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Preamble





It’s late Boxing Day night. Freezing cold, an angry, icy wind and snow on the ground. The roads are empty. The Guardian’s London offices are deserted. Well, almost deserted. In one corner of the second floor two computer screens are alight and a couple of hunched, unshaven, bedraggled figures pore over the incoming messages. The debris of the night is all around them: beer bottles, coffee cups, discarded, half-eaten sandwiches, polystyrene-flavoured savoury snacks, bits of cake, piles of newspapers and notes. Every so often the motion-sensitive lights go off, plunging the room into darkness and forcing one of the figures to jerk into life, waving his arms above his head in mock celebration to get them back on again. Ten thousand five hundred miles away in Melbourne one of the most exciting Test matches in memory is under way; England are about to crush Australia in a manner we haven’t seen in a generation. And yet, for tens of thousands of people, it is those two figures – usually Rob Smyth and Andy Bull, gentle, intelligent men far removed from the wild and wanton look of their newspaper picture bylines – who provide a window onto this epic, describing the game in their own unique way: vividly, with wit, repartee and more than a nod to the history and minutiae of the game. Welcome to the Over by Over.


Of course, there’s another absolutely vital ingredient of the coverage: the audience. Many watch the games live on TV but follow the OBO to enjoy the mischievous entertainment. That’s the difference with the OBO: you can join in. And join in they do. Readers let us know they were in Khartoum, Kazakhstan, Canada and the Cayman Islands. On a beach in Brazil drinking caipirinhas, at a party in Mexico City drinking tequilas, on the beach in Perth, knocking back the VBs. On a riding holiday in Patagonia, on a diving holiday in the Philippines. Climbing a volcano in Ecuador, climbing a volcano in Chile, on an archaeological dig on an island off Kuwait. In a traffic jam in Beijing trying to get a child to the Christmas play, stuck in a car in Tokyo, and caught in a snarl-up in Lagos. There was the fan who emailed from a strip club in Medellin, Colombia, saying he couldn’t keep his eyes off the OBO; the diplomat writing budgets for the UN in New York who welcomed the distraction; the anxious England supporter messaging from Riyadh; and the lonely cricket lover living 30 miles from the North Korean border.


Thanks to all of you, and hundreds of others, who joined in to help make those winter nights so much fun via the OBO and Steve Busfield’s Ashes blog. This is an edited version of those sessions – along with a sprinkling of wonderfully written pieces from Australia by the cricket writers of the Guardian and the Observer that capture the drama and joy of the series.


But let’s go back to Boxing Day night. ‘I’m a junior doctor halfway through my week of nights, and I wondered if you could give a shout out to all my glum patients stuck in hospital on orthopaedic wards 26 and 27,’ says Dave Hogg. ‘Each time we take a wicket I shout “Howzat!” and they give a little cheer, albeit somewhat diminished as we get into the early hours. They appreciate my providing top-class entertainment whilst meeting their medical needs, I’m sure.’


Paul Johnson


Deputy Editor GNM and Head of Sport
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The morning session


By Rob Smyth


Preamble: Are you sitting uncomfortably? Then let’s begin. Here we are again, queuing up to be put through the most moreish emotional wringer of them all: the Ashes. Between now and 7 January, you can forget Kate Middleton and Katie Waissel and student demonstrations and El Clásico and the inaugural UK Twin Peaks Festival and Peep Show and Christmas shopping and Boardwalk Empire and whatever’s happening in Emmerdale these days. You can even forget – and I know this won’t be easy – The One Show. The Ashes is all you’ll need.


It’s a huge relief that the series is finally starting. Not just for the obvious it’s-Christmas-morning-wake-up-Mom feeling, but because we will finally get some certainties, some inscriptions into the tablet of Statsguru. It would seem there are only three things right with this England team: they can bat, they can bowl and they can field. Then again, given what happened to the ‘can’t bat, can’t bowl, can’t field’ 1986–7 side, that is not necessarily a good thing. Whatever happens, we’ll remember these next 43 days until we wince our last. Please, please, please let us get what we want.


Toss: England have won the toss and will bat first. No real surprise there. It’s a decent toss to win. The moment Andrew Strauss said, ‘We’ll have a bat,’ my heart started thumping violently; first-date violently. Now, finally, this feels real. Australia: Watson, Katich, Ponting (c), Clarke, Hussey, North, Haddin (wk), Johnson, Doherty, Siddle, Hilfenhaus. England: Strauss (c), Cook, Trott, Pietersen, Collingwood, Bell, Prior (wk), Broad, Swann, Anderson, Finn.


1st ball: England 0–0 (Strauss 0, Cook 0) The first ball deserves an entry of its own, given the importance it has assumed, but that’s only when the ball is in the hands of clammy-palmed Englishman. This time, Ben Hilfenhaus does what Ben Hilfenhaus does: bowls a decent delivery outside off stump that Andrew Strauss leaves.


WICKET! 1st over: Strauss c Hussey b Hilfenhaus 0 (England 0–1) Andrew Strauss has gone third ball! He has gone to one of his favourite shots, the cut, slapping it straight to Hussey in the gully. I cannot believe that. I simply cannot believe that. There was a bit of bounce and maybe it was a touch too close for the shot – but even so, Strauss plays that stroke in his sleep. He puts his hand straight to his head in shock, and he is not the only one.


1st over: England 0–1 (Cook 0, Trott 0) If anyone can douse this atmosphere, it’s Jonathan Trott. He takes guard, solves 74 complex mathematical problems and finally faces up to his first ball. He defends solidly, and Hilfenhaus has started the Ashes with a wicket maiden. Dear me. ‘Goodnight, Rob,’ says Luke Dealtry.


2nd over: England 0–1 (Cook 0, Trott 0) Peter Siddle, the mongrel of this Australian attack, shares the new ball. Alastair Cook almost slips over as he plays forward to his second delivery. Otherwise he is comfortable.


3rd over: England 8–1 (Cook 0, Trott 8) Hilfenhaus v. Trott should theoretically have all the excitement of a staring contest. Trott gets the first runs of the series when he squirts a low edge to third man for four. Every time an England player so much as moves his bat, I get a horrible feeling of impending doom. I’m too old for this. ‘I’m sitting in an office in Sydney with two other Brits and a Swiss person,’ says Tom Adams. ‘Even without any Aussies here, the Swiss person has already had a good laugh about Strauss. I feel this could be a long summer.’


4th over: England 10–1 (Cook 1, Trott 8) Alastair Cook works Siddle into the leg side to get off the mark. Trott survives a referral to the third umpire! He played around his front pad at Siddle and was smacked just below the knee roll. Aleem Dar said not out, but Ricky Ponting went for the referral. It was shaving leg, which means the original decision stands – but to compound our not inconsiderable misery, the host broadcaster buggered it up and said that Trott was out! I can’t take any more of this, and we’re only four overs in!


5th over: England 11–1 (Cook 2, Trott 8) Trott is beaten by a snorting leg-cutter from Hilfenhaus. That was an absolute peach. Just one from the over. ‘Don’t panic,’ says Paul Griffin. ‘No team has won the Ashes when the bowler and catcher of their first wicket shared the first letter of their surnames with the first name of a member of S Club 7. The tide of history is already turning against Australia.’


6th over: England 12–1 (Cook 3, Trott 8) Trott in particular is only playing when he absolutely needs to do so. Just one from the over. ‘Movember,’ says my colleague Russell Cunningham. ‘This is like the clone wars – every bugger looks like Lillee.’ And, in my head at least, every bugger is bowling like him at the moment.


7th over: England 20–1 (Cook 6, Trott 12) That’s a nice stroke from Cook, who works Hilfenhaus off his pads for a couple. Later in the over Trott dumps a filthy leg-stump half-tracker to fine leg for four.


8th over: England 23–1 (Cook 7, Trott 14) Drip by drip, ball by ball, it feels a little safer to emerge from behind the sofa. The moment I type that, Siddle turns Trott round and the edge falls just short of Ponting at second slip. Man, that was close.


9th over: England 27–1 (Cook 7, Trott 18) Hilfenhaus again goes full to Trott, but this time he is crunched nicely down the ground for a couple. Trott then plays a daft shot, trying to work a full delivery outside off stump through midwicket; instead he gets a leading edge that flies on the bounce to Hussey at gully. Trott isn’t quite in his cat-on-a-hot-tin-roof mode from the South African tour a year ago, but he’s a little manic.


10th over: England 28–1 (Cook 8, Trott 18) Trott blocks most of that Siddle over, and now there is a sense that both sides are waiting for probably the most important player in this series – Mitchell Johnson – to bowl. ‘Is it wrong that I want to point out that H was in Steps (5th over), not S Club 7?’ says Alastair Gerrard.


11th over: England 30–1 (Cook 9, Trott 19) Here is Mitchell Johnson. Nobody knows what we’ll get from him. His first over is nothing to tweet home about, a range-finder that brings a couple of singles.


12th over: England 35–1 (Cook 9, Trott 24) Trott pulls a gentle, leg-stump short ball from Siddle to fine leg for four more. Trott then takes a tight single to mid-on, where Clarke fumbles. Our colleague and very good friend Tom Lutz has just brought over an illicit stash to keep us going tonight: Monster Energy Drink, Supermalt original and Barg’s Olde Tyme Root Beer. He has also brought us a bag of Monster Munch each – but this wretched fool, this former friend, has chosen Pickled Onion rather than Flamin’ Hot flavour. I’m not putting those in my mouth.


13th over: England 36–1 (Cook 9, Trott 25) You have to love Johnson’s run-up, full of snaking menace and sinister intent. That over was good, save from an attempted yorker that speared down the leg side. One run from it. ‘The atmosphere in my household is so tense the cat’s given up on the milk and has started getting stuck into the vodka,’ says Phil Sawyer.


WICKET! 14th over: Trott b Watson 29 (England 41–2) The golden arm of Shane Watson gets a wicket in his first over. It was a good delivery, a full-length off-cutter that roared through a big gate as Trott played a pretty loose drive, and England are in trouble. Already.


14th over: England 41–2 (Cook 9, Pietersen 0) Watson had actually started terribly: his first ball was on the pads and tucked away for four, and his second was a wide. I was just starting to congratulate myself for hexing Watson by making him my MVP in the Cricinfo Fantasy League when he took the wicket.


15th over: England 49–2 (Cook 14, Pietersen 3) Kevin Pietersen gets off the mark with a nice flick through midwicket for three. On Sky, Shane Warne is imploring Australia to pitch the ball up more.


16th over: England 50–2 (Cook 14, Pietersen 3) Pietersen takes a single and then Cook blocks/leaves the rest of the over. ‘Those Australian ’taches look like they wouldn’t get wet from a full pint of Guinness,’ sniffs Adam Hirst. ‘David Boon’s ’tache used to come out from his helmet guard and irritate the batsman when he fielded at short leg. I guess Kevin Pietersen found a stray moustache hair up his nose earlier. He was digging around in there and definitely pulled something out.’


17th over: England 53–2 (Cook 15, Pietersen 6) Hilfenhaus replaces Johnson, a definite plan for Pietersen. He gets one to pop a little from a length and surprise Pietersen, but that’s about all. England take three singles from the over.


18th over: England 56–2 (Cook 16, Pietersen 7) Watson is wided for a lolloping bouncer to Cook, who he then beats with a good one, full and a touch wider. ‘Do we think,’ begins Palfreyman, ‘that despite the two wickets and Watson, that Australia’s attack looks a bit thin?’ We certainly don’t. You may think what you like, but we are bloody terrified.


19th over: England 61–2 (Cook 21, Pietersen 6) Cook hasn’t been fluent – far from it – but I can’t really remember a false stroke, so he will be very happy. Saying which, he squirts Hilfenhaus low through the cordon for three.


20th over: England 66–2 (Cook 22, Pietersen 10) Watson floats up a full delivery on off stump and Pietersen thumps it back whence it came for his first boundary.


21st over: England 70–2 (Cook 23, Pietersen 13) Here comes the debutant left-arm spinner Xavier Doherty. He shambles up . . . and his first delivery is a beauty, turning pretty sharply from outside Cook’s off stump. Cook then takes a single, which brings KP on strike. Pietersen starts positively, walking down the track to his second ball and whipping it through midwicket for three.


22nd over: England 70–2 (Cook 23, Pietersen 13) Apparently Pietersen and Watson aren’t exactly Brylcreem buddies. As a consequence there’s an extra frisson to this little spell – like we bloody need any more – and both play respectfully during a maiden over.


23rd over: England 73–2 (Cook 26, Pietersen 13) Cook works Doherty off his pads for a couple, and then a single. ‘The Peckham posse comin’ at ya straight from SE15 are liking Pietersen’s street knowledge but think a few more instruction-manual forward defensives are in order, this is a Test match after all, y’know what I mean?’ says Allan Crocker. ‘Yours, Speed Queen, Preg-Nancy, Mr Blonde, Crox, Barboz, William, R-Money.’ I bet Cardus didn’t get correspondence like this.


24th over: England 75–2 (Cook 27, Pietersen 14) Alastair Cook is dropped by Doherty! He slapped a short one from Watson straight to point, but Doherty couldn’t hang on to a relatively straightforward chance above his head. What a terrible thing to happen to a kid on his debut. Ponting runs up and gives him a pat on the hand.


25th over: England 79–2 (Cook 27, Pietersen 18) Pietersen is using his feet against Doherty and trying to dominate. He left his crease for four of the six deliveries in that over, which is a brave thing to do five minutes before lunch. Doherty saw him coming to the fourth ball and speared it in, but Pietersen got enough on it to tickle it fine for four.


26th over: England 86–2 (Cook 29, Pietersen 23) Johnson replaces Watson for the last over before lunch, and Cook, head falling over a long way to the off side, pings him not far short of North at short midwicket. A jittery morning has ended pretty even, although it would certainly have been Australia’s session had Xavier Doherty caught Alastair Cook just before lunch.


England 86–2


The afternoon session


By Andy Bull


Preamble: What did we learn in that first session? It feels like this is going to be another dirty tussle of a series, with the advantage swinging to and fro. The office is empty now; the late staff have sent out the final edition of the newspaper and scurried off home. Now it is just Smyth, myself and whoever is out there reading. We’ve got half a can of Monster Energy Drink, a full packet of Pickled Onion Monster Munch, it’s dark outside and we’re sitting here under strip lights. ‘Why don’t you have a work-experience kid you can send out to the shops for supplies?’ asks Andrew Mack. We used to have a work-experience guy. He got promoted above us.


27th over: England 91–2 (Cook 33, Pietersen 23) Hilfenhaus opens the attack after the break. His first ball is too short, and Cook slaps it away for four through midwicket with the self-confident air of a man sniffing his own expensive aftershave. A no-ball brings up the fifty partnership.


28th over: England 98–2 (Cook 38, Pietersen 25) And at the other end it is Mitchell Johnson. His line is wayward. He lands a ball on KP’s pads, and it is another single to the score, and he ends the over with a half-volley on leg stump, which Cook glances to fine leg for four.


29th over: England 102–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 28) KP whips three runs out towards leg. It is early in the session, I know, but England have made a good start after lunch.


30th over: England 102–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 28) ‘It is a great time to be a small-business owner in Beijing,’ says Dominic Plastered (that’s not your real surname, is it?). ‘With the time difference I get to pretend to work at my PC and watch your live coverage all day.’ Being self-employed, aren’t you just diddling yourself? A maiden from Mitch.


31st over: England 103–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 29) Hilfenhaus is bowling well wide of the off stump here. Whether that width is deliberate or not, he has just lured KP into reaching out for an ambitious drive, prompting all manner of oohs and ahhs from the fielders.


32nd over: England 107–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 33) Pietersen creams four through cover.


33rd over: England 107–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 33) A maiden from Hilfenhaus, Cook steadfastly refusing to play at a string of balls that pass by his off stump.


34th over: England 111–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 37) Oh my! Pietersen has had enough of the waiting game and swings a wild haymaker of a hook away towards midwicket for four. A strange shot that. He made a bit of a mess of it. KP is trying just a bit too hard to bully Johnson here.


35th over: England 111–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 37) ‘I’m trying to inspire my four members of staff,’ points out Dom Plastered (30th over), before revealing that his real surname is the distinctly less edgy Johnson-Hill. Another maiden.


36th over: England 117–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 43) I’m loving the updates from the Walkabout in Shepherd’s Bush, where, Richard Caulfield tells me, ‘Three tramps have been thrown out so far but they haven’t spotted the one in the corner yet. If I had to sum up the Australian banter in here in one word it would be: homophobic.’ Johnson’s last ball is overpitched, and Pietersen forces it away for four through cover.


37th over: England 117–2 (Cook 39, Pietersen 43) Xavier Doherty is back into the attack. His nickname is supposed to be X, but the close fielders seemed to have plumped for ‘Doughy’. ‘Aww yes, Doughy,’ bellows Haddin as the bowler finishes a maiden over. ‘Pietersen just passed Ian Chappell’s career runs total,’ says Chris Wright. ‘Damn, I enjoyed writing that sentence.’


WICKET! 38th over: Pietersen c Ponting b Siddle 43 (England 117–3) Peter Siddle comes back into the attack. Oh, and he has done him! KP has gone, caught at second slip off the outside edge. The ball was just a little bit wide, it bit and broke off the pitch. The snick flew straight to Ponting. Australia go nuts. They wanted that wicket a lot.


39th over: England 121–3 (Cook 43, Collingwood 0) Cook has four more here, flicking the ball fine to leg. A nice comeback from Doherty, drifting the ball across Cook’s bat and pulling him across the crease.


WICKET! 40th over: Collingwood c North b Siddle 4 (England 125–4) Oh no! England are wobbling, toppling even. Collingwood has gone. Mere moments after he had hit a glorious on-drive down the ground for four, he edged the next ball straight to third slip.


41st over: England 125–4 (Cook 43, Bell 0) Doherty hustles through another quick maiden.


42nd over: England 129–4 (Cook 43, Bell 4) Bell narrowly avoided having his eyes pecked out by a rogue magpie yesterday morning. No, really. The Barmy Army trumpeter has just launched into ‘The Great Escape’. Shot, sir! Bell cuts four pretty runs out square.


43rd over: England 129–4 (Cook 43, Bell 4) Sadly for English fans everywhere, ‘Doughy’ is really bowling quite well, with drift and variation in line and pace. ‘On TMS Simon Hughes has perfected the pronunciation of Xavier Doherty,’ or so Clare Davies tells me. ‘He says, “Dirty.” It’s quite fun to hear, and already on Day One we England supporters are looking for things to enjoy.’


44th over: England 137–4 (Cook 43, Bell 12) Bell rocks back and cuts four runs over the head of the man at point. A bold and beautiful shot. At Shepherd’s Bush Walkabout ‘Three young lads have just been caught fortifying their drinks with illicit vodka. They’ve been moved on.’ Just another day in paradise, eh? Thanks to Andrew Gates for that.


45th over: England 142–4 (Cook 46, Bell 14) Cook ends a run of 15 fruitless balls by turning two runs away to leg. Doherty’s spell at the start of this over: 4–3–4–0. England have allowed him to settle into a groove.


46th over: England 146–4 (Cook 49, Bell 15) Siddle takes a bow, and Mitchell Johnson comes back into the attack. ‘I’m watching the game on a fuzzy pirate web page in Vancouver,’ grumbles Alfred Moore. ‘I realise now that one of the great pleasures of following the Ashes in England is falling reluctantly asleep at 2 a.m. and dreaming that 83 for 2 will have turned into 326 for 2 by morning, Pietersen on 173 not out. My dreams would be crushed on waking. Now I haven’t even had dinner and I can see England are neck deep in [stinky brown stuff]. The romance is gone.’ Johnson is flirting with 90 mph now. Cook flicks three runs away to leg to move to 49, a single away from a truly painstaking half-century.


47th over: England 151–4 (Cook 51, Bell 18) A single puts Cook on strike, and he brings up his fifty.


REFERRAL! 48th over: Bell c Haddin b Johnson 18 (England 151–4) Has Bell gone? No, he is safe. Curious cricket from Australia. They have wasted their second appeal and all because Simon Katich was convinced that Bell got a feather of a touch. No one else seemed to share his conviction, and the review shows that Bell did not come close.


49th over: England 155–4 (Cook 54, Bell 18) ‘There are a few clouds just building here in Brisbane,’ says Nasser Hussain. ‘We may be in for an afternoon shower here.’


50th over: England 158–4 (Cook 54, Bell 22) Australia have two men back for Bell, who can expect a few short snorters from Johnson some time soon. A good sharp single from Bell, pushing the ball out square and sprinting down the wicket.


51st over: England 159–4 (Cook 54, Bell 23) And here comes the rain, just like Nasser said. The umpires look up at the skies, and a few of the softer fans scurry for shelter.


52nd over: England 163–4 (Cook 54, Bell 23) Another three-over spell for Johnson, and he is hauled out of the attack again, this time to be replaced by Shane Watson. England have let Doherty tie up his end – his current spell is 8–3–19–0 – and that is allowing Ponting to play around with his quicks at the other. By the end of the over the rain has gone again.


53rd over: England 167–4 (Cook 58, Bell 23) A great shot from Cook, who has waited and waited and waited some more for the bad ball. When it came, he thrashed it through midwicket for four. Stung by that, Dirty tightens his line, and Cook gets back to his blocking.


54th over: England 169–4 (Cook 58, Bell 25) The camera picks out Robbie Fowler in the crowd. Jeez, the Aussies really are short of celebrities, aren’t they? Bell pulls two runs away to square leg.


55th over: England 170–4 (Cook 59, Bell 25) Ponting decides to give Marcus North a little bowl before tea, the sixth Australian bowler of the day. And Shane Warne has just called Graeme Swann ‘the best bowler in the world, never mind spinner’.


56th over: England 172–4 (Cook 60, Bell 26) Two singles from the last two balls, and that means that England have scored 86 runs and lost two wickets in this session. Uncannily, that is identical to how they did in the first session. On that rather dry statistical note, I’m signing off.


England 172–4


The evening session


By Rob Smyth


Preamble: England will hope this Cook-and-Bell story runs throughout the evening session, although that would be quite some effort: we still have 34 overs to go. Coffee! Of course, the most remarkable performance of this Ashes is already complete: Olly Broom cycling through 23 countries, over 411 days, to make it to the Gabba. This is the Gooch 154 not out of charity efforts. An astonishing effort.


57th over: England 175–4 (Cook 60, Bell 28) Ben Hilfenhaus starts after tea, and an off-side wide brings up the fifty partnership.


58th over: England 176–4 (Cook 60, Bell 28) It’s Shane Watson at the other end, and he also bowls a wide. Cook then squirts one along the floor to gully. A pretty quiet start to the session.


59th over: England 180–4 (Cook 60, Bell 31) Another over, another wide. Ricky Ponting isn’t happy and shouts something at Billy Doctrove. Hilfenhaus is trying to lure Bell outside off stump, but when he digs one in Bell pulls it confidently through midwicket for three.


60th over: England 188–4 (Cook 64, Bell 34) Watson strays onto the pads and is worked through midwicket for three more by Bell, who is playing very nicely here.


61st over: England 188–4 (Cook 64, Bell 34) It’s a battle of wills between Hilfenhaus and Bell. Hilfenhaus is bowling almost everything very full and wide of off stump, trying to draw Bell into the drive. Bell is having none of it, so that’s a maiden.


62nd over: England 190–4 (Cook 66, Bell 34) England will really kick themselves if they lose a wicket before the second new ball, because batting is pretty easy right now. Cook works Watson through midwicket for two more, the only runs in that over. ‘If only my eyes were as wide as Australia’s bowling,’ says Chris Faulkner.


63rd over: England 191–4 (Cook 66, Bell 35) Hilfenhaus beats Bell with a very good delivery, just straight enough to force Bell to feel for it nervously. This is a really interesting passage of play, with both sides straining not to blink.


64th over: England 196–4 (Cook 66, Bell 39) Here comes Peter Siddle, on for Shane Watson, and, like Hilfenhaus and Watson, he bowls a wide. Bell isn’t interested in the fuller stuff, but when Siddle drops short Bell cuts him handsomely through the covers for four. He is so, so close to being an extremely good Test-match batsman.


65th over: England 197–4 (Cook 67, Bell 39) Hilfenhaus has been getting a bit of shape since tea, and there he curves a nice one past Bell’s tentative grope. ‘I hope Broad and Finn are watching, because this pitch requires a tight line and a fuller length than they bowl in England,’ says Gary Naylor. ‘Not rocket science, but it was beyond English bowlers for five Tests last time round.’


WICKET! 66th over: Cook c Watson b Siddle 67 (England 197–5) That is a huge wicket for Australia, and Peter Siddle has done it again. A good delivery, slanted across Cook and forcing him to play. Cook pushed forward firmly and the ball flew off the edge to Watson at first slip. Siddle has three for 33, deserved reward for pitching the ball up since lunch.


WICKET! 66th over: Prior b Siddle 0 (England 197–6) Matt Prior has gone first ball! This is marvellous stuff from Peter Siddle, who is on a hat-trick. That was a beauty to get first up: full, straight and angling in through the gate to smack into off stump as Prior waved all over it. That was a definite plan for Prior, and it worked perfectly.


WICKET! 66th over: Broad lbw b Siddle 0 (England 197–7) Peter Siddle has taken a hat-trick! This is astonishing stuff. He speared a superb swinging yorker onto the toe of Broad, who was trapped in front of middle and leg. To add to the drama, Broad then decided to review the decision – but that was plumb and replays confirmed it. This is incredible: Peter Siddle, who many felt would not even play in this match, has taken an Ashes hat-trick.


66th over: England 197–7 (Bell 39, Swann 0) Swann stops Siddle from making it four wickets in four balls. So Siddle has to settle for a triple-wicket maiden. It’s also his birthday. Can you believe that? What an amazing story. He now has figures of 12–3–33–5. And he didn’t even bowl very well this morning. Until that over Australia were just sitting in this game, and now they are in the box seat.


67th over: England 205–7 (Bell 46, Swann 0) Bell carries on in his bubble, driving Hilfenhaus beautifully through the covers for four and then working him off the pads for three. ‘Ian Bell wanted the opportunity to show Australia what he’s made of,’ says Alfred Moore. ‘Well, this is it. I still say that pressure is to Bell as cold water is to testicles. PROVE ME WRONG, please.’


68th over: England 215–7 (Bell 53, Swann 3) Bell flicks Siddle confidently behind square leg for four to reach a supreme half-century, from 103 balls and with five fours. Two balls later he pings three more through midwicket, another excellent stroke. Swann completes an expensive over by leaning into a cover drive for three to get off the mark. ‘Brilliant!’ says Sarah Bacon. ‘Never have I been so happy to rise at 3.45 a.m. to watch a first day’s Test-cricket action. Happy birthday, Peter Siddle. You’ve done your country proud.’


69th over: England 226–7 (Bell 57, Swann 10) Mitchell Johnson has come on to replace Ben Hilfenhaus. I guess Australia want to rough Graeme Swann up. Johnson digs one in, and Swann employs the golden rule – if you’re gonna flash, flash hard – to send the ball up and over the slips for four. He drives the next ball through the covers for three, and it’s good to see that he is playing his natural game. As is Bell, who cover-drives imperiously for four more. Shot of the day, that.


WICKET! 70th over: Swann lbw b Siddle 10 (England 228–8) The greatest day of Peter Siddle’s life continues. Swann whips around a straight one and is plumb, although he has decided to review it, just in case. ‘This won’t take long,’ says Beefy, and he’s right. That was bashing into middle stump, and Siddle has career-best figures of six for 43.


69.2 overs: England 228–8 (Bell 57) That was the last ball before rain stopped play, although it’s only a shower so we should be back on in a couple of minutes. Sky show the pitch map of Siddle’s wickets: five were from full-length deliveries, the other from a ball that was on the very full side of good.


70th over: England 229–8 (Bell 57, Anderson 0) The players return, and Brad Haddin puts James Anderson down. It was a very tricky chance, diving low in front of first slip when Anderson edged another good, full-length delivery. That would have been Siddle’s seventh wicket. This is miserable. We’ve seen this storyline played out so many times before. ‘Good effort, Siddle, you swine,’ says Will Davies, generous to the last.


71st over: England 234–8 (Bell 62, Anderson 0) With just Anderson and Finn left, Bell moves into one-day mode. He gives Johnson the charge second ball and misses a massive yahoo, and then drives delightfully through mid-off for four. Then he swipes another windy woof on the bounce to third man.


72nd over: England 241–8 (Bell 65, Anderson 4) Bell steals two to fine leg and then takes a single from the fourth delivery. Anderson survives the last two balls, snicking one through the slips for four. If England could just repeat this for, say, the next four and a bit days, they should be OK.


73rd over: England 245–8 (Bell 69, Anderson 4) Bell pulls Johnson zestily through midwicket for two and then turns down a single, which brings some inexplicable boos from the crowd. ‘Sitting in a traffic jam in Lagos while England collapse is not my idea of a fun Thursday,’ says Richard Woods. ‘Be that as it may, now he seems to have his mojo, is it time to move Bell to No. 5 and bring in Morgan for Colly?’ The short answer, and indeed the long one, is no. If England lose this game they won’t panic, and nor should they.


74th over: England 248–8 (Bell 70, Anderson 5) Anderson steals a single from Siddle’s first ball, and then Bell works another through midwicket. ‘Hello from Canada!’ says Marcia Adair, with entirely inappropriate enthusiasm. ‘Is it better to adopt a position of hope and do my best to weather the constant disappointment or should I rather spend the next five weeks fearing that nothing will happen to prove that fearing the worst was the wrong choice?’


75th over: England 249–8 (Bell 71, Anderson 5) This is a really interesting gamble from Ricky Ponting. He has brought on Xavier Doherty to replace Mitchell Johnson (whose figures of 15–2–66–0 reflect a mediocre day’s work). That’s a risk because Bell is such a clean, straight hitter and you would expect him to go for Doherty. He contents himself to a single for the time being.


76th over: England 254–8 (Bell 76, Anderson 5) Ben Hilfenhaus replaces Peter Siddle, and Ian Bell treats him like an off-spinner, running down the track and driving imperiously over extra cover for four. Man, he has played well.


WICKET! 77th over: Bell c Watson b Doherty 76 (England 254–9) A lovely moment for Xavier Doherty, who takes his first Test wicket. Bell came down the track and tried to lift Doherty over extra cover, but he didn’t quite get hold of it and Shane Watson, running in from the cover boundary, took a straightforward catch. Bell played magnificently to make 76 from 131 balls.


WICKET! 77th over: Anderson b Doherty 11 (England 260 all out) Doherty makes it two wickets in five balls, hitting leg stump when Anderson misses a reverse yahoo. That’s a wonderful performance from Australia, and particularly Peter Siddle, who ends with career-best figures of six for 54 on his 26th birthday. Shane Warne says England are ‘only 40 short of par’. Hmm. We’ll have a better idea after they bowl a few overs tonight.


Profound thought for the innings break: Eff. Eff. Ess.


Australia first innings


1st over: Australia 4–0 (Watson 4, Katich 0) It’ll be Jimmy Anderson to start, and it’s imperative he makes the batsmen play as much as possible. After three leaves, Watson blocks the fourth ball and cleaves the fifth through the covers for four. Cracking shot. He is going to get a lot of runs in this series. There was no real swing for Anderson in that over. ‘I totally feel for Marcia Adair,’ says Sara Torvalds. ‘It’s my first Ashes Down Under (since becoming a cricket fan) and I am absolutely not prepared for this emotionally.’ Wait till Australia race to 974 for two by Saturday morning.


2nd over: Australia 6–0 (Watson 4, Katich 2) Here comes Stuart Broad from the Slaughtered Pom End. From the first ball Katich walks miles across his stumps, an incredible amount for a Test opener really. Broad concentrates on a shortish length, and Katich defends a little uncomfortably before working the last delivery through midwicket for two.


3rd over: Australia 8–0 (Watson 5, Katich 2) The first thing you check with Jimmy Anderson is: is it swinging? It’s as fundamental as checking your flies before you go out for dinner. And it’s not swinging. It’s not bloody swinging. ‘Go back to the OBO for the last Ashes tour in Australia,’ says John Starbuck. ‘I seem to recall quite a bit of suffering but we in OBOland gritted our teeth and stuck to it. It can’t be as bad as that again. Can it?’ Please no. That third day in Brisbane, when Australia batted on towards a lead of infinity in their second innings, was among the most miserable of my life.


4th over: Australia 11–0 (Watson 7, Katich 3) Broad has a huge shout for lbw against Watson turned down. There was a very late inside edge. That was an excellent decision from Billy Doctrove.


5th over: Australia 11–0 (Watson 7, Katich 3) Strauss might have been tempted to give Swann an over at this end before the close, but it’s Anderson to continue. His length is good when it probably should be full, and Katich defends comfortably.


6th over: Australia 15–0 (Watson 8, Katich 6) Stuart Broad’s length has been progressively fuller in this short spell, and Katich rifles him down the ground for three.


7th over: Australia 25–0 (Watson 9, Katich 15) Graeme Swann will bowl the last over of the day. His first ball is short and whapped through midwicket for four by Katich; his second is eased delightfully through the covers for another boundary. So that answers the question as to how Australia will play him. It’s been an outstanding day for Australia, who trail by only 235 runs. England will have to bowl incredibly well to get a first-innings lead.


Australia 25–0; England 260 


Slow-burner Cook shows value of old-fashioned virtues to the fancy dans


By Vic Marks in Brisbane


Thursday 25 November 2010


If only England could have displayed the neat footwork of the Australian selectors. Andrew Hilditch and his cohorts have been taking a fair amount of flak lately, but the Australian think tank got something spectacularly right when they chose Peter Siddle ahead of Dougie Bollinger for this match.


A bowler who takes a Test-match hat-trick is not guaranteed to finish on the winning side. Indeed, the last man to deliver an Ashes hat-trick was Darren Gough at Sydney in 1999, and he ended up on the losing side in that match. But Siddle, the one bowler capable of finding the right length for the Gabba pitch, upturned the balance of the game, and all of Australia rejoiced.


No doubt the jubilation was shared by Bollinger, even though the doughty left-armer may have spent the previous 24 hours tearing his hair out at his omission from the team – metaphorically, at least. Siddle was admirable; the selectors were vindicated, but the Australian birthday boy was assisted by some of the England batsmen.


My situation at the Gabba – square of the wicket – did not provide the perfect vantage point to witness the glimmer of away swing achieved by Siddle, but it gave an insight into the footwork of England’s batsmen (admittedly some offered scanty evidence since three of them only lasted a total of five deliveries).


Those that prevailed adhered to the old mantra of using the crease decisively. They went right back or right forward, which soon seemed a necessity on a pitch that was not especially quick by Brisbane standards, but which offered just enough sideways movement for the bowler prepared to pitch the ball up.


The perils of minimalist foot movement were demonstrated by Paul Collingwood. He went deep into his crease against Siddle, the ball was propelled to a full length, and Collingwood could not reappear from the popping crease as he attempted a cover drive. On lower-bouncing, truer tracks like the one at Adelaide it is possible to survive and prosper without leaving the crease very far – as Collingwood did on the last tour. Not so at the Gabba.


The three England players able to cope were Kevin Pietersen and Ian Bell, who were in aggressive mode, and Alastair Cook, who wasn’t. Watching from side on it becomes apparent that Pietersen is practically doing the splits in his stance, so wide apart are his legs. But until his dismissal he rocked into position decisively. He looked sharp and hungry; he always does when booed to the wicket.


Bell was equally positive, unveiling the best strokes of the day, rocking forward to drive the seamers, back in time to pull them. Against Xavier Doherty, who propels the ball at Panesar pace, he was up and down the pitch like a cat on a hot tin roof. Against the left-arm spinner he was skittish, almost to a fault; against the seamers he verged on the masterful with his twinkling toes. In this phase of his England career he declines to be subdued.


It is easier to be decisive with your feet when batting aggressively. But Cook managed this while compiling an important defensive innings. Out came that right foot, even when he was in survival mode.


Cook is a cricketer of contradictions. He has matinee-idol looks: a gleaming smile, jet-black hair and eyebrows that supermodels might covet. Along with Jimmy Anderson he is an automatic choice for the moody posters now required by the marketing men. There is definitely a touch of glamour about him – until he picks up his bat.


At the crease he can conjure up memories of when Test cricket really could be a dour game. Think Geoff Pullar, stalwart opening batsman for Lancashire and for England (28 times) in the 1960s, rather than Marcus Trescothick.


Doggedness can be a virtue when the opposition is Australia and the venue Brisbane. While his colleagues flickered, Cook was the one player prepared to grind away with unrelenting self-denial. He was often ugly and crab-like in defence during an innings that was nearly all defence.


He allowed himself no liberties. Not a single cover drive was attempted. It is not his best shot; on this surface it was a risky one anyway. He left that one for the fancy Dans. Instead he displayed grim self-denial, which always seems faintly incongruous from a cricketer who still looks like the choirboy he once was.


Often Cook can give the impression of being a fragile cricketer. He may have a film-star face but he does not move easily in the field or when running between the wickets; he throws the ball delicately in a feminine sort of way (no letters, please) and with modest power; his catching is none too reliable. He rarely gives the impression of a battle-hardened Test cricketer, even though the statistics demand that he should be regarded as one.


After 61 Tests he has never been dropped from the Test team, though recently many have advocated that he should be. After his gritty innings on the first day it is not difficult to understand why they treasure him in the England dressing room.


Cook addressed the media of both countries two days before the Test. Even in this role, despite five years of experience, which includes captaining the side in Bangladesh, he seemed remarkably nervous. That nervousness was betrayed by the constant use of the word ‘obviously’. One pedant counted 37 of them in 15 minutes. Not even Peter Beardsley in his pomp could match that ratio, though Siddle did his best when reliving his hat-trick for the press. However, a lack of verbal dexterity should not be equated with a lack of resolution or clinical thinking about the game.


It took Cook 15 overs to hit a boundary – a pull shot off Mitchell Johnson – and it transpired that the pull shot was the only stroke he played with true authority throughout his innings. Cook alone was the glue to the England innings. When he departed, prodding at another demanding full-length delivery from Siddle, the tourists became terribly unstuck.
















Second day





The morning session


By Andy Bull


Preamble: Don’t panic. Yet. Yes, it was a sorry start to the Ashes for England. But they are a resilient team. I’d say we owe them at least another 30 overs before we dissolve into angst, embarrassment and self-loathing. Anyone out there who is despairing already would do well to remember Boycott’s third law: ‘Never judge how good a score is until both sides have batted on the pitch.’


8th over: Australia 26–0 (Watson 9, Katich 15) Broad’s first ball is a no-ball. Bah. Strauss has, Atherton points out, set a field with four men on the on side, which will encourage Broad to bowl straight and aim for the lbw. But there are only two slips in place.


9th over: Australia 34–0 (Watson 14, Katich 18) And at the other end it is Jimmy Anderson. England are thirsty for a first wicket here. We need some reassurance. Even a good appeal would do. Instead what we get is a meaty pull stroke from Watson, whacking the ball away for four through midwicket.


10th over: Australia 37–0 (Watson 17, Katich 18) Watson whips three runs through midwicket, and Broad then switches to bowl around the wicket at Katich.


11th over: Australia 42–0 (Watson 17, Katich 22) Anderson probes Watson’s technique around his pads with a full, straight ball. It’s just a little too far to leg, though, and the batsmen steal a leg bye. ‘I’m spending a pleasant evening marking undergraduate essays on genocide,’ chirrups Ed Packard, as Katich steers a dainty cut away for four. ‘My mood has darkened now the cricket has started.’


12th over: Australia 42–0 (Watson 17, Katich 22) Good bowling from Broad here, peppering Watson’s off stump. Strauss sticks a man back on the leg side, and Broad whistles down a bouncer. The batsman has sense enough to duck underneath it rather than take it on.


13th over: Australia 42–0 (Watson 17, Katich 22) That has to be out! But it’s not. It could have been. The batsmen got into a terrible tangle. Katich was watching the ball as he ran and was halfway down the wicket when he realised Watson wasn’t coming. Cook had time to line up a throw at the stumps, but his throw slid past them. Moments later Anderson beats Katich’s outside edge with a jaffa, his best delivery of the day so far.


14th over: Australia 46–0 (Watson 21, Katich 22) That’s another gem from Broad, ripping the ball past Watson’s outside edge, but he forces the next ball for four through long-off. ‘The Barmy Army’s website proudly states that there are only “2 days” to go before the start of the Ashes,’ chortles Phil White. ‘Have the team taken the same approach?’


15th over: Australia 47–0 (Watson 21, Katich 23) Watson and Katich average 58 as an opening pair. That ranks them tenth among all the opening partnerships in the history of Test cricket to have scored more than 1,000 runs, well above the likes of Langer and Hayden (51) and Greenidge and Haynes (47). People still seem to think of them as a ‘makeshift opening pair’ (Atherton used that exact phrase earlier today), but Watson is now averaging 51 in 15 Tests as an opener.


16th over: Australia 48–0 (Watson 21, Katich 24) A brute of a ball from Broad that spat up at Watson. He flailed at the ball, which thumped into the inside of his upper left arm and deflected down towards his stumps. ‘I have finally worked out what is so annoying/disturbing about Siddle,’ says Ian Copestake. ‘It’s that he is the spit of Biff Tannen, the thug from Back to the Future. I knew I had other reasons to dislike him.’


17th over: Australia 55–0 (Watson 25, Katich 27) Strauss makes his first bowling change, bringing Steve Finn on for his first over in Ashes cricket. His first ball is a loosener down the leg side. His second is full, and Katich taps it away through the leg side for three runs. Oh dear. Watson crunches the next ball through long-on for four. That was the kind of shot that saps your spirits.


18th over: Australia 55–0 (Watson 25, Katich 27) Broad continues with his around-the-wicket attack to Katich. It’s a maiden. ‘I could do with Katich being got out soon,’ writes PJ Atkinson. ‘The way he staggers off his guard like a drunk on the deck of a ship in a gale is making me seasick.’


19th over: Australia 56–0 (Watson 26, Katich 27) The ball squirts off Watson’s inside edge and away for a single. Finn whistles a sharp length ball past Katich’s outside edge, and then tries a yorker. ‘I am currently waiting to have left-knee arthroscopy in St Vincent’s hospital in Sydney,’ grumbles Matt O’Neill. ‘I’ve got one of those ridiculous shower caps on and a pair of paper pants. This isn’t a great day.’


20th over: Australia 59–0 (Watson 27, Katich 27) Anderson comes back into the attack at the other end. His first ball is a ripe half-volley which Watson clips away for two runs to long leg. ‘Steven Finn from the Vulture Street End?’ scoffs Ayal Nathan. ‘It reads like a photo caption from the NME.’


21st over: Australia 63–0 (Watson 31, Katich 27) That’s a lovely ball from Finn, nipping back from outside off and sailing over the top of middle stump. All the confidence it inspires disappears when Watson whacks another straight drive down the ground for four.


22nd over: Australia 63–0 (Watson 31, Katich 27) Rob Smyth has spent the last hour building a cardboard thermometer a little like the ones they used for charity appeals on Blue Peter. Except ours measures Jimmy Anderson’s bowling average in Australia. It is now up to 86.6.


23rd over: Australia 67–0 (Watson 36, Katich 27) ‘Re. Matt O’Neill’s shower caps and paper pants: in Australia, we feel that humiliation is an important part of the health-care system,’ writes Nick Place. ‘You English types could learn a lot from us.’ Watson smears four with a cover drive. This is becoming pretty soul-destroying. I might even have to break open the emergency Pickled Onion Monster Munch.


REFERRAL! 24th over: Katich lbw b Anderson 27 (Australia 74–0) Hallelujah! Up goes the finger. Katich is given out lbw. But the batsmen consult and decide to refer it. Oh mercy me. What have we done to deserve this? The replays show the ball was going over the top and the decision is overturned. What a kick in the guts. I’ve opened the Monster Munch after all. They taste like defeat.


25th over: Australia 78–0 (Katich 34, Watson 36) Misery upon misery: Australia gain two runs in overthrows after a wild throw from Anderson at midwicket. I guess he’s still fuming about that lbw decision.


REFERRAL! 26th over: Watson 36 lbw b Anderson (Australia 78–0) England decide to refer a not-out lbw decision by Doctrove. It does no good, the ball was missing leg stump. Doctrove’s decision stands.


WICKET! 26th over: Watson c Strauss b Anderson 36 (Australia 78–1) They’ve got him this time. England have their wicket at last, and Watson can’t refer this one. He edged it straight to slip. What sweet relief. That felt a very long time coming. English spirits soar. And then in walks Ricky Ponting.


27th over: Australia 79–1 (Katich 39, Ponting 0) England bring Broad into the attack, but he only gets to bowl one delivery to Ponting, the sixth of the over. Strauss does stick in a short leg, suggesting England – like everybody else in world cricket at the moment – fancy their chances of getting Ponting out with the short ball.


28th over: Australia 80–1 (Katich 40, Ponting 0) Anderson has two men back behind square on the leg side for Ponting, but then offers him a string of deliveries outside off. ‘As a neutral Kiwi, I’d almost started feeling sorry for Australia pre-Ashes,’ says Kathy Stodart. ‘But now, after a day and a bit enduring Channel 9’s oleaginous coverage, I am back in England’s arms and fell off the sofa in delight when Jimmy did his stuff.’


29th over: Australia 81–1 (Katich 41, Ponting 0) ‘Tell Matt not to worry about the paper pants – you’ll be unconscious when anyone inspects,’ writes Dave Lonsdale. ‘It’s wearing the surgical tights that will keep your mates entertained for the next week! Had my knee done on Monday.’


30th over: Australia 88–1 (Katich 44, Ponting 4) Anderson is coming around the wicket to Katich, trying to pull him across his stumps. Ponting gets his first runs with an ugly edge through third man for four.


31st over: Australia 90–1 (Katich 45, Ponting 5) Broad continues to bowl in the channel outside Ponting’s off stump, then slips him the shorter ball to invite the pull. Ponting obliges. The fielders cry ‘Catchit!’, but the ball runs away into empty space for a single.


32nd over: Australia 91–1 (Katich 45, Ponting 6) That’s a beauty from Anderson, whistling the ball away from Ponting’s outside edge. Oh, he’s got Punter in all sorts of trouble in this over. The next ball is straighter, but still seams away. Ponting tries to play it to midwicket, but the ball flicks off the back of the bat and squirts to slip.


33rd over: Australia 96–1 (Katich 46, Ponting 10) Strauss has a quick thumb through his MCC Big Book of Captaincy and comes to page 47: ‘Always give the spinner an over before lunch.’ And so Graeme Swann comes on. Katich and Ponting swap singles from his first two balls. Three runs come from the final ball as Ponting chops a cut out to deep point.


Australia 96–1; England 260 


The afternoon session


By Rob Smyth 


Preamble: This session is a fascinating challenge for Swann, one that will set the tone for the rest of the match and the rest of the series. Australia’s method for playing high-class spinners is to take them on from the get-go. It seems the better the spinner, the more they go after him. It’s a tactic born of three things: logic, the desire to stay on top psychologically and machismo. Subservient to a slow bowler? On their own turf? No, no, no. It’s an affront to their masculinity.


WICKET! Australia 96–2 (Ponting c Prior b Anderson 10) A mighty bonus from the second ball after lunch, with Ricky Ponting strangled down the leg side. He had started very slowly before the break, like a once-athletic octogenarian wincing his way out of bed in instalments, and now he has gone. It was a nothing delivery, drifting onto the pads; Ponting tried to work it away but got the thinnest of edges to Matt Prior.


34th over: Australia 96–2 (Katich 46, Clarke 0) Anderson’s first ball to Clarke is an absolute jaffa, full and moving late past the edge. It’s a wicket maiden. ‘Pretty uncomfortable being labelled “the man in the paper pants”,’ says Matthew O’Neill. ‘Sounds like a straight to DVD sequel of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.’


35th over: Australia 100–2 (Katich 50, Clarke 0) It’ll be Steven Finn rather than Graeme Swann to begin at the other end. I guess that decision may have been influenced by the arrival of Clarke – back problems, immobility against the short ball and all. For now he is bowling to Katich, who tucks one very fine for four. That brings up a typically ugly, typically vital fifty.


36th over: Australia 100–2 (Katich 50, Clarke 0) Anderson is bowling beautifully here. He jags one back to bring a strangled shout for lbw against Clarke – inside edge – and then coaxes the next delivery past the edge.


WICKET! 37th over: Katich c and b Finn 50 (Australia 100–3) Another one gone! Katich chips a full delivery straight back to Finn, who shows the loose-limbed flexibility of a limbo dancer to get down quickly and claim a lovely low two-handed catch. It’s his first Ashes wicket, and what a vital time to get it.


37th over: Australia 101–3 (Clarke 0, Hussey 1) Hussey so, so nearly goes first ball! It was a brilliant delivery from Finn, full, on off stump and demanding the stroke. The ball flew off the edge and bounced just short of Swann, diving to his right at second slip. Hussey then takes a very sharp single into the covers to get off the mark – if not quite a Red Bull single, then at least a Relentless one.


38th over: Australia 101–3 (Clarke 0, Hussey 1) Another challenging over from Anderson, who is in a really good groove. It’s a maiden to Hussey. Anderson’s figures are outstanding: 17–7–36–2.


39th over: Australia 102–3 (Clarke 1, Hussey 1) England have used their second and final review. Clarke was cut in half by another very good lifter from Finn, and Matt Prior went up in celebration, thinking Clarke had inside-edged it through to him. Aleem Dar said not out, but England went straight for the review. Yet all the replays and all the technology showed the square root of eff all, so Clarke survived. Strauss shook his head in dismay.


40th over: Australia 102–3 (Clarke 1, Hussey 1) Another peach from Anderson snakes past Clarke’s outside edge. That’s yet another maiden from Anderson, who deserves high praise for his performance today after an underwhelming little mini-session last night.


41st over: Australia 106–3 (Clarke 1, Hussey 5) Now this is interesting: Snicko, which cannot be used by the third umpire, showed the thinnest of edges from Clarke in the 39th over. No wonder Strauss was so radged off. Finn bangs one in too short and is pulled easily for four by Hussey.


42nd over: Australia 110–3 (Clarke 5, Hussey 5) It’s Broad for Anderson (18–8–36–2), and his length was fairly full in that over. That allows Clarke to get on the front foot and push nicely through extra cover for an all-run four. ‘Two quick wickets and you have cheered me up, Rob,’ says Neill Brown. ‘It may be wrong to shoot the messenger but would it be so bad to man-hug him?’


43rd over: Australia 114–3 (Clarke 5, Hussey 9) Test cricket, will you marry me? This is true love. It’s just a perfect thing, the most magnificent, nuanced sporting format, and still with (for the most part) an old-fangled integrity at odds with almost everything else in top-level sport. A classical, elegant beauty in an age of skinny jeans. I adore the thing. It’s looking particularly good just now, because Australia are just starting to fight back after that traumatic half-hour. Finn is a bit too short again and Hussey swivel-pulls behind square for four. This is such good cricket.


44th over: Australia 115–3 (Clarke 6, Hussey 9) The first delivery of Broad’s over is a beautiful short ball that smacks Clarke on the helmet. Clarke went nowhere really; he half tried to duck but couldn’t get out of the way. Broad gives him a look that says, ‘You are in trouble here, son, and by the way I am prettier than you.’


45th over: Australia 126–3 (Clarke 7, Hussey 19) Graeme Swann comes on for Steven Finn and goes straight around the wicket to Clarke. ‘That’s really interesting,’ says Shane Warne, ‘that he’s doing that to Michael Clarke.’ He says the words really slowly, so much so that you can almost hear that amazing cricket brain whirring to work out why Swann is employing such a tactic. Anyway, Clarke gets a single and then Hussey walks down the track and lifts Swann over long-on for six. Two balls later Hussey cuts a poor delivery for four, and now Swann is nursing figures of 3–0–26–0.


46th over: Australia 126–3 (Clarke 7, Hussey 19) Broad drives Clarke back with a series of short balls and then beats him with a good-length delivery outside off stump. A maiden.


47th over: Australia 134–3 (Clarke 8, Hussey 27) The calculated assault on Swann continues. His third ball is too short and Hussey rocks back to pull it for another four. Two balls later he does exactly the same again. This is extremely good cricket from Australia. Their plan could not have been more obvious had Tim Nielsen shoved it under Graeme Swann’s hotel door two nights ago. But Swann gives them a reminder of that when his last delivery kicks nastily from outside Hussey’s off stump. His figures are 4–0–34–0.


48th over: Australia 135–3 (Clarke 8, Hussey 27) Broad is bowling to Hussey rather than Clarke, which is not what he wants at all. Hussey, knowing this, is pretty happy to play out a maiden.


49th over: Australia 135–3 (Clarke 8, Hussey 27) I’ve had a recurring nightmare over the last couple of months. Not the usual one about being halfway into town only to realise I’m wearing odd trainers, but about Graeme Swann bottling the Ashes – or, rather, being bullied out of them. Australia’s batsmen are so good at taking calculated risks, and they are really going for him here. Clarke dances down the track at least twice in that over, but he can’t get Swann away, and so Swann gets the relief of a maiden.


50th over: Australia 139–3 (Clarke 8, Hussey 31) Hussey back-cuts Broad for four. He was lucky to survive his first ball, but thereafter he has played a gem of a counter-attacking innings. Thorpe-esque, in fact. ‘Fascinating stuff to watch, and I’m in much more of a comfortable state of mind than the rest of your readership, as it’s only 9.53 p.m. here in Iowa,’ says David Naylor. ‘Test cricket has beckoned me towards the back room, and I’m rather inclined to follow.’


51st over: Australia 140–3 (Clarke 9, Hussey 31) Graeme Swann has bowled a peculiar number of short balls. This is what the Ashes does to a man. But that was probably his best over yet – just one from it, despite more aggressive intent from Clarke in particular.


WICKET! 52nd over: Clarke c Prior b Finn 9 (Australia 140–4) Michael Clarke’s grim, stodgy innings ends to the short ball. He tried to lap-pull one from Finn, in the first over of a new spell, but he top-edged it through to Matt Prior. And then he walked, which is not something you see every century from an Aussie batsman.


52nd over: Australia 141–4 (Hussey 31, North 1) The new batsman Marcus North is an all-or-nothing kinda guy – five hundreds and five ducks in 33 Test innings – but he gets off the mark from the last ball of Finn’s excellent over. ‘I’ve ended up in the Shepherd’s Bush Walkabout, which I think might be the only public space in London with all-night coverage?’ writes Lee Rodwell. ‘The atmosphere is surprisingly serene and civilised. Or at least it was. Some guy just got thrown out by the weary-looking staff. As his friend said though: “Well, he’s pissed himself in his sleep, ain’t he? We can’t really argue with that . . .” Amazing scenes.’


WICKET! 53rd over: North c Collingwood b Swann 1 (Australia 143–5) As that well-known cricket fan Simon Cowell would say, Graeme Swann is back in the game. That was a textbook off-spinner’s dismissal: North pushed forward defensively, and the ball turned to take the edge and fly low to slip, where Paul Collingwood took a beautifully unobtrusive catch. This is turning into yet another fantastic Ashes Test.


53rd over: Australia 143–5 (Hussey 32, Haddin 0) In time, we might look back at that as the most important wicket of the series, because Swann’s fragile ego (the fragile is tautologous, really) desperately needed it.


54th over: Australia 147–5 (Hussey 36, Haddin 0) Finn has been really good today with just two exceptions: a dodgy first two overs, and then a few short balls to Hussey that have been punished mercilessly. There’s another, pulled vigorously for four.


55th over: Australia 148–5 (Hussey 36, Haddin 1) Swann spits a snorter past Hussey, who was groping forward defensively. He has a decent rhythm now. His first four overs cost 34; the next four have cost just three and brought the wicket of North. ‘Thank goodness this is a cracker of a match,’ says Jacob Geiger, ‘because I’m in a turkey-induced food coma here after celebrating America’s Thanksgiving holiday here in Virginia. Cricket is a salve after a long day with the in-laws.’


56th over: Australia 159–5 (Hussey 40, Haddin 8) That’s a gorgeous stroke from Haddin, who rifles a full delivery from Finn almost perfectly straight for four. He then drives through mid-off for three. Hussey completes an expensive over – 11 from it – by yet again pulling Finn for four. That’s at least the fourth time that’s happened. Not there, Finny!


57th over: Australia 159–5 (Hussey 40, Haddin 8) A maiden from Swann to Haddin, including one big-spinning delivery that ripped back towards the breadbasket. So in his last five overs Swann has figures of 5–2–3–1. ‘As I excitedly shimmied out of bed this morning at 5 a.m. my missus squeaked, “You’re obsessed,”’ says Stuart Wilson. ‘She is, as always, correct, but she doesn’t understand. Watching England play is an obsession, a roller-coaster ride and at the same time the most special and painful (clean) experience a man can have. I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


58th over: Australia 159–5 (Hussey 40, Haddin 8) With ten minutes to go before tea, Paul Collingwood comes on. This is probably just to rest the quick bowlers on what is a fiercely hot day. It’s a maiden to Hussey.


59th over: Australia 161–5 (Hussey 40, Haddin 9) The situation gets ever more precarious, but Hussey is still going for Swann. He comes down the track and is almost yorked as a result.


60th over: Australia 168–5 (Hussey 46, Haddin 9) In the last over before tea, Collingwood has a strangled shout for lbw against Hussey, the only real impediment being the tedious detail that it wasn’t hitting the stumps. Hussey pings his ninth four off the pads from the penultimate ball of the session. He has played a gem of an innings, 46 not out from 81 balls, his positive attitude never wavering despite the chaos at the other end. This game is wonderfully poised, with Australia trailing by 92 runs. I’m off to shove my head under a tap before play resumes.


Australia 168–5; England 260


The evening session


By Andy Bull


Preamble: Honestly, a man slogs through two all but fruitless hours and then Smyth waltzes in and sees four wickets in a session. It’s enough to make you sick. I’ve now caught a small dose of the fear. I’m being haunted by a premonition of Mitchell Johnson scoring a lot of runs.


61st over: Australia 172–5 (Hussey 49, Haddin 10) Swann starts the evening session. His first ball is a vicious off-break which turns two feet or so from outside off stump across the face of the bat. It turned so much that it beat batsman and ’keeper, flicked off the pad and dribbled away for a leg bye that puts Hussey on strike. He pulls three out to midwicket.


62nd over: Australia 175–5 (Hussey 50, Haddin 11) At the other end Stuart Broad looks irritated. He doesn’t pause after delivering the ball, but turns and strops back to his mark. Hussey gets a single from the final ball of the over, bringing up his fifty from 85 balls. ‘England are in good shape,’ says Darren Paterson. ‘As is the lass sitting opposite me who jumps and jiggles in all the right places every time the Aussies score a four. So I am in two minds: I want to see wickets, but I love to “watch” the fours.’ Good grief.


63rd over: Australia 178–5 (Hussey 52, Haddin 12) All that shaking and jiggling in the last over left me a little lost for words. I couldn’t even bring myself to crack a cheap joke or make a snide remark. You’ll just have to fill in the gap for yourselves. A quiet over from Swann this, Haddin and Hussey taking three singles off it.


64th over: Australia 181–5 (Hussey 53, Haddin 13) I just know it. I’m going to get to describe Hussey and Haddin batting for the next two hours with not even a sniff of a wicket. I can feel it in my bones.


65th over: Australia 181–5 (Hussey 53, Haddin 13) Hussey takes two steps down the pitch and laces the ball to mid-on, where KP picks up. He hurls in a return throw which passes perilously close to Swann’s head. He rocks back on his bottom to get out of the way, and then shoots a mean glare back at Pietersen.


66th over: Australia 187–5 (Hussey 58, Haddin 13) Hussey threads a fine drive through extra cover. ‘Choose your own adventure,’ says Jay Buckley. ‘You are at work in Sydney. A gripping encounter is unfolding before your eyes. Your wife is waiting downstairs for you to drive her into the city for a drinks function where no one will be watching nor listening to the cricket. Do you (a) be a good husband, go downstairs and talk to her about her day; or (b) man-up and watch the rest of the session?’


67th over: Australia 187–5 (Hussey 58, Haddin 13) Haddin plays out a maiden from Swann, striding forward and blocking each delivery back down the pitch. These two have put on 44 together now, and England’s lead is down to 73. Pessimism is infectious: ‘You’re dead right,’ sighs Jo Davis. ‘This is a Steve Waugh/Ian Healy set up, isn’t it? 302–5 at the close, and a ten-wicket defeat by the close tomorrow.’ That’s the spirit.


68th over: Australia 188–5 (Hussey 59, Haddin 13) Broad takes a bow, and Anderson comes back into the attack. The speed gun is clocking him at 76 mph. The speed gun, Sir Iron Bottom suggests, is wrong. Just a single run from the over, patted through midwicket by Hussey.


69th over: Australia 189–5 (Hussey 60, Haddin 13) Swann pushes up a fuller ball, almost a yorker, in fact. Hussey turns that one through midwicket too. He is playing wonderfully well, Hussey. That hundred he scored for WA last week seems to have turned him into a new man.


70th over: Australia 192–5 (Hussey 61, Haddin 15) Anderson beats Haddin’s outside edge, and the batsman smiles and shrugs as if to say, ‘Not much I could do about that one.’


71st over: Australia 196–5 (Hussey 65, Haddin 15) ‘It’s odd,’ reckons Burt Bosma. ‘Even with an average team in poor form, we Aussies expect to win and are surprised when we don’t. Meanwhile, you lot, with a decent team in good form, all expect to lose. Maybe that’s why you do.’ You can call it odd if you like, but I call it the natural effect of growing up watching English cricket in the 1980s and ’90s. Hussey swats a pull through leg for four. Fifty of his 65 runs have come in boundaries.


72nd over: Australia 196–5 (Hussey 65, Haddin 15) Haddin wafts a loose drive at another wide delivery from Anderson, who rolls his eyes in frustration at how often he is beating the bat.


73rd over: Australia 197–5 (Hussey 66, Haddin 15) Just another solitary single from Swann’s latest over, hustled to the off by that man Hussey.


74th over: Australia 202–5 (Hussey 66, Haddin 19) It is Steve Finn’s turn now. He allows Haddin just a touch too much width, and the predictable result is a four past point. Six overs to go to the new ball, but it can’t come quickly enough for England. You’d have hoped Strauss could come up with a better way of trying to solve this problem than simply waiting for the new cherry to come around.


75th over: Australia 206–5 (Hussey 71, Haddin 19) Another pull shot from Hussey. Four more to Mr Cricket. ‘Lately Hussey has been undone by the well-pitched out-swinging ball that makes him come onto his front foot,’ says Andrew Collins, ‘and with the Gabba pitch proving batsmen will be undone by this, I don’t understand why England aren’t doing this.’ ’Cause the ball ain’t swinging all that much, I’d hazard.


76th over: Australia 213–5 (Hussey 76, Haddin 20) Hussey’s umpteenth pull shot fetches him four more. Almost all his runs have come off Swann and Finn. ‘Mr Cricket! Sigh! Swoon!’ gushes Catherine Woods. Someone fetch the smelling salts. ‘The few Englishmen in my Sydney office are now pleasingly silent for once today.’


77th over: Australia 215–5 (Hussey 78, Haddin 21) This over completely passed me by, I’m afraid. I was still catching up on what had gone before.


78th over: Australia 217–5 (Hussey 79, Haddin 22) Collingwood is on, filling the little gap before the new ball. So far as batsmen who trade in dibbly-dobbers go, Collingwood is distinctly inferior. He’s not a patch on Mark Butcher.


79th over: Australia 217–5 (Hussey 79, Haddin 22) This new ball had better sing. Swann seems to have been on for an eternity now. This is the 18th over of his spell. ‘I can’t think of any reason other than cricket why I’d wake up at 5 a.m. and consider that not going back to sleep was perfectly sensible,’ says Guy Hornsby, ‘but 143–5 sure is a wonderful alarm call.’


80th over: Australia 220–5 (Hussey 81, Haddin 22) One more over from Collingwood and then we can crack on with the game with the new ball.


Cruel game, cricket. Just as Anderson starts to mark out his run the umpires decide to take everyone off the field because the light is too poor to play in. Bah. That could be it for the day. Despite my best attempts to jinx Australia by banging on about the sheer bloody inevitability of the fact that I would have to watch the entire session without getting to describe a single wicket, I have had to watch the entire session without getting to describe a single wicket. Humbug.


Australia 220–5; England 260
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