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INTRODUCTION


 



 



 



 



The cricket tragics . . . inhabitants of the interior land of
 Cricket where the stumps are never drawn. They know
 more history than the players and journalists; they love the
 game more; their stake is unattached to their own glory.




 


Malcolm Knox (in his novel Adult Book)

 



 



There’s a lot in a name. Golf’s favourite competition, the Ryder Cup, came into being in 1926 when a team of scratch American professionals played a British team at Wentworth (and lost 13½-1½). Watching the match was Samuel Ryder, a seed merchant from St Albans, who suggested afterwards that the event be made official, and offered to donate a trophy. The Calcutta Cup was instituted in 1878, when the only rugby club in Calcutta disbanded. Membership had plummeted after they discontinued the free bar. To perpetuate the name of the club, the remaining members withdrew all its funds from the bank in silver rupees and had them melted down and made into a cup, which they presented to the Rugby Football Union, on condition that it was competed for annually. The Super Bowl, which began in 1920, was a stopgap name until something better could be found. It did however supplant the original suggestion for a name: The Big One.

The Ashes, by contrast, may be the only significant sporting contest that acquired its name from the humiliating defeat of one of its regular participants. And who gave it that name? The  triumphalist winners? Or the ironic losers? Our national inclination towards self-deprecating humour is well known and utterly confusing to most countries in the world, but I had assumed that it developed only as our Empire dwindled and we suffered a series of disappointing second places in the Eurovision Song Contest. Obviously not. Followers of England cricket were taking the mickey out of it almost before there was an England cricket to follow. Our ancestors are to blame for the Ashes being called the Ashes. More fool them, and indeed us.

In 1882, Australia toured England for the second time and played a single Test at the Oval. The pitch was tricky, scores were low and W. G. Grace set the tone for more than a century of ill-feeling and mutual resentment when Australia were 110 for six in their second innings, leading by only 72. The number-eight batsman, Sammy Jones, left his crease to pat down a divot. Grace immediately whipped off the bails and appealed. The umpire, cringing at the sight of that enormous bristly beard, gave the batsman out. Australia were all out for 122; England needed 85 to win. Australia’s great fast bowler, Fred ‘the Demon’ Spofforth, thundered into England’s dressing room between innings and called Grace a cheat, which seems little more than a statement of fact. ‘This will lose you the match!’ he promised. And to his teammates, ‘This thing can be done!’ England looked comfortable enough at 51 for two, but Grace hit an uppish drive straight to mid-off for 32 and Spofforth blew away the rest with seven for 44. The tension was so extreme that a spectator bit through the handle of his rolled-up umbrella. Not for the last time, the catering at an English Test ground had proved inadequate to requirements.

The shock was widespread and intense. It was England’s first ever Test defeat on home soil. A few days later a boozy old hack called Reginald Brooks wrote a mock obituary for England cricket in The Sporting Times: 
In Affectionate Remembrance of English Cricket, which 
died at The Oval, 29th August, 1882. 
Deeply lamented by a large circle of sorrowing 
friends and acquaintances. R.I.P. 
N.B. The body will be cremated and the ashes 
taken to Australia.





Note the lower case ‘a’. It seems reasonable to assume that Reginald wrote this in five minutes for a laugh, possibly before disappearing to the pub. How could he have imagined that it would be the most significant act of his life? Or that his words would resound down the ages, to the extent that quite a few cricket fans know them by heart? Nearly 130 years later we - you and I and many of the people we know - are the ‘large circle of sorrowing friends and acquaintances’, perpetually mourning the death and re-death of English cricket. How can anything already dead die again so many times? Maybe it’s undead. Why are we doing this? Why are we wasting our time?

Reginald’s gag was taken up by the new England captain, the Hon. Ivo Bligh, who, when setting sail for that winter’s return tour, promised to ‘bring back the Ashes’. He repeated the line when he landed in Melbourne two months later, to the mystification of everyone present. But the legend of ‘the Ashes’ quickly caught on. After England had won the series 2-1 and ‘regained’ them, a group of Melbourne ladies presented the Hon. Ivo with a terracotta urn, filled with the ashes of, well, something. (No one has ever known for sure.) ‘What better way than to actually present the English captain with the very object, albeit mythical, he had come to Australia to retrieve?’ said Mrs Ann Fletcher, as that’s the way Australian cricket fans talked in those days. Another of the ladies, Miss Florence Morphy, of Beechworth, Victoria, hit it off so well with the England captain that they were later married, thus introducing to the contest an undercurrent of sexual tension that, maybe thankfully, has been entirely absent ever since.

Nonetheless, versions of this story introduce every history of the Ashes, partly because it’s a good story and partly because its absolute strangeness seems to set the tone for what follows. For the Ashes are a gift to a historian. There is an epic scope to this essentially ridiculous contest that has gripped cricket fans for more than a century. The intensity has never flagged for a moment. Only world wars could get in the way, and we fought those mainly to protect our way of life, a large part of which was the freedom to play the Ashes every four years.1 During an Ashes series, we can think of nothing else. As soon as it’s finished, we start looking forward to the next one. How irritating it must have been to be the West Indies in the 1970s and 1980s. They were one of the greatest sides cricket has ever produced, regularly beating England 5-0 with a grandeur we could only admire. At the same time, all we ever truly cared about was beating the Australians, however useless they happened to be. The Windies simply couldn’t break in to that cosy mutual loathing England and Australia have enjoyed for so long, even if they were far stronger than either team and possibly both teams combined. My own theory is that this inspired them to thrash us even more comprehensively than they had previously intended. They wouldn’t have minded being hated or despised, but to be marginalised was more than they could bear.

According to Matthew Engel, ‘There are five major cricketing sub-cultures in the world: the traditional play-up-chaps MCC view; the hard-as-nails English professional version, centred on Yorkshire; the even tougher Australian way; the West Indian, carefree-seeming but with angry overtones; and the subtle Indian game. These are caricatures, of course, but fair ones. The last four types all exist in opposition to the first.’2 Australia need England to beat, rather more, I suspect, than England need Australia. Even now, almost half a century after amateur and professional definitions were swept away, Australians like to characterise visiting English cricketers as effete, upper class and liable to employ butlers. To an extent, the country defines itself by how much it hates us. To some, less developed Englishmen, who would probably be watching the football if it was on, this is all the provocation they ever needed: they return the hatred with interest, and pleasure. I don’t really get this, but then I am probably a big softie who has always quite liked Australians.

‘No, you can’t quite like Australians,’ said a friend of mine over a drink or two. ‘I bloody hate them.’

‘You’re not going to believe this, but some of my best friends are Australian,’ said I.

‘They’re bastards, Australians,’ said my friend, hiccuping slightly. ‘Whose round is it?’

As it happens, some of my best friends really are Australian. Admittedly, these are Australians who live in the UK, so it’s possible that their Australianness has been tempered by years of hanging around with us lot. In my experience, though, most Britons have rather a high opinion of Australia and Australians. That so many of them really don’t like us seems a bit strange. What have we ever done to them? ‘Bodyline’ and ‘Gallipoli’ are the usual responses, but that’s like blaming German backpackers for the Second World War. We do laugh a little at them, it is true.  Neighbours and Home and Away have supplied us with twenty years of exceptional comedy material, and Natalie Imbruglia’s pop career didn’t amount to much after a promising start. But we laugh at everyone, particularly ourselves. We mean no harm by it. Well, not much, anyway.

So that will annoy Australians and the fact that we quite like them only seems to annoy them more. If we could only respond to them with lofty contempt, you sense they would be satisfied. Lord Harris and E. W. Swanton, where are you when we need you? But in the light of this, the Aussies’ hatred ceases to look like a source of strength. In fact, to us it begins to look suspiciously like a weakness, a chippiness they really should have got over by now. Funny, because they see our liking them even though they don’t like us, as a weakness on our part. Worse, a weakness they find patronising. Which it probably is if we think we have identified their own weakness, which they in fact believe to be their strength. And there’s no telling them this, because they interpret it as lofty contempt (which of course is a weakness in itself). However you look at it, we just can’t win - which, by astounding coincidence, is what usually happens on the cricket field too.

We are two nations divided by a common language, not wholly dissimilar cultures and an awful lot of miles. Over the years this curious relationship has made for some of the most compelling cricket ever played by anyone. No one, of course, actually compelled us to watch it; we just couldn’t help ourselves. If we couldn’t watch it, we listened to it, read about it, talked about it, thought about it, ground our teeth down to stumps over it. Has it been fun? In mental health terms, I’d suggest, most England fans would probably be better off if none of it had happened at all.

For if this book is about anything, it is about suffering. Recently I have discovered a simple pleasure that I had never imagined existed, that of watching Test cricket on television when the team you support isn’t involved. It’s fascinating, and relaxing, and it eats time as Greg ‘Fat Cat’ Ritchie eats buns. Instead of fretting about your team’s performance, you just root for the team you dislike less. (If you are my six-year-old son, you root for whichever team is winning. He can swap allegiances  three times an over.) It’s pleasure without the pain. Admittedly there aren’t the great surging feelings of triumph and joy when your own team wins, but at least you sleep better at night. Stress, anxiety, terrible crushing disappointment: these are words we know only too well. There have been a few good moments over the past 35 years, but in the main it has been a tough time for the England cricket fan to be alive. Not that we have a monopoly on suffering. When I told a couple of Australian friends I was writing this book, and just happened to drop the words ‘Headingley 1981’ into the conversation, they both flinched. I laughed, and said it again to see what happened. One of them admitted that while the 5-0 whitewash in 2006/07 was hugely enjoyable, it couldn’t quite make up for the 2005 defeat. I could understand this, even though I couldn’t stop grinning. The victories are wonderful and we love them, but the defeats seem to live longer in the mind. And in this, if in nothing else, England and Australia fans are united as one.

Do the players mind as much as we do? It’s probably unfair to say this, but sometimes you suspect that they don’t. After all, for them it’s their career. If they lose a match but score a century, they are obviously disappointed, but they are going to play in the next Test. We all know the clichés: they outplayed us in every department, we are going to go away and work on our game, come back more strongly, hope to put them under more pressure. Whereas we, the spectators, want blood. We want one of the defeated team ritually slaughtered, maybe tortured first, something including killer bees and a number of very sharp spikes. We too will go away and work at our game, which happens to be murderous rage. In the bubble that is ‘Team England’, they obviously have no idea of this. They are young men, not always blessed with the sharpest minds or strongest imaginations. They are in the nets taking throwdowns from kindly coaching staff, or wondering whether it’s too late at 28 to learn how to bowl one that goes the other way. The great shock for them will come after  they retire, and wander up to the commentary box, and start pronouncing on their successors. For gradually it will dawn on them how awful this is, how much more fun it was to play than watch, even when you’re losing. Especially when you’re losing. The ex-players who write and commentate on the game slowly come to realise how painful it is for us, and I’m sure some of them look at us and wonder, Why do you do it? Why do you put yourselves through this hell? By which time, of course, it’s too late. They could have got away. They had their chance. They could have opened a pub or become postmen, as all sportspeople were once obliged to do after retirement. Instead they take the televisual shilling, and in their spare time they go out on the after-dinner circuit and entertain fat men in suits with the same old stories for the millionth time. No wonder they are all so bad-tempered when they reach the mic.

The players and their performances tend to dominate most histories of the Ashes - not entirely surprisingly, as without them there would be no Ashes. But they aren’t the whole story. We matter too. Without the suffering spectators, the Ashes would exist in a strange, silent, eerie vacuum, not unlike the third day of a championship match at Derby. The spectators give context to the contest. In fact I would suggest that the Ashes are as much about our response to them as anything else. Reginald Brooks and the ladies from Melbourne merely started that process. We continue it, whether we want to or not.

So if this modest and highly selective history of the Ashes adds anything to the familiar story, it’s the spectator’s angle. Most histories aspire to objectivity, even authority. This one is subjective, personal, grossly tendentious. I would like to think that it is the first ever emotional history of the Ashes. I’m sure we are on safe ground here. Men who would struggle to shed a tear at the funeral of a loved one have been known to blub like babies when watching the DVD of the 2005 Edgbaston Test match for the 73rd time. I didn’t actually watch it live, but I can remember  exactly where on the M40 I was when I heard we’d won. (Just passing the Polish War Memorial. Or the Kasprowicz Wicket Memorial, as I shall always now think of it.)

Cast objectivity aside. Give fair-mindedness the heave-ho. I certainly have and so have all the people I have interviewed. (They are all friends and acquaintances: people like us. I simply cast around for people with a deep psychological need to talk about the Ashes for an hour or more. They weren’t hard to find.) Our judgements may, at times, seem harsh. In fact most of them are positively benevolent compared with what is yelled from the stands at players every day of their lives. And I have tried to avoid the simple crazed abuse that occupies the space where reasoned debate should be on the internet. But sometimes a harsh judgement can capture an important truth. Mick Jagger, for example, was once quoted thus: ‘Glenn McGrath . . . what a bastard.’ Now, everyone who knows him tells us that McGrath off the field is amusing, clever and excellent company, and if I met him I’m sure I would be as pitifully tongue-tied and awestruck as I always am whenever I meet famous cricketers. Nonetheless, Mick Jagger is right. Glenn McGrath . . . what a bastard.

A brief note about hindsight. I haven’t avoided it altogether - that wouldn’t be any fun at all - but I have tried to be sparing with it, because I know it can get irritating. Instead I have tried to write of these games in the present, in the moment if you like, just as we experienced them: we had no more idea of what was going to happen next than anyone does, ever, about anything. It’s why we watch sport at all, because we don’t know what is going to happen. (Which is why I didn’t watch much Ashes cricket in the 1990s, because we all knew exactly what was going to happen.)

We start, then, in 1972 because that’s where I start. I’d like to have something to say about the 1970/71 Ashes tour, in which Ray Illingworth’s cracking side won 2-0 and regained the Ashes after twelve miserable years. But all I have to say is this: no Australian umpire gave out an Australian batsman lbw in the  entire series. And I read that in a book. I can’t write very much else about it because I was too young at the time and wasn’t paying attention. My cricketing education began in 1971 when England entertained India in a three-Test series. At the time India were famous for their trio of spin bowlers, Venkataraghavan, Chandrasekhar and Bishen Bedi, and not at all famous for the dibbly-dobbly merchants, Abid Ali and Solkar, who opened the bowling purely to take the shine off the ball for the spinners. Before the second Test at Old Trafford, Illingworth’s side had played 25 Tests without defeat: can you imagine that? I can’t, because nothing like it has happened since. As Abid Ali and Solkar took the new ball on 5 August 1971, the BBC’s commentators made it absolutely clear that they were not expected to take wickets or trouble the batsmen in any way at all. Within an hour or so Abid Ali had disposed of John Jameson (on debut), John Edrich, Keith Fletcher and Basil D’Oliveira to leave England 41 for four. I was captivated. Here was a sport in which reputations counted for nothing, where one tiny error could not be more cruelly punished, where expectations could constantly be overturned. Admittedly, England came back to score 386 (Illingworth 107, P. Lever 88 not out), and Abid Ali didn’t take another wicket in the series, but I didn’t care: cricket had found me, and I had found cricket. If we don’t count parents, it has so far proved the most enduring relationship of my life.

The following summer, England entertained the Australians, who hadn’t beaten them in ten Tests since Old Trafford in 1968. Incidentally, do you know how many Tests had been played around the world in the intervening winter? Five. One Test series, between West Indies and New Zealand, in which all five matches were drawn. England were to have toured South Africa, and South Africa were to have toured Australia, but apartheid saw off these arrangements, and nothing else was scheduled in their place. England’s cricketers therefore had the whole winter off to tend their sideburns. Different times. Better times?
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He had everything: courage, variety, high morale, arrogance, supreme fitness and aggression.


Bob Willis on Dennis Lillee

 



 



Eleven-going-on-twelve is a susceptible age. You haven’t lived long enough to know exactly what you are seeing all the time; in fact, as I remember it, you are so desperately short of information that you are constantly drawing completely incorrect conclusions from the little available evidence. When I first watched cricket on TV in summer 1971 it was all I could do to work out what was going on. That was a bat he was holding, am I right? The man wearing the tie was an umpire. Did Zaheer Abbas always score a double century? Wouldn’t it be fairer if someone else had a go? By the following summer, though, I felt I was bedded in. I couldn’t quite distinguish between fourth slip and gully, but I could already understand that five days for a Test match wasn’t even half a day too long. A five-Test series, occasionally interrupted by the racing from Towcester, I could handle that. Growing up isn’t a gentle incline; it’s a series of shelves, and every so often you find the ladder that takes you up to the next level. The Australian series of 1972 was when I  realised that cricket was ineradicably superior to football, my first love, and possibly to all other sports, not to mention school, employment, all the trappings of adulthood, and girls. I was wrong about girls, but otherwise I wasn’t far off.

The Indians had been wily and unexpected, the Pakistanis stylish and aristocratic. The Australians, by contrast, were hairy and scary. It seems strange now, but in 1972 the single most important accoutrement for a prospective international fast bowler was a large, mobile mop of hair. Dennis Lillee had more hair than anyone, other than possibly John Snow. Soon Bob Willis would reemerge with the fiercest barnet of them all. In 1972 he was either injured or out of favour, maybe as a result of an inadvisable short-back-and-sides. The Australians, though, were generally hairier than the England players, mainly because they were younger. Ian Chappell, their captain, was 28, brother Greg was 23, Dennis Lillee was 22, Rodney Marsh was 24. Of the tourists who played in Tests, only two, opening batsman Keith Stackpole and mystery spinner John Gleeson, were over 30, and then not by much. Since the 1970/71 tour, Bill Lawry (35), Graham McKenzie (30) and Ian Redpath (30) had all been dropped. Only Redpath would play Test cricket again.

Compare with the England line-up. Captain Raymond Illingworth celebrated his fortieth birthday on the first day of the First Test. Basil D’Oliveira was staring 41 down the barrel, while M. J. K. Smith, recalled after several years’ absence, was rising 39. The other specialist batsmen, Boycott, Edrich and Luckhurst, were 31, 34 and 33 respectively. Even John Snow was 30. In his book The Ashes 1972, John Arlott called them ‘a capable - if elderly - team of known qualities’. It may have been their rather staid, schoolmasterly air - at least half the team you could imagine in cardigans, patiently filling pipes - or it may have been the fact that I was eleven going on twelve, but to me this particular batting order had a solidity about it, a permanence even, that no subsequent England batting order seems to have had.

1. G. Boycott

2. J. H. Edrich

3. B. W. Luckhurst

4. M. J. K. Smith

5. B. L. D’Oliveira

6. A. W. Greig

7. A. P. E. Knott

8. R. Illingworth

9. J. A. Snow

10. N. Gifford

11. G. G. Arnold

It may be that, when you are young and impressionable, a particular England batting order imprints itself on your mind, an Ur-batting order if you like, and every one after that is effectively a variant on that. For whatever reason, this one still makes me feel curiously warm and secure, as a late-night cup of cocoa might. But who knows? It could just be because cocoa is the drink you’d most easily associate with this team. (Although I can imagine Boycott insisting on Ovaltine in his cussed way.)

Illingworth, then, was captain, although only for the first two Tests. The selectors used the MCC vs Australians match as a Test trial. No one made serious runs, so for the Test they chose M. J. K. Smith, a man so old he had already retired once. Arnold had played only two Tests since his debut in 1967, but was now widely considered the best swing bowler in the country. Norman Gifford, chubby of face but receding of hairline, was preferred to Derek Underwood, supposedly because he was the better batsman but almost certainly because he looked older. It was the classic postwar bowling attack: genuine fast bowler (Snow), fast-medium swing bowler (Arnold), medium-fast (Greig), partnership-breaking dibbly-dobbly merchant (D’Oliveira), left-arm spinner (Gifford), off-spinner (Illingworth). This Ur-team of mine, the line-up I have never forgotten, lasted precisely one Test.

On a wet day at Old Trafford (the spiritual home of the umbrella), Illingworth won the toss and England scored 147 for five. The big news was Lillee. He only took one wicket, that of the ancient Smith, lbw for 10, but for an entire generation of cricket watchers he redefined (or in my case just defined) what it was to be a fast bowler. As well as the hair it was important to have an unfeasibly long run-up, a large number of limbs apparently flying in all directions, a terrifying black moustache, and an aggression so visceral that you could never doubt he wanted to do you physical harm. It was a mesmerising performance. At this stage Lillee didn’t have the control he would later develop, but then batsmen didn’t have the helmets they would later put on to counter the challenge of players like Lillee. Even his walk back to his mark - 44 paces - gave them the willies. On 16 August, Mr Richard Barry wrote to The Times on the issue: ‘Sir, Commentators assess the run-up of Australian bowler Lillee to be 40 yards. Assuming them right and that Lillee bowls 25 overs to an innings means that in any match ten fielders, two umpires, two batsmen and countless thousands of spectators wait idly while this fellow runs in excess of six and a half miles . . .’

Two days later a letter from Miss Mary Smith was published: ‘Sir, Mr Barry wrote, as did Jack Fingleton, in your columns criticising the length of Lillee’s run-up. For those of us who do not merely write about cricket or, as Mr Barry, “idly” listen to commentators, but who actually pay, and support matches in person, the experience of watching Lillee thundering down from the pavilion end is one of the most exciting and thrilling experiences provided by the cricket world for many years . . .’

Less characteristically the Australians dropped catch after catch. In Arlott’s words again, Edrich ‘endured in his characteristically grim, unprepossessing fashion’ until he was run out for 49. These were English conditions, and this was a very English sort of game: dour, slow, hard and grinding. Australia had more flair but were less consistent, and the bowler who could have best  exploited the conditions, Bob Massie, was injured. England amassed 249 runs in 120.4 overs. Illingworth, wrote Arlott, ‘plays his cricket tight and grudgingly until he senses an opening, when he then becomes a relentless attacker’. When Australia came to bat Geoff Arnold took four for 62, but had four catches dropped at slip. The selectors had the bowling and the batting worked out, but they had forgotten to give the team any close catchers. Keith Stackpole scored 53 of Australia’s 142, cutting, pulling, gurning. Many of his teammates looked like members of the Partridge Family, or minor Osmonds, but Stackpole was a proper Australian - teeth gritted, jaw jutting, sleeves rolled up and anything a bit short thumped for four. With a first innings lead of 107, Boycott and Edrich started cautiously. With a first innings lead of 701, Boycott and Edrich would have started cautiously. Wickets fell, nonetheless, and at the end of the third day England were 136 for three. Smith had been hanging on ‘by courage, experience and, perhaps, memory’ (Arlott). It needed a bold 62 by Tony Greig on his England debut to bring the England total to the relative comfort of 234, leaving Australia 342 to win.

(A good example here of the Ur-team syndrome. I had no idea it was Greig’s debut until this chapter was researched and nearly written and someone just happened to drop it into the conversation. He was only 23, but I assumed he had been playing for England for years. He dropped several catches at second slip. He fitted in like a native.)

The BBC video of this Test is an extraordinary document of a vanished age. Almost everyone in the Old Trafford crowd was wearing jacket and tie. Even the women. (A joke, of course. There were no women.) They all smoked and wore cloth caps. Then there were the astonishingly awful shots some of the batsmen played. Geoffrey Boycott, in Harry Hill shirt collars, played a horrible attempted sweep to a Gleeson half volley and was lbw. After their gruesome dismissals, they all walked. John Inverarity, Edrich, M. J. K. - none of them paused even a split-second to see  what the umpire thought. Except Ian Chappell, who was in no hurry at all. Finger went up and he stomped off in a rage. Ah, that’s more like it. That’s what we recognise as Test cricket.

In their second innings Stackpole made 67, which, together with his 53, created the impression I retain to this day that it was effectively impossible to get him out. This was a strange Australian team, though, for as well as its stars, the Lillees and Marshs, Stackpoles and Chappells, there were several faces most of us would now struggle to put a name to. B. C. Francis, an opening batsman. G. D. Watson, middle-order batsman and change bowler. D. J. Colley, fast-medium bowler.3 Francis and Colley made their debuts here too, but none of the three played beyond the end of the series. When Watson was out for 0 in the second innings, an attempted hook off Snow that looped gently back to the bowler, Jim Laker was commentating. ‘Oh dear oh dear oh dear, what a bad shot,’ he said, failing to mince his words. ‘Really one couldn’t describe anything as bad as that from a Test match player.’ Soon Australia were 147 for eight. They clearly believed the conditions were against them. Heads drooped as they trudged back to the pavilion, although that might just have been an attempt to find some breathable air under the crowd’s cigarette smoke. Then Rodney Marsh, pugnacious wicketkeeper and as yet sans moustache, started whacking Norman Gifford all around the place. Marsh and Gleeson put on 104 for the ninth wicket. They did lose in the end, by 89 runs, but my mother confirms that it is around this time that I started biting my nails. Victory, I learned, was never assured until after it had happened.

At Lord’s, Bob Massie and Ross Edwards made their debuts, replacing Watson and Inverarity. Geoff Arnold was unfit, so John Price of Middlesex came into the team. You could understand the thinking. Price was 35 and looked like a geography teacher. But he did have the longest run-up in county cricket, starting halfway up the steps to the Long Room and then curving in and out a couple of times before running the last seventy yards or so in a straight line. If he were playing today England would struggle to bowl ten overs an hour.

Tim C: He wasn’t even very fast, was he? And he had a tiny head on a large body. Large bottom, like Angus Fraser.

As usual Illingworth won the toss; as usual England were 28 for three; as usual Greig and Knott led the fightback. A pattern was beginning to develop. The top order would be dismissed by good fast bowlers with a new ball, and the middle order would flourish against the second string (‘not of Test quality’, wrote Arlott). Massie was swinging the ball like a banana. You could see the surprise on his face every time he took a wicket. In the first innings he had eight for 84, several with late-swinging yorkers. Compared with Lillee he didn’t look like anything very much, ambling to the wicket rather than sprinting, although some batsmen may have been distracted by his vast sideburns. In the second innings he took eight for 53, almost all of them caught in the slips. In between, Greg Chappell had contributed an elegant century, apparently without effort, and announced himself as the best batsman on either side. (Of this innings Richie Benaud would later write, ‘It was as close to flawless as anything I have seen.’) Australia had the best batsman and the best bowler - and it wasn’t even the best bowler getting the wickets. Massie’s match figures of 16 for 137 were the best by any bowler on debut, the best by an Australian bowler ever, and by some distance the best by a bowler sporting aerodynamically unsound sideburns that must have slowed him down by five mph. Everyone predicted a great future for him. What must have been greater for him? The thrill of this astonishing match-winning performance or the disappointment at never being able to follow it up? Massie played only five more Tests, and took 15 more wickets. Within 18 months he was out of  Western Australia’s side and his career was over. This may be hindsight talking - well, hindsight screaming and shouting - but on the video footage you can see the modesty of his response, the surprise at his good fortune. Maybe he didn’t have the steel and the singlemindedness of the fellow bowling at the other end.

Australia had won at Lord’s again. I didn’t know then that England had not beaten them there since 1934. (I know it now without having to look it up.) For Trent Bridge England dropped J. S. E. Price (another who had played his last Test) and brought in Peter Lever of Lancashire, who had ‘a deposit of goodwill from his bowling in Australia and a record of honest effort’, wrote Arlott. He was 31 years old and therefore represented a nod towards youth. Slightly more worryingly, Boycott was hit on the finger by Bob Willis in a Gillette Cup tie, and had to be replaced by Peter Parfitt of Middlesex. Where were all these players coming from? I was very confused. After just two Tests my Ur-team was in tatters.

Julian P: Parfitt? Who was he? Oh, the chap who used to be good when we were at primary school who’d played one Test in the last six years. I think this was the first time I thought the selectors were idiots and I was only 12.

To Trent Bridge, then a bowlers’ paradise: no one had scored a century there all season. Illingworth put them in and Stackpole scored 114. Snow took five for 92, Parfitt took four catches at slip but several others were dropped. Marsh and David Colley cranked the score up to 315, and then the Lillee Show began. As David Frith wrote, ‘He is one of the great fast bowlers of the twentieth century, possessing a full set of gear changes, a knowledge of aerodynamics equal to Lindwall’s, an abundance of stamina and determination, and more courage than is given to most.’ Off his first six overs, England managed two scoring shots, a two to Luckhurst, a single to Edrich. Luckhurst took most of the strike, and Lillee beat him for pace, again and again. In the  19th over Edrich hit Colley through square leg for four and England were 25 for no wicket. Another pattern was developing, one that would loom over the rest of our lives. Australia were playing like winners; England weren’t. Edrich, with 37, was top scorer in an innings of 189 (Lillee four for 35). Australia led by 126, and ruthlessly extended their advantage. Of England’s bowlers only Snow and, later in the innings, Illingworth seemed to pose any threat. Bruce Francis had a migraine, so Ross Edwards opened in his place and scored 170 not out. At 2.30 p.m. on the fourth day Ian Chappell declared, leaving England 451 to win. The pitch had slowed right down, and although England weren’t terribly good at scoring runs, they were experts at escaping from apparently certain defeat with dour and relentless rearguard actions. Luckhurst had reached 96 when he tried to sweep the Australian captain’s infrequent leg spin, and popped the ball up to wide second slip. England ground out 290 for four off 148 overs and the match was safe.

Three Tests down, two to go, and the strengths and weaknesses of both sides were becoming apparent. Of the touring party, Francis had scored 52 runs at 10.4, the legendary Doug Walters 47 runs at 9.4. Gleeson, the mystery spinner who had so confounded England in 1970/71, was a mystery no longer: three wickets at 52.33.4 David Colley had six wickets at 52. Only Walters of these four kept his place for Headingley. Before the series he had had a Test average of 54, and would continue to score heavily everywhere in the world that wasn’t the British Isles. No wonder we warmed to him.


Andy R: Dear old Dougie Walters, who was such a hero, my total Aussie cricket hero, and he never scored a run. Every time he came out to bat there was this Goweresque sense of anticipation, and he couldn’t hit the ball off the square.


For Headingley England dropped M. J. K. Smith (who, like the three discarded Australians, had played his last Test), chubby-cheeked Gifford (whose only wicket in the series had cost 116 runs) and Peter Lever. Smith had concentrated throughout on survival, and as Arlott put it, ‘There were already enough batsmen in the side who aspired little higher than to be survivors.’ Keith Fletcher replaced him. Lever was said to have lost his ‘nip’, but happily Arnold was back from injury. And Gifford was replaced by Derek Underwood, whose name could not be prefaced by anything other than the word ‘Deadly’, by law. The Australians sensed conspiracy and dirty deeds, especially when they looked at the pitch.

There wasn’t a lot of grass on it. And what there was had a curious grey-blueish tinge. Had the groundsman planted bluebells by mistake? The previous weekend, he explained, there had been a freak thunderstorm, during which the strip had apparently been infected with fusarium, a microscopic fungus whose spores must have been carried in the rain. Astonishingly none of the rest of the ground had been affected: just the bit that Underwood would be bowling on. The strip negated the skills of Lillee and Massie, but was perfect for grafting front-foot English batsmen of a certain age and temperament. The Australians were suspicious. They had only ever lost to England twice at Headingley, in 1956 and 1961. Each time they had thought the pitch unfit for Test cricket. But at least it had been the right colour. There was no point complaining publicly. They wouldn’t give their hosts the satisfaction. Instead they grumbled and rumbled and collapsed from 79 for one to 146 all out, as Underwood bowled unchanged for 31 overs from the Experimental Microbiology End. England collapsed against Lillee as usual, but Illingworth and Snow put on 104 for the eighth wicket. Australia’s two spinners, Ashley Mallett and  John Inverarity, both recalled for the match, were astonishingly tidy - Inverarity took three for 26 off 33 overs - but less threatening than Deadly, who was waiting his turn. England led by 117 on first innings and Australia were all out for 136 in their second. Paul Sheahan, one of those perennially underperforming batsmen who was said to be ‘picked for his fielding’, top scored with 41 not out. Underwood took six for 45. I had forgotten, watching him again after many years, just how swift he was. His ‘faster’ ball was useful medium pace, turning just a little on this pitch rather than a lot. England won by nine wickets and retained the Ashes. ‘It was a very unusual Test match,’ said Richie Benaud.

Andy R: I was at the Cambridge Folk Festival during the fusarium Test match. I was 15, 16, and getting into music, and wearing bell-bottoms and long hair, and cricket just didn’t go with it. But I was desperate to know what was going on in the Test match. If I heard a radio, I’d start following people. And then I remember this guy running across the grass - we were watching some band, can’t remember who it was - and he was shouting, ‘We’ve beaten the bastards! We’ve beaten the bastards!’

It had also been a rare quiet Test for John Snow. He and Geoff Arnold were the first England bowlers I can remember who were visibly Good Enough. We could never have guessed that the next 35 years would be dominated by bowling and bowlers that were Not Quite Good Enough - and sometimes they weren’t even as good as that. Snow, though, was a strange one: a rebel, an iconoclast, a published poet, picked less often for England than he should have been because the blazers didn’t trust him, but a brooder and a seether rather than a shouter, exhibiting a very English sort of rage. When Dennis Lillee took a wicket you knew it. He would leap up in the air, his arms and legs flying in all directions, like a vast hairy spider, or an out-of-control helicopter. When Snow took a wicket there’d be a brief smile, maybe a thumb raised to whoever caught it, and then he would turn and wander back to his mark. At Trent Bridge Doug Walters miscued  a wide long hop up in the air to Gifford at extra cover. The camera cut to Snow, standing watching, completely still, with his arms in what would come to be known as the Double Teapot formation. As the catch was taken, he just bowed his head. Maybe the uselessness of the ball that had taken the wicket weighed upon him; maybe it was the great randomness and pointlessness of all life; maybe it was the knowledge that there were still four balls left in the over.

England had the Ashes, but if Australia won the final Test at the Oval they would tie the series. Walters was finally dropped, for Graeme Watson. Luckhurst, who had scored runs at Headingley but was repeatedly being made to look daft by Lillee, also went, as did Fletcher (one innings of five runs at Headingley). In came John Hampshire, another perennially promising but underachieving middle-order batsman, for another of his occasional Tests, and Barry Wood of Lancashire for his debut. It was traditional for selectors to bring in a couple of likely lads for the final Test of the summer, give them the chance to fail, and then not pick them for the winter tour. England won the toss, stuttered to 284 (Knott 92, Lillee five for 58) and then the Chappell brothers did what they had been threatening to do all summer: score heaps of runs. As with the Waughs twenty years later, you always felt that an enormous unanswerable stand was just around the corner. Here they put on 201 for the third wicket, with Greg out just before the end of the second day for 113, and Ian out the following morning for 118. It was the first ever double-century stand in a Test by brothers. England should have been thinking about the draw and a series victory, but the authorities had scheduled an extra day, a sixth, in order to be sure of getting a result. How kind of them. Snow bowled with pace and fury, Underwood with guile, rattling through the lower middle order (Marsh, with scores of one, one and nought against him, was his new bunny), but Australia were acquiring an air of unstoppability. In the  second innings Wood scored 90, ‘one of the best innings of the whole series’, according to Benaud. The following day, as Knott made 62, Jim Laker acknowledged ‘a sparklin’ display of battin’ from the England players this mornin”.5 But Lillee took another five wickets, for a record 31 in the series, and Australia rolled home by five wickets on the afternoon of the sixth day. Are you sure you don’t need a seventh? You can have one if you want one.

Julian P: I was rather crestfallen after the Oval Test. We should have won the Ashes, outright, not just clung on to them in a drawn series! History was not yet my strength.

John Arlott wrote that, ‘No Test series of modern times between England and Australia has been so even, so entertaining and so constantly changing.’ And none would be so for a while. Australia were a young team getting better, England were an ageing team showing signs of incipient decline. Soon they would be hanging on by their fingertips. Illingworth, Snow, Boycott and Edrich made themselves unavailable for the tour of India, Pakistan and Ceylon; Parfitt, D’Oliveira and Hampshire were not selected, and only Hampshire of these three played Test cricket again. Fletcher, having failed at Headingley and been dropped, was picked for the tour. Tony Lewis, future face of BBC cricket coverage and MCC President, was a very establishment choice as captain. Arlott thought ‘it was sad that England could not find room for some of the younger players such as Owen-Thomas of Surrey, Randall of Notts, John Steele of Leicestershire, Turner of Hampshire or Hayes of Lancashire’.

Australia, though, were humming. As well as their established stars - all of them under 30 - there was the promise of Bob Massie, Paul Sheahan and Ross Edwards. As it happens, none of these three managed to develop a long-term Test career, but we didn’t know that then. I didn’t know anything then, but I did have a feeling that the next Ashes series might be a bit tougher.
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England were not happy with the aggressive way in which we approached the game, and not many of them stayed around for a drink after play.


Dennis Lillee

 



For spectators, away series have always been a little less stressful. Although England usually lose, we usually know they are going to lose, so there’s none of the brutal raising of expectations that accompanies most home series. What’s more, it’s all taking place on the other side of the world in the middle of the night. In the 1970s we couldn’t watch it live on television, and if we wanted to listen to it on radio, we had to forgo sleep. No one needs sleep more than a teenager. I was more likely to get my hair cut short and eat cabbage than stay up past one in the morning listening to Test Match Special. Not that I didn’t have a go, but I soon realised that life became infinitely more bearable if you had your eight hours and then heard the bad news on the radio the following morning. Then you had the option of reading in the newspaper about the previous day’s bad news and, that evening on television, watching the highlights package, with lots of clips of middle-aged England batsmen having fingers broken or prodding a rising short ball to Ashley Mallett in the gully. And if you  didn’t fancy that, you could just ignore it all and pretend it wasn’t happening.

Actually, this latter is a learned skill: I can do it now, but I couldn’t do it then. Besides, hadn’t we drawn the previous series? Weren’t the Ashes still ours? And hadn’t Dennis Lillee been out of action for eighteen months with a career-threatening back injury?

David Frith called it ‘one of sport’s most impressive come-backs’. In 1973 Lillee had been diagnosed with four stress fractures in the lower vertebrae. He had endured six weeks in plaster and a long and punishing fight to regain fitness. Had England been defending the Ashes in 1973/74 they would have faced a new ball line-up of Max Walker and Geoff Dymock. A year later, Lillee was pronouncing himself fit and taking Ian Chappell’s wicket twice in interstate matches. There was also talk of some young firebrand named Jeff Thomson. When England arrive in Australia, there’s always talk of a new young bowler who is going to knock their blocks off. Only this time it was true.

Our primary text for this chapter is Christopher Martin-Jenkins’s tour diary, Assault on the Ashes. CMJ was 30, and had just been confirmed as the BBC’s cricket correspondent. It was his second book, following Testing Times, an account of the previous winter’s tour of the West Indies. According to the flyleaf, ‘He is well-known in Surrey club cricket circles as a skilful all-rounder (with some experience of playing for Surrey 2nd XI) and an entertaining after-dinner speaker.’ The book is astonishingly authoritative for such a young writer, with many of his judgements borne out by subsequent events: ‘Many cricket matches have been won by the lesser team; the game is all about making the most of one’s abilities and playing according to one’s limitations. The Australians in this series certainly did the former, whilst England conspicuously failed to do the latter. Australia played with skill, confidence, aggression,  even ruthlessness. England, on the whole, played without method or discipline.’

Worse, they played without John Snow and Geoffrey Boycott. Snow hadn’t been selected. Partly this was said to be a matter of form and age - he was now 33 - but as so often in the past, there was also the sense that his face didn’t fit. Boycott had been picked, but had dropped out ‘for personal reasons’ a few weeks before the tour. No one understood this at the time - for many years people just thought he was a lily-livered coward, fearful of giant mad Australians - but we know now that he was offended by being passed over for the captaincy. Mike Denness of Kent had had the job since the West Indies tour, but was he a good enough batsman? Boycott clearly thought not, CMJ was unconvinced, and in the fourth form we just lived in hope. But England had a long history of this, of picking captains who weren’t quite good enough players but were approved of by the blazers at Lord’s. The distinction between amateurs and professionals had been abolished a dozen years before, but not in some people’s minds, and particularly not in the minds of the people in charge.

Boycott had been replaced at short notice by old faithful Brian Luckhurst, who found out he was going while listening to Radio Luxembourg on holiday in Spain. Luckhurst was one of five changes to the squad that had toured the West Indies the previous year. Four of them were older than the men they replaced. Back in were John Edrich (37), Peter Lever (31), who had reinvented himself as an out-and-out fast bowler, and the ageless (i.e. very old) off-spinner Fred Titmus, now 41.6 The only new young person was David Lloyd (27) of Lancashire, replacing John Jameson, whose ‘generous girth [had] hindered him in the field’ (CMJ). The selectors had finally realised that you needed at least one or two people in the team who could bend down to pick up the ball.

Australia, meanwhile, had lost Keith Stackpole and Paul Sheahan, who had both retired. In the early 1970s, all Australian cricketers played as amateurs and had proper day jobs, which occasionally they attended. Ian Chappell worked in public relations, Dennis Lillee was a director of an office-cleaning firm, Greg Chappell an insurance expert, Doug Walters a cigarette salesman (of course), Rodney Marsh a PE teacher and Max Walker an architect. Of the twelve regular players used by Australia in this series, only Jeff Thomson was unemployed. Sooner or later all of them would need to make proper money - the Australian board gave them a bonus on top of their match expenses for this series, but only with the gravest reluctance - which is why so many of them retired so young. (Sheahan had taken up a new post as a maths teacher.) Some did keep going. Replacing Stackpole was the jug-eared Ian Redpath, now 33 and the oldest man in the team. Youngest, at 24, were Thomson and Wally Edwards, who opened the batting for Western Australia. He was no relation to Ross Edwards, who had been out of favour for a while, but was now back in the side.

Against Victoria, Dennis Amiss and Brian Luckhurst put on 268 runs for the first wicket. Amiss had already scored more than a thousand Test runs that year; in his Ashes ’72 book, John Arlott had wondered whether he would be England’s ‘next great batsman’. Of Luckhurst, CMJ wrote that ‘He plummeted swiftly from this high point and he ended the tour . . . as a virtual passenger. ’ The following week MCC played and beat New South Wales, with Lever, Arnold and Yorkshire’s injury magnet Chris Old bowling lots of bouncers. Fight fire with fire, as someone would say years later, equally foolishly. David Lloyd acquired the first injury of the tour, chipping a finger during fielding practice.  Edrich pulled a back muscle, while Old ‘needed only one serious bowl to claim his all-too familiar place at the top of the casualty list’. Arnold was struggling with his form, as so often abroad, so the seam attack for the first Test at Brisbane picked itself: Lever, Willis and Mike Hendrick of Derbyshire, who had made his debut during the summer. They did quite well. After Ian Chappell won the toss, Australia were 10 for two and 229 for eight, with both Chappells scoring fifties in between. But the last two wickets put on another 80. The fast bowlers’ union was still active. The England quicks bowled not a single bouncer at the Australian quicks, until Greig lost patience and thumped one in to Lillee, who edged it high to Knott. As he walked off, Lillee said a few words to Greig: a statement of intent, maybe. When England came to bat on the afternoon of the second day, they faced what CMJ described as ‘bowling so fearsome that even hardened campaigners of the press box were seen to blanch’.

There’s something very special, cherishable even, about a truly fast bowler. Jeff Thomson had been a javelin thrower in his youth, and his delivery resembled Steve Backley’s more than it did Ray Lindwall’s. In 1972 Dennis Lillee had been the fastest bowler in the world. Now he was, at best, in second place. In his first spell Thomson took two for four in five overs. Amiss and Luckhurst were both caught off the glove, trying to get out of the way. Did they flinch? If they did, you couldn’t blame them. As well as simple, stinging speed, Thomson got the ball to bounce from a good length ‘with terrifying malignity’. Fortunately there was only one Thomson and he couldn’t bowl all day. Edrich and Greig survived the final session in their differing styles: Edrich stoical, brave, introverted, Greig fired up, or maybe ‘on fire’ as he would later describe other cricketers on TV. At one point Lillee bowled a ridiculously short ball at him. Greig ambled up to the other end of the pitch and prodded a spot not far from Lillee’s feet. Another time, he signalled his own four. Sometimes it helps to be six foot seven.

The following day Greig, slashing bouncers over the slips and playing and missing with remarkable frequency, became the first England player to score a Test century in Brisbane since Maurice Leyland in 1935, and brought England to within 44 of Australia’s total. But when Australia came in to bat again, the disparity between the two bowling attacks was even more apparent. Willis had an injured thigh, while Greig’s exciting new off-breaks, a revelation in the West Indies, didn’t work so well here. Just before tea on the fourth day, Hendrick got two balls to rear up off a good length. If Hendrick, solidly and Britishly fast-medium, could do this, what might Thommo do? England needed to bat out the last day, something they had done many times before, but rarely against searing pace. Edrich, hit by Lillee in the first innings, had a puffed and heavily bruised right hand, later found to be broken. Amiss was hit by Thomson on the thumb, giving Walters a straightforward catch in the gully, and the thumb too proved to be broken. Chappell bowled Thomson in four-over spells: after each interval he seemed even faster than before. When he got Greig with a brutally swift yorker - sometimes it doesn’t help being six foot seven - England were 94 for six. Thomson clearly wasn’t a member of the fast bowlers’ union: he bowled bouncers at everyone. Australia won by 165 runs. Perth’s wicket would be even faster, and England had only five fit batsmen. Send for Cowdrey!

There is some great coverage of this series on YouTube. It may be a limitation of the source tape, but at times the ball seems faster than the eye can pick up.

Andy R: Again, it’s those flickering TV images from Australia that I remember. And Ian Chappell’s upturned collar. That won him more Test matches, frankly, than Lillee and Thomson. It was so sharp. You feared for his ears.

David T: My father had been an avid Test match watcher since before the Second World War. He always thought that, apart from one or two quiet, retiring, gentlemanly types, the Australians were a lot of yobs.  Street sweepings, Whitechapel convicts sent over, and these were their descendants. He loathed Ian Chappell, because he thought he was a complete git. He conceptualised it for me as a lot of English gentlemen playing cricket against a load of antipodean wastrels who just happened to be quite good at the game. It took me a while to see that these stereotypes didn’t really apply. Except when they did.


Simon O’H: The BBC showed highlights between seven and seven-thirty in the evening, of the day’s play that had finished about twelve hours before. It was like being allowed into an X-certificate film when you were far too young. I shouldn’t have been watching it, it was so scary. And there was something about the light, the Australian light, that dazzled you, came burning out of the screen. Just the sight of Jeff Thomson running in . . . there’s never been a more terrifying sight in the history of cricket.


Amiss, Willis and Edrich were unfit for the game against Western Australia, and Lever withdrew before start of play having injured his back sleeping on too soft a mattress. During the game David Lloyd ricked his neck, and in the nets Fletcher was hit above the elbow on an old Thomson wound and could-n’t bat in either innings. Colin Cowdrey flew in, in a sky-blue suit. He had four days to acclimatise after a 37-hour flight and three months off. Hendrick went down with the flu, and for the Test match England left out Underwood for Titmus, who had bowled well in the state match. The Test began on Friday the thirteenth.
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