The Forty Club tour of Italy, October 2007

NO MORE PAVAROTTI OR CALLAS BUT GREAT EXPERIENCES FOR OUR INTREPID TOURISTS

John Keats (1795-1821) loved Italy and died there and the sixty two members in the Forty Club team which toured the country last October loved it too.  And they managed to survive despite playing ten matches (there were four double headers) in eight hectic days.   Culturally, it was a huge success and the hospitality was sensational.  No XL tour has seen so much of the world's heritage in such a short time and eaten so much good healthy food and drunk so many bottles of excellent wine.

On the cricket field, our veterans averaged sixty or more in age, and  we won three out of four in the first stage against inexperienced Sri Lankans and Punjabis but the Italians called up some of  their players who have featured in the national eleven, or about to, including three Australians.  So the last six matches were lost and our veterans were almost on their knees, or what was left of them.

There are no grass pitches in Italy - they are either concrete or rolled mud beneath Astroturf.  The one in Grosseto is the only dedicated cricket-style oval and we were about to win - equalling a Club touring record of four wins - when a limping Ron Hart, switched to the other side and played a key innings of an unbeaten 32 to deny us.   One of the guides said "Is he George Blake by any chance?"   Blake was the master spy who defected to Russia.

We spent a lot of time with the talkative and very personable Simone Gambino, the Presidente of Federazione Cricket Italiana who is Italy's representative in the ICC.  He has a masterplan to create a cricketing nation that will compete with Associate Members like Holland, Denmark, Scotland and Ireland and he has the energy and passion to achieve it.  We heard about an Under 13 competition and some of the boys taking part hadn't played any cricket.  Troy Crosland, the Aussie who used to live with Peter Roebuck in Sydney, said “The kids love it but unfortunately schools start at 8 and finish at 1 and there is no sport in junior schools.  They're introducing Kwik Cricket under trainers and that is slowly changing the pattern."

How our tour went:

Wednesday, October 3 - Two members arrived at the departure point at 7.40 am, both breathless, ten minutes before the plane was scheduled to leave.  "Don't worry," said the BA chief steward. The plane (not the one which lost half a wing two weeks later) flew off forty minutes late.  The two groups were transported to the four star Hotel Speranza Au Lac on the shore of Lake Maggiore (3m x 40m with 2,200m at its deepest point).  What a beautiful spot!  The conductor Toscanini was born and lived there.  Some brought their costumes and although the temperature was 75 degrees or more every day, no-one did.  The English papers were full of stories about obesity.

Thursday, October 4 -  RH had arranged a trip to see the new opera "Teneke" written by Turkish writer Yasat Kemal at La Scala in Milan and the tickets cost £85.  The thirty volunteers agreed that it was only a once in a lifetime experience.  It turned out to be a memorable night.... for all the wrong reasons. At breakfast he admitted that some of us would have to sit in obscured seats costing 24 Euros in the 6th floor galleria.  Many of us had a great view of the magnificent chandelier and none of the stage.  Hazel Clarke, our music expert, found the music unexceptional and a dozen of our dazed opera fans walked out after the first act.

La Scala is renowned for hissing if performances fall below normal standards and those who stayed to the end heard the odd hiss.  Outside in front of the splendidly illuminated Milan Cathedral - is there a better one in the world? - our reneges were supping £18 litre glasses of beer and £7 hot chocolate, soon interrupted by a demo of 300 cyclists blowing whistles and klaxons."  The waiter said "They do it every Thursday."  Thinking that it was an anti-"Teneke" demo we were about to join in.

Friday, October 5 - When we booked into our shore side hotel we noticed that the two small lifts carried signs "5 persone."   Next day new labels were stuck on saying "3 persone" after assessing our weight load.  No practice was ordered and we toured the fantastic islands on the lake.  Highlights were the outsize bed where Napoleon slept with the then unwed Josephine Beauharnais, the hall where Stanley Baldwin failed to talk Benito Mussolini out of signing up with Hitler and another bedroom where Prince Charles and Diana shared a boudoir.

Saturday, October 6 - When RH's XI arrived at the Euratom CC ground at Cuvio, the nearby buildings looked like the North Koreans' nuclear installations.  But the real Euratom building, built to disperse atom waste, was 15ks away.  This one was a textile manufacturer.  Hidden by the beautiful trees and under the mountains, there was a scenic little ground with a pitch of rolled mud under a Astroturf covering.  Dai Kerry, a jolly, Pavarotti-sized Welshman who has worked in Italy for 27 years, said “It will be slow and low."  What an understatement!  Barry Peay, who scored a valiant 29, said "The only way to play on that is to use a croquet stick!"  The six Sri Lankans, some of whom had worked through the night, bowled presentably and our 138 was worth double or more.  After 8 overs ECC were 10-7 with the mesmeric Hugh Milner taking 6-14.  "And five of those runs were wides!" he said.  Andrew Barton wanted to come off after bowling the smallest of the tiny Sri Lankans with a grubber.  "It's not fair on them," he said but the skipper ordered him to use up his four overs.  Andrew had another batsmen lbw with a shooter in his 3-7 and the poor batsman said “It didn't bounce.  Can I have another go?"   XL won by 95 runs - unheard of!   Tea was more like a Henry V111 feast and later Dai was singing in the shower and to our surprise a young lad was showering in the same room.  The ECB might want a report on that.  We praised Dai for his immense amount of work against all the odds, also his ladies and his five children, who all play cricket.  Kerry, one of his 15 year old twins, set a lead to our fielders stopping three successive drives from Peter Robinson with his unprotected shins.  Our chief selector, Norman Gray, confessed "I wore shin pads and a box!"

On the same day, Roly Walton's B went down by 28 runs to Milan CC at Lodi.  Milan scored 152 (Japp Vogelaar 3-44, Dave Roberts 3-26) and   Dutchman Arthur Lunszen held it up with his 53 before he was the third run out victim.

Sunday, October 7 - RH's surge into the hinterlands of Milan saw us take on Idle CC in Lodi.  The beautiful ground, surrounded by Lombardy poplars, was situated in a farm and a Friesian herd was stabled just 80m away from the small, wooden pavilion.  The water supply for the single loo was suddenly cut off and it led to frequent visits into the bushes.  We struggled against a varied attack on an artificial pitch with some bounce with our septuagarians starring, Clive Huggins with 31 in our 134-8 and Mike Wicks 3-15 in ICC's 122, leaving us with a 12 run victory.  There were five Italians; including a pharmacist who took RH to hospital to change his dressing (he had a minor op on his leg 2 weeks before leaving England).  The horse flies were quite friendly side and the home players were excessively kind.

Meanwhile, Roly's side were thumped by Kingsgrove CC at Sportivo Saint Via Corelli, a huge sporting complex near Milan.  The ground is also a baseball venue and this may well have contributed to XL's four run outs in our 129.  Except for Scotsman Doug Smith's 38 and Ron Helyar's 31, none of our batsmen coped with the teenage Sri Lanka spinners.  KCC romped to 129-1 and we toasted them profusely.

Tuesday, October 9 - XL’s first experience of a political demonstration.  Simone Cipolli, President of Gambassi Valarno CC, invited us to attend a dinner in Bucine after our dramatic 10 run win over his club, which was full of Punjabis.  "Wear you best gear," said RH.  The ladies dutifully wore their expensive finery and when we arrived we were surprised to see a marquee on a car park filled with tables and benches like school dinners and the other fifty seats were slowly filled by men and women in jeans and sweat shirts.  Their half of the audience looked like pop fans or political agitators.   As RH began to speak about his 75m six, first ever at the ground, they continued to talk loudly despite appeals for silence.  The newly elected Mayor, wearing a chef's apron and a sweat shirt with a slogan on it, yelled for quiet and introduced a young, dark haired lady who turned out to be Malala Joya, an Afghan MP.  She called on our Brits and Dutch colleagues to support the campaign to end the fighting in Afghanistan and withdraw all the foreign troops.  We were aghast, particularly our former county cricketer Alan Spencer, a former National Serviceman.  Duco Ohm, towering over everyone, went up to the tiny Ms Joya and told her she was wrong to intervene in what should have been a private cricket function.  

A rentamob had hijacked it and Simone apologised profusely.  "I am in favour of taking he troops out," he said.  "The previous Government sent out solders but the present administration is against it.  What has happened here is embarrassing and I am sorry."  Our party put it down to experience and left.  Earlier that day, our veteran campaigners had found themselves playing in the middle of one of Italy's finest polo clubs.  A mat was nailed into the grass in the middle of the number 2 polo ground and the pitch was almost as tricky as the one at Euratom.  Our eager opponents bowled with gusto and fielded brilliantly.  They appealed at the top of their voices, ceaselessly.  Sundries, 42, top scored in our 143-9, just ahead of Roly's stoical 38.  Not for the first time, home, late order batsmen changed things dramatically after Valdarno were 23-7 (Colin Churcher taking 6-26). The last three men (it was 13 a side), named "Love," "Lucky" and "Happy" in the scorebook, put on 93 but Ron Hart's appeal for a new ball worked the trick and we scraped through.

Happy and contented, we proceeded by coach to our 4-star hotel, Villa Pitiana, 1208m above sea level.  What views!  This magnificent structure was first built in 1039 as a fortified farmhouse. In the 16th century it was run by Jesuits.  In the 1890s it went into private ownership and today you never see any demos.

Wednesday, October 10 - Three hour stop at Siena on route to Grosseto.   The main square should be named as one of the wonders of the world.  On to the 4-star Grand Bastiani Hotel in the 12th century inner city of Grosseto, near Rome.

Thursday, October 11 - More controversy.  As two Italian Eurofighters on training exercises flew overhead, Maremma CC skipper Nari Gaonkar hit the winning run with 7 balls left. Nari, our energetic host at the reception at his house (no Mayor guests, no demos!) had asked RH for a player to make up his 13.  RH, declared by himself unfit the day before, promptly volunteered and was unbeaten on 32 to steer the home side for victory!  Questions had to be asked but he said “cricket was the only winner."  The local municipality had spent millions or Euros on new sports facilities, including a Serie B stadium, baseball ground, skating and running tracks, football pitches, tennis courts and a new cricket ground.  This may explain why the Italians are still producing outstanding sportsmen in towns and cities with lower crime rates.  In Britain sports grounds have been sold off, notices like “No Ball Games" appear everywhere and crime is rising.   XL's 155-8 (John Hall 34) was boosted by 42 extras and Aussie all rounder Troy Crosland, who once shared a flat with English cricketer and writer Peter Roebuck in Sydney,  had figures of 5-2-3-2 and top scored with 53.  Some malcontent suggested that RH should be thrown into the nearby boating lake!  

Friday, October 12 - Salvatore, one of our drivers, kicked out at some of our coffins after his coach was booked outside Hotel Cicerone, our final 4-star hotel, within walking distance of the Vatican. (How does RH find them?).  By the time he returned, the unloading took place in a flash rainstorm.

Saturday, October 13 - Two more defeats.  Simone Cipolli flew in two star Aussies from Leeds and Dublin and the 120* scored by Anton Scholtz  and 68 by Peter Petricola who is qualified to play because his father is Italian, made all the difference.  Once again we played on a beautiful part of the country, next to a farm and the pitch was good enough to enable Andy Meads to reach 86 in our 260-5 after being dropped three times.  "I've scored lots of 80s and 90s on tours abroad but still can't get a century," he told "La Republica."  Using my unmarked, new Salix bat, Scholtz, the pro at Leinster in Ireland, nicked a catch to keeper Martin Abbott at 21 and failed to walk.  His team was called "Howzat" and there were plenty of thunderous "howzats!"  Fred Imms, our Dickie Bird, said he didn't hear anything.  Skipper Mariolon was on the losing side against XL in the UK in 1983 and his seven wicket win was sweet revenge.

On the same day Capanelle CC beat our other Xl by 49 runs - 202-8 (Mike Wicks 3-15) against our 153-8.   Barry Peay was going well at 39 when he was run out by RH but was compensated by being given the job of collecting the fines after the last supper and RH was a major sufferer.

Sunday, October 14 - By now our men were battle weary and a patched up side led by Roly went down by 9 wickets against Gallicano CC.  XL's 158 (Alan Spencer 30) wasn't enough.

All losing campaigns end in a rout and so it proved.  Emperor Ron, with three victories, finally capitulated in Aprilia on the same day.  Stadaioli CC, named after its President who specialises in building those splendid motorways, ran up 320 to our 80 (John Hall 32).  The ground was situated in a quarry now converted into a winery which featured kiwi fruit, white cattle and donkeys.  The coup de grace was administered by an extremely fast Indian bowler who soon came off but too late to save our troops.  Again, we were regally entertained at the owner's residence.

Earlier in the day, some of us heard the Pope give a blessing in English from his balcony in St. Peter's Square.  The only word we could catch was "infirmities".  Sadly, his prayers came too late for our boys!

Monday, October 15 -  A punishing but absorbing tour of the Vatican and its treasures, the Forum, the Colosseum and the spot where Julius Caesar was assassinated by Brutus (go back to the report of the Savoy Dinner to read about that).  Our final dinner was held in an old, traditional Italian restaurant right across from our hotel and that helped the safe return to our beds several enjoyable hours later.  Alan Newman, the fines master, held our rapt attention for half an hour and the proceeds of around £400 were later handed over to local cricket clubs.  Some of us gave their gear away but that cannot be seen as final retirement!   These enthusiasts will never retire!  Well, not yet. 

Tuesday, October 16 - Evacuation back to Britain.  The local airport cleaners were on strike and three members, RH, Howard Clay and Andrew Barton, were distraught to see their luggage left on the tarmac as the plane took off.  But it landed safely, ditto the other one who departed earlier.  Some bags were damaged but no-one really minded.  It had been an experience of a lifetime.  RH and his aides had done a great job again!
	Wed 3rd Oct
	Depart Heathrow for Milan. Transfer to Hotel in Stresa.

	Thurs 4th Oct
	Golf and leisure day + La Scala Opera House, Milan for those wanting to visit the opera ‘Teneke’

	Fri 5th Oct
	Free Day. Morning trip arranged to Borromean Islands and pm coach trip arranged along Stresa - Arona coast

	Sat 6th Oct
	Match 1 vs EURATOM CC in CUVIO – won by 95 runs
· We recorded our biggest ever victory on tour with our hosts at one stage being 7 wkts down for 10 runs after 6 overs. Hugh Milner finished with 6 for 14, breaking the long-standing best ever bowling of Ron Hart's 6 for 20 in New Zealand.

· We also won a 10/TEN match - some start to the tour but the rest of the tour would suggest we peaked too early by far!

	
	Match 2 vs MILAN CC in LODI – lost by 28 runs

	Sun 7th Oct
	Match 3 vs IDEL CC in LODI – won by 12 runs

	
	Match 4 vs KINGSGROVE CC in MILAN – lost by 9 wkts

	Mon 8th Oct
	Coach transfer to Florence + half-day city centre tour

	Tues 9th Oct
	Match 5 vs GAMBASSI VALDARNO CC in MONTEVARCHI – won by 10 runs

	Weds 10th Oct
	Transfer to Grosseto stopping in Siena 

	Thurs 11th Oct
	Match 6 vs MAREMMA CC in GROSSETO - lost

	Fri 12th Oct
	Coach transfer to Rome - full day's sightseeing including Vatican Museums and the Colosseum 

	Sat 13th Oct
	Match 7 vs CAPANNELLE CC in ROME – lost by 49 runs

	
	Match 8 vs HOWZAT CC in ROME – lost by 7 wkts

	Sun 14th Oct
	Match 9 vs GALLICANO CC in GALLICANO – lost by 9 wkts

	
	Match 10 vs STRADAIOLI APRILIA CC in APRILIA - lost by 240 runs

	Mon 15th Oct
	Full day visit to Rome 

	Tues 16th Oct
	Return to London Heathrow


