – and one of them was because of the sun. It was so bright that the reflections from the cars in the car park were blinding the players. So the spectators were asked to go and cover up their cars with blankets, newspapers, or whatever they could lay their hands on, in order to stop the glare.


I also remember umpiring Durham against Lancashire at Gateshead in September, 1992, when I gave Michael Atherton out, caught behind by Fothergill off Bainbridge, for 199. As he trudged off he gave me a rueful smile and said, ‘I didn’t think you’d pick that one, Dickie. It was only a very faint nick.’


‘Aye, well, I’m sorry, Athers, you being only one run off your double ton an’ all that,’ I replied, ‘but a nick’s a nick, no matter how faint it is.’


Lancashire went on to total 562, with Peter Martin hitting 133, and they eventually won by ten wickets, so Athers would not have been too disappointed.


One fellow who surely was, during a match against Warwickshire at Edgbaston, was Durham wicketkeeper Chris Scott. After dropping West Indian batting star Brian Lara on two, he turned to the slip cordon and remarked, ‘I hope he doesn’t go on to make a century.’ The record books tell us that Lara finished on 501 not out!


Graham ‘Budgie’ Burgess and I decided to add to the entertainment when we umpired a Sunday League match at Chester-le-Street towards the end of my career. Jockey Willie Carson, whom I knew very well, had popped into the dressing room for a chat before play. When the time came for me and ‘Budgie’ to go out into the middle Willie sighed and said, ‘I wish I was walking out with you.’


I said, ‘Well, why not? Come on, we’ll get you togged up. I’m sure there must be a spare umpire’s jacket lying about somewhere.’


So we put a jacket on him, stuck one of my caps on his head, and the three of us walked down the pavilion steps together. The crowd erupted, and Willie cackled away in that peculiar way of his. He was having the time of his life. He did look comical, though: as you are well aware, Willie is not the biggest fella in the world, and the umpire’s jacket simply smothered him. What with that, the cap and his jockey-strap, it was not a pretty sight.







3 ESSEX


I HAVE often thought that it is just like Billy Smart’s Circus on the move when Essex stage matches away from the county ground at Chelmsford. Instead of the big top, the performing animals, the clowns and the trapeze artists, it is the players, advertising boards, scoreboards, office equipment, extra seating, and goodness knows what else, that are whisked away in convoy to the out-grounds at Colchester, Southend or Ilford. Chief Executive Peter Edwards is the ringmaster on such occasions. He gathers all his troops together, lines up the vans and lorries, and off they go. When the match is over, all the trappings are transported back to Chelmsford. It is quite an operation – the only one of its kind in county cricket – and very well organised.


Chelmsford itself is a lovely, compact ground, but I always used to enjoy matches at the out-grounds, where you are so much closer to the crowd and can have a natter to them during the interval and at close of play.


We umpires had to change in a caravan at the out-grounds, although that is not quite as basic as it sounds. It had all the mod cons, including a toilet, although I do remember having to fill a bucket with water for some reason. The caravan was very comfortable and I’ve often had a bit of a nap there during the lunch and tea intervals. Some players – and spectators, too – have suggested I sometimes still had my eyes shut when play resumed, but that’s just a malicious rumour.


There was, however, one match at Southend when I was really dog-tired at the end of the day’s play – we didn’t come off the field until half past eight in the evening. It had recently been introduced into the playing conditions that 118 overs should be bowled a day, and we were finding it very difficult getting through them all.


I was so shattered when we eventually came off that I walked through what I thought was the gate leading to the pavilion, realising in the nick of time that it led to the adjoining lake. I only just managed to stop myself going head over heels into the water. In my early years working down the pit the miners used to have ‘laik’ days, when they had unofficial time off work – that was very nearly another one for me.


I had a similar experience when Essex entertained Surrey at Colchester some years later. It was twenty-five minutes to nine when we walked off that day. It was mid-August, and the nights were drawing in, so it was nearly pitch black by the time we had to abandon play because of ‘bad light’. Believe me, it was almost cricket by the light of the silvery moon. Surrey bowlers Martin Bicknell and Cameron Cuffy, the big West Indian, both trundled all the way back to the sightscreen to start their run-up. I had tried all day to chivvy them on, but my pleas fell on deaf ears. The pair of them must have walked and run many a mile that day, and I was knackered just standing there watching them.


On the last day of the county championship match between Essex and Sussex at Valentine’s Park, Ilford, in June, 1988, I suffered a clotting of the blood in my right leg and had to be rushed off to hospital. Poor old Chris Balderstone was left standing at the other end with no fellow umpire – that was until George Clark stepped into the breach to save the day. George was the attendant who looked after the players and umpires – getting them drinks and seeing to all their creature comforts. Fortunately, he was also a second eleven umpire, and although not on the county championship list, was able to do a good job at square leg, while Chris took both ends behind the stumps until reinforcements arrived in the shape of Don Oslear after lunch.


It turned out all right in the end, but I did feel a bit of a clot at the time, by George!


The Essex physio in those days was Ray Cole, and it was he who attended to me on the field. He was also the physio for Colchester United Football Club and he told me a tale that caused him a great deal of embarrassment. Apparently one of the Colchester players went down with a bad leg injury and Ray dashed out on to the pitch to administer his medical expertise, which by now had progressed beyond the famous ‘magic sponge’ cure-all. Ray hurriedly strapped and bandaged the leg, and it was not until he tried to turn to pack all his equipment back into the bag that he realised he had also bandaged his tie to the player’s leg.


Clacton was another venue which was very popular with visiting sides in the 1960s – largely because there was usually an invitation to spend an evening or two at Butlin’s Holiday Camp.


There was one instance in 1963, when a group of Yorkshire players ventured into the camp and, on arriving at the ‘Crazy Horse Saloon’ were somewhat taken aback to find it crammed to the rafters with holidaymakers enjoying the spectacle of two of their number – no doubt as a result of the large amount of liquid refreshment they had consumed – having a right old ding-dong, no-holds-barred, in the middle of the floor.


The noise was deafening as the crowd urged on their respective favourites. Suddenly there was a brief pause in the din. And it was then that Richard Hutton inquired, ‘Do you mean to tell me that people actually come to this sort of place to enjoy themselves?’ He was quickly and forcibly ushered out.


It was not one of Richard’s better fixtures, at least off the pitch. He had just graduated from Cambridge and had not been able to acquire a car of his own, so he arranged to drive to the next game at Scarborough with Ray Illingworth. Richard volunteered to take the first stint of driving and Raymond settled back for a kip. He was woken up sometime later by Hutton, complaining, ‘I say, Illy, your brakes aren’t very good.’


As it was a brand new car, Illy was most concerned. And he shot bolt upright when he saw they were approaching a roundabout at close on eighty miles an hour. It turned out that Hutton had driven seventy or eighty miles from Clacton with the hand-brake on!


It took them a long time to find a garage which was open. Even longer to find one which was open and also willing to set about repairing a ruined braking system so late at night. It was nearly four in the morning when the two players reached Scarborough.


There was still little rest for the wicked. After only a few hours’ sleep they arrived bleary-eyed at the North Marine Road ground just in time for Yorkshire to lose the toss, upon which they were invited to field!


I was only a bit of a whippersnapper when my dad took me to see the great Australian side of Bradman, Lindwall and Miller at Bramall Lane in 1948, the same year that Miller was involved in a bizarre incident when the tourists met Essex. He told me the story himself when I visited him at his home in Sydney many years later, by which time we had become close friends.


Keith was a great one for the horses. Loved to have a flutter on the gee-gees. He asked Bradman if he could have time off to go to the races instead of playing in the Essex game, which was scheduled for the Whitsuntide holiday period. His skipper refused, insisting that Miller turned out.


By the time Keith trudged out to bat, Bradman had put on 219 in ninety minutes with Brown, and the capacity crowd waited in eager anticipation for the great all-rounder to continue the onslaught. However, Miller was in no mood for a crowd-pleasing exhibition of strokeplay that day. Instead he played no shot at all to a straight ball from Bailey and allowed himself to be bowled for a duck. He had made his point, but he still didn’t get to the races!


Miller’s action did not affect the result: Bradman went on to make 187 not out in two hours and five minutes, the Aussies totalled a massive 721, which remains the most runs scored in a day, and Essex were bowled out twice on the second day, to leave the Aussies winners by the amazing margin of an innings and 451 runs. What a team that was.


England batsman Doug Insole played a big part in my career. He was chairman of the sub-committee which brought me on to the Test match panel as an umpire in 1972. He was a very good cricketer, and captained Essex for eleven years until Trevor ‘Barnacle’ Bailey, another Essex stalwart, took over in 1961.


Trevor gave sterling service to England and went on to make a name for himself as a summariser, along with Brian Johnston and co., on Test Match Special. He was known as ‘Barnacle’ Bailey because of his ability to stick at the crease for hours on end and bore everybody silly. At least, that is what some critics used to say. Not me, of course.


Trevor batted for four and a quarter hours at Lord’s in 1953 to save England from defeat against the Australians, and put that little effort into the shade five years later when he took more than seven hours to score forty-eight, with the Aussies again on the receiving end.


He could hit out if necessary, though, something he proved at Brisbane in 1954 when he clouted a mighty six which went right out of the ground, to the astonishment of all and sundry. Mind you, a local businessman had offered a hundred pounds to the first player to clear the boundary ropes!


Trevor was also known as ‘Boil’. And there are two explanations for this. In those days it was possible to play both cricket and football professionally, and Trevor turned out in the winter for Walthamstow, with whom he won an FA Amateur Cup-winners’ medal. The story goes that supporters yelled out to him in the broadest cockney, ‘Come on, Boily!’ Brian Johnston, however, claimed that the nickname originated when Trevor was on a tour of Switzerland with Cambridge University and the public address system announcer had great difficulty with the pronunciation of his name, which came out as ‘Boiley.’ Whatever the true source, it was very often ‘Boil’-ing in the commentary box when Trevor was around.


In 1955 Doug Insole was playing for the Rest against Surrey at the Oval, and facing Tony Lock, one of the most aggressive of all cricketers, who bowled his left-arm stuff as if his very life depended on it. His action had been viewed with great suspicion for some time, and when he dismissed Insole in that match, Lock looked questioningly down the wicket at his adversary, who was standing his ground and declining to walk.


‘That’s out,’ snarled Lock.


‘Oh, I know that,’ admitted Insole. ‘I just wondered if I’d been bowled or run out.’


That story always reminds me of another bowler whose action caused concern to one of my umpiring colleagues. The umpire decided to have a quiet word with the player’s captain during the lunch interval. ‘I have to say I think he throws,’ he said.


‘Oh, aye,’ admitted the captain, ‘but he throws ’em so quick and so straight we decided to keep him in the side.’


Four years later I had firsthand experience of Insole when I played for Yorkshire against Essex at Scarborough. I had gone in to partner Brian Close, and Closey, taking me under his wing, as always, said to me, ‘Nar, look ’ere, lad.’ He always called me lad. ‘Nar, look ’ere. I’m going to ’elp thee. I’ll tek leg-spinner, ’cos I know you’re not too happy facing ’em. You can play t’ seamer.’


Insole, who was Essex captain at the time, overheard the conversation and immediately chipped in, ‘I hate to tell you this, Closey, but I think you’ve got a bit of a problem, my old son. Because we’ve got not one leg-spinner, but two.’ He promptly put Bill Greensmith at one end and Bertie Clarke at the other, so Closey’s advice to me wasn’t worth tuppence.


There was I, left with not just one, but two leg-spinners to deal with. I remembered the advice that Maurice Leyland had always given me. ‘When playing leg-spin always push for the googly. If it turns out to be the googly you’ll play it. If it’s the leg-spin you’ll miss it, and with a bit of luck it’ll go through to the wicketkeeper.’ That’s what I tried to do, but without much success. I didn’t last long. I was in a heap of trouble, thanks to Closey’s big mouth.


Dickie Dodds was another popular player around at that time. I first met up with him when Don Wilson and I were called up to Middlesbrough from Scarborough, where we were with the second eleven, at the same time Johnny Wardle was sacked from Yorkshire. Wilson was drafted into the team in Wardle’s place and I was made twelfth man.


Dickie was a big churchman, and before he went out to open the innings he said to me, ‘The good Lord has told me that I should play my shots today. The message has come to me to get after the ball.’


I took it all with a pinch of salt, but Dickie must have had a good line of communication with the Big Boss upstairs that day, because he hit the first ball out of the ground for six and rattled up fifty-odd in next to no time. He smashed the bowling all over the place before finally getting out.


In 1961 I played for Leicestershire against Essex at Ilford when we crashed to defeat by 207 runs on a bone-hard, alarmingly fast track, the seamers operating right the way through the match. Trevor Bailey and Barry Knight hit me all over my body that day. There was not one single part of me that escaped unscathed, or so it seemed at the time. I took a fearful battering on the first evening. In the second innings, when we were left with an impossible target of 347, I ended up black and blue and could hardly walk out of the ground at the end of the game.


Still, I consoled myself, I had done the right thing. I had been brave. I had got in line. And I had defied all efforts to get the ball past me, even if it meant that I ended up feeling as though I had been on the wrong end of a coconut shy.


Bailey came up to me afterwards and remarked, ‘That was a magnificent effort of yours.’


In some ways I suppose it was, but I had scored 32 runs over the two innings, whereas Maurice Hallam, my captain and opening partner, had scored 69. I turned to Bailey and replied, ‘That’s as maybe. But Maurice backed away, slashed at nearly every ball – and got twice as many runs as me.’ It still rankles to this day.


Keith Fletcher also played in that match. He was a fine captain who led Essex to all their successes in the ’seventies and ’eighties. He had a great knowledge of the game and was aware of all the weaknesses of the opposition. He would soon sort them out, would Fletch. His players thought the world of him – they would jump over the pavilion for him if necessary. He also had the knack of changing his bowlers at just the right time, too, although he always had difficulty getting the ball out of John Lever’s hands. John would bowl all day if you let him.


Fletch is a big fisherman – well, more of a little fisherman, really. That’s all he does in his spare time. Yorkshire folk say he’s better at catching fish than catching cricket balls, which stems from the time he was selected ahead of Yorkshire’s slip-catching wizard Phil Sharpe for his Test debut at Headingley. Fletch dropped three catches and the Headingley crowd never let him forget it. They gave him an ear-bashing whenever he returned to the ground. To be fair, though, Fletch made the best catch of all in the Broad Acres: he married a Yorkshire lass.


Fletch was nicknamed ‘the Gnome’: at a time when pointed shoes had almost gone out of fashion, Fletch still wore a scuffed old pair on which the toes actually turned up. When he strode into the changing room wearing them one day, someone remarked that he looked like a gnome who’d just fallen off a toadstool, and the nickname stuck. So if you see a group of garden gnomes on your travels, Fletch will be the one with the fishing line.


I have mentioned John Lever, and he was a fine bowler. No doubt about that. However, he found himself in trouble in 1976 when he toured India with England, and was unfairly accused of using Brylcreem – or some kind of Vaseline – on the ball to make it swing more. John would never do anything so underhand. He was not that type. He was a natural swinger of the ball and could make it go both ways. In the right conditions he was capable of bowling any team out. Perhaps the Indians were just a little bit miffed that he had taken 10 for 70 in his first Test in New Delhi.


There can hardly have been a more endearing character at Essex than Brian ‘Tonker’ Taylor. They called him that because he loved to give the ball an almighty tonk. He was both captain and wicketkeeper, and he has never been allowed to forget a match at Colchester when he dropped Geoff Boycott off the first ball – and Boycs went on to make a double hundred.


Tonker was the one who brought on all the top Essex youngsters, such as Graham Gooch, John Lever, Neil Foster, David Acfield, and Ray and David East and such like. He was a strict disciplinarian. Under him the Essex lads always wore their blazers for lunch and tea. Collar and tie, too. No slouching around in slovenly attire when he was around. Look smart, play smart, was his philosophy, and there is a lot in it.


When the team took to the field he would line them all up and march them out, army style. ‘Right, lads,’ he would say. ‘Altogether now. Snap to it. Look lively, the lot of you. I shall say “left right, left right” and off we will go. I don’t want anyone out of step. Follow me . . .’


One day he went through all his usual rigmarole and marched proudly out to the middle at the head of his team. Or so he thought. When he arrived, he turned round and was startled to find that he was completely on his own. The players were still on the other side of the fence, having a good laugh. They never did it again, though. Oh, dear me, no.


Under Tonker, Essex were never short of ideas for getting batsmen out. He tried all sorts. He would have had a go at the liquorice variety given half the chance.


There was one time when he set out to trick a compulsive hooker into playing the shot that would most likely prove his undoing. In the course of one over he moved square leg a little deeper after each ball. The fourth delivery was the inevitable bouncer, and as it was on its way towards the batsman, the fielder set off running towards the boundary in gleeful anticipation of what was to come. Sure enough, the batsman, unable to resist the temptation, hooked the ball high and hard and was brilliantly caught just inside the ropes. Tonker and his team were ecstatic. Until they realised that the umpire had called ‘no-ball’.


All eyes turned accusingly towards the bowler, and his frustrated colleagues tore him off a strip until the umpire explained that he had not called the bowler for overstepping. He turned to Tonker. ‘It was your fault, skipper,’ he said to him. ‘You’ve three men behind square leg.’ The laws allowed for only two.


Tonker looked round in disbelief. He counted once. He counted twice. And he counted again. Then the penny dropped. ‘Don’t tell me you were counting that chap right on the boundary edge,’ he muttered menacingly.


‘Of course,’ replied the umpire.


Exploded Tonker, ‘That’s not a fielder, you fool, that’s the bloody ice-cream man.’


I have mentioned Ray East, the left-arm spinner under Tonker’s captaincy. He was responsible for one of the funniest things I have ever seen on a cricket field. He was given out lbw by umpire Jack van Geloven off the last ball before the tea interval, and all the way back to the pavilion he chuntered on at Jack, trying to get him to change his mind.


‘You didn’t really give me out, did you?’ Ray pleaded. ‘You’re just kidding me, aren’t you? I mean, that ball would have hit another set of stumps, it was that wide.’


But Jack persisted. ‘Ray, stop moaning. You’re out, and that’s an end of the matter.’


When play resumed after tea, a ‘new’ batsman came in to bat, unfamiliar to most of the opposition players. And to the crowd. He had a droopy moustache and a beard and wore an old-fashioned ringed cap. The bowler was just about into his delivery stride when the batsman stepped back from the crease, pulled off his moustache and beard and took off his cap – to reveal Ray East!


The place was in uproar. Jack yelled at him, ‘East, I’ve told you once and I shan’t tell you again, you’re out. Now bugger off.’


Off he went, stopping every few steps to look pleadingly over his shoulder at the umpire, who kept pointing him in the direction of the dressing rooms.


Easty was renowned for being a bit of a prankster. For example, if a car backfired in the distance, he would suddenly fall to the ground clutching his heart, as if he’d been shot. I’ve even seen him come up and bowl with a piece of fruit he’d picked up from the lunch table. First delivery of the afternoon and out it would come. Sometimes the future was bright. And orange. Sometimes it would be a peach of a ball.


Ray would sometimes go down on his knees, a bit like Dominic Cork at Derbyshire, and pray for me to give him an lbw decision. I used to tell him, ‘In order to get an lbw decision out of me, lad, you’ve got to straighten the ball.’


One day at Chelmsford he was at it all the time. Never shut up. Finally, I actually raised my finger and barked, ‘That’s out.’


Easty looked at me in disbelief. It was the first time I’d known him lost for words. Then he exclaimed, ‘Oh, Dickie, Dickie, thank you, thank you so very much. I never thought I’d live to see the day.’


I said to him, ‘Look, lad, I’ve been tellin’ thee for ages that if you’d only straighten one, I’d give it. And that straightened.’ I do like to think that, in my own way, I helped keep Easty on the straight and narrow.


In another match at Chelmsford, when Sussex were the visitors in June, 1977, Ken McEwan scored a magnificent double century before eventually being caught by Javed Miandad off Tony Greig, and he was presented with a magnum of champagne. During the drinks break the twelfth man took it out on a tray with glasses for the players. Easty popped the cork, and up it went, bubbling all over the place. He turned to me and offered me the first glass. I had a little sip – couldn’t drink too much on duty, you see, otherwise I might have ended up seeing double.


There are a few houses well within striking distance of a straight drive over the sightscreen at Chelmsford, and when balls landed in the gardens, the club sent members of the groundstaff to retrieve them. Very often, however, the residents refused to give them back. There was one famous occasion, in 1979, during a match against Kent, when in the course of a morning’s play eight sixes were deposited in the gardens, resulting in four lost balls. A search party was duly despatched during the lunch interval – they came back with not four, but five balls!


In a match against Middlesex at Valentine’s Park in 1981 I asked Essex all-rounder Stuart Turner if I could inspect the ball, and my suspicions were aroused when I saw that the seam appeared to be raised. I looked at Turner accusingly. ‘Stewy, you’re not picking this seam by any chance, are you?’


He returned my gaze, all hurt and innocence. ‘How could you even think such a thing, Dickie? Of course not. Would I do anything like that?’ He then took one of those old-fashioned half-crowns out of his pocket and began tossing it in the air and catching it.


I gasped, ‘You are, aren’t you? You’re using that half-crown.’


‘No, Dickie, honestly. Just having a bit of fun. I wouldn’t dare do such a thing. Not with you around,’ he laughed. I always wondered, though.


By that time Essex had put together a very good side, including a number of players who could bat and bowl, which is why they won so many one-day trophies. The big breakthrough came in 1979 when they won the county championship and the Benson and Hedges Cup. In 1981 they won the John Player League, and the county championship again in 1983, as well as reaching the Benson and Hedges final. The following year they became the first county to win both the championship and the John Player League. In 1985 they won the NatWest Trophy and the John Player League, and were again beaten finalists in the Benson and Hedges competition.


Finally, after a season in which, with a NatWest final victory, he became the only captain to win all four trophies in a career, Keith Fletcher stepped down to be replaced by Graham Gooch.


Goochy went on to become an England selector, and, remarkably, had more hair than when he was playing. That, of course, was due to a famous transplant – he probably made more money for those ads than he ever did playing cricket – which has kept him looking more youthful than ever. Still, he was never one to let success go to his head.


In my mind Gooch has to go down as one of the greatest batsmen England has ever had, yet he made a dreadful start to his Test career. I stood at his debut match in 1975 when he collected two ducks. I keep reminding him of that, and he doesn’t thank me for it.


What I admired about him that day was the way he walked for one down the leg-side. Had he stood his ground it would have been very difficult to have given him out, but he walked straight off, which was tremendous for a young player in his first Test, with so much at stake. It showed the character of the man.


That pair held him back for a few years, but he eventually returned to the Test arena better than ever, and went on to captain his country.


Goochy also bowled gentle medium-pace stuff which got him quite a few wickets, but he was best with the ball when imitating other bowlers. That was his party piece. His Bob Willis impersonation was brilliant. Not as quick, mind, but all the characteristics were there, and there was no doubt at all who he was taking off. It was a toss-up as to whether he bowled better as Gooch or as Willis. He did a fair Geoff Boycott as well, with cap turned back to front and sleeves buttoned around his wrists.


He also livened up a dreadfully dull series in India when five drawn Tests followed a win for the home team in the opener in Bombay. During the match in Calcutta he went through his repertoire and, to add authenticity to his impression of India’s star left-armer, Dilip Doshi, he borrowed a pair of spectacles from a spectator. Another instance of Goochy making a spectacle of himself!


One knock by Aussie batsman Stuart Law, the county’s overseas player, at Chelmsford in 1996 will always stick in my mind. Essex were playing India and the pitch was very green, with a lot of moisture on it. The ball was seaming about all over the place, and Robinson, Grayson and Hussain had already gone – for 1, 2 and 7 respectively – when Law came out to try to avert a total collapse. He said to me, ‘Only one way to play on here, Dickie. I’m just going to give it an almighty thrash.’


And boy, did he thrash. He thrashed his way to 153 before being caught by Venkatesh off leg-spin googly bowler Hirwani. It was an amazing effort. He turned things round just by throwing bat at ball, although to be fair the pitch did ease out to become a good, flat track later in the day, and he took full advantage of the improvement in the conditions. One spectacular six was hit over the sightscreen, clearing the trees, and ending up in one of the gardens of the houses beyond. Another lost ball.


During that match they were doing some building work on the hospital just outside the ground, and a massive mechanical hammer made a terrible noise throughout play. Boom, boom, boom, boom, it went. Nonstop. It was driving me crackers. You would think I could have coped, having umpired in India, where the noise from the crowd is unbelievable, but this was something else. It went right through you, all day long. The only time we had a break from it was when the builders had their cup of tea and sarnies. You could always tell when it was snack-time: silence. And it was certainly golden. But then the row would start up again. Thump, thump, thump. It was murder.


Finally I could stand it no longer, and I sent a message to the workmen asking if it would be possible for them not to make any noise during the hours of play. They could use the hammer from hell, I suggested, during our lunch and tea intervals and in the evening after play had stopped for the day. Either that or put a muffler on the damn thing.


I hardly dare tell you the message I received back, but it began with an F and ended in off.


Gooch retired in 1997. The following year Essex won the Benson and Hedges and finished third in the Sunday League, yet bottom of the county championship table, leaving the club with a lot of rebuilding to do. They are concentrating on bringing their own youngsters through, but that will take time, and people will have to be patient.







4 GLAMORGAN


THE record books say there are ‘more than’ seventy steps to the pavilion at Glamorgan’s ground at St Helen’s, Swansea. The last time I walked up them I counted eighty-nine. It is, however, just possible that I may have been seeing double by the time I got to the last dozen or so, because my blood pressure had shot up so high.


It is no laughing matter for the batsman, who, after making that long, long trek to the middle, gets a duck and is faced with an immediate return journey all the way back again. Not only is it the steepest climb in county cricket, it is also the longest walk, because it is such a big ground. Should you stroll right round the boundary’s edge you will cover a third of a mile.


I remember Ken Taylor getting a first-ball duck for Yorkshire, and that walk must have seemed even longer and steeper for him. It was the one thing you worried about more than anything else when you batted at Swansea – being done first ball.


That apart, it is a lovely ground, with a terrific view over the beautiful Mumbles Bay to the sea and ships, with families relaxing on the beach, and the Devon cliffs in the distance. The ground is virtually on the sea front and, possibly because of this, has a special character of its own.


Openers Roy Fredericks and Alan Jones have good cause to look upon the Swansea ground with affection, for in 1972 they put on a record 330 for the first wicket in a county championship match there against Northamptonshire.


It is also the ground where Gary Sobers famously hit his record-breaking six sixes in an over off Glamorgan fast bowler Malcolm Nash. Even to this day people still talk about that onslaught, and Nash has become almost as legendary as Sobers himself.


I have a feeling that after Sobers had clobbered him for four of those sixes, Malcolm was secretly hoping that his last two would suffer the same fate, because then his name would go in the record books along with the brilliant West Indian all-rounder – the best I have ever seen. That feeling is confirmed whenever I see Malcolm. He’ll say, ‘Dickie, they’ll never forget, will they? I’m in the history books. Whenever people in this part of the world meet to chat about cricket, that is one occasion they will always talk about. It’s made me famous.’


One of those Sobers sixes ended up in the middle of Swansea, and Ossie Wheatley, who was fielding at the time, remembers each ball vividly – as if it happened only yesterday, rather than in 1968. Let him describe that over for you.


‘The first six, over long-on, cleared the wall and smacked against a pub in Gorse Lane; the second went to mid-wicket and connected with another pub a little bit further down the road; the third landed among the spectators at long-on; the fourth did likewise at mid-wicket; the fifth was caught by Roger Davis at long-off before he fell backwards over the boundary ropes; and the last one went sailing over mid-wicket down a side street towards the Town Hall and was not recovered until the next day.’


In fact, that sixth six went all the way past Bill Edwards’ sports shop. Bill was on the committee at Glamorgan, and when I paid him a visit at his shop, we looked up towards the ground and marvelled again at the length of that enormous hit as we sat there recalling that memorable day.


Ossie Wheatley, incidentally, captained the Glamorgan side, and a very good job he did, too. He liked to make a game of it and was renowned for his bold declarations. He was also a good bowler, with the ability to leave the bat late.


Although he was not particularly elegant with the bat, he did, however, cut a dashing figure when he dressed up for one of the many social occasions he attended. He led a very busy life off the pitch, and on one occasion arrived at Colchester on the morning of a match against Essex still clad in the dinner jacket he had worn the previous evening. He was particularly pleased to win the toss that day. He opted to bat, which gave him the opportunity to relax in the pavilion while his players did him proud in the middle with a total of 322 for 7 – one of their better efforts of that particular year. Ossie went on to become chairman of Glamorgan County Cricket Club, and a very respected figure.


I always used to enjoy playing and umpiring at St Helen’s – despite those damned steps. The pitch there has always taken spin, going right back to my playing days with Yorkshire and Leicestershire, and there were some great spinners in the Glamorgan side in those days, such as Jim McConnon, Peter Walker, Jimmy Pressdee and Don Shepherd. Pressdee took 9 for 43 against Yorkshire in 1965, while Shepherd, the backbone of the Glamorgan bowling for twenty years, is the only man from the county to have taken more than 2,000 first-class wickets.


St Helen’s still takes spin, as witnessed in my last season on the county list, when Surrey beat Glamorgan inside three days, Ian Salisbury and Pakistan’s Saqlain Mushtaq combining to bowl the home team out twice.


It is a shame that county cricket will not be played at Swansea any more. It is steeped in history and has a store of happy memories for a lot of people – including myself.


I have also played and umpired at Neath, a small, compact ground more famous for stirring Rugby deeds than cricketing romance. I travelled from there through the valleys to Llanelli to umpire a Sunday League match between Glamorgan and Leicestershire on a day when it teemed down with rain. When I arrived the ground was waterlogged, and David Gower, captain of Leicestershire at the time, said to me, ‘Right, Dickie, it’s down to you. You can call it off now. There’s no chance we’ll play on that.’ I could tell David was not too keen on turning out, and I could hardly blame him – conditions were awful.


However, it had stopped raining by this time, and the groundstaff did a tremendous job mopping up so that we were able to play a match of 13 overs a side.


Conditions were still far from pleasant, and the mud was ankle deep in places, but David was happy enough when his side knocked off the 78 runs to win in 12.1 overs. My old county were certainly no stick-in-the-muds that day.


We had been duty bound, really, to try our best to put on a game of cricket for the sake of the spectators, who had come from Welsh villages, valleys, towns and cities for the day, despite the rain, packing the small ground to capacity and spilling over into the friendly bars. I am happy to say that everyone enjoyed what little cricket there was.


Glamorgan also used to play the occasional game at Colwyn Bay, again a fixture which attracted big crowds. It was usually against Lancashire, the neighbouring county, and a lot of Lancastrians would book their holidays for that week. It is another nice little club ground. There used to be a bank behind one end, a smaller version of the famous hill at Sydney, although that has gone now, replaced by a large stand seating a fair few thousand people.


It was at Colwyn Bay one day that my umpiring colleague Barrie Leadbeater went missing, and not for the first time. I was ready to walk out after the tea interval when I realised that Ledders was nowhere to be seen. The players were already out in the middle waiting for us, so I shouted, ‘You’ll have to hold on a minute until I find my mate.’ Eventually I did find him – telling the tale round the back of the pavilion.


I said, ‘What do you think you’re doing, Ledders? You should be out there in the middle with me.’


He looked at me in some surprise. ‘Oh, sorry, Dickie, I didn’t realise what time it was.’


Abergavenny is another of Glamorgan’s out-grounds, in more senses than one. It is not even in Glamorgan, but Gwent. It is neat, efficient, and framed by a backdrop of tree-clad hills. The facilities are as good as any club ground – and the homemade teas are delicious.


There was one highly unusual game played there in 1985 when Glamorgan openers Hopkins and Holmes scored 114 not out and 106 not out respectively, enabling their side to declare at 250 without loss in reply to Worcestershire’s 294, the idea being to try to bring about a result other than a draw. The visitors were looking set for a good total in their second innings when six of their players were struck down with a stomach bug, joining two more, who were injured, on the sidelines. The openers were therefore faced with the task of batting on for as long as they possibly could, because Worcestershire were unable to declare, having only three fit men to take the field. They were finally rescued from their predicament by rain!


Glamorgan also used to play at Cardiff Arms Park, the famous national stadium associated, like some of the smaller Welsh grounds, more with Rugby than cricket. I used to enjoy going there. It is a venue with a lot of character, and my fellow Yorkshireman John Hampshire, who went on to join me on the first-class umpires’ list, has particularly fond memories of the ground.


He started life as a schoolboy cricketer who bowled leg-breaks and batted at number eleven. He quickly realised that leg-break bowlers were treated by Yorkshire much as pork at a vegetarian party, so he set about improving his batting, and did so well that he earned a place in the county team early in the 1960s, his bowling a forgotten relic of his youth.


In 1963 he opened the batting regularly with Dougie Padgett, and was called upon to bowl only five overs – one at Taunton and four at Bristol – in games that were petering out into a draw. Then, on the afternoon of 25 July that year, when Yorkshire had enforced the follow-on against Glamorgan at the Arms Park, Ray Illingworth, who was captaining the side in the absence of Brian Close and Fred Trueman, tossed the ball to John and asked him to bowl leg-spin.


You could have knocked him down with the proverbial feather. But it made sense in a way, because Illy and Don Wilson, the other main spinner, were a bit jaded after bowling Glamorgan out once and attempting to do it for a second time.


John took two wickets, and, as they left the field, Illy informed him that he would be opening the bowling the following morning. This he did – and claimed another five wickets to finish with 7 for 52. You might think his leg-break talents would be called upon more often after that, but over the next eighteen years in first-class cricket he was given the opportunity to take just twenty-three more wickets!
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