
I n vain, the curator tried to p romote 
g rowth o f grass and c u r e the p r o b l e m . 

T h e g rounds m a n a g e m e n t ca l led o n D r 
D o n McIn ty re , a so i l phys ic is t wi th the 
C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Soi l s in Canberra. After 
s o m e c l o s e observa t ion and analysis o f 
c o r e samples , D r M c I n t y r e p in-pointed 
the p r o b l e m and offered a so lu t ion . N o w , 
under o p t i m u m c o n d i t i o n s o f mois ture , 
aeration, and temperature, the newly laid 
M . C . G . . w icke t s (10 in fact) are perform
i n g wel l . 

Dr McIntyre measured cracks 
in the wicket up to 10 mm 
wide. 

Clay for bricks 

In Australia, a turfed wicke t is m a d e o f 

heavy c lay soi l . W h e n wet , the clay is plas

t ic , so it c a n b e ro l led to a s m o o t h level 

surface. W h e n dry, it sets hard like a br ick 

pavement , g iv ing g o o d b o u n c e to the bal l . 

A n d , o f c o u r s e , the p i t ch mus t be green . 

F i n e turf b inds the p lay ing surface to

gether wi th its roo ts , re inforc ing the c lay 

The old wicket in poor condition. Below: 
a close-up of some of the cracks, with a 
scale 150 mm long. 

B o t h batsmen and b o w l e r s suffered f rom 
the p r o b l e m — variable b o u n c e . T h e ball 
mos t ly b o u n c e d l o w , in s o m e cases b e 
c o m i n g a grubber, but occas iona l ly it lifted 
f rom a g o o d length . A l t h o u g h n o t as 
ser iously, the aff l ict ion had also s h o w n 
u p in 1 9 8 0 / 8 1 . 

T h e fault lay w i th bare patches that 
l o o k e d l ike the b o t t o m o f a d rought -
stricken dam. T h e surface had shrunk and 
c racked into is lands that tended to cur l 
u p at the edges . T h e s e 'saucers ' c o u l d give 
w h e n hit by a fast bal l and, depend ing o n 
whe ther the ball s truck the centre or the 
r i m , the r e b o u n d he igh t varied. 
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pavement l ike straw in m u d bricks. A l s o , 
water uptake by the roots dries o u t the 
p i t ch deep ly and uni formly , prevent ing 
the surface f rom ' saucer ing ' . 

It is to a curator 's credi t that h e c a n get 
anything to g r o w o n a wicket ' s hard c o m 
pacted surface. O n e species that w i l l sur
vive repeated c o m p a c t i o n by heavy rol lers 
and the c l o s e shaving o f m o w e r s is c o u c h 
grass (Cynodon dactylon) and it is w ide ly 
used o n Austra l ian wicke ts , i n c l u d i n g 
those o f the M . C . G . 

Bat, ball , and players ' feet also injure 
c o u c h ' s leaves, and the plant withers f rom 
an enfo rced abs t inence f rom water for the 
entire pe r iod o f a ma t ch — perhaps 5 o r 
6 days. Cr icke t regula t ions forbid water
i ng dur ing the pe r iod o f a game, and the 
wicke t is qu i ck ly cove red if rain descends . 
E v e n s o , as surburban gardeners may sus
pect , after the game is over, and water 
penetrates the soi l , the c o u c h springs back 
f rom u n d e r g r o u n d s to lons . 

Progress in constructing new wickets. 
Heating cables are being covered with 
the original heavy clay soil. 

C o u c h is a s u m m e r grass, howeve r , and 
it m e t its m a t c h in the unusual ly c o l d and 
we t winter and spring that M e l b o u r n e had 
in 1980, and again in 1981 . N o r m a l l y , it 
l ies dormant unt i l the warmth o f spr ing 
d e v e l o p s ; but , unfortunately, in these t w o 
ex t reme years it failed to recover in t ime 
for the T e s t ma tches . 

O f c o u r s e , o ther factors apart f r o m 
M e l b o u r n e ' s i n c l e m e n t weather con t r ib 
uted. Cr icke t p i tches mus t w o r k harder 
than in the lazy days o f yore , under the 
ons laught o f one-day games as we l l as T e s t 
and Sheff ie ld Sh i e ld matches . W h e r e a s 
a p i t ch w a s prev ious ly on l y used perhaps 
o n c e a season , n o w s o m e o f the p i t ches 
are used t w i c e , or even three t imes . 

F o o t b a l l can share the b l ame , t o o . T h e 
playing season for Austral ian R u l e s n o w 
lasts a c o u p l e o f w e e k s longer , and that 
means m o r e damage and less t ime to re
pair it. F o o t b a l l boo t s never trample u p o n 
the h a l l o w e d p i t ch at L o r d s ; the M . C . G . , 

The cores smelt of hydrogen 
sulfide. 

More than 60 000 sprigs of couch were 
planted in five of the new wickets, a 
painstaking job that occupied six men for 
about a week. Couch seed was sown 
when the latest five were prepared. 

however , mus t bear the indignity o f a w o r n 
spot w h e r e ' cent re b o u n c e s ' are fought . 

W h e n D r McIn ty r e was ca l l ed in, he 
inspec ted the p i t ch surface carefully, t o o k 
cores o f so i l for analysis , and, in the cause 
o f s c i e n c e , wa t ched a c o u p l e o f T e s t 
ma tches . H e made observat ions and t o o k 
pho tog raphs o f the p i t ch as it deteriorated 
wi th play. 

By the end o f a T e s t ma t ch b e t w e e n the 
W e s t Indies and Austral ia at the e n d o f 
1981, D r McIn ty re measured cracks in the 
w i c k e t u p to 10 m m w i d e . S o m e sec t ions 
o f ad jo in ing saucers differed in he ight by 
4 or 5 m m . 

T h e root of the problem 

T h e co re s , taken to a dep th o f 1•5 m , pro
vided incontrover t ib le ev idence o f what 
was w r o n g . T h e soi l was water logged. 
W h e n cut o p e n , the co re s were very we t 

The idea was to provide optimum 
conditions of moisture, aeration, and 
temperature for couch growth. 

b e l o w about 5 c m depth and smelt o f hy
d r o g e n sulf ide. T h i s indicated that the 
water had e x c l u d e d air and permitted an
aerobic bacteria to p roduce tox ic sulfur 
c o m p o u n d s . 

A s a result , c o u c h had difficulty g r o w 
ing. Where it did survive, the roots cou ldn ' t 
penetrate far in to the soi l . T h e c o r e s 
s h o w e d roots ex tend ing to a depth o f o n l y 
3 to 5 c m , then spreading horizontal ly. 

T h e p o o r so i l c o n d i t i o n s accoun ted for 
the c o u c h ' s failure to g r o w . D r M c I n t y r e 
explains that, where grass was absent, on l y 
the top few mi l l imet res o f soi l b e c a m e 
really dry. A dry layer o n top o f mois te r 
c o n d i t i o n s underneath p roduces stresses 
that give rise to saucering. In contrast, turf 
wi th deep penetrat ing roots a l lows un i 
fo rm drying o f the p i t ch to a g o o d depth. 

W h e r e c o u c h survived but had o n l y 
sha l low roots , a un i formly dry layer ap
peared over a we t plastic o n e as the w i c k e t 
dried. T h e w i c k e t then responded wi th 
a consis tent l o w b o u n c e . 

C lay soi ls are very suscept ible to wa
t e r logg ing because water passes th rough 
t h e m on ly very s lowly . T h e difficulty w i t h 
the M . C . G . w icke t , D r McIn ty re j udged , 
was that the c lay layer was unduly th ick 

The new wickets in fine fettle. 
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(about 75—90 c m ) and it overlay the Yarra 
f loodpla in , w h i c h w a s even m o r e imper 
v ious . Dra inage was imposs ib ly s l o w . 

W a r m and dry 

H e r e c o m m e n d e d that a m u c h sha l lower 
layer o f c lay so i l b e used for the p lay ing 
surface (about 20 c m ) and that it sit o n 
a wel l -drained base . A l s o , heat ing cab les 
shou ld b e installed b e l o w the surface to 
extend the c o u c h ' s g r o w i n g season. T h e 
heat w o u l d h e l p to keep the turf dry and 
firm in winter , amel iora t ing damage f rom 
footbal l b o o t s . 

D r M c l n t y r e ' s tests s h o w e d that the 
actual c lay so i l in the M . C . G . wicke t s 

— first ob ta ined f rom Merr i Creek in 1859 

— is a g o o d o n e . It is a dark heavy c lay 
that shrinks u p o n drying. Over the c o u r s e 
o f a 4- or 5-day ma tch , water loss causes 
a mass o f deep , f ine cracks to fo rm, a l l o w 
ing water to penetrate easily and revive 
the parched c o u c h quick ly . 

Drainage was impossibly 
slow. 

A n d so the M . C . G . wicke t s have been 
rebuil t , retaining a 2 0 - c m top layer o f the 
or ig ina l so i l but p rov id ing better c o n d i 
t ions underneath to p r o m o t e g rowth . 

M r Peter S e m o s o f the Ci ty Parks 
Adminis t ra t ion o f the Depar tment o f the 
Capital Ter r i tory in Canberra supervised 
the reconstruct ion, w h i c h was d o n e in t w o 
stages: five wicke t s in 1982 and five m o r e 
this year. In 1982, m o r e than 12 000 sprigs 
o f c o u c h were carefully planted by hand 
into each wicke t ' s surface; this year seed 
was s o w n , a m u c h easier task. 

E v e n after a relatively short t ime, the 
n e w wicke t s are matur ing remarkably 
we l l . T h e y ' l l take 2 or 3 m o r e years to 
reach their peak, w h e n w e shou ld expec t 
to see s o m e really g o o d play o n them. 

A lo t o f effort g o e s into m a k i n g a first-
rate wicke t , and s o m e t i m e s s o m e b o d y 
sugges t s a synthet ic turf. But , as D r 
M c I n t y r e observes , that just w o u l d n ' t b e 
cr icket . 

Andrew Bell 
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