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Foreword


By Sir Geoffrey Boycott


I have had the pleasure of opening the batting with Dennis for England and playing against him for Yorkshire. Underneath that mild-mannered exterior was a tough, determined, high-quality batsman. His record for England and Warwickshire is excellent. Batting at the other end, I was in the best position to observe and, let me tell you, Dennis was a top player.


In 1974 his score of 262 not out in the second innings of the Second Test in Jamaica against the West Indies was outstanding. It was this major contribution that got England a draw as the rest of the side put together made only 129 runs.


For me, his finest moment, and one of the greatest innings I have seen, was his 203 at the Oval versus the West Indies in 1976. Dennis had been overlooked by the selectors for the first four Tests and, when he got the call, England were already 2–0 down and had lost the series, having been pummelled by their fast-bowling attack.


Dennis was mainly a front-foot batsman – which is not an ideal way to take on the ‘quicks’. He knew he would be tested by a lot of short stuff, so he cleverly changed his technique. Doing that overnight is very, very difficult – but needs must! Just before the fast bowlers delivered the ball, he went back and across his stumps to be in a better position to handle the fast short balls. This change must have felt very awkward for him. Yet he showed great awareness of the problem and tremendous courage in the face of a very tough bowling attack: Andy Roberts, Michael Holding and Wayne Daniel was one hell of a pace trio and bowled 70 overs in that innings.


I’ve always believed Test cricket is an examination of character, ability and mental toughness. For me Dennis’s great innings fulfilled all those qualities.
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Preface to the New Edition


Although my official role in cricket came to an end in 2011 – when I retired as deputy chair of the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) after fifty-three years as both a player and administrator – I have continued my interest in the game as a keen supporter of England and, of course, the Bears.


As I look back on a career spanning seven decades, starting on that cold April morning in 1958 when I walked through the gates at Edgbaston on my first day as a professional cricketer aged just 15, it is all too clear how much has changed. And I’m not just referring to my thinning hair and broadening girth.


Today’s game is in many ways unrecognisable from those pre-Durham days when seventeen counties played each other twice a season. This seemingly endless succession of County Championship matches were played out before ever-diminishing crowds and all too often ended in dull draws.


By the time the 1960s dawned, heralding the euphoria generated by the Beatles, George Best and the manned space missions, it was evident that cricket was out of step with the mood of a new progressive era. In this context the introduction of the Gillette Cup in 1963, closely followed by the Benson & Hedges Cup and the John Player League, guaranteed cricket’s economic survival.


There are, of course, many well-respected traditionalists who believe that changes to the kind of cricket played should have ended there and argue that the recent innovations of even shorter forms of the game threaten the long-term future of Test cricket.


I am firmly in the traditionalist camp in believing that Test match cricket represents the highest expression of our great summer sport in terms of the tactical expertise, levels of technical skill and temperament required for success. Where I differ, though, is in seeing shorter forms of the game as a threat. I have always believed that competitions like the T20 Cup and the Hundred have the potential to provide the income stream and financial stability that will ensure that Test match cricket survives and thrives.


The real issue is how to balance time and resources for the benefit of all forms of the game. The defeat in the 2021/22 Ashes makes it all too clear that England have got the emphasis wrong in recent years.


All is not lost, however, as England’s achievement in winning the 2019 World Cup – after a long history of disappointments in the one-day competition – demonstrates that our players are more than capable of competing successfully against the very best in the world when we set our minds collectively to the task. Indeed, if the same thought and resources that went into planning for the victorious 2010/11 Ashes tour to Australia are put into preparing future Test match sides in England, then I have no doubt we will see a resurgence of our fortunes.


In the immediate future, however, I believe that the biggest challenge facing our domestic game is addressing racism. The recent crisis following Azeem Rafiq’s disturbing revelations of racial abuse indicate that giant steps have to be urgently taken to ensure that cricket across the United Kingdom is open and inclusive at all levels. Having been a member of a Championship-winning side that was immeasurably strengthened on and off the field by players of the calibre and character of Rohan Kanhai, Lance Gibbs, Alvin Kalicharan and Deryck Murray, I can only see benefits from fostering a culture in which all cricketers feel equally valued, irrespective of their heritage.


I am confident that the fundamental change needed can be achieved, as illustrated by the quantum leaps taken by the women’s game in recent years. Bearing in mind that it wasn’t until 1999 that women were allowed to enter the inner sanctum at Lord’s, the rate of progress in promoting gender equality in cricket has been as exponential as it now needs to be in tackling racism.


Perhaps the biggest lesson that the ECB can learn from Azeem Rafiq’s revelations is the need to be more proactive in anticipating and planning for future challenges, and I say in full confidence that the game that has given me so much joy throughout my life has indeed got a glorious future.




[image: Illustration]


1


Historic Hundred, Home, Hopes and High Days


It was 29 July 1986 and the minute hand on the pavilion clock at Edgbaston clicked on ominously: 4.55 p.m. and our County Championship match against Lancashire was petering out to a lifeless draw. The crowd had all gone home and it seemed inevitable that in just five minutes’ time the umpires would lift the bails to signal the end of the match and leave me stranded on 84 not out – another chance to reach the elusive milestone gone.


I’d scored my ninety-ninth first-class century a few weeks before, against Glamorgan at Swansea. Since then I’d been in really good form: solid half-centuries against Derbyshire and Leicestershire and a fluent 83 against Yorkshire, but with nerves getting the better of me I hadn’t been able to convert these promising starts into that all-important 100th hundred.


I don’t know where it came from; I’ve never been one to draw attention to myself, but I just couldn’t help it. The moment I’d played the last ball of Andy Hayhurst’s over back up the pitch and the minute hand on the clock had moved on again, I found myself standing in front of Clive Lloyd, the Lancashire captain.


‘Clive – look – I’m sorry even for asking – and I wouldn’t normally – you know I wouldn’t – but could we take the extra half hour? I know the match is dead and your boys have got a long drive – but – I’ve only got 16 to get – and this may sound selfish – and it probably is – but – well – if I get to a hundred that would be it – 100 first-class hundreds – and I may not get another chance.’


‘No worries, man,’ says Clive, and off he goes to tell the umpires he’s happy to play the extra half hour; he immediately summons John Abrahams, a part-time off-spinner, to have a bowl from the Pavilion end and waves to Neil Fairbrother, who hardly ever bowls, to indicate that he wants him to bowl from the other end.


Even so, with my nerves jangling at every delivery I spoon one up towards Clive Lloyd who is fielding at midwicket, but survive as he draws back from the kind of catch he would have taken easily if a result depended on it.


Eventually, I drive the ball out to deep extra cover and I’ve done it. I have made it to 100. After the initial elation, however, I began to question myself and the validity of the achievement. Had Clive Lloyd deliberately not gone for the catch out of kindness? Had I been unduly selfish in asking Lancashire to stay on the field? Did this century really mean anything when the match was effectively dead and there were no spectators left in the ground to witness it? All these doubts were intensified when Jamie McDowell, a member of Warwickshire’s committee whom I really respected and who had stayed till the end of the day’s play, came up to me in the bar.


‘Well done, Dennis,’ he said, and then added, ‘but I’m not really sure that’s the right way to do it.’


I’d been planning to retire at the end of the season but now I began to think that perhaps I should play on for another and score a century without the collusion of the opposition. Yes – I’d battled to 84 against a strong attack and every one of those runs was as hard-earned as any I’d scored in my career, but I couldn’t ignore those last few that had got me over the line; they felt phoney somehow and I wanted to do it properly.


Set against that, though, was the plain and simple fact: I was 43 years old, and playing on for yet another season might have been interpreted as me putting my own interests before those of the team and the club, which had been such an important part of my life for as long as I could remember.


*


Perhaps it was destiny that Edgbaston became my ‘home from home’ as I was born on 7 April 1943 in Harborne, no more than ten minutes’ walk from the ground. My first connection with cricket began that very day when my parents named me Dennis Leslie after the Compton brothers: Denis, who had already won fame in the 1930s as Middlesex and England’s most dashingly fluent and prolific batsman, and Leslie, who kept wicket for Middlesex but won greater fame as a member of the mighty Arsenal football side.


The Second World War was still raging and while I obviously have no memories of those very early days, the legacy of the war would play a very significant part in my upbringing and in my development as a cricketer. My father, Vic, had served as an air-raid warden during the Birmingham Blitz, which lasted from August 1940 to April 1943. In that time Birmingham became the third most heavily bombed city in the UK (behind London and Liverpool), suffering as nearly 2,000 tons of explosives were dropped on it.


Dad was a good cricketer who had been good enough to take 6 wickets in 6 balls in a club match against one of the better local sides, and when peace came he, like so many of his generation, set about making up for all the matches missed. In addition to playing for the Birmingham Cooperative Society Cricket Club on Saturdays, he founded his own Sunday side in honour of his brave wartime colleagues which he called HARPS, an acronym for the Honorary Air Raid Precaution Services.


HARPS was a nomadic team which played against some of the best clubs in the West Midlands. The standard was high and, alongside the ex-air-raid wardens, Dad was able to call on players from Birmingham League senior sides including the fast bowler ‘Butch’ White who went on to play so successfully for Hampshire and England.


Growing up with a father who played highly competitive cricket every Saturday and Sunday from the beginning of April through to the end of September laid the foundations for my own love affair with the game. Looking back, though, I can see that of equal significance was the deeply rooted connection between cricket and family life. The Amiss annual summer holiday was a clear illustration of this: every August throughout my childhood we spent a glorious fortnight in a friend’s caravan in Barmouth on the Welsh coast. The beaches were magnificent and once the tide went out we were left with the best solid sand cricket pitches imaginable. Every single day, rain or shine, Dad, my brother Alan and I played cricket for hours on end.


The point was, of course, that, just as the war had reduced community engagement in sport and leisure, it had also limited opportunities for family activities, but as far as my dad was concerned these precious moments were not be confined to a fortnight in August. Thus it was that every Sunday throughout the summer, when Dad was playing cricket for HARPS, he took us all with him – my mum, me and my brother – and it became a tradition that all the other players also brought their families along with them. We’d all board a coach rammed to the gunnels with picnic hampers, blankets and deck chairs and off we’d go for a day full of laughter, singing and, above all, a tremendous feeling of adventure. These joyous Sunday outings played a formative role in shaping my cricketing philosophy that the game cannot be defined simply by runs scored or wickets taken, and that the joy in being a cricketer extends way beyond the hours of play.


It is perhaps because of this that when I look back on my playing days, my memory of personal statistics is decidedly hazy, and yet the evenings I spent with cricketing friends and their families, the many fascinating places throughout the world that we visited together, the experiences, jokes and stories that we shared, are all as vivid as if they happened yesterday.


That is not to say that personal performance was not important to me. From the moment I first picked up a cricket bat all I wanted to do was score as many runs as humanly possible. It was because of this that I had such a commitment to practice and to tinkering endlessly with my grip and stance as I searched in vain for the technical perfection that is a batsman’s holy grail.


From the age of 7, every moment of every summer day when I wasn’t at school was devoted to becoming my hero Denis Compton, after whom I had been named. The only problem for me and my small group of young cricketing friends was finding somewhere to play. Our favoured location was the Birmingham Cooperative Society Sports Club, where my dad played cricket on Saturdays – the club had extensive grounds including tennis courts, a bowling green and a huge cricket ground with an outfield that was flat and true, and it was the perfect place for a small boy to practise his batting. The only problem was Freddie Pitt, the groundsman, who guarded the field like the crown jewels. No matter how close we kept to the outer edge or how far we were from the hallowed square, the moment Freddie spotted us he was out of his shed, onto his bicycle and hurtling towards us. ‘You boys get off my field,’ he’d yell. ‘Do you hear me – off my field – I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again – if I see you on my precious field again I’ll tell your dads – and you’ll get a right walloping – do you hear me? Off my field!’


Off we’d run before he got to us and we’d disappear behind the nearest tree, bush or fence and wait for him to cycle slowly back to his shed before moving our game to an even more distant location. Half an hour later out he’d be out again on his bicycle, legs going like bees’ wings, yelling as he pedalled. And so it went on until we’d all had enough for the day and packed up to go home.


If we felt we’d tested Freddie’s patience enough we’d put our visits to his precious field on hold for a few days. This didn’t mean the end of playing cricket – most certainly not. These were the very early 1950s and because there was still post-war rationing we had all learned how to ‘make do’ and improvise with very little. Thus it was that a 22-yard stretch of tarmacked street just outside number 40 Sunnymead Road, Yardley, where I lived, became our cricket pitch, and the T-junction sign at one end became a highly effective makeshift wicket.


The only difference between the matches played here and those we enjoyed at the Cooperative Society ground was that the ‘street cricket’ attracted some of the older boys in the neighbourhood. This meant that the competition intensified considerably, and so, at the age of just 7, I found myself batting against 11- and 12-year-old lads who made no concessions whatever to my size or age. The fact that my fast-bowling brother Alan was one of the older boys who joined in, and that we were never on the same side, added a distinctly personal dimension to the proceedings. I relished the challenge and it became a matter of honour not to be bowled out by Alan.


No helmets, no gloves, no pads and no adult supervision; all we had to rely on for protection was our own skill, our own nerve and determination. It was in many ways a great way to start learning the game and I believe now that facing my big brother and his even bigger friends as they hurled the ball down as fast as they could at me on the street’s hard surface sharpened my competitive edge and my drive to succeed against the odds. I am also clear that without the lessons I learned from these early skirmishes I would never have made the comeback that I did against the ferocious pace and hostility of the West Indian fast bowlers in 1976.


There were those times, of course, when none of my friends were able to play with me and I was left to my own devices. It was on these occasions that I took on the persona of Tony Lock, bowling my slow left-arm spinners against the coalhouse wall on which three stumps had been painted. Ball after ball thumped into the wall as Tony Lock ran through the opposition, maintaining a perfectly straight bowling arm, perhaps for the first time in his career!


The summer of 1953 was a watershed moment in my cricketing development. This was when a brand-new mahogany box set television was first introduced into the Amiss household. It turned up just in time for the arrival of Lindsay Hassett’s formidable Australian touring side.


By this stage in my life both my parents were well aware that there was little or nothing that could get me away from cricket matches in the street or from bowling for hours on end at the coalhouse door. That summer, though, all they had to do was call out, ‘I don’t know if you’re interested, son, but Denis Compton’s in,’ and I was into the house in a flash, glued to the screen as my hero took on Lindwall and Miller at Lord’s, scoring a thrilling 57. I was equally spellbound a few days later as Compton once again held the England innings together at Old Trafford, falling just a few runs short of another half-century, and again the following week when he launched a brilliant counter-attack at Headingley, making a glorious 61 to ensure England drew a match that they seemed certain to lose.


Another significant factor in my early cricketing development was my schooling. These were the days of selective education with the 11+ examination determining whether you went to one of Birmingham’s prestigious grammar schools or to the local secondary modern school, with failure meaning a drastic reduction in future career options. While it was perfectly clear from my early school days as a pupil at Church Road Primary in Yardley that my academic prowess was decidedly limited, I was nonetheless incredibly fortunate that Mr John Wright, one of the teachers, took me under his wing. A keen club cricketer himself, John devoted hours of his time during the lunch break and after school to supervising cricket practice in the summer and football training in the winter months. Always encouraging and supportive, he played a critical role in making my days at primary school happy, purposeful and fulfilling.


As anticipated, in September 1954, aged 11 years and 5 months, I went on to Oldknow Road Secondary Modern School in Small Heath. The fact that I cannot recall a single lesson during the four and a half years that I spent at the school is a pretty good indication that I was not grammar-school material. What’s more, I feel no resentment now, any more than I did all those years ago, that I was consigned to what most people regarded as an inferior education.


David Brown, one of my oldest and closest friends from my days at Warwickshire, has always maintained that I am the most stubborn man he has ever met. There may well be truth in what he says because, if anything, failing the 11+ made me even more determined to prove my worth and develop the talent for batting that I appeared to have been born with.


These days I am often asked where my drive to succeed in the face of adversity came from. On reflection I think that it probably has its roots in the rather romanticised version of British heroism that was prevalent in the post-war era. Most of the British boys’ adventure stories and action films of the period told the stories of the indomitable spirit of men like Douglas Bader in Reach for The Sky and Guy Gibson in The Dambusters. It was their ‘never-say-die’ attitude that enabled them to win through in the end against seemingly overwhelming odds.


It was a quality that my dad certainly tried to instill in me when, at the tender age of 9, my trial to be part of a youth coaching scheme run by Warwickshire County Cricket Club ended in disappointment. It was 1952 and the coaches responsible for selecting the elite squad felt that I was not ready for the intensive training that they offered every Saturday morning in the indoor school at Edgbaston.


It was a far greater blow than my subsequent failing of the 11+ exam, but, far from being discouraged by the rejection, it proved to be the stimulus that I needed. For the next twelve months I practised my batting at every opportunity wherever and whenever I could; hours were spent in front of the bedroom mirror at home checking my stance, my grip and my pick-up before presenting myself at Edgbaston a year later for my second trial. This time the coaches all agreed that I was ready and so, while I may not have made it to grammar school, every Saturday morning for the next five years I went to the indoor school at Edgbaston to work on my game, guided every step of the way by Derief Taylor and Ernest ‘Tiger’ Smith, Warwickshire County Cricket Club’s most experienced coaches.


My story, however, is not one of those rags-to-riches blockbusters in which the main character has a meteoric rise to fame and fortune; my progress through the ranks was more measured and gradual. Little by little the coaching that I received at Edgbaston began to have a positive effect on my game, and I became known locally as a schoolboy player of some promise.


I took another step forward when I began playing men’s cricket for the Birmingham Cooperative 2nd XI at just 13 years of age. One of my first matches was against a Walsall club side and I came to the wicket at no. 10 with my team facing a heavy defeat. Somehow I managed to frustrate the opposition with a dogged display of defence, ending up with a hard-fought and obdurate 30 not out, which was more indicative of a steadiness of temperament than precocious talent.


Suffice it to say that I never scored a century in the Birmingham league nor in a school match prior to signing with Warwickshire. I did, however, have moments suggesting that I was not one to be daunted by the big occasion. In 1957, for example, I represented my school against Kings Norton in the semi-final of the Docker Shield, which was a knockout competition involving all the Birmingham schools. I scored a half-century in our innings as we posted a total of 154. In reply Kings Norton had got to 128–9, but with night drawing in and the light failing there was a real danger that there would have to be a replay. Indeed, as the clock edged towards 8.30 p.m. the umpires informed us that there would be one more over. As captain, I had no doubt who should bowl it; with my third ball I knocked back the Kings Norton batsman’s off stump and we had made it to the final.


The Docker Shield final versus Wheeleys Road School was to be played at Edgbaston, and I remember the immense pride I felt as once again I got to 50 and raised my bat towards my mum and dad sitting in the stand. A few minutes later the runs I had scored counted for nothing; the heavens opened and the match had to be abandoned due to a waterlogged pitch. To add insult to injury we were told that the replay the following week would not be played on the county ground but at Mitchell and Butlers Cricket Club.


I went home that night totally deflated and convinced that all my efforts had been for nothing. A good night’s sleep, however, has always been the best tonic for me and the following day the stubborn streak that had been sidelined for a night raised its dogged head. ‘Come on, Dennis,’ I said to myself, ‘you’ve done it once and you can do it again.’


Over the course of the next few days I kept repeating those same words over and over again. At some point I must have started believing my own propaganda, because when the replay came not only did I score another half-century but we won the match convincingly. Lifting the Docker Shield as captain of the Oldknow Road Secondary Modern School cricket team was a very proud moment which more than compensated for the previous doubts and disappointments.


That year, 1957, was not only my final year of school but it was also the last cricket season that I would play as an amateur. Successes at a local level had earned me selection for the Birmingham Boys side against the Southern Schools at Basingstoke and on a blazing hot August day I scored yet another 50 in an innings that showed me that I was capable of competing at more than a local level. Perhaps it was also the reason that just a few weeks later, Leslie Deakins phoned to offer me a contract to join Warwickshire County Cricket Club for the 1958 season at the princely salary of £150 per annum.




[image: Illustration]


2


Nursery, Nerves and Noughts


Almost since I could walk, Edgbaston had been my second home; it was where I had come every week from the age of 10 for coaching, where I had spent countless long summer days watching Eric Hollies bamboozle opposition batsmen, or Tom Dollery stroke his way to yet another half-century. In spite of the fact that I knew every inch of the ground like the back of my hand, I was filled with nervous apprehension when I arrived on the morning of my 15th birthday – 7 April 1958. It was my first day as a professional cricketer.


The real moment of panic came when I approached the players’ entrance at the rear of the pavilion, the very spot where I had collected the autographs of so many great players over the years: Lindsay Hassett, Ray Lindwall, Keith Miller, Len Hutton, Cyril Washbrook and, of course, my one true hero – Denis Compton. How could a 15-year-old boy from Harborne presume to open the door that in my mind had always separated the gods from mere mortals like myself?


It was Tom Dollery who got me over the threshold. ‘Morning, young Dennis,’ he said cheerily. ‘You know where the 2nd XI dressing room is – down the corridor and third on the right. Get yourself changed and wrap up warm. We don’t want you pulling any muscles, especially on your first day as a professional.’ And so began a seven-year apprenticeship in a game that is virtually unrecognisable from today’s professional cricketing structure.


First-class cricket in the 1950s still maintained a strict hierarchical structure belonging to the Victorian age, during which cricket had developed as a professional game. Indeed, walking into the Warwickshire 2nd XI dressing room on that cold April day in 1958, it was clear that little or nothing had changed in the intervening hundred years. Cricketers were still divided by the class-based distinction of amateur or professional, which finally came to an end in 1963. Amateur players included our own MJK Smith, along with the likes of Colin Cowdrey at Kent, Ted Dexter at Sussex and Peter May at Surrey. They had all been educated at leading British public schools and either Oxford or Cambridge where, of course, they had enjoyed three summers getting the feel of first-class cricket on flat wickets at the Parks or Fenners.


The main qualification for amateur or ‘gentleman’ status was to play the game without any financial remuneration. Curiously, in the mind of the great British sporting public this apparently selfless act afforded the amateurs a higher moral status. While the paid professionals treated the game as no different from any other job for which payment was appropriate, the amateurs were perceived as aspiring to the Corinthian ideal of playing the sport for its own sake. The truth was that the amateur/professional categorisation was riven with hypocrisy and the vast majority of players purporting to be amateurs were paid for their services in indirect ways, either through thinly veiled expenses schemes or by payment for executive roles that didn’t require the incumbent to turn up for work.


When I joined Warwickshire in 1958, the amateur and professional classification was still clearly evident and symbolised by the fact that there was a separate dressing room for the ‘gentlemen’. In addition, there was a further stratification in the hierarchy between those of us who had the status of professionals in that the ‘capped’ and ‘uncapped’ players also changed in different rooms. What’s more, the delineations of status were rigidly enforced and as ‘uncapped’ junior players we were expected to knock on the door of the 1st XI dressing room and wait for permission to enter.


The whole system was designed on an archaic concept of deference, reinforcing the idea that young players should ‘know their place’ and ‘wait their turn’. If the demarcation lines of the dressing rooms did not deliver this message then the football sessions played in the pavilion car park as part of pre-season training most certainly did. Many’s the time that Jim Stewart flattened me onto the tarmac with challenges that would get the red card from even the most liberal of premiership referees. There was never a word of apology nor the offer of a hand to help me up from the hard surface even though on one occasion it was clear I had really damaged my knees. Even so, the relish he and one or two of the other senior players got from reminding us of where we stood in the pecking order was all too clear.


Brought up in the era of compulsory National Service, Jim regarded the junior players as spoilt brats who needed toughening up. He would often berate us for the fact that we lacked the discipline that he believed came with two years in the army. ‘A couple of months with a good sergeant major, that’s what you lot need; learn to follow orders without question; keep you in place; stop you getting above yourselves.’


It was a far cry from the modern game with its emphasis on nurturing young talent through a whole network of support including agents, coaches, dieticians and psychologists. The attitude towards young players in 1958 was far more brutal and unforgiving, and yet in a curious way it may have been a better preparation for the painful reality of the life I discovered as a professional batsman at the highest level. Indeed, when Michael Holding, Dennis Lillee or Jeff Thomson is about to release the ball at your head at 90+ miles per hour you only have yourself to rely on.


In fact, as I look back on those early days over fifty years later I am in many ways grateful to the likes of Jim Stewart for toughening me up in the only way that they knew how – the way that it had been done to them in their formative years. That is not to say that I have a nostalgic longing, as many do, for the game to revert to the kind of cricket that was played in those days: seventeen first-class counties playing thirty-two three-day matches in an endless routine: two matches per week throughout the season with only Sundays off; no one-day competition of any kind; only one division; no relegation or promotion; no penalty for failure; no great reward for success. It had become a stale and repetitive diet, and it is no wonder that by the end of the 1950s there was a diminishing public appetite for county cricket; gate receipts were dwindling as the post-war generation found alternative entertainment at the cinema and through the increasingly popular medium of television.


Just as cricket was struggling to make its mark in 1958, so was I. The fact that there were twenty-five players on the professional staff at Warwickshire meant that even breaking into the 2nd XI was a real challenge. What’s more, in my first two seasons at the club I was expected, along with the other young professionals, to sell scorecards during county matches and assist the groundsman with covers, sight screens and boundary ropes during the Test matches played at Edgbaston. In addition we had to bowl in the nets at members who were looking for practice in preparation for a club match. This was a matter of some resentment as far as I was concerned, as I reckoned the roles should have been reversed and the members should all have been bowling at me to help me prepare for my next innings.


In the midst of such tedium and frustration, I cannot begin to describe the excitement I felt when Tom Dollery told me that I would be making my debut for Warwickshire 2nd XI at Old Trafford against Lancashire 2nd XI in a two-day match beginning on 14 May 1958. The fact that it was Tom who told me of my selection was of particular significance. He had taken on the role of 2nd XI captain and coach that season, having retired the previous year from first-class cricket. He had for many years been the 1st XI captain, leading the club to the County Championship in 1951.


Realising that this was my big chance to make an early impression on one of the most influential people in the club, I devoted myself to practice as never before in the three days leading up to the fixture. Arriving at the nets before anyone else and leaving long after the others had all gone home, I persuaded anyone ready willing and able to bowl endless half-volleys at me as I sought the sweetness of touch that is indicative of being in ‘good form’.


Undaunted by the overcast conditions and the presence in the Lancashire side of Colin Hilton, who had a reputation for genuine pace, Tom Dollery won the toss and elected to bat. Trying not to show my disappointment at being listed to bat at no. 8 or by the fact that we were playing on Old Trafford’s Nursery Ground, I sat and watched as first Tom Cartwright and then David Ratcliffe were dismissed without a run on the board. Eric Hewitt soon followed, leaving us struggling at 3–3.


A century partnership between Chris Hawkins and Mike Youll restored the equilibrium before Mike was caught in the deep going for a big hit off the leg-spin of Brian Booth. This brought Terry Riley to the wicket who, like me, was also making his debut in a county 2nd XI match. He clipped the first ball he received off his legs towards square leg and the non-striker Chris Hawkins immediately called ‘yes’ and set off, before stopping mid-stride and shouting ‘no’. Poor Terry was run out by at least half the length of the pitch.


This was my moment and, as Terry began the long trudge back to the pavilion, I tucked my bat under my arm and made my way to the dressing-room door where Tom Dollery was waiting to pat me on the back. ‘Good luck, Dennis, and don’t do anything daft. We don’t want any more run-outs.’


At 147–6 our innings was in danger of falling apart, but this was my big chance to show everyone what I could do. The first ball from Brian Booth was an innocuous half-volley on leg stump and I clipped it away behind square and instantly looked up towards Chris Hawkins in anticipation of his call. ‘Yes,’ he yelled after a brief pause, and off I set as fast as my 15-year-old legs would carry me, desperate to get off the mark in my first big match.


‘No, no,’ he cried again. ‘Get back, get back.’


Skidding to an unceremonious halt, I slipped and turned simultaneously before falling in an undignified heap as wicketkeeper Bill Heys gathered the ball and removed the bails.


I could only reflect on the unfairness of the game when Chris Hawkins returned to the dressing room to much back-slapping and adulation having scored 73, his highest 2nd XI Championship score up to that point. Needless to say, neither Terry Riley nor I were quite as enthusiastic about his achievement as the other members of our team!


It wasn’t long before my disastrous 2nd XI debut became a source of considerable humour for the rest of the team. Indeed, a couple of weeks after the match at Old Trafford I was playing for Warwickshire Club and Ground against Birmingham Municipal on their home ground. As I came into the clubhouse bar after the match, Tom Dollery called me over to a corner of the room where team photographs and framed scorecards of old matches were on display.


‘Look here, young Dennis,’ said Tom, pointing to the record of a particular match. ‘A.V. Amiss is your dad, isn’t he?’


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘He used to play here.’


‘Well, look what the scorecard says: “A.V. Amiss run out 0”. It’s hereditary, young Dennis, that’s what it is. It’s in the genes.’


Not surprisingly I was only selected once more for County 2nd XI Championship games during the season. It was a match against Gloucestershire 2nd XI at Ashley Down, Bristol, and in my only innings of the game I scored an inglorious 19 before being bowled attempting an expansive cover drive on a turning wicket against the future England off-spinner David Allen.


My opportunities to play in the County 2nd XI and the Minor Counties Championships were equally limited in my second season at Warwickshire and most of the cricket I played in my first two summers as a professional was limited to representing the Warwickshire Nursery XI, a side that was comprised of a combination of young professionals and trialists. Fixtures were played on Saturdays against local clubs. This meant that none of us ‘young pros’ were able to play in the Birmingham League, which was not only the oldest but arguably the most competitive cricket league in the country.


Fortunately, from the point of view of my cricketing development, the foolishness of this arrangement was recognised by the powers-that-be and in 1960 the Nursery XI was replaced by the Warwickshire Club and Ground XI whose fixtures were played mid-week. This meant that I was able to play for Smethwick in the Birmingham League alongside fellow Warwickshire cricketers John Jameson and Brian Richardson.


It would be hard to overstate the importance that playing league matches for Smethwick had on my development and maturity. From a cricketing point of view I would find myself batting against top-class bowlers virtually every Saturday. Dartmouth, for example, had the great leg-spinner Eric Hollies, who had taken over 2,300 first-class wickets including that of Don Bradman in his final Test match. Moseley had Bert Latham, the former Warwickshire fast bowler who had twice taken 10 wickets in an innings. They also had Ray Abell, a leg-spinner renowned for his use of the Moseley slope, while Walsall had a ferocious seamer in Gil Gregory whose accuracy was such that he seemed able to hit the famous Walsall ‘ridge’ at will.


While I didn’t get a century in the Birmingham League before I became an established member of the Warwickshire side in 1965, the many hard-fought 50s and 60s I scored during my apprenticeship years against the likes of Moseley, Dartmouth and Walsall were fundamental in learning how to build an innings.


Perhaps even more important was the influence that playing for Smethwick had on my social and personal development. Meeting and playing with characters like Cyril Goodway and Johnny Oldham broadened my perspective of life. Cyril, who was the Smethwick captain, had played forty first-class matches for Warwickshire between 1937 and 1947. A brilliant wicketkeeper, his career had been blighted by the war and yet he never revealed a hint of bitterness or resentment. Always encouraging the younger players in the side, he was a true leader who put the spirit of the game and the unity of his team above any personal considerations.


Johnny Oldham, who had become headmaster of my old secondary school a couple of years after I left, had lived the kind of life you come across in superhero comics. He had joined the RAF as war broke out in 1939, training as a fighter pilot first on Tiger Moths and Miles Masters before moving on to the Hurricanes. Upon gaining his wings he was posted to Douglas Bader’s worn-out 242 squadron towards the end of the Battle of Britain in 1940. He was then posted to fly for the RAF in Burma where he was shot down by the Japanese. He escaped capture and imprisonment by hiding in one of the most hostile jungles in the world. Astonishingly, when he emerged three months later he had a Japanese soldier in tow whom he had single-handedly taken prisoner.


What is even more remarkable is that the full details of Johnny’s highly distinguished military career only became apparent when he died and obituaries appeared in local and national newspapers. The fact that I knew nothing of his wartime record when we played together for Smethwick did not in any way diminish the influence he had on my development. He lived and played his cricket as if every moment and every innings might be his last, greeting success and failure with the same broad smile and philosophical shrug of the shoulders. I can only speculate that Johnny’s determination to live his life to the absolute full was out of respect for the countless number of men he had served with who had not been so fortunate.
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