

[image: ]





[image: image]
















[image: image]








LOVE IS …











It has been called a perfume pot, a useless artifact, a silly little eggcup. It is barely 6 inches high and sits in a glass case at Lord’s Cricket Ground. It looks like something your grandmother has at the back of her kitchen cabinet that was handed down to her by Great Uncle Harry. Inside it is, well, something. A thin layer of debris. Could be ashes. Could be dust. It doesn’t really matter. That little urn means everything to the people of England and Australia. It has captured their imagination for a hundred years and counting. Sweat, blood and tears have been shed, jubilation and despair felt and lives radically altered in the constant quest for its reclamation.






The Ashes urn is, of course, just a symbol of something of much greater significance. England against Australia at cricket transcends sport. It is Old World against New, northern hemisphere versus southern, Conquerors against Colonials. Australia was claimed on behalf of Britain by Captain James Cook in 1770. Ever since, Australia has strived to establish its own identity. Its success against the Mother Country at cricket remains a barometer of the state of both nations.


At a more basic level this enduring rivalry is about intransigent fathers and impudent sons. The majority of Australians (55 per cent) are, after all, British descendants. Or were, anyway. Don Bradman’s grandfather was born in Suffolk. Ray Lindwall was of Irish stock. So is Glenn McGrath. Michael Slater’s parents are from Durham. Could you get more English names than Keith Miller, Mark Taylor, Steve Waugh or Michael Clarke? England versus Australia, the oldest surviving international sporting contest in the world – dating from 1877 – is essentially an age-old family feud. The Ashes is a 135-year battle for bragging rights.


Here are two quotes from totally different eras and opposite sides that emphasise the idea:





‘The Australians are uneducated and an unruly mob,’ Douglas Jardine, 1928.





‘I couldn’t wait to have a crack at ’em. I thought, “Stuff that stiff-upper-lip crap. Let’s see how stiff it is when it’s split.” Jeff Thomson, 1974.





If that translates as brain v brawn it’s a gross misrepresentation. There are just as many intellects and thickos in both countries. But the intensity of this rivalry has its roots in the idea of the English as upper-class snobs and the Australians as low-life convicts. Australia has shed its inferiority complex but the legacy lingers.



Mike Brearley, the Ashes-winning England captain, describes playing against Australia thus:





‘You are carrying all the prejudices of England. You are representing deep and paranoid urges, jingoistic sentiments you may prefer to distance yourself from. But it is unavoidable.’And this is Australia’s greatest bowler, Shane Warne: ‘It’s been drummed into you since the age of about five that if you’re Australian you have just got to beat the Poms.’





Even if the players try to submerge these emotions, the public from each side will keep them afloat.


This book is the story of the Ashes. How the rivalry began, the way it ebbed and flowed, the crafty, brilliant, appalling, mystifying characters it has featured, the heroes and villains it has unearthed. England and Australia have so far played 326 Test Matches against each other (Australia are 31 wins ahead). Even though 91 of these games have been drawn, there has rarely been a dull moment. While reflecting on many of these encounters, the book focuses on 10 great matches, chosen not just because they were epics in themselves, but also because they defined an era, a style of play and had a major impact on the two countries. They captured the essence of the Ashes.


The narrative starts in the 1870s when life expectancy was 45, people travelled about in horse-drawn cabs, the average annual wage was £200 and Britain was champion of the world in most sports, mainly because it was the only nation that played them. Australia, at the time, had a population of just two million, many caught up in the Gold Rush. It didn’t prevent them producing a series of magnificent cricketers who regularly beat England at the game they invented.


The story unravels the way both nations twice emerged from the ravages of war both to captivate, and to infuriate, their traumatised people. It takes a fresh and revealing look at the bodyline controversy, assesses Bradman’s ‘Invincibles’ of 1948, chronicles England’s re-emergence until they were terrorised by Lillee and Thomson, the fastest, nastiest pair of bowlers ever seen, and analyses the extraordinary prowess of Australia from 1990 onwards.


There is a rich cast. The famous names are portrayed in a variety of fascinating duels: Grace v Spofforth, Hobbs v Armstrong, Bradman against Hammond as much as Larwood, Hutton v Lindwall, Greig v Lillee, then Botham dominating one decade and Warne the next. These are the legends you’ll know. But there are many you may not be so familiar with.


There’s George Bonner, Australia’s ‘Hercules’, described as ‘a man without guile’, who could throw a ball 120 yards and hit it further, and his English equivalent Gilbert Jessop, who regularly made a century in under an hour (OK, the fielding was pretty lame in 1900). There is Eric Hollies, the wicked English spinner who not only bowled Bradman for a duck but predicted it first. And Sid Barnes, the maverick Australian batsman who once offered an apparently short-sighted English umpire a dog and a white stick.


The wonderful thing about England v Australia is that we are mainly from the same stock. But the players on either side are so different. The gimlet-eyed, gum-chewing, gabbling Ricky Ponting is the archetypal Aussie. Andrew Strauss, his opposing captain in the 2010–11 Ashes – decent, diplomatic, self-deprecating – is the epitome of an Englishman. Australian batsmen usually pulverise the ball. English batsmen tend to persuade it. Muscular Australian bowlers traditionally run in and hit the deck hard. Sinewy Englishmen pitch it up and swing it. There are many players on both sides who haven’t conformed to the stereotype. But exceptions generally prove the rule.



These differences stem from our contrasting environments. England, the green and pleasant land; Australia, a vast inhospitable country full of sand and flies. It possesses all 10 of the world’s most venomous snakes, and numerous other animals that can kill or maim. The most dangerous thing in England is a wasp (or a Friday-night drunk). Historically English pitches have been soft and mottled, Australia’s hard and abrasive, though the contrasts are less stark than they were.


The jargon is different too. An Englishman’s bat is a ‘stick’ in Australia; the ball is a ‘seed’ or a ‘pill’; Down Under an extra (e.g. a no-ball) is known as a ‘sundry’ and for reverse swing they say, ‘It’s going Irish.’ Hitting a ball to the fence is ‘into the pickets’. Like the bathwater going down the plug hole differently, the Australians even put the score round the opposite way: 2-10 is not an ignominious collapse – in England that would be 10 (runs) for two (wickets.)


My own first encounter with the Ashes was in 1968. As an eight-year-old my hero was Colin Cowdrey, and I saw him on a black and white TV celebrate his 100th Test by making a century against the Australians at Edgbaston. I liked the way he gracefully eased the abrasive Australian bowlers to the cover boundary, almost apologising for doing so. At the end of that series I also watched a posse of spectators dry up The Oval pitch with mops and blankets to allow time for another of my favourites, Derek Underwood, to bowl England to a dramatic victory. It planted in my mind how important it was for an Englishman to beat the Aussies (and to play them on a wet pitch).


I never earned the chance to attempt it myself, but I aided the cause by bowling every prominent English batsman of my generation into form during the county season (unfortunately I did the same for a few Australians in Sydney and Perth club cricket). I was also on hand as a sort of 13th man when Mike Gatting’s side won the Ashes in Australia in 1986–7, ferrying drinks and food to the team. With that captain it was a harder job than playing. I have seen all or part of nearly 100 Ashes Tests through six decades.


And that’s the best and most unique thing about England v Australia. It is a never-ending contest. At the finish of one series you are already starting to think about the beginning of the next. Apart from during the two world wars, there has never been more than two years between encounters. It is an interminable vie for supremacy, as perpetual as employees versus the taxman. The myth of the Ashes urn provides that continuum. No one can keep it or own it or even touch it. It is the Holy Grail of sport, always tantalisingly out of reach.


In the end England v Australia is about mutual affection. There is a common bond of language, of culture, of heritage, of values. We may be 12,000 miles apart but we are really joined together as one big family. The English actually love the Australians, though they rarely admit it. The feelings are reciprocated. But we love beating each other at cricket even more.
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THE OVAL, 1882






‘The lanky Spofforth lopes in from the Gasworks End, past umpire Thoms, bowls, W G Grace goes for the drive and is bowled!…Goodness me! There is an audible gasp in the ground… W G is looking back at his broken stumps, now he’s looking at the umpire, he’s thinking about appealing, for what I can’t imagine!… But Spofforth is having none of it and nodding towards the pavilion and that’s where the Doctor better go… It’s 13-1 in reply to the Colonials 63 all out…that’s put the cat amongst the pigeons… and there are some dastardly pigeons alighting on the Oval square…’









England and ‘the Colonists’ had already played each other eight times before the Ashes were created (should that be cremated?) after that match in 1882. England had won two, Australia four and there had been two draws. Even from the start England were playing catch-up. All but one of these test matches took place in Australia, which is why the 1882 one in England (above) was so momentous.


The first few tours between the countries were largely money-making enterprises, with slightly random itineraries and lots of disputes about players’ fees. The standard of play – and opponents – was very variable, and so was the size of the crowds. The occasional game between a chosen ‘England XI’ and the Australians was only labelled as a Test Match some years later. What was to become the great Anglo–Australian rivalry had very convoluted beginnings, but bear with me…





And They’re Off…


The first ever ‘Test’ took place in 1877. Played at the Richmond Police Paddock – now the Melbourne Cricket Ground – it was the culmination of a two-month tour of New Zealand and Australia by James Lillywhite’s (professional) England XI and was the fourth such tour of Australia. The original one had been initiated indirectly by Charles Dickens, who, after a successful speaking trip round the United States in 1860, was invited to do the same thing in Australia. He declined claiming exhaustion, a polite way of saying he didn’t fancy hauling himself around an inhospitable land full of spiders and ex-convicts. A substitute attraction was sought – and found: an English cricket team, offered £150 a man (a considerable increase on their usual fee of £3 a match). Captained by Surrey’s Heathfield Harman Stephenson, they drew 15,000 spectators to their first match against 18 of Melbourne. Yes, 18 – the Aussies were trying it on from the start!


That 1862 tour was a financial success and, by the time of Lillywhite’s visit, Australian cricket had evolved considerably: they now felt obliged to field only 15 players at a time. They were enhanced by English professionals like Surrey’s William Caffyn, who remained behind after tours and coached them in the art of staying in, bowling overarm and not walking when they nicked the cover off it. Further strengthened by some excellent English players lured Down Under by the Gold Rush, the Australians were becoming rather good. (A Melbourne club side – Castlemaine – had actually beaten the 1862 Englishmen, though they had 22 players, and a report of the time suggested that ‘just possibly the abundance of lobsters and champagne was a contributing factor’.)


By the 1870s club cricket in Sydney and Melbourne was becoming strong (the Melbourne Cricket Club – Australia’s MCC – which was founded in 1838, invited and funded the first international touring teams.) So strong, in fact, that at the end of the 1877 tour Lillywhite’s men were challenged to a ‘grand combination match’ against XI – yes, 11 – of Victoria and New South Wales. This was the game at the Richmond Police Paddock. It was hurriedly arranged and most of the Englishmen were suffering from seasickness or fatigue following the New Zealand leg of the trip. They had only 11 fit players. It wouldn’t be the last time that happened to an England team in Australia.


Beginning on 15 March 1877, the match lasted four days and the Australians won it by 45 runs, thanks largely to an extraordinary knock of 165 not out (out of the Combined Australian XI’s first innings total of 247) by Charles Bannerman, who had been born in Woolwich, Kent. Left-arm spinner Tom Kendall took 7-55 in England’s second innings. He was from Bedford. In fact six of that first ‘Australian’ team had been born abroad – four in England, one in Ireland and one in India.


Subsequently this game was labelled the first ever Test Match, because it was regarded as a proper and equal ‘test’ of the cricketing strengths of the two countries. It was a moot point. Not only were the Aussie team of mixed origins, but also England had left all their amateurs at home after ructions with the professionals on a previous tour. The amateurs were the country’s leading batsmen (they tended to leave the professionals to do the bowling, which the ‘Gentlemen’ thought was rather below them).


The absentees included W G Grace, who had already become the first player to make 2000 runs in an English season, but had stayed at home to finish his medical degree. Also missing was England’s first-choice wicketkeeper Ted Pooley, who was stuck in jail in New Zealand for ‘affray’ – that’s fighting to you and me – while for the Aussies ‘the Demon’ Frederick Spofforth, soon to become a legendary fast bowler, had refused to play as he didn’t approve of the wicketkeeper chosen, the unorthodox but brilliant Jack Blackham. Added to that the Englishmen perpetually overdid the amber nectar at lunchtimes during the game. So this first Test wasn’t quite the definitive encounter it could have been.


The English Morning Post did not superimpose James Lillywhite’s head on top of a turnip after this humbling defeat, or threaten to send his team to the moon. Well, rockets hadn’t been invented then. Anyway, the news didn’t reach Blighty for several days and when it did The Times announced that the match ‘began and ended in good temper and Lillywhite’s pecuniary success must have consoled him for his defeat’. In other words, as long as the organiser made money, no one gave a monkey’s about the result. Frankly, in early March people in England were more interested in the preparations for the University Boat Race in, as the Morning Post put it, ‘the most trying weather’. (On page five of the paper, below a report of the crews on the river, is an advert for Rossetter’s Hair Restorer. Even then sport and receding hairlines were inextricably linked, more than 70 years before Graham Gooch was born.)


A re-match between England and the two Australian states was organised at the same ground 16 days later. The English won by four wickets, chasing 122 for victory. The bowling figures of Nottinghamshire’s medium pacer Alfred Shaw deserve a mention. In the match he sent down 74 overs, 46 of which were maidens, and conceded just 57 runs without, however, taking a wicket. A stout, niggardly slow-medium pacer, Shaw was the archetypal Victorian – the type who believed that children, and batsmen, should be seen and not heard. His bowling was like a gag (not the amusing type); relentlessly accurate, he never delivered a wide and conceded fewer runs than he bowled overs. Admittedly at this time there were only four balls in an over, but even so… It was the cricketing version of Mogadon. But he did take over 2000 wickets at an astonishing average of 12 in a professional career spanning 33 years, including an amazing 19-150 in one innings against 22 of Newcastle (Australia).


So England v Australia was 1-1 after two. Even Stevens. England were not worried, reasoning that they were missing W G, their best player, and were tired after a long tour in harsh surroundings, so one loss was excusable. In hindsight it was a wake-up call which the English didn’t heed. Despite England’s 150-year head start in the development of the game, the Australians now knew they had their measure and were capable of beating them. It was the beginning of a long and tortuous struggle…





Demonised


The Australians were invited to England the following year (1878) in a tour arranged by Lillywhite. They were led by David Gregory – whose moderate batting is reflected in his progress down the batting order (2, 4, 9, 10, 11) – and they were a huge draw. More than 30,000 people turned out to watch them play Surrey at The Oval, compared to just 4000 who had watched the FA Cup final at the same venue. The feature of the tour was an extraordinary performance by ‘the Demon’ Spofforth in a match against the MCC at Lord’s, scheduled for three days but completed in just one.


Including W G, the MCC team was ostensibly an England XI (England were still called the MCC on tour until the late 1980s), but they were routed for 33 all out in the first innings (Spofforth 6-4) and a pathetic 19 in the second (Spofforth 4-16, including W G bowled second ball), enabling Australia to win by nine wickets a match which lasted less than five hours. It wasn’t regarded as a Test Match – well, it was more like Kwik Cricket. This was the game that awoke the English cricketing establishment to the potential threat of what the papers often liked to call ‘the Colonists’.


Spofforth was tall (6ft 3in) and spindly and described as ‘all arms, legs and nose’. He was depicted as a sort of nasty insect in Punch (see the picture in plate section). His bowling was decidedly slippery, though it is interesting to note that two of his victims in the Lord’s match were stumped. In those days wicketkeepers, especially Australia’s Jack Blackham, were masochists who stood up to almost everything, but if Spofforth was that fast batsmen would have been edging back onto their stumps rather than stumbling out of their crease.


In fact the Demon deserved his moniker for crafty variations of pace and cut – he tended to bowl more slowly on damp English pitches – and a peerless appreciation, and exploitation, of batsmen’s weaknesses. His duels with W G were described as ‘like forked lightning threatening the great oak’. Facing him on a bouncy wicket, often without batting gloves, was described by one player as like standing ‘on the brink of the tomb’. He tormented England for a decade. He was like a 19th-century Glenn McGrath with Dennis Lillee’s moustache. Not a pleasant proposition.


That Australian touring team of 1878 played 37 matches in England, losing just seven (there were no ‘Tests’). The English public were surprised by their success, taken aback that the alleged ‘mysteries’ of the game were not, as The Times put it, ‘the exclusive privilege of a small island in the northern hemisphere’. The paper went on, with quite cringing pomposity, to say that the Australians had ‘given us no opportunity to indulge in a pleasing sense of compassionate superiority. They have produced an eleven very hard to beat and quite impossible to despise,’ despite ‘Australia not being so naturally as favourable a home for the game as England’. Given the choice of a biting wind slicing through your bones in Chester-le-Street or a baking sun in Sydney which soon banishes any residual stiffness, I know which I’d prefer.


Australia hosted England again in 1879. Lord Harris (of Kent) recruited the England team, which this time did include some amateurs, though again not W G Grace. There was one Test, again in Melbourne, in which Spofforth was the decisive influence. He took 13 wickets in the match, including the first hat trick in Test history, and twice obliterated England’s middle order, creating the first of many of England’s one-Test wonders. In this case they were the Reverend Vernon Royle and Francis MacKinnon, the 35th MacKinnon of MacKinnon. Being picked for England had suddenly become the preserve of the titled and privileged. It didn’t do them any good: they were hammered by 10 wickets.


In a subsequent game against New South Wales in Sydney there was a dispute surrounding the running out of Australia’s Billy Murdoch. The crowd invaded the field and Lord Harris was assaulted. Inevitably this caused outrage in the English press – they seemed more interested in the assault than in the result. Already you could feel a conflict between the old masters and the new pretenders stirring.


For the first Test between the teams in England – at The Oval in 1880 – Spofforth was absent. There had been some adverse comment about his bowling action in a previous match against Yorkshire and he developed a mysterious finger injury before the Oval game. Making his Test debut, W G Grace took full toll to make 152 in England’s first innings and lay the foundations for a five-wicket win. So now we are at two Tests all.


Alfred ‘Mogadon’ Shaw – the Notts bowler who once recorded innings figures of 41 overs, 34 maidens, 7 runs and 7 wickets against MCC – captained England on tour to Australia in 1881–2. Again the tour was financially successful (they obviously hadn’t used Shaw’s bowling statistics in the marketing), but of the four Tests played Australia won two and the others were drawn. Overall, then, it was England 2, Australia 4, draws 2.





Runners and Riders


So that is the prologue to the most important match in cricketing history, England v Australia at The Oval in August 1882. Britain was booming at the time. Almost a third of Africa was now pink, manufacturing trade was flourishing and bank holidays had been introduced. Football, ‘lawn’ tennis and rugby had been codified, offering the Victorians plenty of leisure pursuits. The spirit of adventure was evident, with newspapers full of adverts for train rides to the coast and voyages to far-off destinations – it was £4 to sail to America and about £15 to Australia.


London, the leading city in the world with a population of 2.3 million, was buzzing with activity, invention and, apparently, 80,000 hookers. There were all sorts of unusual attractions on offer including, that August, an audience with the ‘Famous Royal American Midgets’ at the Imperial Theatre, attended by Her Majesty Queen Victoria. A sort of early version of the Royal Variety Show, it was hosted by General Mite (who weighed 9lb) and Millie Edwards (7lb) – the 1880s equivalents of Ant and Dec.


The sport of the day – racing and cricket (not a mention of football, even though by mid-August the transfer window was well and truly open) – was contained in two columns in the paper, where a sort of fledgling County Championship featuring 11 teams was in full swing. The county matches vied for space with Harrow Wanderers v Gentlemen of Yorkshire, but at least they got some coverage.


Lancashire and Notts were the two strongest sides in a random County Championship in which some teams played 16 games and others only four. It was left to the press to decide who were the champions, usually based on fewest defeats rather than most wins. Thus the county sides, a mixture of amateurs and professionals, were littered with blockers.


England had a decent batch of players to choose from. The selection panel included Vyell Walker, a former Middlesex captain and president of MCC who took bags of wickets in the 1860s with slow underarms, and the Lord Harris mentioned earlier. Harris was a vast influence on cricket in this era, both as a player and administrator – reflected by the presence of the Harris Garden at Lord’s and a huge portrait in the Long Room.


The team they chose was as good as England had ever fielded. The captain was Albert ‘Monkey’ Hornby, a feisty Lancastrian opening batsman who also captained England at rugby. He was joined by his regular Lancashire opening partner Dick Barlow, a renowned stonewaller and bowler of useful left-arm spin. Hornby, who looked the spit of Thompson and Thompson in Tintin, was an amateur and Barlow a professional; because they therefore had different changing rooms and came onto the field through different gates, they often only met in mid-pitch.


The rest of the batting consisted of W G Grace, the solid amateur ‘Bunny’ Lucas and the spectacular professional George Ulyett, a clean-hitting Bothamesque all-rounder known as ‘Happy Jack’ for his constant whistling. Charles Studd (one of three brothers who all played for Middlesex), who topped the national batting averages that year and had just become the second man after Grace to perform the season’s double of 1000 first-class runs and 100 wickets, completed the top six.


Also handy with the willow was Notts’ Billy Barnes, who was rather fond of his beer. Staggering to the wicket the worse for wear in one county game he made a match-saving hundred, was reprimanded by the committee and retorted, ‘How many of you could make a hundred drunk or sober?’ It brings to mind a classic retort after Bob Willis bowled a succession of no-balls for Warwickshire at Edgbaston one day. ‘Come on, Willis, keep your foot behind the line,’ shouted one irate spectator in best Brummy after yet another transgression. ‘Fuck off and build a Maestro!’ a colleague yelled back.


The Hon. Alfred Lyttelton was the England wicketkeeper. A superb all-round sportsman, he also played football for England and excelled at tennis. In one later Test Match against the Australians he was put on to bowl his slow lobs and, still wearing his keeping pads, winkled them out, taking 4-19. The England bowling was in the hands of Ted Peate – first in the line of superb Yorkshire left-arm spinners – Ulyett, Grace and Allan Steel, almost the equal of Grace as an all-rounder, who bowled slow-medium. In today’s parlance he’d be known as a ‘phantom’. The team was made up of six amateurs – including four Cambridge University blues – and five professionals, who were all from the northern counties. The era of Central Contracts was a fair way off. 119 years, to be exact.


After a seven-week voyage the Australians had arrived in England in May with the best team they had yet fielded. Back home, interstate cricket had been underway for 20 years (the first match between Victoria and New South Wales – who initially played in socks or bare feet – was in 1856, though the official competition, the Sheffield Shield, didn’t begin until 1892) and some considerable talents had emerged. The captain was Billy Murdoch, a prolific batsman who two years later would score the first ever Test-match double century. There were Spofforth and Blackham, a fine opening pair in Hugh Massie and Alick Bannerman, brother of the first Test-Match centurion Charles, and frugal medium pacer and fearless close fielder Harry Boyle, a sort of Brian Close of the 1880s.



There was also the colossal George Bonner, a 6ft 6in bear of a man often referred to as ‘the Australian Hercules’ for his gigantic hitting. From rural New South Wales and described as ‘a man without guile’, he had caused a stir on a previous tour during a dinner at the Johnson Club in Fleet Street. Having confessed that he had never heard of the great author Dr Samuel Johnson, after whom the club was named, he was subjected to mocking laughter. Unabashed, he rose from his seat and pronounced, ‘What is more, I come from a place where you can ride a horse sixty miles a day for three months and never meet a soul who has heard of Dr Johnson either.’


As soon as he had stepped off the SS Assam at Plymouth, Bonner won a £100 bet with a fellow passenger who had challenged him to throw a cricket ball 110 yards without a warm-up. On a nearby parade ground he hurled it 119 yards from a standing position and made off with the money, worth five figures in today’s currency. The Australians then embarked on an arduous itinerary of 28 matches against an assortment of teams – counties, universities, clubs – and won 24 of them. This served as an enticing build-up to the one-off Test Match. There was inevitably huge public interest.





Oh, for Peate’s Sake!


The one-off Test was assigned three days, beginning on Monday 28 August. The Morning Post declared it ‘lamentable’ that there was only one match organised between Australia and the full strength of England and ‘at a late period in the season when the weather is uncertain and the light so bad that play cannot be prolonged after six o’clock’. Administrators never can get it quite right, can they?


The Australians stayed in the Tavistock Hotel in Covent Garden, which at the time was a poor area regarded as ‘noisy and smelly’. It was a large place with 200 rooms where the team stayed regularly, not necessarily because it was a former bordello with a woman in every room. The players were transported to the ground at 10.30 by horse-drawn carriage.


There had been a lot of rain in the run-up to the match, and of course there were no covers or super-soppers in those days: the pitch was left open to the elements. A drawing of the event suggests it was indistinguishable from the outfield. England, with their deep batting strength and lots of players in form, were favourites to beat ‘the Colonialists’.


Some 20,000 spectators crammed into the ground, paying a total of £1000. The captains – England’s Hornby and Australia’s Murdoch – tossed up, in the pavilion, at 12 o’clock. The Australian won, but there was no time allotted for the captains’ interviews, for Geoff Boycott to stick his key in the pitch (he would probably have lost it if he had) or the five pre-match commercial breaks. Ten minutes later the England team emerged, the six amateurs first, followed by the professionals, and then the Australian opening pair of Charles Bannerman and Hugh Massie.


Not long afterwards Massie was walking back, bowled by a yorker from Ulyett. In fact Ulyett might very well have invented the delivery and given rise to its name, since he was from Yorkshire and ‘to put Yorkshire on someone’ meant, in 19th-century parlance, to hoodwink or deceive them. The damp in the well-used pitch was making the ball jump and 14 successive maiden overs – bowled by the spinners Barlow and Peate – followed as Bannerman and Murdoch literally dug in. But on the hour Murdoch played on to Peate, and Bonner, having nearly been clean bowled first ball, was yorked for 1. The score was 22-3. The crowd went wild – well, there was ‘a tumult of applause’ – when Grace dived and caught Bannerman left-handed at point. 26-4. It was like the first morning at Lord’s in the epic 2005 series when the pace quartet Harmison, Flintoff, Hoggard and Jones ran amok. Except that this was death by stealth…


At lunch, taken at 2pm, the Colonials were 48-6. The England spinners had shared five wickets. Soon after 3pm the Australians were all out for 63, their lowest total of the tour. Dick Barlow had taken 5-19 from 31 overs and Ted Peate 4-31. Eighty overs, 52 of them maidens, had been bowled in the two and a quarter hours’ play. That’s about 35 overs an hour! But before anyone gets on their high horse comparing that with the sluggish over rates today, it should be remembered that these were four-ball overs, that ‘runups’ were a couple of paces and that there were no endless huddles at the fall of a wicket (everyone pretty much stayed where they were) or batsmen interminably marking their guard or punching gloves between balls. Not many of them even wore gloves.


The exultant crowd in their top hats and waistcoats waited expectantly for the England openers to emerge. Twenty minutes later Grace strode out, accompanied by Barlow. They were confronted by the Demon Spofforth from the Gasworks (now Vauxhall) End, though his field setting of a slip, a short leg and everyone else in a ring did not exactly give them palpitations.


Still, Grace fell for it, being bowled by Spofforth for 4 to a collective gasp from the spectators. Grace looked back aghast at his disturbed stumps, contemplating whether to give it the ‘Strong wind today, umpire!’ ruse, but soon realised there wasn’t and made his way off. Some umpires were prepared to stand up to him anyway. When he tried that on one occasion the official replied, ‘Very strong wind, Doctor! Mind it doesn’t blow your cap off on the way back to the pavilion!’ When Barlow was caught at ‘forward point’ (silly mid-off) it was 18-2.


In their contrasting ways Lucas and Ulyett stabilised the situation and with a third-wicket partnership of 39 took England to within six of the Colonials’ score. But confidence got the better of Ulyett and ‘rushing out wildly to drive Spofforth’ he missed and was easily stumped by Blackham for 26. This rash move was a turning point in the match, as the innings now went into decline. Lucas and Lyttelton were caught behind and Studd was bowled third ball by Spofforth. A couple of lusty blows from Steel got England past 100, but only just. Bizarrely, Hornby, who opened for Lancashire, kept himself back until number 10 and lasted only nine balls against the rampant Spofforth. The Demon ended with figures of 7-46, having bowled 36.3 overs out of the innings total of 71, not only unchanged throughout, but also with two overs in succession (the 27th and 28th). This was allowed back then if the bowler wanted to change ends. Spofforth’s spell was an exceptional feat of stamina, because although they were only four-ball overs, he got only four balls rest between each one.


So England had a narrow but precious lead of 38. The Morning Post assessed it thus:





It was incredible looking at the previous performance of the Australians and the remarkable batting strength of England that in the course of five hours actual cricket both sides should be dismissed – Australia for 63 and England for 101. For this failure three good reasons can be assigned – the very difficult condition of the wicket, the extraordinarily good bowling and the general over-anxiety.





The interest in the match had intensified overnight and even more people scrabbled to get into the ground for the second day. The crowd was ‘mainly of the middle class,’ said the Daily Chronicle, ‘but there was a number of the rougher element about.’ Play was scheduled to begin at 11.30 but heavy rain in the morning forced a delay.


When it eventually did begin after midday the pitch was still a quagmire and there was a feeling among the England players that Hornby’s agreement to take the field had been misjudged. So it proved, as the bowlers struggled to keep their feet and a spade had to be used to dig out the footholds and fill them with sawdust. The ball was described as ‘like a bar of soap’. Briefly, conditions were in the batsmen’s favour and, seizing his opportunity, Massie, something of a dasher, played a brilliant innings.


Favouring the offside and not afraid to hit the ball in the air, he plundered the bowling, hitting nine fours, some of which cleared the boundary on the full (until 1910 a six was awarded only if the ball was hit out of the ground), and totally dominating the opening partnership with Bannerman. Dropped once on the long-off boundary when he had made 37, he brought up his own 50 – the only one in the match – in under an hour.


Eventually he took one liberty too many and was bowled by Steel. Thereafter the innings slowly subsided as the pitch dried out and became unpredictable. In the circumstances Billy Murdoch’s 29 was a gem, as he artfully eked out runs with the ball popping and scooting and wickets falling at the other end. Lunch was taken with the Australians 99-5, leading by 61.


At 113-6 there was controversy. In partnership with Sammy Jones, Murdoch turned the slow-medium Steel for a run on the leg side. The throw was wayward and wicketkeeper Lyttelton had to move away from the stumps to collect it. He lobbed the ball to W G Grace, standing beside the wicket. Jones, who had easily made his ground, now wandered out of it to pat down a divot on the pitch, thinking the ball was dead. Grace, who had a intricate knowledge of the laws of the game, whipped off the bails and appealed.


Umpire Bob Thoms had no option but to give Jones out. Well, he could have said, ‘Is that a warning, Doctor?’ or ‘Isn’t that appeal a bit hasty?’ but, clearly not being from the school of authority, he said, ‘If you claim it, sir, then out!’ He denied being this deferential afterwards. People usually do. But out Jones was. This was a good 94 years before Tony Greig threw out the West Indian Alvin Kallicharran for wandering out of his ground at the end of the day. W G was a century ahead of his time.


This was the first in a fruity list of diplomatic incidents that have spiced up the Ashes contests. The Australian captain Murdoch stood at the crease, steaming. But there was nothing he could do. There was no Decision Review System. And anyway Grace was an enormous, imposing and hugely respected personality. Practically deified. No one was going to challenge him. So the decision stood.


Soon afterwards Murdoch ran himself out. When Spofforth was bowled Australia were all out for 122. England needed 85 to win. Time was not a factor. It was 3.15 on the second day, so there was still a possible day and a half left for play, weather permitting.


The teams gathered in their dressing rooms. Hornby, the England captain, made a significant change to the batting order, promoting himself to open with Grace, dropping Barlow to number 3 and moving everyone else down one position. In the Australian room, Spofforth resembled Devon Malcolm. His remarks didn’t quite have the bluntness of Malcolm’s ‘You guys are history!’ (his prognosis to the South Africans after being hit on the head by a bouncer) but, encountering Grace before the resumption of play, he said, ‘This will lose you the match.’ Knowing the spiciness of the pitch and his own exceptional ability, he told his team, ‘This thing can be done.’


Spofforth was quite some adversary. He was an intimidating sight (see the picture in plate section) and knew exactly how to exploit these specific conditions (after 30 previous matches on tour, during which he had taken 140 wickets). He was also amazingly versatile. Variation, he said, ‘was only any use if you learn to hide it. The sole object in variation is to make the batsman think the ball is faster or slower than it really is.’ He experimented with different grips and understood that if you held part of the ball in your hand (rather than the whole) you could bring your arm over at the same speed and the delivery would be slower. Such variations of pace are de rigueur today. But as a master of disguise, Spofforth was a pioneer.


The England run chase was delayed slightly because W G, in doctorly mode, had to attend to a spectator who had suffered a heart attack. It was a portent of things to come. When the innings began Spofforth bowled his fastest, with wicketkeeper Blackham standing an unusually long way back. Grace survived the first over but confessed later that Spofforth’s bowling was ‘intensely difficult and most disconcerting’. The score progressed mainly in quick singles. It’s hard to believe the colossal Grace was nifty between the wickets, though worth remembering that aged 18 he scored 224 in a county match, then went off to Crystal Palace and won the 440-yards hurdles championship. But with the score at 15 Hornby was bowled by Spofforth. In the same over, Barlow, one of the safest batsmen in England, was bowled for nought by a sharp off-cutter.


Grace was now joined by Ulyett. The situation eased, a few runs were collected and Grace drove a ball towards the onside boundary. Here it was intercepted by what was described as ‘an urchin’ who had strayed onto the field and potentially earned England an extra run (it might have been fielded if he hadn’t been there). The culprit, who had apparently been trying to help, was ejected from the ground. He wasn’t dressed as a bride or a nun. Maybe if he had been they would have let him stay.


Spofforth changed from the Gasworks to the Pavilion End, again bowling two consecutive overs. (Imagine if Shane Warne had been able to do that on a last-day pitch!) But Grace was handling him comfortably and Ulyett was looking positive. Grace brought up the 50 in the 22nd over with a meaty hit to leg. There were only 35 to win and 8 wickets in hand. Victory looked secure.


At last, in his 13th consecutive over, Spofforth whistled one past Ulyett’s bat, just grazing the edge, and he was out caught behind for 11. Calamity struck England in the next over from the accurate Boyle, as Grace went to drive over the top but found the hands of Bannerman at mid-off. A yard either side and it would have been four. The Australians were delirious. Grace was out for 32; England were now 53-4 and looking decidedly jittery.


Bunny Lucas was at the wicket with Alfred Lyttelton. Mostly through Lyttelton they added 10 runs in five overs, meaning England now needed 20. But a sort of mesmerised inertia set in and a succession of 12 maidens ensued. The pitch was ‘drying and bumpy’ and the Australians were fielding like ‘terriers’. Lucas was resolutely blocking out Spofforth, to such an extent that the Demon suggested a misfield might be worthwhile to get Lyttelton down his end. He had his wish: a single to Lyttelton off Boyle materialised, from a misfield. But a further four maidens were the result. The batsmen seemed hypnotised. The crowd were equally spellbound.


In his 26th over Spofforth, firing rapidly from out of the dark background of the pavilion, a gloom further enhanced by thick wafts of tobacco smoke from the members’ area, found a way through Lyttelton’s defence, bowling him middle stump. It was 66-5. Still 19 to win. Steel, a reputable batsman, came in and immediately looked like a novice. He was clearly as nervous as Hornby, the England captain, who was pacing up and down in the dressing room and fiddling with the batting order, mysteriously holding back Charles Studd, the leading batsman in the country that year.


Lucas, who had not scored a run between the 26th and 51st overs, edged a boundary to ecstatic cheering. Fifteen to win. But Steel was suckered by Spofforth’s slower ball and poked a return catch. 70-6 soon became 70-7 as Maurice Read was clean bowled second ball by a vicious Spofforth breakback. The Demon had taken six of the seven wickets to fall. The crowd stood in disbelief.


Now Billy Barnes walked to the middle. There was still no Studd, who was apparently strutting about in the dressing room with a blanket over his head. Barnes shuffled past Australia’s Tommy Horan on his way to the wicket. ‘By Jove, Barnes, this is an exciting match!’ Horan chirped. ‘Yes, but you’ll win,’ Barnes replied, barely able to get the resigned words out because his throat was so dry.


It was still 15 to win. One spectator was so nervous he chewed pieces out of his umbrella handle. In the members’ stand people were heard declaring that the suspense would ‘surely spoil their appetite for dinner’. One man said, ‘If only they would play with straight bats, they would surely get the runs.’ His female companion replied, ‘Really? Couldn’t you get them some?’


Barnes, certainly no tailender, pushed Spofforth for two and then a fumble by wicketkeeper Blackham allowed three byes. Ten to win. If you happened to be at Edgbaston in 2005, or watching on TV as the Aussies’ ninth-wicket pair of Warne and Lee edged ever closer to their unlikely target, you’ll have some idea what the atmosphere was like. It was what the modern player likes to call an arse-twitcher.


More drama. Lucas dragged the next ball from Spofforth – the first he had faced from the Demon for 10 overs – into his stumps. His vigil was over. It had not been a productive one. From 55 balls faced he had managed just one single and a streaky edged four (that’s a ‘strike rate’ of 9.5). In a harsher era, the finger would have been pointed at him afterwards for his limp, inert performance, allowing the Australian bowlers to build intolerable pressure – I mean, 12 maidens in a row, it sounds more like a Jane Austen novel than a Test Match. But in the 1880s papers, the innings of ‘Mr’ Lucas (the ‘Mr’ in deference to his amateur status) was complimented for his ‘exhibition of superb defence’.


Now, with the score 75-8 and still 10 to win, in came Charles Studd, the man who had already done the double that season. Surely he would be able to shepherd England home? Unfortunately for him and England Lucas had been out to the last ball of the 54th over, so Studd was the non-striker. He watched helplessly as Barnes was caught off his glove from Boyle’s nagging medium pace.


The left-arm spinner Ted Peate was England’s last man. He had no great pretensions as a batsman. A bit of a Monty Panesar, if truth be told, with a touch of Phil Tufnell-maverick thrown in. His orders were to survive the rest of the over – just three balls – to allow Studd the strike.


He squirted his first ball for two past square leg. Spectators tossed their top hats in the air. Eight to win. Questions might have been asked afterwards as to why Studd agreed to the second run: presumably he thought Peate had a better chance of holding out at the same end against the medium-paced Boyle rather than the Demon Spofforth. Peate played and missed at the next ball. There were relieved gasps in the crowd, seven or eight deep cramming round the boundary. He had one more ball to negotiate. He flailed at it. He missed it. It bowled him.


Many years later the Poet Laureate John Masefield summed the moment up beautifully:





Boyle took the ball; he turned; he ran; he bowled.


All England’s watching heart was stricken cold.


Peate’s whirling bat met nothing in its sweep.


The ball put all his wickets in a heap…





Australia had won by seven runs. It was, of course, England’s first defeat at home. They had lost their last eight wickets for 26 and Spofforth had taken 7-44 from 28 successive overs with not so much as a drink or pee break, to give him an extraordinary 14-90 (from 64 overs) in the match. It must be considered one of the finest bowling performances in the history of the game, and stood as the best Australian match figures for 90 years. The England batsmen had played out 28 maidens of the 55 overs bowled and Charles Studd hadn’t faced a single ball. No wonder he deserted cricket soon after and became a missionary.


There was a fairly disorderly invasion of the field, and Spofforth was chaired off by, one assumes, a bunch of Englishmen. Earl’s Court hadn’t been taken over by Australians then. ‘The victorious eleven were cheered as neither they nor anyone else had ever been cheered,’ said the London Standard. ‘Hats and umbrellas were waved in the air and the men were called for in front of the pavilion. Although Englishmen are naturally sorry that our eleven did not win, no one can grudge the Australians their victory.’ The drama was too much for the heart-attack man, who fainted, was carted off into the pavilion with blood coming out of his mouth and was soon pronounced dead.


There was tentative conjecture in the England dressing room that Grace’s action in running out Jones had galvanised Australia in general and Spofforth in particular. Grace himself remained unrepentant. ‘Well, well,’ he said, ‘I left six men to get 30-odd runs and they couldn’t do it.’ As usual, he had a point.


It was an unambiguous reference to England’s lack of gumption, of initiative, which is strange and uncharacteristic given the nation’s pre-eminence in the world at the time. But even the toughest, hardiest individuals can sometimes be overcome by situations, and momentum shifts in sport are often imperceptible and therefore irresistible. There are so many occasions when a team thinks it’s won the match, the players mentally relax and suddenly the tables are turned. Think Headingley ’81, for instance.






R I P



The press reaction to this English defeat was mainly sympathetic. ‘The victory reflects immense credit on Australian cricket as a whole,’ said the Morning Post. ‘We do not believe – and indeed very few Englishmen, and only a minority of colonialists will believe – that this match proves Australian cricketers to be better than our own.’ Then it added the faintly smug rider, ‘On a false and treacherous wicket, cricket quality has a strange tendency to level down.’ With put-downs like that in the national press, how can we ever wonder that the Aussies want to give the Poms a good kicking?


The magazine Punch printed a poem entitled ‘The Lesson of the Licking’, of which the first, most damning verse was:
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