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Dedication


Much of life is unplanned. You might set out determined to pursue a particular course and suddenly it all unravels. At other times what might have started out as lack of planning will be right at the close of a day or even the close of play on a cricket field.


Over the years many people have had a beneficial influence on cricket and the manner in which it is played. Two of those were Ted Dexter and Colin Cowdrey, who conceived the idea of the Spirit of Cricket, which is now written as the Preamble to the Laws of Cricket. It is so good that, as each year passes, it underlines for me that it should be no hardship to embrace the Spirit of Cricket, as well as the winning of the game, for anyone in any way connected with it. In the most subtle fashion possible, Cowdrey and Dexter asked of cricketers whether it is impossible to win a match without what, in these modern times, is known as sledging.


One thing in life you cannot do is choose your parents, but my brother John and I could not have been luckier to have Lou and Rene, who were pioneers in every sense of the word and lived their lives in the way the Spirit of Cricket suggests can be done with the game. Whether it was around the meal table or on any sporting field, they were pioneers in the very best sense of the word; straightforward people, honest, loving and dedicated to bringing up a family and, at the same time, to having a beneficial influence on youngsters they met in classrooms or in life.


They passed on their advice in this way: ‘Do your best, never give up and don’t take yourselves too seriously.’
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Introduction


What luck, what good fortune to have meandered through many years working in the television world and the print media in all cricket-playing countries. Writing has always been something special for me, though I know no one should get carried away by working at a job; it is trying to improve that provides the fun. Improvement can be achieved in different ways. Never discard listening as a source of learning. It could be the most important decision you ever make.


Book titles can sometimes be a problem. When Anything but . . . went on sale in 1998 very few people thought it a good title. The favourite, before a word was actually written, was Richie Benaud: My Autobiography. Mentioned briefly in the Acknowledgements is Robert Gray. Originally we were competitors in the sense that he was the cricket writer for the Sydney Daily Mirror; I was the cricket writer for the Sydney Sun. We both enjoyed horseracing and having a small bet or two, small being the operative word because we were both on the impecunious side of hard up, but we managed a few winners here and there.


It was Gray who said at Odin’s restaurant in London, on 7 July 1997, ‘Not an autobiography, Benaud . . . anything but an autobiography.’ Out of small paragraphs sometimes are born splendid ideas. And, the title made it through the various meetings at Hodder where Roddy Bloomfield held sway; he also holds sway thirteen years later as the consummate editor. This time he has with him Tim Waller, a younger editor who has done a brilliant job.


One of the lucky things was in 1956 when the rest of the Australian team went for three weeks’ holiday to the Continent. This was because the Australian Board of Control had decreed that on the way home the Australian team would play one Test on the matting in Pakistan and then three other Tests in India. Instead of taking the holiday, I asked Tom Sloan, Head of BBC light entertainment, to construct for me a three-week TV course, 11 a.m. to midnight every day, and, having completed that, I flew to Italy to join the team and on to Pakistan. Television had started that year in Australia, but I never used what I had learned in England over those three weeks until seven years later when I was asked to join the BBC. On returning to Australia in November 1956, Lindsay Clinch, the editor of the Sun newspaper, moved me from the counting house to the editorial section to work under Police Roundsman Noel Bailey. It was the most wonderful experience.


There are four men, themselves Test cricketers, who were my mentors. Without their guidance I would never have made the grade. I was lucky enough to play with Arthur Morris, Keith Miller and Ray Lindwall at Sheffield Shield and Test level. Bill O’Reilly was the fourth when, in 1953, he gave up a dinner with his great mate Lindsay Hassett to have dinner with me and explain where I was going wrong with my bowling and how I could put it right. He added, correctly, it would take me four years to achieve. It was a privilege to have been associated with all four of them.


One of my favourite quotes remains: ‘In the thirty-five years over which my memory sweeps, cricket has undergone many changes. The game we play today is scarcely like the game of my boyhood. There have been silent revolutions transforming cricket in many directions, improving it in some ways and in others robbing it of some elements of its charm.’ No, it is not the work of some genial and talented journalist wordsmith but the thoughts of W. G. Grace in 1899, the same year that Australian Victor Trumper first toured England. He also wrote about past champions like Alfred Mynn. He said of Mynn that ‘he would, I doubt not, stand amazed at the metamorphosis fifty years have effected in cricket. The very ground itself would bewilder him. He played on open commons with rude tents as dressing rooms and the vast enclosure and palatial pavilion would dazzle his senses.’ 


Cricket never ceases to evolve and, as was the case 111 years ago, it is vital that it continues and it is up to the modern administrators to make certain that happens. Even more important is that the administrators are aware of the importance of the traditional part of the game as well as all the new things that have happened in recent years.


 


Two images of cricket:  cheating . . . and brilliance


Match-fixing


It is my belief that when it comes to handing out awards to those who have done outstanding things for the game of cricket, the names of two Indian policemen should be noted. They are not well known. One is Ishwar Singh Redhu, a Delhi-based crime branch detective, and the other is K. K. Paul, a Joint-Commissioner of Police. Detective Redhu was investigating extortion in the Indian business world and, in listening to taped telephone conversations, he suddenly heard a voice discussing cricket matches, money and winners and losers of games. He reported this to K. K. Paul.


Mr Paul was an outstanding investigator, always calm and dedicated, and on 7 April 2000 he and his team of detectives charged South African cricket captain Hansie Cronje and three of his team-mates with being involved in the match-fixing of cricket. Cronje vehemently denied the accusation. Mr Paul was subjected to intensive ridicule for twenty-four hours until he released details of a tape recording of Cronje, on his mobile telephone, speaking in Afrikaans to a punter or bookmaker in South Africa about match-fixing.


There was no shortage of drama and, on 11 April 2000, Cronje said he had not been entirely honest in his denials and, in fact, he had accepted thousands of dollars from a London-based bookmaker for ‘forecasting’ results.


Then came the King Commission in Johannesburg, at which Cronje pleaded guilty, and the setting up of the ICC’s Anti-Corruption and Security Unit under Lord Condon. Lord Condon retired in mid-2010 and was succeeded by Sir Ronnie Flanagan, a former police Chief Constable in Northern Ireland. Sir Ronnie nominated as ‘zero tolerance’ his approach to match-fixing or ‘spot fixing’. This was a timely statement because his taking-over of the anti-corruption unit coincided with a blaze of publicity in the United Kingdom about new match-fixing claims.


My view about those who tarnish the game in this way is that it must be a grim life where you glance in the mirror each morning and are quite uncaring if, despite careful polishing, the reflection still looks grubby.


And I agree with people like Tim May, the Chief Executive of FICA, and David Morgan, who early in 2010 retired as President of the ICC, that everyone needs to be alert because cricket is again under massive threat because of match-fixing.


T20


In the evolution of cricket, nothing has been more important than day-night cricket and T20 matches. In Australia for T20 there have been wonderful crowds of up to 30,000 and Channel 9’s research shows clearly that children take their parents to T20 and the reverse is true of Test matches, where parents take their children to the games.


Although techniques are different in the two forms of the game, those adept at 20 overs maximum for an innings can adjust their techniques for first-class and Test cricket. It can, however, be a much more difficult task for a Test cricketer to adapt his game to T20.
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The Benauds and the Savilles: pioneers


Penrith in the 21st century is a thriving centre, thirty-four miles to the west of Sydney in New South Wales. At high noon on Monday, 6 October 1930, it was a small and serene town close to the Nepean River, with High Street as its main thoroughfare and several other streets running off what was a friendly hive of activity. There were the usual businesses, an hotel, a newsagent, some general food and produce stores, eating places including Mrs Tipping’s popular ‘Star’ Refreshment Room, and some shops listed as ‘Baker and Pastrycook’, a saddler’s noted as a ‘Practical Saddle, Harness and Collar Maker’, two cinemas, four shops selling meat and ham, and the business premises of a watchmaker and jeweller, Richard Benaud, full name Richard Grainger Napoleon Benaud, who lived in the flat above with his wife, Nellie. Their daughter-in-law, Irene (née Saville), was staying with them because she and her husband, Lou, were about to become parents.


Rene had travelled by train a week earlier from Koorawatha, where there was no resident doctor, and within hours was to have a baby. However, her husband Lou was still in Koorawatha, two hundred miles south-west of Sydney, in the tiny local town of Warrandale where he was the only schoolteacher for a small number of children. School holidays would not start for another six weeks, so there was no chance of modern-day paternity leave for him. Lou received the news the following day that his son Richard had been born, but that it might be some time before we set eyes on one another. During October and November 1930 I stayed in Penrith with my mother, who had been strictly forbidden to take me back to Koorawatha because I was looking, as they say nowadays, ‘not too crash-hot’, having gone down with a severe bout of gastroenteritis. When eventually, six weeks later, my mother and Lou’s sister, Gladys, were allowed to take me back to Koorawatha on the steam train and in a severe heatwave, the medico wished my mother well, but was said to have voiced the private opinion to friends of my grandparents that, sad as it may be, and though he had done his best, he wasn’t holding his breath about seeing me again.


It was both an exciting and an unhappy time in Australia; unhappy because of the Great Depression which saw businessmen ruined, families split, and the picture for the future was very gloomy and problematical. Country areas were particularly hard hit, but with many of the residents descended from pioneer stock, they were very resourceful. Living off the land was never better exemplified than in those years in Australia when the Great Depression didn’t merely hover over everyone, it wrapped itself around the country, and for a time the continent was all but smothered. Money was scarce, and employment of any kind, along with reasonable health, was the greatest thing that could happen. A two-year drought had turned country areas to a mixture of burnt grass and dust.


It was an exciting time because Australian sporting heroes and aviation pioneers took people’s minds off their problems, and the year I was born a youngster named Donald Bradman captivated the country with his batting exploits on the 1930 cricket tour of England.


Around the time that Bradman and others enjoyed the nervous excitement of their first air flights, Major Charles Kingsford Smith was making headlines by flying from England to Australia in an Avro Avian sports plane, and three other British pilots, C. W. Hill, C. J. Chabot and C. E. Pickthorne, were attempting the same journey: Hill, in a Moth, hoping to beat the fifteen days set as a record by Bert Hinkler; the other pair in a two-seater trying to do it in seven days.


The endeavour to conquer the skies reached a climax on the evening of Monday, 6 October 1930, with the numbing news of the crash and explosion of the R101, the world’s largest airship, which came to grief near the French village of Beauvais. Buffeted by high winds and heavy rain it was flying at 55 mph at an altitude of only 300 feet when it hit a hill, forty miles north of Paris. Of the fifty-four on board, forty-six perished in the flames and huge explosions.


On the day I was born this was front-page news around the world in newspapers large and small, one of the latter variety a pink newspaper, pink in colour that is, not politics, the conservative Richmond River Herald. It was published in Coraki and had been established by my great-uncle, Louis Ferdinand Branxton Benaud, in 1886. The first issue was a test of nerve and willpower, because the office and the newspaper plant went up in smoke and flames a few hours before the presses were due to run. He set his jaw and pinned on the wall the phrase ‘do your best and never give up’.


Louis Ferdinand was the brother of my grandfather, Richard Grainger Napoleon Benaud, and the son of Captain Jean Benaud, who had named his children so his original French heritage would be maintained.


My ancestors the Benauds and the Savilles had come to Australia at roughly the same time. James and Martha Saville had seventeen children in the sixty-nine years they were married before James passed away aged ninety-four. Martha died three years later aged ninety-two. Ten children survived James and there were seventy-eight grandchildren and seventy-six great-grandchildren. The eleventh of the seventeen children was George Saville, born on 28 January 1872, and he married Lillian White; they were my mother’s parents.


 


 


The Savilles journeyed on the SS Euphrates in 1855, after emigrating from England where the family farmed in Langley and Ely in Essex. At Langley, in the mid-1800s, living conditions were said to be mediocre and wages poor, and in the case of the Saville family, there were now too many children to farm the same amount of land. Their new life in Australia must have been something of a shock to them, and despite their determination and acceptance of the obvious challenges, they knew what they were undertaking would be far from easy.


The Savilles were pioneers, in the sense that almost immediately following their arrival in Sydney they joined a bullock wagon-train and made their way 500 miles to the north. James Saville worked for five years for a farmer, Mr Ogilvie, as stockman, blacksmith and general factotum at ‘The Ten Mile’ station. James’s wages were 25 shillings a week and a double ration of flour, tea, meat and jam. They then moved to Gordonbrook station, which was owned by Mr Frank Bundock, for another ten years, where James continued his work.


There was nothing fancy about the food in those early days in Australia. It was said the outback was under the yoke of a ‘muttonous’ diet, and the Savilles and other newcomers quickly became used to its chewy qualities. I particularly like the name given to one such dish: they called it ‘The Old Thing’, and it consisted only of mutton and damper, a light, flat bread about two inches thick and eighteen inches wide, which if poorly cooked in the campfire was heavy enough to be known as ‘buggers on the coals’. As a schoolboy, I had a liking for damper, but it has gone out of fashion now with the arrival of some very good hot bread shops, such as Baker’s Delight, the one we use in Coogee Bay Road.


In September 1861, six years after the Savilles arrived in the area, Casino’s first representative cricket match was played, a return game for one played in Grafton in July that year; the matches were between two teams from the districts of the Clarence River and the Richmond River. To travel to Casino from Grafton, the Clarence team had to ford rapid-flowing creeks, boggy roads and rest jaded horses. On arrival all the problems were forgotten in the euphoria of the contest and the festivities which were held in their honour at the Durham Ox hostelry opposite the ground.


The cricket ground with the pub alongside was a reminder of their English village life, something jealously guarded by writers of the time. Four years before the Savilles’ arrival in Australia, the Rev. James Pycroft, BA, wrote in The Cricket Field in high praise of the English heritage, but with scant regard for the enthusiastic and ambitious Associate and Affiliate European Members of the modern-day ICC, ‘No single cricket club have we ever heard dieted either with frogs, sour crout or macaroni.’


1861 was an important year in Australia: the first Melbourne Cup had already been won in November by Archer, but sadly, 1861 also marked the deaths of the two explorers, Burke and Wills, who perished trying to cross the continent so others would eventually know the extent of the vast land.


In cricket, that first representative match in the Northern Rivers area preceded by only 116 days the first game of cricket ever played between an English team and one from an Australian colony. It was in late 1861 that Spiers & Pond, the British catering firm with a branch office in Melbourne, decided to sponsor a team to visit Australia. The players departed England on the steamship Great Britain on 18 October 1861, arrived in Melbourne to a tumultuous welcome on Christmas Eve, were magnificently fêted during most of the hours between then and the start of their match, and still managed to win! They were 116 years in advance of World Series Cricket, for they played in coloured clothing with different coloured hatbands and sashes so they could be identified by spectators.


After their ten-year stint was up at Gordonbrook, the Savilles applied, with a mixture of trepidation and excitement, to select, or to be allowed to purchase a lease on, a block of farming land at One Tree in the Richmond River area. It was as it sounded, land with one proper tree, a solitary and large gum on an open flat, and much frequented by the cattle for the shade it afforded. In 1870 they moved on to the bare land at One Tree Farm seven miles from Casino, and it was thirty-two years before they actually owned the selection.


The Savilles eventually moved into dairy farming, which was all done by hand, and James Saville’s six horses and flat dray were a familiar sight as he took his cases of butter and cheese into the co-op or to private sale. All travel was by spring-cart, horse and dray, horseback, or by Shanks’s pony. The production of the cheese was a good example of pioneering and innovation: it was made in the stump of a hollow tree, with a block of wood at the cool base on which the cheese vat was placed. A bag of stones was then lowered on to the vat by use of a long pole and pressure was exerted. They were able to make only one cheese a day using that innovative method, although no one in the family now seems certain if that was because there was only one suitable hollow tree stump or that the volume of available curds was insufficient for something more grandiose.


Life was interesting for my mother’s antecedents the Savilles: James, a tall, sinewy character with a built-in refusal to be beaten at anything, and Martha, hard-working and supportive, and, judging from a glance at the family tree, keen to start some kind of minor dynasty in the new country. Life was also tough.


 


 


Captain Jean Arthur Albert Benaud, born in Bordeaux, became a naturalised citizen of Australia in 1849, nine years after he arrived on the vessel Ville de Bordeaux. For many years Captain Benaud traded between Sydney and the Richmond and Manning rivers in his ketch Lightning and was one of the characters of the Northern Rivers. His son Louis Ferdinand was only three when Jean died, but Louis made sure twenty years later that the shipping section of the Richmond River Herald was outstanding and interesting reading, although that always sounded a complete contradiction in terms to me, until I read E. Annie Proulx’s The Shipping News. 


Jean Benaud loved horses and was a keen horseracing man. As soon as any ship of which he was captain reached Taree on his trips up and down the coast, he would rent a horse and go for long rides in the bush. He was killed in an accident when thrown from a horse in Pulteney Street, Taree, after returning from a race meeting in nearby Wingham on 3 July 1866. He was in a coma for three days before the effects of the fractured skull proved too much. Two of his children were Louis Ferdinand the newspaper founder and Richard Grainger Napoleon the jeweller and watchmaker, my grandfather.


 


 


On 18 July 1925, in Sydney, there was some laughter and chiacking when the assembled Teachers’ College graduates heard the first announcement of their initial postings and that their co-­graduate Lou Benaud would be going to what sounded a remote spot, One Tree. In fact, they had forgotten he was born down the road from what was to be his first teaching school. Coraki might have been a very small place, but it made up in warmth and care what it might have lacked in numbers and my father often told me of what a wonderful childhood he was given there by his parents and his friends. Perhaps that was one of the reasons he and my mother tried to make the same thing happen for me and for John in later years. Lou was one of a number of kids in the town who played cricket on the grassy area between the main street and the river. The south arm of the Richmond river was joined at Coraki by the north arm and then it was used by ships and river boats as a way to reach Lismore. ‘Coraki’ itself is an aboriginal name which means ‘meeting of the water’.


Richard and Nellie Benaud, and their children Jack, Gladys and Lou, lived on the western bank of the river in a weatherboard home with a surrounding verandah, with the front facing in such a way that the sun burst on them early in the morning. In the account left by my father, The Kid From Coraki, the children never seemed to have a moment to spare in any day. They were always doing something, making their own fun. Cricket was played using bats home-made from carefully cut packing case material, knotty riverbank willow or lantana roots. Stumps were kerosene tins, and tennis balls were used.


Richard Grainger Napoleon Benaud, my grandfather the watchmaker, made Lou and his brother Jack a clockwork boat each, which they started sailing in a large bathtub before graduating to the river, where they always made certain they had strong, light thread attached to the tiny vessels so they could be retrieved in case of sinking in some rough water. Sugarcane was shipped downstream on the south arm of the river and pieces were thrown on to the bank for the congregating children to sample, and every weekend picnics were organised by the Benauds and their friends the McCallums to go up the South Arm. The two large rowing boats went up the river past the goannas lying along the tree limbs, past the masses of redbills, water hens and shags, and the clever thing was to spot the mopokes high in the trees, the birds’ feathers blending perfectly with the foliage.


Richmond Terrace was the hub of Coraki and Lou’s favourite shop was the one owned and run by his mother Nellie. Many of the items in the shop were still brought by ship from Sydney, in the same way as many years earlier, Captain Jean Benaud had brought goods up the coast. In 1910 there was Turkish Delight, Bulgarian rock, marshmallows, Tobler’s Swiss chocolates, diamond jubes and liquorice belts and pipes. The most popular items, and the best sellers, were Nellie Benaud’s home-made meat pies, plus her special vanilla ices, which were churned by whichever member of the family might be available – these were regarded by customers on the river as outstanding.


Aged sixteen, older brother Jack left school wanting to be a postmaster and accepted a job in the post office at Bangalow, a town near Byron Bay north of Casino.


Richard Grainger Napoleon Benaud accepted the position of manager of a jewellery and watchmaking business at Grafton, a hundred miles to the south on the Clarence River. Nellie, Glad and Lou went to Penrith on holiday to have a look, for the future, at a town my grandmother knew well, as she had been born not far away on the other side of the Blue Mountains, at Lithgow. Lou thought he could never feel sadder than when Jack went to Bangalow, but the day the family left Coraki for ever, he felt, aged thirteen, his heart would break. He had to say goodbye to his schoolboy friends, farewell to the place he loved and to the newsagent’s little fox terrier called Toby who, for most of both their lives, had followed Lou all around Coraki every day.


Just as twilight was settling, the three Benauds went to Government Wharf and the drogher took them to Oakland where the steamer was already loading cargo. Nellie, Glad and Lou boarded the ship and went to their cabins.


‘That night, as the ship steamed down the Richmond, I lay on my bunk and wept quietly in the realisation that it was farewell to Coraki and all it meant to me – a beautiful place where two streams met, inhabited by wonderful, happy and friendly folk who had made my boyhood a time to cherish.’


Eight years later, in 1925, he was to return, not as a boy, but a man, and was to start a new, exciting and, at the same time, frustrating period of his life.
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Lou Benaud: cricket  and other things


Lou travelled for thirty-three hours by ship from Sydney to Byron Bay after being informed of his teaching posting to One Tree, then had a further train journey to Casino. Having been born in that part of the world my father knew the area well, and despite the absence of the bright lights and brighter living of Sydney, he loved it as a young man and soon came to like it very much as a workplace. The reason for that was the people. Country people in Australia have great character and have always enjoyed welcoming strangers into their midst and making them feel part of the family. Life became a mixture of teaching the thirty-four children in the eighteen-foot-square schoolhouse and mixing socially in the sports events and community activities which made living in the country such a pleasure.


In all the stories my father told me of the cricketers of that time on the northern coast, one of the names which kept cropping up was Sam Anderson, and another, slightly less prominent, Alex James. Sam Anderson and Alex James were aboriginals. James died aged seventy-two and Anderson was seventy-nine when he passed away and, in a poignant farewell poem, Keith Barker wrote in part:


 


. . . They found him dead in a drover’s shack,


on a lonely road, off the beaten track . . .


. . . They buried him down at Coraki


and few were there, to grieve and cry . . .


. . . They won’t care if his skin was black,


Or that he came to them from a drover’s shack,


For they judge men, up there, by their deeds they say


and Sam was a champion in his day.


 


My father was sure Sam Anderson was good enough to play Sheffield Shield cricket, and possibly for Australia, but one of the main problems he faced was homesickness. Anderson was in his forties when my father played against him, although he had watched him play many times before that. Anderson went to Sydney at one stage to play cricket but soon returned to the north of NSW because of loneliness and a thorough dislike of the city life compared to the countryside. My father said, ‘Given a chance, he could have been a champion.’


By coincidence Bradman, in those days a New South Wales player, several times found himself in the north of the state around the Casino, Lismore area. In May 1929, on a short coaching tour after the cricket season had ended, he listened to entreaties from the locals and was kind enough to rearrange an extremely tight schedule to play for the Railway team against the Butter Factory side; he made a duck off the ‘trial ball’ bowled by ‘Snakey’ Marshall, a medium-pace bowler of off-cutters. After that reprieve he then made a stylish 31 and, with his leg-breaks, took 7–4 when the Butter Factory batted. The crowds were large and appreciative when Bradman toured England in 1930, but the real old-timers on the north coast still talk about that Railway versus Butter Factory game the previous year as more of a highlight than the 1930 Australian tour of England.


Charlie Macartney was one of Bradman’s favourite cricketers and my father’s as well. Separately each had seen Macartney bat during the final Test at the SCG (Sydney Cricket Ground) in 1921 when he made 170: Bradman taken from Bowral to the SCG by his father George, Lou given the trip as a seventeenth-birthday present by Richard Grainger and Nellie. Macartney was in wonderful form when my father watched him late on the first day and, with 33,000 others, for almost four hours on the second. Whenever I asked my father about the great players, he would name Bill O’Reilly as the finest bowler he saw or occasionally played against, and Don Bradman as the greatest batsman he ever watched. And he would always add, as if not to do so would be disloyal to the ‘Governor-General’ he had seen on his birthday trip, ‘But Charlie Macartney, when I watched him, was wonderful. It’s difficult to believe anyone could be a better batsman.’


While he was at One Tree Farm on his teaching duties Lou also played for the Combined Casino side against a Combined New South Wales team on the Recreation Ground at Lismore. Captained by Australian Test cricketer Alan Kippax, the NSW side won, though not by much, 224 to 212. My father took 3–65 and made 39*, a good performance. At the end of the game Kippax called him into the opposition dressing-room and congratulated him on what he had done, adding that if Lou were thinking of coming to Sydney he could arrange for him to play with a Sydney club. This led to a variety of invitations to attend bowling talent quests in the city, but not only did the NSW education department decline to send him anywhere near Sydney, they flatly refused him permission even to have leave to bowl at the SCG in front of the NSW state selectors. It was very much a case of, ‘Benaud, your application for leave is refused and if you don’t like it, there are plenty of others ready to do your school-teaching job!’


In some ways things haven’t changed a great deal. Half a century later when there was a fracas between the Australian Cricket Board and the players, a prominent Australian cricket administrator said to Rodney Marsh, ‘Rodney, if you don’t like the present payscale, there are plenty of others ready to do it for nothing.’


After Bradman’s wonderful tour of England the year I was born, he noted in his book My Cricketing Life that no Australian cricketer can give reasonable service to his employer during those touring months. ‘In view of the terrific strain on modern players, amidst the fierce glare of publicity, this is a subject which will become of increasing importance as time goes on for there are fewer players each year who can afford the luxury of Test cricket,’ he added.


There was no better example of the financial gulf between players and administrators than in one of the best attended Test series in the history of Australian cricket, the Ashes battle in 1936–37 with Bradman captaining Australia. The eighteen Australian players who took part in the five Tests received, between them, £1,800. Gate takings were £90,000.


 


 


It is hardly surprising I recall nothing of Koorawatha or of Warrandale, having left there before I turned two years of age, but I do remember Jugiong on the Murrumbidgee River quite well, although the memory is typical of a youngster approaching the age of seven. Seen through the eyes of a boy, things always appear bigger than is actually the case. I always had the impression the Jugiong schoolhouse was vast, but as a hollyhock in the garden was taller than I was, that is understandable. I went back to have a look at the schoolhouse in 1965 and it seemed tiny, although in fact it was, if anything, a little larger than in 1938, when we had departed; the peppercorn tree in the playground was massive and the extension to the verandah at the front was small.


We used to play cricket and rounders and vigoro, an Australian game not dissimilar to cricket though the pitch is only nineteen yards long instead of twenty-two. There are stumps and bails at each end, but the players bowl from only one end.


The temperatures were extreme in Jugiong. In the winter one of the delightful things for a little boy was to make a glass of milk with vanilla and sugar before going to bed, and then to put it, with a saucer on top, outside the back door. In the morning the milk would be frozen into an ice block.


In the summer there was no shortage of snakes. Occasionally one could be seen from the back window and there was one day when my father had to go up to the back paddock at the top of the hill to check on where our dog had gone. Nipper in fact was up there with a snake and either he had the snake bailed up, or the reverse applied. My father had taken a spade with him and in the end he accounted for the snake and carried it on the spade, down the hill and past the kitchen window. It was one of the most menacing sights I have seen, even though it was dead!


My memories of Jugiong are good, possibly because one of the things my parents did was empty a small room of pieces of furniture and knick-knacks and encourage me to throw a ball against one of the walls and hit it when it came back at me. In that room my father showed me how to hold the bat correctly and how I should bowl, and he kept an eye on me to make sure I was doing it roughly along proper lines. At the weekends when the Jugiong team played cricket, I would have a ball tossed underarm to me, although I found it more difficult with a bat which came up to my chest, rather than the smaller one Dad had made for storeroom use.


The teams I made up at that stage were taken from a book my father kept called The Australian Team in England, 1934, produced by the Australian Broadcasting Commission in Sydney. It had about fifty pages with drawings and some blank scoring pages on which my father had written out the names of the Australian and English players in large capital letters.


My first memory of participation in any kind of sports event was when Jugiong played against Bookham School at cricket and tennis and, aged six, I partnered May Purtell, who was eight, in a mixed doubles event. We played against two twelve-year-olds and beat them six–love. Shortly after that I played cricket for Jugiong School and made 12 runs, but that was the extent of my competitive sport before we made our way to the big metropolis.


At our home in Jugiong we had a massive Kreisler radio, on which we listened to the ABC Radio broadcasts of the Sheffield Shield and Test matches. My father had heard some Test matches from England in 1934 when the ABC had provided simulated broadcasts organised by Charles Moses. We also heard some of the 1936–37 Test matches in Australia, when Bradman’s team, after being two down in the series, came back to win the last three. Aged six, and having made 12 runs in the match at Jugiong School, I knew I was listening to something good on the radio, but how good I only really found out in later years. Alan McGilvray’s voice was one I heard at Sheffield Shield matches, although that didn’t really strike a chord with me at the time; later I was to regard him as one of the finest of all radio broadcasters. A voice which stayed more in my memory then was that of Mel Morris, a Victorian with a deep-voiced delivery, fascinating listening for a six-year-old.


From 1932 to 1936 the Jugiong team played regular competition matches against Berremangra, Murrumburrah, Harden, Binalong, Gundagai, Cooney’s Creek, Cunningham Creek, Muttama, Yass and Bookham, all of them captivating names. At the end of each season, Jugiong played a match against Manly, a team from the Sydney club competition. They called themselves the Manly Ramblers, though were not to be confused in Jugiong with the Harden Ramblers, who were not nearly as convivial a bunch. Those Manly Ramblers, under the leadership of Len Ray, were an outstanding group of city slickers, combining the playing and socialising in perfect fashion. They played the game hard, but in a happy frame of mind and it was competitive, but great fun.


One of the occasional players for Manly, and an enthusiast from Sydney, was ‘Banna’ Edwards, who was from the Central Cumberland Club and was headmaster of Burnside Public School. He knew my father because of Lou’s previous association with Parramatta High School where Lou was a pupil in the 1923–24 season and had taken all 20 wickets in a match in the Penrith area when playing for Penrith Waratah against St Mary’s in a club competition. This was a remarkable achievement, and the ensuing publicity resulted in Dad playing for the Central Cumberland first-grade side in the last match of that season. Having spotted my father’s talent and great enthusiasm for cricket, Edwards was instrumental in August 1937 in having us move from Jugiong to North Parramatta. This was a double benefit for my father, who was able to teach at Burnside and also play for Cumberland again, although no one at that stage thought of representative honours.


 


 


My father was good enough to play first grade at the start of the season in October, then played two matches in the seconds, where he took 11 wickets and was back to the firsts, finishing with 26 wickets for the season in the premier grade. One of the things my father talked about during and outside mealtimes, which were some of the many occasions cricket was discussed in our home, was the quality of the pitches, better than anything he had previously encountered. Cumberland’s home pitches were at Parramatta and Lidcombe and their preparation was in the hands of Phil Connolly and Bert Drew, two outstanding groundsmen, so good that other clubs around Sydney looked forward to their matches at either ground, both in that summer and in 1938–39.


I have never forgotten one Cumberland match of those times, because it involved Bradman. He was taking part in a Sheffield Shield match in Brisbane the same day as Cumberland played Randwick at Kensington Oval, rather than Coogee, normally Randwick’s home ground. Cumberland bowled out Randwick for a moderate score and then the news came through that a bowler named Jack Stackpoole, making his Sheffield Shield debut, had dismissed Bradman in Brisbane, caught at short-leg first ball. My father said this was very unusual, but it was bad news for a nine-year-old, because Bradman was my hero. Worse was to come. My hero in the Cumberland side, Jack Fitzpatrick, was also out for a duck, bowled late in the day by Randwick fast bowler Charlie McLaughlin. It was a miserable trip home.


Those first two summers gave my father a good grounding in Sydney club cricket, and the following summer, in 1939–40, he did very well, falling only four wickets short of the first-grade club record of 56 wickets established in 1913–14 by Rupert Coogan. In the Cumberland Annual Report it was mentioned of Lou that ‘he achieved a marvellous feat to obtain 52 wickets, and although one of the club’s most successful bowlers, he is also one of the most unfortunate as numerous catches were dropped off him.’


I was only nine at the time, but was already playing backyard cricket and back verandah Test matches at Sutherland Road, using the 1938 NSW Cricket Association Yearbook for my teams. That yearbook contained all the scoreboards from the 1936–37 Test series in Australia. I had an Unrivalled Pocket Cricket Scoring Book and used to take it to the matches with my father and, in the same way as you see some of the youngsters doing on television these days, I would score throughout the match.


Nine-year-olds had a good time in those days, not understanding what people were talking about when they mentioned a World War was about to start. Life was all about playing sport: non-stop cricket in the summer, and football in the winter in the paddocks across the way from Sutherland Road. Cricket was always a real challenge. Sometimes we would play on the pitch we had manufactured in the paddock, using a shovel as a leveller and occasionally we were allowed to borrow a tennis court roller to flatten down a few of the bumps. We also played down at Belmore Park, a few hundred yards away from my parents’ home where now there is the sign ‘Belmore Park and Richie Benaud Oval’.


For children like me, everything was geared to sport, to listening to the radio, mystery stories on the airwaves, comedies like Yes What? where the pupils were allowed to be cheeky to the teachers, but then invariably were caned for being so. It was the radio, in those days called the wireless, which kept us all in touch with the world. There was a lot of sport on the radio throughout the week, and in the winter Andy Flanagan gave a wonderful rendition of the game of rugby league he had watched that day, referees’ whistles and all. The cinema was popular in Parramatta. There were three of them, the Roxy, which was the high-class one, the Astra and the Civic. I secretly wanted to go to the Civic because it might be showing something like Dracula’s Sister Meets Frankenstein’s Brother, but my parents only allowed me to go to the Roxy, or sometimes the Astra, where, as though by magic, the electric organ and organist would appear from the area below the stage, and play tunes.


It was during the 1939–40 season that I saw my first Sheffield Shield match. It was between New South Wales and South Australia and it was played at the Sydney Cricket Ground, a place up to that moment I had never seen. The game had a profound effect on me. It was played early in January 1940 and the participation of Bradman and other stars like McCabe and O’Reilly produced the second 75,000 match crowd that summer for a Shield game. That was the day when I first felt the urge to bowl leg-breaks, after watching Clarrie Grimmett bowl out NSW, taking 6–118 from 22 overs. The NSW spinners, O’Reilly and Pepper, took ten and six wickets respectively in the match and NSW won by 237 runs, after Grimmett had bowled them out in their first innings for 270.


The NSW victory gave them the Sheffield Shield, though that didn’t mean a great deal to me then; nor did I know that the NSW opening batsman, Mort Cohen, who was making his debut and joined a select group of cricketers by making the two highest individual scores in the match, was later to be my accountant and a very good friend. I didn’t see much of Bradman on the first day because NSW won the toss and batted, although he did come in late in the day and was 24 not out at the close of play. Bill O’Reilly took his ten wickets in wonderful attacking style, but it was Grimmett who caught my imagination because I actually watched him do it in the first innings, bowling from the Sheridan End where we were seated on the stairway of the stand of the same name. It was a delightful day, very much a wide-eyed nine-year-old’s day, and when we arrived back at Sutherland Road I had wondrous stories to tell my mother. I can still remember the names of the players in that match and the twelfth men; for many years they held pride of place in my little scorebook.


In those days there were no club games for Cumberland when there were top-line Sheffield Shield matches, so we were able to go to the SCG again when Victoria were the visitors a fortnight later. I watched Doug Ring take four wickets, without dreaming for a moment that I would tour England with him and Lindsay Hassett thirteen years later. This was the match where Hassett made 122 in each innings. Because of the war, this was the last such competition until 1946–47. In retrospect, one of the interesting things about the match was that Keith Miller didn’t bowl at all. In fact, he didn’t bowl in any first-class match up to the war. It was with the Services team in the UK in 1945 that he first began bowling and Wisden said of him, ‘As an opening bowler he was the liveliest seen in England during the summer.’ The Almanack added, with an eye to the future, ‘He is destined to become one of the great men of Australian cricket.’


During my penultimate year at Burnside School, where my father was still teaching, we won our own little competition. I was hoping to do well enough scholastically at Burnside the following year to be able to gain a place at Parramatta High School, which my father had attended. The Burnside team had some great games at different grounds and against different schools. Generally the outfields were of paspalum, sometimes mown, sometimes not, and the pitches were always concrete, which was an interesting exercise because there was a great deal of bounce from the surface. The match was usually played with a ball made of cork and some rubber. I was bowling offspin and slow medium pace at this stage – my father wouldn’t allow me to bowl leg-breaks because of the damage I might do to my muscles, ligaments and tendons at such a young age. That was some of the best parental control I ever had, although, like all youngsters, I occasionally sneaked a leg-break in the garden cricket at Sutherland Road.


Two of the players in the Burnside team were brothers, Harold and Laurence Barnes, both good cricketers. In 1997–98, when ACT made their debut in the Mercantile Mutual Cup in Australia, the match was played at the beautiful Manuka Oval in Canberra. Before the match started, a chap came to the commentary box and said, ‘You won’t remember me. My brother and I played with you at Burnside.’


‘Then you must be a Barnes,’ I said. ‘But which one?’


‘Harold,’ was the answer, and he lived at Eugowra, eighty-five miles north of Jugiong. It was fifty-six years since I had seen him.
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Big school for a little boy


In 1941, my last year at Burnside, I sat for the entrance examination, found I had passed, and was able to attend Parramatta High School, although it was said I might be considered too young because I had only turned eleven on 6 October 1941. Early in 1942 I caught the bus from Sutherland Road to the railway station, and walked up to Parramatta High School with my entrance papers. With a great deal of trepidation, I joined something like another hundred students, all of us hoping this would be the start of a splendid learning process. I also hoped there would be plenty of sport to play. My father made sure I was able to play tennis and football, as well as cricket, although my footballing was generally restricted to soccer, rather than rugby, because of a hernia problem I had as a youngster.


On my first day at high school, smallest person of the intake, I was sitting on a two-foot high wall feeling lonely, eating the sandwiches my mother had packed in my small Globite suitcase, when another student sat down next to me and said, ‘Hello, my name’s Doug Milner, I’d like to be friends with you.’ I could hardly have been more pleased at the time, and in later years as well.


Doug was a very good friend and we played cricket together, soccer against one another and visited each other’s homes in Parramatta and Lidcombe, where Doug lived. His family was of Scottish descent and his mother and father were delightful people, warm and welcoming. He turned out to be a much better student than I was, but we had five very good years at Parramatta High.


Both of us played soccer at the weekends, and our clubs were in the Churches’ competition, which, year after year, produced some excellent players. I played with St Andrew’s Parramatta. Doug’s team, Lidcombe Presbyterian, was strong and it used to be the highlight of the season when we met in a sort of ‘local derby’. The matches were tough and generally Lidcombe beat us, although we did have one or two successes. They had a couple of players who went on to far greater things in the football world. One Parramatta High School student who started in 1941 also went on to greater things – Rod Taylor became a very successful actor in Hollywood, starring in several prominent films and series.


The war was now coming closer as far as Australians were concerned, although at that stage Japan hadn’t entered the battle in the Pacific. At Sutherland Road we had built an air-raid shelter and made notes of the air-raid precautions. Then, in December 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, which meant the Americans came into the war as well. It was a good thing they did, because without America’s assistance, Australia would have been quickly over-run and we would now be under Japanese dominance.


Sport and schoolwork kept us busy, and our history and geography lessons were now partly geared to wars and how world maps had changed over the centuries. We were suddenly aware of the awful possibilities if Singapore fell to the Japanese, and this was underlined by the first bombing of Darwin in February 1942, and then on fifty more occasions. New Guinea was invaded a month after the first Japanese bombs fell on Darwin. It was three long years before Japan surrendered on 2 September 1945, one of the most momentous and celebratory days I have known.


The cricket in Sydney in 1940–41 and 1941–42 consisted of two-day club matches, but 1942–43 saw the advent of one-day cricket, or, as it was called then, one-afternoon cricket. It was exciting, too, although the traditionalists disliked it. My father preferred two-day matches but enjoyed the one-dayers and was very successful at this shortened version of the game, taking 78 wickets for the season at 11.6; he took 32 wickets in first grade and 46 in the seconds when the selectors for some extraordinary reason decided they would play an extra medium-pacer in first grade instead of the spinner. Record club attendances were the rule, and spectators, paying their sixpence at the gate, were guaranteed a result and watched a lot of exciting cricket. There were twenty-three matches in the season and Bill O’Reilly’s club, St George, were first grade, second grade and Club Championship winners.


In the 1942–43 season, which spanned my first year at high school and the start of the second, I scored for Cumberland second-grade team, a jump up from the Unrivalled Pocket Cricket Scoring Book to the Unrivalled Scoring Book, Full Size. I had a wonderful season, because in addition to the scoring I was allowed to field if any of the players either turned up late or hadn’t been able to get leave from the Services; once I was able to field throughout the match, which meant someone else scoring, but it was heaven.


Sometimes I went to the matches with Jack O’Donoghue, the second-grade captain. I always dressed carefully in white shirt, light fawn or white shorts, white socks and sandshoes so that I could have some fielding practice with the team before the start, and if it happened someone had been unable to turn up on time, I was dressed properly to go on the field.


Better than heaven was when the team was one short and, aged twelve, I was allowed to bat for Cumberland against Petersham in 1942, at Petersham Oval. I took quite a good catch off my father’s bowling when they batted and then, with nine wickets down, I went out to bat. We needed four runs and I had one ball to play in the over. Everyone was crouched around, I played forward and dropped the ball at my feet. Milton Jarrett, the big hitter and medium-pace bowler, took strike at the other end, smashed the first ball for six and the game was over. It was like playing in a Test match, or so it seemed at the time. When I walked off the field Milton Jarrett looked ten feet tall. I felt the same, and there was no happier twelve-year-old in Sydney.


The season commencing October 1943 was a great one for me. I was in second year at Parramatta High School, had just turned thirteen years of age, was captain of the fourth-grade cricket team at school, played again for a schools’ representative team and was told by my parents I was about to have a brother or sister. This was excellent news, even though, if the former, it would be a few years before we were able to play cricket with one another, but it all sounded good. Certainly it did nothing but good for my fitness because apart from playing cricket in the daylight, there were long walks to be undertaken every evening as part of my mother’s fitness regime.


My mother and father were approaching forty at this time, and John’s birth in May of 1944 was great for both of them. We didn’t know it at the time, but JB was to go to Parramatta High School eleven years later, play cricket for NSW and Australia and become one of the most respected journalists and editors in NSW newspapers.


The schools’ representative match was played at Chatswood Oval between a Combined High Schools’ team and the premiers, North Sydney Boys’ High, managed by Arthur Henry, a prominent rugby and cricket figure. I returned home only half happy, having made a few runs but having 40 smashed off 10 overs. At the other end, Phil Tresidder, later to become a close friend of Daphne’s and mine, took 8–32 from 15 overs of excellent pace bowling.


I scored again for Cumberland seconds that summer, and Doug Milner and I had a wonderful day at North Sydney Oval No. 2 when the side was two men short and we had to go in to bat at a crucial time, with wicketkeeper Joe Anderson the last of the recognised batsmen at the crease. Doug made ten and I made five, more off the edge than the centre of the bat, but it didn’t matter at all to us, nor to the skipper Phil Bowmer who had a ‘well done’ and a pat on the back for us.


For Doug and me it was a marvellous afternoon. At the end of the summer it was very sad to realise there would be no more cricket for several months, though there was always football, and Doug and I went off to play for our respective clubs, and against one another when that local derby came along.


The first two years at high school had been wonderful: I thoroughly enjoyed the schoolwork, and every other available moment was taken up either playing and practising cricket, or, in the football season, having long practice sessions with a very good friend, Lloyd Blain. Lloyd played for St Andrew’s at right-half as it was known in those days, and we would ride our bikes a few miles down into Parramatta Park where the soccer goalposts had been set up by the Parramatta Council, and practise taking penalties and dribbling the ball.


The following summer, 1944–45, was a little different. It was decided I would play cricket at school as usual, and rather than score at weekends for Cumberland seconds, I would play in the local junior competition on the matting pitches, where instead of bowling spin, I would bowl with the new ball, something I thoroughly enjoyed. I also liked batting on coir matting, the aim of this being to improve my back-foot play, because the ball lifted relatively sharply off the mat. As the usual flat and grassless turf pitches meant front-foot play was the norm, particularly early in the summer, this matting cricket was to provide a different type of challenge.


It was a successful summer, and, aged fourteen, I played Green Shield (Under-16) matches as well, making 177 runs at 25 and taking 20 wickets at 17 apiece from 57 overs, but with most of our team only fourteen years old, we weren’t a real contest for the other clubs.


In the holidays we went to the SCG to watch matches between Combined teams and a Services side, and two of our Cumberland players, Bert Alderson and Brian Bowman, were chosen to play. It was a slightly sobering experience watching from the Sheridan Stand as I suddenly realised there were some really fast bowlers in the world. One bowler named Ray Lindwall took the new ball against Bert and gave him a torrid time. Lindwall took four wickets and could have had more and they said he was likely to go on to greater things in cricket.


During these summers I went with my father to the weekly practices at the Cumberland Oval in Parramatta; I was allowed to field all afternoon, which was a real treat. Doug Kennedy, a Cumberland first-grader and great friend of our family, would keep a running total of the runs I had saved, and this stiff examination at practice every Thursday afternoon was, more than anything else, the reason I fielded so well when I moved into the higher level of cricket.


The following summer, 1945–46, I went to Cumberland’s preliminary practices at Lidcombe Oval, this time as someone trying out for selection, and I made it into third grade. It was a good place to start and my father stressed that at fifteen years of age and in the fourth year at high school it was time to find out a few things about my cricket. It was excellent experience, we played on some very bad pitches when we were away from Parramatta and Lidcombe Ovals. The Cumberland Annual Report of the pitch for the final match, at St Paul’s University, described it as ‘a natural grass pitch, innocent of any treatment from the roller’, but it gave me the chance to be competitive against higher-class players.


I was promoted to second grade for the last match of the summer against Gordon, and before I left for the game my father gave me a piece of good advice. ‘Jack Prowse,’ he said, ‘is a very good bowler and I’ve played against him for many years. He is a legspinner, but hardly turns the ball at all, it’s his topspinner you must watch, it hurries off the pitch like lightning. You must play forward at him even if the ball is short.’


When I went out to bat at number seven, Jack was bowling. The first ball was short, I played forward and it hit my bat as I was still bringing it forward. He stood there mid-pitch, hands on hips, and said, ‘Your father’s been telling you about me.’


My father had again topped the club’s first-grade bowling, most wickets, best average and best strike-rate, where he was averaging a wicket every twenty-five balls – not bad for someone who turned forty-two years of age just before the end of the summer!
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Up a level, but can I handle it?


Nineteen forty-six to forty-seven was the season when everything seemed to be happening as far as I was concerned. I was in my last year at high school and studying for my Leaving Certificate, as it was called in those days, and I was selected for first grade with Cumberland, playing in the same team as my father. In addition, I was the captain of the Green Shield team and captained the Combined Sydney Green Shield team against Newcastle, as I had done the previous summer. When a New South Wales Second XI team visited Newcastle in the Christmas vacation, I was named twelfth man when the team was announced. Soon afterwards came the news that I had passed the Leaving Certificate. Not by much, mind you – it was known as the sportsman’s pass, with four Bs. Even so, it was a relief to have made it, a feeling reciprocated in heartfelt fashion by my parents, who had agonised through every moment of the last few weeks of cramming.


Although the ultimate personal ambition of every cricketer is to play for his country, Australian cricketers share an ambition only a little short of this, in that they are desperate to play for their state and to win the Sheffield Shield. When I first played Sheffield Shield there were five teams in the competition; Western Australia and Tasmania were admitted in 1947 and 1977. Gaining a place in a team was a cut-throat business, and holding your place in the side was dependent on a combination of skill, potential, some law changes, and on whether or not there was a youth policy in the state in which you lived. As it happened, I was extremely fortunate that all four things applied after I left Parramatta High School, and the NSW selectors were constantly on the lookout for young players.


In 1946, the year I left school, aged sixteen, the NSW selectors named me in a strong team of youngsters to tour Forbes, Dubbo and Wellington, three country towns in NSW, to see how the players shaped up in a team environment. Although I didn’t realise it then, the state selectors were way ahead of their time in their policy decisions. The MCC team were about to arrive in Australia for the first Ashes battle after the war, and while NSW and the other states had plenty of experienced cricketers, the youngsters were very much an unknown quantity. The selectors decided to find out about them.


It was a wonderful experience for a sixteen-year-old, the cricket was very good and very competitive, and the selectors saw enough of the youngsters in the team to get a good idea of which players might be put into a ‘possible’ category for the State Colts’ XI Interstate matches when they resumed.


I started the 1946–47 cricket season in third grade and had two very good matches, one second-grade game against Western Suburbs, and then was rapidly promoted to the firsts. We were well beaten by Glebe in my debut match, but the second game provided some happier moments. Cumberland had lost 4–34 when I walked out to bat to join allrounder Gordon Clark. We added 111, and by the time I was close to the nineties my father was in with me batting number nine. I missed the century by two runs, being stumped off NSW Sheffield Shield offspin bowler Vince Collins. My father was disappointed, as I was, but he took 4–22 the next Saturday, bowling out Marrickville to give us the victory in what was a good family effort.


At Parramatta Oval that summer I shared in one of my most enjoyable partnerships. I was in with Arthur Clues, and it was his final innings before boarding the ship for England where he was going to play rugby league for Leeds. Arthur was one of the greatest rugby league footballers produced by Australia and I had watched him as a youngster. When I started going to the Cumberland practices in 1939, Arthur was always in the practising group.


Arthur looked a good cricketer and he also had a flow of language that brought either envy or the raised eyebrow, whichever way you looked at it, or listened to it. It was fascinating to a youngster to hear Arthur’s penetrating voice ringing out across the Oval with one of his milder entreaties: ‘“Bowie”, you stupid bastard, catch the bloody thing . . .’ ‘Bowie’ was Brian Bowman, a mate of Arthur’s. Jack Jeffery, our family doctor and Central Cumberland offspinner, had a slightly disapproving look, and my father would cast one eye at Arthur and keep the other on me, trying to judge whether or not I was within hearing distance. I promise you, the stationmaster at Parramatta railway station was in fact within hearing distance, but each time I caught my father’s eye I kept a perfectly straight face. No chance of me providing a reason not to be at the practice.


This day at Parramatta Oval, Cumberland had to follow on against a strong Manly bowling attack, and Arthur and I shared a century partnership. Arthur made 115 not out in 89 minutes, and I watched, slightly bemused and in admiration at the other end, and made 40 not out. It was one of the best exhibitions of strokeplay I had seen, and that after he had also top-scored in the first innings. It was some farewell to Cumberland.


The Cumberland Club and its practices, and the manner in which it embraced the players, was an example to all. I’m sure there were other clubs in the Sydney metropolitan area which were also good, although even fifty-eight years later, it is quite impossible to conceive that anything could have been better. There had been three Test players at that stage, of whom W. P. (Bill) Howell was the most famous. He was born at Penrith, NSW, in 1869, and was an apiarist, and played eighteen times for Australia. In his first match in England, against Surrey at The Oval in 1899, he took all ten Surrey first-innings wickets for 28. The other Test players were Gerry Hazlitt, who toured England in 1912 after playing against them in Australia in 1911–12, and Frank Iredale who played in 1894–95 in Australia and then in 1896 in England.


Cumberland had been one of the founder members of the district cricket competition in Sydney, beginning in 1893 with seven other teams. As far back as 1840, the year Captain Jean Benaud arrived in Australia from France on the Ville de Bordeaux, cricket was played and the event recorded at Parramatta; it was a match ‘for 25 pounds and a supper at mine hosts of the Royal Exchange’. Five years later teams were complaining the opposition used unfair tactics, including having recourse to their own umpires. There is a delightful account of a match between the Currency Club and the Parramatta Club in 1845 where the Currency team won by 112 runs, but were upbraided for the fact that the ball they used had been deliberately soaked in linseed oil for a long time so that it was completely non-elastic. Tough times.


At the beginning of December 1887 Mr Vernon’s touring England team played against Eighteen of Parramatta at the Parramatta ground, and in 1891–92 W. G. Grace captained Lord Sheffield’s team to Australia. Their fourth match was against Twenty of Cumberland at Parramatta. It got away to a bad start when the local captain, Kirby, and ‘WG’ went out to toss. Kirby called and Grace picked up the coin, pocketed it and told Kirby Cumberland were to bat on a wet pitch. Kirby protested that he had called correctly, but Grace said, according to the Parramatta Argus report of 12 December 1891, ‘That sort of thing won’t suit me, I won’t stand it from anyone!’ When Grace was bowled for a duck by the Parramatta man ‘Joe’ Wilson, the England captain was cheered off the ground in lively fashion by more than 1,000 spectators.


My father told me a lot about the rich tradition of the club and talked about those three Test players and the others who had played in some representative cricket. When MCC beat NSW by four wickets during the Bodyline tour, Cumberland player Ray Rowe, making his debut, had double-figure scores, 70 and 11, in the two low-scoring innings. There were only four other double-figure efforts, from Bill Brown, Don Bradman and Jack Fingleton, all Test batsmen then or later.


Ray Rowe was my first captain when I made it into Cumberland’s first-grade side in 1946. He was also captain seven years earlier in a match which will always stick in my mind as a spectator, Cumberland v Northern District at Waitara Oval.


A Sheffield Shield match between NSW and South Australia was played in blistering heat that same weekend at the SCG, and it was the game when Don Bradman, playing for SA, equalled C. B. Fry’s feat of making six successive centuries in first-class matches. This Cumberland match was on 14 January 1939, the time of appalling bushfires in Sydney, which destroyed homes all around the metropolitan area and turned the tinder-dry bushland to ash. My father said he had never played cricket on a hotter day. Cumberland’s bowlers were thrashed for 420–5 at Waitara in front of seventeen spectators.


Seven thousand turned up to see Bradman fourteen miles down the road, but with Charlie Walker nursing a broken finger, Bradman kept wicket and then was twenty-two not out at stumps. He eventually made his century to equal Fry’s record, but not until the fourth day of the match because the second and third were washed out with wonderful, delightful, glorious and so badly needed rain, which thankfully put out every one of the awful bushfires.


1947–8 was a very heavy season and a most successful one for the Benaud family. I finished second in the club batting averages and aggregate, but again my problem was with my bowling. I had a strike-rate of a wicket every 72 balls, which was poor, and took only nine wickets in the season.


I was in my second year of employment at the time, in Alan Savage’s chartered accountant’s office in Pitt Street, Sydney, having started there under the watchful care of John Maloney and Mr Savage. I was never sure I was cut out for accountancy, but at Parramatta High School, in keeping with all other secondary schools, they provided tests for pupils to see for what they would be best suited. I loved English but the testers said I was outstanding at mental arithmetic, so accountancy it was.


My father and I started cricket practice in July 1948 out at Bert Alderson’s home at Northmead and by the time the official practices began at Lidcombe Oval on the first Saturday in September, we were all in reasonable form, though mine was more in the batting department than bowling. I was hitting the ball very well, but my legspinners weren’t coming out right at that stage, in retrospect possibly because I was trying to bowl several different types of ball each over.


I made 20 against Gordon in the first match of the summer which Cumberland won, then 86 against St George, 57 against Manly and 69 against Western Suburbs and was chosen for the NSW Colts team for the match to be played against Queensland. This was a wonderful adventure. I had just turned eighteen, had been out of Sydney only when on holidays and visiting relatives in the country, or with NSWCA teams on their country visits when staying in an hotel was an adventure in itself.


After I had arranged leave from Mr Savage’s accountancy firm, the team assembled at Central railway station and we travelled by train to Queensland. That NSW v Queensland game was a triumph for Alan Walker, the fast left-arm bowler who later was to play Sheffield Shield cricket and tour South Africa with the Australian team in 1949–50, and also for Ron Briggs and Jim Burke, who made centuries; both later played Sheffield Shield and ‘Burkie’ played for Australia.
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