
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Bowl the Maidens Over 

Our First Women 

Cricketers

Bowl the Maidens Over: Our First Women Cricketers

LZS Press

www.LZSPress.com.au

Revised and expanded edition published 2021 by 

LZS Press

First published in 2019 The Yorker, MCC Library, 

Melbourne

Copyright text © Louise Zedda-Sampson

Quotations from newspaper articles have been 

reproduced as they appear in the original 

source, retaining original spelling, grammar and 

punctuation unless otherwise indicated.

ISBN: 978-0-6451255-0-4 hardback

ISBN: 978-0-6451255-1-1 paperback

ISBN: 978-0-6451255-3-5 ebook

[image: ]

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may 

be reproduced in whole or in part, stored in a 

retrievable system, or transmitted in any form or by

any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,

recording or otherwise, without written permission 

of the copyright holder or publisher. 

Cover illustrations: British Newspaper Archive:

1888, “Harrow vs Pinner,” The Graphic, 18 August,

Viewed 19 February 2021,

https://blog.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/2019/07/16

/july2019-early-history-of-womens-cricket/

Design: Lorna Hendry

Bowl the Maidens Over

our first

women cricketers

––––––––

[image: ]


Louise Zedda-Sampson



Foreword

Women are largely absent in the annals of sporting history as participants or commentators – traditionally they have been relegated to silent and passive roles conforming to a prescribed female stereotype. It’s so refreshing that change is afoot, and that stories of women in sport written by women are now being published.

It’s especially delightful to stumble across a forgotten cricket story that has inexplicably been overlooked. Louise Zedda-Sampson provides us with just that. Bowl the Maidens Over sympathetically and comprehensively recounts the story of early women’s cricket, detailing the challenges faced by playing a man’s game. 

The first women’s charity match took place on 7 April 1874 and was met by extensive press vitriol and public scorn. The encounter was deemed so audacious that newspaper reports of the match even reached English and American shores. Notwithstanding vehement criticism, the women’s enthusiasm remained buoyant and subsequent encounters were arranged. Despite fits and starts, this marks the birth of the women’s competition. Parallels between the early days of women’s cricket and the emergence of the women’s AFL competition are drawn and made all the more pertinent by the familial linkage of key personnel of both the competitions separated by over a century. This publication celebrates women’s cricket and the pioneering women involved. It resonates across the spheres of sport, culture, history and feminism – functioning as a barometer which informs wider ideological sentiments of the day.

From its humble beginnings, the women’s game has grown over the past century and a half. The contemporary competition would be barely recognised by the cricketers at Camp Reserve. Women’s cricket today is immensely popular, as evidenced by the record crowd of 86,174 who attended the World Cup final at the Melbourne Cricket Club in 2020 on International Women’s Day. A cameo performance by music superstar Katy Perry added to the excitement. It was a day to be celebrated as was the match on 7 April 1874, which should be viewed as the harbinger of the contemporary game.

Dr Megan Ponsford
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Where it all Began
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Today, competitive cricket is played by women and men alike. People assume that this is only a recent change – perhaps within the last few years. But is this really the case? When we look through the pages of Australia’s past, we can see that women’s sports have been played competitively in Australia intermittently for almost 150 years, and that it wasn’t only croquet that was played by the Victorian ladies of the 1800s.

So, why does it seem like women’s competitive cricket is a recent development when women’s cricket history has such a rich and colourful past? It could be said that the weight of oppression was too strong and that women couldn’t or wouldn’t play, but it’s simply not true. Women have always wanted to play and when given the opportunity, have demonstrated they are skilled, capable and willing.

The answer to why women’s participation in cricket in Australia was interrupted at its peak may lie in the attitudes and responses to these earlier events. Early women cricketers were accused of being unladylike and unfeminine, or their play was sexualised, their sporting displays likened to burlesque shows. A cricketer’s character and physique were brought into question more frequently than her ability to play. Such attitudes have persisted to current day, but thankfully we are stepping out of this period of subjugation and women have more opportunities to play the sports they love.

This book examines the achievements of women cricketers through newspaper reports of the day. We start this journey by visiting 1874 and the first women’s cricket match played at the Camp Reserve (Figure 3) at the Sandhurst Easter Fair.
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FIGURE 3 Sketch of Camp Reserve. The First Gathering of the Bendigo Caledonian Society, Jan. 2nd, 1860, George Lacy, National Library of Australia, 1860.
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Preparing for the Match

[image: ]




The first organised, revenue-raising, spectator match of Australian women’s cricket was played in Sandhurst (now known as Bendigo) in 1874. It was a charity match held during the fourth Sandhurst Easter Fair with a spectator entrance fee intended to raise funds for the Bendigo Hospital and Benevolent Asylum. The women cricketers were practised, professional and played in front of a male and female crowd, with some people travelling considerable distances to attend the event. 

This first match was organised by John Rae, the headmaster of Ironbark School. There were two teams of eleven: the Reds, captained by Rae’s wife, Mrs Emily Rae, who was also Ironbark’s head teacher, and the Blues, captained by John’s daughter, Barbara Rae. Another daughter also played in this match: Helen, who was known affectionately as Nellie. Both daughters were also schoolteachers.
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FIGURE 4 Easter Fair advertisement. 

Bendigo Advertiser, 5 March 1874.

Tracking the advertisements in the Bendigo Advertiser, the first notice for the fourth anniversary Grand Easter Fair appeared on 5 March 1874 (Figure 4). Another notice followed on 13 March, this time seeking performers and amusements (Figure 5). Shortly after that, on 17 March, appeared the first Australian advertisement calling for women cricketers, alongside a call for women to collect money on behalf of the Easter Fair (Figure 6).

Two days after this notice was published, a further notice announced that Barbara Rae had obtained permission from the Bendigo United Cricket Club (BUCC) to use the Back Creek Cricket Ground and club equipment for practice.1

The women were taking this game seriously. Using the BUCC grounds and equipment to train, they were no doubt coached by the BUCC men who were some of the finest cricketers in Victoria. Several BUCC cricketers had gained national attention in December 1873 as part of the Victorian team that defeated a visiting all-English team for the first time in Australian history. 

Over the next week or so Barbara Rae’s advertisements calling for “ladies who are desirous of playing”, continued to appear in the Bendigo Advertiser. There were thirty to forty applications and two teams of eleven were easily formed. The news that a ladies’ cricket match was to be played at a regional Victorian country town was reported in several states and many city and district newspapers, and spread like wildfire across Australia. It was newsworthy in Tasmania’s The Cornwall Chronical, and as 

far away as Queensland in the Gympie Times and Mary River Mining Gazette.2
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FIGURE 5 Advertisement. Bendigo 

Advertiser, 13 March 1874.
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FIGURE 6 Advertisements. Bendigo 

Advertiser, 17 March 1874.
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FIGURE 7 Mrs Amelia Bloomer wearing the bloomer 

costume. The Pictorial Australian, 1895.

One report stated the ladies would play in a bloomer costume (Figure 7). The suggestion that the team would favour this attire over the usual neck-to-toe dresses worn by ladies at all times brought society to a standstill. Barbara Rae quickly notified the Bendigo Advertiser on 26 March that this would not be the case, then followed up with a report in the Bendigo Evening Star, clarifying the matter and calming the furore (Figure 8 and 9). This is also an interesting example as it shows how the ladies’ appearance was deemed more newsworthy than their sporting abilities. The comments in the article also showed the women’s approach to the match was logical, well-considered and professional, a clear display of their seriousness and commitment to the sport.

The Melbourne Punch from 26 March conveyed great excitement about the match, even though the comments were geared more towards the ladies’ looks than their skill (Figure 10).

The Sandhurst Easter Fair was advertised as a two-day fair. It would start, as customary, with a parade through the Sandhurst streets showcasing performers, contributors, dignitaries, and this year, the women cricketers.

On the morning of the match, the weather was overcast and threatening but nothing was going to spoil the women cricketers’ proud moment. The skies cleared to a brilliant blue just in time for the parade. The cricketers wore custom-made uniforms of white calico dresses with pink or blue jackets, the jacket colours representing the respective teams. Even though the jackets were pink and of the “zouave” (Figure 11) style, the media reported the style as “garibaldi” (Figure 12) and the colour of the pink jackets and team as red.

There was a great deal of local support and enthusiasm, with many people in the crowd drawn to see the debuting women cricketers. The crowds consisted of people from all over Victoria. The Argus stated that trains brought visitors from Melbourne and Echuca, and due to excessive numbers, several hundred people had to be left behind at Castlemaine.3 It was estimated 20,000 people attended this first day of the fair.
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FIGURE 8 Correction regarding the bloomer costume.

Bendigo Advertiser, 26 March 1874.
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FIGURE 9 Further correction regarding the bloomer

costume. The Ballarat Courier, 28 March 1874.
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FIGURE 10 The ladies at cricket practice.

Melbourne Punch, 26 March 1874.
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The First Innings for Women’s Cricket
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The pre-match excitement was palpable. No one had seen a match like this before. Novelty cricket matches had been held by theatre companies in the past but they were comical performances rather than actual matches.4 Women’s cricket was a matter of great interest, so much so, the Star Comique Company announced that on the evening of the match a bat would be awarded to the highest scorer.5

On the day of the match, 7 April, the match was even listed first in the Bendigo Advertiser in the day’s events, pushing the fire brigade and fireworks – historically the main features of the fair – to second spot (Figure 13).
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