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INTRODUCTION

SOME OF THE BEST THINGS happen by accident. Alexander Fleming might have been annoyed when his lab culture got contaminated by a fungus, but it worked out for the best. Not to say that Story Time has saved as many lives as penicillin, but we like to imagine a kinship.

We had been making The Final Word podcast for four years, reviewing matches and talking about the happenings in world cricket, when our Fleming moment occurred. We always wanted the show to be available to anyone, no paywalls, so we set up a page on Patreon where people could voluntarily chip in, and we would read out their names in thanks. Normal amounts arrived: $2, $5, $50. The sender could choose, so one day, Phillip Meng signed up with $2.22.

We pondered this on our recording. As cricket nuffies, it could only mean one thing: a gag about Richie Benaud. Anyone doing a Richie impersonation reaches first for the scoreline made iconic by his voice: ‘It’s 2 for 22’. This had to be the meaning behind the number, we mused – and correspondence confirmed that we were right.

By the next episode, Andrew Tuttle had signed up with $4.34, which we knew had to mean the 434 that Australia once made in Johannesburg before South Africa replied with one-day cricket’s biggest run chase. The numbers game exploded from there. Soon, almost every new subscriber was sending in a boutique number, and we would try to guess what it meant. Patreon donations are called pledges, and like us, the people sending them were clearly cricket nerds, so we called the game Nerd Pledge.

At first our guesses were rapid fire, but soon the numbers got more obscure, and people started messaging us if we didn’t guess right, so we would guess again. Rob O’Neill set the record with seven weeks straight trying to solve $5.57, for the 557 minutes that Mudassar Nazar batted for the slowest Test century. As our answers got longer, and the research more detailed, we decided it was time to spin off Nerd Pledge into its own weekend show: Story Time.

We knew that cricket had its tales, but until Story Time, we had no idea just how many. The years since have been some of the best fun anyone could have in the game, as we worked through the well known into the deepening realms of the obscure.

It’s not just 150 years of Test cricket: we’ve gone from the first surviving scorecards in 1772, through centuries of English county cricket, Indian Ranji Trophy, Australia’s Sheffield Shield, women’s and men’s, disability cricket, grade games and novelty matches, Hungarian T20 debutants and missing Spanish number 11s. We’ve gone on tangents through the reproductive cycles of aphids, the origins of measurement systems, Shane Warne’s landscaping side hustle, and the heart-stopping finale of The Nanny season three.

Along the way, we’ve encountered historical characters who are fascinating, or hilarious, or enraging, or tragic. We’ve learned so much about the game that has made us better writers and commentators than we would ever have been without it. Our stories have gone from 30-second guesses to 30-minute discursions, digging through birth-record archives, ancient newspapers, libraries of books, and the full collection of Wisden. And we’ve had a ball doing it.

At the time of writing, Story Time stands at well over 200 episodes and thousands of tales. Its listeners made that happen. And the thing we’re surer of now than ever is that however long the show lasts, we will never run out of cricket stories. There are more being written all the time.

This is a selection of a few of our all-time favourites: some will be familiar, others we’re very sure will not. We hope you have as good a time reading them as we did finding them.
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1 DERA TO DREAM: CRICKET’S BIGGEST DEFEAT

3.37

CLUE SENT BY:

MARTIN BLACKBURN & ALEX VELJANOVSKI





CRICKET IS A BRUTAL SPORT. Moments of triumph and glory seduce players into sticking with the game. But those times are remembered so clearly because they’re so few. For each high, there are a hundred lows: bad shots, bad luck, long and horrible shifts in the field. Still, most of us don’t have our worst day immortalised by the record-keepers.

That distinction is reserved for the swinging 60s lads of Pakistani team Dera Ismail Khan, who now and surely forever hold the gold medal for the biggest defeat in first-class cricket. That was built on a first innings when they conceded 910 runs, which to this day is the ninth-biggest team score ever, and that’s probably not even the ninth most interesting thing about this match.

We found the story via the number 337, which matches a famous individual innings: Pakistan ace Hanif Mohammad made that score against the West Indies while batting for three days to secure an impossible Test draw. He too set a record that will never be broken: the longest Test innings by minutes. But when we looked into Hanif’s knock, we found a couple of other 337s, and were intrigued by a bloke we’d never heard of, another Pakistani named Pervez Akhtar.

Deciding what counts as first-class cricket is a funny process. You need a four-innings match with at least three days scheduled, on a turf pitch with 11 a side. Otherwise, it’s up to national boards to decide which tournaments are of a high enough quality to count. All Test matches are first class, but not all first-class matches are Tests. And in 1960s Pakistan, the designation was loose as hell.

Among other comps was a knockout called the Ayub Trophy. In early 1963, only five teams played it, but in 1964/65, the Pakistan Cricket Board decided to go the way of English football’s FA Cup, throwing the first round open to all sorts. The big teams were there, but also teams from the Karachi Education Board, the Public Works Department, Peshawar University. Every game got first-class status. Throwing themselves in the mix, high on teenage enthusiasm, were the guys from Dera Ismail Khan.

DI Khan is a small city between Rawalpindi and Multan. It didn’t have a team for the tournament, nor the pedigree to demand one, but it had a bunch of keen uni students and a lawyer uncle who got them registered. When the tournament came around, some players bailed for exams, so the others picked school-age replacements from street games. The oldest in the team was 20, the babysitter on a two-day trip by truck and train to Lahore.

Let’s take ourselves back to the scene. No money, little sleep, no preparation, and they come up against Pakistan Railways, a proper cricket team from the regular first-class comp. The left-arm opening bowler, named Inayatullah, is 15 years old. His partner, Anwar Khan, takes a return catch with the score on 44. And that is as good as it’s going to get for Dera Ismail Khan.

There is only one other wicket that day, when the second opener chips a catch on 124. But that brings Pervez Akhtkar to the crease, and the next partnership moves implacably. The score at stumps is 2 for 415. The kids know they’ve been pumped, and figure the declaration will come early the next day. They hold batting practice at the hotel overnight. But captaining Railways is a chap named Bashir Haider, and he may be one of the most ruthless cricketers who has ever walked the turf.

No declaration. First-innings points mean a win. Railways don’t need to be charitable. DI Khan get an early wicket, when Inayatullah bowls the Railways’ first drop for an even 200. They will chisel out three more. But the partnerships keep coming, and Pervez keeps going. After 415 on the first day, Railways make 410 the next, ending on 6 for 825. Pervez is 301 not out. Surely that’s enough? Nope. On day three, they bat on.

By this point, the bowlers must have been hallucinating. Only after the Railways’ number eight has racked up the fourth century of the innings, with Pervez unbeaten on 337, does mercy come. The score is 6 for 910 declared.

Now, fair fucks to Dera Ismail Khan. They go at less than a run a ball across the journey, which is something. They hold some catches, and take four wickets on that second day. They get a couple of guys out for 20, one for 19. And they only concede 39 extras out of that 910.

But in the end, four kids from the bush have bowled 170 overs, all of it seam, with only two overs from a part-time spinner. We’re guessing he didn’t land them. The new-ball menace Anwar stuck at it for three wickets, never mind his 295 runs. Our colleague Jon Hotten nominates Inayatullah for the worst Cricinfo page in history: one match, 1 for 279, and a pair with the bat.

That should give an indication of what happens next. With half a day to survive and 20 wickets in hand, you’d be bullish about the draw, but Dera Ismail Khan are royally fried. A bloke has made a triple, the team has one of the highest scores ever – and this is just when things start to get interesting.

First, Dera Ismail are bowled out for 32. They last 15.3 overs. Six ducks, including the top three. Anwar Khan follows up his three wickets with 11 not out, the only score in double figures. He’s already wrapped up the three votes.

So we come back to Bashir Haider, the Railways skipper who wouldn’t declare. He’s also the opening bowler, and he’s rapid. The kids don’t know how to face this. One of the opening batters nicks a ball that splits a fielder’s hand open, and soon is bowled. But Bashir only takes 2 for 15. He’s on the edge of the spotlight compared to left-armer Afaq Khan, who nabs 7 for 14 – the ultimate cash-in. There’s no need for a third bowler. What’s more, every one of Afaq’s seven dismissals is bowled.

But wait, you say. Two and seven is only nine wickets. Must have been a run-out?

Not quite. Qaiser Khan, the poor bastard who had to bowl 43 overs, take 1 for 175, then walk in to bat with the score at three down for a single run, has understandably got the shits with the game of cricket at this point. He’s facing Bashir, the speed merchant, and he doesn’t like the velocity. He’s getting stroppy about being peppered. So after he blocks a yorker and the ball stops dead in front of him, he boots it off the pitch.

We like to imagine him stepping in and heaving the shoe, like Steven Gerrard curling one from outside the box. It was probably far more innocuous, but that’s not as funny. So, we have Railways and ruthlessness. At this moment, still leading by more than 900, having conceded fewer than 10, against a team of broken children, the Railways captain appeals for obstructing the fucking field.

Qaiser Khan, out for 3. Tell your story walking. The team is four down with 9 on the board. In the second innings, he’ll be stumped for a duck. Hope he was halfway down.

The second innings arrives swiftly. There’s not much debate about enforcing the follow-on when you’re 878 ahead on the last day. Railways ask the Dera Ismail Khan opening bats to pad up again. And with Afaq Khan not even eight overs into his work, with seven wickets to his name, the skipper says, ‘You know what, buddy? You have yourself a breather.’

Not just that, but in a Louvre-worthy piece of disdain, Bashir decides that the Dera Ismail Khan boys would be a waste of a new ball. He throws the old ball, with less than 16 overs of wear, to his spinners instead.

One of four unrelated Khans in this game, Ahad Khan opens up bowling leg breaks. He doesn’t take seven wickets. That would be silly. He takes nine. For seven runs. Dera Ismail Khan can’t match their first effort of 32. They’re done for 27 second time around, with another five ducks. One of the openers gets all the way up to 10 before being run out. Of the nine wickets, aside from the stumping: six bowled, one lbw, one return catch. No need for fielders, thanks.

In a game of records, Ahad Khan’s haul of 9 for 7 remains the second-best return for nine wickets in all first-class cricket. The only one better was Gideon Elliott’s 9 for 2 for Victoria, sending down some round-arm weirdness on a patch of mud and dandelions against a very weak Tasmanian side back in 1858.

At the Railways Moghalpura Institute Ground in Lahore, two Khans have taken 16 for 21 between them in a couple of hours. Eleven ducks, 28 overs, and a final margin of an innings and 851 runs. The second-biggest loss is not within shouting distance.

The youngsters from Dera Ismail Khan had stuck at it with the ball, but being outclassed with the bat makes for a far quicker resolution. They turn their thoughts to their long journey ahead, hoping that nobody from home will hear much detail.

The funny part is that Railways weren’t even that good themselves. Going on to the next round, they lost on first-innings points to the Lahore Education Board, which must have stung, especially when the substitute teachers only made 159. Our mate Pervez made 9 and a duck. That was the trend for him, too. He played for over a decade but only finished with 18 first-class innings and 600 career runs.

So that’s 337 in one hit, and 263 in the other 17. It was his only hundred. His next best was 81, then 35. Even an unbeaten triple in a small sample size could only lift his average to 42.85, and without that innings it was 20.2. See also Afaq Khan, the seamer with the 7 for 14, who took almost half his career wickets in that innings. The leg spinner Ahad Khan at least had a chunkier career.

Not so for the students of Dera Ismail Khan, smiling understatedly, the front row neatly cross-legged, in the black-and-white photograph taken before they set off, intended to be a memory of a game that they later most likely preferred to forget. It was a remarkable synchrony: 11 kids on first-class debut, and 11 who never played a first-class match again. On several counts, you can understand why.
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2 LAURIE NASH WILL HIT YOU IN THE FACE

4.18

CLUE SENT BY:

JAMO





PLAYING TWO TESTS WITH BEST figures of 4 for 18 doesn’t yell ‘legend’. But our clue from Jamo mentioned this player being a Swans tragic, same as Jamo’s grandfather. The Swans Aussie rules team plays in Sydney now, but for over a century were South Melbourne, and once we made that connection, there was little doubt that this clue led to Laurie Nash. And let us tell you, Laurie Nash was certainly a legend, in terms of two sports, one world war, and an entertainingly high level of self-belief. More than any Australian cricketer, Laurie spoke his mind.

Laurie was a good Melbourne lad, born in Fitzroy in 1910, when all the guys had much the same moustaches as they do now. He was strong, stocky, and a bull at a gate. Being short wasn’t going to stop him being a fast bowler. He belted in and belted the ball down, often halfway down the wicket. He was playing first-grade cricket for Fitzroy by 17 and was being looked at for Victoria until the family suddenly moved to Tasmania.

Laurie liked a scrap, on the field or off it, and his dad was similar. Bob Nash had been a champion footballer who captained Collingwood and Footscray, played state matches for Victoria, got in trouble at the tribunal for belting opponents and arguing with umpires, and at 74 years old died at a Collingwood game. That’s commitment. After playing footy Bob became a copper, and was naturally of the temperament to join a police strike. Sacked, he upped sticks to Tassie with the family to run a pub. By 19, Laurie was playing first-class cricket for the state and senior footy in the northern Tasmanian league.

Laurie’s combativeness was apparent. He lipped off deluxe. He was fiery, stubborn, blunt, and put people offside. He cut the sleeves off his cricket shirts because they got in the way. He wasn’t known for batting, but twice in his first three games Tasmania had to follow on against Victoria, and Laurie responded by coming in down the order and smashing the team’s highest score, 48 and 55 respectively. Against the Vics again in 1931, he got so pissed off that he started deliberately throwing, getting pinged by the umpire in the process. He went on to take five wickets, having already smashed his only first-class hundred as a pinch-hitting opener. Later that year he got his first win over the Big V, dominating with 84 in a run chase.

Off the field, he was just as much a stubborn bastard. His family was Catholic, but he married Irene, a Protestant, in an era when that was not the done thing. They had the wedding in Irene’s church, and for the rest of her life, the Catholic Church badgered Laurie to have another ceremony at one of theirs, saying that his marriage didn’t count. If we can paraphrase, he replied with something like, ‘Bugger off. I’m Laurie Nash. I love my wife, and I don’t give a shit.’

In January 1932, with the South Africans touring Australia, Laurie played them twice for Tassie. After a modest draw in his home town of Launceston, he headed to Hobart and unleashed. He had Bruce Mitchell caught behind, then clean bowled Jim Christy. On a hat-trick, against the touring side in the middle of a Test series, what do you do? Bowl off stump? Knock him over, draw a nick? Not Laurie. He bowled a bouncer and broke Eric Dalton’s jaw. Fuck hat-tricks.

Laurie got 7 for 50 that day, and roughing up the tourists did get him in for the fifth Test. He was 21 years old. He started with a spell of three wickets for four runs, sparking the slide that saw South Africa bowled out for 36 and 45: the fifth and 16th lowest Test totals in the one match. In the first innings, Laurie also took out the captain to finish with the aforementioned 4 for 18, and in the second innings he clean bowled Christy first ball, just as he had in Hobart.

So, 5 for 22 in your first match should get you a run at the top level, right? The problem was that Australia’s next assignment was the following summer, the 1932/33 Ashes. You may have heard about that series. Laurie’s wildness of character went against him with selectors who were worried about what aristocrats at Marylebone Cricket Club would think. And once the series began, it soon became what would be known as Bodyline.

With tempers at breaking point, riots brewing, and relations between the countries at an all-time low, nobody was brave enough to pick a tinderbox player like Laurie Nash. On the other hand, a fast, angry, intimidating fast bowler just might have been an asset for Australia in a series when Harold Larwood was trying to hit everyone in the head. Laurie certainly thought so. His quotes all get paraphrased in different directions, but he said something like this: ‘If they’d picked me, Bodyline would have been done in two overs.’

Confident in his ability and aggrieved that it wasn’t being used, Laurie was jack of cricket, so he moved back to Victoria with his brother to take up an offer to play football for South Melbourne. He was already a good player, but he turned into an absolute gun. Massively undersized for the job at five-foot-nine, he nonetheless played centre half-back, not just taking on much bigger opponents but marauding down the ground to set up play like a modern backman. Later he would start swinging through centre half-forward and even into the ruck. Whatever job needed doing, Laurie would fix it.

In his first season, the Swans won the flag, and Laurie would have won the Norm Smith if it existed then, best on ground. In his second, with licence to drift, he kicked 53 goals on the way to another grand final. In his third, he got picked for Victoria to play state footy against South Australia, and on a whim was thrown in at full-forward. He kicked 18 goals that day. There was more vintage Laurie after the game: ‘I would have kicked a lot more if anyone had passed to me.’

He was playing cricket for South too, dominating Melbourne firstgrade every summer, but every summer the Vics refused to pick him. Finally, during a gap in the schedule after the fourth Ashes Test in February 1937, he was asked to play for Victoria against the tourists. It was his first match for his original home state.

This Ashes series might be the best ever: England winning the first two Tests, Australia the next two, in a turnaround whose story we’ll tell in a later chapter. The fifth Test was the decider, and all options were on the table. In that moment, five years since his debut, Laurie walked out against the English in this state match and beat them up. He didn’t take a bag, but his four wickets for the match were all top-three batters, and more importantly, he went hard at them. He bowled fast, short, and unsociably. England didn’t like it. When Bill Woodfull was captain, he didn’t like it either. But now, Don Bradman was in charge, and he had some flint. He told selectors that this was the guy he wanted, and in this critical moment, they finally said yes.

The English were spooked. Gubby Allen was their captain, a bloke with a number of dubious moments in his relationship
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