Auckland University Premiers 321-7 declared in 87 overs (M Ellison 153*, V Zavari 67, Si Wood 41, C Dineen 40) lead Birkenhead City 20-1 in 9 overs.
The Tom Hellaby Trophy Two Day Minor Championship got underway for the Premiers on Saturday despite some early morning showers which delayed the start time by 20 minutes and made the toss even more important than normal with it being the first scheduled match on grass for the season.
Fortunately, the coin fell in Birkenhead’s favour and they decided to give their bowlers the first use of the conditions. Stuart Wood, in his first Premier match of the season, walked out to open with player/coach Barrington Rowland and the pair faced up to last seasons Professional, former West Indian quick Franklyn Rose. Wood started positively, seemingly forgetting the fact the he was struck in the helmet from the very first ball of the innings by a sharp rising bouncer from Rose, clipping the first ball of the second over through mid wicket for four.
However, disaster struck in just the third over when Wood was run out trying to take a sneaky close single. 9 for one became 14 for four in the space of a few overs when Rowland nicked Rose to first slip and then, very next ball, Maxi Ofner, in his first game for the Prems this summer, was given out caught behind despite the bowler not appealing. The first class experience of Simon Andrews was called upon at number five, however he perished trying to force Darrin Crook through the off side off the back foot, only to be caught at first slip.

Player/coach Rowland made the bold decision to push number nine Simon Wood up to six amid the catastrophe of the collapse, leaving Chris Dineen more time to be his destructive self at number seven. The move paid dividends as the elder of the Wood brothers set up anchor at one end with captain Marc Ellison. The pair somehow managed to battle through to lunch with the score on 52 for four after 28 overs, with Wood playing a couple of notable fine pull shots for four off Rose.
After lunch, the runs came more freely as the Birkenhead City first change bowlers hit a more attacking fuller length which enticed more stroke play from the hosts. Just as both Ellison and Wood looked to really prosper from their early hard graft, Wood was pouched at first left off of left-arm ‘spinner’ McGeorge for 41, made off 98 balls in 122 valuable minutes at the crease. The partnership was a valuable 89 runs.

Chris Dineen strode to the crease with a completely different complexion to the game to that which he would have expected to bat in earlier in the day and, despite being dropped at cover in his first over, he was at his typical belligerent best, particularly when the bowlers dropped short on a very good cricket wicket. While Dineen was aggressive, Ellison joined the party too as he began to play more attacking shots against the slower bowlers. The pair made it to the tea break at 179 for five in 61 overs with Dineen, in particular, looking in ominous touch. Ellison enjoyed the 20-minute interval break and took stock unbeaten on 83.
Shortly after tea, a bizarre event took place when Ellison was dropped at first slip trying to cut a short and wide delivery from Crook. The ball rolled away down to the third man boundary and Dineen called his partner back for the third to make his ground safely in a close shave, only to see the square leg umpire raise his finger in the air to signal he had been run out – 40 off 58 balls, partnership of 80, 185 for six.

With the loss of Dineen threatening to bring a premature end to the innings, Verdant Zavari, one of St Kentigern College’s most exciting young products, walked to the crease. The right-arm leg spinner come useful middle to lower order batsman looked a little unsettled early on, however he managed to get through the tough period and come out the other side all guns blazing. With the visitors attack beginning to wane and the momentum well and truly in the home side’s favour, Zavari let loose and smashed former test bowler Rose for a massive maximum over square leg that will be talked about for decades.

Ellison eventually reached a fighting hundred and acknowledged the applause from his teammates and small group of club support who braved the cold and windy conditions. Zavari fell trying to play another one of his explosive pull shots off the medium pace of Hill – 67 off 60 balls, partnership of 121, 306 for seven. Cates came to the crease for 10 minutes while Ellison completed his 150 with 15 fours and four sixes before the declaration came at 321 for seven. Ellison’s innings lasted 318 minutes and 266 deliveries and it is certain that Birkenhead will rue dropping as many as eight to ten catches throughout the long day.
With nine overs left in the day, the visitors were forced to bat in dark, cloudy, gloomy conditions and with the new ball attack of Andrews and Warren Barnes bowling their hearts out for four overs each, the reward came from the final ball of the day when Andrews snuck one through the defences of City opener Loates.

