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The Society is very privileged to welcome one of cricket’s genuine legends to this
afternoon’s special meeting. In informing members of JEFF THOMSON coming to
speak to us this afternoon, our Secretary, John Hooper, gave a statistical summary
of his career, as well as commenting that he is still one of the fastest bowlers the
game has ever seen. There were no speed guns at the start of his era, but those
batters who were on the receiving end of his bowling on that MCC tour of Australia in
1974/75 were subject to a form of attack never seen before. David Frith, in his
seminal work The Fast Men, commented “that with his deceptive slinging action, the
ball appearing late from behind his pivoting body, there was hardly time to sight the
ball......... his added venom came from an ability to obtain lift from a fuller-than-usual
length”.

It was all so unexpected. English journalists had looked at the record books and
noted that on his test debut against Pakistan in December 1972, he had conceded
100 runs in 17 overs without taking a wicket. However, he had played that match
with a badly injured shoulder, which caused him to miss the next 15 months.
However, Australians who had faced and seen him beforehand in domestic cricket
bore testimony to his extreme pace, though adding the rider that he was inaccurate.
Richie Benaud was certainly in no doubt as to his unique speed. By the 1974/75
Ashes series, he had harnessed accuracy to his speed. The outcome was a series of
injuries to all parts of batsmens’ bodies. They were indeed battered and bruised.
England lost 4 tests to one (another was drawn), their one victory coming in the final
test when both Dennis Lillee (17 wickets), and our speaker (a phenomenal 33
wickets) were injured.

When asked to explain his speed, he simply commented: I just sort of shuffle
up...and go whang.” Some shuffle; some whang. In partnership with Lillee, Max
Walker and Gary Gilmour, the Australians demolished the West Indies five --one in
the following winter. The four man pace attack was born. The West Indies followed
suit in England in 1976. In Kerry Packer's World Series Cricket in 1977/78, such was
the threat to batsmen’s physical well-being, the wearing of helmets soon followed.

However, our speaker was committed to a broadcasting contract and therefore
missed the first two Packer ventures in Australia. He entered the Packer fold, and
resumed his partnership with Lillee in the West Indies in 1978/79, where the two
sides fought out a one-all (three draws) series rubber. It is ridiculous that those five
contests have never been included in test records. For those who never saw the
leading members of those pace quartets can have no comprehension of the
challenges facing batsmen in that era. They were utterly unique.

His career against Hampshire was interesting and the antithesis of his test cricket
record. In three matches (in 1975, 1980 and 1981) he claimed only seven wickets at
the scarcely credible average of 43.71. Conversely, he averaged 81 with the bat! His



first appearance in first-class cricket in this country was against Hampshire at the
fondly remembered County Ground in Southampton. It was a fine game of cricket.
Hampshire were captained by Barry Richards, who scored 96. He hadn’t faced
genuine fast bowling for some time. Our speaker passed the outside edge a number
of times; at one stage lan Chappell posted a fly slip to him. But gradually The Master
found his touch and sent his adoring fans into raptures as he stroked 60 of his runs
in the half hour before lunch. The crowd waited to acclaim his century, but shortly
after the interval he gifted his wicket to leg-spinner Jim Higgs, caught on the mid
wicket boundary off a long hop, which seemed outwardly, as if it should have been
hit into The Avenue. Jeff Thomson failed to take a wicket in 33 overs, whilst
conceding 143 runs in the match. However, it must be said, neither did Andy
Roberts. Thomson left his mark in other ways. With Richards in full cry in the second
innings, he enforced his retirement after hitting him amidships. David Turner then left
the crease with a damaged finger. In the Australian first innings, he made 44 not out
and was then at the wicket when Chappell hit the winning runs.

On his next trip five years later, he returned figures of 2 for 45 and 1 for 32. He
bowled first change in both innings, the Australian attack being opened by Lillee and
Len Pascoe. The Australians eased home by 10 wickets. During the course of his
innings of 33, he deposited two sixes onto the pavilion roof. The match was notable
for marking the final appearance in first-class cricket of both Mike Taylor and Bob
Stephenson; the latter scored 65 in his last innings.

Jeff Thomson played one season in county cricket in 1981, for Middlesex. His final
appearance against Hampshire was in the sylvan surroundings of May’s Bounty.
Middlesex’s bowling was opened by Mike Selvey and Wayne Daniel. Our speaker
was first change. He dismissed Bob Parks in the first innings, but then rolled back
the years to some extent by dismissing Gordon Greenidge (57), and his opening
partner Tim Tremlett (30) and Nigel Cowley (26) in the second. As the game drifted
to a draw, the once most feared fast bowler in the world ended his time on a
Hampshire ground bowling leg-breaks in the late afternoon sunshine.

Our speaker still holds, however, a record against Hampshire. Earlier in that season,
he took seven for 22 in a Benson and Hedges Cup Group match at Lord’s, the best
figures against Hampshire in a List A match. Hampshire clung on to win by one
wicket with three balls to spare.
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