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Introduction





In one sense, this book needs no introduction. I have introduced it as I have gone along. In form, it is a journal, though a journal without dates. They are not important. I have written sometimes in the present tense, sometimes in the past, according to circumstance. Living out of suitcases and in hotel bedrooms is not conducive to order. I have written when I have had time, and I have preferred to sacrifice formality to immediacy.


What follows is in part a cricket book, in part an experience of Australia. I should have liked to have written two separate books, because, travelling about the country, I was torn often between duty and pleasure. I should have liked to have visited Alice Springs and the aborigine reserves of the Northern Territories. My obligations required me generally to hug the coastal cities.


But I was lucky, for my duties were the extremely pleasant ones of describing perhaps the most remarkable Test series in living memory. If I had to do without visits to Australian vineyards and the painted caves of the interior, I was rewarded by the bowling of Tyson and Statham, the batting of Cowdrey and May. Incidentally, the wines of Australia, though they lack the bouquet of European wines, were a revelation. With the oysters of Sydney, the tall coconut trees of the north-east, the pale eucalypts of the bush, and the fizzy blue seas of New South Wales, they remain among my pleasantest memories of Australia.


My accounts of the Tests I have left exactly as they were cabled to The Observer, as whose correspondent I went to Australia, and to the various clients of The Observer’s foreign news service for whom I also wrote. They are examples, therefore, of daily journalism, written to a regulated length and with specific ends in view. Where it has seemed to me that extra comment was required, I have speculated afterwards. But, by and large, the discipline of writing on the spot between 1,000 and 1,500 words on a day’s cricket appears to me beneficial. In retrospect, it is difficult to pick up the clues of a match and to keep clear track of its development. Too many words can obliterate the natural dramatic crises. I was tempted, at the end of the book, to comment on various subsidiary features and conditions of Australian life. I resisted the temptation, happily; for, had I once started, I should be writing still. Australia, like all countries developing at a forced rate, offers plenty of scope for both criticism and prediction. But that was not what I wanted to do in this book, which is, I hope, entirely recreational.


Travelling, one depends greatly on people. Fortunately, Australia is an immensely friendly country. No one, for instance, could have been more agreeable or helpful than those Australian cricket correspondents, with whom, necessarily, I spent a lot of time: Tom Goodman, Ray Robinson, Jack Fingleton, Lindsay Hassett, Bill O’Reilly, Keith Butler, and many others. The Press Box was a very congenial place, to whose atmosphere absorbed concentration, affectionate interest, irony, cynicism and robust farce variously contributed.


I owe many and profound debts of hospitality, too numerous to acknowledge here. I only hope I have done so privately. What must be acknowledged, however, is my indebtedness to the Editor of The Observer both for making my journey possible and for allowing me to use material that was originally written for that newspaper. I should like as well to thank the Editor of the Sydney Morning Herald for providing me with material from their files on the curious origins of surfing.


Last, but not least, I am grateful to Mr John Woodcock for permission to use seven of his photographs.


A. R.              


Indian Ocean, April, 1955



















1 The Voyage Out





The sky is sealed up all round as we nose our way through a tank built out of mist. An hour or two ago the sun, for the first time for a fortnight, sheltered under thin cloud, which then thickened as though being pumped up with smoke. The sea began to spill into the sky, the waves curdled, and now for twenty minutes a slow heavy rain has sweetened the air, running off the decks and gathering in the scuppers.


It has taken the rain to drive me into my cabin and to keep me there. I meant to begin this journal somewhere around Gibraltar, but the sun liquefies the conscience as it does the body, and we are past Colombo. Each day one postpones the fatal first entry, the sentence that will condition the style and tone and manner of all those that follow. Cutting cleanly through the middle seas of the world in this stately hotel, life has seemed to have no future, no past. Once the painful ties have been broken, the separation achieved, only the blueness remains real. An hour out of Gibraltar the blue began, deepening steadily as we sailed eastward, changing from the classical blue of the Italian and Greek seas to the bronze, heat-beaten blue of the Indian Ocean.


It grows impossible to pick up a pen, to open a book. Not only because the heat pours off one, leaving dog-marks of wet at the foot of chairs, but because the moving frieze of shipboard life exerts a fascination stronger than anything between the pages of a book. People move round one’s gaze like fish in an aquarium. Some cling together in schools, some lie open to the sun all day like starfish, some seek out the unwary and grip them like an octopus. Each week the victim’s smile grows more sickly, his self-will dwindles; in the end, so devoid of resources does he become, it is he who seeks out his noisy, unwanted familiar, his hateful gaoler.


Yet this buff and white 29,000-ton Orsova, commissioned this year and Australia-bound for only the second time, is big enough for numerous completely different kinds of life to be going on with virtually no overlap at all. The passenger-fish may come nosing round their glass walls with such monotonous regularity that one gradually thinks to have seen them all, only for one to find, on an unsuspecting excursion, new unknown varieties—self-absorbed beauties docile as pilot fish, forbidding lampreys on the look-out for slights.


After a bit, one recognizes the quoit-throwers, the methodical padders of the deck, the splayed sun-women and men round the swimming pool, the bar-proppers with stories to get rid of, the smooth prowlers whose amour propre does not allow them to be seen girl-less, the grey and volcanic bridge players, whose swelling behinds in flowered chintzes bulge like exotic fruits against the backs of the library chairs. Shipboard life has a romantic antique ritual of its own which pleases, interests and bores in turn. At moments, especially during the long hours between lunch and dinner, it seems endless and futile; then one gets a sort of second wind, an acquaintanceship blossoms and one secretly dreads the end of idleness and irresponsibility. There is, of course, consistently too much drinking and eating, and too little sleep. But there is always the generosity of the sun, the liberal blue of the sea, the magic cocktail of the dusk.


The writing of this book sets many problems, for I want to do several things at the same time and I am not at all sure how happily they will settle down together. Nor how much that may be of interest to one reader will be to another. For that reason I think the journal form will be best; everything can go in, cricket, Australia, architecture, people, places, and ideas, and they need have no more formal relationship than the idiosyncrasies of my moods. Specifically, I shall be writing about the M.C.C. tour of Australia during the next six months, about the cricket they play, the kind of life they and I lead. But I am as much interested in Australia as I am in cricket (it would indeed be a dull fellow who was not) and I intend to digress at least as often as I stick to the main theme. It may not work out that way, my interest in one may dwindle at the expense of the other, but that is my intention this October evening as we slant south-east on the tail of a trade wind. Yet already, reading through what I have written, I am conscious of a lack of balance. I have begun in mid-ocean, taking for granted the ship, its passengers and its route, and have all but omitted the reason why I am travelling at all. Stories, even of such an informal nature as this, should have a beginning, a middle and an end, and I will therefore, before I am too hopelessly behind-hand, try and set out the facts in some kind of order. If we are half-way across Australia by the time I have finished the preliminaries I shall have only myself to blame. A writer’s whipping-boy is always himself. It is better that way.




* * *





To go back, then, we sailed—seventeen cricketers, some twenty cricket correspondents—on September 15 from Tilbury. After the worst summer in my lifetime, the afternoon was clear and sunny, the sea a bright herring-bone pattern that softened gradually so that, as we altered course to the southward, the horizon was all blue and gold. We were due to call at Gibraltar, Naples, Port Said, Aden and Colombo, docking at Fremantle on October 7. Three weeks therefore lay ahead for meditation, exercise, sleep or contemplation of the open spaces—the latter an occupation dear to the English and second only in fascination to watching others at work. I had hoped to read and perhaps write, freed for the first time for months from the weekly labours of literary criticism. In fact, as I have already hinted, I have so far done neither—conversation is always preferable to composition, a chair in the sun to a stuffy cabin. There were other distractions, too, which, when one got tired of them, bred still more. And so it goes on.


However, before a ball is bowled in earnest, I want to sketch in roughly the background of this tour, and outline what seem to be the possibilities.


Most of the past summer has been spent in mental preparation for this M.C.C. visit to Australia, with the result that facts and figures on the cricket field have meant little. The leading English players had an exhausting winter in the West Indies immediately after the constant strain of the 1953 Tests against Australia, and these past few months have been, as far as county cricket allows, which is not much, something in the nature of a rest. In fact, the gloomy succession of cold, rain-filled skies took much of the pleasure out of cricket, and what should have been pleasant relaxation ended up, in the Tests against Pakistan, as a series of frustrating anti-climaxes.


Long before the team for Australia was picked, a hue and cry was raised in the Press about the possibility of D. S. Sheppard of Sussex being preferred to Hutton as Captain. Hutton was, when he returned from the West Indies, a man evidently sick of cricket, suffering from a mental weariness that also had physical symptoms. He played throughout the summer as though the crease had become for him the equivalent of the dentist’s chair. There was a real possibility that he would not be in the mood for Test cricket by the autumn, or that, should he be well enough, he might be happier and fitter without the burdens of captaincy. In either of the latter cases, the natural alternative was Sheppard. Sheppard had captained Sussex with remarkable skill the previous summer, he was one of the best close to the wicket fieldsmen in the country, and he seemed as likely to make runs going in first as anyone else. While Hutton was at home with neuritis in June and July, Sheppard captained England against Pakistan, no great task but one which he did with style, authority and absence of fuss. He is a natural leader, and, with the important proviso that he showed himself good enough as a batsman to make his place in the side certain, he would have been an ideal choice.


In the event, of course, Hutton recovered, Sheppard never quite reached his best as a batsman, and the issue was quietly shelved. The Press had made some play of the amateur versus professional aspect of the business, which no one but a complete moron could have supposed had anything to do with it whatsoever. A team, however, needs positive leading and control if its performances are to add up to the full potential of its members, and that does have something to do with it.


Hutton, I must confess at this stage, has not, hitherto, seemed to me an ideal captain. He is the greatest batsman I have ever seen and I find him always a sympathetic and engaging figure on the field. Yet, curiously enough, his captaincy has lacked, to my mind, the qualities of character and determination that distinguish his batsmanship. He showed, in the 1953 Tests, an inability to establish a stranglehold on a match, he let good positions slip away too often without appearing able to do very much about it. He started out, as at Lords in the Second Test, with defensive fields, as if preferring to save a possible 4 and miss a wicket than take the right risks. His native caution showed itself again in his reluctance to use his slow bowlers, especially when Bedser and Bailey were under fire from Davidson, Archer and Lindwall. More than once 50 or 60 runs might have been saved had Lock or Laker been brought on earlier to take the wicket they did take immediately they were brought on. Nor again, had Hutton struck one as a captain greatly encouraging to his bowlers. A good captain needs, as well as an astute cricket brain, to be something like a destroyer captain, a father confessor as well as an object of fear and inspiration. A body of men as disparate in character as an M.C.C. team requires to be moulded, however unobtrusively, by the personality of its captain, if it is not to sprout a number of warring personalities of its own. Hutton’s own batting, too, has seemed to have a depressing effect on those that followed him, perhaps not so much because they tried to bat like him, as because he failed to advise them how they should bat. Hutton is a law unto himself, a classical maker of strokes with unique technical gifts and powers of concentration, and he safely creates his own tempo. But players like Simpson and Graveney need to follow altogether different laws, and they have not flourished under Hutton. The fault, however, is probably in themselves.


This seems to add up to a telling indictment, and I have not meant it to be so. Rather have I meant to suggest that these seventeen players on their way to Australia—Denis Compton is to follow later, when his knee has had further treatment—will require all the resources at Hutton’s command, both on the field and off, if they are to assume the stature required of them for the retention of the Ashes.


The rest of the side divides itself up quite simply into two departments: of all-rounders there is only Bailey, though had the team been chosen a few weeks later it is more than likely that Watkins of Glamorgan would have found a place. And Oakman of Sussex is the kind of player whom a winter in Australia might have brought on considerably, and who would have been invaluable in State matches.


The batsmen are Hutton, Compton, May, Edrich, Graveney, Cowdrey, Simpson and Wilson. Hutton has lain fallow all summer, not in the best of health and conserving his resources, yet he is the most priceless asset on either side. Compton was back to nearly his best against Pakistan and, if his knee holds, he should be the other English batsman without equal on the Australian side. May frequently batted in county matches like a great player and if his performances in Tests are uneven he will surely these next four months establish himself once and for all as a Test cricketer. Since his return from the West Indies he has hit with great power off the back foot and, driving as well as he does anything remotely over-pitched, he never allows the innings to grow becalmed. He is deceptively slim, a beautiful on-side player, and he has the virtues of elegance and attack one hopes of from a No. 3. Hutton’s opening partner will presumably be Edrich, whose experience and courage against fast bowling make up for his limitations as a stroke player. Once Edrich drove straight and high; now he only pushes forward at the half volley, preferring to cut late and occasionally to unleash a boxer’s hook. Thus he scores next to nothing between cover and mid-on, except when he has been at the wicket most of the day. Sometimes then he swings his bat and turns his wrists and the ball sails to the long-on boundary. But he gets himself solidly into the line of fire and never surrenders his wicket through indecision or lack of concentration. Simpson and Graveney, on the other hand, are graceful players, with strokes all round the wicket; yet they are both terribly fallible and prone to moral lapses when things are not easy, when hair-shirts should be on and loins girded. Australian wickets should suit both, but the Tests will put a premium on character as much as technique. Cowdrey was perhaps fortunate on 1954 form to get a place, but anyone who saw him in 1953 could hardly doubt that he is a vintage player, mature beyond his years. He is heavily built, not unlike Hammond in his follow-through to the cover drive, though with an economical, bat-brushing-pad forward defensive method modelled on Fagg, and he scores in the bountiful arc between cover and mid-wicket. Parks was the probable alternative, but Cowdrey to him is as a burgundy to a sparkling hock, and on a tour of this kind body is preferable to fizz. Wilson, a left-hander, was chosen when Compton’s fitness seemed not certain. He is a fine driver of the ball, who puts the full face of the bat to fast bowling. Against spin he is something of a half-cock player, his wrists not quite loose enough to drop the turning ball dead. However, he is wonderfully strong, a close field with hands as enveloping as soap boxes. All the same, I should much have preferred Watson.


Our Test bowling is likely to be in the hands of Bedser, Statham, Bailey and Appleyard. Statham will be an altogether different proposition from what he was when the Australians last saw him. He is a genuine fast bowler, with a whippy action that gives him great pace off the pitch, and he attacks the stumps the whole time. He uses the crease shrewdly, constantly altering angle of approach and length, and shifting the batsman from one foot to the other. He swings more often in than out, and with his straight, aiming action his length and speed are misleading to the extent that batsmen playing back to him frequently hear the dreaded rattle when their bats are still aloft.


Bedser is a great bowler who may have passed his peak; but that remains to be seen. He looked wonderfully loose this summer, though moving the ball less than usual. However, his arts are not likely to have deserted him, for he has rested this last winter and, like Hutton, needs Australian opposition to draw him out. Bailey at half or full pace commands respect and, from time to time, especially when his energies have not been sapped by the need to bowl defensively, he can make inroads into the strongest-looking batting. He, too, is essentially a Test match player, preferably against Australia, and he must be judged in that context.


Appleyard, a bowler of varying method, is accurate, moves the ball off the seam a shade either way, and can bowl off-spinners. He is not yet recognizably a Test bowler, but if England are to succeed, he must become one on this tour. Lock and Laker, who won us the Fifth Test at the Oval, remain in England and, whatever the reasons, this is a pity, for they are our two best bowlers of their kind. Lock’s fielding, moreover, would have been of incalculable value, for we have virtually no close wicket catchers certain to make the side.


The supporting attack consists of Tyson and Loader, to use the new ball, Wardle, slow left-arm, and McConnon, off-spin. Tyson, without much doubt the fastest bowler now playing, has yet to run through a county side and he can only be accounted a gamble. His long and necessarily tiring run is an odd mixture of lope and stutter, beauty and ugliness, but he shows his left shoulder to the batsman and he is splendidly tense at the moment of delivery. His direction, however, is far from being what it should be and, in consequence, when he is not bowling well, overs go by in tedious stagnation without bat hitting ball.


Loader, slim, wiry and hostile at medium pace, had a great summer in 1953 when more or less a reserve in the Surrey side, getting his chances only when Bedser was playing in the Tests. This past season he bowled superbly for the Players at Lord’s, but otherwise has seemed not quite certain of his methods, rather in between styles. He bowls front-on, which causes jerking of the arm and means the right leg is bent forward instead of braced. All the same, Loader shoots the ball off the pitch, swings late, and has a masked slow one which is difficult to spot.


Wardle is an admirable county cricketer, steady, reliable, but no great spinner of the ball. It is hard to see him getting much bite on Australian wickets, but his all-round values are such that he is a pleasure to see in any side. McConnon, the Glamorgan off-spinner, has always bowled round the wicket for his county, as did J. C. Clay, and this has never been a successful method in Australia. He joined Glamorgan as a batsman, is an excellent gully or short leg, and must be regarded as an interesting experiment.


Evans, of course, will keep wicket; he is still the best in the world, safer with the near-impossible than the easy, largely because when he is stationary he tends to make a kangaroo-like jump in the air at the moment of catching the ball. Perhaps it would be too simple otherwise. Standing up to Bedser, with the ball darting late, or scurrying to right or left for the snick or glide when standing back, he is a marvel and a mystery. Andrew, his reserve, is a complete contrast. He gets his feet in the right position, moves his arms not at all, and his wrists a bare inch or so. His lack of fuss would, in anyone else, be greatly ostentatious; as it is, he takes Tyson’s thunderbolts as a butler might accept a visiting card, with no notice at all. He would not, I think, get near some of the things Evans catches: but greatness and great competence are rarely akin.


These, then, make up the team under Hutton’s command. Geoffrey Howard, the Lancashire secretary, is manager; George Duckworth, scorer, and baggage man. They are a very likeable party.


At the moment of writing this—the flying fish skidding off our bows in mid-Indian Ocean—our chances of retaining the Ashes seem even. The enemy are likely to be much as before, though without Hassett, Arthur Morris or Ian Johnson will probably be captain. England should be stronger in both batsmen and bowlers pure and simple; Australia greatly stronger in all-rounders, and vastly better in the field. I doubt whether this England side will please admirers or critics when fielding; there are insufficient close catchers, too many to hide, few quick movers. I hope I am wrong. It is undoubtedly the strongest batting side to go to Australia since the war, though that is not saying much. Less, therefore, should depend on Hutton as a batsman. I believe that if we are well-led we shall win; if not, lose. It is a matter of authority and balance.




* * *





We have crossed the equator and steam under the ceiling of the Southern Cross. An hour ago I watched the sea deepen into ink, the sunset rib the sky cinnamon, apricot, blue-green. These layers transferring themselves on to the wave-tops were not so much colours as ideas of colour—the word ‘colour’ implies substance and this sky of dusk is an abstraction, devoid of depth. Out of this melting-pot of the day’s sweetness the evening star has hoisted itself up and shines hard and cold with a tinfoil gleam over us. We cruise at 21 knots and the wake is dead straight to the horizon—a churned pound-note greenness.


Tomorrow we shall arrive. This is my last chance to make of the voyage something I shall remember, before Australia is upon me. For three weeks, all but a few hours and two slight monsoon squalls, we have lived in sunshine and under clear skies. A gently sliding sea the first day out subsided round Finisterre and since then we have moved from Mediterranean autumn into the breathless heat of the Red Sea, which these last days has cooled down as we approach the perimeter of Australian spring.


Five hundred miles a day has been our usual progress along the invisible string held taut between Tilbury and Fremantle, and we have scarcely tilted against it. We carry stabilizing fins in any case, and at the least movement out they come, cutting a twenty-degree roll to four degrees, though with what stresses on the hull nobody yet knows. I have lain mostly in the sun all this time, book open but unread on my lap. From time to time I toy with D. H. Lawrence’s Kangaroo, which, though I have read only a hundred pages or so, already makes the experience of Australia real to me. It is one of his best books. I have swum daily in the tepid salt water of the swimming pool, played a little deck quoits and tennis, danced an evening or two. One afternoon the cricket correspondents played the ship’s officers at cricket; the wicket was matting, the ball made of rope, the bat narrower than Alfred Mynn’s. A great deal was at stake one way and another, but we duly won without great difficulty. Our batting was headed by Charles Bray of the Daily Herald, who before the war captained Essex; John Woodcock of The Times, a post-war Authentic at Oxford; F. R. Brown, captain of the last M.C.C. side in Australia, now writing for the Daily Mail; E. W. Swanton, a lordly figure at the crease, who has played for Middlesex; and E. M. Wellings, Oxford and Surrey. The bowling end of the batting order was formidably represented by Ross, Peebles and Bowes. Umpire was Arthur Gilligan, who led England in Australia in 1924–25. Other than no-balling Jim Swanton to appease the unbridled desires of the large assembly, his performance was immaculate.


There is a good deal of luck in one’s pleasures aboard ship, not a little depending on one’s table companions. I have been fortunate indeed: there are eight of us, presided over at uncertain intervals by Mr Thorpe, the purser, Arthur and Penny Gilligan, Freddie Brown, Ian Peebles, Jim Swanton, John Woodcock and myself. Conversation, encouraged by the wines shipped by Peebles’ firm, the quantities of whose hocks and moselles consumed at our table alone should ensure the directors a comfortable and early retirement, has been brisk and entertaining. Peebles and Swanton are excellent together, and should journalism or, in the former case, wine-broking, ever fail them, the Halls would be the gainers. I should like, from a box at the Chelsea Palace, to see Swanton in Free Forester cardigan feeding Peebles with the indulgent adroitness that brings forth in sharp return a spacious and weltering interior monologue. Peebles, who has a knowledgeable fondness for Dr Johnson, Dickens, Hornblower, Sherlock Holmes and the French comedian Jacques Tati; is also an authority on marine engineering. He would fit decently into an early Waugh novel, quite capable of creating his own dialogue.


Arthur Gilligan is Chairman of the Sports Committee, a duty he fulfils with impressive devotion. At all hours of the day he is to be seen arbitrating at deck quoits between ageing but relentless women competitors, who, skirts hoisted and faces set, throw their rings with stern skill. The penalties of Arthur’s job is that he is pursued by disconsolate performers searching for their partners or opponents. ‘I can’t find Mr Frew, and Mrs Jenkins said she’d be on the court at ten o’clock and she hasn’t turned up, do we get a walk-over?’ If Arthur is to be believed, he sends them all packing with impartial swiftness, but he is a genial man and when he reports at dinner that he told Mrs X she was cheating and Mr Y to mind his own business it is more than likely that he dealt charmingly with both. Penny, his wife, brings to our table a discreet and gentle elegance.


There is, not surprisingly, much good cricket talk; it isn’t every day that one has two England captains present, as well as the distinguished correspondents of the Sunday Times, Telegraph and The Times. Were Jim Swanton not present we might have heard rather more about Peebles’ dismissals of Bradman and lesser Australian tyros, but, as it is, Ian has proved a subtle dissector of bowling techniques and I have learnt from him. It is difficult to believe that it is twenty-two years since Freddie Brown went first to Australia, as baby of the party under D. R. Jardine, and that eighteen years elapsed before he returned as captain. It must be strange for him travelling now to write instead of play. I’d have him in my team, retired or not. As leg-break and seam bowler he would give the attack a balance it badly lacks, he bats better than any of our present bowlers, and, though giving away nearly twenty years to some of this side, he would not suffer by comparison in the field. Laudator temporis acti, as sporting writers would once have written unthinkingly. But conventional scholarship, classical or otherwise, has ceased to be a part of a sports-writer’s equipment.


The Purser has frequently been an inspiration at the head of the table: years at sea in his particular department have sharpened his wits to the stage where he can brush off any question or voiced dissatisfaction, no matter how much to the point, with the ease of one lightly blowing a smudge of talcum powder from his gold braid. ‘Otherwise all right?’ he rejoins, glasses glinting, tones clipped, to any request demanding an unequivocal answer, before making an atrocious joke and passing rapidly to another subject.


We have grown very fond of him: conversationally, he has had to put up with a good many bouncers and googlies, and, if he has ducked the former with practised agility, he has struck out with simple faith at the latter, snicking them to all corners of the ship. Last night, after a couple of bottles of champagne in Peebles’ cabin, he played at dinner, in the presence of only Ian, Johnny Woodcock and myself, one of the great conversational innings of his life.


My three excursions ashore have been enjoyable. At Naples Jim, Ian and myself hired a car and drove out to Pompeii, returning to eat lobsters and rice at Santa Lucia, whilst the marauding tenors of the adjacent Bersaglieri and Zi’ Teresa restaurants mopped their brows and sang boldly against one another in the heat. We drank Lacrima Cristi and watched the sailing boats ruffle with the breeze as they drifted orchid-like past the landing-stage of the Yacht Club, before swinging low over the sea in a swelling line towards the two haze-mauve humps of Capri. We sailed that day at four o’clock, the bay of Naples closing in marzipan-coloured tiers of sandstone, white and green behind us, the whole harbour rocking with light. We passed the afternoon steamer to Capri, Procida and Ischia—the boat I had taken so many times in the strange, disenchanted summer of 1948—steering in close to the magic, curving coastline of Sorrento and Amalfi, before altering course for the Straits of Messina, through which we steamed in the middle watches. Most of the M.C.C. team excursioned to Pompeii, but the Yorkshiremen amongst them, Hutton, Wardle, Wilson and Appleyard, went with Bill Bowes on a pilgrimage to Hedley Verity’s grave at Caserta, laying on it white roses—an act of touching piety.


We entered Port Said at dusk, a landfall I missed playing bridge with partner against Trevor Bailey and partner in the ship’s competition. Ashore there, we were given numerous drinks in the Union Club, while M.C.C. players recorded messages to send to the troops in the Canal Zone. I met several naval officers, including the Port Liaison Officer with a pretty Danish wife, and a destroyer captain called Morgan, who had by some extraordinary coincidence written official letters that day to Nicholas Kempson and Johnny Church, with both of whom I had served on Rear-Admiral Hutton’s staff at Buxtehude and, later, on Admiral Sir Harold (Hooky) Walker’s staff when he was British Naval C.-in-C., Germany. I felt, for almost the first time in years, a disturbing nostalgia for the Navy; or was it for the war, time of tedium, fear and high happiness?


We returned at midnight, walking down the airless streets, the moonlight glinting on dusty palms, past the beseeching arms of the carpet, leather goods, postcard and basket merchants, their wares displayed in rows of boats bobbing alongside the jetties and pontoons. A few were still hauling and unhauling baskets of stuff on pulleys up the ship’s side, their once urgent cries of ‘What you want?’ ‘How much you say?’ growing increasingly fatalistic and futile. The decks were deserted, the gulli-gulli men departed.


Next day we were well down the canal, the heat beating off the sand-banks, the sky stunned and colourless. At intervals, soldiers emerged out of small encampments and oases, lining up and cheering as Hutton appeared at the railings with his team. A radio message arrived on board to the effect that the pipes and drums of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards would be playing to greet M.C.C. and wish them well as we passed Suez. At four o’clock, on one of the hottest afternoons I have ever known, they came into sight, a tiny group of men dwarfed beneath us as we edged slowly by the landing-stage on which they blew and beat their brave music.


From Suez to Aden we did no more than exist, stricken with the heat. Quoit and tennis decks were empty, the swimming pool hot, salty and stale. White dinner-jackets appeared at night and a Fancy Dress ball was held. Most people were too hot to care. In the Red Sea we picked up the first smell of the East, that sour-sweet smell curdling in a warm sea breeze, a compound of spices and dust and blossom. Ever since the earliest days of my childhood in Bengal, it is a smell that from time to time returns to me in memory, mysterious and elusive and intoxicating. After Aden we picked up a welcome breeze that soothed us into Colombo, Orsova steaming at something over an economical speed to get us in early for M.C.C. to play an all-day match against Ceylon. Orsova is already the fastest ship to ply east of Suez, and this extra burst of speed is reputed to have cost the Company £1,500 in fuel. I imagine the shareholders of the Orient Line can afford it.


Anchored in Colombo, the heat came down again like a saucepan lid. Ashore, we drove to the Galle Face Hotel, a monstrously ugly building on the edge of a beach pounded by the long rollers of the Indian Ocean. I indulged in the usual ritual of travellers to and from the East, ordering silk shirts to be made up and delivered on board before sailing time that night, drank some pink gin and ate a memorable curry with Jim Swanton before going up to the cricket.


The latter was a moderate affair, the match, as is customary, drawn. Colin Cowdrey played quite beautifully, the only M.C.C. batsman to do so, and Derek de Saram, who got a Blue at Oxford in the early ’thirties, picked Wardle magnificently off his toes to square leg for six and hit him high and often to the untenanted deeps. Before the war every county had a couple of amateurs at least who batted like this, but so rare are they today Wardle must have thought himself faced by a species newly risen from the ocean.


The crowd, packed in behind barbed wire (for in their exuberance a year or two ago they set fire to the stands), seemed to enjoy themselves. Tyson and Loader bowled not at all well, the spectators cheered the local heroes from amongst palms, banana trees and frangipani, and the only refreshment was hot coconut milk. The wicket, fast and true, was prepared by a squad of groundsmen in dhotis of brilliant Schiaparelli-pink and peacock-blue, and, driving back from the match in the heavy blossom-laden air, we passed women swaying barefoot through the dust in saris of vivid saffron, turquoise and emerald, all the colours of the sunset.


Later that night, having watched from the Galle Face the sea gather up the spilling light and over a pink gin seen the catamarans bearing the deepening colours of the sky on their sails, I drove along the surf line and through the streets of Colombo at random. Wafts of sickly scent everywhere; the jangle of music, ugly and exciting in the bazaars; men squatting in the dark, all bones, like collapsed bagpipes; the tinkle of rickshaws, the brilliant interiors of fruit shops, paw-paws glowing under bulbs, lights shining over bales of striped silk and cotton. And all the time the heat something you could put your hand through.


I took off my shoes and entered the newest of the Buddhist temples. The shaven-headed priests sat around sweating in their yellow robes. The images of Buddha, products of the twentieth century, were huge and clumsy and garish, like the background figures in a fun-fair. There was a smell of ashes and incense, and in an upstairs room a sulky-looking priest was taking a class of children, intoning verses and making them repeat the words. The girls wore white dresses, white bows in their hair, which gleamed like butterflies as they turned their heads in the candlelit shadows. A gourd was being beaten expertly somewhere outside and the plaintive notes of a flute, going over the same brief phrase again and again, broke in on the children’s voices, hushed and reverent, and on the bored whine of their tutor.


On my way out I was given a temple flower, waxy red and yellow, with dark leaves like a begonia. Wilted and crushed, it is before me on my cabin table as I write.



















2 Perth: Reflections on the Swan River





We have been here nearly a fortnight: a week of lovely spring weather, warm and cloudless, a few days of biting cold winds and grey skies, and now it is hot and sticky.


The last night on board Freddie Brown, John Woodcock and I gave a cocktail party; there was dancing, prize-giving, and speeches by the Commodore, Capt. N. A. Whinfield, Arthur Gilligan and Leonard Hutton. Tom Graveney seemed to go up a great many times to collect his winnings.


At the last moment, despite having long since been bored by it, one was almost sad to leave the ship. I made several friends, particularly Ursula and Bill Hayward, whom I had met with Heywood and Anne Hill in London, and Jim and Prue Holden, also from Adelaide. I would see them again later. Friends apart, my favourite character on board was a small grey gentleman who had worked his way out to Australia as a cabin boy some fifty years earlier. He had struck lucky and was now worth a fabulous sum, the exact amount of which he once whispered to me, but which I have forgotten. He had ordered from the Orient Line the best suite on the ship. Having been quoted what he considered a handsome figure, he then received a letter stating that a private bath would cost £40 extra. Displeased at this, since he imagined the bath would certainly have been included in the original quotation, he nevertheless sent off his cheque.


He had not, however, finished with the matter. His business sense had been aroused and he was determined to get his £40 worth of water. Not only therefore did he pace the ship inviting passengers to have a bath with him, as it might be a drink, but whenever he had a few moments to spare he nipped down to his cabin and turned on the taps. At various times of the day his steward would approach him and report that he had found the water running. ‘How forgetful of me,’ Mr de Vries would reply, shaking his head in exaggerated perplexity, ‘how very forgetful.’ And a few minutes later he would get up and, excusing himself, wink heavily and say, ‘I must go and see a man about a tap.’


Perth is beautifully situated, the blue waters of the Swan River reaching out into the city like a spread hand. Water is the wrist of Perth, too, controlling its entrances and exits to the West; and water, bright-blue sea water specked with sailing boats and dinghies, launches and yachts, composes its character.


The centre of the town is half Spanish renaissance, half Scottish baronial: there are numerous hotels which look like cricket pavilions, each ringed with a cream wooden balcony of ornate design, and supported by rows of posts to which in the old days horses were tethered. There is an air of Sweden about the new free university (the only one of its kind in the world), of Scottish Gothic about Government House. Nearby, sham Tudor tilts up against modern flats which Le Corbusier might have designed on an off day. In suburbs like Mosman Bay, Swanbourne, Claremont and Peppermint Grove, each of which looks over the lovely wooded curves of the river as it splays into Freshwater Bay, there are sensible white villas in the French manner, with green or blue jalousies, and cheek-by-jowl to them red gnome-like structures, jerry-built shacks, unsightly bungalows. But below, the sea glitters and swells, headlands lay the shadows of their trees in water, and the sun brings to Perth a final graciousness it might otherwise lack.


For gracious is perhaps the right word for Perth: the sea comes almost up to its main street, which has an old-fashioned dignity, a wing-collar erectness, even if it soon slips over into the slovenly outskirts that were its shanty origins. It is a town of parks and gardens, playgrounds and wide streets; of tram-cars and assembly rooms and extraordinary churches; of the traditional stuffily positioned next to the makeshift; of strip-lighting and arcades and Victorian saloon bars; of tall palm trees, the dead foliage hanging like sandbags to the trunks; of gulls and pelicans and cookaburras: with clear light and a sense of space. And loneliness and nothing not far off.


It is, of course, a town that, more than most, reveals its origins. It has been going exactly 125 years, being founded in 1829 by Captain Stirling; it developed slowly until the time that gold was discovered in Kalgoorlie in 1893, since when it has shot up. The Town Hall, another Spanish-Scottish creation, was put up by convict labour between 1867 and 1870. At the moment, Perth is enjoying a wool boom, and if the current speculations in oil are proved to be well-founded, it is going to spread again as sensationally as it did in the last decade of the nineteenth century. This time, however, it has town-planners and architects galore.


The problem, in such a quickly expanding city, is to decide on an architectural style, one which will look good, last, suit the climate, and, preferably, be original. Because the climate is Californian, experiments have been made with American and Spanish Colonial; and, more recently, with the functional contemporary—low angular boxes with long slabs of glass. Yet there are still areas of solid Gothic, of Edwardian gilt, of corrugated-iron: the town is built, on the American pattern, in blocks, the two or three main thoroughfares running parallel and intersected by lesser streets.


It is a hotch-potch, certainly; untidy, but lacking neither character nor charm, which, with its light and space and trees, it could not. The ‘right’ style will emerge, too, though I hope at no great sacrifice to the old. A city has some allegiance to its founders, to the type of men they were.




* * *





Since our arrival there has been some little cricket, of no great seriousness, a good deal of exploring, catching-up with correspondence and generally meeting people. A civic reception was held to welcome M.C.C., beer and sandwiches were handed out, songs were sung and speeches made. There is a fair amount, it seems, of this kind of dutiful entertainment. Hutton spoke at some length, introducing his team in turn to the gathered dignitaries, and altogether handling the whole business, as he did an awkward Press Conference held on board when we docked, with charm and skill. He has, I think, surprised many by his mellow geniality, his certainty of manner.


Nets were held on the first two days, the W.A.C.A. ground a large, engaging oval, nicely planted with gum trees and with the shallow reaches of the Swan in the background. The giant new Scoreboard is more generous with information than any we have in England; there are no buildings overlooking the field of play or obscuring the skyline, and the entrance is approached through Queen’s Gardens, a trim affair of lagoons, bridges, and lily ponds, with gliding swans and busy wildfowl, willows, palms and rose-bushes. Around tea-time pelicans come cruising in, motionlessly gliding in the air currents, to watch the play.


Considerable crowds arrived to observe, and were much impressed by Simpson and Graveney. What magnificent net players these two are. Hutton, Wilson, Wardle and McConnon practised at the slip-catcher, holding all manner of things with an authority that I hope does not turn out to be deceiving. The trouble is, our better fielders are unlikely to get into the Test team.


The first Sunday night I was driven down to Bunbury, 120 miles south of Perth on the coast, where the opening match of the tour began on the next day. The early part of the journey was through dry, empty country, scrub and jarrah trees alternating, small villages every twenty miles or so. Huge grey trees, the colour of elephant’s hide and as creased, lay uprooted everywhere. Now and again the pale sky poured through the naked branches of gum trees, stiff as scarecrows in rough brown plains. Occasionally, wildly incongruous in this isolation, nearside trees carried advertisements hung on their trunks: Hardy’s Indigestion Remedy, Relaxa Tabs for Nervous Tension, Helena Rubinstein’s Waterproof Mascara.


The road is dead straight, an asphalt ruler laid over the map, aimed at the south-west. Sometimes we shot through an avenue of bungalows, each with its red jab of poinsettia, its palm trees and small lawn. Nearer Bunbury, green came back into the landscape, cattle drifted under lines of trees and along the banks of streams. We were on the edge of orchard country.


Bunbury, a timber port owing nothing, it appears, to Oscar Wilde, has recently been developing into a seaside resort: the town is a sprawl of villas, corrugated-iron shacks, gimcrack shops, petrol stations and a few hotels, but the Indian Ocean curves round it on three sides and the surf slithers in and out of a flat sea. I had my first surf bathe there, the white burning beaches stretching away for miles with only a handful of people on them.


The night of our arrival there was a barbecue—gallons of beer and a fire on which you cooked your own steak. Next morning the cricket began, surf almost brushing the boundary edge and the ring filled with neighbouring farmers. Ladies sat in the stands under parasols, and the atmosphere was not unlike a country-house match, set back a few decades, Edwardian perhaps or late Victorian.


M.C.C. batted, and Edrich, playing, it seemed, only by ear, scored the first century of the tour. I have never seen him bat worse, though trying hard to get out when past his hundred he hit some astonishing sixes. Hutton batted indulgently in the grand manner, nonchalantly driving good-length balls straight for six, till bowled by a large off-break for 59. Graveney and Cowdrey also drove with pleasant fluency, and our batting, even against moderate bowling, looked imposing. When the Country XI batted we fielded poorly and bowled worse, Tyson and Loader finding the rough approaches too much for them. McConnon took five wickets, however, and, when the country men followed on, Cowdrey four—a performance that must have surprised even his admirers when it came through on the London tapes. The match was drawn, M.C.C. still wanting, though not greatly, a couple of wickets. It was a happy game, most of the onlookers having worked on their farms or apple orchards since dawn each day and then driven upwards of a hundred miles.


I dined one night at Bunbury with Ray Robinson, who, with Jack Fingleton, is the best of Australian cricket writers. The requirements of Australian newspapers do not, unfortunately, lead to a high standard of sporting journalism. Most papers carry three or four accounts of the day’s play by ex-Test players, as well as one by their own correspondent, and these, being nearly always identical, create a mounting weariness. Moreover, since Australian cities are so far apart, there is no national newspaper, and articles are syndicated throughout the six States—a fact that keeps the cable boys busy and requires correspondents to send off their copy in a series of short takes. There is, probably on account of this, no tradition of writing on sport that aims any higher than the utilitarian. Ray Robinson’s books From the Boundary and The Glad Season are exceptions, though where these are marred the cause is that same crudity of spot-lighting that disfigures high-pressure journalism. But Robinson really looks at cricketers, noting their physical characteristics and establishing them as human beings with a style of expression that is identifiable quite apart from technical detail. What is a pity is that his day-to-day writing is not able, for a variety of reasons both economic and technical, to bear any relation to the vivid and searching manner of his books. Fingleton was at Bunbury, too: I had last seen him in England in 1953 when we had played together for the Authors against the Publishers, on which occasion he had made a hundred and, replying to Sir Compton Mackenzie, a very good speech into the bargain.


Back in Perth I went out to the Karrinyup Country Club, writing in the cool clubhouse while Fingleton, Swanton and Woodcock played eighteen holes of golf. After banging some dozens of balls into the practice ground I played a few holes on my own in the late afternoon, ambling alongside the blue tree-ringed lake, the central hazard of the course, in the gold declining sun.


Another day I had a net, after M.C.C. had finished, with Fingleton, Swanton and Woodcock, which was worth it, apart from the intrinsic pleasure, to see for one’s self the pace and trueness of the wicket. I realized here how much more safely one can play in Australia at the line, rather than the pitch of the ball. Later in the week Brown, Peebles and Lindsay Hassett had nets with us, and batting to Brown I noticed for the first time how he looks up at his bowling hand just before the moment of delivery, turning his head away from the batsman until the ball is almost out. He and Ian have bowled quite beautifully this week; Ian’s swan-like movements of the arms have lost little of their grace and limpidity with the years. Brown and Peebles discuss the complexities of the leg-breaker’s art as Beecham and Barbirolli might the implications of Schönberg’s eight-tone scale or the correct speed at which the opening movement of Mahler’s First Symphony should be taken. The terms are different, but the subtleties and comparisons no less fine.


Alec Bedser, who has had a bad go of shingles, bowled a few balls at what he called ‘eighth pace.’ Twelve years ago at Lord’s, while he was an unknown aircraftman and I was on leave from my ship, we bowled unchanged to get an Army side out for 70. We took, I think, five wickets each and I remember the game well because I was robbed of the only hat-trick of my adult life. Not only that, but I had, only the night before, arrived back from Murmansk, and a senior officer admonished me on the field for having a torn shirt. The day was heavy, the wicket green, the ball swinging late. I hit the off stump of one of the opening batsmen and had the next man l.b.w. first ball. The captain of the team, a fiercely moustached major, then arrived at the wicket. The umpire was a bespectacled and nervous lance-corporal. The major took guard, looked commandingly about him, and, stretching forward with the stiff precision of one about to take the first step in The Lancers, snicked the ball into the wicket-keeper’s gloves so noisily that an appeal seemed almost indecent, an unnecessarily cruel piece of tautology. However, an appeal was lodged by the six or seven players sufficiently interested to speak; whereupon the lance-corporal, struggling between truth and duty, and rendered speechless for a while, quavered out, with half-raised finger, ‘Not out, Sir‚’ addressing, bien entendu, the batsman, not the bowler. I subsequently somewhat lost my length, though not I hope a sense of situation.


One Sunday I went sailing in Freshwater Bay—one notes one’s trivial activities because they describe what is normal to people here—and I watched, too, the final of the Inter-State Australian-rules football. Some of the ‘high marking’ and fielding was magnificent, but it is a game of controlled kicking and catching, with none of the lovely patterns that soccer produces, none of the bursts of speed or clear-cut tackling of rugby. The field is oval and enormous, with many players idle for long periods at a time. There are no tries, and goals are scored simply by punting through two sets of posts—inner and outer. There is no proper tackling, nor running; midfield play is scrappy and untidy. The art is to kick from man to man and field cleanly under pressure. Marking is very close, so that height is important. The game is played for four quarters of twenty-five minutes each; each side has eighteen players. It seemed to me to go on far too long, to be too much an exhibition of brawn and stamina.


Another Perth institution is trotting, which takes place every Saturday evening on the Gloucester Park track. Australians, deprived of racing during the week, cannot have too much of it on a Saturday, and when the afternoon’s racing is over they go straight on to the ‘trots,’ where the principle is the same, only the horses are smaller and the drivers, dressed in silks like jockeys, sit behind their animals in tiny carriages known as spiders. Enclosures and grandstands, totes and bookmakers, hot-dog stalls and bars—the paraphernalia is the same as for racing. When the race begins, all lights are extinguished except those on the track itself. At first it is pure spectacle, beautiful and seemingly leisurely—a frail and magical-looking procession made out of spun glass; but as they enter the last lap the drivers speed up, the spiders occasionally get entangled overtaking, and the finish, even if contrived, is splendidly dramatic. Large sums of ill-afforded money change hands and there is general head-shaking about the way things are run. But the gambler, by nature a masochist, enjoys his misfortune. Sailing, golf, surfing, racing—that is the ritual of Australian summer. The anxieties of the age have little place in it, though even here no one can quite be rid of his private demons.




* * *





I have moved from my hotel, where my room looked out on a rubbish dump, to the Weld Club, which is excellently staffed, quiet, comfortable, and smells, as it should, of old leather. A tiger-skin is spread out in the hall and the nineteenth-century prints are all of England.


One might, at moments, be in the Athenæum; the members are, if anything, rather older, extremely kind, civilized and entertaining. The other day there was a party to celebrate one of the younger member’s ninetieth birthday: Ian Peebles and I lunched the day before with the beneficiary, a sprightly gentleman who made us laugh a great deal and declared that he had been trained seventy years earlier as an ecclesiastical architect but since coming out to Perth had built twenty-five pubs for each church. His confidence in the future was such that, for the first time in a decade, he had bought a new suit. He wore a wing collar and ate greatly and I don’t doubt but that he will get his century. He informed us that his father was sixty-eight when he was sired, which creates a fair span of years between them.


From my room I look out on the blue strip of river striped by the plane trees. The sun melts away behind King’s Park to the west and the palm trees blacken in the clear light along the esplanade. Nightly, a kind of ballet of sport takes place on the recreation ground that runs parallel to the waterfront. Girls, fresh from their offices, jog round the boundary in running shorts. A squad of girl athletes doing Swedish exercises bend and sway like praying mantises before a male instructor. A practice cricket match on a concrete wicket swells in size as players fresh from work take off their coats and join in. A score of men in football jerseys run up and down passing a rugger ball. Their backs to the boats pulled up on the grass verge of the river, others kick to one another, perfecting their fielding. Bowls click on the smooth greens, white-suited ladies and men in separate enclosures crouching low over their woods. A sailing boat curves out of The Narrows as the evening breeze, ‘the Fremantle doctor,’ catches it: two trial eights are skimming into the smoother waters of Como. It is the choreography of the Antipodes. Pelicans, shag, gulls perch on mooring posts and jetties, a paper-chase of birds. Those more richly indulgent, who have sprawled out in the sun all afternoon, shake themselves and wander off in the cooler air.


Walking after dinner, which is at seven o’clock here, to the post-office with some cables, I pass down dark deserted streets. The time is nine-thirty and the bars closed half an hour ago. A man, in the Australian attitude, leans against a post smoking: a tram clangs down Hay Street. On either side the bookshops are more solidly stocked with erotica and curious manuals on oriental amatory techniques than I can remember to have seen anywhere. In Albert’s, the best bookshop in Perth, I find my book on Sardinia, The Bandit on the Billiard Table, displayed in an illuminated window: it is nice to think of it coming half-way across the world. In Murray Street, empty save for an old man with long white beard shuffling erratically along, someone in an upstairs room is playing ‘Yes, sir, she’s my baby.’ Feet scrape the floor on the premises of a dancing school.


Near the railway station the drunks are lurching about under the palm trees, for this is their hour. Across the bridge a thin stream of men make for Roe Street, where the licensed brothels stretch out like a series of large hen-coops along the sidings. The girls, one or two of whom are surprisingly beautiful and chic, lounge on verandahs behind wire netting. Outside, streams of men perambulate as though window-gazing in the Via Veneto: mostly Italian, with a sprinkling of Slavs and Germans. Groups form up in the darkness, staring with steady concentration at the girls, who chain-smoke or read disinterestedly. It strikes one as very un-Australian, till suddenly one of the girls, an elegant redhead with hair cut in the Italian style and dangling gold ear-rings, looks up, uncrosses her legs and hisses with quiet feeling, ‘My oath, you larrikins, its time you kyme in or gyve it awye.’


Coming down St George’s Terrace a lonely group of Italian migrants stand together in earnest conversation. They have the air of conspirators. In Italy the evening would scarcely have begun: here the stars are upside down and the night over. All migrants, except British, are obliged to work at whatever they are directed—usually in public services, such as road-making—for two years, before practising their own trade. It is a necessary guarantee of serious intention, of good faith. Australia is desperately short of labour and therefore of houses: more houses (or ‘homes’ as a house is kindly called here) are needed before more people come. But there is no one to build them but the immigrants, ‘the New Australians,’ themselves. An Italian was reported to have said the other day that he had lived in Australia for thirty years, but that he was still a ‘bloody wop,’ whereas his nephew, who had been out only three months, was able, proudly, to call himself a ‘New Australian.’


Near the river-front the sound of bagpipes: most nights the lonely noise of them drifts over the spongy lawns outside the club. Cars are jammed the whole way along the street kerbs, like rows of sleeping beetles, some of them in pyjama-like coverings. There is one car to four people and never anywhere to park.




* * *





The two first-class matches in Perth, against Western Australia and Combined XI, have both been won by M.C.C., something which, rather surprisingly, has never happened before. The pattern of each was identical, M.C.C. putting the opposition in on a fast flawless wicket and shooting them out for first innings scores of 103 and 86 respectively. On the two Saturday nights M.C.C. were out for scores of 321 and 311, which meant a hopeless task for their opponents. As things turned out, the first game was won by 7 wickets, the second by an innings.


Against Western Australia Statham took 6 for 23 and 3 for 68. He bowled magnificently on the first day, whipping the ball off the pitch and making the batsman play at every ball. Although he relies less on movement through the air than most opening bowlers, he is a model of how the new ball should be used. Length and direction are precisely controlled; by the end of the first over the batsman has a sizable bruise above the left pad, the ball coming in sharply from the middle stump, and from then on he knows he must get his bat to everything. There is something of archery about Statham’s bowling: he aims with his left arm straight out, he is tightly sprung at the moment of delivery, and the thump down of the left foot sends the ball from wicket to wicket as straight as an arrow. He was altogether too fast for the State players, the ball bounding off the pitch so quickly that even such restricted back lifts as most of them had were too much.


Bailey bowled well too, though he suffered greatly from dropped catches. M.C.C.’s fielding has already caused a lot of adverse comment: five catches were put down on the first two days and they were staid and inaccurate away from the wicket. McConnon bowled sensibly, without getting much from the pitch, but Wardle was niggardly with his chinaman and on such a pitch he spins the ball too little with his ordinary method. In these games he should be practising his chinaman the whole time, otherwise he will be completely harmless.


For M.C.C. Hutton made 145, retiring with what was announced as ‘a strained riding muscle,’ Cowdrey 41 and Wilson 38. Hutton played what must rank as one of the queerest of his many innings. For a long while he batted as if on the sands, the great man on holiday, chasing and flicking at everything no matter how wide. He seemed to wish, probably rightly, to spare himself any unnecessary concentration, to reserve his long ascetic innings for the Tests. But when Simpson and May failed, and he had himself been dropped four times by slips or gully, he resigned himself to the inevitable. His last 90 runs could only have been scored by a great player: they will be talked of at Perth when the small boys present are old gentlemen. He drove over mid-off’s head with a sound as mellow as the plucking of banjo strings, he advanced down the pitch and cut late or carved the ball on the half volley as its length deemed, improvising strokes that had seemed the prerogative of Bradman and Compton; and then he swung the ball half a dozen times to the fine leg boundary using his left hand only, the virtuoso loosening up with a few scales, an arpeggio or two. Hutton does not normally improvise, for he has no need to: but when he hobbled off, the members standing to him, he had showed that the classical manner is capable of adaptation, that perfect technique includes a gift for both satire and caricature.


Cowdrey again showed, when Hutton allowed him the strike, which was not often, how commanding a player he is when the ball is coming through. Playing back, his nose bisects the line of flight: driving, his hands move up the bat and the stroke is powerful and fluent. The bat finishes up brushing the left ear, the weight is exactly distributed, so that a diagram of his position, as made in Leonardo da Vinci’s anatomical drawings, would find the circles and points of intersection in flowing symmetry.


When Western Australia batted again Carmody and Meuleman stayed together for nearly four hours in mid-innings, attempting nothing but the preservation of their wickets. Once they were out, Statham wasted no time in gobbling up the tail.


In the second match the State was reinforced by Harvey, Hole and Ian Johnson, all of whom had been specially flown over from the east. Hutton, Loader, Cowdrey and McConnon were replaced by Edrich, Tyson, Graveney and Appleyard.


May won the toss and put the Combined XI in on a lovely wicket. By tea-time they were out for 86, the three Test players having contributed 9 runs between them. Bailey achieved the break-through this time, swinging the ball very late at barely medium pace, and making it float or dip from various angles of approach. Harvey, looking even paler than usual, was caught by Evans off a ball that came across him quite slowly from leg, hanging and then drifting away, a ball that achieved the finality of a ‘still’ taken from a moving picture. Tyson beat Hole for speed, bowling with accuracy for the first time so far, and between them the middle batting was suddenly wrecked. Statham, a glutton for tail-enders, again polished off the rest. The fielding was better.


In warm beguiling sunshine M.C.C. batted and Edrich was comprehensively yorked first ball. Simpson made 28 in his most disarming manner whereupon Ian Johnson came on and had him caught at slip first ball. Graveney stretched forward for an off-break only to find the ball move the other way and he was caught at the wicket for 0. In the next three-quarters of an hour, the pelicans gliding in over the elongated shadows of fielders and gum trees, May and Wilson added 18 runs, Johnson bowling 7 overs for 7 runs and 2 wickets. Both batsmen played him from the crease, back foot firmly anchored, while Johnson threw the ball higher and higher like some taunting pagan tempting two early Christians to indiscretion. It was a sad sight to see a stream of comfortable half volleys on a placid pitch being neglected for want of the slightest movement down the wicket. It was the epitome of the post-war English style: of course, there was all the time in the world, but usually there isn’t, and if a batsman ignores runs when the ball is not turning or biting, he will certainly not make them when it is and he is left stranded at the mercy of spin and lift.


Dining with Ian Peebles and myself at the Weld Club later that night Ian Johnson remarked that he much preferred the batsman to move his feet, for then there is genuine contest between bowler and batsman, between stroke making and the subtleties of flight. When he remains immobile and strokeless on such perfect pitches, there is no struggle of wits, no exertion of the intelligence. The ball cannot beat the bat, the rhythm of the play slackens, and the whole game is becalmed. The spin bowler then has merely a nuisance value, buzzing at the batsman’s patience like a fly.


Johnson, who is in the wine and spirits business, as well as running his own radio programme, is extremely likeable. At the moment he seems the probable choice as captain of Australia, anxiety about which did not deter him from defeating Hassett and myself at billiards, despite having Peebles as a partner. He is affable, eager to please but generally less robust a character than most Australian captains of the past. He is not likely to be a popular appointment with the critics, most of whom belong to the generation that believe Bradman was not an unmixed blessing to Australian cricket and who regard Johnson in some way as his mouthpiece. Sir Donald, now a selector, is still an equivocal object of love-hate to many Australians. As a race, they are not appreciative of individualists, and Bradman, while being greatly respected by the younger generation of Test cricketers, is regarded by his own contemporaries with something less than idolatry. Apart from this, the inter-state jealousies and sensitive feelings of committee representatives, all of which affect the nomination of an Australian captain, have direct bearing on the ambiguity of Bradman’s position. New South Wales born, he lives now in Adelaide. Of the possible Test captains, Johnson, like Hassett, is a Victorian. Morris and Miller come from New South Wales.


Next day, in sun and ruffling breeze, May and Wilson played much better before the first decent crowd of the tour. Without looking quite as good as he can do in England May went patiently to 129, Wilson dourly to 72. May’s off driving and forcing of the shorter ball to the on made their due impression, though again he played the spinners as if under some restrictive covenant. He is developing Hutton mannerisms, touching the peak of his cap twice after good strokes, tapping the pitch like a barometer, holding his bat horizontal with both hands when he runs. He also plays the good length ball on the leg stump in the same way, that is to say turning his wrists over at the last moment, the right hand on top, guiding and forcing. Wilson showed resources of character, if not of technique: he cut nicely, late and square, but drove not at all.


On the Monday Combined XI were all out a quarter of an hour before close of play. Tyson bowled still faster and more at the wicket, his run-up now being directed nearer his own stumps. Appleyard had a long bowl and is going to be all right. I have great hopes of him. He and Wardle took three wickets each and Wilson three fine catches. It is an encouraging start, however one looks at it. But we want Bedser fit again and some runs out of Graveney and either Edrich or Simpson—if neither of the latter come off I suppose Wilson might be worth experimenting with at No. 2. But unless he shows greater willingness to drive fast bowling, there will be no point in him at all.


Harvey’s swoops and glides at cover must have been the envy of the many birds in the variously feathered sky. A band has played in the intervals; it should happen more often. Cricket as a spectacle needs a few reviving graces; music and pretty women watching and intelligent conversation, as there were in the nineteenth century when it was an affair of rustics and dandies.


It is no longer the habit for cricket matches to be social occasions as well, with marquees and bands and deck-chairs and bunting, and that is a pity. Art needs a warmth of surrounding to bring it to bloom. Unfortunately, modern cricket grounds are stadiums built in conformity with the unimaginative puritan conscience, demanding, and getting, dull cricket and bad catering. Perth is much better than most; it would be a pleasant ground on which to play a Test match. But this, on account of its position and smallness of population, is likely to be a matter of the distant future. In the hierarchies of Australian cricket, the influence of Western Australia is about comparable with that of Somerset in the debates of M.C.C. The ‘picturesque’ has no place in pastimes that have grown into industries and devolve for their survival necessarily round economics. Nor could it honestly be otherwise.
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