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  INTRODUCTION




  In 2007, I published a collection of journalism called The (Green &) Golden Age, encompassing a decade of work about the long period of Australian cricket

  ascendancy. Why? I had a strange sense of living in end times. Strange because at the time the teams led by Ricky Ponting appeared unassailable, with the Ashes, the Frank Worrell Trophy and the

  World Cup all in safe and undisputed keeping, and new caps such as Mike Hussey, Stuart Clark and Andrew Symonds already nicely bedded down. All the same, Shane Warne, Glenn McGrath and Justin

  Langer were gone, and Adam Gilchrist and Matthew Hayden would not be long behind them. It seemed like an opportune moment to capture the past, and to pay tribute to this team of the talents before

  it receded entirely from view. And though I could hardly have forseen the magnitude of the forthcoming revolution, I also intuited that in T20 the game had a vibrant, lucrative and potentially

  discombobulating variant. The last few pages of The (Green &) Golden Age were devoted to a preview of the first World T20 in South Africa, with the prophecy that ‘the face of the

  game is about to change’, albeit that success might prove a ‘mixed blessing’, and for Australia a particular challenge.




  Don’t worry if you didn’t read this; not many did. But here, despite popular demand, is a sort-of sequel: Uncertain Corridors, the title pertaining both to those of

  technique outside the off stump and those of power in which administrators make decisions concerning cricket’s future. It offers a sample of what might be loosely described as

  ‘stuff’ I have written about the twilight of Australia’s great era, and this cricket country’s attempt to find its way in a T20-centric world. For, as we now know, that

  inaugural instalment of the World T20 was won by India, which promptly embraced a format it had previously scorned, and parlayed it into the money machine of the Indian Premier League, thereby

  consolidating the economic thrall in which it keeps the rest of the cricket world. Australia has struggled to keep up in every respect, on the field and off, commencing a painful rebuilding of its

  talent stocks even as it has undertaken a top-to-bottom refit of its cricket system in emulation of the IPL, each rather complicating and compromising the other.




  For much of the time, Australia’s team was marshalled by captain Michael Clarke, coach Mickey Arthur, and the still striving Ponting and Hussey, all to specifications laid down in an

  August 2011 report by a panel of eminences, the so-called Argus Review. At one point, Australia threatened to outdo Arthur’s former side, South Africa, going within an ace of victory during

  an unforgettable Test at Adelaide Oval. But when Ponting then Hussey went, Clarke struggled with the additional burden, and Arthur paid with his job – the first Tests of his successor Darren

  Lehmann I will report in a forthcoming chronicle of the back-to-back Ashes of 2013–14. So Uncertain Corridors amounts to another time capsule, of middling success, with both highs

  and lows attained against India, and muddling strategy, at times just too clever by half.




  To be fair, we are all of us groping our ways forward. A French philosophe once quipped that the English invented cricket because of their non-religiosity, to give them a sense of the

  eternal. But there has been nothing eternal about the six years since Sreesanth caught Misbah ul-Haq to afford India victory over Pakistan at Wanderers, and some falls have been especially

  precipitous: in May 2013, Sreesanth was one of three regulars of the Rajasthan Royals arrested on charges of spot-fixing in the IPL, midst allegations of fathomless corruption. A fan out of touch

  with cricket since Australia’s last World Cup win would quickly lose their bearings in the modern landscape. Who are these players, these teams? What are these events? Where did these

  schedules come from?




  Because you can regard all this as the outworkings of animal spirits liberated by Kerry Packer thirty-six years ago, I include a speech delivered last year on that great time tunnel,

  Howzat; my most recent subject, Shane Warne, also looms large. And because it’s also a big wide cricket world these days, Uncertain Corridors includes glimpses of some

  esteemed Australian opponents, plus despatches from cricket’s high councils (the International Cricket Council, the Board of Control for Cricket in India) and far-flung satellites

  (Afghanistan and Papua New Guinea). These suggest some foundation for the truism about money being like muck: best when spread. For cricket has found its new riches acutely problematic, in their

  tendency to prop up dysfunctional autocracies and bureaucracies whose chief interest is their own perpetuation, to offer instant riches to unfinished players and subtly marginalise those with

  traditional ambitions, to puzzle and alienate cricket’s core supporters in quest of fabled ‘new markets’. We might even wonder whether cricket would not be a happier game were it

  less wealthy, or at least more equal, as heretical a notion as this may sound to votaries of the remorseless logic of late capitalism. In search of a more positive conclusion, the book ends with

  some reflections on two cricket forms: the club game and the Test match, opposites where I feel most at home. Perhaps you do too.




  Uncertain Corridors is offered with thanks to my most excellent colleagues at The Australian, The Nightwatchman, Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack, The

  Cricketer and The Global Mail, where these pieces were previously published, and to my wife Charlotte and daughter Cecilia, who waited very patiently for me to finish them.
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  Kerry Packer




  1977 AND ALL THAT




  In 2005, Matthew Hayden mentioned to the broadcaster Alan Jones that he had long nursed a desire to meet Kerry Packer, then in poor health, and destined not to last the year.

  It turned into a dinner chez Packer attended also by Justin Langer, Steve Waugh, Shane Watson and Brett Lee. It was around the time that the doughty Langer had developed an unfortunate propensity

  for ducking into bouncers; Packer admonished him that he could not be watching the ball. Later in the evening, Packer began to dilate on a favourite subject: luck. Packer family lore is that

  Kerry’s grandfather derived his first capital from spotting a ten-bob note on the ground and placing a successful bet at a Tasmanian racetrack. Warming to his theme, he turned to Langer

  again: ‘And son,’ he said, ‘you’d know all about luck. If Tony Greig hadn’t developed helmets, you’d be fuckin’ dead.’




  Everyone laughed, and everyone implicitly acknowledged the subtext. For, as any fule kno, Tony Greig developed those helmets while in Kerry Packer’s employ, as captain of the World XI, one

  of the three teams that composed his World Series Cricket. Packer might have gone further in a list of the things his cricketers were lucky to enjoy as a result of WSC: the chance to play cricket

  as a full-time professional, the opportunity to participate in day/night cricket in coloured clothing with white balls and field restriction circles, the whole lavish corporatised television

  spectacular that modern cricket had become. Aye, it was Kerry Packer’s world: Langer and his teammates just lived in it. But nobody really needed to mention this, because it was

  somehow understood, something the cricketers acknowledged by their act of homage to this maker of the modern game.




  Seven years on and the nation has now paid collective homage, by watching in the millions the two-part Howzat: Kerry Packer’s War, on his former network, Channel Nine. Many who

  watched would not have been born at the time the events dramatised took place, being introduced to the facts by the legend, as it were. If you were watching very closely as the credits rolled,

  you’ll have seen my name with the fancy title ‘script supervisor’. This is a bit of a misnomer. I didn’t supervise anything, let alone the script, which I did not read; nor

  did I see the series in advance, otherwise I might have persuaded Rick McCosker to shave off his moustache and Clive Lloyd to bat the right way round. Instead, the producers, Southern Star, paid me

  a modest emolument so that the scriptwriter Chris Lee could consult my book The Cricket War and my memory as he wrote his screenplay – which he did, in quite granular detail, both

  for what went to air, and also for a book-length exposition with the same title as the series.




  Howzat was not, I might say, an adaptation of The Cricket War. Perhaps the crispest distinction is that the subject of my book is cricket, while the subject of Chris’s

  screenplay is Kerry Packer. Naturally I dealt with Packer and Chris with cricket, but The Cricket War sees events from a cricketers’ perspective, while Howzat aims to bring

  a rumbustious Australian character to life – and thanks to Lachy Hume’s scenery chewing portrayal, I think it succeeds, and memorably so. Both our narratives were seasoned by subsequent

  events, mine by the fact that Packer became the most powerful figure in Australian cricket, Chris’s by the fact that Packer subsequently became Australia’s wealthiest man. But the

  process has made me more than usually aware of the trade-offs involved in the accretion of historical information, the process of historical analysis and the dissemination of historical narratives.

  Kerry Packer’s World Series Cricket has become a perdurable mythology served by both its participants and its interpreters, each informing the other, each adding complementary,

  competing, overlapping ideas. It’s not a stationary object at which we’re taking ever more accurate aim; it’s a firing range of moving sharpshooters aiming at constantly

  shape-shifting targets. I want to talk tonight about the origins of that mythology, and what Howzat might tell us of its evolution.




  Anyway, it’s getting blurry round the edges of the screen. Yes, we’re slipping back in time. Can you hear the strains of Countdown? 1977: Elvis Presley either dies or

  embarks on a career in hospitality; many people hate Malcolm Fraser who’ll later like him, and vice versa. Mankind is so primitive, to invoke Douglas Adams, that it still thinks digital

  watches are a good idea. So how did the cricket world look, apart from the fact that the players wore safari suits and the groupies looked like Delvene Delaney?




  Test cricket, 100 years old, was stable, secure, comfortably but not hugely profitable. It had originated in Australia in 1877, under a colonial governance structure that was highly

  decentralised: a swirl of clubs, associations, ground authorities and, above all, commercially minded players, who formed themselves into the original teams that toured England with legend-building

  success.




  Federation of Australia in 1901 had then had a correspondingly centralising influence, causing the state associations to band together in the foundation of the Australian Cricket Board, which

  gradually wrested administrative and financial power from the players, assumed responsibility for the organising of Test matches, and distributed the profits amongst the membership, where they were

  directed to the upkeep of the game.




  Two things are worth noting about the Australian Cricket Board in 1977, and they are in tension. It remained a federation, a non-profit entity distributing all the revenues it earned. It had

  neither reserves, nor premises, nor employees. Australia’s only paid full-time cricket administrators were the secretaries at each association, one of whom, Alan Barnes of New South Wales,

  acted additionally in the role for the board, based in an office in Sydney where he kept the files on the floor and his scotch and cigarettes in the filing cabinets. To be fair, Barnes was

  formidably organised. He was known as ‘Justa’, for the fact that in response to every enquiry he would scuttle round the floor of his office saying: ‘Just a minute. Just a

  minute.’ It was never more than that because he knew where everything was. But the board itself was strictly part-time and unpaid, composed of honorary appointees elected by the

  associations from among their first-grade club delegates.




  The board was also a monopolist. All cricket in Australia took place under its auspices. It set the market rates for all cricketers. When a player was picked to wear the green and gold,

  he was not offered a contract; he received what was called an invitation to play, basically for a week. He was offered a modest fee, but it was up to him to organise time off work, to guarantee his

  availability and fitness. He had no agent to assist him, no collective body to represent him: he accepted the invitation, or he did not play. In an infamous effusion, Barnes told Cricketer

  magazine: ‘The players are not professional. They are all invited to play and if they don’t like the conditions there are 500 000 other cricketers in Australia who would love to take

  their place.’




  Your view of Australian cricket in 1977 probably depended on which of these two qualities of the Australian Cricket Board you emphasised: the board as high-minded custodian of a game beyond

  price, or the board as feudal overlord oblivious to the value of its players, or the board as a fusion of the two, a kind of benevolent dictatorship. There’s some detail worth adding, though,

  because it goes to one of the biggest single fallacies about World Series Cricket, which is that Kerry Packer took a moribund, hidebound game and made it popular. On the contrary, cricket

  was massively popular already, and hadn’t been so popular since the era of Bradman. It was precisely for this reason that Packer coveted the rights to broadcast it.




  There was a variety of reasons for cricket’s lustre. Foremost among them, of course, was the Australian team – a once-in-a-generation combination of aggressive, charismatic,

  larger-than-life, hairier-than-a-hearthrug cricketers, generalled by the Chappells, bristling with the mercurial talent of Lillee, Thomson, Walters and Marsh, but invested also with the more homely

  presences of Max Walker, Ian Redpath, Ross Edwards and Rick McCosker – a rare combination of stars and characters, stars who were characters, and characters who were stars.




  There were also some other reasons, which we should not overlook. One was the robust pyramidal structures of junior, club and interstate cricket which conduced to the preparation of such great

  players, maintained by numberless thousands of devoted amateur administrators. Another was Australian cricket’s historic endowments, most especially the national pride and goodwill inhering

  in 100 years of Test cricket, celebrated in 1977 by the Centenary Test at the MCG. Still another was Australian cricket’s accessibility, reflected in the fact that since the advent of radio

  the game had enjoyed an honoured and unquestioned place in the schedules of the ABC. The football codes were still obstinately, ostentatiously parochial; not even Olympic gold rivalled the

  atavistic pleasure of beating the Poms.




  So it was a combination of contemporary vibrancy and traditional prestige that had made Australian cricket such an attractive commercial proposition in the decade before Kerry Packer’s

  arrival. And while it’s commonly argued that the board did nothing but sit on its pinstriped posterior in this period, that’s not really true. In 1968, the board commenced a

  domestic one-day knockout competition, and arranged a sponsor for it, V&G Insurance, later succeeded by Coca-Cola, then Gillette. In 1971, when the Melbourne Test was washed out, the board

  initiated the inaugural one-day international against England, sponsored by Rothmans. Later that year, when the South African tour was cancelled for political reasons, it arranged a tour by a Rest

  of the World team, sponsored by the Herald and Weekly Times. Most importantly, in January 1974, the board signed a long-term sponsorship deal for the whole of Australian cricket with British

  American Tobacco, anxious to find avenues to promote its Benson & Hedges cigarettes as the company’s advertising options were closed off.




  At the same meeting that confirmed that sponsorship, furthermore, Victorian board member Len Maddocks successfully moved the following motion: ‘That the Board officially adopt the policy

  of paying players, in one form or another, the maximum amounts possible from time to time, consistent with the Board’s responsibility of assisting the states to promote and develop cricket in

  Australian [sic] in the long-term.’ You might ask why this needed enunciating. The reason is one I mentioned before: that the board was a federation whose first duty was to its member

  associations, whose dividends were virtually their sole source of income. You understand just how significant this was when you read on a few pages to this note: ‘That in considering

  the above the board should assess the associated advantages to be gained from establishment of separate finances controlled directly by the board, and approve the fundamental change in financial

  policies which would arise therefrom.’ In other words, the board would need to do something never done before, which was keep some money back rather than disgorge it to the states.




  These are carefully worded and non-binding resolutions, but if you read them in the context of board minutes, which can go for pages talking about the specifications of a blazer pocket, they

  stand out like copperplate. I was unaware of them in 1992 when I researched The Cricket War, because the Board declined to give me access to their records; I read these minutes only five

  or so years ago when I was asked to write the Board’s official history, and interviewed Len Maddocks, who mooted the idea. Sir Donald Bradman aside, Len was the only former Test cricketer on

  that board. He had been blessed with an indulgent employer, APM, who paid him half salary when he was absent on cricket tours. But he knew of the privations his teammates faced, and was also a good

  friend of Ian Chappell’s – in fact, it was at Maddocks’ urging that Ian, recently retired, played the season of 1976–77 at North Melbourne. An actor playing him makes an

  unnamed appearance in Howzat too, chatting to Ian Chappell at a North Melbourne grade match. But there’s no more detail, and Howzat certainly does not mention that when

  winning bonuses are factored in, fees per Test for Australian players grew sharply between 1974 and 1977; the players on the 1977 Ashes tour received four times as much as on the Ashes tour just

  two years earlier. The base was low but the rises were steep.




  So why did relations between the board and the players break down? The more I’ve reflected on this, the more I’ve concluded that World Series Cricket was a social as well as an

  economic upheaval. In the 1970s, it was common to talk about ‘the generation gap’. A yawning one had opened up in Australian cricket. In 1976, Len Maddocks was the youngest member of

  the board: he was fifty. The majority were over sixty. Sir Donald Bradman was approaching seventy. They had experienced a Great Depression, they had experienced the Second World War, they were

  husbanders rather than builders of resources, they hastened slowly, they did not really grasp the ruinous effects of inflation on real incomes in the first half of the 1970s, they were out of touch

  with the quotidian reality of the lives of young male athletes and their families. Clem Jones, the Labor Lord Mayor of Brisbane, who grew up in a family that sang ‘The Internationale’

  around the piano, once told me a flavoursome story of the Pax Menziana that prevailed round the board table. The day he joined, Bradman came over at morning tea and said: ‘I just want to tell

  you that while you are a member of this board, you will receive all the respect due to you. But we can never be friends, because I abhor your politics.’




  Ian Chappell, by contrast, was thirty-two when he retired from Test cricket in 1976, and in Australian cricket terms he was old. Rewards were too little, touring requirements too onerous and

  tenures too insecure for players to linger longer. The player who felt this most keenly was Dennis Lillee, who a year after becoming the world’s best fast bowler had suffered a devastating

  back injury that kept him out of cricket for eighteen months. He rebuilt his back and his career by sheer willpower, but earning a subsistence income from working in a bank, then with a travel

  agent, then in a contract cleaning business, was an ignominious fate for a man at the top of his cricketing craft. Players were conscious that individuals in other sports were considerably better

  off: Rod Marsh had a brother Graham, a good golfer but not a great one, who earned more than the Australian team put together. But anger was fomented by the sense of impotence that official cricket

  was the only cricket, that there was no rival employer to use as leverage. When Dennis Lillee appointed the former Subiaco footballer Austin Robertson as his manager, it was not to go to

  the board to demand a better pay deal from the board, but to help him earn money from non-board sources. One thing, as we know, led to another. Austin Robertson had this mate, John Cornell. John

  Cornell worked with Paul Hogan. And Paul Hogan had this new boss, Kerry Packer . . .




  In Howzat, there’s a scene with two English journalists in a newsroom preparing to write a profile of Kerry Packer, and finding a fat file – but it’s about his father

  Sir Frank, one of Australia’s mightiest media moguls, proprietor of the Daily Telegraph, Australia’s most powerful tabloid newspaper until he sold it towards the end of his

  life in May 1974. We make a mistake, I think, if we evaluate Kerry Packer in terms of the man he became. The figure we see in Howzat was in his late thirties, married with two small

  children, still overshadowed by his father’s legacy, still something of an unknown quantity, at least to the outside world.




  Packer had distinguished himself at this stage in one small corner of the Consolidated Press group, founding Cleo and reviving Women’s Weekly. He had moved from there to

  Cons Press’s broadcasting arm, Publishing and Broadcasting Ltd, and launched them into primetime drama with The Sullivans and The Young Doctors. But he was still making his

  mark. Even within the organisation, many looked for counsel to his deputy Harry Chester, a long-serving lieutenant of Sir Frank’s. Interestingly, not one of the cricketers who later signed to

  play with his enterprise recognised Packer’s name when first they heard it.




  Why did Packer aspire to broadcast cricket? Some of you will remember the scene in Howzat where Packer is strolling round Lord’s, and avers with great conviction that his father

  loved cricket. In fact, and I’ve since discussed this with his biographer, while Sir Frank was a tremendous enthusiast for racing, for yachting and for polo, he was no more than averagely

  fond of cricket. In his autobiography, the English cricket writer E W Swanton describes a dinner with Sir Frank in 1966 in which the Australian bet that cricket here was doomed, and would in the

  next decade be overtaken in popularity by baseball. So I don’t think the proposition that World Series Cricket was an act of filial piety has much to recommend it. The reasons were more

  prosaically commercial. Television and sport had been long-term acquaintances; they were starting to pay one another more attention. In 1975, for example, TEN-10 in Sydney, then owned by a

  consortium of AWA, Email, CSR and Bank of New South Wales, agreed with the Australian Rugby League to a midweek made-for-television tournament, the Amco Cup. Cricket was actually an even more

  attractive television prospect – longer, larger, genuinely national and sewn with naturally occurring ad breaks. It’s TCN-9’s Bruce Gyngell who probably deserves credit for

  setting Packer’s cogs ticking, when he pointed out that the ABC obtained a 21 rating at midnight for the 1975 World Cup final, live from Lord’s. Whatever the case, cricket’s

  potential for a commercial broadcaster was enormous – providing, and it was quite a proviso, that the rights to it could be held exclusively.




  In the very first scene in Howzat, even before the credits, Kerry Packer strides down a hallway and bursts through ornate doors of oak and frosted glass at the Victorian Cricket

  Association to make two officials an offer they can’t refuse: $2.5 million over five years for exclusive rights to broadcast top-class cricket in Australia. Bob Parish and Ray Steele,

  respectively the chairman and treasurer of the Australian Cricket Board, inform him that they have shaken hands on a deal with the ABC for the next three seasons, but that he is welcome to offer

  for the non-exclusive commercial rights. Packer fumes: there is no point in broadcasting in parallel with the ABC, as the natural preference of every viewer would be a commercial free feed.

  They’re sorry, the administrators say. You will be, mutters Packer under his breath.




  Now, a lot about this is correctly depicted. A meeting took place on 22 June 1976 at VCA House in Jolimont Street. It was attended by Packer, Parish and Steele. Packer was also accompanied by a

  loyal retainer, Alec Baz; Parish and Steele by Len Maddocks. When the administrators professed to being committed to the ABC, Packer did indeed assert: ‘Come on, gentlemen,

  we’re all whores. What’s your price?’ And the board members did indeed decline a fee many times what was on offer from the national broadcaster.




  Nonetheless, some additional context is useful. First, since the inception of television in Australia, the Australian Cricket Board had sold rights to both the ABC and

  commercial broadcasters. The ABC was always there. It covered everything including the Sheffield Shield, and took great pains to provide interstate relays of its broadcasts, using circling aircraft

  where it could not rely on cable transmission. Commercial broadcasters . . . well, they liked the Ashes, and they liked the West Indies. Such was the public enthusiasm for the 1960–61 series

  against the West Indies, for example, that GTV-9 broadcast the final Test; HSV-7 covered the 1975–76 Worrell Trophy Series, and would also broadcast the Centenary Test.




  But, and it was a big but, these channels came and went; they were excited some years, indifferent others. This being so, the traditional arrangement for television rights was that the ABC was

  dealt with first; then, and only then, were expressions of interest heard from commercial broadcasters. So when Packer made his offer those many years ago, it was unprecedented not just in quantum

  but in nature. No commercial broadcaster had ever expressed dissatisfaction with a non-exclusive deal; no commercial broadcaster had ever presented itself as an alternative to the

  ABC; and while we’re inclined to use the expression ‘Nine Network’ as a generic, it does not mean what it does now. Thanks to an antique statute called the ‘two-station

  rule’, PBL only owned two television stations: TCN-9 in Sydney, GTV-9 in Melbourne. It networked through other independently owned Channel Nines, but a good deal of regional Australia was

  beyond its reach. Packer was offering a lot. He was also asking a lot. This was a meeting of oil and water, never likely to mix.




  Secondly, remember what I said earlier about the Australian Cricket Board having no premises, no reserves and no employees. That’s why the meeting was at VCA House, because the board

  subcommittee that dealt with television was the three Victorian board members. VCA House? It’s shown as rather splendid. Long corridors. Marble floors. Ornate doors. In fact, it was an old

  carpet showroom. The VCA had just sold an old city office block it had owned since the 1930s, and moved into these newer but smaller premises in order to bolster its liquid assets. It suits

  dramatic purposes to present Parish and Steele as living in wood-panelled splendour, but it’s far from the truth. Parish ran a family timber importer; Steele was the son of a blacksmith and

  railway worker who studied law on a scholarship while playing on a halfback flank for Richmond. They were the club delegates of the Prahran and Hawthorn–East Melbourne cricket clubs

  respectively: Parish continued to run the scoreboard and serve the drinks at Toorak Park even after he became board chairman. Between them, they’d give a century of unpaid labour to cricket

  administration in Australia. So if not vestal virgins, these were not men likely to answer cheerfully to the description ‘whores’. Not so long ago, David Richards, then VCA secretary,

  told me a sequel to Packer’s visit. Richards was in the US, on a trip to study American sports marketing techniques, with an eye to how they might be used in relation to the Centenary Test

  – another interesting fact that belies the assumption that the board was commercially dormant in the mid-1970s.




  On making a routine call to the VCA, he was forced to listen for an hour as Parish poured out his indignation at Packer’s boorishness and bullying. When he checked his hotel bill, Richards

  was embarrassed to find that the conversation had cost $110, and wondered how on earth he would explain it. The story seems to me highly symbolic. A volunteer body that counted every penny was

  about to run smack bang into a business tycoon for whom money was no object.




  Howzat does an excellent job thereafter, I think, of explaining the confluence of events and characters that helped Packer nurture his own cricket attraction. The role of John Cornell,

  Paul Hogan’s partner in comedy, as impresario. The participation of Austin Robertson, Dennis Lillee’s manager, as intermediary. The recruitment of Ian Chappell, whose involvement gave

  the enterprise a decisive endorsement, such was his stature among the players of his generation. The enticement into the fold of Tony Greig, who, although Howzat leaves it out, was

  Packer’s other vital recruiting sergeant: it was Greig who visited the Caribbean on his new bosses’ behalf in April 1977 and wooed the West Indian and Pakistan teams, then flew on to

  London to sign the South Africans. Howzat does well, too, in conveying the simmering discontent among the players integral to their signing with such alacrity.




  It’s worth making a couple of observations about that alacrity, in fact. The sums of money Packer offered were no better than full – roughly what a top professional in law or

  medicine might receive. Rod Marsh’s fee in 1977–78 was $35 000, an eighth of what his brother won on the professional golf tour. Yet I know of no player saying to an agent of

  Packer’s that an offer was insufficient, or too onerous, or too comprehensive. A sizeable majority signed without so much as reading their contracts, something which seems astonishing in an

  age when footballers’ contract negotiations run into multi millions of dollars, involve multiple parties, and can drag for whole seasons.




  Nor does there seem to have been any particular curiosity among players about what they were signing up to. There’d be some games. They’d be on TV. No dates, no venues, no team

  names; it wasn’t even clear whether they would clash with the Test and first-class seasons. The players kept their contracts secret because they were advised to, not because they thought

  there was that much wrong with them. Jeff Thomson, the only Australian player at the time apart from Lillee with a manager, did not even tell him: ‘I was with a few blokes at the time and it

  seemed OK,’ he explained.




  Nor was that mystery dispelled when the story of Packer’s initiative broke prematurely in England on 9 May 1977. Contra Howzat, the revelation did not make front pages round the

  world. It did not even make the back page lead of The Age, whose Peter McFarline shared the scoop. Thundered the mighty broadsheet on the day in question: ‘Once again Collingwood is

  a great side, and coach Tom Hafey has told his players there are bigger and better things to come.’ It was another week before Packer had very much to say at all, when the cover of his

  magazine, The Bulletin, was given over to: ‘The Great Cricket Story: The Inside Facts.’ This revealed a good deal about the recruiting process, and hardened many attitudes in

  administrative circles by revealing that many players had signed up in the shadow of the Centenary Test. But it gave away precious little about how Packer intended to deploy his all-star troupe,

  whether it would be directly in opposition to or alongside establishment cricket. At that stage, I’m not sure Packer knew, or even whether he was entirely committed to the venture.




  That wasn’t until 23 June 1977, a year and day since his abortive encounter with Parish and Steele, when Packer met them again, this time as members of what was then the International

  Cricket Conference at Lord’s. Packer actually seems to have been decidedly conciliatory at that meeting. The minutes include Packer’s comment that he had ‘no desire to run

  international cricket’ and ‘what he really wanted was to become involved in the television rights of cricket’ – specifically to be guaranteed ‘exclusive television

  contracts to cricket in Australia at the conclusion of the Australian Board’s contract with the ABC in 1978–79’. His only remark that could be construed as remotely menacing was a

  warning that ‘the moment that any one of his players was barred from international cricket was the moment that the governing bodies would see him as an enemy’. Half an hour was all it

  took for the ICC to make up their mind; Packer was told that while the Australian Cricket Board would ‘consider the principle of exclusive television rights’, it could only afford him

  ‘the opportunity to bid for these rights on an equal basis with others’. At the subsequent ICC annual meeting, members voted to deem Packer’s signatories ‘disapproved

  persons’ for the purposes of selection. In effect, it was not Kerry Packer who declared war on cricket, but cricket that declared war on Kerry Packer. As he famously said afterwards:

  ‘It’s every man for himself and the devil take the hindmost.’




  This, and not the meeting a year earlier, was the authorities’ disastrous miscalculation. It was an escalation, I think, borne of rage and betrayal, at how eagerly it seemed that the

  players had turned their back on traditional cricket, and how ungratefully they appeared to regard those efforts that had gone into improving their financial lot. Packer was as good as his

  word, taking two steps in retaliation. He decided that each of what he was calling Supertests would be staged on exactly the same dates as the Test matches of the ensuing Australian summer. He also

  took the ICC to the court, and thence to the cleaners, because Justice Slade sided with him. In perhaps the single most important legal judgement in cricket history, Slade concluded that while

  administrators might have believed that they acted in ‘the best interests of cricket’, their retaliation had ‘strained the bounds of loyalty’: ‘The very size of

  profits made from cricket matches involving star players must for some years have carried the risk that a private promoter would appear on the scene and seek to make money by promoting cricket

  matches involving world-class cricketers.’




  The former expedient did not pay off. Despite the galacticos in action, the Supertests of that first summer were sparsely attended. But the latter tactic of going to court, which Packer was not

  obliged to do, and which he undertook I think mainly as an act of good faith with his players, ramified for the next two years. The costs of that case, borne equally by the member nations of the

  ICC, drove a huge wedge into their ranks. Countries outside Australia and England felt, not unfairly, that they had been dragged into the middle of a domestic television dispute down under. There

  was never again quite the same solid front in the establishment and, as the good book tells us, a house divided itself cannot stand.




  The effort of putting what became World Series Cricket together was, of course, stupendous and unprecedented, anticipating the whole grammar of modern cricket. Barred access to Australia’s

  cricket grounds, Packer settled instead for the Sydney Showground, for Aussie rules football grounds in Melbourne and Adelaide, and for a trotting track in Perth. Each required pitches to be laid

  – at Waverley’s VFL Park, they were grown in hothouses, then dropped into the middle of the ground, a precursor to the modern drop-in pitch.




  Travelling light, without any of the cultural or institutional baggage of the traditional game, Packer was also free to innovate. So many cricketers had he been able to sign, he could field not

  the standard single opponents for Australia but two: the World and the West Indies. Packer’s programme relied heavily on one-day cricket: an underexploited variant of the game. Australia and

  England had played the first one-day international, as I noted before, in 1971, but in the ensuing six years Australian audiences had been treated to a further two only, despite the success in 1975

  of the inaugural World Cup in England. And blessed at VFL Park with lights, just erected for night football, Packer immediately conceived of staging one of these limited-overs games in the evening

  using a white ball.




  Packer, in other words, could do what he liked. He did not need to consult – indeed, he was not by nature a consulter. He didn’t really have to worry about public relations –

  he could fashion his own, in television and magazines. Approaching the game as a visual spectacle, he was particularly eager to experiment with its coverage: multiple cameras, constant replays,

  explanatory graphics, pitch microphones, field restriction circles to encourage big hitting, more accessible commentary to reach wider, non-expert audiences. The most profound and revolutionary

  aspect of Packer’s presentation of the game was, however, perhaps the simplest: the decision to place cameras at each end, so that action could always be watched from behind the

  bowler’s arm. Think about that a moment. Until that stage, television coverage of sports events had been about replicating as close as possible the experience of being at the ground, which,

  of course, involved sitting in one seat. All of a sudden, thanks to Kerry Packer, the home viewer enjoyed for free a luxury unavailable to the most privileged live spectator.




  Unconstrained by any politesse about the game being beyond value and the players being flannelled gods, he was also content to see them commercial entangled, whether it was Tony Greig

  advertising Waltons or Nutri Grain, or Len Pascoe and Wayne Daniel flogging McDonalds. Above all, he did not have to worry about money. The scenes in Howzat where wise old Harry Chester

  says to Kerry that he’s betting the whole of Cons Press on WSC are, politely, an exaggeration. Chester had reservations about WSC’s management, which was chaotic, precisely because it

  was basically unilateral. But the costs of WSC were straightforwardly amortised across the huge Consolidated Press and PBL group. In a very good 1978 interview by Terry Lane, now available as a

  podcast on the Inside Story website, Packer says: ‘My father was a gambler. Every man who ever created anything was a gambler. I am, also, but there’s a difference. What I risk

  on World Series Cricket is not going to put this company into jeopardy. It’s not going to send it broke. I could close it down and the place would not even hiccup.’ He wasn’t

  bluffing. And in showing off the market power of an integrated media conglomerate, WSC also began revealing the weaknesses of the board’s old monopoly. The traditional game was profitable,

  but only thinly so. International cricket made good money, but its revenue base was narrow: cash came in mainly from the turnstile, a growing amount from sponsorship, relatively little from

  television. There were, moreover, a lot of mouths to feed. There was a Sheffield Shield to sustain. There were six state associations dependent on their dividends, two of them, in South and Western

  Australia, paying for the upkeep of expensive, underutilised grounds. What just worked as a monopoly market began to unravel as a duopoly.




  Packer then did something that showed real cojones. In the first season of WSC, he had been content to emphasise the quality of the star names in his stable. It had not really resonated with a

  public accustomed to the idea that players were driven by more exalted motives than money, like honour and glory. For the second season, he sought to enlist the public in a patriotic vision.

  ‘C’mon Aussie C’mon’, the advertising theme devised by Allan Morris and Allan Johnston, is the original and perhaps still the best marketing campaign for cricket ever

  devised. It was bold as brass. In 1978–79, the Australian Cricket Board was hosting England, the old enemy, for the mother of all international cricket rivalries. But somehow, Packer would

  convince fans that his was the real Australian team. That sales pitch was made more convincing by access to the Sydney Cricket Ground. After the SCG Trust had gone to law to keep Packer off the

  great ground, Packer’s friend, NSW premier Neville Wran, sacked them, going to the further trouble of having light towers installed that enabled night cricket. Howzat rightly

  identifies the night of that first WSC international at the SCG as the tipping point in the campaign, Packer, his retinue and 50 000 fans storming the establishment’s sanctum sanctorum.




  That season of 1978–79, the Australian Cricket Board staged the biggest international summer in history: eight Tests and four one-day internationals – the first in Australia for

  three years. It was also our least successful: six of those Tests ended in defeat, before progressively poorer crowds. That’s also because there was an even bigger summer taking place

  simultaneously: WSC played five Supertests and twenty-seven games in its one-day International Cup – from 17 January 1979, he even introduced deliriously coloured uniforms. Free to play where

  he pleased, Packer also confined WSC almost entirely to the eastern seaboard, serving its bigger publics and bigger television audiences. As he cut his losses, those of the board and its

  members grew.




  What’s often underestimated about Packer was that by the middle of that second season, he was in a position to effectively run world cricket. Having carried on his recruiting, he had the

  sixty best players from Australia, West Indies, South Africa, Pakistan. New Zealand’s Richard Hadlee had played; India’s Bishan Bedi and Sunil Gavaskar were in his sights. He had a

  Caribbean tour in the works with the consent of the West Indies Cricket Board; there was a World Cup round the corner which depended on the presence of the top stars, all of whom were on his books.

  It was in Packer’s reach to become to cricket what Mark McCormack had become to tennis and golf – a truly global mogul.




  Packer said that he had never admired his father more than in the sale of the Daily Telegraph, the thing in the world he most loved, but for which Rupert Murdoch had offered a knockout

  price. While Packer enjoyed World Series Cricket, he never lost sight of his original purpose, which was not after all to build a cricket attraction, but to obtain exclusive broadcast rights for

  cricket in Australia; he had always been prepared to sell the players back to the game as part of a quid pro quo. Now that his quid was flourishing, he could demand a mighty quo. It was called the

  ‘peace agreement’, but it wasn’t so much an armistice as an unconditional surrender. PBL was to receive what were called ‘marketing rights’ to Australian cricket for

  ten years; the responsibility for the televising, promotion, merchandising and sponsorship of international cricket, leaving the board to basically pick the teams and man the turnstiles.




  The legal reason for doing it this way was that the Trade Practices Act made it ‘an offence to have any agreement, understanding or arrangement which has the effect of lessening

  competition’, reserving particular asperity for long-term deals. But the commercial reason from Packer’s point of view was that he gained a much greater degree of control over what he

  was putting to air. The fees payable, inclusive of sponsorships from Benson & Hedges and new domestic one-day sponsor McDonald’s, excluding relatively minor monies from merchandising,

  would rise from $1.3 million in 1979–80 to $1.86 million in 1988–89. It was more than the Board was used to, of course, but their obligations were onerous. In return, they had to

  procure a minimum of two touring teams a summer, to compete with Australia in Tests and in a tri-cornered one-day competition with a minimum number of twenty matches – the World Series

  Cup.




  In a June 1977 interview with the ABC, Packer can be heard talking about the parsimony of the Australian Cricket Board towards its players. ‘So,’ asks the ABC reporter, ‘does

  that mean that your venture is half-philanthropic?’ ‘Half-philanthropic?’ replies Packer. ‘That makes me sound more generous than I am.’ Quite so. Packer did the

  business deal of a lifetime in his rapprochement with the board. At a time when broadcast rights and sponsorship monies were just beginning the upward trajectory that continues to this day, Packer

  capped his outgoings for a decade.




  Packer sensed, rightly, that the board were desperate men, who just wanted their precious game back, who could see the endowments of generations being laid waste, who did not understand how all

  their good intentions had come to nought. As they wised up, resentments began to fester. Those who defected to WSC were forgiven but not forgotten. The defectors themselves could not overlook who

  had been on which side of the barricades. Vestigial traces of the animosities between WSC and the board were lived out in the travails of Kim Hughes, felt by the returned servicemen of WSC to have

  sided with the board a little too ardently, and also in the thwarted ambitions of Rod Marsh, thought by the board to have been just a little too passionate in speaking Packer’s part.




  The players – well, Packer used them too, in a way. The brief upward financial influence on player payments of WSC became, when monopoly was restored, the downward commercial pressure of

  PBL. For all that he had broken open cricket’s monopoly, Packer restored it rapidly afterwards, with his the most powerful voice, insisting that selected star cricketers be contracted through

  ‘Key Player Agreements’, under which, in return for a guaranteed minimum income, they assigned their general marketing rights to PBL for promotional use. No-one was going to do to him

  what he had done to the board. Ian Chappell’s dream of a players’ trade union remained unfulfilled until the mid-1990s, and not until the first Memorandum of Understanding between the

  board and the Australian Cricketers Association did first-class cricketers in this country earn better than subsistence wages.




  The game? I don’t think there can be any dispute it benefited. WSC precipitated more innovation and experimentation in two years than establishment cricket had in probably the entire three

  decades since the Second World War. It was an education in the priorities and potentialities of broadcasting and mass marketing. Cricket had given star players and their hold on public imagination

  relatively little thought; Packer, because television lived and died by providing bigger stars and more excitement than network rivals, provided a salutary reminder that neither big names nor big

  crowds were to be taken for granted. The day/night limited-overs match in coloured clothing with field restriction circles became the killer app of modern cricket – so successful it almost

  ate the game alive. Post-WSC, in fact, the game rather lost impetus in Australia, as though it needed time to digest the stupendous change of the preceding two years. With one key sponsor, Benson

  & Hedges, cosily ensconced, and an external promoter, PBL, focused primarily on its bottom line, cricket fell into the habit of repeating the same effects with diminishing returns. Between 1980

  and 1996, West Indies teams visited ten times for Tests and/or one-day internationals; India came thrice. When cricket authorities took back control for the marketing of the game in Australia, they

  did so in a rather half-hearted way. Competition between them made the football codes ambitious, expansionist, responsive to the public; thanks perhaps to a perceived lock on summer, coupled with

  on-field success, cricket rather marked time. Next month, cricket will finally leave behind a governance structure that has remained essentially unaltered since before female suffrage. It has

  proven as resilient as lantana.




  A J P Taylor once explained that much of the talk of the decline of civilisation among his colleagues at Oxford in 1950s meant only that ‘university professors used to have domestic

  servants and now did their own washing up’. My perspectives on Kerry Packer’s enterprise are likewise personally seasoned, because it has intersected with my life at three discrete

  intervals. When I went to Kardinia Park to watch one of the first WSC games, I was an eleven-year-old at Geelong’s Manifold Height Primary School; when I started The Cricket War in

  1992, I was a 26-year-old journalist attempting my first cricket book; in this era of Howzat two decades later, I’m about to publish my eighteenth cricket book, one of which was the

  history of what is now Cricket Australia.




  In 1977, I might say, I was repelled and fascinated by WSC. I did not go so far as my old friend Mark Ray, who wore a T-shirt that read ‘Death to the Circus’, but I was appalled that

  players could have been so disloyal as to turn their backs on the glory of the game. No-one is so primly shockable as a youthful prude. By the same token, who couldn’t be excited by cricket

  on two channels? Yee hah. It wasn’t channel surfing because remote controls did not yet exist; more like channel trundling. But it was new and different.




  During the 1980s, I grew increasingly interested in WSC’s unacknowledged legacy. So much of the game I was watching was a fruit of the WSC years – one-day games at night, mass

  marketing, supercharged television presentation, supersaturation advertising. Yet nobody, it seemed, wanted to talk about that. In fact, as I found when I started researching the subject, there

  remained deep wounds in the game, even fifteen years on. Players remembered being ‘disapproved persons’. Administrators hung onto senses of betrayal. Kerry Packer had by this stage

  suffered the public odium of the ‘Goanna’ affair and, I heard later, sent down the line that I was not to receive any cooperation. I’m not sure he had terribly much to fear. At

  the time, I might say, I was simply a low-level hack being paid a pittance by an obscure monthly magazine and living on breakfast cereal. I would take my office’s Mac Classic home at weekend

  to my one-bedroom flat, keyboard under one arm, monitor under the other, mouse between my teeth; I would be rejected by eleven publishers before The Cricket War became a reality.
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