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“He’s really taken his game to the next level and that’s why he’s one of the top bowlers in world cricket.”

– Virat Kohli speaking to reporters about Mitchell Starc ahead of a Test match in February 2017
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Chapter 1

Fast and Furious

Sunday, 15 November 2015.

“Say, this is one dangerous man!” exclaimed cricket commentator Mark Nicholas, as Mitchell Aaron Starc took yet another wicket for Australia.

Mitchell was playing for Australia on day three of the second Trans-Tasman Test against New Zealand at the WACA (Western Australian Cricket Association) ground in Perth. Fast, bouncy and often rock-hard, the pitches at the WACA have a fearsome reputation for being deadly for batters. So too, did Mitch!

Although he was only 25 years old and still relatively new to international cricket, Mitch had already taken over 200 wickets for Australia in Tests, One Day Internationals (ODIs) and Twenty20 games. He was an exciting left-arm fast bowler, sometimes a little wayward, often quick and hostile, and always watchable. He was famous for his yorker – a ball aimed to pitch full (near the batter’s feet) and hit the stumps or pads, to get batters out leg before wicket (LBW).

Australia had scored 559. Mitch had contributed precisely zero to the score. Normally, a good lower order batter, he’d been outfoxed by spinner Mark Craig and hit the ball straight up into the air to be caught easily. Craig took three wickets in that over, but couldn’t stem the Aussie tide of runs.

In the previous Test match, Mark Craig had frustrated Mitch … a lot. Craig and Trent Boult were the last pair of New Zealand batters and Australia expected to get them out quickly to win the game. But the pair stuck around for 49 balls, scoring 46 runs.

After Craig had hit him for three fours, Mitch reacted. He retrieved the ball, spun and threw a wild throw in the batter’s general direction. It missed Craig and raced away to the boundary, giving New Zealand four runs for free. Australia eventually won, but Mitch was given a serious telling off by match referee Roshan Mahanama and fined half of his match fee for his actions.

Off the pitch, Mitch Starc was polite, modest and made good friends with cricketers in other teams. But something clicked as soon as he walked onto a cricket ground, and he became extremely competitive. Earlier that year, he’d been given a warning for yelling in the face of Indian batter Murali Vijay after bowling him out.

In this second Test, New Zealand were motoring at 332 for two. Despite having already bowled 16 overs, Australia needed another fiery spell from Mitch.

Speed guns in the stadium measured the pace of balls bowled. Mitch began his new spell bowling just above 140 kilometres per hour – reasonably rapid – and he troubled both batters with his pace and swing.

A gentle wind – known as the Freemantle Doctor – blew in off the nearby Swan river as Mitch strode back to his bowling mark and turned to run in.

“C’mon, Mitch – crank it up!” yelled a teammate in encouragement. Mitch obliged. By his fourth over, he was bowling rockets! Most of his deliveries were over 150 kilometres per hour – that’s fast and gives batters so little time to react.

Mitch’s first delivery to Brendon McCullum caught his bat and flew over the slips. The second, even faster, also clipped Brendon’s bat and whizzed towards Mitch’s teammate Nathan Lyon, fielding at second slip. Such was its speed, Nathan couldn’t get his hands into position in time and the chance was dropped.

Mitch was annoyed, but tried not to show it to his teammates. Instead, he channelled his fury into bounding in even quicker. The last ball of the over zoomed towards McCullum at almost 155 kilometres per hour. It crashed into McCullum’s bat and a chunk of wood exploded away. Mitch had broken Brendon McCullum’s bat! A replacement had to be brought out.

The crowd were loving this.

“One hundred and fifty-five kilometres per hour? That’s super quick!”

“My car doesn’t go that fast!”

“C’mon, faster. FASTER!”

Mitch began the gruelling 21st over of the innings. His cricket trousers were covered in brown dirt from diving when fielding, and red marks where he’d been shining the ball. He had bowled around 400 high-speed overs in the previous six months. It was a testing workload on his slim 1.96 metre-tall frame. Yet still he kept bowling at over 150 kilometres per hour.

In the fourth ball of the over, he unleashed an absolute thunderbolt of a yorker. The ball was sizzlingly fast and gun-barrel straight. Ross Taylor was surprised by its sharpness and just got enough of his bat down to stop it smashing his stumps.

“Best yorker in world cricket, right there,” gushed the commentator on TV.

Then his colleague spotted the speed gun and chipped in. “That’s 160.4 kilometres per hour, that one …”

“C’mon, Mitch!”

“He’s got some rhythm, hasn’t he? You can see him snapping through his action.”

The WACA crowd revved up when they saw the speed displayed. Mitch had just broken one of the longest-standing records in Test cricket. His 160.4 kilometres per hour delivery was the fastest ever bowled in Test cricket. Mitch had just broken West Indian legend Andy Roberts’ record from 1975.

The crowd were on their feet and clapping as Mitch bounded in to bowl the next ball. Bowling smart, he released a slightly slower delivery (149 kilometres per hour), which caught the edge of Ross Taylor’s bat and flew away.

“Catch it!” yelled one of Mitch’s teammates.

All-rounder Mitchell Marsh, fielding at gully (behind and to the right of the batter), threw himself at the ball, but couldn’t hold on. Then, a second Aussie fielder dived, but couldn’t stop the ball slamming into the boundary. Four! Starc trudged back to his mark. That’s what it’s like being a fast bowler at times – you create chances, but they’re not taken.

Ross Taylor survived the Starc storm and went on to score a career-best 290 – still the highest Test innings by a batter visiting Australia. Mitch ended up with four wickets but bowled 37 lung-busting overs in the first innings alone. All that pace, all that effort and the game ended in a draw – that can be Test cricket sometimes.

After the game, Mitch chatted and joked with Ross Taylor and Brendon McCullum, who admitted it was one of the fastest spells they’d ever faced. But with Australia still 1–0 up in the series, the New Zealand batting coach, Craig McMillan, tried to play down Mitch’s record-breaking delivery. He joked that speed guns weren’t that reliable or accurate.

As ESPNcricinfo reported in November 2015, McMillan had said, “I don’t know, maybe someone in the truck was having a bit of fun […] I’m not sure if maybe the wrong button was pushed.”

Mitch, in return, invited the New Zealand coach to measure the speed of his bowling up close. “I’m happy for him to face me in the nets tomorrow, if he wants,” Mitch said, smiling menacingly.

By then, Mitch was already focusing on the next Test. That’s what top cricketers have to do. However they perform as an individual, they know they only succeed or fail together as a team.

As for bowling at express speed, Mitch said afterwards, in a February 2016 interview with Inside Cricket. “There’s times when it seems easy. It mightn’t even feel fast, but everything’s working nicely. That’s when it comes out quickest.”






Chapter 2

Hard Yakka

Being a fast bowler is no picnic. It’s not all terrifying batters with vicious bouncers, celebrating as wickets fall and raising your arms to the cheering crowd who are chanting your name!

Behind any fast bowler’s best days on the pitch are weeks, months and years of toil and hard graft. An Australian slang term for this sort of gruelling work is ‘hard yakka’, from the Yagara Aboriginal language. So it was with Mitch’s rise as a top pace bowler for Australia.

Thousands of hours are put into training and workouts in the gym to build strength, flexibility and fitness. That’s just the start. Bowlers practise their ball grip and release, which must be spot-on to send the ball accurately to its target.

They also look to perfect their run-up towards the wicket. Pace bowlers work with coaches to make their approach as smooth, balanced and energy efficient as possible. They want to transfer as much of the speed and power of their run-up into the delivery, to send the ball zooming down the pitch under control.

Fast bowlers like Mitch sprint a 42.2 kilometre-long marathon in their run-ups every 2,000 balls or so they bowl. Mitch has bowled over 25,000 balls in first-class cricket, and for each ball bowled in a match, there’ll be many more bowled in the nets during training and practice. Exhausting!

Then there’s the most complicated part of all – the bowling action. This is where the player leaps, twists in the air
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