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Introduction


 


 


Hodder & Stoughton have been publishing Richie Benaud’s books for over fifty-five years. Throughout that period, needless to say, he has been one of the most respected and successful authors on our list. 


When Richie so sadly passed away in April 2015, the British and Australian branches of the company decided we should publish a new book as a tribute to the great man. Daphne and the Benaud family gave us all the encouragement we needed to do so. 


Richie wrote with great admiration of a book on the early history of cricket by John Ford. It was called, Cricket: A Social History. And I asked John and Tim Waller, another member of my team, to help me select some of the finest writing from Richie’s books for inclusion in Remembering Richie. 


His sad passing prompted a host of tributes – by fellow players and cricket writers – and we have also included a number of these. They rightfully salute his major achievements and reveal the affection and respect in which he was held. 


Anyone reading his words will become aware of Richie’s abiding passion for Test match cricket and the finest traditions of the game. They will see too that he understood more than most that cricket has evolved – and must continue to evolve – along with the changes in society. The game would die if it were ever to stand still. 


In a more egalitarian and affluent society, professional remuneration for cricketers had to increase accordingly. In a society with a multiplication of leisure alternatives, one-day cricket and day-night cricket have saved Test cricket from financial collapse. Shocking as his revolution seemed to many at the time, Kerry Packer’s innovations (with some guidance from Richie) can now be seen to have secured the financial future of cricket, ensuring the survival of the game at the highest level.


At the same time, Richie appreciated that the challenges which have faced the modern game are often nothing new. Take, for instance, sponsorship, gambling, corruption, the questioning of umpires and selectorial decisions, administrative failures and sledging (by whatever name it was known). All have occurred before in cricket’s long evolution and, like new challenges, they must be confronted and resolved on today’s terms. Richie understood and wrote about this, just as clearly as he understood how and why the techniques of batting, bowling and fielding have always evolved in response to new challenges. 


All this informed his captaincy, his writing and his commentating and made him probably the most balanced and the wisest guide to the modern game. There can be few individuals in the long history of the game who have been so influential and so universally admired by their contemporaries. 


He will long be remembered by all who love the game of cricket. 


 


Roddy Bloomfield


Editor, Hodder & Stoughton










Foreword


by Sir Michael Parkinson


 


Cricket is about moments.


As a young man the best ball I ever saw was bowled by Richie Benaud at Old Trafford, England v Australia 1961. Australia in danger of losing the Test. Ted Dexter, imperious, aristocratic, flaying the Aussie attack. Benaud went round the wicket bowling into a rough patch and did for Dexter with a topspinner. England 150–2 needing 106 to win. To the wicket Peter May, who had already declared himself England’s best batsman with a marvellous 95 in his first innings. The second ball he received from Benaud was the perfect delivery. Of enticing length, it drew May forward, drifted late, pitched outside the line of leg stump and then broke back to bowl him.


From that moment on I was in awe of Benaud. There was May, my favourite batsman, a player of classic technique and impeccable breeding, being made a monkey by the upstart Aussie. It was the best ball I had ever seen until years later at the same ground I saw Warne bowl Gatting with what became known as the Ball of the Century.


I didn’t meet Richie until a few years after that when we sat together at Old Trafford – again – for a Yorkshire v Lancashire game. We were in the press box, both reporters for our employers in Grub Street. A young Boycott was batting. I played club cricket with Geoff and I asked Richie how he rated my mate. What he told me appeared in my report, whereupon my editor received a complaint from Mr Benaud along the lines that he was a journalist and no longer captain of Australia and therefore did not take kindly to being quoted by some stranger in a press box. I didn’t quite understand what the fuss was about but I apologised and put my indiscretion down to hero worship.


From that point on, while never losing my admiration of Richie, I kept my distance until inevitably and thankfully we became friends. When I went to Oz in the late 1970s to work on the Antipodean version of the talk show, I played golf at the Australian Golf Club in Sydney where Richie was a member. He kindly proposed me as a member and partnered me in my playing-in round, which turned out to be a club competition.


I was a handy sixteen handicap at the time and I think Richie was a tough twelve or so. Anyway, I had a day when, for the first twelve holes, I could do no wrong. Richie, similarly, was playing well and as we approached the thirteenth he said to me: ‘Nothing flash from now on. Be sensible and we’ll win.’ The thirteenth at the Australian is a par four requiring an accurate drive and then a mid-iron second into a well-bunkered green with a treacherous slope. I was on in two with a shot, six feet above the pin facing a quick downhill putt. By now fantasy had taken over and I had become Jack Nicklaus, my golfing hero. Richie said: ‘Mike, be careful with the putt. It’s downhill and very quick.’


‘Got it, Richie,’ I said.


Richie continued advising caution. ‘I mean it’s very quick,’ he said.


‘Richie,’ I said, ‘it’s all under control.’


I putted past the hole and into a bunker. It took me two shots to get out and a potential birdie three became a triple bogey seven. As I walked off, my partner and Captain Supreme was close behind. I could feel him smouldering. I said: ‘I know what you are thinking.’ He said: ‘You could not possibly know what I’m thinking.’ So I said: ‘How come?’ and he said: ‘Because you are still here.’


He was an exceptional man. A great and bold captain, a fine allrounder and a perceptive commentator on the game. Also, along with Kerry Packer, he masterminded the modern cricket merry-go-round.


The essential paradox of Richie Benaud was that for all he lived his life under public scrutiny and was employed for most of that time to volunteer opinion and comment, he didn’t give much away. He was a stranger to hysteria, disdainful of hyperbole. He used words like a miser. ‘Marvellous,’ he would comment, but not elaborate too much on why he thought so. When he bowled Peter May that day at Old Trafford, what I said to myself was ‘Marvellous.’ Enough said. The art of commentary is sometimes to let what happened speak for itself.


All his other gifts apart, Richie Benaud was the best in the business at doing just that. From his place in the pantheon, reading this book of praise and fanfare for his great gifts, as well as a selection of his finest writing, I think Richie Benaud would allow himself to be gently chuffed – but quietly so.










I


THE PLAYER


‘Flair was his thing. He was a Brylcreem boy. He had the open-neck shirt. He would have been a sensation today.’


Bill Lawry
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For the Record


‘Benaud the commentator seldom referred to his on-field experiences and accomplishments – a shrewd expedient which had the effect of making him seem almost ageless – and was amused when young admirers inquired innocently whether he had been a player. In fact, Richie Benaud would rank among Test cricket’s elite legspinners and captains had he never uttered or written a word about the game.’


Gideon Haigh, The Australian


Not merely the voice of cricket


Scyld Berry, Daily Telegraph, 2015


As long as cricket is played, Richie Benaud will be ranked as one of its finest captains and one of its finest television commentators. In both careers he was not simply quietly observant, informed and shrewd, but the quintessence of these qualities.


It was asking a lot of the first cricketer who scored 2,000 Test runs and took 200 Test wickets, in addition to his captaincy of Australia, to go on – after his retirement – to an equally successful career. Yet Benaud did so, and not only in his native country, where he became the voice of Channel Nine, but in England too, where he anchored the cricket coverage on the BBC and Channel 4, and even Channel Five, for half a century.


His two great feats of captaincy came in successive Ashes series against England. The first was in 1958–59, when England suffered their most unexpected reverse against Australia before Alastair Cook’s tour. Indeed the two stunning defeats had much in common – except that Benaud acted not only as the captain, like Michael Clarke, but as the coach, like Darren Lehmann, and the leading wicket-taker, like Mitchell Johnson.


But if a single passage of play created Benaud’s reputation as a captain, it came on the last day of the Old Trafford Test of 1961. With a touch of wizardry he arrested England’s advance to what had seemed an inevitable victory in the match and series, and turned it into the most traumatic loss in their annals.


Benaud’s determination to beat England when captain can only have been increased by his early experiences in Ashes series. As a 22-year-old all-rounder for New South Wales he was selected to tour England in 1953; and while his leg-breaks troubled county batsmen, and the Australian fielding was vastly superior to that of their English counterparts, he aggregated no more than 15 runs and two wickets in his three Tests.


In the last game of this tour, however, at the Scarborough Festival, he played an exceptional innings of 135, his only first-class hundred of the tour. Len Hutton, England’s captain, was playing in the game – and the opposing captain. When England toured Australia in 1954–55, and Benaud came out to bat, Hutton tried an early form of sledging: ‘Here comes the festival cricketer,’ he said – not a term of approbation in Yorkshire, or Australia.


Benaud’s Ashes experiences were little happier in 1956, when Australia were caught on damp pitches by the offspinner Jim Laker. But when England returned to Australia in 1958–59, Benaud was having lunch with his friend and much senior team-mate Neil Harvey when the news arrived that Benaud had been appointed Australia’s captain. They resolved to work together to beat the Poms, who had won the three previous Ashes series.


As a first move Benaud introduced the custom of a team dinner on the eve of every Test. He also had the great advantage of inheriting Alan Davidson as his left-arm swing bowler – and a more dubious left-arm pace bowler in Ian Meckiff, who was banned for throwing after four Tests, but not before he had done damage.


While England’s batting disintegrated, Benaud stood quietly at gully, giving the impression of seeing all and hearing all, before clapping his hands and making a move that – often enough – proved effective if not inspired.


Benaud reversed England’s sequence of success and won the 1958–59 series 4–0. England’s opening batsmen were troubled by left-arm pace; their wicketkeeper and pivot, Godfrey Evans, lost form with the bat and was dropped; England’s offspinner, Laker, was vastly less effective than in England; and some of their fast bowlers were living on reputation, past their peak. It was the exact blueprint which Cook’s team was forced to follow in 2013–14.


Benaud’s major initiatives on his 1961 tour of England were to play attacking cricket in the county games – building on the renaissance which Frank Worrell’s West Indians had started in Australia in 1960–61 after a dour decade of Test cricket – and to court the media as never before. Benaud had been working for the Sydney Sun himself, and realised its influence. He went out of his way to help not only the Australian but English journalists, by answering questions after close of play or sending his players along to functions. Thus he might have softened the blow which struck in the Fourth Test at Old Trafford.


The series stood at 1–1, after Australia had won the Second Test at Lord’s – under Harvey. Benaud’s right shoulder had been troubling him all tour, and he had been bowling mostly medium-pace in the county games. England, on his return, won the Third Test at Headingley, and seemed to be winning the Fourth as they raced to 150 for one wicket, powered by Ted Dexter at his most thrilling, in pursuit of a target of 256.


As the last throw of his dice, Benaud tried bowling round the wicket into the footmarks created by Fred Trueman in his follow-through. He dismissed Dexter. England froze. Their captain Peter May was bowled behind his legs, trying a sweep without protecting his stumps with his pads. Brian Close tried what might be now called a slog-sweep and was caught at square-leg. England collapsed in panic to 201; Benaud, from nowhere, had conjured six wickets for 70.


He was not only selected as one of Wisden’s Five Cricketers of the Year; he also wrote the profile of another one, his team-mate Davidson, another first.


 


Wisden Cricketer of the Year 1962 – R. Benaud


Harry Gee, Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack, 1962


If one player, more than any other, has deserved well of cricket for lifting the game out of the doldrums, that man is Richard Benaud. Captain of Australia in four successive and triumphant series to the end of 1961, he has demonstrated to enthusiasts all over the world that the intention to make cricket, particularly Test cricket, attractive and absorbing is every bit as important as skilled technique in batting, bowling and fielding. He has succeeded in his aim to re-create interest in cricket because he loves playing it.


That was, of course, why Benaud junior – to distinguish him from his cricketer father, Louis Richard Benaud – took up the sport which brought him fame as a crusading captain and high commendation as a spin bowler, batsman and close fielder. No wonder that Richie – born Richard – at Penrith, thirty-odd miles from Sydney, on October 6, 1930, showed a fondness for cricket at an early age. He had his father, a first-grade player for twenty years with the unique feat to his credit of twenty wickets in a match, as instructor and mentor. Benaud senior, a third-generation Australian of Huguenot extraction, and a schoolteacher, bowled leg-breaks during a long career for the Cumberland club and so it was natural that he imparted the art of delivering them with the appropriate variations the googly and topspinner to his son.


A small bat and tennis ball, then a bigger bat and hard ball, were the implements used by the eager boy in his formative years as a cricketer under his father’s expert eye. When the Benaud family, after living for a while in Jugiong, moved to Sydney, Richie went to Parramatta High School and here he had his first experience of captaincy. At sixteen, he followed in his father’s footsteps by playing for Cumberland’s first-grade team and, eventually, captained them. The New South Wales State selectors, ever on the look-out for rising talent, first picked him when eighteen as a batsman and this was still his primary role when promotion to international status came his way at the age of twenty-one in the Fifth Test match against West Indies at Sydney in January 1952.


Thus far, his ambition had been realised, but he had no means of knowing that almost ten years later, against the same country, he would lead Australia in the first Test match tie in history. Meantime, Richie Benaud came to England in 1953 and 1956 and he also earned representative honours against South Africa, India and Pakistan. His gradually mounting bowling skill was evident on his first two English trips, but he is remembered chiefly during those ventures for the dashing 97 he hit off the England attack in the Second Test at Lord’s in 1956.


The 1957–58 tour to South Africa at length established him as an allrounder of top class, for he took 106 wickets, which surpassed the previous record of 104 by S. F. Barnes, and scored 817 runs, including four centuries, two of them in Test matches. Ian Craig led Australia in this series, but the following year slow recovery from illness precluded his choice for the captaincy against England when they toured ‘Down Under’. So Benaud, somewhat to his surprise, but very keen to put his many theories into practice, was appointed to the task of recovering the Ashes which England had held since Hutton wrested them from Hassett in 1953.


Benaud duly completed his mission and fully justified the selectors’ faith in him despite fears that the burden of captaincy might affect his form. His fine bowling, which yielded him 31 wickets for 18.83 runs apiece, proved a major factor in Australia’s triumph of winning four Tests and drawing the other. Shrewd and inspiring captaincy transformed an ordinary side into an invincible combination bent on revenge – and gaining it.


Eight Test appearances in India and Pakistan a year later and five more during the memorable visit of West Indies to Australia in 1960–61 – all as captain – brought Benaud’s total of caps to fifty. In India and Pakistan he excelled by taking 47 wickets (average 20.19) in the Tests and in the ensuing exciting rubber against Worrell’s West Indies team he was second in the wicket-taking list, with 23 to the evergreen Davidson’s 33.


Having with Worrell flung down the gauntlet to those who considered Test matches could only be grim affairs, Benaud consolidated his position as a cavalier captain when he visited England for the third time as a player last summer and helped his men to retain the Ashes. His inspirational value was graphically demonstrated by the fact that although he missed nearly one-third of the matches – including the Second Test – through shoulder trouble and was handicapped in some others, the Australians won the series 2–1 and maintained an unbeaten record outside the Tests.


When Benaud arrived in England with his team he pledged them to play attractive cricket – winning or losing. He also promised more overs to the hour as an antidote to defensively minded batsmen or bowlers. He promised quicker field-changing and fewer time-wasting tactical conferences during play. He and his men did their best to carry out this positive policy, and their faster scoring alone proved a telling reason for the success of the tour. When unable to lead his term, Benaud planned strategy with Neil Harvey, his able and wise vice-captain.


Pain, for which he had injections, did not deaden Benaud’s intense desire to conquer on an English visit. That his playing share was limited to 32 innings for 627 runs and 61 wickets for 23.54 apiece spoke eloquently of his influence and worth in other directions. Nevertheless, his contribution of six wickets for 70 in the second innings of the Fourth Test at Manchester when the issue of the match and series lay in the balance, was a traditional captain’s effort made at a crucial time. He explained the achievements of his side by declaring that they had risen to the occasion, but, modestly, sought no credit for his part in them.


It was a great pity that, because of his shoulder injury, Benaud could not give his admirers last summer other than rare glimpses of his best form, but he had already done enough to make sure of a high place in cricket history. He came with the reputation of being one of the finest close-fielders in the world – either at gully or in a silly position – and appreciative of the hazards thus entailed he would never ask a man to take up a dangerous post he would not himself occupy. As a forcing batsman, Benaud, tall and lithe, has always been worth watching. His drives, powerfully hit and beautifully followed through, are strokes of especial joy to those whose day is made if they see a ball sent hurtling over the sightscreen. At Scarborough in 1953 Benaud hit eleven sixes and nine fours while making 135.


Still it is as a bowler that Benaud, in recent years, has touched the heights. An advocate of practice and yet more practice, the erstwhile youngster from the backwoods has long had a bulging quiver of arrows for attack. The leg-break, the googly and the topspinner have been used most often, and lately Benaud has added the ‘flipper’ to his armoury. This is a ball, spun out of the finger-tips, which flashes across from off to leg – in effect an offspinning topspinner. For his discovery of this unusual and effective delivery, Benaud thanks Bruce Dooland, who perfected it while assisting Nottinghamshire after making his name in Australian cricket.


The urge to trick the batsman has developed in Benaud the ability to evolve many more ways of getting a man out than his four basic deliveries. Changes of pace and flight, with the ball released from different heights, angles and lengths, have combined to make Benaud a perplexing rival for the best of batsmen. He really likes bowling as it affords him more chance than batting to keep in the thick of a fight he relishes. A fighter, indeed, he has been all through his cricket career, which nearly came to a tragic end almost before it had begun when, as a youngster playing for New South Wales Second XI, he suffered a fractured skull in failing to connect with a hook stroke. Fortunately, he recovered to bring pleasure to cricket followers all over the world and to attain a place among the great players, a distinction earned by his taking of 219 wickets and scoring 1,744 runs in fifty-four Test matches to the end of 1961. Only three other Australians – M. A. Noble, Keith Miller and Ray Lindwall – have scored 1,500 runs and taken 100 wickets in Tests, and Lindwall alone (228) has captured more wickets for Australia.


By profession, Benaud, who is married and has two sons, is a newspaper reporter on the Sydney Sun. He writes as well as he plays and his self-written book Way of Cricket will act as a spur to aspiring young players to tread the road which leads to Test fame.—H. G.


Wisden Cricketer of the Year 1962 – A. K. Davidson


Richie Benaud, Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack, 1962


When a cricketer can make fifty runs in a Test match he immediately becomes a valuable commodity to his side. When he has the ability to add to that five wickets and a brace of catches he is beyond price to his associates and skipper. Such a cricketer is Alan Keith Davidson, born on June 14, 1929, of cricket loving parents at Lisarow on the Central North Coast of New South Wales, and latterly one of the great allrounders in the history of the game.


Davidson is a dynamic cricketer! A superb left-hander with both bat and ball. Many of his exploits are legendary among his fellow modern-day players. New Zealand tourists tell of the match at Wairarapa where he took all ten wickets for 29 and then made a brilliant 160 not out to complete the day. The following game he relaxed by merely throwing out a scuttling batsman from the boundary with one stump at which to aim.


‘Davo’ played most of his early cricket in the Gosford district of New South Wales. There he was part of what was almost a family team with Davidsons and Cliftons putting a well-nigh unbeatable side into the field. A completely natural cricketer, he soon became a star player at Gosford High School and represented Northern High Schools for three successive years, vying with his present Test captain, Richie Benaud, who played for City High Schools. In those far-off days fast bowling was far from his mind. He was one of the unorthodox Fleetwood-Smith variety that seem to appear regularly in Australia. Not until the year after leaving school did he turn to fast-medium bowling, and with such success that he was selected the following season, 1949–50, for the State side.


With the Australian team in South Africa there were many opportunities for young players; the more so with a second eleven to be selected later in the year for a tour of New Zealand. Davidson grasped every one of them. He had a good match for NSW Colts against Queensland Colts and then bowled a future Test opener, George Thoms, first ball when he appeared against the Victorian Second Eleven. A week later, with his second ball in first-class cricket, he trapped the South Australian opener, Bob McLean, lbw, and, with consistent batting and bowling allied at times to almost unbelievable fielding, forced his way later in the season into the earlier-mentioned side for New Zealand. Four years later, he stepped on to the Trent Bridge ground at Nottingham to play for Australia in his first official Test match.


This, then, is the brief chronological account of a gifted cricketer, but who could care for statistics where there is concerned a player of the calibre of Davidson? Teammates and spectators prefer to recall some of his paralysing bursts with the new ball for Australia and the sight of his batting in full cry, preferably to some slow bowler. ‘When you see that big right foot coming down the wicket, brother, you duck,’ is an accurate and revealing recommendation given by an Australian bowler one day when asked how he felt about the carving just administered by the burly New South Welshman.


Like ten other Australians, one of his greatest moments in Test cricket was when he bowled Brian Statham to win the Ashes at Manchester in that fantastic Test of 1961. And rightly so, for without Davidson’s magnificent 77 that day, Australians may well have been drinking their champagne from paper cups a couple of hours before the scheduled finishing time. That day the ‘big right foot’ was well in evidence. Placed close to the line of the ball and with bat swinging majestically alongside it, he belted David Allen out of the attack – and Allen had just placed Mackay, Benaud and Grout in the pavilion for a paltry number of runs. One of the sixes which assisted a twenty-run over flashed above cover’s head; the next crashed against the brickwork alongside the railway line.


Every bit of six feet and fourteen stone went into those shots in the same way it has gone into all that Davidson has done over the years for Australia. Over one thousand runs, 162 wickets and nearly fifty close-to-the-wicket catches in Test matches give some idea why Australian players are prepared to argue about some of the ‘old-time greats’ as compared with this player. The beauty of an almost perfect fast-medium action with a disconcerting late swing has caused untold worry to opening batsmen the world over.


Peter Richardson, Watson and Graveney will long recall the day he took three wickets for one run in a sensational over in the Second Test at Melbourne in 1958–59 – just as vividly others will remember a burst with the second new ball at Pietermaritzburg in 1957–58 when he whipped three Natal batsmen back to the pavilion in one over for no runs, among them Test player Roy McLean.


Thirty-nine Test matches for his country have brought the left-hander to the top of the cricketing tree, though for many of those he was playing in the shadow of the great Australian pair, Miller and Lindwall. It was not until these players were out of the side that Davidson came into his own.


In South Africa in 1957–58 he left batsmen floundering and critics advising as he savoured the delights of the new ball for the first time as an Australian bowler. England, in 1958–59; India and Pakistan, in 1960; and the West Indies, 1960–61, all felt the lash of his talents. Indeed, one of his greatest performances was to take 33 wickets against the Caribbean visitors at a cost of 18 runs apiece when the next best average was 33 per wicket and five of the West Indians scored over 350 in the Test matches.


Davidson has announced that he will not tour again with an Australian side, but with his fitness restored and some sterling performances against his name in the 1961–62 Sheffield Shield season, Australians are looking to him for a great season against England later this year and justifiably so; for he has never let them down yet.—R. B.
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A Boyhood Love of Cricket


‘It’s a good lesson for everyone: that a youngster who throws a tennis ball up against a wall in a country town can still go on to captain his country at cricket, watch more than 500 Test matches, see cricket played in daylight and, as well, at night. It’s been a fortunate life and one which has been very much enjoyed.’


Richie Benaud, My Spin on Cricket


Life was all about playing sport


Richie Benaud, Over But Not Out, 2010


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


 


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


 


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


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


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


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


Better than heaven


Richie Benaud, Over But Not Out, 2010


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


‘After attending Parramatta High School, Richie made his New South Wales debut on the final day of 1948. Three years later, against the West Indies at Sydney, he first played for Australia. His selection was frequently questioned in those early years, when much other flowering talent was evident in domestic cricket. In 1952–53 Benaud played against South Africa, recording a duck and having his front teeth smashed while fielding at gully in the Sydney Test, which coincided with his honeymoon. It was not the first time he had been hospitalised by a blow to the head. Four years previously he had been hit in the face while batting for New South Wales 2nd XI in Melbourne.’


David Frith, Guardian


Up a level, but can I handle it?


Richie Benaud, Anything But . . . an Autobiography, 1998


Nineteen forty-six to forty-seven was the season when everything seemed to be happening as far as I was concerned. I was in my last year at high school and studying for my Leaving Certificate, as it was called in those days, and I was selected for first grade with Cumberland, playing in the same team as my father. In addition, I was the captain of the Green Shield team and captained the Combined Sydney Green Shield team against Newcastle, as I had done the previous summer. When a New South Wales 2nd XI team visited Newcastle in the Christmas vacation, I was named twelfth man when the team was announced. Soon afterwards came the news that I had passed the Leaving Certificate. Not by much, mind you – it was known as the sportsman’s pass, with four Bs. Even so, it was a relief to have made it, a feeling reciprocated in heartfelt fashion by my parents, who had agonised through every moment of the last few weeks of cramming.


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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