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As an ex-cricketer and father of three young

children, I enjoyed how Not Cricket

touches on the various issues in the modern

game of cricket. A great read for

budding teenage cricketers.

Mark Taylor, former Australian Test Captain

and Australian of the Year



Chapter One


Crrrrack! The batsman sent the ball straight to the boundary. From behind the stumps I watched it go racing out to the cones and I had to wonder — since when was a number ten meant to be able to hit the ball like that? It wasn’t like it was even a bad ball.

It didn’t take a genius to do the maths — they needed three runs to win, two for a draw. The only way we’d get out of jail would be if Russell could bowl the guy, possibly get him out LBW, or maybe if our fielders got it together. There wasn’t much chance of that though — they hadn’t had a good day. It didn’t seem to make any difference to them that a bunch of mums and dads had come to watch our annual match against West Perth.

Dale did a relay throw through Chris Williams. Poor bloke must have used up all of his energy running round in circles trying to get under the ball. Russ gave me a nod after I threw the ball back to him. One ball to go …

‘Stay with it, lads,’ Mr Derby called out.

My teacher, the man I admire more than Don Bradman, was sitting at a desk someone had brought outside, on a chair that was too small for him, keeping score. A couple of our fielders yelled something out too, but I was too focused on Russell’s back to hear what they were saying. What kind of ball would he go for? A yorker, of course …

Yes! I was right. He’d given his nose a quick rub when he turned around to start his run up. I reckon sometimes I know what Russ is going to do before he does. My fingers tingled — partly out of anticipation, but mostly because they’d taken a pounding all day. He could really fire the ball at you.

Stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp, shwoosh! The ball left his hand and came flying down the pitch. It looked like it was going to go straight under the guy’s bat, but no! He connected. And there I was, crouching pointlessly behind the wickets, wearing a pair of gloves that suddenly felt too big and too light.

I wouldn’t have called it a good shot — the ball only made it to mid-off. Anyone could see there was only one run in it, but then Brian ‘Butter-Fingers’ Finnegan fumbled. Too much pressure. I glanced at the batsmen.

‘Yes!’ was the call. They were going to come back for the second. In a state of total panic, Brian chucked the ball so hard and high one of the parents out on the boundary could have caught it, but I was ready with my Mrs Incredible impression. The ball landed in my outstretched hand and while I was still in mid-air I threw it at the stumps. Somehow I’d managed to get my glove off. Don’t ask me how — wicket-keeper’s instinct.

Crash! The wickets flew apart like fireworks. The bails went up as I hit the dirt and there was no one in the crease! Too late, the guy tried sliding his bat, but the teacher from West Perth who was playing umpire didn’t even need to hold up his finger — once again Super-Keeper Nick Pearce had turned the game on its head with a flick of his wrist. The sound of the stumps smashing rang out around the ground like cymbals.

I had to grab a wicket even though I knew it was school property and I’d have to give it back. As I yanked the leg stump out of the ground I hoped there’d turn out to be a decent split in it. With any luck it would look like an X-ray of someone’s broken tibia. Maybe if it was a write-off I’d get to souvenir it …

I held my trophy aloft. My team-mates came screaming toward me and the looks on their faces were worth paying for. We’d won by one run!
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Man, those were the days. Playing for our school was the ‘absolute epitome’, as Mr Derby would say. Having that brilliant old Englishman with his code of conduct in our lives meant that when we played there was no sledging — sledging was ‘not cricket’ — no ball tampering — not that there’s a lot of seams getting picked in schoolboy cricket anyway — no arguing calls, no constant appeals. We’d walk if we knew we were out.

And despite occasionally observing that our outfielders had butter-fingers I would never have criticised any of them to their faces. On the field it was all about old-fashioned sportsmanship. We clapped when the other guy hit a good shot. You’d give their bowler a nod if he pulled one out of the bag — you wouldn’t applaud or anything, you’d save that for your own guy, but you’d let the other bloke know you appreciated his efforts. It was about doing your best and playing honourably, rather than about winning at all costs, and I loved it.

Mum loved it too and it was great to share that. It was so cool to see her there whenever we had interschool sport. She’d bring Poppy and rock her to sleep in the pram. Poor Poppy would get jostled around a bit if something exciting happened on the field.

Mum couldn’t help herself. She’d picked up a passion for cricket living in Sri Lanka as a kid — the Sri Lankans were more English than the English when it came to the game. She loved Mr Derby and his code as much as I did.

It was also cool being the guy everybody looked up to at school. Being thought of as the next Adam Gilchrist earned me respect and made me the legend of Year 7 from the very first term.

There was another bonus — our school’s near the city, so it’s pretty close to the WACA, which meant that if there was a match on Mr Derby would take us for an excursion. It didn’t have to be a test; we’d sit alone in the stands and watch the Pura Cup. (A name change didn’t bring the crowds back, did it, Lord Sheffield?) We’d watch anything so long as we got to see our idols — Adam Gilchrist, Shane Warne, Ricky Ponting, Justin Langer. Because he is the legend that he is, Mr Langer was always guaranteed a cheer, even on an off day, but we’d applaud anyone who did something worthy. It was like having our own schoolboy members’ stand.

There were only a couple of things I didn’t really like about playing cricket at school. First off, we didn’t get to play enough. With no weekend competition we only got to play on Friday afternoons and we had to play each other if there was no interschool sport. As well as that, it was a dead end according to Dad. He kept saying that if I wanted to be selected for a district side and ultimately play for the state, I had to join a club.

He pushed hard for me to join up and I had a feeling it wasn’t only about getting selected. For one thing there were barely two square metres of grass out the back under the washing line in the little flat he’d moved into after he and Mum split up — not enough room to swing a bat. We were in danger of becoming one with the couch on the weekends I stayed with him. When you really got down to it though, I reckoned he was jealous of the thing Mum, Mr Derby and I had going. He couldn’t go to the school matches because of work, and for him cricket was meant to be a father and son thing.

Dad was a long-time member of East Perth and he kept saying I should give them a ring. Somehow, between Poppy coming along and he and Mum being miserable and all, he never actually got past the nagging stage while he lived at home. He’d moved out at the end of winter though and that had changed his focus.

‘You’re good enough to make the Under 15s,’ he’d said on the third weekend I’d gone to stay with him.

That did it! Nobody thrives on praise like I do. It seemed like a good idea to sound Mr Derby out. It was the last week of August by then, early spring, time to start thinking cricket again. I posed the question. Mr Derby looking up from his marking and said, ‘Where are you going next year, then? Off to East Perth High like the rest of the boys?’

You’d think there wouldn’t be a diplomatic way to ask a kid if his parents could afford to send him to a private school, but Mr Derby found one. We both knew that if I’d been going to Trinity or somewhere I could have played in their PSA competition. I’d have had the best coach money could buy and hopefully one of the state talent scouts would have spotted me. Mr Derby only wanted the best for me. It had been great having him in my corner in Year 7 and I imagined he would have payed the fees himself if it were possible. I had to let him down easy.

‘Yep, can’t wait, Mr Derby,’ I said enthusiastically. ‘I hear it’s a good school.’

‘So it is, lad,’ he said nodding. He stopped to think for a second, rubbing his whiskers with the palm of his hand before adding, ‘You’ll be taking one big step. Why not two?’

With Mr Derby’s approval I phoned the club on the eighteenth of August, Dad’s thirty-sixth birthday. The secretary was really kind when I told her my name — I don’t know if it was Dad’s reputation or mine — and she quickly told me they started training in September. So with a couple of weeks to go before the first game of the season, Dad and I headed down to the ground.

Their home ground was only a short walk from Dad’s place. As I wandered along next to him, slapping my gloves against the palm of my hand, I tried to tell myself it would be cool. I hoped vaguely that someone from school might turn up. I’d dropped enough hints. I knew Russell wouldn’t; he actually was going to Trinity, but maybe Dale or Chris would be there. I didn’t want to be the only new face and I imagined the rest of the club side probably played Super 8s as ten year olds.

‘They’re all just like you, you know,’ Dad said, reading my mind. ‘They get up in the morning, have breakfast, brush their teeth …’

When you think of strangers like that, somehow it helps. I guess it’s like that thing where if you’re in awe of someone you should imagine them naked. With another slap I reminded myself of all the reasons I was doing this — to get us off the couch, so I could play more, so maybe I’d get selected, because it was making Dad happy — they were all important.

I looked up at Dad. It occurred to me that I’d actually met a couple of guys who played club cricket already. They were the sons of Dad’s mates from his own cricketing days. I’d only met them once when Dad dragged us over to his mate’s place for a barbie. Mum had been really uncomfortable. She didn’t know anyone and Poppy was tiny, so she was strung out and tired. Dad was enjoying having a beer with his old mates too much to notice.
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