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  He achieved things that no mortal man had achieved before1
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  THIS IS A STORY ABOUT AUSTRALIA as well as a great Australian. I put it this way because 
  although much has been written about Don Bradman as a cricketer  nobody, as far as I know, has written the story of his life as an Australian.


  What this book attempts to do is to put Bradmans cricketing achievements into the context of an Australia feeling her way, gradually, towards something that the world would recognise as
  nationhood. The truth is that the years spanned by Bradmans career, from the late 1920s to the late 1940s, represented a decisive period in the history of modern Australia.
  During that period Bradman was an icon for many Australians. Nothing, of course, can detract from his cricketing genius, and that can never, nor should it ever, be diminished. What I have tried to
  do is show how that genius became a focus for Australian aspirations during a crucial period in the countrys history.


  


  Pant-y-Rhiw


  August 1996


  









 
PROLOGUE




 
Sport was part of the cultural baggage brought out to Australia by the convicts.1




 
IT MUST HAVE BEEN IN EARLY December 1992, when I was in labour with my first literary child, that Ted Willis, a much missed friend and colleague, walked up to where I was sitting in one of the bars in the House of Lords and said bluntly: I have got the subject for your next book. Since Ted had been of the greatest help to me, and was himself a writer of the most fertile imagination (much, much more than the mere author of Dixon of Dock Green), I listened to him with my mind smartly to attention. Bradman, he said. When I had recovered my poise, I replied that either he had gone mad or he had been in the bar longer than I had, with consequential effects. Not a bit of it, he said, and went on to explain his reasoning: Bradman was as much in the heroic mould, although in a different country and in a different context, as was de Gaulle; and since I was in the business of heroes  and a former cricketer  this was a natural book for me to write. I went away to think about it.
 
Two weeks later Ted died. The book had to be written.
 
Sporting heroes are not new to Australia. They go back a hundred and fifty years or more. The first of the genre, so it seems, was a flamboyant character who went by the name of The Flying Pieman. The Pieman was by profession a circus stuntsman; but he was also a runner of remarkable endurance  hence his nickname. In 1848, the year in which the cities of old Europe were convulsed by popular revolution, the Pieman decided to launch a revolution of his own. He would race, he said, the coach that ran from Brisbane to Ipswich  a distance of some fifty miles. Furthermore, he would carry a handicap for the whole race, a long carriage-pole. Bets were laid. The odds have not been recorded, but it takes little imagination to assume that the heavy money must have been against the Pieman and in favour of the horse-drawn coach. If so, the punters were sadly mistaken, since the Pieman beat the coach by a full hour.
 
Encouraged by this success, and realising that his new career held promise, the Pieman then took on the Sydney-to-Windsor coach  again a distance of about fifty miles. But this was no ordinary coach from distant Queensland: it was the fine and fast coach that carried the Royal Mail from the most important city of New South Wales to its satellite town to the north-west. This time the Pieman wore a top hat as a handicap  and again he won easily. From this triumph he went on to others, competing against any rival who presented himself, always carrying a handicap  once in the form of a live goat slung around his shoulders. There was no beating him, and his exploits were relayed from town to town throughout the continent. Australia had found her first sporting hero.
 
The Pieman had chosen his moment for fame well. The gold rush of the 1850s not only increased the amount of spare cash in peoples pockets, particularly in the colony of Victoria, where the finds were most spectacular, it also showed the benefit of gambling. If those who had sold all they had to search for gold had struck it lucky, there was every reason to believe that anybody and everybody could achieve the same result  but without the unpleasant nuisance of long and arduous journeys into the bush. Gambling thus became a prominent  and largely uncontrolled  feature of life in all the Australian colonies.
 
The urge to place a bet found its most spectacular outlet in horse-racing. For Australians racing was a natural day-to-day activity. The horse was the main means of conveyance over long distances before the arrival of the motor car, and it made obvious sense to the possessor of a horse, in a society which was already becoming aggressively competitive, to race it against his neighbours. These informal events quickly became institutionalised; indeed, as early as 1810 races were held in Sydneys Hyde Park. But it was not until 1861 that the most prestigious of all, the Melbourne Cup, was first run. Although late in arrival, it quickly gained a popularity superior to all rivals in other colonies. By 1865 offices in Melbourne were closed for the afternoon of the Cup, and by 1883 it was said to have been watched by no fewer than 100,000 people  one-third of the population of Melbourne at the time.
 
The sums laid on the contending horses were prodigious. In mainly Catholic Melbourne, Protestant congregations resorted to holding seaside picnics on the day, in order to obstruct their flock from engaging in such sinful activity, although it does not seem to have deflected them to any serious extent. Nevertheless, disapproval in prudish Melbourne was to the gain of the richer and more flamboyant Sydney, since the scene for the big money soon moved to the Sydney Tattersalls Sweep. Melbourne provided the race and Sydney provided the money: the Sweep paid out huge prizes for the lucky holder of the ticket with the name of the Melbourne Cup winner.
 
As horse-racing became ever more popular in the late nineteenth century, so did the reputation both of the horses and of their jockeys. To be sure, none of the horses approached the fame of the great Phar Lap, winner of 31 out of 33 races  including the Melbourne Cup  in the late 1920s and early 1930s, whose statue stands proudly in the Melbourne Museum and whose name is even now only mentioned in Australia in reverentially hushed tones. But great horses there were, and they provided much sport for the public throughout Australia. Almost every small settlement, let alone town or major city, had its own racecourse.
 
Admiration for the horse spread to admiration for the jockey. Tommy Corrigan, for instance, an Irishman whose most distinctive feature was a moustache of exaggerated proportions, and who won the Grand National in Victoria seven times in the 1880s and 1890s, was regarded as almost a deity. Whats Tommy riding today? was a familiar question on arrival at a racecourse, and the reply would be the signal for pockets to open and money to be laid on the nose of the animal so privileged.2 Such was the near worship of Tommy Corrigan that when he was killed in an accident at Caulfield racecourse in 1894, Melbourne went into deep mourning. At his funeral all traffic was stopped for two hours, and by the time his coffin  with his green and white colours and riding boots on top  reached the cemetery, the end of the procession was still wending its way along St Kilda Road some two miles back.
 
Tommy Corrigan was by no means the only Australian sporting hero of his time. If horse-racing was the preferred spectator sport of Melbourne, Sydney looked to the water for its entertainment. The banks of the Parramatta River, at the western end of Sydney Harbour, were the favoured point from which Sydneyites could watch races, both rowing and sailing. Individual scullers were particularly favoured, and it is said that no fewer than 25,000 enthusiasts turned out to cheer the return of Edmund Trickett, after he had won the world sculling championship on the Thames in London in 1879. No less exalted was Henry Leach, who followed Trickett in winning the championship in 1889; and, in terms of funerals, Leachs rivalled Tommy Corrigans. Leach died of typhoid almost immediately after his return to Australia. Sydney was distraught, and his funeral was attended, so it is reported, by no fewer than 170,000 people.
 
Cricket started to attract crowds in the latter half of the nineteenth century, particularly in the major cities. The English team of 1861 were astonished to see how many spectators turned out to watch their matches. By the end of the century the names of Spofforth and Bannerman were widely known, to be followed in the early 1900s by Noble and Trumper. The Ashes  the symbol of the death of English cricket through defeat by an Australian XI at the Oval in 1882  had become the outward expression of the rivalry between the mother country and her presumptuous colonies. Test matches between England and Australia to compete for the Ashes quickly became regular events.
 
As a popular daily press developed in the major cities of the Australian colonies, particularly after the agreement between them in 1901 to form a Commonwealth; as public transport became more widespread and more efficient; and as the standard of living edged upwards, so the attraction of spectator sports became more evident as a way of occupying leisure time. Nevertheless, however competitive they might be, they were always perceived as sport. In the political and social atmosphere of relative Edwardian calm, they did not generate any specifically nationalist passions. Indeed, when the Olympic Games were held, for the first time in the modern era, in 1896, Australia did not even send a team. As it happened this did not prevent an Australian, Edwin Flack, from winning the 800 and 1500 metres  presaging future Australian Olympic triumphs. But he was only in Greece because he was living in London at the time, and he entered the Games as a private citizen.
 
THE FIRST WORLD WAR changed the whole nature of spectator sport, just as it changed the world in which sport was played. For four years in Europe and the British Empire, and for two in the United States, nationalist emotions had been roused to prolonged and violent heights. The strategy on both sides had been, understandably enough, to gain maximum popular support for the war effort, which was costing so many lives and bringing such unimaginable horrors. In the aftermath of the War the Central European and Russian belligerents, all in their own way defeated and exhausted, used up their remaining energies in internal disputes and rumbling civil wars. But no such option was available for the victors, particularly the United States and the British Empire  neither of which, unlike France, had suffered invasion of their national territories. Yet once great emotions have been stirred they are not easily calmed, and need outlets through which they can be worked out.
 
There was no easy way in which the trauma could be laid to rest. Further war was obviously out of the question  witness the outright rejection by the Allies to fight for Poland against Soviet Russia in 192021. For many the only way was to bury the experience of the War in neurotic oblivion; for others, particularly those who had participated, the way was to relive the War in solemn and ritualised ceremonies of remembrance. But for the majority it was a question of trying to forget the tragedy which they had witnessed from the safety of home. This is turn took two forms: escapism into hectic and frivolous jollity, and  to work out the darker side of the nationalist passion  by re-enacting heroic events in a medium that did not require anything other than enthusiastic audience applause: literature, for instance; painting; music; the theatre or cinema. The exploits of heroes of the past featured yet again. Even the battle of the shepherd boy David (perhaps entitled, in the use of his sling, to be called the western worlds first sporting hero) against the giant Goliath was put on film. Other heroes were dug out to satisfy the public need for intense and dramatic  but uninvolved  action.
 
In almost every country it was not difficult to find the heroes that symbolised the spirit of warlike nationalism, even if their exploits were largely the product of myth rather than history. For example, France had her Joan of Arc, England her Shakespearian kings, Scotland her Robert the Bruce, Italy her Caesar, Spain her El Cid, and Germany  absit omen  her Wagnerian pantheon. But the case of Australia was different. There was, quite simply, nobody who fitted the bill. Ned Kelly was something of a hero, but he was a rogue, and certainly would not do as a symbol for the new nationalism. Australia had never fought a war of independence; thus there was no Washington or Bolvar. Australia had never fought a civil war; thus there was no Cromwell or Abraham Lincoln. Australia had never been at war with her neighbours; thus there was no Foch or Wellington. Australia had never had a revolution; thus there was no Robespierre, Garibaldi or Lenin. It was all very difficult. Australia needed an icon, but there was none to hand.
 
Furthermore, it had never been entirely easy to define an Australian identity which an icon was meant to represent. Australia itself is a vast continent, stretching some 3000 miles from east to west and some 1500 miles from north to south. Its climate is hopelessly unbalanced: rain only falls in any reasonable quantity in the coastal belt; inland there is waterless desert. The population is for the most part confined to a relatively small area in the south-eastern corner of the continent and a tiny pocket in the south-west. Furthermore, it is far from homogenous, deriving from a variety of widely different countries and cultures. It is little wonder that visitors, and sometimes residents, feel that Australia is only, as Prince Metternich said of Italy, a geographical expression.3
 
The task of Australians after the First World War, as the British Empire struggled to recover from wounds which were eventually to prove fatal, was to discover some unifying force which could propel them into what was clearly going to be a post-colonial era, and was therefore one of great difficulty. Some returned for comfort to suck at the drying teats of the mother country, adopting even more British attitudes than they had before the War. But most felt instinctively that it was time to move on, and to find some way of expressing their rising nationality without offending the majority who were still loosely, but umbilically, attached to the old country.
 
In the end, it was as much a matter of elimination as anything else. Everybody was tired of war; party politics varied from State to State, were frequently sectarian and in many instances corrupt; and revolution could only be against the British, and was, therefore, unthinkable. It was thus that Australia turned to spectator sport as the prime vehicle for the aspirations to national identity which the War had produced. In retrospect, it was an obvious  if unconscious  move. It suited the temperament of the people, the climate of the country and the social disposition: the climate in the inhabited areas was ideal for outdoor sports both in summer and in winter; and it was on the playing field that class and religious antagonisms could be most successfully resolved.
 
Sport in Australia thus became an integral part of politics. (Of course, it was politics in the wider sense  the binding together of the polity rather than another manifestation of the parochial squabbles of the political parties. But it was politics nonetheless.) Sport allowed Australia to stand up in her own right. It both encouraged and disciplined the egalitarian individualism that was emerging as an identifiable Australian characteristic. It was to be Australias way of showing the rest of the world that the continent was not just an appendage of the British Empire but a real and living nation.
 
There was a clear consequence. It followed naturally that the sporting hero achieved in Australia a status several ranks above sporting champions of other countries. He was treated, and to some extent still is treated, with a reverence, or hysterical enthusiasm, depending on the age and character of the hero, reserved in other countries for royalty or successful military commanders. But whereas after the Second World War there was a variety of sports in which Australians excelled, after the First World War there was only one sport of any consequence  cricket. Cricket was the means whereby the adolescent Australia could prove its worth. Cricketing heroes were its Davids and the British Empire its Goliath.
 
Of these, there is no doubt that Don Bradman was the greatest. He was so much superior in ability to his contemporaries that at times it seemed that the fate of all Australia depended on him alone. The adulation that he aroused, unwelcome as it was to Bradman himself, is witness to his almost royal status. The fact that he played his finest cricket at a time when economic and political circumstances were at their most difficult only served to highlight his role as the most visible binding force of the Australian polity. Furthermore, his standing was so much higher than his contemporaries that the respect in which he was held, both as a player and as a person, stretched well beyond the shores of the Australian continent. He was, in his day, a world figure. As Jack Ingham, sports editor of the Star, wrote in 1938: It is strange, but I think true, that all the time, day and night, somewhere in the world someone is talking about Bradman; and it comes as little surprise to hear that Nelson Mandela, when released from his long period in prison, wanted to know whether Bradman was still alive. Bradman was, and still remains, one of the great Australian heroes; but in the end it can without exaggeration be said that he was the greatest of them all.
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  FROM SUFFOLK TO SYDNEY


  


  


  


  


  TO BEAT THE ENGLISH TEAM WAS a special goal, far more satisfying in Australia than beating
  the New Zealanders or South Africans or whoever came here. The special quality came from class antipathy and post-colonial irritations. It was great fun to beat Mum, as it were, and
  the gentlemen with whom she associated. The favoured icon was the little Aussie battler  the man who breasts up to the whole world and wins. Bradman was that. I dont think he was
  loved as a national figure, but you dont have to love your heroes. If he had come from one of the upper-class schools I doubt if he would have been quite the hero that he
  was.1 Thus a correspondent from Australia.


  Nevertheless, it was interesting, as it always is, to know more about Mum, and it was Bradman himself, during the 1930 Australian tour of England, who set out to discover his
  ancestral origins. His search was by no means unique; indeed, the pattern is familiar. The young Australian, like many other young Australians  or Americans or Canadians or South Africans,
  for that matter  wished to know where he had come from. He had been told by his father, handing on to his son the stories told by his own father, that the family had originated in England,
  and that the precise area of England which had nurtured their family for many generations was East Anglia; in particular, that western section of East Anglia at the meeting point of the boundaries
  of Suffolk, Essex and Cambridgeshire. The pilgrim  since that was what the young Don was  now wished to know for himself. He therefore set off from Cambridge, where the Australians
  were playing against the University, south-eastwards on a journey to try to trace his inheritance.


  The result was not altogether satisfactory. Certainly there were those who told him that his family came from this or that village, or indeed from this or that county. But it
  was difficult to tell the difference between those who wished to tell the true story and those who wished to embroider the truth in order to claim parentage of this new object of international
  curiosity. Rivalry between the three counties, each one forming part of the area which everybody admitted was the soil from which the new warrior had sprung, made it difficult to determine which of
  the three had the prior claim. The judgement came down, as indeed  on the evidence, but only on a delicate balance  it must, in favour of Suffolk; and, in particular, on the village
  of Withersfield.


  Withersfield, as a village, is pleasant enough for a visitor who happens to be passing through, but in truth cannot aspire to be considered a major tourist attraction. It is set in a hollow,
  protected from the arid summers and the winter winds of the East Anglian plain. In this hollow there grew a settlement, probably of Saxon origin, which developed into a place of shelter for
  travellers on the NorwichLondon turnpike. As the years passed, it accumulated an elegant, middle-sized stately home, Hantchet Hall; two public houses, a village green, a small school and a
  population of some two or three hundred. It is what it is, an oasis in the middle of a harsh, flat and unyielding landscape. Unlike the towns and villages of east Suffolk or the fishing ports of
  Essex, there is little sign of past wealth, either from the Flemish wool trade, which brought the great churches to Lavenham and Kersey, or from the North Sea fishing catch  and, it must be
  admitted, the smuggling  which enriched north Essex. The county of Suffolk was, in any event, sliding into long-term decline before it was rescued by the arrival of the London commuter.
  There had been no growth at all  indeed, possibly a slight decline  in the population between the fourteenth century and the early twentieth; and, worst of all, the town of Eye had
  missed the chance to dominate central East Anglia by voting not to let the railway stop there, ceding the position to the Norfolk town of Diss, which eagerly seized its chance.


  The village of Withersfield is perched uneasily in the furthest south-western corner of the county. It seems to be nearer Cambridge and the Fens than to Bury St Edmunds or Colchester; and Cambridge, of course, is Cromwell country. Indeed, the influence of protest against the arbitrary exercise of authority has pervaded the history of the whole of East
  Anglia, apart from the Royalist towns. Electorally, the vote turned against the landowners  first to the Liberals and then to Labour  right up to the conversion of the countryside in
  the 1970s and 1980s to an extended belt of commuter land. Even now, a scratch below the surface will reveal a distrust of authority, particularly central authority, which is quite unlike the docile
  attitudes of more southern English counties.


  It was protest, and an accompanying lack of hope, that led Charles Bradman to emigrate to Australia in the early 1850s. The times, after all, were dismal. The depression of the 1840s had led to
  famine in Ireland and severe malnutrition in the rural areas of England. The accounts of the period make melancholy reading: rural poverty led to disease, which in turn led to unemployment, which
  in turn led again to poverty. Whatever might have been the external grandeur of Britain at the time, the everyday life of the agricultural labourer was little short of perpetual misery.


  The despair of that era is reflected in the gravestones in Withersfield churchyard. Most are now covered in lichen or have disintegrated to the point where the inscriptions are no longer
  legible. Unlike the burial place of Sir John Jacob within the shelter of the church, the graves of the lower orders lie covered only by coarse grass. The stones marking a later period are more
  visible, but still tell their story of hopelessness. The path leading to the door of the church itself  simple enough, with a vacant mounting above the door from which Cromwells
  soldiers had hacked away the statuette of the Virgin Mary, who had given her name to the church  is lined on the right-hand side with a series of headstones carrying the name of Bradnam,
  clearly spelt as such. There lie John and Ada, Elizabeth and Jacob, William, Ernest, Herbert William and Martha Annie, all of them bearing mute and posthumous witness to the presence of the Bradnam
  family in the precarious and uncompromising life of Withersfield in the nineteenth century.


  Charles, son of John, was christened Charles Bradman in Withersfield church on 26 May 1833. The variant in the spelling of the babys surname should not be a matter for
  surprise  most of the villagers were illiterate and even the church authorities made muddles from time to time. The spelling of names among the rural working class of the day was anyway a
  matter of wide choice. Charless brother was recorded as a Bradnam, so the whole thing was probably a mistake. But mistake or not, Bradman it was.


  The Bradnams or Bradmans  according to choice and circumstance  were, by any measure, rural working class. As such, they were not only illiterate or, at best, semi-literate, but
  could not in reality hope for anything much better than their present lot  at least in the England of the mid-nineteenth century. Agricultural labourers, since that is what they were, could
  entertain only the most limited of aspirations.


  In 1852, at the age of 18, Charles Bradman decided that he had had enough of rural England. He dared to join a group of Suffolk farmworkers who had heard of the discovery of gold in a country
  which until then had been little more than a penal colony at the other end of the earth. Together they left their families (in Charles Bradmans case, his parents and seven brothers and
  sisters), scraped together what means they could and set off on the long and dangerous journey to the British colonies on the east coast of the Australian continent. The precise point of landfall,
  whatever the original destination, was far from certain. The journey took months and conditions were appalling. It was not just the natural hazards of crossing rough seas in cramped quarters, or
  even the filth or the foul food. Among those they expected to meet on arrival were convicted criminals who, under the harsh system of the day, had been sentenced to forced deportation. It was not,
  to say the least, the recipe for a happy cruise to the Southern Hemisphere.


  But in spite of the dangers and hardships the small group was only one among many. In all, some 95,000 English, Scots, Welshmen and Irishmen made the same dreadful journey in 1852, nearly seven
  times as many as in the previous year. They were all intent on the same aim: escape from the poverty of the British Isles and  with perhaps a half-suppressed whisper  the pursuit of
  gold.


  The pursuit of gold, as is often the case, proved to be a dream which faded quickly. Although the first discoveries had been made in the colony of New South Wales in early
  1851, the richest fields  and those most easy to mine  were in the neighbouring colony of Victoria. But the young Bradman had chosen New South Wales. In the circumstances, there was
  only one thing to do: to use the skills he had learned in his native Suffolk, the hard skills of agricultural survival, and to make the best of them.


  It was far from easy. Sydney, apart from the core of British expatriates who surrounded the colonial government, was a rough town. New immigrants, not least those accustomed to the
  neighbourliness of Suffolk villages, found the place uncomfortable and unwelcoming. But the hinterland of New South Wales was much more attractive, and Charles Bradman soon settled down at a
  settlement in Mittagong, a small but self-sufficient farming community some eighty miles or so to the south of Sydney in the pleasingly fertile Southern Highlands of New South Wales. There he set
  about earning enough money as a labourer to buy his own land. It took him eleven years  in the course of which he married a fifteen-year-old Mittagong girl, Elizabeth, of Australian birth.
  By now with two sons, the couple in 1874 moved 150 miles westwards and inland to the village of Jindalee, where land was cheaper, but dusty and harder to work. Jindalee, now vanished, was their
  home until Charless death in 1907, and rough farming  mixed arable and livestock  was their living.


  It was at Cootamundra  or Cootamundry as it was then known  that the third son, Don Bradmans father, was born two years after the parents move to Jindalee. There
  appears to have been no particular reason for the choice of birthplace; after all, Cootamundra was only a few miles from Jindalee. But the larger village at least had the advantage of a practised
  midwife and some of the medical attention which Jindalee lacked. George Bradman, as he was named, grew up in Jindalee and helped, as was the family tradition, on his fathers farm. His
  adolescence, however, was far from easy. There were family rows, to the point where one of Georges elder brothers walked out of the house never, as far as is recorded, to be heard of again.
  George himself asserted his independence by marrying at the age of seventeen. His bride, Emily Whatman, was, like his mother, from a farming family on the Mittagong range.


  As it turned out, although Emily was five years older than her husband, the two were admirably suited. The marriage lasted for 51 years, surviving all trials on its way. One
  of the most daunting of these was the production by Emily, as a last effort in 1908, when she was nearly 37, of the fifth in a series of children, a small son  duly baptised Donald George
  Bradman. Cootamundra was the birthplace once again.


  The life into which the baby was born was one of unease and uncertainty. To be sure, the depression of the 1890s, during which a number of banks had crashed, leaving their clients impoverished,
  had passed. Moreover, the price of wool  the barometer of prosperity in the rural interior of New South Wales  had doubled in the previous forty years. Furthermore, the arrival of the
  railway, passing as it did through the Cootamundra district, had opened communications both to the east and to the west, which, together with the accompanying postal service, brought isolated
  communities in touch with the strange and seemingly hurried life of the big cities.


  But the end of the nineteenth century had seen the end of exploration, the final chapter of expansion which had been fuelled by the unshakable optimism that there was always better land
  further out. The north and west of the continent held little promise. The centre was largely uninhabitable semi-desert, scrub or dry beds of sand; and the south-east corner fully
  colonised. Professional managers had replaced the stockmen and jackeroos on company-owned properties in the fertile areas, while the suburbs of the large cities expanded to house the
  bank managers who were taking over from the old colonists. Australia had become more stable institutionally  less buccaneering  more integrated economically, because of the
  development that followed the railways and the telegraph, and stronger politically, because of the binding-together of the colonies into a federal Commonwealth in 1901.


  Life in Cootamundra, or in nearby Yeo Yeo, where the family lived at the time of Donalds birth, had felt the effect of these changes. The SydneyMelbourne railroad passed that way
   Yeo Yeo itself was a small railway halt  and the prosperity from the growing wool trade was leaving its mark. The Bradman family were able to afford a home of
  some substance, admittedly wooden, as were most houses in the little village, but at least with enough room, in its two interconnected sections, to allow the children a measure of space. Most
  important, George Bradman owned the land which he farmed. However poor the land, the life of Cootamundra was certainly preferable to the landless poverty of his cousins in far-away Suffolk.


  The climate, however, was harsh  too harsh in fact for Georges wife Emily. Nor did the life of a smallholders wife suit her. Her own family, the Whatmans, were a cut above
  the Bradmans in the size and worth of their holdings of land and had been able to afford a greater degree of comfort. Besides, the Bowral/Mittagong area of New South Wales, where the Whatmans
  farmed, was largely concentrated in the gentle and grassy uplands, whereas the Cootamundra district lay in the inhospitable valley of the river Murrumbidgee. It was because of his wifes
  health that George Bradman finally sold his farm at Yeo Yeo in 1910, when his youngest son was some eighteen months to two years old. The family then moved  or, in the case of Emily, moved
  back  to Whatman country. George gave up farming and took up carpentry in the town of Bowral. Life for the Bradmans had once again taken a new direction.


  Bowral life was, of course, quite different from that in the railway halt of Yeo Yeo, but it was far from resembling life in the towns of today. Bowral at the time was only at the beginning of
  what was to become rapid development. Only eighty miles or so south-west of Sydney, it was starting to attract the rich from the city  building summer homes or making weekend excursions to
  avoid the steamy heat of the coast. At an altitude of 2,210 feet, Bowral offered a pleasant enough climate when Sydney was sticky. On the other hand, the winters were cold, particularly when the
  west wind blew. Nobody would come from the city during those months and the little town had to live with itself. With a winter population of just under 2,000, the town was on the margin of
  self-sufficiency. Admittedly, there were two local newspapers and a butter factory, as well as a few quarries; and there were two banks, a hospital and four small hotels. But most of the population
  did the best they could working for themselves. It was not by any means easy. The mostly wooden houses frequently had rough corrugated iron roofs (only public buildings were
  built with brick); the streets were basic and without pavements; people either walked, rode on horseback or in a horse-drawn buggy; there was no town water supply, and if there was no rain, there
  was no water; consequently there was no indoor sanitation  people had to make do with earth closets, cleared weekly by the sanitary man (known colloquially as the
  shit-carter); and there were no radios, indeed no entertainment at all unless it was home-grown.


  But George Bradman was lucky in one respect at least. Through his Whatman brothers-in-law, George and Richard, he was taken up by a builder from the town  indeed he owned the only joinery
  works in Bowral  by the name of Alf Stephens. It was fortunate not only because Stephens was able to find him work but also because he was much respected in the town and, above all,
  president of Bowral Town Cricket Club. He even had a practice wicket at the back of his house which he let the local boys use.


  Don Bradmans first home in Bowral was like many others in small Australian towns of the time: a timber-framed weatherboard bungalow. His first school was like many others also: a gaunt
  brick building with an unpaved yard in which to play, the whole divided into two  one half for the five- to ten-year-olds and one for the ten- to fourteen-year-olds. As for his academic
  record, it was equally unremarkable: I nearly always finished third, he himself said in later life.2 In appearance, he was small, already
  with a slightly square face and with the right eyebrow arching quizzically higher than the left; a shy, tough little lad unable to suppress a look of amused irony when photographed as a choirboy at
  the age of nine.


  He was not a lonely child, in the strict sense of the term, since there were many friends at school and he lived, after all, in a large family. He was also popular. Even while still in the
  primary school  for the five- to ten-year-olds  he was invited on occasion to play in the makeshift games of cricket organised by the high school boys in the yard which the two
  schools shared. Yet none of his school friends lived near him, nor was there any organised sport outside school that could keep him entertained. Inevitably, there were times
  when life was solitary  after school, for instance, when he went home at, say, four oclock in the afternoon . . . to amuse myself by playing or doing some gardening, chopping
  some wood or doing the vegetables, or something like that.3


  Left to his own devices, young Don invented games for himself, as small boys will. Tennis he played against a garage door; football by kicking whatever kind of ball was available around whatever
  open space was available. Best of all, however, were his solitary cricket games. Behind his home was a rainwater tank set on a round brick base on a concrete floor. Near the tank was a laundry,
  which was joined to the back of the house. The game, in essence, was simple. The boy threw a golf ball at the base of the water tank with his right hand while holding a cricket stump in his left.
  The ball flew back off the brickwork at an unpredictable angle. While it was fizzing back at him he gripped the stump with both hands; the point was to hit the ball before it could get past him and
  strike the laundry wall or door. The feat is difficult enough at the best of times, but such was the speed of eye and co-ordination of eye with arm that the boy, even at the age of nine or ten,
  managed to hit the golf ball with his stump, as he said himself in later life, more often than not.4


  Such was life for the schoolboy in the Bowral of the First World War: games, lessons, jobs in the house and garden, piano lessons from his sister Lilian, family singalongs in the
  evening. It was a very far cry from the grisly battlefields of the European War. Certainly there had been great excitement in Bowral in August 1914, when the parades were held and volunteers
  crowded the recruiting tables, but as the War in Europe dragged on it started to have its dismal effect even in far distant Australia. The closure of European markets and the shortage of available
  shipping forced the coal mines of New South Wales to lay off workers. Coincidentally, drought struck the agricultural districts, so that the wheat harvest of 191415 was only a quarter of
  that of the previous year. Unemployment rose quickly from 5.9% of the workforce to 11%.


  As a consequence, the unemployed made up a large part of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). It did not make for good discipline. I think we have to admit that our
  force contains more bad hats than the others, wrote one commentator.5 There was a high incidence of venereal disease and a good deal of drunken
  rioting when the Australians, now joined by New Zealanders to make up the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), went on leave in Cairo on the way to war. In the Battle of the
  Wozzer, for example, an altercation in a brothel led to a street fight of such violence  accompanied by random arson  that the military police gave up trying to keep order. It
  was only on the following day that the Anzacs could be shepherded aboard their troopships in Alexandria, leaving, not unnaturally, some of their number behind in military prisons.


  The Australia that emerged from the smoke in 1918 was, like all belligerents, changed in many ways  some subtle, some not so subtle. Not so subtle were the returning Anzacs. They were
  rough, coarse, and full of bombast about their own achievements. But they had faced the enemy in battle; and had, moreover, shifted from the romantic view of 1915. We have been told that we
  will probably land under fire . . . we are full of joyous expectancy, a soldier wrote home in that year. I am at present about to enter into the joy of my life.6 Instead the mood was one of horrified realism. Mother, wrote one survivor of the 1916 offensive, its quite indescribable; it was just
  awful.7 And they had lost comrades. In the end, of the 330,000 Australians who had put on a uniform during the War  two-fifths of the
  eligible male population  59,000 had died and 167,000 had been wounded. Last, but by no means least, they had established the warrior image of the Anzac soldier, part of the corpus of
  national identification that had found its expression at Anzac Cove on the Turkish peninsula of Gallipoli.


  There aint no religion out here, sir, said one Anzac to his chaplain. Were all brothers.8 And brothers
  they had been. The hoops of fraternal steel that had been forged in the heat of Gallipoli, the mud of Flanders and the waste of the Somme were unbreakable, and created bonds that long afterwards
   even in peace  distinguished those who went out from those who did not. Diggers, they were called, from the digging their forbears had done in the
  gold-fields and that they too had done in the trenches; diggers they remained. Above all else, they had discovered an abiding contempt for the British officer
  class.


  The noise of this thunder was only distantly heard in the backblocks of New South Wales. Bowral had certainly sent some of her young men to war, had read the reports of Gallipoli
  and the Western Front in the newspapers, and had voted in the conscription referenda. But both the Bradman and the Whatman families had been lucky enough to avoid direct involvement (apart from
  Ernest Bradnam, who was buried in Withersfield churchyard after his death on the Western Front in 1917). George Bradman was in his forties when the War started, as were his Whatman brothers-in-law,
  and the young men of the next generation were too young.


  Life in Bowral might have been unaffected by the War, but those years brought people together in a surprising way, and it was because of this that Don Bradman met his future wife, Jessie
  Menzies. Old relationships had been renewed  Bradmans mother Emily and his future wifes father had started school together in the 1870s, and their parents were friends before
  that. Jessie lived with her family on a farm about six miles out of Bowral. Since she was too young to travel to school by herself, when the time came her family asked the Bradmans whether she
  could board with them during the school week for a year, until her sisters were of an age to form an impressive enough group to go to school with her in safety. So it was that at an early age there
  began, in the troubled aftermath of war, the relationship which, in Bradmans own words, has been a tremendous stabilising influence in the whole of my life.9


  As for cricket, Bradman was twelve years old when he made his first hundred. He had graduated to the Bowral Intermediate High School in 1918. Two years later he was asked to play for his school
  in a rough-and-tumble match on a football field. Not only did he manage to prevent a hat-trick but he made 55 not out. This ensured selection for the next match, this time on a proper
  wicket of concrete covered with matting  for Bowral High School against their great rivals Mittagong High School. It was, in its own way, a famous day. Bowral made a total of 156  of
  which the twelve-year-old Don made 115 not out. Quite simply, none of the Mittagong bowlers could get him out; nor, indeed, could they contain his ability to score apparently
  at will. The great career had well and truly begun.


  The next step in the career was an invitation to act as scorer for the Bowral Town team for the 192021 season. This was competitive cricket at close quarters. There was sharp rivalry
  between the towns in Berrima District, one of which was Bowral, for the Tom Mack Cup, the object of the District Cricket Competition. Saturday afternoons were spent travelling around Berrima
  District (mostly in a truck with solid tyres on pot-holed roads) and watching Uncle George captaining the Bowral team, with George Bradman himself acting on occasion as umpire.


  The story-book then took over. On one Saturday the Bowral team found itself one man short at Moss Vale, with no possibility of summoning a reserve from Bowral, which was a good six miles away.
  The young Don, still in knickerbockers, was promoted on the spot from scorer to player, went in at number ten and made 37 not out. One of the Bowral team, Sidney Cupitt, rewarded Don with a present
  of one of his old bats. It was dented, cracked and far too big for the boy; but it was the first proper bat he had ever owned, and, once cut down by three inches off the bottom by his father, a
  treasure of unimaginable glory.


  The third event in the story-book summer of 192021 was a first visit to Sydney itself. As a treat, George Bradman took two days off work in February to take his young son to the Sydney
  Cricket Ground (known then and now simply as the SCG) and the EnglandAustralia Test being played there. For the small country boy it was thrilling beyond measure. The crowds were such as
  young Don had never seen before (30,000 on the Saturday when Charlie Macartney made 170, full of delicate leg glances); the turf was nothing like the rough Bowral grass; the pavilion was of
  unheard-of splendour; the crowd, many of them old Diggers, rough and raucous; the stands and the Hill overwhelming. The excitement of it all was almost too much. I shall never be
  happy, Don told his father, until I play on this ground. His father smiled with affectionate tolerance.10


  At the end of 1922, Bradman left school, aged fourteen. He had passed his Intermediate Certificate examination, in which he had performed very creditably, and
  finished with a shining report from his headmaster which described him as truthful, honest and industrious, and an unusually bright lad.11 It was now time to earn his living. He put on a wing collar, black tie, waistcoat with a watch-chain and fob and a frock coat, and set off to work as clerk in the estate agency
  of Deer & Westbrook in Bong Bong Street. It was far from being the most exciting of jobs, but his employer, Percy Westbrook, was a kindly man and sympathetic to Bradmans requests for
  time off on Saturdays to play cricket.


  There was also time to play lawn tennis  Westbrooks main interest was bowls, but tennis was next in his sporting affection. Indeed, for the next two years Bradman played more
  tennis than cricket. In the summer of 192324 he played no cricket at all, and in 192425 very little, and then only towards the end of the summer.


  But life for the young Bradman seemed to be settling down comfortably enough. His job was secure. His future lay in working his way up to a partnership in the estate agency. Bowral was growing,
  and free from the political disturbances that led to the post-War riots in Sydney  Diggers against what was thought to be communist infiltration of the New South Wales
  government. And the economic depression, with the accompanying slump in wheat and wool prices, had not yet taken its toll of employment and good temper. The future for the young man seemed clear
  enough: a lifetime of simple and comfortable obscurity.


  That option, if it ever was one, vanished with Bradmans return to cricket in the following year. At the start of the 192526 season, now aged seventeen, he became a regular member
  of the Bowral Town Cricket Club. At first, his efforts were unremarkable, but everything changed on the Saturday before Christmas in 1925. Bowral were due to play Wingello, holders of the Tom Mack
  Cup from the previous year, won thanks largely to the bowling of one of her famous sons, W.J. OReilly. OReilly was in many respects Bradmans opposite: he was of Irish Catholic
  origin, where Bradman was English Protestant; he was tall and lanky, where Bradman was short and dapper; he was a great bowler, where Bradman was a great batsman; and, although each respected
  the others ability, the contrast between their two personalities was such that there was never to be much friendship between them, and in the end the distance was to
  develop into outright hostility.


  On that day in December 1925, Wingello had brought OReilly into their team, although he was at the time living in Sydney. Bowral won the toss and batted, OReilly taking the new
  ball despite being a bowler mainly of medium-pace leg breaks. One wicket went down quickly and Bradman came in. What struck me most about him, OReilly recalled later,
  was the difficulty he seemed to be having in taking normal steps to the wicket. His pads seemed to reach right up to his navel. His bat was small and had reached the sere and yellow stage,
  where the yellow was turning to dark tobacco.12 By the end of the day the little lad was 234 not out.


  OReilly might have had Bradman caught out twice before he reached 50, but in each case the catch went to the Wingello captain, Selby Jeffery, an old Anzac who had been at the landing at
  Gallipoli. Jefferys cricket outfit, however, made life difficult for him in the slips. In OReillys account  disputed, needless to say, by Bradman  apart from the
  big brass A of a Gallipoli veteran, he wore a black waistcoat in which he kept a pipe, a tobacco pouch and a box of matches. These were frequently in use during play, and it was just
  at the point when Jeffery was employing his two hands in lighting his pipe that the first chance from the young Bradman hit him in the midriff. The second one was no less complicated, travelling
  through a cloud of smoke of such density that the fielder could not possibly have seen the ball. Sorry, Bill, said the veteran on both occasions, and that was the end of that. Nobody
  spoke in anger or in disrespect to the veterans of Gallipoli. But, whatever the truth of the story, OReilly had his revenge. The game continued on the following Saturday, on the Wingello
  ground, and this time OReilly bowled Bradman first ball.


  In the following match, the final game of the 192526 season, Bradman made 300 against Moss Vale, and informed his mother that she now owed him three bats as a reward. One was all that his
  mother was prepared to offer; the offer was accepted and, at the age of seventeen, Don Bradman took possession of the first new bat he had ever owned. Bowral went on to win the
  match, and with it the Tom Mack Cup, by an innings and 338 runs. The match lasted five Saturday afternoons.


  All this soon came to the attention of the New South Wales Cricket Association (NSWCA) in Sydney. On 5 October 1926 a somewhat stilted letter arrived, addressed to D. Bradman, Esq., c/o A.
  Stephens, Esq., Boolwey Street, Bowral  for some reason the NSWCA could not be bothered to find out Bradmans own address  inviting him to a practice session at Sydney Cricket
  Ground on the 11th. They had not given the young man much notice, but he was urged to give this matter the consideration its importance warrants and to realise that this is an
  opportunity which should not be missed13; in addition, they offered to pay his expenses.


  For the eighteen-year-old it certainly was an opportunity not to be missed. He sought and obtained leave to go to Sydney, and duly went, accompanied by his father, George. It was the first time
  Bradman had performed for selectors and, indeed, the press, but he was, in the words of one reporting journalist, undismayed by the size of the gallery.14 The visit was not wholly satisfactory, however, not least because the Sydney club which wanted to sign him up, Central Cumberland, were unable to pay his expenses for a weekly
  trip from Bowral to Sydney. There was therefore no immediate entry into Sydney club cricket. Furthermore, although he was selected to play for the Possibles in a trial match on 10
  November, his 37 not out was not considered good enough to achieve selection for the State side.


  By way of compensation, Bradman was offered, and accepted, a place in a trial match for selection to the Southern Country Week team which was due to play, as the name suggests, in
  Country Week in Sydney in late November. He performed well, and selection duly followed. Thus it was that Don made his first appearance  for the Southern Country Week against
  Riverina  on 22 November 1926 at the SCG in front of a Sydney crowd. By the end of the week he had been invited to play for the St George Cricket Club in the south-eastern suburbs of Sydney
   all expenses paid.


  It was the first time he had encountered a grass wicket but on the Saturday, using the new bat acquired from his mother, Bradman scored 110.


  From then until his move to Sydney in September 1928, Bradmans life was nothing if not busy. Each Saturday during the season meant a 5 A.M. start for the early
  train to Sydney  a match for St George and return at midnight; the rest of the week meant work in the estate agency and cricket practice whenever possible in the evening. There was little
  time for anything else. But the onward march was irresistible: a final 320 for Bowral, an average of 48.16 in his first season with St George, and the great reward at the beginning of the
  192728 season: selection to the New South Wales team to tour the southern States, with two Sheffield Shield championship matches among them, against South Australia in Adelaide and Victoria
  in Melbourne. Don Bradmans success in his initial effort in . . . cricket, intoned one journalist, is yet another instance of the opportunities which await persistent
  effort in this sunny land.15 The march from small-town hero to national star was well under way.


  There was a Reception and Dance for the Bowral Boy in Bowral on a Friday night at the end of the 192728 cricket season. It was, for the young Don and his
  family, a great occasion. The attendance, it was said, was exceptionally large. Bradman was presented with a gold watch and chain after dancing had been indulged in for some
  time. There were speeches  notably, and at some length, by Alf Stephens, by now the Mayor of Bowral. It was no mean achievement, he said, for a country boy to go to Sydney and in his
  first season win second place in the Sheffield Shield averages and second place in first-grade averages in Sydney. The great wish of his Bowral admirers, the report of the
  Mayors speech continues, was to see him in an Australian team. (Applause).


  The young Don was evidently overcome by the extreme cordiality of his reception. His speech was made with difficulty, but was noted for the modesty of demeanour that
  explains the rapid progress he has made in the affections of his new associates in the game. Percy Westbrook pointed out that Don Bradman had endeared himself not only by his cricket
  but by his character, which was the same in private life as on the cricket field. The report of the event concluded by remarking that an excellent supper was
  served by the ladies.16


  The young man was suitably flattered. But he was by then on the point of the first big decision in his life. In September 1928 Don Bradman left his father and mother, his family home in Bowral,
  his friends and schoolmates, and moved to the great city of Sydney.
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