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Here are the playing-fields where he may forget his ignorance


To operate within a gentleman’s agreement: twenty-two sins have here a certain licence
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This has been a difficult book to finish. It was commissioned before the Hansie Cronje revelations opened the seething vat of worms that is the match-fixing scandal, and I had only just forced a lid down on that last chapter of infamy when the England tour to Sri Lanka exploded in an exhibition of bad behaviour, bad umpiring and bad feeling.


These, as the main text shows, are in fact perennials of the so-called noble game, though judging from some of the coverage you could be forgiven for thinking that the Sri Lankan series plumbed new depths. In fact, it wasn’t so very bad. What did we have? Some finger-wagging, some name-calling, some boorish behaviour from the English supporters, and a petulantly flung helmet that bounced off an advertising hoarding. And yet, under the headline ‘One Step from Anarchy’, Mike Gatting predicted the end of civilisation as we know it.


He was particularly exercised by Aravinda de Silva’s refusal to walk in the third Test: ‘De Silva nicks one to slip but stands his ground. Just what was he thinking?’ Almost certainly he was thinking of the several occasions when English batsmen had stood their ground, in particular the two bat–pad catches Nasser Hussain offered during his match-winning century in the previous Test, or the even more outrageous refusal of Graeme Hick to walk having hit a straightforward return catch to Muttiah Muralitharan in the same game.


For many, of course, Gatting’s position as a cricket moralist would seem compromised by his part in the famous stand-off with Shakoor Rana at Faisalabad in 1987. And that, it might be remembered, though it was the worst, was not an isolated incident. Under his captaincy the England team were renowned for their grudging, not to say surly response to decisions that went against them. The winter after the tour to Pakistan, Gatting’s side went to Australia to play the Bicentennial match and then to New Zealand for three more Tests. Alan Lee, who covered the tour for Wisden, noted: ‘England’s players again allowed their on-field behaviour to plunge to unacceptable levels’. Chris Broad marred the Australian showpiece by smashing his wicket when given out – after batting for over seven hours and scoring 139 – while Graham Dilley was fined for swearing when an appeal for a catch was turned down during the first Test against New Zealand. But Lee reserved his strongest criticism not for the perpetrators of these ‘tawdry incidents’, but the captain, Mike Gatting, ‘whose attitude to overseas umpires appeared not to have altered [from the previous tour to Pakistan]. Although Gatting indulged in nothing as overtly appalling as his row with Shakoor Rana in Pakistan, his expressions and gestures regularly spoke volumes. There were too many times when he appeared to be leading English dissent against decisions, rather than calming it.’


But to return to the 2000–1 Sri Lanka series, even if it broke no new ground it certainly provided a masterclass in unacceptable practices. Take persistent appealing. As far back as 1867, John Lillywhite’s Cricketers’ Companion declared: ‘it is not cricket to keep asking the umpire’. But both sides in Sri Lanka appealed remorselessly with the clear intention of pressurising the umpires into making mistakes in their favour. The Sri Lankans indulged in this practice more than the Englishmen – to the extent that four of them were fined one quarter of their match fees after the first Test in Galle. One of the worst decisions was an lbw against Alec Stewart. The bowler was the Sri Lankan captain Sanath Jayasuriya, who was bowling left-arm orthodox spinners from over the wicket on or outside the leg stump. A ball pitching a good nine inches outside the leg stump turned and hit Stewart on the leg. Up went Jayasuriya, backed up by the irrepressible wicket-keeper Sangakkara, and to the amazement of everyone watching, up went the umpire’s finger. Stewart publicly described it as the worst decision he had ever experienced in first-class cricket.


And yet, in the final Test at Colombo, with the off-spinner Robert Croft bowling over the wicket to a left-handed batsman and pitching outside the leg stump, a mirror image of exactly the same scenario was re-enacted. A ball pitched unmistakably wide of the leg stump, turned and hit the pad. Up went both wicket-keeper and bowler with every indication of sincere conviction.


It was the same with walking. Throughout the series, batsmen of both sides stood their ground, however palpably out, reducing the fielding sides to pantomimes of self-righteous apoplexy. You can’t call your opponents cheats when you’re doing exactly the same thing. Or can you?


The umpiring was undeniably poor. Of the 40 wickets that fell in the first two Tests, the Independent reckoned 22 were as a result of bad decisions. But then, who would be an umpire? Not only do the players put them under intense pressure, but their decisions are then subjected to dissection by a hundred TV replays. Sometimes umpires make life more difficult for themselves by refusing to use the technology available; sometimes, for seemingly arbitrary reasons, they are denied it. A case in point was the dismissal of Jayasuriya in the second innings of the second Test at Kandy. The Sri Lankan captain snicked Andrew Caddick’s loosener to third slip, where Graham Thorpe took a brilliant one-handed catch. The batsman was convinced it was a bump ball, but the umpire had no recourse to the third official and gave what he saw. Unfortunately, what everybody else saw was the umpteenth replay showing that the ball had undoubtedly hit the ground before bouncing into the slip cordon. Equally unfortunately, they also saw Jayasuriya storm off, flinging his helmet from him as he left the field. Even more unhappily, that moment of petulance gave the England supporters the excuse to start chanting abuse at the Sri Lankan captain. Crowd behaviour generally was another disappointing aspect of the series.


If one substantially built and bearded former England captain thought the series teetered on the brink of ‘total breakdown’, what would the great W. G. himself have thought of it all? I suspect that the finger-wagging and sledging at Galle and Kandy would have seemed to him just another acrimonious day at the office. The most famous Test match ever played, England vs Australia at the Oval in 1882, was marked by some of the worst behaviour. And Grace was right at the centre of it. At a crucial point in the Australian second innings, a young and inexperienced batsman, Sammy Jones, thinking the ball was dead, left his crease to tap down a divot, only to be run out by W. G. lurking at point. A letter written by the son of one of the other Australian players, Hugh Massie, indicates that W. G. was guilty of gamesmanship to the point of sharp practice: ‘Jones nodded to Grace’, establishing, as he supposed, that he was safe to venture from the crease. But it was a decoy. Grace conned him out.


Grace’s blatant bad sportsmanship rebounded badly. The Australians were incensed, and Frederick Spofforth, the demon fast bowler, burst into the English changing-room in between innings and told W. G. to his face that ‘he was a bloody cheat and abused him in the best Australian vernacular for a full five minutes’. His parting shot was ‘This will lose you the match.’ And it did. Although they needed only 85 to win, England were blown away for 77. Fired up with a venomous passion, Spofforth produced one of the greatest bowling feats in Test history, taking 7 for 44, and so the greatest trophy in cricket came into being as a result of an action which was clearly ‘not cricket’ performed by the greatest cricketer of them all.


Something else happened during the England tour of Sri Lanka which brought another of W. G.’s most reprehensible actions to mind. One day in May 1889, W. G. walked up to the county ground in Bristol, and after a brief inspection put up a notice saying that the nets were too wet for practice. When he returned later, he was infuriated to find his orders being flouted by a number of county colts, and when one of them answered him back, he set about him. A day or two later he penned an extraordinary letter to J. W. Arrowsmith, Gloucestershire CCC’s chairman. The letter was written on club notepaper with Grace’s address on, and it read, in part:




Dear Arrowsmith,


Many thanks for saying you would see White’s father about the assault if I wished it [my italics] … The lad I know bears me no ill will, but I fancy, he was kept in bed to make it look worse … I told the boy’s father and mother that I was sorry I had struck the boy, but that 9 out of every 10 persons would have done the same, under the provocation …





Fast-forward to March 2001 and a remarkably similar story, involving Arjuna Ranatunga. The former Sri Lankan captain and his brother Prasanna, a prominent politician, aided by a posse of security guards, were accused of beating up a group of students who had trespassed on to the grounds of their mother’s house in search of a cricket ball. Several of the students were taken to hospital, and although most were discharged, one was detained with head injuries. As a result of their allegations Ranatunga was arrested.


The major difference is that the Ranatunga case was immediately news around the world, while Grace’s misdemeanour remained dormant for over 100 years, until two researchers, Robert Lowe and I, independently stumbled upon it in the Bristol archive and published it in full in our respective biographies. No murmur of the assault, to which W. G. confessed so unrepentantly, got out into the press or the wider public, either at the time of the incident or during the rest of his life. It is fair to say that Grace would have found life in a media-saturated age impossible.


It is not entirely fanciful to suggest that Ranatunga occupies a similar position to Grace in Sri Lankan cricket. A veteran of the country’s first Test side, he played more matches than anyone else, and once captain, took Sri Lanka to the greatest of World Cup triumphs when they beat Australia in 1996. And like Grace, while he was a hero to his own people, he proved something of an anti-hero to his opponents, as the England team could attest when they played Sri Lanka in a one-day international during the Ashes tour of 1998–9.


The match was played in the worst possible spirit, with Ranatunga in regular conflict both with the umpires and the England side, making what Christopher Martin-Jenkins described as ‘a calculated public exhibition of himself’ in his determined attempts to have the game run the way he wanted it. The stump microphone picked up Stewart’s opinion that his behaviour was ‘appalling for a country’s captain’. Having shown an absolute disregard for the preamble to Law 42 that ‘The captains are responsible at all times for ensuring that play is conducted within the spirit of the game as well as within the laws’, Ranatunga compounded his defiance by turning up to the post-match disciplinary hearing accompanied by two lawyers. For Peter van der Merwe, the match referee, this was clearly not cricket, and finding himself in an uncomfortable position, he handed out a derisory £65 fine and a suspended six-match ban. Ranatunga appeared to have won hands down. It was the sort of victory that Grace used to bludgeon his way to, regardless of how many toes he trod on.


The casus belli on this occasion was the decision of one of the umpires to call Muralitharan for throwing. This was not the first time the Sri Lankan off-spinner had been called; in 1995, Australia’s leading umpire Darrell Hair had called him in a Test match, and subsequently described his action as ‘diabolical’. In 1996, the two officials standing in the Adelaide game, Ross Emerson and Tony McQuillan, had both called him in a one-day international. The Sri Lankan party had protested against their selection for the England match, but the objection had been ignored. It was not only from a Sri Lankan perspective that Emerson’s no-ball call seemed premeditated. As Henry Blofeld put it, ‘It is impossible to believe that he did not make the journey from Perth to Adelaide with his mind made up that he was going to call Muralitharan, come what may.’


Throughout the history of the game, umpires who have taken the drastic step of calling bowlers for throwing have been regarded either as men of principle, standing out from the ruck of timid placemen, or as publicity-seeking egotists eager to draw the spotlight away from the players and on to themselves. In the majority view, Emerson fell into the latter category. As the Sri Lankan manager remarked, ‘Someone out there decided to play God today.’


That was Ranatunga’s cue to play the devil, and he proceeded to push the umpires’ authority to breaking point, first threatening to take his team off the field, then putting Muralitharan on at Emerson’s end and instructing him to go round the wicket, while at the same time insisting that the umpire stand right up to the stumps where he could not possibly see the bowler’s arm. When Emerson showed reluctance, Ranatunga gave him a finger-wagging and told him, ‘I’m in charge of this game. You’ll stand where I want you to. If you don’t stand there, there won’t be a game.’ The bad feeling poisoned the whole match and infected relations between the two teams, who ended up at daggers drawn.


Although that was one of the worst examples, it is fairly representative of the modern game, with its verbal and physical intimidation, confrontational attitudes towards umpires and a general no-holds-barred, win-at-all-costs approach to the game – in a nutshell, ‘Not cricket’. Having said that, at what point did the malaise creep in; when did ‘modern cricket’ in this sense begin? If the 1990s were bad, what about the 1980s? That was the decade not only of the Shakoor Rana incident, and much more besides, but of an unabashed quote by the Pakistan manager in England in response to a dreadful attempt to claim an obvious bump ball as a catch off Ian Botham:




This has now become a technique for all cricket teams, that they must pressurise the umpire to the extent that they get one or two wrong decisions in favour of the bowler, in the match. So if Saleem Yousuf picks up a half volley, all right, it is called cheating. But everyone is doing it. It has now become absolutely necessary in professional cricket today [my italics].





In the view of many, the 1970s was the decade that saw the pronounced downturn. According to Mike Brearley, even before the Packer revolution set out to sell the game as a gladiatorial contest, Test cricket had been turned into ‘gang warfare’ by the Australians under Ian Chappell, with intense psychological pressure brought to bear by verbal aggression (‘sledging’) as well as the physical dangers of extremely fast bowling produced by men who revelled in the intimidatory aspect of their trade. But Dennis Lillee and Jeff Thomson, and the endless succession of West Indians who followed them, were not the first fast bowlers to put the fear of God into batsmen. John Snow had helped Ray Illingworth secure the Ashes in 1970–1 amid Australian protests against his use of the short-pitched ball, and facing Wes Hall and Charlie Griffith in the 1960s was an ordeal for any batsman – especially given that Griffith was widely thought to throw his devastating bouncer. The 1960s in fact saw a massive battle to combat the problem of throwing, which had emerged to mar the 1950s. So bad did the problem become in Australia that Ray Lindwall jokingly described himself as the ‘last of the straight-arm bowlers’. Peter May’s well-fancied unofficial world champions were trounced 4–0 in 1958–9 by an Australian side whose main strike bowler, Ian Meckiff, was later forced out of the game. Three of the other Australians had doubtful actions, while the MCC tour party included two suspect bowlers, Tony Lock and Peter Loader.


People generally look back on the 1950s as a halcyon age, whose probity was somehow guaranteed by May’s immaculate parting. But not everything in the garden was as rosy as might have appeared. Surrey won the championship year after year for seven years, and stoutly denied that they doctored the Oval wicket to help their ferocious spinners, Laker and Lock. The fact that the two took more wickets away from home suggests a case for the defence, but when it came to Test cricket, there can be little doubt that home advantage meant just that. In 1956, when Jim Laker took an unbelievable 19 wickets against the Old Enemy at Old Trafford, the groundsman Bert Flack remarked, ‘Thank God Nasser has taken over the Suez Canal. Otherwise, I’d be plastered over every front page like Marilyn Monroe.’ Mr Flack was not noted for his physical beauty.


The 1950s also saw strained relations between England and the West Indies. After the fantastic first West Indian victory at Lord’s in 1950 engineered by those ‘two little pals of mine, Ramadhin and Valentine’, which led to a resounding series win, Len Hutton’s touring side of 1953–4 set off for the Caribbean rather like one of the pacifying missions sent out to put down trouble in some far-flung corner of the empire. It was an approach that resulted in defensive tactics, slow over-rates, leg-stump attacks and excessive short-pitched bowling. In addition, the series was plagued by bad umpiring, a bottle-throwing riot, a ‘misunderstanding’ between the captain and the Prime Minister of Jamaica which necessitated a public apology, and the no-balling of Lock for throwing. But the most disastrous aspect of all was the attitude of the England squad, who had been expressly warned off the usual Caribbean convivialities. The policy of stand-offishness came from Hutton. Godfrey Evans recalled his attitude: ‘We’ve got to do ’em. You mustn’t speak to ’em on or off the field.’ Writing nearly half a century after the events, in 1999, Clyde Walcott still remembered Hutton’s team as ‘the most unpopular ever to tour the Caribbean’, adding that by the end of the tour, ‘the reputation for sportsmanship of previous English touring sides lay in tatters’. The series was billed as the unofficial championship of world cricket, but was ‘ruined for many because Hutton allowed some of the fieriest characters in his side to offend against both the Laws and the spirit of the Laws. Some of the language directed against our players was appalling and would not be tolerated today [my italics]’. It was such a public-relations disaster that there were serious moves to drag the Revd David Shepherd out of the pulpit to lead the next side to Australia. Things were not much better when the West Indies next toured England. As Frank Worrell’s account of a deeply unhappy day at the Oval indicates, hardened professionals behaved no differently under the leadership of the immaculate amateur Peter May.


Nor was the domestic game in the 1950s quite as untroubled as imagined. It was, in fact, marked by disciplinary disputes which sprang from, and fuelled, the players’ smouldering resentment of those who administered the game, often breaking out into headline-grabbing outbursts. As John Down wrote, ‘Cricket’s dirty linen was being washed in the full gaze of an eager public, and while the popular press revelled in the disease the long term effects on the game’s image were extremely detrimental … Dating from those few years in the late fifties, the phrase “it isn’t cricket” would begin to have a slightly hollow ring.’


As for the 1940s, the war left barely half a decade for the game, but there was still room for one or two unsavoury incidents. At Brisbane in November 1946, the first morning of the resumption of Test cricket between England and Australia produced one of the greatest controversies, when Don Bradman stood his ground after seemingly giving a catch to Jack Ikin at second slip. His opposite number, Wally Hammond, was incensed. ‘A fine bloody way to start a series,’ he spat as they passed at the end of the over. The following year, when India were the visitors, all-rounder V. M. H. Mankad made history by being the first man to run out a batsman while backing up in a Test match. The Australians were so stunned that they were all out for 107. A year later, Denis Compton was so stunned by a bouncer from Ray Lindwall that he had to be led off the field bleeding copiously. This was by no means a rare event as both Lindwall and his irrepressible companion in destruction Keith Miller employed the bouncer as a conscious strategy. It was not popular, either with the batsmen (Wisden went so far as to give a list of casualties) or with the British public. With a fine sense of history, Miller chose Trent Bridge for his most excessive demonstration of the fast bowler’s hostility, bowling five bouncers out of eight balls at Hutton.


Trent Bridge was, of course, the home ground of arguably the most awesome fast-bowling duo, certainly of the first half of the century. Harold Larwood and Bill Voce were formidable enough under the hard-nosed captaincy of Arthur Carr, but harnessed to Douglas Jardine’s unwavering will-power they turned the theory of bodyline into the terrifying reality. Both remained loyal to their skipper and the plan of action which they spear-headed, and when challenged, pointed back a generation to the terror generated by Ted McDonald and Jack Gregory on the Australians’ 1921 tour to England.


The cricket played between the wars was no less keenly fought than today. Indeed, it can be argued that with far greater attendances at county matches, the championship was taken more seriously. Crunch matches, like the Roses match, always produced huge crowds and unblinking competitiveness. One veteran recalled that both teams greeted each other with surly monosyllables on the first morning and then got down to ‘three days’ good honest cheating’. And although in those far-off hierarchical days everyone wore caps, they were not always dutifully doffed. In a county match in 1922, Hampshire professional John Newman reacted to barracking with some ‘offensive language’ of his own, and then, when sent off the field by his captain, the Hon. Lionel Tennyson, kicked down the stumps on his way to the pavilion. As for the notion that the war to end wars produced a universal panacea for the combative spirit, at the beginning of the first season after the Armistice, the last man batting for Sussex was timed out on appeal at Taunton. The man in question was crippled with rheumatism – a legacy of the trenches.


Back before the Great War, the Golden Age stretches like a spotless paradise, but even there vipers lurked in the undergrowth. In 1909, Frank Woolley made his England début in the fifth Test at the Oval. Facing the first ball in Test cricket is an ordeal for any batsman, however gifted, and no bowling side is going to try to make it easy for the débutant. However, not many teams would prolong the agony for eighteen minutes – but that is the time Warwick Armstrong took bowling ‘trial balls’ before he felt ready to bowl to Woolley. Several times the ball was allowed to run to the sightscreen, and as none of the fielders seemed prepared to go and fetch it, it had to be returned by a policeman or spectator. In a characteristic understatement, Woolley described the interminable delay as ‘rather a trying time for me’; in fact, it was quite clearly a cynical bit of gamesmanship on Armstrong’s part. It was not for nothing that he was regularly described as ‘the Australian W.G.’ (As with many breaches of the spirit of the game, this one led to a revision of the Laws; trial balls were made illegal the following year.)


Another star player of the period, and a Kentish confrère of Woolley, developed a provoking ploy which was beyond any legislative influence. Colin Blythe, the great left-hander, liked to bowl out of the setting sun at the St Lawrence Ground. On one occasion, this particularly upset C. B. Fry, the imperious captain of Sussex. He appealed against the light, and in so doing roused the placid folk of Canterbury to barrack him so fiercely that the Kent captain had to appease them personally.


There is little evidence that the wider commonwealth of those who cared about the game appreciated that they were living through a golden age. In 1908, E. V. Lucas writing in The Times deplored the ‘hard utilitarianism and commercialism’ that in his view had dominated the county game for ‘far too long’: ‘The forces of industrialisation have mechanised and commercialised a sporting pastime, removing its appeal to sentiment and imagination, and these forces are embodied by the professional who pursues cricket as a trade and plays with a mechanical efficiency.’ Others agreed that these tradesmen cricketers, making their entries and exits through the tradesmen’s entrance, were, in fact, diminishing the attraction of the game as a spectator sport. The editor of Wisden noted ‘diminished receipts and deplorable balance sheets … [such that] a good many people have come to the conclusion that first-class cricket is losing its hold on the public’. In 1913, E. H. D. Sewell fulminated against efforts ‘to encourage the football element among spectators’ at cricket matches. In Nothing Sacred, Ian McLellan reminds those – and there are many – who find the modern cricket crowd intolerably raucous that if they ‘want to imagine what it must have been like watching a match from the cheap seats’ in the pre-Great War period (and before), they should ‘go and stand next to the Barmy Army and sing along’.


As we pursue the game back into the nineteenth century we find it plagued by controversy over throwing. We also enter the great age of Grace, with the Champion’s robust dedication to gaining any and every advantage over an opponent. (On one occasion it took a novice county captain until well into the first over of the match to realise that he had not in fact tossed up. W. G. and his equally formidable brother E. M. had simply emerged from the pavilion padded up, expecting their opponents to come out and bowl at them.) Grace was by no means the only one for whom gamesmanship was second nature, and the period is regularly punctuated by stand-offs and contretemps, both verbal and physical. Crowds were also volatile. The first game W. G. attended on his first day in Australia ended in a riot over an umpiring decision; E. M. provoked a pitch invasion at the Oval; and at the same ground a few years later, the lugubrious Yorkshire spinner Ted Peate, when appealed to for help with placating another enraged crowd, replied, ‘Ah coom ’ere t’play cricket, not t’quell a riot.’


Before the age of Grace, crowds were even more dangerous. The evolution of over-arm bowling excited murderous partisanship, with games abandoned at the whim of the spectators. The Regency period was notoriously corrupt, with blatant match-rigging the order of the day, and back in the eighteenth century the game resembled the Wild West, with the umpire, assuming he hadn’t been bought, taking the role of the lone lawman exposed in the crossfire. The non-striker was allowed to prevent catches by getting in the bowler’s way ‘anywhere within the bat’s reach’; fielders regularly baulked the batsman trying to make his ground; and catches were made in items of clothing like shirts and jackets as a matter of course. It is not surprising that things regularly got completely out of hand. In 1775, William Waterfall was charged at Derby Assizes with killing George Twigg during a cricket match on Bakewell Common; a match at Brentwood in 1737 was curtailed when the players were ‘met with ill-usage’ by a mob of bargemen; the Dartford vs Surrey match of 1765 had to be postponed after ‘several people were dangerously wounded and bruised’ by the mob. The Artillery Ground at Finsbury was such a regular trouble spot that the proprietor took to patrolling the perimeter of the playing area with a ‘smacking whip’. These draconian measures could not stop ‘a battle royal’ breaking out at a match in 1775, when ‘many persons got on the wall of Bunhill Fields burying ground to see the cricket match [and started] pelting the crowd with brick bats etc…. several persons were terribly wounded’.


Cricket, along with all the other rural English folk games, fell into bad odour in the sixteenth century, especially when it was played in churchyards. But even before the tide of puritanism started to erode the liberty of the citizen to enjoy himself, those in authority looked jealously upon any activity that brought crowds together. The official Tudor line was that if people wanted recreation, they would be much better off practising their archery than indulging in ‘idle games’. And as far back as 1369, Edward III banned something called ‘club-ball’ for interfering with the war effort, though as Derek Birley notes, we cannot be sure whether club-ball was ‘a specific game, or whether, as seems more likely, it was a catch-all term to cover any form of ball-bashing the citizenry were apt to waste their time on’.


One thing we can be sure of is that whatever form the ‘ball-bashing’ took, all participants would have been bent on finding a means of getting the better of the other side – by fair means or foul. For as Stephen Potter says, the object of all games is to ‘rub your opponent’s face in the dirt’. This forthright statement lies at the heart of his classic, Gamesmanship (1947), which he defined as ‘The Art of Winning Games Without Actually Cheating’. Although this penetrating and hilarious satire on human motivation was conceived on a tennis court, Potter finds room for the Noble Game. One of his chapter headings reads simply ‘Dawn of Cricket – Dawn of Not Cricket – W. G.’, and elsewhere he allows himself a fantasia on the modern game (while getting in a dig on the nascent Welfare State’s obsession with surveys and statistics).




[A]fter five researchers had found 8,400 instances of gamesmanship in a match at Hove, reduced by rain to a bare one and a half days’ play, between Sussex and Derbyshire, the investigation was completely reorganised … This meant, virtually, the scrapping of two years’ work, when the researchers were given their new briefing, and sent out all over again in an effort to discover some game, or some act in some game, of cricket, in which gamesmanship was not involved.





Potter would have found much to relish in the game’s more recent past. 1981 was a particularly vintage year, starting in February when Australia’s Greg Chappell instructed his brother Trevor to bowl the last ball of a one-day international along the ground to deny New Zealand any chance of scoring the six they needed to win the game. Earlier in the day, Chappell had refused to walk when seemingly caught at mid-wicket. Neither umpire felt able to adjudicate as they were both watching the crease at their respective ends to guard against short runs. Ten days later, during the third Test between Australia and India at Melbourne, Sunil Gavaskar objected so strongly to an lbw decision that he ordered his fellow batsman to leave the field with him in protest. Still in February, the England tour to the West Indies was blown off course when Robin Jackman, a late addition to the party, had his visitor’s permit withdrawn by Guyana because of his South African connections, even though at least three other members of the team had played or coached in South Africa. The Georgetown Test was abandoned, and the tour itself only just went ahead. A month or two later, David Frith alerted Wisden readers to the sale of a splendid sporting memento – the Benson and Hedges Gold Award medallion which had been withheld when Brian Rose declared the Somerset innings closed at 0 for 0 against Worcestershire, guaranteeing, mathematically at any rate, passage through to the next round, albeit at the cost of an abortive day for the crowd. And the year was rounded off by the rousing headline ‘Lillee Kicks Pakistan Captain and Is Fined £120’.


The great Australian fast bowler was much given to what Potter called ‘dialogue attacks’, and on one famous occasion arrived at the crease in a Test match with a metal bat – surely in accordance with Potter’s maxim that the point of gamesmanship is ‘the creation of doubt in the opponent’s mind’. There was no doubt in Mike Brearley’s mind that the bat was against the Laws, and he insisted on its replacement by one made out of traditional materials. But it should not be forgotten that it was Brearley himself who had the idea of placing a close fielder’s helmet at mid-wicket to tempt the batsman to play across the line in the hope of claiming 5 runs – a practice soon outlawed by the legislators.


Most of the game’s Laws have originated from cricketers’ attempts to steal a march on their opponents. Perhaps the patron saint of such bare-faced march-stealers should be ‘Shock’ White of Surrey, who turned up one day at Hambledon with a bat the width of the stumps, and pointed out, quite rightly, that no one had ever imposed a limit on the width of the blade.


As for the spirit in which the game is played, in the revised code published in 2000, Law 42, Fair and Unfair Play, now has eighteen heads – up from thirteen in the 1980 code – and runs to a dozen pages – more than double the five in the previous code. The additional stipulations cover: The match ball – changing its condition, Deliberate attempt to distract the striker, Deliberate distraction or obstruction of batsman, Time wasting by fielding side, Batsmen wasting time, Bowler running on the protected area after delivering the ball, Fielder damaging the pitch, Batsman damaging the pitch. Section 17 covers the new system of Penalty runs, and section 18 addresses Players’ conduct and defines a ‘breach of the Spirit of the Game’ as ‘a player failing to comply with the instructions of an umpire, or criticising his decisions by word or action, or showing dissent, or generally behaving in a manner which might bring the game into disrepute’. But of course, legislation on its own will never suffice to ensure the game is played in a proper spirit. After a day of persistent on-field abuse and sporadic dissent in the second Test at Kandy in March 2001, the ICC match referee Hanument Singh recalled the words of the recently deceased Don Bradman: ‘Sir Donald famously said that players are the true custodians of the game. They have fallen short of their responsibility.’


What follows is a (selective) survey of how players from all periods have fallen short of that responsibility. If it has been a difficult book to finish because of the new material thrown up virtually every month, it has also been a difficult book to set bounds to. Each chapter has produced enough material for a separate book, and I am well aware of the topics, including race and gender discrimination, clamouring for inclusion or wider coverage. I can only beg readers’ indulgence and invite them to supply the deficiencies themselves.



















CHAPTER 1


Walk; Don’t Walk
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Sunday 26 July 1998. Trent Bridge. The fourth afternoon of the fourth Test between England and South Africa. England chasing 247 to win, and after the early loss of Mark Butcher, desperate for Michael Atherton and Nasser Hussain to stay together till stumps.


This was not only the crucial moment of the match; it was a potential turning point in the whole series. After the first Test was abandoned with honours even, the tourists had taken the second Test at England’s temple of underachievement, Lord’s. However, Alec Stewart’s team of moderately talented but committed players confounded expectations by fighting back at Old Trafford.


After being outplayed for three and a half days by a clearly superior side, England rallied. Led by the captain, who produced a massive innings of 170, the lower order for once found enough self-belief to offer resistance, producing an unlikely hero in the Glamorgan off-spinner Robert Croft. Croft withstood the South African assault for over three hours, supported by Darren Gough and then Angus Fraser, who stayed with him to the end.


This involved surviving the final onslaught from Allan Donald. In 1998, Donald stood at the top of the Cooper and Lybrand ratings with 890 points, but no one who saw him bowl – let alone had to face him – needed statistical proof of his pre-eminence. With his direct and pacey approach to the crease, athletic delivery and lavish follow-through, he was the classic fast bowler. The use of sunblock on his boyish features – nose, cheek-bones  and lower lip – contributed to his appearance of lethal hostility, and equipped with a spear instead of a cricket ball, he would not have looked out of place in Peter Brook’s film Lord of the Flies. As it was, he more than justified his nickname ‘White Lightning’.


It was this predator that bounded in for the kill that afternoon in Manchester, and few watching could have given much for the chances of ‘Gus’, the gentle herbivore of the England tail. After some excruciating near-misses, Donald’s last ball thumped into his pads, which were rooted to the crease, and the bowler unleashed a great wail of vindication and relief. In vain: the umpire’s hand remained down. On to Trent Bridge, with the series still alive – just.


After their customary failure to take a first-innings lead, England did well to dismiss South Africa second time round for 208, leaving an improbable victory target of 247 to win. The last time they had made such a score to win a home Test was at the Oval in 1902. For both teams the final session of the fourth day was crucial. With the fall of more wickets, England’s chronically brittle middle order would be exposed. Should Atherton and Hussain see them through to the close, there would be a very fair hope, on a pitch that remained good, of England making the runs.


This was an occasion when the South African captain Hansie Cronje demanded – and got – the most from his greatest asset. Donald revved up, and Atherton and Hussain dug in. As sometimes happens, the batsmen got stuck at their respective ends, and it was Atherton who bore the brunt of Donald’s spell. The former England captain, back in the side after injury, had the chance to show home supporters the application and skill that had brought him his match-saving 185 not out at Johannesburg in 1995–6. Donald had another opportunity to duel with an accomplished opponent. It was a play within a play, gripping theatre – Test cricket at its best.


Atherton won the early rounds. Ducking and weaving away from the short deliveries, he left anything outside the off stump with an almost perfect eye. Donald had to think again, and signalled his intention to bowl round the wicket. While drastically reducing his chances of an lbw decision, coming round would give Atherton another set of angles to think about, and would also significantly increase the physical threat.


And it worked. At last Atherton’s judgement proved faulty. He sparred at a ball going past his nose and wicket-keeper Mark Boucher held the ball aloft in triumph. As Wisden reports, ‘The celebrations were loud, but short-lived. The batsman stood his ground; umpire Dunne was similarly unmoved. Donald was first incredulous, then livid.’ According to his own account (in White Lightning), he was also vociferous: ‘I was absolutely seething and I said to Atherton “You better be f****** ready for what’s coming, because there will be nothing in your half …” Next ball, he edged me for four, when he could easily have played on. I gave him a long look and called him a “f****** cheat” – in English, and Afrikaans.’


What followed hardly required English subtitles. Donald bowled with unrelenting hostility, and Atherton hung on for dear life as ball after ball jagged venomously past his throat. Aided by a spilled catch, England finished a dramatic day on 82 for 1, with Atherton not out 27. As the non-loser, he was the winner. The next day he guided England to a deceptively comfortable win by 8 wickets, squaring the series and setting up the final Test at Headingley as the decider, which England, to the surprise of many, won.


Atherton’s decision to stand his ground was crucial, not just to the outcome of the match, but to the whole series. But despite the words uttered in the heat of the moment, did the South Africans really regard the ex-England captain as ‘a cheat’? At the moment of truth, when it was clear that the umpire was not going to give the decision and that Atherton was not going to make it for him, Cronje is described by Donald as ‘smiling sarcastically’, surely in tacit acknowledgement that things would have been no different had the roles been reversed.


And seventeen months later, at St George’s Park in the second Test, they were. With South Africa on 49 for 2, Jacques Kallis edged a ball off Phil Tufnell to Chris Adams at gully. The ball went fast and low, but Adams was in no doubt the catch was good. Kallis, however, stayed put, and neither Rudi Koertzen at the bowler’s end nor Steve Bucknor at square leg had a sufficiently good view to uphold the appeal. Nor could the third umpire make a decision on the evidence presented to him. This did not include Sky’s multi-camera coverage, and a dozen replays later it was revealed that the catch had indeed been cleanly taken.


The England players were up in arms. A brilliant photograph shows Kallis facing up to an aggrieved triumvirate of Adams (catcher), Hussain (captain) and Tufnell (bowler). The incident proved a subject for lively debate in the press box. Mike Selvey, the Guardian’s correspondent and an experienced ex-player (Middlesex and England), thought that Kallis’s stand represented a new low on an ever-downward graph:




[I]t is a sad fact that cricket teams cheat, England by no means least. Nobody walks for edges to the wicketkeeper – leaving those decisions to the umpire is accepted practice now – and many try to wangle bat–pad catches where none exists and some claim catches in the knowledge that they have bounced first. But this went beyond that, if the batsman saw the catch cleanly taken; and it is hard to credit that he did not.


If that was the case, with the view of both umpires obscured … Kallis would emerge as morally bankrupt in cricket terms, firstly in not departing instinctively for what he has seen is a fair catch and secondly for the grossly unjust implication that the fielder is the one doing the cheating.


There are plenty of tales from the old days to the contrary but, essentially, if the fielder said he had caught a clean catch, his word was good enough. Those times are long gone.





To this it might be countered that perhaps Kallis hadn’t in fact seen that the catch was fair, and that if this were the case, he was on sounder ground morally than Atherton at Trent Bridge (assuming that Atherton knew he’d touched the ball). Kallis might also have pointed out to his accusers that in the first innings he had walked for a catch made – and doubtless claimed in good faith – by a tumbling Caddick, only to have the television replays cast doubt on whether it indeed was a fair catch. In any case, he could certainly have taken the view that, as there was a third umpire, he would wait for – and abide by – his adjudication; after all, no one questions the sportsmanship of the batsman who waits for what is often quite clearly an inevitable red light in the case of a run-out. It wasn’t Kallis’s fault that the third umpire did not have access to Sky.*




 





Things were very different thirty-five years earlier. During the 1964–5 MCC tour of South Africa, a controversy arose in which one English batsman was actually accused of bad sportsmanship for walking.


The visitors had taken a surprise lead by winning the first Test at Durban, and under the canny leadership of M. J. K. Smith, spent the rest of the tour defending that advantage against a powerful South African side. The pitches tended to produce vast scores accumulated steadily and requiring huge mental application in the unrelenting heat. Geoffrey Boycott, Ken Barrington and Smith himself were among the leading compilers of England’s bastion totals, and the South Africans became increasingly frustrated at their inability to make their perceived superiority count.


The third Test was played at Cape Town. Batting first for the first time in the series, South Africa at last had the opportunity to build their own massive first innings. The South African captain Trevor Goddard opened with the pugnacious, bespectacled Eddie Barlow. England’s ‘pace’ attack of Price and Thomson was one of the least worrying new-ball combinations ever seen in modern Test cricket, and their job was to take the shine off the ball for the real wicket-takers, off-spinners Fred Titmus and Allen.


After a few overs, the bowling was changed, the short fielders brought in round the bat, and the battle of attrition began. Against two top-class practitioners of the same high art, and with five days stretching endlessly ahead, patience was the key for the batsmen. The English, too, had to play a waiting game, maintaining the pressure with nagging – or rather, numbing – accuracy and probing variation. There certainly wasn’t going to be much turn. To beat the bat, the bowlers were going to have to deceive the batsman in the air.


And this is what happened. Titmus lured Barlow down the wicket, where he failed to convert a length ball into a half-volley. In what might be termed a prequel to the Adams catch at St George’s Park, Peter Parfitt pouched the ball comfortably at slip. However, before the English celebrations had gone very far, it became apparent that Barlow was not making his expected way back to the pavilion. The umpire, Jack Warner, found himself unable to determine whether the ball had carried and said, ‘Not out.’


At this point, Titmus said ‘something uncomplimentary’ to Barlow, and the atmosphere in the middle cooled noticeably. Although Titmus had the satisfaction of bowling Goddard on 80, Barlow remained immovable, adding 172 for the second wicket with A. J. Pithey. The England players made their continuing resentment apparent by omitting to applaud Barlow’s century, while, by contrast, making a huge fuss of his partner when he reached three figures.


This was not how Mike Smith wanted the England team to conduct themselves, and at the end of the day’s play he mounted a diplomatic offensive to retrieve the situation. According to the Rand Daily Mail, he himself apologised to Barlow and announced that Titmus would too. Despite oil being poured on troubled water, things were about to get much worse.


South Africa declared at 501, late on the second day, leaving England no option but to bat for a draw. Boycott and Barber got them off to a reasonable start but then departed, leaving Ted Dexter and Barrington to begin again at 80 for 2. This was England’s form pair. The win at Durban had been built on Barrington’s monumental 148 not out, and the draw in the second Test had been secured by their stand of 191 (Dexter 172, Barrington 121). Both batsmen settled in and looked as though they might reproduce their earlier success.


Peter Pollock, the South African strike bowler, had been brought back into the attack to try and dislodge at least one of them before they became too rooted. Barrington, on 49, played at a ball outside his off stump. It passed through to wicket-keeper Lindsay, and almost the entire team went up in an appeal which, if not based on conviction, was certainly convincing. The hapless Jack Warner, however, summoned up enough doubt to turn it down. And then, after two of the longest seconds in cricket history, Barrington left the crease and walked back to the pavilion.


And straight on to the following morning’s front pages. Beneath the banner headline NEW THIRD TEST UPROAR, the Daily Rand questioned Barrington’s motives in giving up his wicket, demanding, ‘Was it a gesture of rare sportsmanship, or was it an ostentatious act which bordered on gamesmanship?’ For one commentator there was no doubt at all. Under the heading ‘Ugly new low in sportsmanship’, Paul Irwin wrote, ‘The Newlands Test has become a travesty. And the blame lies squarely on the shoulders of Mike Smith’s English cricketers.’


After a reference to the tourists’ refusal to applaud Barlow’s century, Irwin launched into the walker. ‘Perhaps Barrington imagines he was making a magnificent gesture by signifying that he got a touch to the ball when the catch at the wicket was made. If so, his ideas of cricket don’t coincide with mine.’


As far as Irwin was concerned, ‘All Barrington succeeded in doing was to hold the umpire up to ridicule and contempt … [he] appears to have passed a public vote of no confidence in Mr Warner.’ The umpire, he continued, would be perfectly justified in refusing to stand for the remaining two days unless offered a public apology, before signing off: ‘it seems that the England players are quite capable of umpiring the match themselves’.


These accusations rankled, and in his cricketing autobiography Playing It Straight, Barrington replied to them:




First, I had no intention of ridiculing umpire Warner, and in fact I felt so upset about the incident that I later offered him my apologies for unwittingly leading him into more controversy. Second, I can blame my hesitation only on my own indecision. That indecision was caused by my own thoughts and ponderings on the Barlow business … I got terribly involved in the rights and wrongs of walking and the moment I saw Warner wasn’t going to give me out the ‘dos and don’ts’ seemed to flood into my mind. In the end I made my own decision with the best of intentions, and if it happened again, I’d do exactly the same. 








No doubt Barrington did act with the best of intentions, but it was the highly public mental juggling act that undid him with the South Africans, most of whom emphatically endorsed the line taken by their former captain, Jack McGlew: ‘You must never take control of the game out of the umpire’s hands.’




*





‘Leave it to the umpire’ has generally been the Australian way, and Don Bradman was no exception. However, on one occasion, his failure to walk blew up into perhaps the most notorious of all such episodes. The ‘Ikin Incident’, as it came to be known, was far-reaching in its consequences. It occurred in the first Test of the MCC tour to Australia in 1946–7, and its importance was due mainly to its timing: the first Australian innings in the first Ashes Test after the six-year break for the Second World War. It affected not only the fortunes of both teams, but also those of the two captains, Wally Hammond and Bradman.


From his amazingly assured début in the 1928–9 series, Bradman had risen rapidly to a solitary pinnacle of batting supremacy. Even the Bodyline series, aimed specifically to cut him down to size, had only succeeded in reducing his average to 56. He was the most dominant of modern batsmen and the most consistent, with a century coming on average every third innings in first-class cricket. Disparaging him as a ‘run machine’ was neither fair nor much consolation as series after series was won on the back of his magisterial batsmanship. Had the war not intervened there is no guessing how much more impressive his record would have been, but the odds are that Australia would have won three more Ashes series.


Now that the hostilities were over, the question was would the Don’s runs continue to flow as freely? Indeed, would the Don continue in cricket at all? In the build-up to the first Test there were doubts on both counts. Bradman’s form was poor, and he was suffering from various ailments (for such a peerless sportsman he had surprisingly indifferent health – grounds for exclusion from active military service during the war). However, to national relief, he eventually signalled that he would resume as Australia’s captain.


The England captain Hammond had said all along that he hoped Bradman would play, but there was no personal warmth between the two men. Hammond had seen his 1928–9 record series aggregate of 905 runs eclipsed by Bradman’s total of 974 in 1930, and although the Englishman had topped the Don’s Test record for an individual innings of 334 by 2 runs against New Zealand in 1932–3, he had had to spend the 1930s as the world’s second-best batsman.


For Bradman, too, there was unfinished business. At the Oval in 1938, he and his team had faced the largest total ever compiled in a Test match. Hammond had no hesitation in telling his batsmen to occupy the crease for as long as they liked, and they batted well into the third day. The young Len Hutton, accumulating at his own pace on the perfect surface, worked steadily towards Bradman’s Ashes record of 334, and passed it after 12 hours 19 minutes (as against the Don’s 6 hours 23 minutes) before going on to post the new Test record of 364.


It was a terrible match for Bradman. When, in desperation, he finally brought himself on to bowl, he turned an ankle. Unable to bat, he had to spend the rest of the match an impotent spectator as his demoralised side were bowled out for 201 and 123 to lose by the scarcely conceivable margin of an innings and 579 runs. There then followed eight years during which no retaliatory action had been possible. But Bradman was a man with a long memory, and there was no doubting his motivation when he declared himself fit to lead the defence of the Ashes.


Things got off to a good start when he won the toss and batted. However, English morale soared when Hammond took a catch at first slip to dismiss Arthur Morris off Alec Bedser, and it improved further when Bradman, who had always been known as a brilliant starter, began scratchily. His old Bodyline adversary, Bill Voce, was giving him particular trouble, and when Sidney Barnes hit Doug Wright straight to Bedser at square leg, Australia were 46 for 2 with Bradman an unconvincing 7 not out.


He was joined by Lindsey Hassett, and both men set their sights simply on survival to lunch. Voce was brought back on, and just before the interval, seemed to have won the great prize when the ball sped off Bradman’s bat to J. T. Ikin at second slip, who caught it above his shoulder. The ball was travelling at such velocity that he span round, but there was no doubt that the catch was clean. Nor, in English minds, was there any doubt it was fair.


The shot was played with a near-horizontal bat as Bradman attempted a dab behind cover point. The only question was whether the ball hit the top or bottom edge of the bat, and those closest to the action were sure it took the top. The entire team expected Bradman to go without prompting.


When he didn’t move, an appeal was eventually mustered, but to their incredulity the umpire, George Borwick, refused to uphold it. From disbelief the mood rapidly turned to fury. According to one of his team, Hammond was ‘blazingly angry’, and at the end of the over, he made the famous remark, ‘A fine bloody way to start a series,’ as he passed his opposite number.


For his authoritative biography of Bradman, Irving Rosenwater interviewed many of the on-lookers. Norman Yardley was at gully: ‘I was in the best position on the field, even better than the umpire himself to see exactly what happened.’ According to Yardley, ‘the ball flew from the top edge of [Bradman’s] bat and straight towards second slip, where Jack Ikin caught it beautifully’. Ikin was ‘as adamantly certain [in 1978] as he was at Brisbane in 1946 that he took the catch fairly and properly’, as were Doug Wright and Alec Bedser.


And it wasn’t only Englishmen who thought the Don should have been on his way. On the Australian balcony, Keith Miller, the next man in, waiting for his first Test innings, had no doubt: ‘As Ikin held the ball, I instinctively got out of my seat, picked up my gloves and grabbed my bat, my heart pumping like a runaway motor out of control.’ Clif Cary was broadcasting at the time ‘from a position directly behind the umpire at the bowler’s end’, and his testimony is very interesting:




I was looking at the play through powerful 10 x 50 Zeiss glasses. The whole scene was brought to within a few yards of me, and my exact words were: ‘The next ball from Voce rises as it goes away and Bradman is out … Bradman out, caught Ikin at second slip, bowled Voce, for 28.’ To me there was no doubt about the legality of the catch and when Bradman just stood there looking down at the ground, I was astounded, and at first thought it must have been a no-ball, and I had missed the signal. I quickly realised this could not have been the case and was at a complete loss for words. Seconds went by. Then came the belated appeal and the umpire’s ‘no’. Why Bradman stood there as if he had never hit the ball, as though there was nothing to worry about, is a question impossible to answer …





In fact, Bradman never claimed he hadn’t hit the ball. He clearly had – how else could it have got to second slip? In a rare statement to the press, he insisted that had he been sure it was a catch he would have walked; as it was, he had not been sure if it was a bump ball or not, and so he stood his ground and let the umpire decide. It was not only to English ears that this sounded a lame excuse. Bill O’Reilly, a life-long scourge of Bradman, dismissed it brusquely: ‘To get a bump ball to go shoulder high at speed sufficient to spin Ikin side-on as he effected the catch needs some uncanny propulsion seldom seen in cricket.’ Seldom, but not never. There was an example of the uncanny things a cricket ball can get up to as recently as the second Test at Kandy in March 2001. Sanath Jayasuriya was caught by Graham Thorpe diving horizontally at third slip. The England fielders appealed to a man, and the umpire’s finger shot up, but the slow-motion television replays showed that the ball had been snicked into the ground before ricocheting away at shoulder height. Jayasuriya was clearly the victim of a miscarriage of justice.


As Rosenwater concludes, there is no way of determining the truth about what did happen that first morning at Brisbane in 1946, but the England side were left with a strong sense of injustice. Ikin himself felt that the Australian captain’s ‘hesitancy combined with the fact that he actually stayed at the crease, provided sufficient time to allow the mind of the umpire to be influenced in Bradman’s favour, consciously or unconsciously …’


Hammond, who clearly had no doubt the catch was fair, was understandably bitter about the incident. Bradman scraped through to lunch, but came out after the interval a different batsman – confident, dominant, the old Don. He went from strength to strength through the afternoon, finishing undefeated on 162, having established Australia in a virtually impregnable position at 292 for 2. He went on to 187 the following day, and declared on 645. Spectacular thunderstorms then condemned England to batting – twice – on an uncovered wicket. As The Times mused, ‘to be caught once on a sticky wicket when facing a total of 600 runs is bad enough; to be caught twice in the same match is wicked’. They lost by an innings and 332 runs. Hammond must have reflected that had Bradman gone on 28 the likelihood was that England would have had at least some use of the perfect wicket before the weekend, and that the Don was notoriously unhappy when batting on a rain-affected surface. How different it all might have been.


Bradman had not only laid the ghost of the Oval Test of 1938, but had revived his own career, scotching any thought of retirement. But the fall-out went further. At forty-three, Hammond lacked the elasticity to bounce back and lead his team to recovery. Cocooned in the private limousine some admirer had furnished him with, he became increasingly isolated from his players and correspondingly less effectual as a captain. His own form with the bat deserted him, and his situation was made more miserable when the Australian press seized on details of his divorce as it went through the courts back in England. In Keith Miller’s view, ‘Cricket and the whole tour appeared to get on his nerves and become evils from which he must escape as much as possible.’


Bradman continued to rub salt into Hammond’s wound. In the second Test, Australia posted an even bigger total – 659, in which Bradman and Barnes both scored 234 – and England again lost by an innings. The third and fourth Tests were drawn, and Hammond withdrew from the side at the last minute before the fifth and final Test at Sydney. He had made a mere 168 runs in eight innings at an average of 21, while from his brooding fastness at first slip he had watched Bradman accumulate 605 runs at an average of 121.


As Miller acknowledged, ‘Not only the result of the match, but the result of the whole series of Tests, may have depended on that one decision.’ In typically provocative vein, he found himself pondering the influence of personality on events, and, casting his mind back to W. G. Grace, wondered ‘just what he would have done had he been fielding at first slip instead of Walter Hammond’. Would he, Miller mused, have ‘created a rumpus’? The answer is an undoubted ‘Yes’. There would indeed have been a rumpus had Grace been standing at first slip. On the other hand, had he been the batsman, he would certainly have stood his ground, possibly going through the pantomime of looking pointedly at the ground to suggest a bump ball.


Grace never walked, but he was not alone in this. If the behaviour of W. G.’s lifelong cricketing friend Lord Harris is anything to go by, the amateur tradition of walking does not go back as far as the Victorian period. Lord Harris took a touring side out to Australia, captained England in the first home Test in 1880, and as Chairman of the MCC Cricket Committee and MCC Treasurer (from 1916 to 1932) personified the cricketing establishment. He, if anyone, should provide a representative position on those vexatious ‘dos and don’ts’. And, in his cricketing autobiography A Few Short Runs, published in 1921, he does:




I was caught in Kent v Derbyshire twice in one season by the same wicket-keeper off the same bowler off exactly the same spot – viz. the extreme point of the thumb rubber – and given on each occasion ‘Not Out’ by the same umpire: no doubt he could not see the very slight impact, and would not trust to the sound …





Surely if ever there were a case for an honest departure, this was it. But Harris continues:




Now, this is a case where the umpire on appeal has decided the batsman is not out, and therefore the batsman, though he knows he was out, has no business to retire from the wicket.





Why? So as not to embarrass the umpire as in the case of Barrington and Warner? Absolutely not. The umpire’s feelings do not enter into it. ‘For all [the batsman] knows, one of his opponents may have infringed some law which may have affected the decision.’ Quite what these putative infringements might be the reader can only guess. Lord Harris offers no further elucidation, beyond summing up the case thus: ‘An umpire has to be alive and on the lookout for every ball during six hours’ cricket.’ This, he concedes, is a very difficult task: the eye gets tired, and, well, mistakes are made, and there’s an end of it. 


But this has nothing to do with fair play. Harris simply advocates a shameless exploitation of the fallible old pros with their fallen arches, dropped aitches and general predisposition to give Gentlemen (let alone Lords) the benefit of the doubt, however dubious the circumstances. But if the doyen of cricket in the Golden Age not only didn’t walk, but constructed a philosophy (albeit a rickety one) to suggest that it was positively wrong to walk, what of a later age, and a later figure of irreproachable standing?


Having played his first first-class innings under the watchful eye of W. G., Jack Hobbs succeeded the Champion as England’s premier batsman, winning universal recognition as ‘The Master’ and raising the stature of the professionals to unprecedented heights. When the young Gubby Allen played in his first Gentlemen vs Players match in 1925, Hobbs was in his prime and probably the most respected man in the English game.


Allen opened the bowling for the amateurs, and Hobbs got an edge to the keeper. Allen appealed, but Hobbs was given not out. When he got down to Allen’s end, the frustrated bowler insisted that he had touched the ball, only for the imperturbable Hobbs to deny it. Allen was aghast. ‘I admired Jack Hobbs, he had helped me a lot and I thought he could do no wrong and certainly would never tell a lie.’


The breach in Allen’s good opinion of his hero was soon repaired. The two men played together in a match at Scarborough and found themselves in the covers. At the fall of a wicket, Allen went up to Hobbs and said, ‘Jack, you know you hit that ball in the Gents v Players match.’ Hobbs replied, ‘Of course I did, G.O. But you mustn’t say that in front of the umpire. It’s unfair on him and, furthermore, if I had, he would almost certainly have given me out at the next possible opportunity.’ Allen took the lesson to heart.


Forty years later, Allen was Treasurer of the MCC, and happened to be in Cape Town for the controversial third Test. Some enterprising journalist caught him at an unguarded moment and asked for a view of the walking controversy. He was quoted in The Times as saying ‘that in his day the custom was not to “walk” until you were given out, even if you knew that you were out’. The correspondent continued: ‘Nowadays the treasurer would be regarded as an outlaw, at any rate in England.’


In an interview for the Cricketer (1971), Gubby Allen’s exact contemporary Bob Wyatt endorsed the same policy. In the third game of the Bodyline tour of 1932–3, Wyatt pulled Grimmett for four. In doing so, he stepped back on to his stumps and dislodged a bail. ‘About five Australians immediately appealed but George Hele, one of their leading umpires, had been watching the ball after I struck it and did not see the completion of the stroke. If there had been no appeal I would have walked out, but as I had been given not out I stayed and got some runs.’ Allen and Wyatt were amateurs and played the game in the best spirit of the amateur tradition (Allen, for example, flatly refused to bowl bodyline in 1932–3). Both captained England, and later served the game in various capacities, including stints as Test selectors.




*





If Lord Harris didn’t walk, and Hobbs didn’t walk, and the leading amateurs of the inter-war years didn’t walk, where did the practice come from? According to Mike Brearley, it came into the English game after the Second World War and, in his phrase, ‘gradually grew’, until ‘by the early ’60s anyone who did not walk was considered a cheat’. Even within England it was not universal. Teresa McLean, in her study of umpires, The Men in White Coats, gives what she calls ‘this habit of “walking”’ a regional bias. It used, she says,




to be considered the height of good sportsmanship, admired by players and welcomed by umpires, but only in the south of England. It has never been admired in the north, where it is scorned as a weak southern habit, giving unnecessary help to the opposition. Decisions are the umpires’ job, not the players’ and nothing should be done to help umpires towards any decision which might be against the team interests.





In contrast to the north, the south came late to league cricket. While it is a mistake to write off ‘friendly’ cricket as tame and uncompetitive, the result is clearly less important when there are no points and no position in a league table at stake. But there is a great deal at stake in a Test match, especially in an Ashes series, so the question remains: Why for some twenty years did the national team adopt a moral standard that had not been seen as necessary or desirable before?


One possibility is that it represented a final fling, the romantic swan-song of amateurism. From the moment Attlee emerged as winner of the 1945 election, the writing was on the wall for the class-based division between amateurs and professionals, but well before the distinction was finally abolished in 1963, the unthinkable had occurred: a professional had been made captain of England.


In 1925, Lord Hawke, the benevolent despot of Yorkshire cricket, made his famous remark: ‘Pray God, may no professional ever captain England!’ Ironically, when the citadel finally fell, it was to the Yorkshireman Len Hutton. And Hutton is rightly remembered for winning back the Ashes for the first time in nineteen years in 1953, and then retaining them in the following series (1954–5).


However, in between these two triumphs there was Hutton’s tour to the West Indies, which, as indicated in the Introduction, proved a public relations disaster. Not only were cricketing relations soured; there were political repercussions as well. At the time, the Caribbean was experiencing severe instability, with the arguments for independence gathering strength. The tour was supposed to calm things down, but Frank Worrell claims ‘it did just the opposite. The MCC team of 1954 pushed British prestige in the West Indies to an all-time low. The men who could have been such great ambassadors turned out to be providers of ammunition for the “enemy”.’


The damage was so bad that E. W. Swanton was given official encouragement to take a strong team out two years later to mend some of the broken fences. Significantly, the captain was the young Kent amateur Colin Cowdrey. It is also noteworthy that the next two captains of official MCC tours to the West Indies were Peter May, the leading post-war amateur batsman, and Cowdrey again. On May’s tour of 1959–60, the manager R. W. V. Robins was insistent that batsmen should walk. One of the most conspicuous walkers in 1959–60 was M. J. K. Smith, who played as an amateur and went on to captain England on the 1964–5 tour of South Africa.


Walking did not die out immediately amateur status was abolished  in 1963, but the walking ‘code’ has gradually been watered down. Teresa McLean quotes the umpire David Constant as saying that, when he started umpiring, 90 per cent of batsmen walked, and when he quit, 90 per cent didn’t. More recently, Mark Nicholas told Channel 4 viewers that when he started in first-class cricket in 1978 he did walk, but that he had abandoned the practice by the time he left the game in 1992. The county circuit was a fraternity built on trust, and umpires used to wait for batsmen to go and obviously ‘preferred’ that they should walk rather than be given out. Nicholas also recalled Alan Knott making the distinction: ‘In county cricket I walk; in Test cricket I don’t.’ Nicholas’s fellow-commentator, Dermot Reeve, cheerfully admitted that he never walked ‘unless it was really obvious’.


That’s a point that Mike Brearley makes in The Art of Captaincy. Although he recognises the virtue of ‘this admirable approach’, he decides against walking on the grounds that it ‘lends itself to abuse’:




Many batsmen will walk when their score is, say, 53, or 77, or 143, but not on 0 or 99. Some walk for the obvious ‘nicks’ but not for the faint ones. There is a temptation to walk when the match is not too important, and your place in the team is safe; but not at a crucial stage of a game, or if your last five innings have yielded 10 runs and your entire career is in the balance.





Even Colin Cowdrey, according to Mike Selvey’s obituary of him in the Guardian, was given to walking ‘for obvious decisions, and then not doing so for the less obvious, in the hope that his reputation would fool the umpire’.


The selective walker is more open to charges of gamesmanship than the unwavering non-walker, though consistent adherence to the umpire’s decision is not always well received by the fielding side. On the way to his hundredth first-class century in the fourth Test at Headingley in 1977, Geoffrey Boycott tried to turn the slow left-armer Ray Bright to leg and got a nick. Bright was so incensed when the appeal was turned down that he had to be physically restrained by his captain Greg Chappell. Tony Greig, batting at the other end, declared simply, ‘Boycott was out, without any shadow of a doubt.’ But he went on to say, ‘But why should he walk? None of the Aussies did.’ 


Indeed they did not. In the 1975–6 series between Australia and West Indies Greg Chappell’s brother Ian had a reprieve after giving an obvious catch to the wicket-keeper off Michael Holding. The West Indian captain Alvin Kallicharran lost his temper, the bowler burst into tears, and the rest of the team collectively lost the plot. Shortly afterwards, they dropped Greg Chappell on 12. He went on to score 182 not out. As untold numbers of batsmen have had occasion to remind outraged opponents, ‘Australians only walk when the car breaks down.’


As captain, Brearley always regarded walking ‘as a matter for the individual to decide. But I admit that, particularly in Test cricket, I did sometimes point out that our opponents were unlikely ever to walk.’ But in 1982–3, some of Bob Willis’s tourists felt that it was wrong to allow the individual’s conscience to jeopardise the team’s chances of winning, and forced a collective decision that each player would stand his ground. This suited Allan Lamb, who, having learnt his cricket in South Africa, had never been a walker – though even he was surprised by the vehemence of the reaction when he stayed put after getting a thick edge off Dennis Lillee in his first Test in Australia:




It was such an obvious one that Lillee did not stop to give me a coaching lesson as he whooped his way down towards the slips. Their greatest danger was being injured by one of the splinters, but I stood there and hoped for the best. I wandered down the pitch and tapped the divot, not looking at the umpire. Finally I had to look up and there it was. No finger. The Australians went ‘ape’, and I then got the most abuse I’ve ever heard, before or since.





When he was eventually dismissed, Rodney Marsh escorted him off the pitch, explaining that he was ‘Making sure you go this time and don’t change your mind, you South African bastard.’ Not that the Australians held it against him. Lamb and Lillee became as firm friends off the field as they were committed antagonists on it.


When both sides abide by the same code, the potential for friction is reduced. As the Barrington episode shows, bad feeling is generated when the two sides take a different view of what is, and is not, cricket.




* Kallis might also have reminded Tufnell of the second Test against New Zealand at Lord’s the previous July when the England tail-ender’s decision to walk – for a catch at second slip – was overruled by Mervyn Kitchen on the strength of a word with the third umpire. Tufnell was half-way back to the pavilion and had to return to the square along with the far from amused New Zealand team. 
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