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Sir Garfield St Aubrun Sobers was born in Bridgetown, Barbados, in 1936. He played 93 Tests for the West Indies, scoring 8,032 runs, with 26 centuries including 365 not out in 1958 at the age of 21 against Pakistan, a record which stood until 1994, beaten by his young pupil Brian Lara. He took 235 Test wickets and held on to 109 catches. In his first-class career for Barbados, Nottinghamshire and South Australia, he scored a staggering 28,315 runs and took 1,043 wickets and set another record when he hit Glamorgan’s Malcolm Nash for six successive sixes off a six-ball over in Swansea. He was knighted at the Garrison Savannah in his beloved Barbados in 1975 where he has been officially named one of ten National Heroes and honoured in every conceivable way.

Bob Harris, who worked with Sir Garfield on his autobiography, is one of Britain’s most respected sports writers. He has worked for several national newspapers as a sports writer and sports editor, and launched the UK’s first all-sports newspaper, Sport First. He has co-authored bestselling books with Sir Viv Richards, Bobby Robson, Stuart Pearce and Kevin Keegan. Bob Harris lives in Kent.

‘Cricket fans will be reminded not only how irresistible he was as a cricketer, but also how his uninhibited and generous-spirited personality made him so easy to like and so difficult to forget’ Sunday Telegraph


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Book

About the Author

Acknowledgements

Prologue

1. Twelve-fingered symphony

2. On my way

3. Forever England

4. To England with Worrell

5. The three Ws

6. 1966 and all that

7. The reluctant captain

8. Six of the best

9. Troubled waters

10. Boring England

11. The Don down under

12. The best of the Rest

13. 365 not out

14. Reluctant tourist

15. On batting

16. On bowling

17. On fielding

18. The all-rounders

19. Out of Africa

20. Strictly personal

21. The modern game

22. Over to Lara

23. Whither Windies?

24. Greener grass

Career record

Index


About the Book

Garry Sobers is a cricketing legend, the greatest all-rounder of all time. In this revealing and honest autobiography, Sobers talks about his upbringing and about the tragic accident that inspired him throughout his career. He explains how he helped the West Indies to become the most feared cricketing nation in the world, setting them on a course of success that would run for another 20 years. He also provides authoritative views on the current state of the game and the future of cricket.


About the Author

Garry Sobers played 93 Tests for the West Indies between 1954 and 1974. On his retirement, he was the world’s most prolific Test run scorer, with the record individual score in an innings, seventh highest wicket taker, and fourth most catches. He was knighted in 1975.
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CHAPTER ONE

Twelve-fingered symphony

There are those who claim I was destined to do well in life because I arrived in this world with two extra fingers, as though there was something mystic about it. I wasn’t bothered. They didn’t inhibit me in any way at all and I never worried about them. The condition is rare but there are still people in the Caribbean who have this unusual feature. In fact, I met a West Indian quite recently who had an extra finger on each hand, just as I did.

I don’t know how it came about and I was neither embarrassed nor excited by it but the other kids would say that I was so good at cricket because I had six fingers on each hand. Certainly I didn’t think there was anything mystic about it although some of the crueller boys would call me a freak.

The first extra finger fell off quite early, when I was nine or ten, and I played my first colonial game with 11 fingers! I took the second off when I was 14 or 15 and playing serious cricket. The first of the spare fingers came off with the help of a piece of cat gut wrapped around the base and a sharp tug, something like the old-fashioned way of removing a child’s milk tooth. The other came off with the help of a sharp knife.

I was born Garfield St Aubrun Sobers on 28 July 1936 in what is now Walcott’s Avenue in the Bay Land area of the parish of St Michael in Barbados. In those days the street had no name at all. It was my parents who originated from Chelsea Road, which tends to be called my birthplace. It is also said that I was born at 3.30 a.m. but I couldn’t tell you; I never troubled to go into it that deeply.

My father, Shamont, was a seaman working in the Canadian merchant navy on what were known as the lady boats. All of this particular company’s boats were called The Lady something, and were named after notable British naval officers. I recall The Lady Hawkins, The Lady Rodney and The Lady Nelson. They docked in Barbados every couple of weeks.

I cannot remember that much about my father. I was very young, just five, when he died at sea. He was serving on The Lady Hawkins when it was sunk by the Germans on 11 January 1942. I remember a messenger coming to our house and my mother Thelma sobbing and crying. She told us that his boat had been torpedoed but it wasn’t definite that he’d been drowned; there were some survivors. That gave her some little hope but after a few days and then the weeks passed, we came to realise that Dad would never be coming back. That was a very sad day for my mother. I didn’t really know how to react because I was so young and had seen so little of him while he was away at sea.

It left my mother with the huge responsibility of bringing up a big family on her own. There was my eldest brother George, who was 11 at the time, followed by sisters Greta and Elise, then Gerry, me and Saul, or Cecil as he was christened. There was another child in there somewhere but he died shortly after birth and I never knew much about him.

George had just started at Combermere High School when our father died and, unfortunately, it meant that any hopes he had of staying on for further education were dashed. He had to leave when he was 15 and he went to work for the island’s electrical company. When he was old enough, he followed our father to sea to help support the family. It was necessary because the pension my mother received from the Canadian shipping company was not enough to support her and six kids.

My mother was such a wonderful person. She did whatever she had to do and looked after us tremendously well. We went to school, we were clean, we had shoes on our feet and food in our bellies. We even had a maid in the early days to help with the household chores and to assist my mother in looking after all of us.

Unfortunately, there were no state exams to qualify for senior school then, and if parents wanted to send their children they had to pay. George had thought himself lucky. He was the oldest and was able to go to high school because of my father’s wages and a scholarship and he must have been hugely disappointed to have to drop out when he did.

There was no money to send either Gerry, a year my senior, or me to high school. We were sent to Bay Street Boys’ School but I don’t think it would have made a lot of difference where we’d gone because the dominating factor in our lives, even at that early age, was sport. It was always at the forefront of everything we did.

Although it was sad losing my father when we were so young, leaving such a burden on my mother, it was something of a blessing in disguise as far as I was concerned. I was too young to appreciate the real effect. When he was at home I recall him as being a very strict man and, I suppose, I was a little afraid of him. When we were little boys running around our neighbourhood, as soon as we heard that his boat was in the harbour we would rush back into the house and pretend we had been there the entire time he had been away. If he came home and saw us playing outside it meant that we were going to get flogged. He didn’t like us going outside to play with the other children. I was too young to know his reasons and I never bothered inquiring as I grew older. It was nothing to do with religion as far as I knew, and he was a keen enough sportsman. I know that he was a good footballer but I don’t know whether he was much of a cricketer. It wasn’t the sort of thing to bring up and question my mother about after the tragedy.

My mother never looked at another man once my father was gone. She devoted her life to bringing up her children and it was obvious that it did her no harm. Sadly, she died aged 93 in September 2001, cared for in her last days by our sister Greta. She was a Christian person, a godly person. God was there to help her get through her problems, her suffering, and that is why she lived so long and so happily. We were open house to many people and shared what we had with others. That is the legacy of my mother.

After Dad died we were able to go outside and play. Our mother didn’t worry about us as he did. We would go to school neat and tidy, come home and then go out to play behind the house on the Bay Pasture or in the street. It was there that our sports prowess began to develop and blossom.

My earliest memories of cricket are as an eight-year-old playing in the road or on the beach. We would dig up a lump of tar and fashion it into a ball and play what was called Lilliputian cricket, which was one of the favourites because you didn’t need a lot of space to play. We even played it in the confines of our little house sometimes, or in the narrow gap between the two houses. The wicket was less than half the normal size and it provided the right sort of entertainment for small boys. What’s more, there was no need to prepare wickets as you had to if you wanted to play on one of the fields.

For a bat, we might help ourselves to a piece of wood from someone’s palisade and carve it into the right shape; or we would go up to the Wanderers cricket ground on the Bay Pasture at the back of our house and ask them if they had any broken bats, which we would cut down to size.

Sometimes the sun was too hot for the tar ball and it would begin to melt, going oblong when you hit it. When that happened we would take a rock, wrap it in cloth and knit it tight, and use that. It served a purpose but the ideal replacement was a golf ball. They were hard to come by and a lot more dangerous, not only for us but for local property. Windows would break very easily if you struck it too hard!

The Sobers boys were pretty shrewd in those days. We always made sure that we had the cut-down bat, the made-up ball and the stumps. On weekends or during the holidays we would wake up the other fellows as early as 7.30 in the morning to play. Immediately one of us would shout, ‘Me first.’ Another of us would claim the second batting position and so on, leaving the other kids to fill in later on. They could hardly argue when we owned the cricket gear. After a while, they found that Gerry and I were very difficult to get out. They would threaten to break our bat or to beat us up if we didn’t get out and let them have a knock. Even when we moved on to tennis-ball cricket it was the same thing.

Another early memory is putting up the numbers on the Wanderers scoreboard, which I did from the age of about eight. It gave me a ringside seat. I grew up watching all the top players – Frank Worrell, Clyde Walcott, Everton Weekes and Clyde’s brother Keith, a tremendous player who many thought was better than Clyde. He was also a great footballer until his eyesight went. Everton played for the army team, Garrison Sports Club, and Frank played for Empire before he went to Jamaica. I saw George Carew, the opening bat for Barbados and West Indies, Roy Marshall and Laurie Johnson who played for Derbyshire in the English summer and then came home to play for Wanderers. It was sheer joy to go to the Bay Pasture every Saturday and watch good cricket.

As we grew, a lot of people would say why don’t you go and look for work to help your mother? But cricket was always my focus and took up all my time. It was the top game and at an early age I realised that, if I became good enough, it was the only sport that would allow me to travel and see the world. I was good at football but that was not as well developed as it is today and offered no such opportunities. As a little boy of nine or ten I would read about cricket in the papers, and when the West Indies went to India in 1948 and then to England in 1950 we used to listen in awe to the commentaries on the radio. To a young boy from a humble background, this was something magical. It was a wondrous thing to think that if I could develop my skills enough, I might have that same opportunity.

There was always that chance because all of us in the Sobers family were good at sport, not just cricket but football, table tennis, basketball, tennis … whatever it was, we were competent at it. Gerry and I often watched George playing cricket for Combermere in the first and second divisions and he was certainly a player. I didn’t see Saul playing very often because I was travelling by the time he came through, but I was told he was a good cricketer and one of the best slip catchers ever seen on the island. He used to field in the slips to Wes Hall and catch everything that came to him.

At school I was little more than an average student. For me, school was a place where you could go to play cricket. My idea was to learn as much as I could so that I didn’t look an idiot. There has always been a high literacy rate in Barbados, and Bay Street and St Giles were recognised as the best elementary schools. A lot of the Bay Street boys went on to become notable scholars.

I was a well-behaved boy, well brought up. None of us gave our mother any problems and maybe because of that there were always people outside the family to help and look after us. We did what we thought was right most of the time and I suppose the worst of the boyish things we got up to was to steal some fruit off the trees so that we didn’t have to stop playing cricket to go home to eat. We picked mangoes, bananas or the golden apples. It was a lot of fun. We had what you would call truly boy days and whatever boys did then we did it too, pitching marbles, playing cowboys and Indians and police and crooks, or scrumping pears or akees. We had a normal childhood. There was nothing untoward like breaking into houses or sticking someone with a knife. That sort of thing didn’t happen in Barbados then. I can only ever remember having one or two fights in my life. I didn’t have to fight. Gerry would fight on my behalf on the rare occasions it became necessary.

When Gerry and I played together at Bay Street School, the opposition would be asked by their friends, ‘Y’all going to play against those two Chinee boys?’ I don’t know why we were called that. Maybe it was because our eyes were smaller than most or maybe it was because our complexion was different but we were known as the Chinee Boys by all the other schools. They used to worry that Gerry would destroy them with the bat and that I would bowl them out. There were a lot of good players in our team, including Keith Barker who later lived in England and played league cricket, and John Callender, but Gerry and I were considered the ones to worry about. It was the name Sobers that was mentioned every time a team came to play us.

At the time, I was bowling left-arm orthodox leg-breaks. I was very small so I didn’t go through the usual schoolboy dream of being a fast bowler, bowling medium pace trying to be quick. In fact, I was so small they used to call me a runt. It didn’t help that I played in short pants up until I started to represent the island.

Apparently it’s been written somewhere that, at school, they tried to change me from being naturally left-handed into a right-handed batsman and bowler. That’s a myth but it is true that in Barbados a lot of schoolchildren who were left-handed were made to write right-handed and would be smacked with a ruler if they dared to use their left hand.

One of the earliest influences on me was a master at the school, Everton Barrow, who taught us cricket and football. He played for Empire, which was one of our leading clubs where Frank Worrell, Conrad Hunte and Seymour Nurse played their cricket. He used to tell me that when I was older he would introduce me into the Empire club. There was a class system operating at the time; Empire and Spartan were the top teams and all the Combermere High School boys would go to Empire while the Harrison College boys went to Spartan. The boys from Bay Street elementary school had nowhere specific to go.

We joined in the beach cricket, though. Every Sunday morning, boys of all ages from 10 to 24 would gather by the side of the sparkling blue waters of the Caribbean to play. We played with ordinary tennis balls, not the scorched and hardened balls used on some of the other islands. One or two of our guys worked at the tennis courts and would scrounge the old balls that were a bit soft for tennis. They were very good for us. This was where our game really began to develop. Both Gerry and I were considered exceptional for our age. They simply could not get us out, even the grown men and older boys – and we were still threatened with beatings and being run home if we didn’t lose our wickets. We would wait for the right moment, pick up our stumps, bats and balls and run off home with the big fellows shouting and throwing rocks at us. It taught us to run fast as well as play cricket!

It was a lot of fun and a pleasure to play against the older boys because it stretched us and made us improve all the time, but even when we started playing tennis-ball and beach cricket, we still carried on with our Lilliputian cricket, forming a little league among ourselves. This was so successful that we also formed a league with the tennis-ball cricket, preparing our own pitches and dyeing the tennis ball red, to make it look like the real thing. We would have umpires at both ends and play the game just the way it was played at Test level. The only difference was that we did not need pads or gloves because the tennis ball did not hurt when it rapped you on the shins or bounced up to hit the arms or the chest. As youngsters, we preferred the tennis ball and didn’t like playing with the hard ball because it hurt too much when you had no protection. We simply could not afford luxuries like pads and gloves.

Most Bajan cricketers – Seymour Nurse, Everton Weekes, Clyde Walcott, Frank Worrell, Conrad Hunte, Cammie Smith and many more – played tennis-ball cricket at a very high level. There were always competitions around Barbados where you played with and against some very good cricketers indeed. I honestly believe that this is how Barbados cricket developed so well. Throughout the West Indies you find that many play off the back foot and on the up because you cannot drive a tennis ball off the front foot – the bounce is too big. That is also why West Indian cricketers have learned how to hook so well – you either drive off the back foot or you play across the line of the ball because it was always bouncing above the height of the stumps. It was difficult to control with a straight bat.

It’s said that only the exceptionally good player can stand upright and play with the bat drawn forward. I was one of those fortunate enough to be able to do so. That’s where the difference lay between Sir Vivian Richards and me and why it has always been so difficult to compare the two of us as batsmen. Viv was probably the way he was, often hitting across the line, because early on in his career he was brought up in a different way. He came up in another era, playing on lower-bounce wickets and off the front foot. It is difficult to score runs when the ball is keeping low but if you can get across it the way Viv did, you can still do it. Viv went across the line of good-length balls, picking them up just as they bounced, whereas in my era we stood up and pulled, hooked and cut. The good players hit it off the back foot through the covers and that amazed people.

It is all to do with environment. When we were playing in the road, hitting the wooden house on the full was out. Hitting the boards on the bounce was not out, so you had to control it. That process helped tremendously. People who watched my brothers and me between the ages of 12 and 14 were amazed at how we could control the ball and keep it on the ground. They recognised the skill – not necessarily in me. I was acknowledged as a good bat but certainly not the best in the family. If I’m to be honest, I was probably the worst as a youngster.

Two groundsmen at Wanderers were also influential in my development. First, when I was very young, there was Frank Grant, better known to everyone as ‘Pitch’, and later, Briggs Grandison. Briggs prepared the wickets for Tuesdays and Thursdays for Wanderers and I was one of those who used to help him. In return, we were allowed to play at the ground.

Briggs would sit in front of the pavilion and watch us youngsters play. He seemed to sense that I had some talent and he must have mentioned it to West Indian international Dennis Atkinson, who went on to captain and manage the West Indies. I was watching the Wanderers practise one day when he pointed me out to Dennis, told him that I could bowl accurately and asked him to have a look at me. Dennis called me over and gave me the ball. He must have been impressed because from that evening if I didn’t arrive there on time he would ask where I was.

Dennis, an insurance salesman at the Mutual, was able to leave work before all the others and he used to get to the ground early to gain some extra practice. He would arrive around three o’clock while the others didn’t get there until four. There were only two nets, one for the first team and the other for the seconds and thirds. It meant that each batsman could have around five or 10 minutes at the most, and often the bowlers didn’t have a bat at all. By getting there early, Dennis made sure he had as much practice as he felt he needed. With none of the other players around, he would send for me, ‘that little boy’, and a couple of the other local boys to bowl to him. It served me well; it was through him that I eventually received recognition.

To make it more interesting and competitive, Dennis would put a shilling on top of the stumps and tell me that if I knocked it off it was mine. That was a lot of money in the early fifties, especially for a young boy who was given four cents a day for his lunch. A penny equalled two cents so a shilling was worth 24 cents. Riches indeed!

Every afternoon, I would bowl to him and then hang around, waiting for Roy and Norman Marshall, Laurie Johnson and the others to arrive, and bowl to them, too. I didn’t get too many of those shillings because if I beat the bat it would invariably hit them on the pads. There was no shilling for leg before wicket in the nets! The faster bowlers had more chance of knocking the shilling off the stump. As a spinner, I had to beat the bat and the pad. It wasn’t easy, but it was a great incentive. A shilling would buy ice cream, black pudding and souse (pork marinated in vinegar, onions and peppers) plus four or five ham cutters (sandwiches). It made you feel big and important to go to school with a shilling in your pocket. It meant that you could buy all the snowballs (a shaved ice confection) and fishcakes you wanted and you were able to entertain your friends. Four cents would give you bread and fish and a snowball.

My main object was to bowl well enough to be recognised. Dennis, Roy and Norman were all in the Barbados team and were accepted as top players. So many good cricketers played up there on the Bay Pasture for and against Wanderers, they would make the current West Indies Test team look a joke. The names still roll off the tongue after all of these years. Apart from those three, there was Clyde Walcott, George MacDonald Carew and Everton Weekes. Frank Worrell was around for a while before he went to live in Jamaica. Then there was E.A.V. ‘Foffie’ Williams, a fast bowler of some quality who had played against the touring England side in 1948, Cecil ‘Boogles’ Williams, who went to England with the West Indies in 1950, and Charlie Taylor behind the wicket. Tom Pearce was the captain and another who went on to manage many West Indian teams. You could tell how strong Barbados was at that time because no West Indies team left on tour without at least six Bajans in the party.

We used to scrounge proper balls from Wanderers for our own games. When we saw one that had burst out of the seams we would ask if we could have it and take it to the local shoemaker to stitch back in place and shine up. He would give it a nice high seam and boy, oh boy, those balls used to do Dixie. They would move all over the place when you hit the seam. The shoemaker would reshape the ball for nothing if it was too big a job for our ice pick and string. It was very interesting to play with that type of ball because it would always move and I’m sure that it stood me in good stead when I came to play in England on the green wickets.

At first, the other boys used to tease me, saying that I could only play with a tennis ball and that when they bowled at me with the hard ball they would knock me down. We used to play on half a wicket and sometimes the ball would drop on the edge and it would take off. Turf wickets in the Caribbean were always ‘elevated’ to help the drainage. When the nets were placed halfway down the wicket to allow two batsmen to practise back-to-back at the same time, the edges of the pitch could present a problem – it could be really dangerous if a quickie found the right spot because it would produce a nasty flyer.

Some of the club players would occasionally play with us. There was one fast bowler, Doyle Braddock, whom I used to take it out of when we played with the tennis ball, hitting him all over the place. But when we played with a hard ball, as soon as I went in they brought all the fielders around me close to the bat and told Braddock to knock me down. It was my first experience of sledging. Braddock stormed in, bowling me bouncers and I was pushing them down and crying because of these big fellows telling him to knock me over. But I was getting behind the ball and stopping it. I was determined they weren’t going to scare me out and the more I resisted the more bouncers came down and the more water came out of my eyes and ran down my face. I was brought up in a hard school – the school of hard knocks.

In fact, Braddock was a beautiful fast bowler with a perfect action, very much like that of Frank King. It was a delight just to see Frank run up. Even Wes Hall learned from him. Frank was the groundsman at Combermere School when Wes was there and Wes was wicket-keeper to him before he became a fast bowler. You can see a lot of Frank King in Wes, even though King was thin and Wes was muscular. Frank used to glide up in the air, the left foot used to go up and the left arm would go up, the left foot would come down and the right arm would go up, it was like watching poetry in motion.

We played on the Bay Pasture with a select group of players – Charlie and Freddie Daniels, Keith Greenidge, Erlin Lord, the Barkers, Merlin Jones … I could go on and call them one after another. They played in trials for Barbados and made runs but couldn’t get into the island team. The Barbados Cricket League had so many good players who couldn’t get in they could have played the other islands on their own. Playing against all of these, I had to develop if I had anything in me, and I was desperate to improve and progress. It was a good background; I was brought up very well in the game at the highest level and it was the perfect education when I was in my early teens.

While I was growing up and throughout my career I did not watch that much first-class cricket – I had been to the Kensington Oval once before I played there – but when I was scoring at Wanderers or watching cricket somewhere else, I would watch how the batsmen moved. I never watched the sixes or the fours fly to the boundary; I watched how they moved their feet, how they picked up their bat, how they got behind the ball and generally what they did. I would rather see what bowlers were bowling than cheer the boundaries. There were no coaches in those days and you learned by watching. That was my education. It wasn’t something I was told to do; it just seemed natural. I watched how batsmen got into position to hit the ball and then I would go into the nets and practise what I had seen. I watched the leg-spinner turning, and saw how the batsman played him allowing for the spin. I watched and practised hard and then I practised some more, so when I was put in the situation and needed to move, I moved.

I was never captain of the school team – that honour went to Gerry. In fact, I never captained any team until I skippered the West Indies. How good was Gerry? He was classed alongside Seymour Nurse with Gerry just having the edge, and we all know what a player Nurse turned out to be. That’s how good he was. When the two of them, still schoolboys, played for the Police club, they would attract an extraordinary number of people who turned up just to watch them.

Let’s not get away from it. Talk all you like about the problems black players faced in Australia and South Africa but in Barbados in the forties and early fifties, a coloured player had to be three times as good as a white player to play for the island. Fortunately, that was dying out by the time we came through and it did not affect Gerry as much as it had done players before him, and me not at all. There were still lots of white players in the game and they naturally played in their own clubs, namely Wanderers, Pickwick, Carlton, YMPC and Windward in Division Two. But there were also several middle-class black clubs and after the black talent emerged, it was more down to ability rather than colour.

Gerry was just unfortunate because Barbados was so strong in talent. When he came in as a wicket-keeper/opening batsman, he found that Cammie Smith, Conrad Hunte and Roy Marshall were in front of him by virtue of their age. They had already established themselves and it was difficult for him to break in and replace them.

There were two organisations in Barbados, the Barbados Cricket Association and the Barbados Cricket League. During the season, the two played each other and then 20 or so players were selected to take part in two or three trial matches at the Kensington Oval. Gerry would always make 100s in these games and then retire to let others bat, but he just couldn’t make it into the island team. After a while he got fed up and went to sea, but even when he came back without having played for months on end, he would go straight into the Barbados Colts team and score runs.

My problem was that the adults were afraid of me playing against the hard ball at a high level when I was so young and small. They were afraid that I might get hurt and be spoilt or put off what they thought was my budding cricketing career. Garnett Ashby came to my rescue and ended my frustrations. He brought a side called Kent down from the country to play a little team from the Bay. I was allowed to enjoy a game against Kent because they were not that highly rated, while I still could not play against the city boys because they were thought to be too good. I scored a few runs and took a few wickets. Garnett liked what he saw and went to speak to Lionel Daniel, a good soccer player who captained leading club Notre Dame and whom he knew was a very close friend of my family. Lionel was a cabinetmaker and joiner by trade and I used to work for him to earn money for Christmas between the ages of 11 and 13. Garnett asked him who the youngster was but Lionel told him to forget it, he couldn’t have me because they didn’t want me spoiled. Not to be deterred, Garnett came directly to me and asked if I wanted to play some cricket for him in the country. I immediately said, ‘Yes, sir,’ because I knew they wouldn’t play me in the city in case I got hurt. I just wanted to play … anywhere. He did the right thing and went straight to my mother to ask her permission but she was not at all happy at the idea of her young son going off every weekend with a stranger.

‘You want to carry Garfield on the back of a motorcycle to the country to play cricket against big, able men, and on a Sunday, too?’ she said, incredulously. ‘I don’t see how you could think of asking me such a question. I don’t even know you, my gentleman.’

But after talking to my brother George, my schoolteacher Everton Barrow, the groundsman Briggs Grandison and even a local priest to gain support, he went back to my mother who finally relented after five weeks of discussions. She agreed that I could stay with him and his family at weekends if it was what I wanted to do. Garnett would come and pick me up on a Friday night or a Saturday morning on his motorbike and take me up to St Phillip to a place called Penny Hole, now known as Gemswick. I played for Kent and took a lot of wickets, and when they picked the country team to play the city team, I was in the side. Garnett became a close friend and was always there to help and advise.

Playing for Kent opened the door to other opportunities. I was picked to play in a representative match at the Wanderers ground between the BCL and BCA when Captain Wilfred Farmer, who was inspector of police and in charge of their cricket team, was batting. Dennis had already told him about me and pointed me out to him when the game began. Farmer was a good player and a hard hitter of the ball, but when I bowled to him he couldn’t get me away at all. There was this skinny little kid in short pants tying him down.

Dennis recommended to Captain Farmer that he should try to enrol me into the police band so that I would qualify for the very good police cricket team. Sure enough, after the game, Captain Farmer pulled me to one side and asked if I could dance or play an instrument. When I told him that I could not, he asked me if I would be interested in learning so that I could join the police team. I agreed because I wanted to play cricket, not because I was interested in music. Only cricket interested me then.

A couple of weeks passed by and then one morning I received a letter asking me to go to see the band leader, Captain Raison, an Englishman. I went to see him on the Monday morning and passed a little exam that was set. I told them I couldn’t dance and that meant I couldn’t play drums because they said that one went with the other. So they tried to teach me how to ‘lip’ the bugle and I did that for a couple of weeks. It was enough for me to be picked for the cricket team and my first game was at Empire where I played against a strong team including Foffie Williams. I think Conrad Hunte played, too, along with Clairmonte Depeiza, another Test player.

Police batted first and we went in late in the evening. I can’t remember the score but the new ball was taken at 200 and Foffie Williams was bowling to me, at number eight. He couldn’t believe that this 14-year-old batsman was getting behind the line of the ball and holding up Empire finishing off the tail. As he walked back to his mark I saw him draw his finger across his throat. I didn’t have a clue what he meant but everyone else did and the next ball was a bumper aimed at my head. I tried to evade the rearing ball but it struck me on the jaw. It didn’t hurt me that much and I was more frightened than anything else on this fast pitch. I was shy and ashamed that I had been hit, and I left the field with my head bowed. The captain asked me if I was going to go out and bat again later but I told him, ‘No sir, my jaw hurts me too much.’ I fielded and bowled but didn’t bat again in that match.

There were two or three of us from the band in the police side and I told them to tell Captain Raison that I had been struck on the jaw and couldn’t blow my bugle so I wouldn’t be at band practice on the Monday after the game. I missed that practice and the next and when I went in on the Wednesday, an angry Captain Raison asked me where I had been for the last two days. I told him what had happened and that I had asked one of the boys to let him know. He looked me up and down and told me that he didn’t think I was interested enough in the music and that I should leave to make room for someone who was. It was a pity because after being there for four or five weeks I was beginning to enjoy myself.

I don’t know where it came from but I was a little presumptuous in those days. I told him I wasn’t that interested in the band anyway and I had joined for the chance to play cricket because I couldn’t get a game for the Wanderers, Pickwick, Spartan, Empire or any of the other teams in the League.

I told Captain Farmer what had happened and he tried to have me reinstated and was surprised that Captain Raison didn’t want to know about apologies or forgiveness. I suspect that Captain Raison was worried that some of the Bay Street Boys Club lads might be having liaisons with his daughter and that I was one of them. I didn’t know this until sometime afterwards because I didn’t go to the club that often, but I was told that was why I was kicked out of the band.

Captain Farmer, however, would not let it rest there and he wrote to the Barbados Cricket Association and asked if a boy from the Police Boys Club could play for the Police Cricket Club until he was 21. It was not the norm and I doubt whether they would have done it for anyone else. They knew of whom he was talking and said there was no problem. I continued to play for Police from then until I retired from the game at the age of 41. I never played for another club on Barbados.

My days with Police were phenomenal. The wickets in Barbados in those days were so good but, because of the lack of covers, we were brought up on all types of tracks, rain affected, often fast, often good for batting. This is where the skills of good players came in, not on the good wickets but on the bad, rain-soaked wickets. If you can bat on bad wickets, you are showing some signs of technique, ability and skill. Anyone can score runs on good wickets but only good batsmen score runs on bad wickets.

Plenty of other clubs on the island asked me to play for them over the years and I became an honorary member of nearly every club in Barbados, but my club was always Police because it was them and Captain Farmer who gave me my opportunity. They appreciated my loyalty, too, and I remain very good friends with the club. I am the patron of the team and they have done well in the Police World Cup. Whenever I see a policeman on Barbados, he salutes me in recognition of my services to their cricket team.


CHAPTER TWO

On my way

One of the first matches I played for Police was against my neighbourhood club, Wanderers. I batted at seven or eight and when I went in we were being badly beaten. I joined Carl Mullins, one of the most dangerous fast bowlers ever born in the West Indies, and went on to score 113 – my first BCA Division One 100 and it was against Wanderers of all teams. They told me it wasn’t nice to do that to the club who had adopted me as a youngster and taught me my cricket. Carl scored 67 and between us we saved the match. It was something I went on to do throughout my career; it was often my role to come in when our backs were against the wall and for me to bat for the team.

I continued to play against not only my old friends but also my family. In one of the trials, Gerry played against me and, to make it worse, when he came in the captain brought me on and I took Gerry’s wicket early. Everybody cursed me, saying it was a trial game and I shouldn’t have got him out and that I was jealous of him. I said that we were both fighting for a place, him as a batsman and me as a bowler. What did they want me to do? If he’s not going to give me his wicket, why should I give him runs? If he’s good enough, he should be able to bat and score runs against me.

I took a few wickets in that game and from that they picked 26 of us to play in the trials at the Oval. There was I at just 15 bowling to the likes of Walcott and Weekes. It was more than awesome but I bowled steady, a good line and length, and they couldn’t get me away.

When I was not bowling I was fielding in the covers and I picked off a few of Clyde’s shots like they were nothing. He glared at me as if to ask what I thought I was doing. Clyde hit the ball so hard that many fielders would make just a token effort to stop it, but I jumped on it.

Afterwards I went into the dressing room and was gulping down my regular intake of soft drinks when Everton came in.

‘Are you Sobers?’ he asked, taking a long look at the empty drinks bottles.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

‘Well, Soapbox, if you drink any more of those, the ants will follow you home.’

I did reasonably well at the trials, impressing as much with my fielding as my bowling, and after the game when they selected the 12 for Barbados’s opening match of the season, I was in. When they picked the 11, I was twelfth man.

In those days, the West Indies had one really good fast bowler and that was Frank King. We were due to play our first game against the touring Indians but before the game, the West Indies Board of Control telephoned the Barbados Cricket Association and asked if they would let Frank stand down to allow him to rest for the Test matches. They agreed and suddenly I was playing in the Barbados side to face the touring Indians at the Oval.

I was still playing in shorts for the trials and they told me during the match that I would have to start wearing long trousers to play with the seniors. The family couldn’t afford them and so the Barbados Cricket Association presented me with my first pair of flannels. They also helped with boots, those big, heavy, metal-tipped ones that weighed a ton. Before that, I was wearing little plimsolls; we called them pumps.

There was no dad to buy me kit but there were lots of people who helped in many ways, particularly Goalie Cumberbatch, a neighbour and something of a father figure to me. He was a foreman stevedore by trade but his joy was watching cricket. When I left school at 14, there was talk of me going to work as a cash boy, earning one shilling and six pence a week. I wasn’t keen on working for those wages, especially at something I didn’t like. Goalie took me out in the boats as a tally clerk when there was a vacancy. It was a job that was in great demand because tally clerks made a lot of money. We used to go out and make a note of the cargo. I would make two or three hundred Barbadian dollars a day and that would see me through for a while.

Both George and Gerry were in the merchant navy by this time and they wanted me to join them, but I didn’t want to because it would curtail my cricket. Goalie backed me up, saying that my place was on the cricket fields of Barbados. I decided to stick it out and felt totally justified when I was picked for Barbados and then made my Test debut.

I was so pleased to be given my chance, playing with Weekes, Walcott, Atkinson and Roy Marshall. It was all special but nothing compared to the thrill of being called on to bowl for the first time. That excellent batsman Polly Umrigar – he averaged over 40 in his 59 Test appearances – was at the crease and batting well. I had a touch of nerves as I prepared to bowl to this great Indian cricketer. As I marked my run up, I thought to myself, ‘I have bowled to Everton, Frank and Clyde. Polly can’t be as terrifying as any of those three.’ The thought gave me heart and immediately the ball began to drop right on a spot. The first two overs I bowled were maidens. Polly got a bit fed up with being tied down by this skinny kid and promptly hit me for six on to the top of the Kensington stand. Two balls later I had him with a straight one as he played for the turn that was not there. I didn’t turn it much in those days but I varied the flight and the angles. The packed pavilion went up to salute me. I was just 16, it was my first wicket at that level and they loved the romance of it.

I took four wickets in that first innings and three in the second. That was very reassuring because I felt that I had fulfilled my obligations, having been picked as a bowler. To be truthful, I can’t remember how many runs I made – I was a few not out in a total of over 600. The 89 overs I bowled and those seven wickets were what mattered to me, and that I hadn’t let myself or my island down. I felt good. I had been successful by the grace of the Lord. I felt that I had deserved my place and wasn’t just a fill-in. I was indebted to our captain, the late John Goddard, who was not afraid to let this youngster have the ball and bowl so many overs in the match.

After that performance, it was suggested that I might even get a Test call for the Fifth and final Test against the Indians at Sabina Park in Jamaica at the end of March 1953. Sonny Ramadhin had gone sick and it was expected that I would be called in but they picked Alf Scott from Jamaica. I suppose they were trying to save money because they would have had to fly me there while other options were on the spot, including Scott and Reg Scarlett. I missed out that year but I was not going to have to wait long for my Test debut.

I was a regular for Barbados by the spring of the following year when Len Hutton brought the England side to the Caribbean, and had even scored 100 against British Guiana batting at number nine! I played against England for Barbados, took a few wickets but didn’t bowl as well as I had against India. There was, however, a strange incident that made the game memorable for me. I was out, bowled by Tony Lock, and on my way back to the pavilion when the crowd started shouting for me to go back. I turned round and found that the square-leg umpire, Clyde Walcott’s uncle, had no-balled Tony, presumably for throwing his quick one that had clean bowled me.

During that game, a young fast bowler called Fred Trueman bowled me a bouncer. I ducked, keeping my eye on the ball and the bat in front of me, but the ball didn’t get up so I flung the bat upwards and hit myself on the forehead while the ball passed just over the top of the stumps. Fortunately, Fred didn’t notice what I had done to myself or I would have had a few choice comments aimed in my direction. He wasn’t nicknamed Fiery Fred for nothing; he was very blunt and very aggressive, as I was to discover over the next few years.

I swore there and then that I would never duck another bouncer and I didn’t. The policy served me well because I was hit just twice in my long career, once by Foffie Williams and the other time by a little fellow named Jefferson who played for Oxford. I played against him at Lord’s when he was playing for the MCC and I lost the ball completely in the background and was hit in the mouth. I was never hit above the chest other than on those two occasions. I always said that the bowler would have to kill me before he made me run or back away. I had a bat to protect me and if the bat couldn’t protect me because I wasn’t good enough, I wasn’t worthy to be playing cricket at that level.

After making my Barbados debut because Frank King had been pulled out of the line of fire, I was called upon to make my Test debut against Hutton’s England when Alf Valentine was taken ill, and again I took the late call. Now that was something very special for a boy who was still playing cricket in the streets with a tennis ball; I didn’t stop until I was 19 or 20 and an established Test player. Sometimes we would play with a hard ball without pads. That made sure you used the bat! Even when I went away to play in England and on tours, I would come back and play beach cricket with a tennis ball.

Playing cricket with a tennis ball and knowing you can’t get hurt encourages you to move in behind the ball so that when the hard ball replaces the tennis ball the move is automatic. When you have youngsters starting with a hard ball, they tend to shy away. I saw it in Australia and lots of other places when I was coaching. They back away and wait to see where the ball pitches. If it is outside the off stump, they try to hit it; if it is on the leg side, they run away and try to throw the bat at it. Sadly, some are put off the game forever.

Many years after that first Test in Jamaica, I told the Essex and England all-rounder Trevor Bailey, by that time a friend, that English children should be taught the rudiments of the game with a soft ball. They would learn how to get behind the short ball because it would come up. Trevor started a tennis-ball competition soon afterwards which, I believe, was very successful.

The day I discovered I had been picked to play at Sabina Park, I was playing road cricket with my brothers. Ben Hoyos, secretary of the Barbados Cricket Association, came to tell me. He had received a cable from the West Indies Board requesting that I join the team at the Fourth Test in Trinidad and be prepared to travel to Jamaica to play against England in the Fifth and final Test of the series.

It came out of the blue because I had not performed that well for Barbados against England. You can imagine how the boys reacted to the news that I was to join the West Indies; they were as pleased as if it had been them. My mother was delighted and all my friends came round to congratulate me and tell me what a wonderful opportunity it was. I was overjoyed; it felt like I was walking on air to think that I was going to be in the same dressing room as Weekes, Worrell and Walcott. I may have been small but I was a forthright young man, so I was not scared or in awe, but the feeling was so good I find it as difficult now as I did then to put it into words.

When I joined the team, everyone made me feel welcome. The experienced, established players sat and talked to me and practised with me in the nets. There I was, 17 years and 245 days old, in the thick of the heady atmosphere of Sabina Park, somewhere I had only ever read about, meeting George Headley, Allan Rae and Jeffrey Stollmeyer. In the dressing room I was as quiet as a mouse and they all wanted to know if I was nervous. Of course I was. It was not something I was accustomed to; I had only just started to play cricket as this level. But I wasn’t going to tell them how I felt.

Our captain, Jeff Stollmeyer, won the toss and elected to bat. My first thought was what a wonderful opportunity this was going to be to watch the three Ws at first hand in a Test match – not listening on the radio or sitting in the public stand, but there with them in the same dressing room, sitting with them in the pavilion, part of the same team. But that didn’t last long. On the first day, 30 March 1954, Trevor Bailey skittled us out for 139, taking 7 wickets for 34 runs, while Fiery Fred took 2 for 39.

I batted at number nine, before Frank King and Sonny Ramadhin, and when I went in it was 110 for 7. When I walked down the steps and through the gate, the Jamaican crowd erupted. I was in another world. I had been sitting there thinking I was settled for at least a day and a half and wondering how many runs we were going to score on this lovely Sabina Park wicket. Jamaican J.K. Holt and Jeff Stollmeyer had opened the batting but in no time at all they were both back in the pavilion to be followed by Weekes and Worrell with the score still on 13! I scored 14 not out in the first innings and 26 in the second innings, caught by Denis Compton off the bowling of Tony Lock and this time there was no reprieve from the umpire.

But, even though the programme described me as a ‘useful batsman’ with no mention of my bowling, I wasn’t in the side as a batsman; I was in as a bowler. The England openers were Len Hutton and Trevor Bailey, who enjoyed the rare experience of opening the bowling and the batting for England on the same day! I watched from my place in the field as they put on 41 before the skipper gave me the ball. In my very first over I had Trevor out, caught behind by Clifford McWatt. I made one turn outside the off stump and Trevor played for the straight one. The crowd exploded again. I was so thrilled to break the partnership, for the team, not so much for me.

It was during that match that I had my first close-up look at Sir Len Hutton, or just plain Len as he was then. I had read about him, of course, and listened to his great performances on the radio. Now here he was playing in the same match and, what’s more, I was bowling to him. He was magnificent to watch. He batted throughout the innings and scored 205. He had so much time to play. The Sabina wicket was quick but, in those days, West Indies did not have a battery of fast bowlers, only Frank King and Gerry Gomez, who opened the bowling. Hutton was a joy to watch as England went on to score 414, setting up a 9-wicket win which levelled the series at two-all.

I bowled 28 overs and five balls in my first-ever Test innings and followed up the wicket of Trevor Bailey with those of Johnny Wardle, Tony Lock and Jim Laker for a cost of 75 runs.

I wasn’t wasting my time admiring the likes of Hutton, Peter May, Denis Compton and Tom Graveney; I studied them, as I had studied the Wanderers, their style, their technique and their approach to the game. I wanted to learn from them and also I thought that, if I were lucky enough to play against them again, I would be aware of their strengths and any odd weakness. I continued to learn by watching those who had so much more experience than I had at my tender years.

Without a father to turn to and with my older brothers away at sea for long periods, there were a lot of other people whom I admired and a number who helped me although there were no mentors in the true sense of the word; no one replaced my father. As a family, we were not particularly close-knit. We identified with each other but never ran to each other whenever anything went wrong. We were individual, independent people. When I started off, Briggs Grandison, Lionel Daniel, Garnett Ashby, Captain Farmer and, of course
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TEST MATCH CAREER HIGHLIGHTS

#1: Kingston, Jamaica, Mar/Apr 1954 – v England (5th)

Made his debut at the age of 17 years 245 days (still the second-youngest to represent West Indies) and took the first of his 235 wickets when he dismissed Trevor Bailey, his first biographer.

#17: Kingston, Jamaica, Feb/Mar 1958 – v Pakistan (3rd)

He converted his first three-figure score in Test cricket into what was to remain the highest score at this level for 36 years, compiling an undefeated 365 in 614 minutes – 183 minutes fewer than Len Hutton had batted in setting the previous record of 364. He hit 38 fours, completed 1000 runs in his 29th innings and, at 21 years 216 days, remains the youngest to score a triple hundred at this level. His partnership of 446 with Conrad Hunte was then the second-highest for any wicket in Tests. They were the fourth pair to bat throughout a complete day of Test cricket.

#18: Georgetown, British Guiana, Mar 1958 – v Pakistan (4th)

Scored a hundred in each innings (125 and 109 not out) to bring his aggregate in his last three innings to 599 for once out. He added 269 for the second wicket with Clyde Walcott.

#20: Bombay, India, Nov/Dec 1958 – v India (1st)

Scored 142 not out and shared an unbroken fifth-wicket stand of 134 with Basil Butcher to establish a partnership record by two batsmen using runners – both had sustained leg injuries.

#21: Kanpur, India, Dec 1958 – v India (2nd)

Run out for 198 after batting for 340 minutes and hitting 28 fours, he set a sixth-wicket partnership record for this series by adding 163 with Joe Solomon.

#22: Calcutta, India, Dec 1958/Jan 1959 – v India (3rd)

Scored 106 not out to register his sixth hundred in as many Tests.

#23: Madras, India, Jan 1959 – v India (4th)

Completed 2000 runs in his 39th innings.

#27: Lahore, Pakistan, Mar 1959 – v Pakistan (3rd)

Shared a series record third-wicket partnership of 162 with Rohan Kanhai.

#28: Bridgetown, Barbados, Jan 1960 – v England (1st)

Frank Worrell (197 not out in 682 minutes) and Sobers (226 in 647 minutes) played the then two longest innings against England and their partnership of 399 in 579 minutes remains the West Indies record for any wicket in this series and a national fourth-wicket record in all Tests. It was then the longest partnership in Test cricket. They were the first pair to bat through two days play of a Test, although a rest day intervened and the final hour of their first day was lost to rain.

#33: Brisbane, Australia, Dec 1960 – v Australia (1st)

Contributed his tenth hundred (132) to the first tied Test, reaching his fifty in 57 minutes and completing 3000 runs in his 55th innings.

#37: Melbourne, Australia, Feb 1961 – v Australia (5th)

Bowled unchanged for 41 eight-ball overs during the first innings, mostly in front of a crowd of 90,800, then the record attendance for any day of Test cricket.

#39: Kingston, Jamaica, Mar 1962 – v India (2nd)

Scored 153, partially with a runner because of cramp, and hit four sixes.

#46: Leeds, England, Jul 1963 – v England (4th)

Scored his 14th hundred and completed 4000 runs in his 77th innings.

#48: Kingston, Jamaica, Mar 1965 – v Australia (1st)

Captaining West Indies for the first time, he took his 100th wicket and became the first to complete the double of 4000 runs and 100 wickets.

#54: Lord’s, England, Jun 1966 – v England (2nd)

His unbroken partnership of 274 with David Holford, his cousin, remains the West Indies sixth-wicket record in all Tests.

#56: Leeds, England, Aug 1966 – v England (4th)

Scored his third hundred of the rubber (174), including 103 runs between lunch and tea on the second day. His highest Test innings in England took 240 minutes, contained 24 fours and took him beyond 5000 runs in 95 innings, 2000 runs against England, 500 runs in the rubber and 1000 first-class runs for the tour. His partnership of 265 in 240 minutes with Seymour Nurse was the West Indies fifth-wicket record in all Tests until 1998-99. He then took his 50th wicket against England and ended England’s first innings with a spell of 3 for 0 in seven balls.

#57: Kennington Oval, England, Aug 1966 – v England (5th)

Won his fifth toss of the rubber. Although he was dismissed first ball on the final day, his contribution to West Indies’ 3-1 victory was massive: 722 runs (average 103.14), 20 wickets and ten catches.

#65: Georgetown, Guyana, Mar/Apr 1968 – v England (5th)

Scored 152 and 95 not out. In his 111th innings he became the first to score 6000 runs for West Indies.

#66: Brisbane, Australia, Dec 1968 – v Australia (1st)

Mostly using his orthodox slower style, he returned his best analysis in Tests: 33.6-12-73-6.

#79: Georgetown, Guyana, Mar 1971 – v India (3rd)

His 22nd hundred in 138 innings took his aggregate beyond 7000 runs, the third batsman to reach this mark after Walter Hammond and Colin Cowdrey.

#80: Bridgetown, Barbados, Apr 1971 – v India (4th)

Scored his third hundred in successive first-class innings against India, having made 135 for Barbados in the intervening match. When he claimed his 200th victim he became the second player after Richie Benaud to complete the double of 2000 runs and 200 wickets.

#82: Kingston, Jamaica, Feb 1972 – v New Zealand (1st)

Became the first fielder to hold 100 catches for West Indies.

#84: Bridgetown, Barbados, Mar 1972 – v New Zealand (3rd)

Shared a series sixth-wicket record partnership of 254 in 363 minutes with Charlie Davis and exceeded Colin Cowdrey’s world record Test match aggregate of 7459 runs. His final aggregate of 8032 runs remained the record for Test cricket until Geoffrey Boycott surpassed it in 1981-82.

#86: Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, Apr 1972 – v New Zealand (5th)

Became the first captain to win all five tosses in a rubber on two occasions. Made the last of his 85 consecutive Test appearances to establish the world record until 1982-83. His tally of 39 consecutive Tests as captain (9 wins, 10 defeats and 20 draws) remained the record until 1989.

#89: Lord’s, England, Aug 1973 – v England (3rd)

Shared an unbroken stand of 155 in 113 minutes with Bernard Julien which remains the West Indies seventh-wicket record against England. His undefeated 150 in 288 minutes from 227 balls was the last of his 26 hundreds in official Tests. Only Sir Donald Bradman (29) had then scored more.

#91: Kingston, Jamaica, Feb 1974 – v England (2nd)

In his 157th innings he became the first to score 8000 runs in Test cricket.

#93: Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, Mar/Apr 1974 – v England (5th)

In his final Test he became the first West Indian to take 100 wickets against England.
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