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They Think It’s All Over

‘Well, that’s it, Dickie lad. Finished. Over and out.’

How well I remember muttering those words to myself after standing at my final Test match – between England and India at Lord’s in June 1996. But it wasn’t quite over. And I was certainly not out. There were two more seasons in the County Championship to come before my retirement – my last appearance was in the Yorkshire v Warwickshire fixture in 1998 – and a lot more has happened since then.

Now here I am at 80, still involved with cricket, revelling in the present, looking hopefully to the future and being able to look contentedly back to the past with pride and satisfaction.

However, I have to admit that I very nearly didn’t make it. There was a time in 2012 when I thought I was going to be caught out on 79.

It was when I had my stroke. It hit me in the early hours one morning – about three o’ clock. I felt this almighty pain throughout my whole body, reaching right up to the back of my neck. There’s summat wrong wi’ me, I thought to myself, being remarkably quick on the uptake. 

I could feel myself passing out, drifting into unconsciousness. I don’t know how I did it, but I forced myself to keep going through the rest of the night, willing myself to stay awake, although I am sure I must have drifted off now and then, and first thing in the morning I dialled the doctors’ surgery in Huddersfield Road, Barnsley.

My speech was slurred and I had difficulty getting the words out. The receptionist, recognising the symptoms, told me quite firmly, in a businesslike yet sympathetic way, ‘You don’t need a doctor; you need an ambulance. Stay where you are and we’ll get one to you straight away.’

She was as good as her word. They were with me very quickly and rushed me the three miles or so to Barnsley Hospital. By this time I was beginning to lose the feeling in my arms and legs, at first down my right side, then down my left. All the strength drained out of me. I didn’t know where I was; I was in a complete daze. And by this time I could not talk at all.

When I eventually, and thankfully, recovered I was told that the stroke had been brought about as a result of high blood pressure, which I had been suffering with for some time. It had been diagnosed back when I was in Sheffield Thornbury Hospital with a bladder infection. The people there had written me a letter to take to my doctor, and I was put on tablets, but it seems they had not had the desired effect.

I have to say that the staff at Barnsley Hospital have always been first-class with me, and here again they cared for me extremely well, so much so that I began to make a good recovery. When they discharged me, I was determined to make every effort to ensure that recovery continued. As well as making regular visits to the specialist for a check-up, I launched myself into a rigorous programme of fitness work. Exercise and shower, exercise and shower, exercise and shower. I made myself do it. I’m still a lot weaker than I was before the stroke, but I’m much stronger than I was immediately after it. To look at me now, you wouldn’t think I’d suffered one, but appearances, of course, can be deceptive. There are repercussions that are not immediately obvious – or even visible.

I have always been emotional, to say the least, but I’m even more so since my stroke. That’s how it can leave you. The specialist warned me about it, and I’ve talked to a lot of people who have had the same experience. The smallest thing sets me off. I can be just watching television and something completely insignificant will make me well up. Before long, the tears are rolling down my cheeks. People think you’re going soft, but you’re not; it’s caused by the stroke.

Then there are the times when I know what I want to do, but I just can’t do it. I used to be a good letter writer, but not now. I know what I want to put, but I can’t piece it together. My memory has been affected as well – although some of that might be down to the natural ageing process. It’s all so frustrating. It leaves you very depressed at times. That’s why I have to keep getting out and doing things. On one visit to the hospital they said I had to rest and take it easy. But if I just sat there in the chair, I’d go bonkers. You’ve got to keep your mind active.

My voice has come back, but I have to speak slowly. When I try to speak more quickly I can’t get the words out. Lots of people who have had strokes tell me that they have been affected in the same way, and I do wonder if speech therapy might have helped.

There are also problems when I swallow. Sometimes food gets stuck fast in my throat and I start to choke. It can be scary. When it happens, sweat pours out of me as I try to get my breath and clear the blockage. It has happened a few times in restaurants and people will say, ‘Are you all right, Dickie? Shall we call an ambulance?’

If I can give one piece of advice to people who have suffered strokes, it is this – fight it. I know it’s difficult; I know what it’s like; but it is the only way. Don’t let it get you down. You need willpower to get you through it all. But keep on fighting. Never give up hope. Never. And have faith.

I attend the Methodist Church in Staincross as often as I can and I have no doubt that my faith has helped me through these and other very hard times. Indeed, I am convinced, to this day, that the Good Lord once performed a miracle with me.

There was a time when I was in danger of completely losing my sight. It was as a result of all those years standing in the glaring sun in such places as India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the West Indies, Australia and New Zealand – not so much England, I hardly need to add. There were no wrap-around sunglasses in those days, and my eyes became so badly affected that my sight was deteriorating rapidly. I was warned there was a possibility that I might go blind. 

Providentially, I was put in touch with one of the top eye specialists, Mr George Turner, at Manchester Royal Eye Hospital, who gave me hope. After examining me, he told me about a very difficult operation. There was no guarantee it would be successful, but he was willing to go ahead with it if I agreed. I gave him the nod, the operation went ahead – and my sight was saved. 

As far as I was concerned, it was a miracle.

The magic of television

It may seem surprising, but in 2010 a television programme called The Young Ones did me a power of good – both physically and mentally. It was a restaging of an experiment which tested whether reliving your youth could make you young again. What if you really could turn back the clock? What if you could simply think yourself younger? Those two questions formed the heart of the programme, and I was one of six well-known personalities invited to go back to 1975 for a week to see if it could make us feel young again.

The other five were dancer Lionel Blair, that lovely actress Liz Smith, film star Sylvia Syms, newsreader Kenneth Kendall and Fleet Street editor and broadcaster Derek Jameson, who, they tell me, at one time held more power than the Prime Minister!

That year, 1975, was an interesting one for news, culture and sport. Maggie Thatcher was elected as the first female leader of the opposition; the Bay City Rollers were attracting huge crowds; Arthur Ashe became the first black man to win Wimbledon; and, the one that really appealed to me, the first ever Cricket World Cup final took place at Lord’s – with me as one of the umpires.

We were all introduced to Professor Ellen Langer, from Harvard University, who had conducted the original experiment, and Dr Michael Mosley, who remained with us all week, checking how we went on. We had to live as though it was 1975. The only television programmes we could watch, the only radio broadcasts we could listen to, and the only newspapers and magazines we could read, were all from that year.

This caused a problem when me and Derek Jameson, with whom I struck up a great friendship, were particularly keen to hear a certain piece of news from the outside world. So, when everybody had gone to bed, Derek and I slipped out and climbed over the big locked gate on the edge of the grounds. We flagged down this chap in a car, who must have been a bit surprised to see a couple of strange men in dressing gowns and pyjamas. He probably thought we’d escaped from a mental hospital.

Anyway, he wound down the window and asked what we wanted. 

‘Can you tell us who won the men’s singles final at Wimbledon?’ we asked.

‘Nadal,’ he replied.

‘Thank you very much,’ we said – and climbed back over the gate and off to bed.

Nobody ever found out about our break-out – at least not until now!

The best experience I had that week was being taken to Lord’s Cricket Ground to relive the 1975 World Cup final between the West Indies and Australia. I was able to retrace my steps from the umpires’ room, through the Long Room, on to the green and then out to the middle, having a chat with the groundsman along the way. It was quite an experience. I really enjoyed that.

Back at the house, I had been delighted on the first day when I walked into my bedroom and saw all the photographs of royalty dotted around the walls. It was almost a replica of the sitting room in my cottage. There was one of me shaking hands with the Queen, another with Lady Diana, yet another with Prince Philip, and so on. There were also photographs of the Yorkshire and Leicestershire teams of that time. It really was a lovely touch, and I felt right at home.

We were all supposed to do our share of the gardening, cleaning and cooking – although I have to say I didn’t really pull my weight in the kitchen. Everyone knows I hardly ever cook anything. Thankfully, Derek did my share for me. He was particularly good with the breakfast eggs, boiled or fried. At other times Sylvia Syms helped us out – but don’t tell anyone!

Neither of us was much good with the gardening, either. We did a bit of digging, set a few potatoes and then sat down for the rest of the day exchanging stories. Well, you never know with gardening. You’ve got to be used to doing it. If you are not, it can bring on a heart attack. So Derek and I were taking no chances. A good lad, Derek. We remained good friends and I was really sad when I heard he’d passed away in 2012.

They also brought in a young lady every morning to give us a yoga session, and I found it very beneficial. In fact, I still practise yoga in my bathroom every day in addition to my other exercises. Then I have my shower and I’m ready to face whatever the world might throw at me.

The programme proved a big hit with the viewers, and it did all of us who took part in it a power of good. For example, Liz Smith, a great actress and a beautiful person, went into that house in a wheelchair. She came out at the end of the week walking with the aid of just one stick. That’s what it did for her. I could see a complete change in her. It did so much for me as well. I was a new man when I came away from that house. They did an assessment at the end that showed some tremendous improvements.

It was a great programme and I think the BBC should show it again. It was really inspirational for a lot of people. When you consider all the rubbish repeats there are, I can’t understand why they don’t repeat something really good like The Young Ones.

A lot of bleeding nonsense

Despite all my efforts, my blood pressure still goes up and down like a yo-yo, which led to another really scary episode. I got up as usual on the morning of Tuesday, 11 September 2012, went to the bathroom and, whoosh!, blood poured down the back of my throat, out of my nose, out of my mouth. I was in a right mess. Luckily, by this time I had been given an alarm buzzer, and I managed to get to it and press it. The signal was picked up straight away and the paramedics were with me in next to no time.

It was panic stations as far as I was concerned. There was blood all over the place – in the sink, down the side of the bath, on the carpet, even some on the walls. They took me just as I was, in an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt. There was no chance to grab anything else – night things, toothpaste, shaver – nothing.

They got me safely to hospital and I was told they would have to keep me in. They tried to pack my nose, but I continued to lose so much blood it’s untrue. In the end, they had to operate to repair a popped blood vessel and I was in for nine days. They again did a very good job on me and, praise the Lord, at the time of writing I’ve had no bleeding since.

Add to all this the fact that not only had I had a pacemaker fitted some years earlier, but I had also been put on Warfarin, to avoid blood clots. On this occasion I have to be thankful there was no clotting – but on the other hand we couldn’t stop the bleeding! And I still have to be very careful because I bleed so easily. But what can you do? As a precaution I have bought myself an electric razor to replace the old cut-throat I have always used, because if I do happen to nick myself . . .

Incidentally, when I went back for a check-up after the blood vessel had popped, the ENT specialist I saw was an Indian chap. As soon as I sat down he said, ‘Dickie, delighted to meet you. You’re a legend. A legend.’ 

He then launched into a discussion of some of the great Indian cricketers – Sunil Gavaskar, Kapil Dev, Rahul Dravid, Anil Kumble, Chandrasekhar – and as he mentioned the great leg-spinner, he imitated his action, still sitting there in his swivel chair. Before long he was singing the praises of Sachin Tendulkar. ‘I hear there’s talk of him retiring,’ he said. ‘What a player he’s been.’

I had to try to change the subject quickly before he thought of anyone else. 

‘All this is very well, doctor, and I’m really enjoying chatting about these truly great players, but have you any advice for me? What should I do?’

He replied, ‘Just make sure you don’t knock yourself. We can’t have you bleeding again.’ And that was it. He got up, shook my hand and said, ‘All the best to you, Dickie.’

As I moved towards the door, he called me back and said, ‘By the way, could I have your autograph?’

Down to earth with a bump

I’ve got a new knee as well. About time, too, I suppose. After all, it’s sixty-odd years since it was so badly damaged that it cut short my football career. Instead, I focused my attention on cricket, and even then the knee was a problem; not so much when I was an umpire, but certainly as a player. It really restricted me, especially when playing off the back foot. I had four operations on that knee over the years and later it became arthritic, until finally I was advised to have a replacement. 

Before performing the operation, the surgeon, Mr London, said to me, ‘Can I have a word, Dickie?’

‘Aye,’ I replied. ‘What is it?’

‘You’ve got to sixty-six and I don’t know how you’ve got through all these years playing and umpiring. I’ve never seen a knee joint like it in all my life. It’s a right mess.’ 

I have no doubt that all my regular exercises helped me to cope with it.

The new knee took a bit of a knock one day last autumn when I was shopping in Barnsley. I tripped up and fell headlong, grazing it quite badly, but thankfully suffering nothing more serious than that. My pride was hurt most. You do feel daft in such circumstances, don’t you? Especially when two middle-aged women take an arm each to lift you to your feet, saying as they do so, ‘Ey up, it’s Dickie Bird! Are you all right, luv; are you sure you’re all right?’

To make matters worse, there was my newly bought pork pie rolling down the pavement towards the busy road . . .
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The Men in White Coats

As I reflect on my career, I am more convinced than ever that there are five qualities which are vital for an umpire to reach the top of his profession – honesty, concentration, application, dedication and confidence.

It is also important to gain the respect of the players – and there is no doubt that a thick skin helps as well. It is those umpires who can live with the pressure who go on to officiate at Test level.

When it comes to making decisions, there are two golden rules as far as I am concerned: if in doubt, give not out; and if you realise you have made a mistake, never try to atone for it. Two wrongs never did make a right. I would advise any budding official to concentrate totally on the next delivery and forget what has passed.

It can be a lonely place out there in the middle. When it comes to the crunch, you are the one who has to make those difficult decisions, although I do not believe the pressure is as great these days as it used to be, because now an umpire can call on the third official to make a ruling.

Everyone knows what a worrier I am – my mannerisms give that away – and that was particularly true when I was a player. It wasn’t unknown for me to walk to the wicket with the gloves on the wrong hands and, as they were the old-fashioned type with the wrap-round thumbs, it was almost impossible to switch them over. It must have looked as though I had broken bones in both hands.

Now, Michael Parkinson and Geoffrey Boycott like to tell the story of how they used to put my pads and gloves on for me because I was so nervous. They have even claimed that they tied my left and right pads together, so that when I got up to walk out to the middle I fell straight back down again. Very funny! They also say that I used to chew through the end of my gloves and then start on my nails. You can take those stories with a pinch of salt. You know what ex-cricketers – and umpires – are like when it comes to telling tales about other ex-cricketers and umpires!

But, yes, I was known for being nervous. So, you might ask, whatever possessed me to think that I might make a good umpire?

The truth is I never did give it a thought. When my first-class career ended I continued to play at weekends for Paignton CC while taking up a coaching position at Plymouth College, an independent school in Devon, and I was quite content with that.

Then, one day in the summer of 1969, we were playing a touring team rejoicing in the name of Heffle Cuckoos, captained by former Middlesex and England pace bowler J.J. Warr, who had become a member of the MCC committee, and he asked me if I had ever thought about becoming an umpire. I fell about laughing.

‘What, me?’ I said. ‘You’ve got to be joking.’

But the seed had been sown. It had never entered my head to be an umpire, but the more I thought about it, the more the idea appealed to me. I sought the advice of some of my former Yorkshire colleagues and the majority of them said, ‘Go for it, Dickie.’ So go for it I did.

He would have been so proud

Mind you, some of the people who knew me really well – Ray Illingworth, Michael Parkinson and Geoffrey Boycott, for example – still shook their heads in disbelief. They all said I had such a nervous nature that never in a million years would I make a good umpire.

It was important for me to find out what my dad thought. He had advised me all the way through my career. Unfortunately, he was ill in hospital back in Barnsley at the time, but I managed to travel up to see him. When I told him I was thinking of becoming an umpire, he did not say a word. He just looked at me.

When I left I felt a bit hurt. It was the first time he had failed to offer me some encouragement or advice. It was so unlike him. It was almost as if he hadn’t recognised me. However, I very quickly realised how ill he was. He died the next day.

It is a great sadness to me that he never saw me umpire. I would have given everything if he had been able to live to see what I achieved. He would have been so proud. But it made my mind up for me. Somehow I knew it was what he would have wanted. So I applied to Lord’s to become a first-class umpire and three months later I heard that I had been accepted.

The amazing thing is that when I became an umpire the nerves I experienced as a player never affected me. If I got a couple of low scores as a player I could not sleep at night, worrying where the next run was going to come from. With umpiring it was different. Once I was out there in the middle I did not worry about the decisions I made because I knew that I was giving an honest, totally unbiased opinion on what I had seen. I was also determined to enjoy myself, while at the same time seeking to earn the respect of the players.

I was often accused of not giving many lbw decisions. It may be true, it may not. But I’ll tell you what my criterion was for making a judgement. Unless I was absolutely convinced that the ball, having pitched on an approved line, would have hit the stumps, I would turn down any appeal. Simple as that.

‘No, Goody, no. Get back!’

I have to admit that there were times when, as an umpire, I was caught up in the excitement of the game. There was an instance when Lancashire were playing Hampshire at Southampton in the early 1970s – doesn’t that sound an awfully long time ago now? – and wicketkeeper Keith Goodwin pushed the ball through midwicket. He ran one very quickly, obviously with an eye on a second, but I could see, from my position at square leg, that he had no chance of beating the throw. Forgetting my completely neutral role for a split second, I shouted, ‘No Goody, no. Get back.’ He did not take my advice and was comfortably run out, leaving the Hampshire players in stitches as I put up the finger of fate to send him on his way.

I wasn’t the only one

People always said I was a character. But there were others amongst the umpiring fraternity, none more so than former leg-spinner and leg-puller Cec Pepper, who were just as deserving of that description. It was quite ironic when he joined us in the middle because in his playing days umpires had been the butt of many of his barbs and jibes, although none, it must be said, bore any real malice.

For example, I am told that he once apologised to umpire Harry Wood, a dyed-in-the-wool Lancastrian, for his raucous, over-zealous appealing, which was always littered with some extremely colourful language. Wood told him not to worry as ‘it were all part o’ t’ game’, but then retorted after the next appeal, ‘Not out, you fat Australian bastard!’

No doubt today Harry would have found himself in trouble, but it was the kind of riposte Cec would have loved.

There was no one quite like another Australian, Bill Alley, who at one time had been a professional boxer, which accounted for his rather battered features. He must have been pretty good in the pugilistic arts as well, because he told me he won every one of his twenty-eight welterweight fights. Finally, however, he did receive a knock-out blow – from a cricket ball during net practice. It was that which forced him to give up boxing.

He was born in Sydney but settled here in the West Country and played cricket in the Lancashire leagues. Remarkably, it was not until he was 38 that he first played County Championship cricket with Somerset, but he continued with them until he was 49, when he turned to umpiring.

In his playing days he particularly revelled in his confrontations with Fred Trueman. In one game he drove Fred’s first ball to the boundary and hooked the next for another four. You can imagine Fred’s reaction. The next two deliveries were vicious bumpers, which brought a storm of boos from the home crowd. At the end of the over Bill strode down the pitch towards Fred, bat raised. The spectators went quiet, wondering what was going to happen, especially when Fred marched down to meet him halfway. There they were, the two of them, staring each other out like boxers in the build-up to a bout.

Fred then pushed his face right into Bill’s and whispered, ‘First pint’s on me tonight, Bill.’

When he became an umpire Bill admitted to me that, as a player, he had once been a very naughty boy. Only once? I thought to myself.

The incident he recalled was at Bournemouth when he borrowed the umpire’s penknife and began, quite openly, to lift the seam, which, of course, was illegal. The umpire was appalled. ‘I’m going to have to report you to Lord’s,’ he fumed at Bill. To which Bill replied, ‘You’d look pretty foolish, having handed me the knife and then standing and watching while I picked the seam.’ Needless to say, nothing more was heard of the matter.


You never know when it might come in handy

It occurs to me that you might be wondering what an umpire was doing with a penknife. Well, it was part of his stock-in-trade. I always had in the pockets of my umpire’s jacket the following items – and you might be surprised at the length of the list:


	•	Six miniature beer barrels. Used as ball counters.


	•	A pair of scissors. These came in handy if the stitching on the ball had worked loose, and it’s remarkable how often a player needed a fingernail trimming. At Old Trafford in 1974 I even cut the hair of India’s Sunil Gavaskar, who was having problems because it kept falling into his eyes.


	•	A penknife. Mainly for cleaning the dirt out of spikes.


	•	Needle and cotton. I may be a very poor cook, but I have always been able to put in a neat stitch when the need arises, and I have done a lot of running repairs on trousers. This could be embarrassing when they split in sensitive places, and I am glad to report that I did not have to do any sewing when I stood at the women’s World Cup.


	•	Safety pins. Also used for patching up little tears.


	•	A rag. For drying the ball.


	•	A spare bail. This was in case one got broken, which did happen when there were a lot of really quick bowlers about. It sometimes occurred to me that we ought to carry a stump as well, but to avoid walking stiff-legged with it stuck down a trouser leg, we used to leave one handy by the pavilion or in the groundsman’s quarters.


	•	Chewing gum. Not only for myself. I used to calculate that it cost me a few pounds each year to keep the players supplied.


	•	Spare balls. In case the one in use went out of shape. There was a box in the dressing room containing a number of balls in plastic bags, labelled to indicate how many overs had been bowled with each. Out in the middle we umpires would probably have three spare balls. For example, I often had a nearly new one, and one which had been used for between 20 and 35 overs, while my colleague had one which had gone through 50 to 65 overs. Anything between would mean a trip back to the dressing room and a little discussion with both teams in order to reach agreement over a replacement.



So, you see, every one of those items came in very handy on many occasions.

Tales from the umpires’ room

Batsmen are notorious for never thinking they are out. It’s just a natural reaction. Even if all three stumps have been spread-eagled, they’ll claim it should have been called a no-ball. Bill Alley was umpiring one match when David Steele was clean-bowled but claimed that the bails had been dislodged by a gust of wind. As he began to trudge slowly back to the pavilion Bill told him, ‘Just be careful, David. You never know, the wind might blow your cap off.’

Graham ‘Budgie’ Burgess, the former Somerset player who became an umpire, was another nice bloke, but I didn’t think so kindly of him after standing with him at a County Championship match at Hove. After the second day’s play I was still in the shower when Budgie shouted ‘Cheerio’ to me as he left for his hotel. ‘Cheers, Budgie, see you tomorrow,’ I yelled back. I finished my shower, got dressed, picked up my bag – and found the door to the umpires’ room was locked. I couldn’t get out. Panic stations. I shouted like mad, but nobody heard me. I tried the phone but couldn’t get a line because all the office staff had gone by this time. I was still there at midnight when, by pure chance, the nightwatchman walked past on his rounds and heard me shouting. You can imagine my relief when he opened the door.

When Budgie came in next morning he said, ‘Sorry, Dickie, but I think I might have locked you in.’

‘Think? There’s no think about it. You did lock me in good and proper,’ I told him. ‘I could have been there all night!’

I don’t think he did it on purpose. He couldn’t have. He wouldn’t have. Would he?

When Barrie Leadbeater played for Yorkshire he was renowned for just sauntering about at times, so when he became an umpire I should have known what to expect. We were standing together at a County Championship match at Colwyn Bay and everything on the first day had gone without a hitch until we were preparing to go back out after tea. I lined up with the teams but there was no Leadbeater to be seen.

One of the players said, ‘What are we going to do, Dickie?’

I said, ‘We’ve got to start on time, so we can’t wait any longer. I’ll just have to stand at both ends, that’s all.’ 

With that, we set out from the pavilion and on to the green. Just as we had all taken up our positions, Barrie ambled over to join us, apparently without a care in the world.

‘Where have you been?’ I muttered angrily.

‘Having my tea,’ he replied. ‘Why, is there a problem?’

That was typical Barrie. But I made it my business to ensure that it didn’t happen again. Whenever we were umpiring together I’d insist he joined the early Bird and was ready and waiting at least five minutes before every session.

Shep was a tremendous companion

I was devastated in October 2009 when I heard that my long-time colleague David Shepherd had died at the age of 68 after a long battle against cancer. He was a fine umpire, and we spent many happy hours together. He was a great man and a tremendous companion. He also had some rather quirky superstitions, most notably his little jig when the score reached 111 – known as Nelson – or multiples thereof.

Strangely, though, one of my abiding memories of Shep came off the field and not on it. We were in Madras for a World Cup group match between Australia and India. On arrival, after a tiring flight, we decided to go for a stroll on the nearest beach to cool off. As we walked contentedly along the water’s edge I said, ‘By, Shep, this is the life. Sea, sand, sun and all this wonderful scenery.’

As I spoke Shep grabbed hold of me and gasped, ‘Here, just look at your feet.’ 

I looked, and I was rather alarmed to see some distinctly unpleasant stuff covering them. We had not been warned that this part of the beach was used for the area’s sewage disposal system. It was awful – all over my training shoes and my legs. So it was back to the hotel, strip off, have a bath, splash it all over and come up smelling of roses.

If you are a follower of cricket, you will know that Shep was built for comfort rather than speed, so in one of his last seasons as a player with Gloucestershire, he was horrified to discover that the club had decided to adopt a new physical-fitness approach to the game and had arranged a series of long cross-country runs as part of its pre-season training. He protested, to no avail. And from the start he found it too tough. Before long he was way behind the rest of his colleagues. In fact, quite a number were on the return leg of the out-and-back course while he was still puffing and panting on the outward leg. Then Shep saw a chap on a milk float. He waved him down and gasped, ‘You don’t happen to be going anywhere near the county ground, do you?’

‘As a matter of fact, I am,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve just one more street to do and then I’m on my way back to the depot, which takes me right past the ground.’

So Shep said, ‘Do you mind if I hitch a lift?’

‘Not at all,’ said the milkman, who turned out to be a keen cricket enthusiast. ‘It’ll be a pleasure.’

When his weary team-mates arrived back at the ground, Shep was already there – handing out pints of milk!

‘I had to buy something,’ he explained, ‘after he’d been so good to me.’

I gather he had a standing order with the milkman for a few days afterwards.

He’d got a lot of bottle, had Shep.

My first Test match

Another umpire with whom I shared memorable occasions was Charlie Elliott. He was my colleague when I stood at my very first Test match, England v New Zealand, at my home ground of Headingley in the summer of 1973.

I was really nervous as I walked out to the middle with him on that first day, but I felt much better when I looked up and saw a familiar face as I was putting the bails on the stumps. It was Stan Bulmer, a photographer from my local newspaper, the Barnsley Chronicle.

‘Mind if I take a picture, Dickie?’ he asked.

‘I don’t mind at all, Stan,’ I replied, ‘but someone else might. You’re not supposed to be out here. We’re just about to start a Test match.’

How Stan managed to get to the middle before being stopped by an official, I don’t know. But he did. And he got the picture he wanted. He was another larger-than-life character, sadly no longer with us.

I felt even better after making my first lbw decision. I knew it was the right one, and I felt a little flash of annoyance, as well as amusement, to see all the players on the balcony rush into the dressing room to check the action replay on television.

The tension vanished completely that first morning when an opportunity presented itself for me to indulge my habit of offering my white coat to any barracker who thought he could do a better job. It never occurred to me that I would have the nerve to do it in front of the cameras and the game’s top brass, but I couldn’t resist it.

Ronald Griffiths was a West Indian from London who was a regular and popular figure at Test matches. You could not miss him. He used to walk round the boundary edge, in front of the crowd, shouting and bawling. On that first day he saw fit to criticise my decision to signal for a wide by Yorkshire’s Chris Old. ‘Give the lad a chance,’ yelled Ronald at the top of his voice.

Instinctively I took off my umpire’s jacket, walked over to where Ronald was sitting and invited him to put it on. The crowd howled with laughter. Now I really did feel at home in the Test match arena. And from that moment on I began to enjoy myself.

Ronald was also a big fan of Geoffrey Boycott and he always addressed him as ‘Sir Geoffrey’. After that Headingley incident I became ‘my son’. ‘Good decision, my son,’ he would yell, or ‘Come on, my son, get that finger up, he’s got to be out.’

He certainly helped to liven up the proceedings and cricket is all the richer for characters such as Ronald Griffiths.

As for the match itself, there were no controversial decisions, no bad light, no rain – in fact, it could not have gone better. Add to that a magnificent century by Boycott, some excellent bowling by John Snow and an England win, and it was all I could have dreamed of.

I could see that my colleague was very upset

It was Charlie Elliott who was standing with me again for that bomb-scare Test at Lord’s later that summer. In between, I had partnered Arthur Fagg at the second match of the England v West Indies series at Edgbaston and that was one of the blackest times I experienced as an umpire.

On the third morning there was a big appeal for a catch behind the wicket as Geoff Boycott played forward to a ball from Keith Boyce. When Arthur gave a not-out decision Rohan Kanhai went mad and I could see that my colleague was very upset by the West Indies captain’s reaction.

In the umpires’ room at close of play I said to him, ‘Look, Arthur, I know you’ve far more experience than me, but try not to worry about it.’ 

He didn’t reply. He simply packed his bag and left.

The following morning I was shocked when I strolled down for breakfast in my hotel and saw the newspaper headlines – ‘test umpire in “i’ll quit” threat’. I learned that the previous evening Arthur had been hijacked by the press and said some things that he must have regretted.

When I met Arthur back at the ground on that third day he said to me, ‘Dickie lad, I’m going to take no further part in this game unless I get an apology from Rohan Kanhai for his behaviour yesterday. If he doesn’t apologise, then they can get someone else.

‘If they won’t accept decisions, there is no point carrying on. Why should I? I’m nearly sixty. I don’t have to live with this kind of pressure. I had to live with it for two and a half hours out there. People don’t realise how bad it has become.

‘I just don’t enjoy umpiring Test matches any more, nor Sunday League matches, come to that. There is too much at stake. The players shout for things, and when they don’t get the decisions, they react in the way Kanhai reacted yesterday. The game has changed. And not for the better, I’m telling you. Umpires are under terrific pressure these days. Players will have to learn to accept decisions, otherwise there is no point in people like me continuing.

‘We make mistakes. But so do the players. We are all human. It shouldn’t matter whether Boycott was out or not. It was an umpire’s decision, honestly given. Boycott signalled with his arm that the ball had brushed his leg and looked at me for the decision. You know that when players are trying it on, they don’t look at you. I didn’t see any deviation. What could I do but give him not out?’

As I listened, it was clear that Arthur was in a very emotional state, and when no apology was forthcoming he said, ‘Right, that’s it. I’m packing my bags. I’m off.’

Half an hour before the start, Arthur was still hanging around, with officials trying unsuccessfully to make him change his mind. For me, new to the Test scene, it was like a bad dream. At first I hardly knew what to do and sought out Leslie Deakins, the secretary of Warwickshire CCC, and Alec Bedser, the chairman of selectors, for their advice. In the end we decided that I should take both ends, with Warwickshire coach and former Sussex and England batsman Alan Oakman press-ganged into standing at square leg. Alan was far from keen on the idea and took some persuading, but eventually he agreed.

As you can imagine there was quite a buzz when the two of us walked out to the middle, but when we got there I had another shock. Alan turned to me and said, ‘I don’t quite know how to tell you this, Dickie, but I’ve forgotten the bails.’ So he had to go back off to fetch them, with the crowd wondering what on earth was going on.

I took the first over, with Alan at square leg, as had been arranged. As I walked to the other end, wondering how I would be able to manage to do both ends all day, there was a sudden roar from the crowd. I looked up and saw Arthur strolling out to the middle. A feeling of relief flooded over me. I was told afterwards that Alec Bedser and West Indies manager Esmond Kentish had managed to make him change his mind. But he looked tired and drawn.

There were also some problems with time-wasting and intimidatory bowling during that match, but I thought Arthur and I handled that well and there was no further trouble. At the end of the game Arthur and Kanhai shook hands and I thought that would be the end of the matter. However, Arthur never got over it. In fact, he became ill shortly afterwards and did no more Tests.

It was so sad – and unnecessary. Normally Arthur would have shrugged his shoulders and taken no notice of Kanhai’s tantrum. But something just snapped that day; I don’t know why. After all, his decision may well have been the correct one. Knowing Arthur, it probably was. It is true that from my square leg position I heard a noise, but that could have been pad, or bat on pad.

I am, however, glad that Arthur had the courage to come back out. That must have taken some doing.

The Centenary Test

The other low point for me came in what should have been one of my proudest occasions – the Centenary Test between England and Australia at Lord’s in 1980.

The Saturday of that game proved to be a nightmare for me and fellow umpire David Constant. The previous day we had torrential rain, so much so that spectators were diving into deep puddles at the Tavern end of the ground and practising their swimming strokes.

It was still bucketing down when we arrived on the Saturday morning, but it stopped at about half past nine and the sun came out. We kept making inspections but each time it was obvious to us that the ground was still not fit for play. The crowd became more and more restless and started hurling abuse when we went out to the middle to have another look, but we eventually decided, after consultation with the two captains, that we should give it a go.

I was still out there with the groundsman, Jim Fairbrother, when there appeared to be a bit of a rumpus around the members’ enclosure. When I reached the dressing room I was shocked to find David, tie askew, looking very distressed and dishevelled. He told me that he had been grabbed by the tie and pushed and jostled in a very ugly scene.

With the hindsight of all the intervening years, I do feel it might have been better had Conny and I decided, as it was a very special occasion, to start play earlier than we did and take the slight risk of a player getting injured. At the time, however, we played it by the book, which said that the pitch was not fit for play. It was a great pity that there was all this controversy, because there were so many good things to remember in that game – top-class batting, bowling and fielding; and a sporting spirit displayed by two great sides.

‘If you don’t enjoy it, it will put nails in your coffin!’

I learned a lot from both Charlie and Arthur, as well as from people like Tommy Spencer, Syd Buller and Dusty Rhodes, and have always remained grateful to them for the help they gave me in the early days of my umpiring career.

Syd was the number one as far as I was concerned, and it was a tragedy when he collapsed and died at Edgbaston. He was a fellow Yorkshireman, a hell of a nice chap and a top-class umpire. It was shortly after his death that his widow gave me a bit of advice. ‘You’ve just got on the list, Dickie, and you’re doing pretty well. So enjoy it. If you don’t enjoy it, it will put nails in your coffin.’ I’ve never forgotten those words. And enjoy it I did.

I took great pleasure, for example, in an incident at an England v Australia clash at Old Trafford. It was a typical Manchester day – blue skies, sun belting down! – and as I led the two teams off the field one member, who had obviously paid several visits to the bar, yelled at me, ‘You’re here again, Bird. It’s the same every time; you bring the teams off the field for something or other – bad light, rain. What’s your problem now on the hottest day of the year?’

I said, ‘There are no problems, sir, it’s lunchtime.’

Arthur Jepson was another first-class umpire who had been a very good county player. He opened the bowling for Nottinghamshire over a long period, toiling away manfully on those perfect pitches at Trent Bridge, which were a batsman’s paradise – and he also played in goal for Stoke City.

During a rain-stopped-play period when I was umpiring with him one day, he told me of the time when Stoke were drawn against Middlesbrough in the sixth round of the FA Cup. Well, you got to talking about all kinds of things at such times. I told him a few stories about Barnsley as well. Anyway, Arthur informed me that, as he learned afterwards, the Middlesbrough team talk the day before the tie concentrated on the need to get him to lose his rag. They were convinced that they could do so if they riled him sufficiently, and that, they thought, might just be enough to swing the result in their favour.

The match remained goalless until a few minutes from time, when Middlesbrough won a corner. As the ball came over, the Middlesbrough centre-forward clattered into Arthur, who fell to the ground under the challenge. He was not down for long. He was so enraged by what he felt was a clear foul on him that he jumped up and chased the centre-forward downfield. While he was doing so, Wilf Mannion, one of the great inside-forwards, controlled the loose ball and slotted it into the net for the only goal of the game. Boro’s tactics had worked to perfection.

It has just occurred to me, though. Arthur never did tell me whether or not he caught up with the opposition striker.

Arthur and I were the two umpires at the semi-final of the Gillette Cup between Lancashire and Gloucestershire at Old Trafford in 1971 when the light became so bad that David Hughes suggested that it was getting too dark to carry on playing, to which Arthur replied, pointing to the skies, ‘Can you see the moon up there?’

‘Of course,’ said David.

‘Well then,’ Arthur put it to him, ‘how far do you want to see?’

Former Yorkshire spin bowler Jack Birkenshaw also went on to become a Test umpire and he tells the story of a match at Leicester when Ray Illingworth looked to have Gloucestershire and England’s Arthur Milton caught off bat and pad just before lunch. Arthur, who was renowned as a walker, this time never budged, and was given not out.

When they went in for lunch Milton’s partner said to him, ‘Bloody hell, Arthur, you hit that one.’

Illingworth sent down the first delivery of the afternoon, Arthur ran down the pitch, deliberately missed the ball, shouted, ‘Sorry, lads’, and kept on running to the pavilion.

Those were the days, eh? Could you see that happening in 2013? Thought not.
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They don’t know they are born today!

Jack Birkenshaw not only played with me at Yorkshire, but also moved, like me, to Leicestershire later in his career. Way back in 1959, we shared quite an experience when we were on duty with Yorkshire second team against Cheshire at Hull. It was the third and final day when the word came through from the selection committee that we were required to travel down to Bournemouth in order to play for the first team against Hampshire the following day.

The second-team captain, Ted Lester, told us that we had to be on the six o’ clock train that evening. As Cheshire had declared in order to give the match a chance of achieving a result other than a draw, Jack and I were told to open the innings and ‘get on with it’. 

As we walked out to the middle Jack said to me, ‘We can’t hang about, Dickie. We’ve got to get out pretty sharpish or we’re going to miss that train.’ 

I said, ‘I’m not getting out deliberately. No way.’

So Jack had a slog, got out, and I was left in limbo. In the end I knew I had to follow him, but I thought, I’m not giving my wicket away. So I ‘retired hurt’.

Then, still in our whites, pads, gloves and boots, complete with spikes, bags taken hurriedly in hand, we made a mad dash by taxi to the train station. As we scurried along the platform we were slipping and sliding all over
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England v Australia Centenary Test
Lords, London, 28 August - 2 September 1980
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