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‘West Indian society isn’t easy for outsiders to understand’

—C. L. R. James








FOREWORD By Sir Clive Lloyd


I may well have seen Sir Frank Worrell and many other great West Indian cricketers for the first time thanks to what we used to call a ‘bird ticket’. The Bourda ground in Georgetown, British Guiana, was overlooked by broad saman trees which gave shade – and height. We would run from school, climb up and sit in the branches to get a view of the game in the middle. As we got older, we gravitated to the Schoolchildren’s stand for the cheaper tickets in what was called the ‘rails section’. With a bird ticket, it was wise to take a ball of twine to the match because, for a few pennies, your accomplice on the ground would tie a bottle of drink to the string and you could pull it up and take a sip while marvelling in the exploits of Rohan Kanhai or Garfield Sobers or Frank Worrell himself.

What I saw then remains true today, nearly seventy years on. Frank was a cricketer of such distinction. I remember how beautifully he timed the ball. When I look back now, I just think that he did everything so well. He walked gracefully, talked eloquently, he was softly spoken. He was the perfect person to be a leader.

When we couldn’t see him, we listened to his innings and those of the other famous Ws – Clyde Walcott and Everton Weekes. While doing my homework in Georgetown, the wireless would tell me that they were making runs in Australia or somewhere around the world. These men were heroes to us, prolific players who bought joy, excitement and pride, and at another level I think they bought us hope and encouragement too.

People warmed to Frank – he was that sort of person. And they listened to him because he was a fine orator. He knew the game inside out, had great intelligence as well as the gift of bringing all these players together. And that’s the hard part of being the captain of West Indies – as I know well. People think a Trinidadian is the same as a Jamaican or a Guyanese. It’s not like that. We’re all different people from different backgrounds and different cultures – Christians, Hindus, Muslims; Portuguese or Chinese. Knitting all these people together was the important thing. Frank understood this and knew how to get players to work for him for the common good. I believe that Frank Worrell unified the West Indies through his captaincy. And when my turn came, my job was to continue his good work, and I hope I did it well.



Frank had another quality, which I witnessed for myself: he was a visionary. The last time many of us saw him was in India in 1967. He had retired but was on a lecture tour while West Indies were playing a Test series. It was my first tour and I was very inexperienced. On New Year’s Day in Kolkata there was a riot and the crowd made a bonfire of the chairs. The stands were ablaze, it wasn’t very nice and the game was abandoned for the day. Wes Hall, Charlie Griffith and I escaped from the ground having dived into a Morris Minor 1000. It was quite a challenge for the driver, with all these West Indian legs and cricket boots everywhere. It was only when we got back to the hotel that we realised Conrad Hunte was missing. Wes was mad that we couldn’t find him. It turned out that he had climbed up onto the pavilion roof in the middle of the riot to rescue the West Indies flag.

Most of the squad wanted to fly home as soon as possible even though there was another game left. I didn’t know what to do so I called Frank’s room and asked to see him. ‘Come up, youngster,’ he said.

‘Young man, listen. People here love the West Indians. Many of us started our international careers here and most of us have an affinity with India. They aren’t angry with you, they are angry with the authorities. Also, England are coming down to the Caribbean soon. There have been disturbances in the past when they’ve played. What if there are again? Should they fly home?’

And he was right. When England came there was a disturbance in Jamaica and I ended up with streaming eyes under a table with Colin Cowdrey, while tear gas blew through the pavilion. Within a couple of months of sitting with Frank in his hotel room, he had passed away, far too soon. With his death we lost his guidance and his vision.

These were special qualities which allowed people to trust Frank and to understand what togetherness meant. I suppose these talents are things that a man might acquire, but Frank possessed them and, eventually, he was allowed to express them as captain. So good things come to those who wait. I’m just left wondering if Frank had been given the honour sooner, where could our cricket have been? It really was no surprise that the people were saying, ‘this should have happened years ago.’ Because when you look back, you can see that our best days came when men such as Frank were doing well. Clyde Walcott could have been a leader, Everton Weekes knew the game. These good men were denied positions that would have allowed them to play a full part in the building of our cricket nation.

Above all, Frank made us realise that we were not ‘calypso cricketers’, that we were not simply flamboyant people who lacked discernment. He showed the world that not only could we play the game successfully, but we could think deeply about it too. He showed the world that West Indians could be ‘professional’ cricketers, with all the meanings that word brings.

Frank’s qualities leap from the pages of this book and I would like to commend Simon Lister for writing an exceptional biography. I thought I knew much of the story of Frank’s life, but the author has given us so much that is fresh and revealing, not least Worrell’s development as a cricketer, the reasons why he felt he had to leave Barbados, his struggles with those who ran West Indian cricket for so long and the story of his route to the captaincy. This is the definitive telling of the life of a West Indian hero.

Sir Clive Lloyd

London, 2024






PREFACE The ideal cricketer


Blue for the sky. Gold for the sand. Blue for the ocean.

The new flag of Barbados is flying from the western tower of the ancient church. The three panels of colour are bold against the drizzle-filled clouds.

The black prongs of a trident fill the flag’s central gold panel. The trident’s shaft, wrestled for ever from Britannia’s grasp, is broken in victory.

It is the first week of May in 1967. The infant Caribbean nation is not six months old, yet it is already having to mourn one of its great men. Not in Bridgetown at the Cathedral church of Saint Michael and All Angels. Nor in Jamaica at the Cathedral of Saint Jago de la Vega in Spanish Town. This memorial service is in London, at Westminster Abbey.

Frank Worrell is dead.

Two-hundred and forty feet below the young, half-masted flag, the congregants are striding across the cobbles to the West door. Colin Cowdrey in his raincoat. Jim Laker with his retired spinner’s fingers shoved deep in his pockets. Ted Dexter and Trevor Bailey and Denis Compton. Sir Learie Constantine. The cricket journalist E. W. Swanton arrives carrying four pages of a typed eulogy that he will deliver at the service.

In the abbey courtyard, two uniformed chauffeurs lean with their backsides resting on a diplomatic car, chatting. Nothing to do for an hour.



It is a lawyer from Guyana who delivers the Lesson. Sir Lionel Luckhoo, previously of Luckhoo & Luckhoo in Georgetown, is now the high commissioner for Barbados and Guyana. He reads Saint Matthew’s beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount to the congregation of 1,000 people.

‘How blest are those who hunger and thirst to see right prevail,’ Sir Lionel says. ‘They shall be satisfied.’

The congregation then kneels to recite the Lord’s Prayer. The eighteenth-century hymn ‘God Moves in a Mysterious Way’ follows. As it ends and the congregation sits, Swanton walks to the walnut lectern at the high altar.

He begins by saying that the ancient abbey church in which they are gathered enshrines so much of the history of England, the Empire and the Commonwealth. It is a place where the most famous have been buried and the greatest have been commemorated. But never before have its doors been opened to remember a sportsman.

When Worrell was a boy, says Swanton, he had sung in the cathedral choir of Saint Michael’s in Bridgetown, showing a great love for church music. The journalist tells the story of how on one Good Friday, when Worrell was the paid professional for Radcliffe in the Central Lancashire League, he and his brother-in-law attended the three-hour service of devotion. When it eventually finished, Frank complained about how few hymns he had heard. So as soon as they got home, they sat at the piano and sang for a good while longer.

Swanton then describes Worrell the cricketer and the man.


This is not the occasion to speak either of his technique or of his achievements on the field, except perhaps to say this – that cricket, like any other art, is an expression of character, and there was always about Frank’s play a grace, a dignity, and an unruffleable serenity that reflected the man.

When at last he was named as captain of the West Indies, the appointment was accepted by the rest of his team, if not by him, as a challenge to his race. Under the subtle knack of his personality, differences of colour, island prejudices, seemed to melt away.



Swanton reckons that Worrell was what he calls a ‘bringer-together’ by the sincerity and friendliness of his personality.

‘In the television age, men famous in the world of games have a formidable influence, and strange figures are sometimes magnified into heroes. Frank Worrell was the absolute antithesis of the strident and bumptious – of, so to speak – the great-sportsman-who-is-not.’

Before he leaves the lectern, Swanton says this:


When His Excellency the High Commissioner was reading those terribly humbling beatitudes just now, the thought came: whom do I know who has fulfilled them better?

Have I pictured a paragon? he wonders. Well, he certainly didn’t look the part and would have been horrified at the very thought. He was gay and convivial, and though his convictions were deep and sincere they were never paraded.

Yet just as England brought cricket to the West Indies, she, in return, I believe, has given us the ideal cricketer.



After another hymn and the final prayers, the memorial service – which was the idea of the northern Labour MP Alf Morris – is close to its end. The congregation he has brought together now sits while Nimrod from the Enigma Variations is played on the abbey’s Great Organ.

As Elgar’s final notes fade in the air, a silence grows in the ancient space. The music has melted into the royal tombs of Edward the Confessor, Henry, Richard, Elizabeth and Mary. It has settled over the memorial stones of the astronomers, artists, mathematicians, poets, engineers and sailors who created the national story. Yet the quiet is now filled only with private recollections of Frankie Worrell, a boy from Bank Hall in the parish of St Michael on the south-western tip of Barbados.

Then, the final tribute. With a leather pad strapped to one side of each clapper ball, the abbey bells are rung, half-muffled, for the ideal cricketer.






CHAPTER 1 It would have to be a direct hit or the game was lost


When Frank Worrell got off the Qantas Boeing jet at Kingsford Smith airport in the Sydney suburb of Mascot, the captain of Australia was waiting for him.

It was 16 October 1960. Richie Benaud greeted the new captain of West Indies by offering him his left hand. He had broken a finger trying to take a catch on a Commonwealth tour of Rhodesia and South Africa the previous month. The bowler didn’t want a firm squeeze from Worrell making it worse. His finger needed to heal in time for the first Test in Brisbane.

As they shook, these two captains knew they had a special responsibility. International cricket had become defensive, unadventurous, drab. Worrell and Benaud would convince their men to resuscitate a game that had been brought down by tactical conservatism, dreadful umpiring, time-wasting, gamesmanship and instructions to avoid defeat at all costs.

When England had toured Australia two summers before, Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack concluded that ‘spectators could depend upon having to sit through at least one boring spell of batting each day’. The England all-rounder Trevor Bailey took seven and a half hours to block his way to 68 at Brisbane. The game got worse as it went on. When Australia chased a small target, Jim Burke thrilled precisely no one with a score of 28, which took an hour short of a day’s play to compile (Australia supporters would shout ‘Go home, Burke!’ as their own man appeared at the gate on his way to start an innings). The match became known as the Battle of the Snooze.

‘The spectators have the right to expect cricket to be bright and entertaining,’ the West Indian team manager, Gerry Gomez, told reporters at Mascot. He and Worrell thought they could keep that promise. Their side included Wes Hall, the fast bowler from Barbados. The brilliant batter from British Guiana, Rohan Kanhai, was also on the tour, as was the world’s most exciting all-rounder, Garfield Sobers of Barbados. Worrell himself played with classical grace. From Trinidad there was Sonny Ramadhin and from Jamaica, Alf Valentine.

Worrell and Benaud left each other at the airport. The Australia captain called out in farewell, ‘I hope it’s a great summer.’

Worrell stopped, turned and walked a few paces back towards Benaud.

‘We’ll have a lot of fun anyway,’ he smiled.



Worrell’s composure was remarkable. This tour was his first as captain. More than that, he was the first Black man to lead a team of West Indian cricketers abroad. He had every right to be nervous: West Indies had been playing Test cricket since 1928 and nearly every captain had been chosen by white and light-skinned Caribbean officials to reflect and maintain colonial authority.

‘Most people understood that Frank should have been captain before he was actually was,’ says Cammie Smith, the opening bat from Barbados who Worrell took to Australia in 1960–61. ‘But the system at the time was that the white person had the push, he had the jump. So Frank was not given the opportunity to be doing what he should have been doing.’

Cammie Smith is now in his ninetieth year. He sits on his front veranda on a quiet street east of Bridgetown. His reminiscences are punctuated by hearty chuckles. He has a fine sense of hospitality, and a pair of rums with ice are placed on a table between the chairs.

‘I find it difficult to explain just how special Frank Worrell was,’ he says, ‘but I’ll tell you this. He would speak to us like no other captain had spoken to us before. He was interested in us as people, not cricketers. Frank was such a genuine individual, such an important man and he would handle people in a calm, cool manner. He couldn’t be beaten, he was outstanding, really outstanding. A true gentleman. But he never spoke so much about himself, about what he was capable of. Everything was what he could do for you.’

By the time Frank Worrell was in his late twenties, he was among the most famous cricketers in the world. Recognised everywhere. But whenever he returned to Barbados, he would find time to visit the elderly mother of a friend in the north of the island to take her out for a drive. At dances, he would often ask a senior citizen if they’d like to accompany him for a spin on the floor.

‘Oh, he was the epitome of grace and charm,’ says Jackie Hendriks, the reserve wicketkeeper on the 1960–61 tour. ‘We all looked upon him as a father figure. And he treated us equally, he did not appear to have any favourites. I never heard Frank coming up with any discordant words. You know, he was so revered by us all. At press conferences, Frank would introduce us in this special way by giving everyone a rhyming nickname. So Lance Gibbs was “His Nibs, Lance Gibbs”. I was always “the man with the tricks, Jackie Hendriks”, and so on. And he did that for the whole team.’

‘His qualities?’ asks the former India wicketkeeper Farokh Engineer. ‘You name it, he had it. Of course the world knows about his cricket genius, but he was a genius off the field as well. So affable. He always made you feel important. Garry Sobers may have been the greatest West Indian cricketer, but Frank Worrell was the greatest West Indian. Nobody beat him. He was numero uno.’

His friendship was entirely selfless, wrote the Barbadian journalist Ronnie Hughes a decade after Worrell’s death. ‘His time, his material possessions, his considerable intellect, all were at the disposal of his friends without reservation or thought of recompense.’

To have a leader who protected his players had not been commonplace in West Indian cricket. The players, in turn, rewarded Frank with their best performances. ‘I was very apprehensive,’ remembered Deryck Murray, who was nineteen on the 1963 England tour, ‘but I was fortunate enough to have such a great captain as Frank Worrell. He immediately made me feel like I was no longer a boy and I was one of the Test team. And he kept encouraging me, giving me hints, making me feel at home on the Test field even though I was feeling like I was in the lion’s den.’

These men who played for Worrell, and speak about him today, do so with unqualified affection. No fellow cricketer had engaged them in this way before. But Cammie Smith’s insight brings a challenge for the biographer. Frank Worrell really didn’t speak so much about himself. For a man of substance, he left little behind.

In October 1963, C. L. R. James wrote to Worrell. James was a radical Marxist historian and author of the masterwork on West Indian cricket and society, Beyond a Boundary. Worrell had just retired from Test cricket and James was upset that he had decided not to go ahead with a book project they had discussed ‘saying the things that you ought to say’. He urged Worrell to dismiss any fears that – as a senator in the Jamaican parliament and as a man who may soon get a knighthood – such a book would cause offence. ‘I hope you will do it along the lines that it needs to be done,’ wrote James. ‘The West Indians need it terribly, the British people need it, they need to know more about the West Indies and the West Indians need to know more about themselves.’

An authorised Worrell biography would appear just months later, written with a Guianese journalist called Ernest Eytle. It was a good book, but not the candid project hoped for by James. It sits alongside Cricket Punch – a ghosted autobiography published in 1959 – to form the official record of Frank Worrell’s life. Yet both books leave many questions unanswered.

Given who Worrell was, what he represented and what he became, the picture of his life has been traced very thinly. The challenge is to fill in a portrait sketched in pencil.



As Frank Worrell turned away from Richie Benaud, he was a man bearing a mighty yoke because the captaincy role was heavy with symbolism. The Caribbean had been changing fast, shedding its colonial past, and those such as James, who campaigned for West Indian independence, spoke of the congruency between a Black captain of the region’s cricket team and self-government. The very recent memory of a white West Indian skipper was a clanging example of the iniquities that were being left behind. Eloquent, thoughtful and authoritative Black voices had delivered persuasive arguments for change. Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago would gain independence within two years. But reforming voices had been largely ignored in the halls of the West Indies Cricket Board of Control (WICBC), which remained thoroughly enmeshed in the old ways.

Worrell knew the weight of responsibility would press down on him in these next few months, leading his team to a white country that loved cricket but retained a national suspicion of foreigners.

The next four months would change West Indian cricket for ever.



In preparation for the first Test in Brisbane, Worrell’s team played seven matches but had managed to beat just one of the state sides. The tour was not going well. During the defeat by New South Wales at the Sydney Cricket Ground in late November, The Age newspaper had nothing good to say.

‘The West Indies attack not only performed weakly but was made to look even worse by pathetically weak fielding. Hall was wild and erratic, Dewdney was not good enough and Ramadhin just seemed to have one of those days when he was not interested in doing his best on an easy pitch.’ The West Indians played particularly poorly against the leg-spin of Benaud, who had been squeezing a rubber squash ball in his right hand every day for five weeks. His finger was now healed. Worrell knew that his players needed urgent practice against wrist-spin. ‘Most of our batsmen are out of their depth against this type of bowling,’ he admitted.

A solution of sorts appeared when they reached Queensland at the beginning of December. Arthur Canaris was a 44-year-old Greek immigrant, a ship’s labourer and local cricketer. He often turned up in his whites at the Brisbane Cricket Ground, volunteering to bowl leg-spin to visiting teams. Worrell gratefully put him to work. For two hours, Canaris moved from net to net to test the West Indians. The stevedore was a good bowler, who could send down a well-flighted ‘wrong-un’ in among his leg-breaks, but being stockily built, short-sighted and wearing thick glasses, he was not blessed with an athlete’s reflexes. Perhaps this was why he failed to see a fast-hit ball arrowing straight towards him halfway through the practice session. Canaris was struck hard on the head and fell to the ground. However, it would take more than a blow to the skull to stop him. He soon recovered and even began bowling again. At the end of the net, he reported, ‘my head is not very sore. These fellows are a happy lot and I enjoyed bowling to them. I will be here again tomorrow if I am not wanted for a job on the wharves.’



Thirteen hours after the end of the first Test, an aircraft departed from Brisbane. The cricket journalist Jack Fingleton spotted the Gabba far beneath the starboard wing of the climbing plane. In the early-morning sunlight, the ground was deserted. ‘The tawny pitch stood out clearly, as did the vacant scoring-board. A few bare moments and the ground was lost to view – a ground on which cricket history such as to defy belief had been made only a few short hours before.’

As he’d left his hotel, Fingleton judged that there was still a light in the eyes of all who had played in the game and those who had seen it. Not that many did – only 4,160 spectators paid to watch the final day. Some left before the extraordinary finish, including journalists dashing for the late-afternoon flight to Sydney, certain the game would be drawn. ‘One, indeed,’ Fingleton would later recall, ‘next day wrote a most graphic account of the match he hadn’t seen.’



When Richie Benaud won the toss he liked to stick his right hand in his blazer pocket to give his watching players in the dressing room a sign. If he lost, the other hand was pocketed. Out in the middle, the coin he had spun landed and Benaud’s left hand was soon hidden in his blazer.

‘Well, I guess we’ll take strike,’ Frank Worrell told him.

Their first innings belonged to Garfield Sobers. His score of 132 was one of the best seen in Australia. Even when Australia took the new ball as West Indies reached 200, the fielders stayed on the fence when Sobers was on strike. The broadcaster, Johnnie Moyes, described ‘glorious strokes, abundant power, beauty in execution, calm assurance, and a brilliance that set the field alight and sent a warm glow through all those who were spectators.’

Sobers was partnered by Worrell for much of his time at the crease, and he provided control, discipline and encouragement. The captain played a series of fine front-foot drives and the pair made 174 runs in a total of 453. ‘We will be seeing a lot more of this coffee-coloured young man of medium height,’ predicted the Sydney Morning Herald of Sobers, ‘and we will be grateful for it.’

Yet when Australia batted they went past the West Indian score, making 505. Their number four, Norm O’Neill, was last man out for 181. There were two days left, but either side could win. After West Indies were all out on the last morning for 284, Australia needed 233 in the final innings.

By lunch they’d scored 78 and lost two wickets.

By the afternoon there had been a collapse. The total was 109 for six at tea.

With a quarter of an hour left, late on a Wednesday evening, eleven days before Christmas, Australia were just 10 runs short with those four wickets still remaining. A Test that had belonged to West Indies now looked like it would be taken by Australia.

Richie Benaud and his friend Alan Davidson had rescued their team, determined to play attacking cricket or lose trying. There had been bold hooks off the quick bowlers mixed with scampered short singles that the West Indian throwing had been too inaccurate to prevent.

Resting on a bench at the tea break and contemplating the remainder of their task, Benaud and Davidson had been approached by the chairman of selectors, Sir Donald Bradman.

‘What’s happening out there? What are you going to do?’

‘We’re going to go for them,’ replied Benaud.

‘Good. I’m delighted to hear it.’



Two eight-ball overs were left in the match. One from Sobers, one from Wes Hall. Benaud pushed a ball to midwicket for yet another sharp single. Joe Solomon picked up and threw, seeing only one and a half stumps. Davidson was yards short and left the pitch for 80.

Australia had three men left and the next one in was the wicketkeeper, Wally Grout. He had been sitting dead still for at least an hour in the dressing room, chain-smoking in his batting gear as the Test became more tense. He panicked when he couldn’t find his batting gloves, then realised he had been sitting on them. ‘Grout dashed into the arena like a man who was late for an appointment,’ remarked Johnnie Moyes. Off his second ball from Sobers he scored a run. There were just five minutes left to play, a single over from Hall, six needed, and the better player Benaud was at the wrong end. It was 5.55 p.m. and the Australia total was 227.



In the Northern Stand, at the Vulture Street end of the ground behind Wes Hall’s long run-up, Ron Lovitt was working. He was a photographer for The Age newspaper in Melbourne. He had spent the day staring through the viewfinder of a Graflex camera with a metre-long lens known as ‘Long Tom’.

Lovitt had arrived at the ground that morning with twenty-four negatives with which to shoot the action. Now, with just one over to go, he thought he had none left. Then he remembered that earlier in the day he had photographed the visiting governor of Queensland, Sir Henry Abel Smith. The image was on a double-sided negative plate stowed in his camera bag. He did have one shot left after all – but he couldn’t remember which side of the plate he had used to snap the governor. With some uncertainty, he took a guess and loaded the last plate into the Graflex.



The first ball of the last over of the match from Hall was short and towards the leg side – too fast for Grout, who tried to hit it behind square. Instead, the ball bounced off his hip and dropped to the ground. Without a word, Benaud and Grout sprinted for a leg bye.

Five needed, seven balls left and the captain on strike.

Hall had been warned by Worrell a few overs previously not to bowl any more bouncers. They were too risky. Benaud was a good hooker and any half-decent connection from a short, fast ball could send it to the boundary.

So Hall decided to bowl a bouncer. No ordinary delivery was going to fix Benaud, he thought, as he walked back to his mark.

Benaud saw the short ball early. Could he possibly finish this game in a single shot? He hooked. But Hall really had given it his all and the ball beat the batsman for pace as it flicked his batting glove.

Cammie Smith had been left at the hotel with a throat infection, and Lance Gibbs was fielding for him. But when he heard how close the game was getting, he had called the doctor to tell him he had to get to the ground. ‘Watching from the pavilion was like being in hellfire,’ he says. ‘Then we got Benaud.’

Thousands of people across Brisbane had abandoned their evening plans and were now watching the match live at home. The final two hours of play had been televised locally.

‘Benaud snicks and he’s out! Caught by Alexander,’ the commentary told them. ‘The eighth Australian wicket has fallen and either side can still win the match. Benaud scored a splendid 52 and now it’s left to Grout and Meckiff, with Lindsay Kline to follow.’

‘And here is Meckiff coming out now,’ reported the ABC radio broadcaster, Clive Harburg. ‘Three minutes of play left. Can Australia win this Test match?’

Six balls remained. Five runs needed. Two men to bat.

Ian Meckiff couldn’t score from his first ball off Hall. The bowler himself half-fielded a mishit off-drive in his follow-through.

Just five balls left. Still five runs needed.

It would be Hall to Meckiff again. The bowler tore in from his angled run-up, his shirt tail trailing behind him and the gold cross on its chain slapping against his shining chest.

Meckiff missed, but the Australians simply had to run. Behind the stumps, the wicketkeeper Gerry Alexander realised the run-out was on and bowled the ball overarm, gloves and all, back up the pitch. All Wes Hall had to do was to turn and hit the stumps. His captain had run to the bowler’s end wicket to assist. But the throw from Hall, six yards out, was awful. The ball would not have hit even if there had been a second set of stumps planted at the crease. Meckiff was safe. Frank Worrell watched the wasted throw run away and tore his cap from his head in disbelief. Hall stood like a scolded schoolboy in the middle of the pitch, his hands on his hips and his head down.

Four balls left. Four runs needed. Wally Grout on strike.

In the Northern Stand, Ron Lovitt had still not pressed the shutter for his one remaining shot. He turned to the Courier Mail photographer Bob Barnes and said, ‘if nothing happens now, I’ll probably get the sack. I haven’t taken a photo yet.’

Hall ran in with the thoughts of his missed throw at the front of his mind. All he could do was to try even harder and hope there would be another chance in the back half of his over.

Again the delivery was quick, but fired in towards Grout’s leg stump. Grout hoped to swish it powerfully square but all he could do was bunt it high and looping towards Rohan Kanhai fielding at backward square leg. The catch was on.

This was Wes Hall’s moment of redemption. Catching Grout would make up for the dreadful failed run-out. He charged into the sun to meet the ball, running straight at Kanhai. Kanhai was running towards Hall with his eyes on the ball.

‘Grout skies him – three of them, four of them getting under it,’ the ABC radio commentator shouted. ‘Kanhai… and… it’s dropped, it’s dropped! And Kanhai ran in for it. Hall dropped it. Hall eventually got his hands to it. But Kanhai came in and I’m sure he blocked Hall in his effort to catch that one.’

Australia had scored another run.

Three were now needed. There were three balls left and still two wickets remained.

Wes Hall was now in despair. Two calamities in two balls. Kanhai would recall hearing a shout of ‘no, Wes, no!’ as he thundered towards the catch. It was also said that immediately after he had dropped the ball, Hall exclaimed, ‘the good Lord has deserted us!’

But the bowler had not been deserted by his captain. Throughout the over, throughout the tensions of the last half-hour of the match, Worrell had offered his players calm reassurance.

‘Relax, fellas – and concentrate,’ he told them. ‘Come on now, concentrate.’

Hall ran in once more. The ball was short and fast but not too fast for Meckiff. His pull shot over midwicket sent the ball heading straight for the fence.



The fielder chasing the ball to the boundary was Conrad Hunte, an opening batter of class and character. Well loved by his teammates for his compassion and concern. Possibly the next captain of West Indies. But Conrad was also a hypocrite, a thief and a cheat. Always had been. The thievery began one childhood Christmas when he stole money from his father, and the habit continued. Alone in his headmaster’s study as head boy one afternoon, he took all the cash on the desk.

As a cricketer, the deceit flourished. He liked the high life of touring with an international side – ‘it was T-bone steaks for breakfast, T-bone steaks for lunch and T-bone steaks for supper,’ he said. He believed he always needed more money to keep up with that sort of life. So he regularly defrauded the West Indies Board by cheating on his expense claims.

Meckiff and Grout had already completed one run and were now sprinting for the second…

Hunte was born in 1932 in the shadow of the windmill on the Greenland sugar plantation in the Barbadian parish of Saint Andrew. He had known poverty, hardship and debt, and his parents lived in a state of ‘very grave conflict’ with the rest of his family. So Hunte was a lonely boy who felt ashamed of his mother and father, but ashamed too of his own Blackness. Only the gift of cricket alleviated his difficulties.

In a few weeks’ time, he would give a broadcast on Australian radio that would change his life.

Pleasant Sunday Afternoon was transmitted across Australia, featuring guests invited by the Methodist Wesley Church in Melbourne’s city centre. Hunte’s broadcast was titled Out of Darkness into Light.

In the church that Sunday afternoon, Hunte would tell his listeners that ‘the brotherhood of man transcends the sovereignty of nation – that earth’s great treasure lies in human personality, that service to humanity is the best work of life.’

Hunte the cricketer would pledge to ‘live up to these three great ideals by substituting team spirit for selfishness, character for fame, and humility for arrogance.’ That way, he could ‘contribute much to the world effort of sowing love where there is hatred, reaping peace where there is war and spreading light where there is darkness.’

Meckiff’s powerful slog over midwicket was heading to the fence at speed. A boundary would win the match for Australia…

Conrad Hunte would be in the greatest torment after his broadcast. His fine words were baloney because he had never lived up to them.

The Australians were running two and wanted a third, which would win the game. Gerry Alexander had to shield his eyes from the sun with one glove as he searched for the lone fielder in the deep…

People from across Australia would write letters of praise to Hunte after hearing his broadcast. But surrounded by the correspondence in his hotel room, he was brought weeping to his knees. He was nothing but a swindler of these folks’ emotions.

‘I wept because I realised there was this gap between my vision and my performance,’ he would recall years later. But he was a lucky man. He would be saved by the same religious faith that tormented him. ‘At that point, the spirit of God lifted the load and he gave me a sense that my insincerity was forgiven. That I would be given a second chance.’

Hunte wrote letters of apology to his father, his old headmaster and to the West Indies Board. He paid back the stolen money. ‘I knew that a man who is dishonest in his own living,’ concluded Hunte, ‘cannot hope to encourage an honest nation.’

Hunte had run from midwicket as the ball flew over his head. A 50-yard sprint. He caught up within a yard of the ball going for four. But he was now almost 90 yards from the stumps and Grout and Meckiff were turning for the third, winning run. Hunte had to hurl the ball into Alexander’s gloves in less than the time it would take two men to sprint 20 yards.

Richie Benaud had been irritated that morning when he’d arrived at the ground. He had noticed white clover flowers sprouting across the outfield. The grass had not been cut.

‘It’s not going to be done now,’ the curator, Mr Green, told the captain of Australia. ‘It rained first thing and I couldn’t get the mower here.’ Short of commandeering a mower himself, Benaud would have to let the outfield stay long. He tried to remove the flickering thought from his mind that the curator’s inefficiency would have any bearing on the result of the match.

The ball had slowed up in the uncut clover and was in the fielder’s hand…

Conrad Hunte had noticed that Australians threw the ball differently to the West Indians. Not high and arcing, but low and fast. He put it down to their knowledge of baseball. Their throw came straight from the shoulder – then a fast jerk of the wrist forward. So almost since the start of the tour, Hunte had been practising this type of throw. Now he let it go for real.

The throw was mighty. It was as if the ball had been fired from a trebuchet not a man’s hand. For every stride the batters ran, the ball flew five. At the wicket, Alexander advanced a pace, shimmied his feet and collected the whizzing ball after one skidding bounce, near his shins. In a single movement, he spun 180 degrees and his hands broke the stumps.

Grout was out.

The scores were level. There were two balls left. Australia had one wicket remaining.

‘Lindsay Klein comes out,’ ABC radio told listeners. ‘The last man. Last man for Australia – two balls to go in this Test match. Hall back at his bowling mark. He will bowl to Klein.’

Frank Worrell walked over to Wes Hall.

‘Whatever you do, Winfield,’ he said, addressing the bowler by his middle name as was his habit, ‘don’t bowl a no-ball. If you do, they’ll never let you back into Barbados.’

Hall ran in once again, accompanied by a mental note to plant his front foot well behind the crease. The ball was full and on Kline’s leg side. The left-hander glanced it on the ground in front of square and in the same movement set off for the winning single. Then, he made a tiny hesitation before he charged again towards the non-striker’s end. Had he misjudged the run? Sprinting towards him was Ian Meckiff. Whatever was going to happen in the next few seconds would happen at the end Meckiff was heading for.

Joe Solomon was fielding 15 yards away, in the same position where he had run out Alan Davidson, three overs and what felt like a lifetime ago. He came in low and fast, picked up in two hands then threw. It would have to be a direct hit or the game was lost.

In the Northern Stand, at the Vulture Street end of the ground, Ron Lovitt pressed the shutter on the 5x4 Graflex with the lens set at f/8. For a fraction of a second, he brought the cricket world to a stop.

He captured Wes Hall, halfway down the wicket, his hands above his head as if he was being held up by an armed robber. The captain, Frank Worrell, knees bent and fingers splayed behind the bowler’s stumps, thoughtfully covering a possible run-out at the other end.

Lovitt captured Lindsay Kline, running towards Worrell, left pad flapping, looking back, knowing he could do nothing more.

Kline’s batting partner, Ian Meckiff, was also frozen by Lovitt’s lens, heading in the opposite direction. Dipping, lunging, falling, stretching. Willing the tip of his bat to somehow extend beyond the popping crease.

To Meckiff’s right and behind the stumps was Gerry Alexander, roaring open-mouthed with both arms high like a heavyweight boxer who has knocked out his opponent.

In the middle of the frame was Rohan Kanhai, who had run to the stumps from square cover, leaping, pointing, jumping in the air, left knee hurdle-high with the now-ricocheted ball pinging away under his white boot.

And just on the left-hand side of the picture was Joe Solomon from British Guiana, a quiet, thoughtful man who was especially valued by his captain for his reliability, modesty and sense of duty. His throw had taken Test cricket to a new place.

The stumps were broken. Australia were all out.

The match was done.

Not a win, not a loss, not a draw, but a tie – the first after 497 Test matches had been played across the world over eighty-three years. Both teams had scored 737 runs in four innings. All forty wickets had been taken. One run left to make, but no men left to make it. There was nothing between the two sides.



Jack Fingleton was in the press box, sitting next to another former Australia player, Bill O’Reilly. As Solomon threw, the 6ft 3in Sydney Morning Herald writer jumped to his feet, his knees knocking the bench in front of him with such force that every typewriter sitting on it crashed to the floor.

On the ground, as many of the 4,000-odd spectators surged towards them, some players weren’t entirely sure of the result. The scoreboard operators were so perplexed by the unfolding drama of the past few minutes that the display showed only six Australians dismissed.

‘Things were a bit chaotic out there,’ Worrell would say. ‘We had a faction on the field feeling that we’d won by one run and another faction felt we’d lost by one run. I seemed to be the only one who was conscious of the fact that it was a tie.’

The commentators weren’t sure either. Clive Harburg was roaring ‘it’s a draw!’ into his ABC microphone. The following day, the station bosses would make him and Johnnie Moyes re-record the commentary of the last ball and its aftermath with the correct result. In the mocked-up studio background, someone tapped the keys on a typewriter to simulate the sound of a busy press box.

Sir Donald Bradman had spent the last half-hour nervously tearing strips from a rolled-up newspaper gripped tightly in his hand. When Bradman waited to pat the players on the back as they ran through the gate, his flapping, shredded paper looked like an artist had torn it into patterns for a children’s party.

On the patio outside the dressing rooms, the Australia batter, Norm O’Neill, thought his side had won. But the West Indies’ manager, Gerry Gomez, had picked him up and had waltzed him around, shouting, ‘Norm, bad luck, we’ve won, we’ve beaten you. Isn’t it wonderful?’

‘That’s not right,’ thought O’Neill, ‘we’ve won.’

‘Worrell, shoulders drooped in near exhaustion, was smacked on the back by his fellows and, very quickly, by the invading, cheering and acclaiming crowd,’ recorded Jack Fingleton. ‘Benaud, with his flair for the proper gesture, walked onto the field, draped an arm round Worrell’s shoulders and escorted him to the dressing room. The crowd gathered there, cheering and calling for the players to show themselves. Ninety minutes later, Hall and his merry fellows were still singing calypsos in their dressing room, joined by the Australians.’

Worrell and Benaud were exhausted. ‘I wasn’t nervous,’ said Frank, when he remembered the last over. ‘A bit worried, knowing West Indians as I do, I felt they might have cracked up under the strain. In the past, we always cracked up. On the field I was very much concerned about holding them together and I was walking around saying “steady on, boys, don’t let it worry you.”’

The two captains sat near each other on a bench, saying little while the singers sang.

‘What was the principal cause of this stupendous transformation?’ asked Jack Fingleton. ‘To me, the answer is clear. The principal cause was the simple, the unsophisticated, the generous, the essentially carefree and good cricketing behaviour which Frank Worrell and his happy band gave to Australia from the moment their tour began.’

The reaction from the Australian Board of Control for International Cricket was a little more buttoned-up. It passed a motion at its next meeting, insisting that ‘players should in future be out of the dressing room within a few minutes of the end of a day’s play in a Test match.’ The Queensland Cricket Association had complained to the Board that the players had stayed for far too long that night. Eleven of the twelve members around the table agreed. Just one, Sir Donald Bradman, voted against.



Across the city, the photographer Bob Barnes was working late at the Courier-Mail office. As he was mixing chemicals to process his own pictures of the day’s play, he heard a shout of joy down the corridor. Ron Lovitt of The Age, in a neighbouring darkroom, had just developed his own shot – his correctly placed, single remaining plate – of the moment the greatest Test was tied.






CHAPTER 2 The greatest experiment


Barbados is a tiny island in the eastern Caribbean Sea, 21 miles long and 15 miles wide. It is a little bigger than the Isle of Wight off the coast of southern England, but it could fit eight times into the neighbouring county of Hampshire with a bit to spare. The smallest state in the United States of America – Rhode Island – is seven times bigger than Barbados. Tasmania, the island appendage of Australia, could accommodate Barbados 150 times over.

It was on Barbados that Frank Mortimer Maglinne Worrell was born on 1 August 1924. The island had been ruled by Britain without interruption for 300 years, seized in the 1620s as European naval powers – Spain, Portugal, Denmark, the Dutch, the French and the British – fought, killed and bargained their way across the Caribbean to open the ‘new world’ economies.

By the 1920s, the shortcomings of British colonial rule were obvious. Most Barbadians were excluded from participation in the political process. Many people did not have enough to eat. Children died young. Frank Worrell’s Barbados was an island brought down by stark inequality and epidemic disease. This wasn’t just the result of bad luck, unfortunate geography or a flawed strategy visited on a hapless people. It was the consequence of 200 years of human enslavement.



A documentary was broadcast on BBC television in 2015 called Britain’s Forgotten Slave Owners. In one scene, the presenter, David Olusoga, visited the Barbados National Archive to meet Professor Sir Hilary Beckles, the historian and West Indian cricket scholar.

Beckles explained that the island was unique because it had become what he called the world’s first slave society. ‘The first to be built and sustained completely upon the enslavement of Africans with no alternative system of economic development.’

Olusoga asked if it was here that the blueprint for running a ‘militarised, highly capitalistic, entrepreneurial, brutal, terror-based society’ was realised.

‘Barbados is the incubator,’ replied Beckles. ‘Barbados is the experiment that it could be done. So this island is unique not only for its beauty… but this is where the greatest experiment in human terror in the modern era was first put in place. In Barbados.’



The experiment was visited on this verdant island because in the middle of the seventeenth century, Barbados was an ideal place to grow sugar cane – and slavery was the best way to make sugar pay.

Cultivation was not new. Ten thousand years ago sugar cane was grown in New Guinea, then later taken to the Philippines. Crops were sufficiently established around the eastern Mediterranean to allow the European crusaders to develop sugar on plantations, produced by enslaved labour, in the eleventh century. But it was the Spanish Empire that transformed Europe’s relationship with sugar.

On Columbus’s second transatlantic voyage in 1493, he carried cane from the Canary Islands to the Caribbean. It was planted on Santo Domingo – now the Dominican Republic. Within twenty years, sugar was being shipped back to Europe.

‘This was the first step towards an authentic sugar industry in the Caribbean,’ wrote the anthropologist, Sidney Mintz. ‘It was Spain that pioneered sugar cane, sugar-making, African slave labour, and the plantation form in the Americas.’

But Spain’s ambitions were soon overhauled. Brazilian sugar from the Portuguese Colonial Empire soon filled most of the trading ships of the sixteenth century. Then, in the 1650s, with Caribbean cotton and tobacco yields diminishing fast and Portugal distracted by rebellion, Britain – helped by Dutch expertise and money – took the lead in sugar-making. And Barbados was the exemplar.

‘England fought the most, conquered the most colonies, imported the most slaves… and went furthest and fastest in creating a plantation system,’ recorded Mintz.

Britons consumed an extraordinary volume of sugar. First from Barbados and then from island after island in the Caribbean, the great sugar barrels, called hogsheads, rolled down the gangways of British ships. One thousand hogsheads were imported in 1660; by 1700, it was 50,000 barrels. Half a century later, well over twice that. Most of the sugar stayed in Britain with very little traded across Europe. The more the West Indian plantations provided, the more the British would eat.

At first, sugar was a luxurious privilege. To impress hosts in the late seventeenth century, well-off visitors would present them with a loaf of crystallised sugar on arrival. Within 100 years of the first imports, it had become a quotidian staple for urban and rural workers. ‘By 1750 the poorest English farm-labourer’s wife took sugar in her tea,’ reckoned the Atlantic trade historian Ralph Davis. The slave trade super-charged the economies of London, Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow. For elite merchants in the West Indies and in Britain, sugar made by enslaved people brought eye-catching wealth.

When King George III visited the English seaside town of Weymouth late in the eighteenth century, he was startled by the opulence of a carriage and horses owned by a member of the West Indian planter class. The monarch is said to have remarked to his prime minister, ‘Sugar, sugar, eh? All that sugar! How are the duties, eh Pitt, how are the duties?’

Supply to Britain ‘became as much a political as an economic obligation,’ wrote Mintz. ‘At the same time, the owners of the immense fortunes created by the labour of millions of slaves stolen from Africa… had become even more solidly attached to the centres of power in English society at large.’

The elite owners in Barbados ‘held the best land, sold the most sugar, and monopolised the best offices,’ agreed the historian Richard S. Dunn. ‘In only one generation these planters had turned their small island into an amazingly effective sugar-production machine and had built a social structure to rival the tradition-encrusted hierarchy of old England.’

The consequences of that social structure, as intricate as it was regressive, would be lived by Frank Worrell 200 years later.



But by the beginning of the nineteenth century, British views on slavery were changing. An abolition movement developed, led by religious non-conformists whose interpretation of Christianity – that all humans were created in the image of God – was incompatible with the turpitude of slavery.

There was a rather different understanding within the established Church. Anglicanism had failed to engage with this complicated issue from both West Indian and English pulpits. The Caribbean Church was undoubtedly the religious space of the planters and for the planters. Ministers came from planter families. Churches themselves were often paid for by estate owners and built on their land. Even the worshippers’ benches reflected the superiority of the island elite: the wealthy paid for seats nearest the altar. This was called ‘pew rent’. If you had money, you got a Sunday seat. Those who couldn’t afford to rent a pew sat at the back or in the loft.

At St Michael’s Cathedral in Bridgetown, where Frank Worrell would one day sing in the choir, a sign forbade certain parishioners from sitting in the nave because ‘the pews in the area or ground floor of the church, have been from the first erection of them set apart for the accommodation of, and belong to the white inhabitants.’

In Britain, clarity on the evils of slavery was articulated more easily. Hundreds of thousands of people signed abolition petitions and the law was finally changed in 1807. By this time, more than three million people from Africa had been forced into slavery by British hands alone.

Little changed in the British Caribbean. The slave trade may have been outlawed – but enslaved people were still in bondage. ‘On the islands of the West Indies,’ wrote David Olusoga, ‘hundreds of thousands of Black people remained subject to the manifold horrors of plantation slavery.’ The greatest experiment in human terror would not end swiftly. ‘Freedom would be delivered incrementally, in carefully spaced stages with white men judging and assessing the capacities of Black people to manage their own affairs and adhere to European norms.’

Emancipation itself would only begin with the passing of the Slavery Abolition Act nearly twenty-five years later, in 1833. There would be compensation, of course – not for the enslaved, but for owners or their creditors who had lost their assets. The staggering sum of £20 million distributed to 46,000 people was the equivalent of 40 per cent of all government spending for 1833. Across the British West Indies, slavery lived on for five more years as plantations held onto their unpaid, bound workers who had to endure ‘apprenticeships’ before being truly freed.

Even after that, the end of slavery did not mean the end of hardship. The huge economic jolt caused by the vanishing of free labour, coupled to the changing value of Caribbean sugar cane, brought great uncertainty to Barbados. In the year of emancipation, cane made up all but 5 per cent of the world sugar market. Within fifty years, sugar made from European beet accounted for more than half of that market. European nations that had previously relied on imports not only became producers but exporters.

‘Barbados was an economy of dear land and over-abundant labour,’ wrote the historian Gordon K. Lewis. On other islands, new crops were developed and freed Black workers combined swiftly to stand firm against the impositions of the plantocracy’s old rule. But in Barbados, the working mass remained ‘a permanently displaced population, tied to the estate economy’. Lewis concluded that the economic subservience of the Black majority ‘remained intact to a degree unknown elsewhere’.

The consequences of this parlous insecurity were seen across Barbados by the beginning of the twentieth century: rebellions and famine, wage riots and insurrection. Yet the island elite refused to accept any level of social responsibility. The question of how precisely the Black labourer of the day fitted into the island’s future was summarised in the Barbados Agricultural Report – a planter newspaper:


It is admitted that the negro, if properly handled, is an excellent labourer. The question then is one of proper handling. Handle the negro properly, and there would be no lack of workers… Some book learning is of course essential, but the mistake of conveying to the child the idea that such education as he acquires at school is calculated to make him eligible for the highest honours in life must be avoided.



This was the world in which Athelston Theophilus Worrell grew up. He was Frank Worrell’s father.






CHAPTER 3 ‘… and to permanently reside therein: so help me God’


The 1963 biography of Frank Worrell by Ernest Eytle told readers that Frank’s father had spent his career in ‘the merchant service’. It was a brief, generous and opaque description. Athelston Worrell laboured in dockyards or on board ships as a porter, an oiler, a riveter, a waiter or a bedroom steward, grafting on the shipping lanes north and south between the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic coast of North America.

Parish records suggest Athelston was born in November 1887 in Barbados so was in his late thirties when Frank was born in 1924. As a young man he had worked in the Canadian province of Nova Scotia as a maritime boiler maker. During the First World War he moved south to the Fore River Shipyard near Boston, where submarines and destroyers were being built for the US Navy. In 1919 he made a significant decision. After visiting Barbados, Athelston sailed back to America and signed a ‘Declaration of Intention’ – a document that marked the first step to becoming a US citizen. His application was filed in the district of Massachusetts between that of a brown-eyed Italian labourer from Aquila and a blue-eyed Russian tailor with a scar on his neck. According to the records, Athelston himself had a much more unusual distinguishing feature – an ‘extra left finger’. He was 5ft 9in tall and described as ‘stout’, weighing more than 12 stone.

‘It is my bona fide intention,’ he pledged, ‘to renounce forever all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign Prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty, and particularly to George V, King of Great Britain and Ireland, of whom I am now a subject.

‘I am not an anarchist; I am not a polygamist or a believer in the practice of polygamy; and it is my intention in good faith to become a citizen of the United States of America and to permanently reside therein: so help me God.’

While he planned to become an American, work took him back to the Caribbean. In July 1920, his son Livingston, Frank’s older brother, was born in Barbados. Livingston’s mother was also from the island and her name was Grace Worrell. Four years after Livingston came Frank. But his father wasn’t there for the birth. In February 1924, Athelston had boarded the SS Voltaire bound for New York. On arrival, he gave his profession as a machinist and stated that he intended to remain in the USA ‘always’.



In the late autumn of 2020, an obituary was published of a local dentist from Memphis, Tennessee. Dr Leroy A. Worrell had died aged ninety-six. The ‘A’ stood for Athelston. Sustained by his faith and his family, he had lived what looked to be a good and industrious life of travel and professional successes. He had been born nearly a century earlier in Boston, Massachusetts on 26 May 1924, a ‘devoted son of the late Athelston Theophilus Worrell and Mable Cinderella Nelson’.

Athelston Worrell had been testing the limits of the polygamy section of his ‘Declaration of Intention’; he had one young family in America and another one in Barbados. Leroy was Frank’s half-brother, who had arrived, across the sea, two months before him.

Yet Athelston and Grace remained together. Indeed, Grace would join him in the USA for Frank’s younger sister – also called Grace – to be born in 1930. It is not known how much Grace senior, Livingston, Frank and Grace junior knew about Athelston’s other family, but it is clear that Athelston played only a small role in Frank’s life.

This was not unusual in the Caribbean of the 1930s. Thousands of Barbadians of Athelston’s generation were unable to make a living on their island, so emigration was often the only answer to poverty and many people had to take their chance.

The picture of Dr Worrell accompanying the obituary is affecting. He was a handsome man in old age, still in possession of his short-cropped white hair. He had a neatly clipped moustache, dark brown eyes and a confident, open smile. There are laughter lines around his eyes. ‘He loved mentoring his patients and sharing wisdom with anyone in his chair,’ mentions a tribute.

It is impossible to look at this photo of Leroy and not see Frank Worrell himself. This could almost be him, had he lived a life as long as that of his venerable half-brother from across the sea.






CHAPTER 4 ‘The tectonic plates of poverty and race, upon which Barbados was built, had finally collided’


Frank Worrell grew up yards from a cricket pitch. It was the home of Empire Club in Bank Hall, a small, irregular collection of streets just north-east of central Bridgetown.

‘It was there I saw and played cricket day in, day out. From the age of six I can recollect turning the arm over,’ Worrell would recall. ‘My mother and father had gone to the United States earlier, so my upbringing was in the hands of my grandmother, who saw to it that I led a normal youngster’s life. I got into the usual scrapes, played the usual games of football and cricket and generally enjoyed life.’

Frank’s maternal grandmother, Florence Eglan Burrowes, lived on Pavilion Road, which encircled the cricket ground. Frank and his friends would climb the boundary fence to play on the outfield. From the house, which Athelston had named ‘Bostonville’ after the city where he had found work, Florence would have been able to hear the commotion from the games and the clang of a ball – often made from remnants of tightly wound cloth pinched from her sewing box – on the propped-up galvanised-iron sheet that the boys used as a wicket. The giveaway noise meant there was no need for an umpire, for as the Barbadian expression went: ‘tinnin’ don’t lie.’

The boys came to an arrangement with the Empire groundsman. He would let them cut their own wicket, deep in the outfield, if they did chores around the club. There would be other benefits, too. By the age of nine, Worrell was allowed to bowl occasionally in the nets to the senior players. This meant sharing a run-up with Empire’s best; men who would play Test cricket for West Indies. One was ‘Manny’ Martindale, who would take more than 100 first-class wickets on the tour of England in 1933. Another was ‘Foffie’ Williams, who was ten years older than Frank and would play in his place in 1948 when food poisoning ruined Worrell’s Test debut against England at Bridgetown. Batting at seven in the second innings, Foffie walloped 28 from the first six balls he faced. The England off-spinner Jim Laker went for a pair of sixes then a pair of fours. The first six was enormous: an on-drive that flew over a tamarind tree into a house across the road from Kensington Oval. Then, with his eye in, Williams hit consecutive fours in the next over off Jack Ikin.

But in the mid-1930s, big cricket was still years away for Frank. His team then was the ‘Starvation XI’ – the name he and his friends gave to their school holiday gang who played for hours every day until the Empire men shooed them away.

‘We started playing at nine-thirty in the morning and we played through until about three-thirty,’ said Worrell. ‘These matches were played to an end. I mean you might find yourself batting for about three days and then you had to go back and field for another day or two and it was in this sort of environment that I picked up the few strokes I had.’

In the early evenings there would be a different venue: the cathedral cemetery. Eric and Leroy Crichlow lived within its walls. Their grandfather was the sexton of St Michael’s and allowed the boys to bat and bowl on a convenient strip of concrete that lay in front of one of the vaults.

Like Frank, the Crichlow brothers were being brought up by their grandparents because their mother and father were working in the United States. Eric liked to bowl medium-pace and Leroy was a decent leg-spinner. Frank would copy Eric’s batting stance, and he would bat that way until he retired.

‘They were lucky,’ says Eric’s son, Ken Crichlow, from his apartment in Brooklyn. ‘They had one of the biggest gardens in the city. They’d spend their time tearing through the churchyard, playing around the tombstones. They were in the cathedral choir and earned a few extra pennies by singing at funerals and ringing the bells before services. They weren’t unsettled about living in a cemetery but Dad used to say that he and Leroy would offer a regular prayer to the man whose tombstone was right outside their door – just to be on the safe side.’

The Crichlow brothers were nicknamed ‘Duppy’ by Frank and their other friends – ‘duppy’ being a Caribbean word for ghost. The gang often had to wait for Eric and Leroy to finish their dinner before a game could start and they’d lean on the cathedral walls next to an open drain that led directly from the Crichlows’ kitchen sink.

‘Duppy have rice tonight, Duppy have pork,’ they’d cackle as the brothers’ leftovers swished and gurgled beneath their feet.



One Saturday morning, the vault over the outfield fence into Empire went badly wrong. Frank lost his balance and fell down head first. He put out his right hand to break his fall, which broke his arm. His hand was in a plaster cast for weeks, and his arm was supported by a sling.

‘You may look on, but no playing for you,’ warned his grandmother.

But of course, Frank did play and it was in these days, according to the Worrell biographer Undine Giuseppi, that he became a left-arm bowler but a right-handed batter.

At first, he couldn’t pick up the branch of a clammy-cherry tree that the boys used as a bat. All Frank could do was to field and throw the ball back with his left hand. Then he tried bowling with his weak arm. Early experiments were an embarrassment, but he persevered. ‘By the time his right arm was removed from the cast, Frank was well on his way to becoming an expert left-arm bowler,’ wrote Giuseppi.

Frank was without his parents for long periods in these formative years. By the time he was six, Athelston and Grace senior were registered on the US federal census. Grace was a dressmaker, Athelston a shipping porter, and they lodged in a Boston apartment. Two years later, in early 1932 when Frank was seven, Grace was with him for four months in Bank Hall. This could well have been a visit to allow Florence to see her new granddaughter. But shipping records suggest that by April, Grace was aboard the SS Dominica heading back to the USA to join her husband in Boston.

Frank never spoke candidly about his childhood, but it is known that he developed a stammer as a young boy, which lasted for some years, and spoke with a lisp. As a talented teenaged cricketer, he certainly appeared to be remarkably self-contained, self-critical and immune to easy praise. Possibly, these were learned characteristics from a childhood dominated by estrangement.

Perhaps the only advantage of Frank’s breach from his family was the regular arrival of clothes and dollar bills at Pavilion Road. He was now a pupil at the Roebuck Boys’ Moravian elementary school and often belted around Bank Hall on a bicycle – one of the few children in the neighbourhood to own one. Frank’s US wardrobe was a little different too, not helped by his scruffiness. Regardless of whether his shirts came from across the ocean or across the road, their tails always billowed behind him.

Athelston and Grace had calculated that their family’s best chance of prospering was for them to remain employed in the United States. On the island, a further cycle of poverty and unrest was taking hold.

The Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the Great Depression that followed brought fresh pain to the Caribbean. Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Panama now refused to employ foreign workers. By 1937, the population of Barbados had shot up by about 12 per cent in five years. The price of sugar had plunged: 26 shillings a ton in 1923, five shillings a ton in 1937. Strikes and rioting spread from British Honduras to St Kitts then to St Vincent, St Lucia and Trinidad. Cane-cutters, oil workers and dockers would no longer work for next to nothing. Then the unrest came to Barbados. Meetings led by a young activist and trades union organiser called Clement Payne attracted thousands of protestors and alarmed the authorities.

In July 1937, their solution was to arrest, charge and then furtively deport Payne to Trinidad.

‘When news of this leaked out,’ wrote the novelist and historian Mary Chamberlain, ‘it triggered days of bloody rioting… The tectonic plates of poverty and race, upon which Barbados was built, had finally collided. The impact was nationwide.’

The Barbados Advocate described people smashing streetlights and damaging buses. The Empire theatre was attacked and ‘terror reigned within’ while the audience was viewing the unfortunately titled movie This is the Life! The next day shops were set on fire and cars were pushed into the sea. ‘The gates of the Methodist church were pushed down and baton charges by police were easily repelled by the crowd.’ The air was dark with bottles, stones and other missiles, reported the Advocate, then ‘crack went the rifles and a few went down wounded, two mortally so.’

Fourteen people were killed in and around Bridgetown and forty-seven wounded by the police or armed private constables employed by the planters. Around 300 protesters received long prison sentences. In London, the Under-Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs was asked to explain the disturbances to parliament.

‘The police were compelled on several occasions to open fire on the crowd,’ said the Marquess of Hartington, ‘which declined to disperse and continued to throw stones and fire revolvers after the Riot Act had been read.’ He went on, ‘The volunteers were called out. On 28th July there were some further disturbances at Bridgetown and reports of sporadic looting of shops in country districts. His Majesty’s ship Apollo arrived at Bridgetown on 28th July and has landed a platoon of marines.’ The minister finished by telling the House that the island governor said the disturbances were unexpected and that ‘no clear cause can at present be assigned’.

There was no recognition that ‘the tectonic plates of poverty and race, upon which Barbados was built,’ had finally collided.



Frank Worrell was now thirteen and started secondary school weeks after the shootings in Bridgetown. The disorder had become serious enough for a Royal Commission to be established, not only to investigate Barbados, but to look at the social and economic conditions across the Caribbean. In 1938, two British parliamentarians, an agricultural expert, a trades union leader, an economist and a social reformer were among the group sent to listen to the people and to collect evidence. The man in charge would be Walter Guinness, 1st Baron Moyne. He was a politician, a former soldier and an experienced traveller. What’s more, he had his own boat.

Lord Moyne was from the famous Guinness brewing family. He had fought in the second Boer War, at Gallipoli and at Passchendaele. He owned a motor yacht called the Rosaura and was an adventurer who had voyaged to Greenland to study ‘Eskimos’ and to the Malay Archipelago to observe a ‘strange race of pigmies’. Lord Moyne reported that ‘the average height of the men was 4ft 6in while the women were on average 4ft 3in.’ One admiring journalist observed that ‘the only things which ruffle his calm are the exigencies of the American customs and the sanitary arrangements in the Sahara.’

‘Off they go,’ enthused the Daily Telegraph in 1936, ‘a mixed company, to cannibal islands; with incredible daring they barter Woolworth necklaces for shields and spears.’ At one point the visitors were temporarily wrecked on a ‘man-eating shore’ where they made reed huts on the bank, shot pigeons, ‘conciliated the aborigines and cooked sago’.

Walter brought home live gifts for London Zoo: iguana from the Galapagos Islands, gibbons from the far east and parrots from South America. (Sadly, a number of these birds were diseased and infected a zookeeper, who died in the winter of 1938.) The zoo also received some of the very first dragon lizards seen in England from the island of Komodo. Lured into wire cages by putrid meat, three of the beasts were put on board Rosaura – but only two made it to Regent’s Park. ‘When the yacht was some days out on the homeward journey,’ recorded a travelling companion of Lord Moyne, ‘one of the dragons burst its way through the netting, and, as no trace of it was ever found on the ship, presumably it jumped overboard.’



The investigators arrived in Jamaica in November 1938. Lord Moyne made his own way via the United States and then boarded the Rosaura, which had been sailed out for him. In the months that followed, hundreds of ordinary people from across the region were interviewed: peasant proprietors in Dominica, teachers in Belize, cane growers in Nevis, farmers in British Guiana and clergymen in Barbados.

The start of the Second World War delayed publication of their findings, but the commissioners deserved praise for their exhaustive endeavours. Never before had the shortcomings of the British West Indies been revealed in such detail: the shameful housing that startled European sensibilities, exploitative working arrangements with rates of pay that had barely changed in some territories since emancipation, the demeaning status of women in almost every area of life and the woefully inadequate provision for health and education.

However, the conscientious industry of Lord Moyne and his colleagues was undermined by their feeble conclusions. Many recommendations, which were undeniably wide-ranging, had already been raised by any number of local reformers during the past twenty years.

At times, the report seemed to be demanding a rebuilding of West Indian society, noted Gordon K. Lewis, ‘but in terms of concrete suggestions the demand too frequently subsided into limited specifics, buttressed by homiletic passages to the West Indian peoples to become morally rehabilitated.’

Moyne overlooked, ignored or avoided one fundamental point: West Indians were rejecting a society in which, ‘despite formal emancipation, they were still regarded merely as supplies of cheap labour to sugar kings and oil barons in search of quick fortunes,’ said Lewis. ‘Slavery had been abolished; but the economic foundations of slavery, especially in the general picture of land ownership, had remained basically untouched… the social pattern of slavery – the vast masses labouring in poverty on the property of the minority – remained stamped on West Indian life.’

And yet, in among the report’s limitations, a single paragraph was intensely pertinent to the life of Frank Worrell, distilling the existential dilemma that he would have to confront. It’s unlikely that Frank ever read the findings of the West India Royal Commission, but in assessing his place in the world, he would certainly have turned over in his own mind the warning from Walter Guinness for all ordinary West Indians:


Should he find work as a manual labourer, his wages often provide only for bare maintenance and are far from sufficient to enable him to attain the standard of living which is set before him by new contacts with the outside world. If he is fitted by education and intelligence for clerical posts, competition for which is intense, he will have the prospect, at best, of a salary on which, even in government employment, he will find it a serious struggle to keep up the social position and appearances which he and his friends expect. He will have leisure hours but few facilities for recreation with which to fill them.



Cricket would save Frank Worrell from this fate.
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