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To my darling wife and three beautiful children:
Mel, thank you for loving me, guiding me and giving me every
chance to be the best I can be.
Harry, Annie and Archie, you make life fun for us. Thanks too
for staying in your seats on the planes!
The hard work is over now … Time for some serious fun!
I love you.
Dad x


Introduction

LIFE: A GAME OF CHOICES

When I chose the title of this book, a friend asked me why. Did I feel that I hadn’t shown my true colours up to now?

His suggestion got me thinking. Had I shown my true colours? I didn’t know. What are someone’s true colours? I feel as if the world knows a great deal more about me than I could ever have thought. People I have never met seem to have an image of what type of person I am. But I do the same thing. I form perceptions about all the famous people out there. I’m as big a stargazer as the next person.

So again I ask myself, how can you tell someone’s true colours?

There are as many different opinions as there are people, and they come from chance impressions: how we talk to and treat others, whether we’re pleasant or not, or perhaps we’ve made or broken someone’s day, and that memory never leaves them.

The stranger I share a beer with in a bar or at a function may have a completely different opinion of my true colours from, say, my wife. My teammates’ understanding of me will vary, a little or a lot, from that of my brothers and sister. But that’s what I love: the pursuit of understanding others and, more to the point, understanding yourself.

Someone once told me we make many, many decisions in life and if we can make more good ones than bad ones then that’s as good as we can hope for. I love that idea.

I don’t know how my good decisions weigh up against the bad; like anyone, I’ve made both. I loved the cricket career I had and I love the life I’m living. I’m sure the good decisions I’ve made will keep me happy for the rest of my life and I hope the bad ones can fade away and not return.

I had a cricket career I could only have dreamed of, and an extraordinary life that came with it: my beautiful wife and kids, my friends, my family, my opponents, my supporters and non-supporters, wins and losses, mistakes and correct choices. They have shown me my true colours.

This book is not a ball-by-ball account of my career in cricket. Instead, I have focused on the periods, the series and the moments that most shaped and coloured it. I have included a lot about my boyhood – that precious time of life when all dreams seem possible – because perhaps that is where you are right now: aspiring to a life in cricket or another sport. I wish you all the luck in the world. Because for my whole adventure, good and bad, I will be forever grateful.


Chapter 1

LOVE AND BOUNDARIES

In January 2008, during my last home series of one-day internationals, the Australian umpire Daryl Harper said something I’ll never forget. We’d just appealed for the wicket of the great Indian batsman Sachin Tendulkar – a pretty good shout, I thought – and Daryl turned us down. I was having a chuckle with Daryl about it on my walk down the pitch for the next over when he said: ‘Gilly, do one thing for me. Thank your parents for bringing you up the way they did.’

How was I brought up? Was it that much different from a typical Australian childhood in the 1970s? I don’t know any childhood other than my own – but I do have a deep belief that I was brought up in a household full of love and solid values … and an endless diet of sport.

The values and the sport were sometimes connected, and Daryl’s request made me think about one incident in particular.

I was nine or ten years old, playing chess with my father. It was wintertime, mid-soccer season, and at that age I was as keen on soccer as I was on cricket. Our chess game poised delicately, Dad got up and went to the toilet. While he was out of the room I pinched his queen. I don’t know what got into my head: not so much which little gremlin told me to cheat, but which one thought I could get away with it.

Dad came back, sat down at the board and, surprise, surprise, said: ‘Where’s my queen?’

It was nestled among the other pieces I’d legally collected earlier.

‘You nicked it!’ he said.

‘No,’ I lied. ‘Don’t you remember? I took it before you went out.’

I definitely should have pinched a pawn. Taking his most important piece was not, in hindsight, the most subtle way of putting one over him.

‘Listen,’ Dad said. ‘Seriously. Here’s your chance to be honest about it. Own up to taking my queen, put it back, and we won’t say any more about it.’

In for a penny, I declared: ‘No, I’m not lying!’

‘Okay, that’s the end of the game. Go and get your soccer boots.’

I trudged off to my room, wondering what was going to happen. Dad made me wrap up my boots and put them in the top of the cupboard. Then he said: ‘You’re not playing any soccer until you admit to it.’

I was gutted, more upset than at any other time in my childhood. There was the injustice of it – why should I miss out on soccer? – but also a big tussle going on in my mind. One voice was saying, ‘Go on, big fella, you have to ’fess up here.’ Another was retorting, ‘No! Can’t back down now, you’ve gone this far, you have to stand firm.’

Dad made me suffer until finally I owned up. Only then did I get my boots back. From here, I can see how cleverly he used sport as leverage. As punishment, giving me the strap was nothing; taking my sport away from me was hitting me where it hurt. Even though he doesn’t know my dad, I feel Daryl Harper would have approved. It’s also fair to say that now, as a parent, I’ll always have a spare newspaper around, ready to wrap up my kids’ favourite items should I suspect they need some tough discipline.

[image: Image]

My mum, June, came from Maroubra, a beachside suburb in southern Sydney. She taught high school English and history, and later pre-school and special education for children with intellectual disabilities.

When she was growing up, her father, Frank Parker, was a tube-bender making signs for Claude Neon. A cousin of Mum’s, Robert Ward, boarded with them for a time and introduced the Parkers to a friend of his named Stan Gilchrist. Born in Mungindi in outback Queensland, Stan had grown up in Inverell before moving down to Sydney to study and play cricket. He and June began seeing each other and were eventually engaged, marrying at Kingsford, near Maroubra, on 11 January 1964. Dad would, like Mum, become a teacher – high school industrial arts and science – although while I was growing up he became a schools inspector and then a small businessman.

Mum and Dad had three children before me: Jacki (born in 1966), Dean (1967) and Glenn (1970). While Dad was broad-shouldered and athletic, Mum had the slightly darker complexion and eyes that we kids inherited.

In 1971 they were living near Dorrigo, midway between Sydney and Brisbane, renting a dairy farmer’s house, and on the night of 13 November, when Mum’s waters broke, an ambulance came and took her on a wild ride down to Bellingen hospital. A doctor from Urunga, Dr Dunn, arrived at around four o’clock the next morning, saw that I wasn’t coming yet and took a nap in a room down the hall. By 7.30 he’d cleared the sleep out of his eyes and was ready to deliver me.

Since 1994 I’ve lived the width of Australia away from my parents, and one of my greatest regrets in life is that I became an adult without asking them more questions about themselves, the experiences they had and the identities they formed before I was born.

This regret bubbled up to the surface recently, in 2006, when we were having lunch at the Clairault winery in the Margaret River area, south of Perth. The town of Toowoomba came up in our conversation, as I had recently been there on a sponsor’s engagement. Dad mentioned a trip he took to the same city years before, when he played for Australian Universities against the last South African team to tour Australia before their 22-year apartheid-induced ban. I never knew about this, so I peppered him with questions about the great South Africans of that era. Did Colin Bland play? Did Graeme Pollock? Yes, Dad said, and he had dismissed them both with his leg-spinners.

Immediately I was filled with conflicting emotions. I felt a great surge of love for Dad’s humility. As I grew up he and I were coach and student, bowler and batter, playmates, best friends, as well as father and son, and we’d talked and played cricket for literally thousands and thousands of hours; yet with all the opportunities he’d had to brag, he’d never once mentioned playing against, and dismissing, Colin Bland and Graeme Pollock.

My next emotion was mild shame. Why, having got to my mid-thirties and made cricket a lifetime commitment, hadn’t I shown more curiosity towards the man who contributed so much to who I am and what I was able to make of myself? How many more jewels of information were lying in his memory, left unmined because I’d only paid lip-service to finding out about his career?

My ignorance didn’t sit well with me. And then my guilt hit new lows as I remembered the day with my brother Glenn, when we were seven or eight years old, marvelling at Dad’s collection of cricket caps, only to finish our session of hero-worship by smashing, out of pure mischief, the peak of his favourite Northern NSW Emus cap into a thousand pieces. Just ratbag boys being boys. How ironic that later in my teenage years I would covet the same representative cap, sky blue with an emu embroidered on the front, for my own collection.

Because Dad played cricket, as a very young child I was often scrabbling around the gear on the edges of fields where grown-ups were playing. My first memory of life, from when I was four or five, comes from a cricket ground. The Education Department shifted Dad around the state a lot in those days, and when I was a baby we moved from Dorrigo to Junee in southern New South Wales. Dad would travel from Junee to Wagga Wagga to play in the cricket comp on weekends. His teammates would babysit me while he was having a bat (which never took overly long).

A young Geoff Lawson played in Dad’s team, as did rugby league footballer Steve Mortimer and a few other good players. This distant memory comes from the Lake Albert ground. It’s nothing specific, just a sense of being around the men and the smell of cricket: the leather, the mown grass, the linseed oil in the bats, fiddling through the team’s canvas kitbag with all the gear in it and wondering, mainly, what on earth the plastic thing called a ‘protector’ was and where it went. What I’m certain of is that it was at this time that cricket entered my blood.


Chapter 2

SNIFFING AROUND THE KITBAG

In my early school years at Junee Primary I played more soccer than cricket. My first press clipping comes from 1978, when I was seven and playing for Junee Golds under-nines. The report from the local paper says: ‘Adam Gilchrist, although very young, showed that he will develop into an excellent player.’ The writer must have been a pretty perceptive judge to spot me as our team, playing the Tolland Wolves that day, lost 9–0.

Another move at the end of 1978 took us from Junee to Deniliquin, or ‘Deni’ as we called it, near the Victorian border. My grade two reports at Deniliquin South Public School show I went instantly into an academic groove that I would maintain until the end of high school: straight Bs and ‘satisfactory’.

Less clairvoyant were other comments my teachers made. In my mid-year report in third grade, Miss Wendy Beck wrote: ‘He is quite a good leader with his peers, a quality he has not yet learned to handle. He tends to be very “bossy” in the playground and this has caused him some problems.’ I can’t imagine what she meant when she added: ‘It is important that he understand that he cannot “stand over” other children.’ Also, she wrote, Adam ‘cannot listen for very long’.

Mum and Dad must have sat me down to talk about this, because by the end of third grade Miss Beck was writing: ‘I am pleased with the attitude Adam has displayed during the times I have seen him in class. He seems more capable of accepting the popularity that he enjoys with others.’

Being the youngest of four, I was able to learn from what my elder siblings could and couldn’t get away with. When I was about eleven and Jacki was in high school she copped all sorts of grief from Mum and Dad about what time she got home or what parties she wanted to go to. She was their daughter, and she was at a tricky stage of adolescence, so these were important issues for them to sort out. It was water off a duck’s back to me. I was relatively innocent and free to carry on with my own business. The stern parental vigilance seemed to soften gradually. Dean and Glenn didn’t have quite the same arguments with Mum and Dad, and I had even fewer.

One of my earliest memories is of driving holidays to see our grandparents, either in Sydney or Inverell. Or we’d go camping in one of the VW Kombis we owned all through my childhood. They were always long drives and the seating arrangement was unchangeable. Mum and Dad sat in the front, and on the first bench seat, behind Dad, was Dean. I was behind Mum, next to the door. Glenn was in the back corner on the driver’s side and Jacki was behind me.

Jacki and Glenn shared an interest in music – they always had something playing – and sport. Jacki played hockey, netball and cricket, while Glenn was one of those natural talents who was probably too gifted for his own good. He was brilliant at everything he tried, including cricket, but being good might have come too easily for as soon as he’d mastered one thing he’d have his eye on a different challenge. Glenn never seemed to hold the desire to make sport his life. He was captain of the NSW schoolboys soccer team and later played for the Wollongong Wolves, without ever seeming to take it all that seriously. In year nine, when he decided to take up athletics, he won the state long jump and came third in the relay. And that was enough to satisfy him.

At first I was closest to Glenn because we were only eighteen months apart. As I got older the dynamic changed and Dean became my main ally. It was Dean who accelerated my interest in cricket, and later it would be Dean who blazed the trail for me into higher levels. Dean was mad-keen on cricket and I followed him. We’d get our bats out and look at them and talk about them like the cricket nuts we were. It wasn’t that we didn’t play other sports. We loved them all. I loved soccer to the point of obsession in winter, and Dean was good enough to be captain of the state schoolboys team, like Glenn.

From those earliest days in Junee, sniffing around Dad’s team’s kitbag, I grew up loving everything about cricket. While we were in Deni I remember watching Terry Alderman bowling in the 1981 Ashes series in England. I loved his style, how he ran in nice and easy, got side-on and swung the ball both ways, and in the backyard I’d be Terry Alderman, always. I’d run up to bowl at the wall of the house, stand there watching where the imaginary batsman had hit it, then wander back like Alderman to the top of my mark and do it again. I even watered the grass so I could simulate the footmarks Alderman had in England. It must have driven Dad nuts.

The desire to be a bowler didn’t last. When I was eight or nine we went shopping one day in Shepparton, and I headed straight for the sports section of the Super K-Mart. I saw some wicketkeeping gloves, white leather with green rubber on the palms, and I guess it was love at first sight. They were perfect. I couldn’t wait to get them on. Santa Claus took the hint and that was it. I was a wicketkeeper for life.

As with all great love affairs, the gloves and I got off to a rocky start. I was just beginning to play under-age cricket on cement wicket slabs that were often several centimetres above the surrounding dirt and grass. The first time I wore those gloves in a game – it must have been under-nines – a throw came in and I went to catch it. The ball fell short of me, hit the raised edge of the wicket, flew up and smashed me in the face. I have this clear memory of looking at my gloves and seeing drops of blood falling on the white leather.

I spent that night in hospital with a broken nose. To stop me screaming, no doubt, someone said the same thing happened to Rod Marsh the first time he kept wicket. And I thought, ‘Well, if that happened to Rod Marsh, and his birthday is on the same date as Dean’s, which is the fourth of November, which is ten days before mine, well, in that case Rod Marsh and I have a spooky amount in common, which means one day I must be going to keep for Australia.’

(More than a decade later, when I got to the Australian Cricket Academy in Adelaide and met him, I asked Rod about his broken nose. ‘No,’ he said, ‘never happened.’)

With keeping, I loved the involvement in the game. You never got bored. You were involved every single ball. I was really keen on my batting as well, especially after Dean handed me down his old Slazenger Polyarmour bat. Then I got my own first bat, a Gray-Nicolls Record with Ian Chappell’s signature. I oiled it and knocked it in and when a ball put a dent in the outside edge I was shattered.

There was no better way to be involved in the game than to make yourself hard to get out, and I think I saw batting as a means to that end: to stay on the field as long as possible. I don’t know why I batted left-handed. I’m a natural right-hander and I do everything else, including playing golf, right-handed. Batting in cricket is the one thing in my life that I do as a left-hander. I’ve asked Mum and Dad about this and they don’t know why. I just did it, and it felt natural. I’ve never been one to over-analyse what I’m doing as long as it feels right.


Chapter 3

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING ON EARTH

Compared with my friends’ parents, mine were quite strict. Church was a part of family life. In Deniliquin, Mum was in the Bible group at the Uniting Church where we all went – some of us were dragged along – every Sunday. While Mum and Dad were in church we kids would go to Sunday school, before catching the end of the church service. I have to say, on my own behalf, that my attendance was with gritted teeth: not because I didn’t believe in God, but because church was eating into my weekend sports time. I’d be thinking, I go to school all week, why do I have to do this on a weekend? So instead of listening to stories about Jesus, I’d be planning a field to set if Jesus was on strike to a leg-spin bowler on a turning wicket, or dreaming of taking a free kick in a soccer game.

Mum and Dad had different parenting styles. Mum was right into hugging and kissing us, which I’ve inherited from her, whereas Dad was less touchy-feely but more into imparting lessons. We were also a little bit more fearful of Dad. As in a lot of households, Dad travelled a great deal for work while Mum dealt with us day to day. If we got into trouble with her we’d be pleading, ‘Don’t tell Dad!’ If we’d done something really bad she’d say, ‘Wait till your father gets home!’ And that was warning enough.

Once, when Mum and Dad were out and Jacki and her boyfriend were babysitting us, I got really cheeky, not just defying her but swearing at her, simply because I could: there were no parents around! When Mum and Dad got home, she told them. Dad wanted me to repeat what I’d said, and I replied: ‘I can’t. No way.’ So he gave me a serious touch-up with the strap. This took place after my Saturday morning cricket, when I was all set to go to the afternoon game to watch my brothers play seniors. This time I wasn’t allowed to go. Yet again, Dad was using my love of sport to good effect in the carrot-and-stick psychology of parenting.

Obviously attitudes towards the smack have changed. But we deservedly copped many smacks throughout our childhood, the belt across the back of the legs or the bum, and I never thought anything of it. And it did teach me to stop swearing at my sister. I will never forget that.

As teenagers, Dean and Glenn were getting into rep cricket and soccer teams, forging a pathway for me. I was the beneficiary of what my brothers and sister did in other ways too. Even though I was the youngest, I always thought I ought to be able to do the same things as them, to compete at the same level. What did I care about age difference? Because they were all so talented, I was unwittingly setting standards for myself that were years ahead of my age.

I could only hope to be as talented as Dean. But one thing I could control and copy was his meticulous preparation. Before a game of soccer he’d polish his boots fastidiously, which even I understood was unusual. His attention to detail got him into clashes with Jacki. I remember one Christmas when Dean got a new Gray-Nicolls quad scoop. It must have been the early eighties, when they put out a bat with four red scoops running down the back instead of the usual single ‘super scoop’. Jacki picked up the bat and ran her fingers down the scoops. There was no danger of her damaging it, or taking the paint off, but Dean was on his feet, screaming: ‘No! Don’t do that!’

I loved watching Dean and Glenn play. Glenn would go out there as if it was a backyard game. He’d have a casual crack with the bat, or run in and bowl like the wind, or, if he felt like it, roll over a few leggies (and always take some wickets). He had a bad temper, and if things didn’t go well he’d stomp off, kick something or throw his bat down and curse a bit. Then it would be over, like an afternoon storm. He didn’t care enough to hold onto his anger.

With Dean, things were much more serious. I’d be nervous as a kitten, sitting with Mum and Dad watching Dean go out to bat. I’d either get a huge buzz seeing him get runs or be devastated if he got out. Unlike Glenn, Dean would brood over his failures, angry with himself or the umpire or the opposition, and he’d hang onto it for who knows how long. A perfectionist, he was as hard on others as he was on himself.

Dean was more like Dad: a planner, methodical in everything. I probably absorbed a bit of each temperament, Glenn’s free spirit and Dad and Dean’s attention to detail. Dad and Dean took their cricket very seriously, and I devoured it all. We’d go to the nets to practise and I’d watch Dean, ingraining his technique into my mind.

When video cameras came onto the market Dad bought one and shot Dean and me. We’d sit down and review our strengths and weaknesses in what was, for the time, a highly professional way. I never ended up technically perfect but this systematic approach was my bedrock, learning cricket the proper way, as if it was the most important thing on earth.
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Life in Deni wasn’t all about sport. I enjoyed drama and played a schoolchild in a production of Tom Sawyer. One of my school reports commended me for having ‘a good singing voice’, although somewhere along the line that failed to really develop. I liked writing too, and in year five I had a story published in the Pastoral Times called ‘The Battle with My Neighbour’. It was a bloody affair involving a fight between boys firing throw-downs, slingshots and rocks at each other, one boy getting set on fire and another breaking his arm. I’m surprised it wasn’t censored.

Cricket was fast becoming my big love, though, and if I had a lot of testosterone bubbling through my system it was on the field that I was able to let it out. While I was seen as a bit of a leader in school, becoming a prefect at Deniliquin South in year six, I liked to combine those attributes with sport. In the ‘parliament’ we set up at school I was, naturally, the minister for recreation.

My dedication to cricket was soon being recognised by my teachers. As early as year three Miss Beck had written: ‘Adam loves all aspects of physical education – especially cricket!’ And my year five teacher recorded: ‘Adam is a good sportsman but at times needs to be more tolerant of those who aren’t as good.’

One of those others who definitely was a good player was my closest friend in primary school, Stuart Lea. He lived on a property just out of Deni, farming wheat and sheep. His dad, Harry, and his mum, Sheila, were genuine farmers and I used to love going out there and staying for a weekend. When we were only nine, Stuart would get on his motorbike and fang it around like Evel Knievel. I might have faced some of the world’s fastest bowlers but I’ve never been as petrified of anything as I was of motorbikes. I have a vague memory of Mum telling me about her cousin who, after fighting in Vietnam, was in a motorbike accident and became a paraplegic. Mum was always saying motorbikes were dangerous, and she’d sure put the wind up me.

On Stuart’s farm I was a bit of a wimp. I sat on the back of the bike hanging onto him while he burned around. Then he’d jump in his dad’s ute and take it for a spin. We’d go shooting and bum around the woolshed watching the men shearing, which was great, but as usually happened with me the friendship solidified around sport. Stuart got me into Aussie Rules in winter. Then in summer we played in the school cricket team. I’d play cricket for the school on Saturday mornings and tennis on Saturday afternoons. I made some rep teams in tennis, but when I got picked for a regional trial at Wagga and turned up to see so many serious players in serious tennis gear, I got stage fright and copped a towelling.

After Saturday tennis I’d whip down to the main cricket ground, where Dad and Dean were playing A-grade and Glenn and Jacki B-grade. I think Jacki was the first female they allowed into the Deni men’s comp. Mum ran the tuckshop, making it a complete Gilchrist family affair. I was too young to play with Dad and the others. They say I went out and fielded one day, but I can’t remember it. Certainly I would hang around as the permanent twelfth man, all dressed up and ready to play. That was summer Saturday afternoons for me.

In my school games I was going pretty well. Batting, you had to retire when you reached 25, so the ideal situation was to get to 24 then hit a six so you could finish on 30. That’s my first recollection of trying to hit the ball out of the ground. I was keeping as well, but probably stood out because of my batting, and by now I was realising that there was a greater prize out beyond the backyard or school fence.

In 1983 we entered the Brian Taber Shield, a statewide knockout comp for primary schools. It was the first time Deni ever sent a team. The principal, Neil Proudfoot, came from other schools where they’d always played in the shield, so we entered it … and won it! The finals were in Sydney, at Macquarie University, which might have been the first time I played on a turf wicket. That year, an even bigger cricketing achievement lay ahead of me.

When he was in year six, two years earlier, Glenn had made the Riverina primary schools team. He went off to the state primary schools’ carnival, known as the PSSA, and came home with a cap. It was black with the Riverina logo, an ibis, on the front. I remember thinking, ‘I’d love one of them.’

My first representative selection was for the local zone to go to Wagga for regional trials. Then I was picked for the Riverina PSSA team. And just like Glenn, I had my cap. We went up to Kempsey for the state primary schools’ championships, the first time I was ever billeted. I stayed in the house of a family I’d never met before and was so homesick I felt like crying all night. What got me through was knowing I was playing cricket the next day. I did well enough in that carnival to get picked for the state schoolboys’ primary school team. The other wicketkeeper selected was a boy by the name of Mark Taber, whose dad, Brian, had kept wicket for Australia and had the shield named after him. I instantly thought Mark was a legend.

All the states played each other in a national primary schools’ competition in Campbelltown, on Sydney’s outskirts. Every other team seemed bigger than us, especially the Queenslanders, and with good reason: they went up to year seven in primary school. They had Wade Seccombe, the future top-class wicketkeeper. Greg Blewett played for South Australia. I didn’t set the world on fire. Something beyond the boundary was playing on my anxieties.

As soon as the PSSA carnival finished, our family drove straight to Lismore to live. I was shattered to leave Deni, really upset, and never thought I’d find new friends. Apart from Stuart, I had a great mate called Mark Massey, and we all spent a lot of time at each other’s houses. Stuart and I were in that Brian Taber Shield–winning team, which was my first experience of a real bond, a collective spirit, a sense of achieving something together. I also had a girlfriend; well, whatever you call it at the ripe old age of twelve. Her name was Bronwyn Fagan and I was sure I was going to marry her.

And then we moved.


Chapter 4

THE DAY I MET MELINDA SHARPE

We moved into a nice brick house in Goonellabah, east of Lismore, with a view down the slopes towards the Byron– Ballina coast. I went to the local school, Kadina High. Even though we were clearly settling down there for the long term, I was determined to maintain my links with Stuart and Mark in Deniliquin. In my first school holidays I got straight on the long-distance bus and took the 22-hour trip to stay with Mark and then on Stuart’s farm. When the next holidays came around I did it again, this time with a new friend from Kadina, Geoff Venn. We still laugh at the idea: two twelve-year-olds, tough travellers out on the road, stopping at midnight truck stops to buy our Chiko Rolls and chocolate milk.

A kiss on the cheek at age twelve is easily forgotten. My contact with the Deni folk, particularly my ‘ex-girlfriend’, dwindled over the years, although it resurfaced later when Mark Massey ended up in Lismore. Stuart and I crossed paths a few times but these friendships are always hard to sustain, let alone when you find a big new distraction.

It’s easy to remember the day I met Melinda Sharpe: it was my first day of high school. While I was unhappy to be leaving Deni it was much harder for my siblings. Jacki was going to uni, and when she came to Lismore during her holidays she didn’t know anyone. Dean was entering year eleven and Glenn year nine. For me, starting out in year seven, there were plenty of people wandering around who didn’t know anyone, so I wasn’t alone.

I met Mel on the main steps of the school where we were all waiting to get allocated to our classes. I can clearly picture her blonde hair tied up with ribbons and her little black school shoes that I think she wore until year ten. She was pretty cute, I could see that, but you’re careful not to show your feelings at that age. I found out that her dad, Warren, was a teacher at the school, so I knew I’d better watch my step. Soon I fell in with a group of guys, and Mel’s group and ours got on well. But Mel also got on well with the cool boys. She was bright and popular and could establish a rapport with pretty much anyone. So what hope did I have?

I was put in the top class, 7/1. Within six weeks they realised I wasn’t quite that smart and I was flipped down to 7/2. It wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened: I was now in Mel’s class.

A year down the track, in year eight, we had a bit of a fling in that year eight kind of way. We’d go to the movies in big groups and sit next to each other. Nothing much else happened and after a few months it ended. I can’t remember how, and we still dispute who did what when. As far as I can remember, a message passed through a chain of intermediaries and it was over. We didn’t have a blow-up of any kind, and obviously, as things turned out, we didn’t end up hating each other.

My strongest subjects were still English and drama. I liked maths until it got a bit theoretical and I couldn’t see the practical side of it. Like a lot of high school kids, I kept asking myself: when am I ever going to use this? And if I couldn’t see the answer I lost interest. It’s a dumb way of approaching your education but my mind was elsewhere.

I remember the eye-opening moment I sensed I was playing real cricket, big guys’ cricket. In my first year at Kadina High I got picked to keep wicket for the school’s 1st XI in the state knockout comp. It was an unbelievably exciting, nerve-racking thrill, not least because Glenn (in year nine) was in the team and so was Dean (year eleven).

Our first game was at Alstonville, a village just out of Lismore, and we bowled. Dean was captain and stood beside me at first slip. I can’t remember who bowled the first ball but I caught it and tossed it to Dean. In the juniors, to keep the ball carefully off the ground you always passed the ball around the field – keeper to first slip, to second slip, to gully, to cover, to mid-off, all the way back to the bowler – as if it was the crown jewels. This time, when I gave it to Dean, he threw it straight to mid-off like they’d do in Test cricket. I was so impressed. Wow, I didn’t know you did that! That simple gesture opened up a whole new world for me; but I kept my thoughts to myself so I wouldn’t look too green.


Chapter 5

JUST HIT THE BALL

When I was about fifteen Dad built a cricket net in our backyard. If you’ve seen those TV ads where they show ‘Adam Gilchrist’s backyard’ or ‘Brett Lee’s backyard’ as these great, spacious, grassy blocks, you don’t know the half of it. We had a serious home cricket academy going.

One of the other kids in Lismore already had a cricket net in his backyard, and when we drove past we’d see the netting over the fence. At our home we’d been playing in a concrete breezeway between where the cars were parked. By this stage Dean had finished school and moved to Sydney. Glenn was doing his HSC and not obsessively into cricket. So it was usually just Dad and me. He’d give me a half-sized bat, a bucket of 50 golf balls and I’d do top-hand drills: forward defence, drives and so on. He’d drape nets all around us and behind the balcony to stop balls going over. We didn’t have any proper weights or gym gear so he’d devise his own strength exercises for me, such as rolling a can of water up a pair of ropes to build up my forearms.

Then one day Dad said he was going to do it: build a net like that other family’s. It was phenomenal, a cement slab with proper netting around it, and initially we rolled a canvas mat onto it. A little later we rolled out a mat of synthetic grass and Dad got a ball machine. Other boys would come over, and we’d all train in the net as a group.

Dad became the regional director of coaching on the Far North Coast, so kids would come over to our backyard net for tryouts and skills sessions. For me that was heaven – it meant more cricket. I’d never been satisfied with someone throwing balls at me for ten or twenty minutes. I had to wear them out completely, for hours. I suppose the ball machine was a parental labour-saving device.

If Dad was out and I was home without any other kids, Mum would come down occasionally and feed balls into the machine for me. But usually she’d sit up above us on the verandah with a cup of tea, chatting to us now and then, asking how it was going or whether Dad wanted a biscuit or a cuppa.

Looking back, Dad’s method was way ahead of its time. I don’t know if even the Australian team was training as systematically as we were in the mid-1980s. Dad would draw up batting and keeping routines for me, fitness programs too, including forearm curls using a water bottle as the weight. I used to love the burning sensation in my arms, knowing they were growing stronger. He would set out objectives in developing my skills, fitness, strength and technique, planning the frequency of each specific exercise over a full-on four-month timetable. Then I’d go for long runs. As a coach, Dad was at the leading edge in recognising how big a part overall physical fitness plays in the game of cricket.

He would write me formal letters, outlining what he expected of my physical preparation (‘I hope batsmen are also doing several “run-a-threes” in full gear each practice session’) and net sessions (‘They should now take the form of an actual innings, with careful defence to start, gradually increasing the power, and concluding with controlled attack’).

If I saw these programs now, as an adult, they might throw up a bit of a red flag. Dad was taking it so seriously. Could this have been good for a young boy? But I know that at the time it was everything I wanted. I always wanted to train or play. I never recall a single time when Dad was forcing me to do it. I never remember once thinking: Damn, I have to do training. I think Dad loved the fact that I was the driving force and that he couldn’t have slowed me down even if he’d wanted to.

At the end of our sessions, having drilled this or that specific technique, Dad would say: ‘Okay, just hit the ball now.’ That was what I loved most of all. As methodical as our approach was, I never was overly fussed with technique. The enjoyable part of batting throughout my career would forever be an echo of that blissful moment at the end of my sessions with Dad: Just hit the ball now.

If I was thorough with my cricket, I’m afraid I can’t say the same about my studies. Mum, as a teacher, must have worried about my future but she never hounded me. Dean had gone up to Lismore as one of the top students in his class, but he found the adjustment difficult and didn’t do as well in his HSC as he’d hoped. Glenn, who always had a girlfriend on the go, had also been a little distracted. By the time I was the only child still living at home, Mum had probably learned not to pull too hard on the leash.

My school reports all stressed my unfulfilled potential and general popularity. In other words I was more interested in sport and the social scene than in knuckling down. I’d get an A in physical education, Bs and Cs in everything else. I never felt like a dummy. I would start on a project with the best of intentions, but soon my mind would be drifting off to sport. The passion was overpowering.

When I think of school the marks that continually come to mind are 68 and 69. That’s me: Mr 68, 69 Per Cent. It’s funny how these things stow away in your brain and come back as superstitions. Often, even as a professional cricketer, I seemed to get bogged down in the sixties. I had this hatred of getting out in the sixties, and getting to 70 was as big a relief and achievement for me as getting to a hundred. The only difference was nobody cheered and you never raised your bat when you made 70. The cheering was all in my own head.

I still hadn’t completely given up my ideas of being a bowler. (How about a bowling-wicketkeeping allrounder?) I turned in a few good efforts for Western Districts in the Lismore competition, on one occasion taking 6–17 against Southern Districts. But really, keeping was where it was at, and I had the huge and intimidating thrill of keeping to Dad’s bowling in Wests first-grade team.

One grand final, he came on to bowl at an important stage. I knew what a big turner of the ball he was, but in match conditions he really ripped it; I could hear his fingers snap with the work he put on his leg-spinners and flippers. To our great delight I took a catch and made a stumping off him, enough to give us a memorable buzz but not enough to win the match.

By the time I reached year ten and had a week’s work experience, I had no idea what to do. Other kids went to the bank, or the other usual stuff you do in a small town. The careers adviser responded to my request sympathetically but firmly: ‘No, you cannot have a week with the Australian cricket team.’

But I was dead serious! That year, my best mate John Eastham stayed with our family for a few months. When he left he asked me to write down some memories from that time in his diary. On one page I wrote: ‘I just made a promise to myself. I’m playing for Australia in ten years, so keep this.’ Then I signed it ‘Adam Gilchrist’, so that John would have an autograph, something of value for the future. At fifteen, I probably thought ten years was a ridiculously conservative time frame to put on my ambition; as it turned out, I was pretty close to the mark.

I ended up not doing anything for work experience, one of the growing signs that I was putting all my eggs in one basket. I really did believe I might play for Australia one day, and although I was realistic enough to know that that was not ‘a career plan’, I couldn’t divide my energies enough for a viable Plan B. And if some of my teachers were concerned that I was a dreamer, at least I was getting some outside validation in the form of rep team selection.

At thirteen I was picked for North Coast Zone trials – a formal letter from the director of coaching, Stan Gilchrist, told me so – and the year after that I was playing in the adults’ team for Western Districts. I was a wicketkeeper first and foremost but my batting was raising me above other keepers when it came to selection.

Soon after my fourteenth birthday, batting at No.3, I scored an unbeaten 168 out of 6–236 for Far North Coast against Illawarra, and performances like this led to me being chosen in a succession of regional under-age sides, including the North Coast team at the 1986–87 NSW schools’ carnival when I was only fifteen. The truth of my 168 was that all my teammates were waiting for me to get out so they could go to McDonald’s and get a burger, and I slogged wildly, thinking I would get out but instead raced to my first ever century. Later in our careers Matthew Hayden often referred to ‘playing with true freedom’ … Well, I reckon that was it.

It could have been delicate with Dad being a coach and sometimes selector of these teams, but his formal letters helped put a bit of distance between us, so that we were like coach and cricketer more than father and son. In these letters he’d invite me to post him a form saying, ‘Yes, I will be available to travel to Dubbo to play in the Combined Country Under-17 Carnival’ – when I was in the next room! It was Dad’s way of protecting me, of stressing that I would receive no preferential treatment, although it does make me laugh now.


Chapter 6

OFF TO THE CITY

Country cricket was enjoyable but I knew the city was where the action was. Again, Dean was the trailblazer. When I was still a young kid he’d gone to the city to play in the under-16 club competition, the A.W. Green Shield, for Sydney Cricket Club. I loved going with Mum and Dad to watch him play and riding as nervously as ever on his results. That was serious cricket. They’d play on proper first-grade grounds with proper umpires, in black slacks and white shirts with broad-brimmed hats. Later, Glenn played Green Shield too.

When he left school Dean went to Sydney to play with the Western Suburbs club. He started working at a National Australia Bank branch, which he didn’t particularly like, but he was pursuing his dream of playing cricket. As he moved up through the grades I’d go down to Sydney too, to play in rep teams myself. What helped me settle, and to not feel intimidated by the whole big-city atmosphere, was having Dean already there.

In the summer of 1986–87 I was picked in the NSW Country under-17s and scored 118 against the Sydney team, which was a selection of the best Green Shield players. As I was still only fifteen I was eligible to play Green Shield myself. Max Bonnell, the coach at Wests, broke a club rule of never picking players sight unseen and offered me the wicketkeeper’s spot. I played three games for them that summer and I’d never been so excited. Green Shield was another of those milestones, like Dean throwing the ball from first slip to mid-off. I may have been dreaming of playing for Australia, but at the time it was hard to believe that I was playing on the same grounds as my big brothers.

Over that summer and the next I played in more rep teams and came into contact with other boys who would play influential roles in my life. I met Michael Slater (‘Slats’) when he was playing for Riverina in the under-17s country carnival, and he was like a god, already marked out for higher honours. Even though I was made captain of the NSW schoolboys, picked in the state under-17s and included in an Australian development squad, it was hard to adjust my mind to playing with gifted cricketers I’d placed on a pedestal above myself. Slats was not the only future Australian cricketer on the scene; there was Damien Martyn and Scott Muller, and future state players like Wayne Holdsworth, Phil Alley, Rod Davison, Adrian Tucker and Jason Young.

[image: Image]

In year-eleven English my ‘ex-girlfriend’ Mel Sharpe and I were seated next to each other. We forged a strong bond, and would stick together in other classes. When I say ‘forged a strong bond’, most of the time we were making each other laugh at goofy things we were doing, or passing comments about goings-on in the classroom. It got to the point where one teacher separated us, but that didn’t last long and we soon found a way of sitting together again.

That teacher, Tony Gleeson, said we weren’t ‘good for each other’. I think Mel was worse for me than I was for her. I mean this in the nicest possible way! As much as she enjoyed mucking around, she had the ability to switch onto schoolwork and stay on the pace. When she went home, she’d work hard. As for me, I was still giggling or planning some prank when Mel had switched back on, then when I went home, instead of homework, I was into sport. So academically, she was lapping me.

We started seeing each other outside school too, visiting each other’s houses. My family had yet another Kombi van, a bright orange one with the requisite yellow smiley face on the spare tyre cover up front. Nowadays everybody wants one. But in 1988 it was highly embarrassing to be driven by your mum to school in a van with a smiley face. I used to get Mum to drop me a block away from school and let me walk the rest. The Sharpes lived out of town, on a little property, and the first time Mum drove me there I was dreading the exhibition we’d make in the van. But there, in Mel’s garage, was a Kombi. It was yellow, not orange, but it was as big an embarrassment to Mel as ours was to me. Anyway, love is colourblind.

Kombi vans weren’t all we had in common. Our families were both relatively big and did the same kinds of things on holidays, such as camping and going to the beach. Mel’s family was also reasonably sports-oriented: they all played hockey or soccer and loved cross-country running. By the beginning of year twelve I was so in love with her that I knew, or hoped, that I was in the relationship that would last my whole life. It’s unusual these days to fall in love so permanently at such a young age – and it wasn’t what I expected, given that my brother Glenn seemed to change girlfriends pretty regularly – but that was the way it was, and I’ve never had a second thought.

[image: Image]

In January 1989 I was made school captain of Kadina High and Mel was one of the vice-captains. These positions, I should add, were not chosen by the teachers or based on classroom achievements. Instead they were picked by popular vote, which gave me my only chance.

I was coming off a good summer, cricket-wise, having captained New South Wales under-17s in a national carnival that put us against some solid competitors: Matthew Hayden, Michael Kasprowicz, Greg Blewett, Michael Di Venuto, Damien Martyn, Ian Harvey. In February I played a Tooheys Cup game for Lismore versus Tweed. The Tooheys Cup brought top-shelf players to country areas to attract crowds and give exposure to local youngsters.

Awestruck, I played with Steve Waugh (‘Tugga’) and Mark Taylor (‘Tubby’), my first brush with Test cricketers. Steve had been in the Australian team for three years and Mark had just made his Test debut. They were men, and I was still a kid, and although I harboured a dream that I’d one day play Test cricket too, I’d never have believed that I would play in the same team as those two. Mel also had a serious crush on Mark Waugh at the time, and I tried to increase my appeal by adopting a Waugh mullet hairstyle.

The year of 1989 was meant to be my time for casting aside all my excuses and finally realising my potential in school. Mum and Dad reminded me of how Dean’s cricket commitments had cruelled his HSC and now, at 23, he was battling along in Sydney in jobs he hated while trying to break into the state squad. Dean was my first real cricketing hero and he was a long way behind his contemporaries, the likes of Taylor and the Waugh twins. If Dean might not make it to the top, I certainly couldn’t bank on making it myself.

During the summer the London-based company John Swires & Sons offered me a scholarship to spend the winter in England playing with the Richmond club in Middlesex. Then in March the Big Brother movement and the NSW Country Cricket Association offered me further financial support. Dean went over to play for the Old Actonians club in London. It was crunch time, in a way. Although it seemed unthinkable to take five months off during my HSC year, this was an opportunity I thought may never come again.

I sat down with Mum and Dad. They could see how desperately I wanted to go. Mum was worried about my HSC. Dad suggested a compromise: I could go, but not at the expense of my schoolwork. They would not permit me to defer my HSC or flick it altogether. I would study for my HSC by correspondence then do the exams after I returned to Australia in September.

I was happy with that. I did want my HSC, and cricket was offering no guarantees. So we made our deal. It seemed like we were settling on a smart compromise. But when I look back, I think that was the moment when we – Mum, Dad and I – decided that we were going to lock in and give cricket a red-hot go.
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