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To the members of Hinton Charterhouse Cricket Club,


especially those who have made catches and stumpings off my bowling, but above all the groundsmen.










A Net


Out of the shipping container in Basra came a succession of strange noises. Thud. Thud. Thud. It had been converted into makeshift quarters for a British Army officer after the invasion of Iraq in 2003. To be more serviceable, if not homely, the container’s steel walls had been plastered on the inside.


Nobody had heard this thudding through the night of shelling, when rocket-propelled grenades and screaming mortars tore into buildings and vehicles. It had been one of those intensely humid nights beside the Shatt al-Arab, the confluence of the Tigris and the Euphrates, when the moment you walk outside an air-conditioned room, a skein of sweat covers your skin. In the morning, in any event, the officer was absent from his desk at headquarters.


When his colleagues and the Military Police went to see why the officer was not on duty, and heard this thudding coming from the container, they found it locked on the inside. They had to break the steel door.


Inside, the officer was wide awake. He was not wearing the khaki helmet that was mandatory for officers when they were out of bed, in case of sudden attack by a Shi’ite militia. He was wearing a pair of underpants. On his head. Nothing else.


The thudding, they soon established, was intended to drown out the explosions. The officer had succumbed to post-traumatic stress disorder. To cope with a war remote from home, and reason, he had sought solace in the pastime of his childhood. Naked except for his improvised helmet, he was hitting a ball against the inside wall of the container with his cricket bat.FN1
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I came from Sheffield. ‘Somebody had to,’ as Bill Bryson said of his birthplace, Des Moines. But in terms of watching cricket I was very lucky to be born less than a mile from Bramall Lane. It was the best ground in the world according to some cricketers, and not only those from Yorkshire.


Jack Fingleton, who opened the batting at Bramall Lane for the Australians in 1938 and became an eminent journalist, declared it had ‘the keenest cricketing crowd in England’. Jeff Stollmeyer of Trinidad, who captained West Indies, observed: ‘There is more atmosphere at Bramall Lane than at any other cricket ground on which I have played, except Lord’s. It was an atmosphere vastly different to Lord’s, tense and full of the spirit of combat, accentuated as it was by the squat chimneys looming black outside the ground.’ When the West Indians of 1950, including Stollmeyer, narrowly won their match against Yorkshire, the crowd of 30,000 threw their seat cushions on to the field in disgust. The ground had drawn crowds of double that size for England football internationals and for an FA Cup final replay, when everybody stood.


Bramall Lane’s colours were primary bright. As Stollmeyer saw, the Lane itself was as black as the soot from steel factories and foundries that rained on the city. ‘Stoke up the boilers, lads!’ was reputed to be the cry when word went round that Yorkshire were bowling, to hamper the batsmen’s vision.


St Mary’s church, at the head of the Lane, was coal-black from the tip of its spire down to the smashed windows. Whenever my mother and I walked to a match, we never went inside the church. That awe which every child is said to need could be found at Bramall Lane.


As we passed St Mary’s, and the terraces of two-up two-downs, with corner shops advertising Craven “A” and Tizer, the blue lettering of Yorkshire became clearer on the posters on the blackened stone walls of the ground – the red of their opponents in smaller lettering below. Clutching my two shillings and sixpence, I might have run ahead to the turnstiles. Yorkshire staged four first-class matches a season at Bramall Lane, often three in the Championship and one against the touring team.


After pushing through the turnstiles, I rush up the steps to the top of the terraces and down the other side to get below the roof-line of the stand.


The crash barriers, after the football season, are freshly painted red.


The sightscreens are bright white, like few things in Sheffield before the Clean Air Act.


The field is luscious green, especially where the cricket outfield overlaps the football pitch.


‘Scoring card, get the official card!’ shout men in coats that once might have been white as they stride up and down the terraces – not that I ever see a rival selling unofficial cards. ‘Cards at sixpence each!’ They record the ascendancy of a county that has never been equalled. In the 1960s, not only were Yorkshire county champions for seven years; they also beat the Australians by an innings, the Indians by an innings and the New Zealanders by an innings, all at Bramall Lane, and the West Indians by 111 runs at Middlesbrough.FN2 Australian tourists called their match against Yorkshire ‘the sixth Test’. During the 1960s, so I believed, Yorkshire at home were the strongest cricket team in the world.


Brian Close is Yorkshire’s captain and man-manager, and perhaps the bravest man who ever faced fast bowling or stood unhelmeted at short-leg. Raymond Illingworth, soon to become England’s foxiest captain, is in charge of tactics. (Not for another 40 years, until the Ashes series of 2005, did I see such error-free cricket from an English team again.)


Fred Trueman opens the bowling with a perfect side-on action; Jimmy Binks keeps wicket as a butler takes care of the silver; Phil Sharpe conjures at first slip; Ken Taylor is swift or Geoffrey Boycott safe in the covers; John Hampshire bends at short-leg to scoop up catches with a blacksmith’s forearms. Bramall Lane’s pitches are ideal for three-day cricket: damp and seaming on the first morning, excellent for batting on the second day, spinning on the third afternoon.


The only fly in the ointment is the yeasty smell from Ward’s brewery beside St Mary’s if the wind blows in the wrong direction. Nothing else detracts from the raw drama on this green ground in the heart of an industrial city.


After tea, a waterfall flows down the terraces when the gates are opened and spectators are allowed in for free, mixing with the thousands intent on the action. The Grinders’ Stand, its back to the Lane, is renowned as the most knowledgeable stand in cricket. Not that we dare to sit on those wooden benches: my mother and I sit on the terraces on the opposite side, on cushions hired for twopence, without throwing them.


On these summer afternoons when Yorkshire move towards another Championship, generators hum in the factories outside the ground. The only time I am nearly so happy is when my mother takes me to pick bilberries on the moors above Sheffield and we have a picnic beside a stream. But Bramall Lane is where I am most alive. This hum is the hum of my universe.
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The closest I can come to an average day of county cricket, to see why people in England now watch the sport, is a Championship match between Gloucestershire and Glamorgan at Bristol.


Nevil Road is like a number of county cricket grounds left over from the Victorian era. Only a few thousand permanent seats; a small area for net practice, as spare land has long since been sold to keep the club solvent; little space for parking in the ground or the surrounding streets on the rare days when a crowd attends. The truth is that the ground is there because the weight of the past is too heavy for it to be moved.


On this sunny morning in early September, the schools have yet to go back, so one might have expected to see a cluster of boys, watching the game or playing with bat and tennis ball: entry to Nevil Road is £15 for adults, £5 for under-16s. But in the grim grey-stoned building which used to be the Muller Orphanage, housing two thousand inmates, the ghost of the beadle must be on the prowl. The handful of autograph-hunters at the foot of the steel steps leading up to the dressing rooms, who had their books signed before the start of play, are middle-aged or old, not young truants. No security officials are needed to stop intruders; the only bouncer is on the pitch. Championship cricket is self-policing, like most communities in Britain before the social weave unravelled.


Were this professional sport in the United States, spectators would be bombarded with brochures, burgers, memorabilia and promotion deals. Nevil Road’s biggest advertisement is a poster fading on the side of the press box: ‘bristol’s big cricket night out: Gloucestershire Gladiators v Somerset’. Inside are two journalists; in the radio commentary box a reporter from BBC Wales.


English cricket can outstrip American sport, however, when it comes to memorabilia. A marquee, erected for the summer, sells new and second-hand books; and cricket has produced more books and pamphlets in English, about 20,000, than any other sport in any language. Those who drift into the marquee seem more interested in the past than the current match, especially in biographies of Gloucestershire heroes whose names are perpetuated by the main buildings: the Grace Suite, the Jessop Pavilion, the Hammond Suite. The first a Victorian hero, the second Edwardian, while the most recent dates from between the two World Wars.


The largest scattering of spectators, in a crowd of about three hundred, sits atop the Hammond Suite on terraced rows of benches, while underneath lunch is prepared. The days when every county was linked by an umbilical cord to the community it represented, and when a hard core of several thousands – often football supporters out of season – would turn up for knockout ties, or a Lord’s cup final, are gone.


Some spectators sit in pairs, others three or four to a bench. Everybody seems to feel free to speak to those around him. A conversation continues while the ball is bowled; laughter ripples. The talk is of how Gloucestershire’s campaign for promotion from the second division had faltered at the Cheltenham Festival, as it has done for the last decade; or not of cricket at all but of City, or Rovers, or the government. Never does this morning murmur escalate into loudness.


On the field, the dominant colours are the cricketers’ white – this is the old-fashioned Championship, not Twenty20 – and the green of the turf. Beyond the boundary, beige and fawn predominate: not so much the colours of autumn, Nevil Road being short of trees and hedges, as of spectators’ clothing. The majority of spectators – barely a handful of women – wear light-coloured shirts and maybe a light brown jacket. Those feeling young at heart might wear an England replica shirt.


Another group characteristic is the absence of audible interest in money. Conversations are not about stocks and shares, equities and annuities. This may be related to the fact that the overall sums do not add up: the action on the field is subsidised by the broadcasting deal for covering England’s international matches. Gloucestershire’s gate receipts, membership fees and other sources of income make up around one-quarter of the county’s revenue.


One colour arrests the eye: a dozen or more streaks of electric blue dotted around the pavilion. Today, 1 September, happens to be the 35th anniversary of a characteristically English institution. Alan Gibson, a former president of the Oxford Union, used his talents to best effect when writing about county cricket for The Times. He aggrandised journeymen into lovable personalities: above all, Colin Dredge of Somerset as ‘the demon of Frome’, and Jack Davey of Gloucestershire, originally from Devon. Whether Dredge could be ranked among Somerset’s all-time top 100 cricketers, or Davey among Gloucestershire’s, would prompt a prolonged debate on the roof of the Hammond Suite. What mattered, though, was that Gibson welcomed his readers into a warm world of West Country characters.


In a book for sale in the marquee, Growing Up With Cricket, Gibson had written of Davey:


 


Jack has only one Christian name. One day his captain, Tony Brown, felt that this was a little unfair on him, as everybody else had two initials. So they popped in an extra J. This was repeated on scorecards up and down the country for some time. Speculation grew, encouraged I fear by a mischievous journalist, as to what the extra J stood for. Jolly Jack? Jocose Jack? Jovial Jack? Jubilee Jack? Jocund Jack? Jesting Jack? Jabbering Jack? Jaunty Jack? Jumping Jack? Hence the query on the tie of his fan club. 


 


About two dozen members have turned up for the lunch to celebrate the 35th anniversary of the JJ? Club. Arthur Anderson, the genial chairman and a retired accountant, explains that he had bought an electric-blue suit in 1971 and had chosen the tie to match it. Our eponymous hero, Jack Davey, has turned 66 and remains jolly, jovial, even jaunty. He is glad to be alive after dying twice, from heart and renal failure, when he was 50. The cardiac specialist subsequently told Jack that he normally stopped trying to restart a heart after 24 attempts with the ‘jump leads’ but, as Jack was a non-smoker, he was planning to give him a couple of extra shocks – just as he came back to life at the 23rd attempt. Jack was still unconscious for two weeks, and when he looked in the mirror after losing three stone did not recognise himself.


Over the wine of ‘luncheon’, anecdotes are told, or rather retold. Jack recalls the most famous game in Gloucestershire’s history: their Gillette Cup semi-final at Old Trafford in 1971, in front of a 30,000 crowd and probably the largest television audience ever to see a county game. So important was a county semi-final, and so thrilling the climax in Manchester’s twilight, that the BBC delayed the start of the Nine O’Clock News. ‘And our appearance fee for that game from the BBC was five pounds fifty!’ said Jack, without any trace of bitterness or envy of today’s players. He admits himself: ‘I wouldn’t get through the warm-ups now.’


A collection is made during lunch for a charity, launched in memory of another Devonian cricketer who represented Gloucestershire, although David Shepherd was to become famous as an umpire. This charity funds cricket coaching for youngsters in the West Country. It is hard to think of a gathering of men in suits and ties that could be less materialistic or less intent on self-­promotion. Jack, living in Exeter, is content with driving a hire car for three or four days a week ‘to pay the golf club fees’.


Of the club named after him, Jack says: ‘It’s lovely, and it’s great to think it’s still going on after all these years. But it is a bit eccentric.’ When luncheon finishes, just before tea, a large electric-blue banner is unfurled and paraded very slowly around the boundary, again without a security man in sight. While the four or five members show their flag, the public-address system announces that Hampshire have scored 373 for one wicket against Somerset, prompting a few mild laughs at Gloucestershire’s neighbours. Somerset have never won the Championship; Gloucestershire can claim a title or two, in the 1870s, under Grace.


Before the members of the JJ? Club disperse for the winter, they kindly fill out a questionnaire in which I ask several questions, including ‘What do you like most about cricket?’ The majority had played the game in their youth, usually inspired by seeing their father do so. But what three-quarters of them liked most was ‘the friendship’, or ‘camaraderie’, or ‘social life’.


England, fundamentally an Anglo-Saxon country, values privacy more than most societies; and the other side of this coin is loneliness. If you want other people to keep their distance, they are going to do that even when you feel like some company. Surveys say that more than one-third of the UK’s population over 65 is lonely from ‘sometimes’ to ‘always’; one-fifth of those between the ages of 35 and 44 feel lonely a lot of the time.


At any county cricket ground from April to September, however, anybody can go and sit beside a stranger and talk without a formal introduction: about Grace or Hammond, cricket or football, politics or people. Behaviour which would be regarded as weird or antisocial in a public park or cinema or train becomes acceptable in a public house or an English cricket ground. This sport promotes socialisation among those who watch it. It offers friendship in a society which can value privacy too highly.


I was the same. I clung to cricket as an emotional surrogate, before discovering its other pleasures.
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On the morning of Thursday, 27 July 1967, I was leaning out of the train window with a transistor radio, trying to listen to the Test match commentary. My mother had driven my father and me to Sheffield station, near Bramall Lane, to put us on the train to Liverpool, from where we were going to take a ferry to the Isle of Man for a week’s holiday.


It was the first day of England’s Test series against Pakistan at Lord’s. Transmission was intermittent as we went over and through the Pennines, and on the ferry. After England had made a large total, Pakistan collapsed at the start of their first innings. On the third day, they began to rally, led by Hanif Mohammad. On the Sunday morning, a rest day in the Test, my father and I were having breakfast at a small hotel in Laxey when he was called to the phone in Reception. My sister Melloney was ringing from home: my mother, while decorating a bedroom, had suffered a brain haemorrhage.


I cannot remember how we returned to the mainland, whether by ferry or plane. My next memory is stopping in a taxi past midnight – it must have been too late for a train back to Sheffield – on the Snake Pass. My father rang from a telephone kiosk and spoke to the Sheffield Royal Infirmary. The latest news was that my mother had suffered a second, far more serious, haemorrhage.


We reached the hospital about dawn. I was not allowed into the intensive care unit. So I never saw my mother again. Melloney took me home, to wait. A kind neighbour came round and found something to keep me occupied: to continue decorating the spare bedroom. While I scraped away at wallpaper, the radio was on, and Hanif was still batting. He batted for more than nine hours, long enough to take my mind away from the impending reality for the odd moment.


Early on the morning of 1 August 1967, my mother died. She had never regained consciousness after the first haemorrhage. The second, I was told, had been so severe she would never have been able to lead a normal life. I do not remember crying much, or feeling angry or bitter, or even talking. I suppose I carried on decorating, and listening to the radio, just infinitely sad.
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My father sold our house and moved into a hall of residence at Sheffield University. He was a professor of English who used to proclaim: ‘The two greatest men who ever lived – and you cannot say that Jesus was only a man – are Hammond and Shakespeare. Or rather Shakespeare and Hammond, in that order.’ Having lost his mother in childbirth, and been caned frequently at school, he sought refuge in English literature and Cheltenham festivals – not the literary ones but those dominated by Wally Hammond. He was there for the week in 1928 when Hammond made a century in each innings and took ten catches against Surrey; then he scored 80, took 15 wickets and bowled unchanged throughout both innings against Worcestershire.


My father was an archetypally English professor, the most impractical of men, through a combination of accident and design. One day, my mother and I had gone out, maybe to Bramall Lane, leaving his lunch in the oven. When we came home, he had not eaten it: he had been unable to work out how the oven opened.


My father had served in the army in Malta in the Second World War, during the Siege. He would have been dangerous with a gun in his hand, though not to the enemy. From the army, he was seconded to teach English at a school in the medieval hilltop town of Mdina, from where he watched German planes swooping over the Mediterranean from their bases in Italy to bomb the island into submission. We were never close, because he never removed the mask of Victorian fatherhood; but when I took him back to Malta for his 90th birthday, I met several of his former pupils who were overwhelmed by their memories of the animation with which my father had staged their performances of Hamlet and Macbeth amid Mdina’s battlements. He had escaped from the practical world and thrown himself into English literature as the antidote to his childhood.


So my father went into a hall of residence, my sister to university, and the contents of our house were sold. Even our cat had to be given away; a few months later, a letter came from her new home to say she had died of flu. On a similar basis, it was decided I should be sent to boarding school. My father had read that the school which sent the highest proportion of pupils to Oxbridge was Ampleforth College (he might have missed the small print saying that Ampleforth, as a religious foundation, had its own Oxford college to train Catholic priests and swell the numbers). He had longed to go to Oxford himself, but did not have the money and had to train as a solicitor’s clerk.


After boarding for a year or two, I would sometimes lie in bed in the dormitory after the lights had been turned out and count, not sheep, but the number of adults I had spoken to in my life. I had entered Ampleforth in the January term, after everyone else in my year had joined in September and made friends. Excluding people at school, I can remember the total at some counts amounting to fewer than 20.


Sunday evenings were worst. From the cold supper, I would escape early and run to queue for the school’s only public telephone. When my father answered, I pushed Button A and we had a few shillings’ worth of ‘How are you?’ and ‘Oh, I’m all right.’ Neither of us began to say how we felt.


Cricket kept me going – firstly reading about it, then writing about it, before I ever had the chance to play. One day, after going to the dentist’s in York, I found in a second-hand bookshop a complete run of Yorkshire CCC yearbooks from 1898 to 1940. Here was a world I could enter, inhabited by Wilfred Rhodes, Roy Kilner, Herbert Sutcliffe, George Macaulay, Emmott Robinson, Hedley Verity . . . Here was camaraderie, of a vicarious kind.


If I appeared diligent in the school library, it was because it contained several books by Len Hutton and Neville Cardus. By the time I was supposed to be studying for A levels, I felt I knew enough about the Yorkshire cricketers of 1925 – never has a county won more Championship matches in a season without defeat – to try and write a book about them. Only Sutcliffe was still alive, in a nursing home, but I did what research I could – at school, if not at home, which was now in London. My father had remarried hastily; and my stepmother was prone to hit the bottle and wreck her/our house.


A piece of fortune was that Yorkshire’s captain from 1927 to 1929, Sir William Worsley, lived a few miles away at Hovingham Hall. After I had laboriously typed eleven chapters of juvenilia, he penned the kindest of forewords: ‘It was a team of infinite cricket ability and strong character: seven of its members played for England and all the others achieved distinction in the game. Berry has analysed their ability and their personality with devoted attention. I understand he would like to become a writer on cricket and this volume gives clear evidence to me that this may well be a very successful line for him. I do wish him luck.’


By now I was 17 years old, and I still had not played a single game of cricket – not one proper match other than pick-up games. It was partly my fault, for being truthful. On arriving at Ampleforth, when asked by the games master if I had been in the first team at my previous school, I said I had been in the first-team squad, but not in the first XI.


Cricket at Westbourne preparatory school in Sheffield had been dominated by William Ward – not the one who scored 278 for MCC at Lord’s in 1820, but another who may have been almost as good. He would make a century out of a total of 138 or so, and went on to break the record for most runs in a season at Uppingham. The cover drives of Boycott at Bramall Lane and Ward at Westbourne – his front foot pointing towards where I sat beside the boundary – are the first strokes I still recall. When given a chance, I bowled leg-breaks that were very slow but turned a long way, and added a googly; but even after Ward had left, I was not selected for the first XI for their few matches. Instead, I reasoned I would be chosen for the second XI’s match at Bakewell. It was logical: I was in the first-team squad of 14, so the two others and I who were not in the first XI would be chosen for the second team. I set my heart on it. My parents then happened to invite the headmaster to our house, and he asked me if I would be scorer for the second XI. I ran out of the room, into the kitchen, and burned. It was the most embarrassing, disappointing and frustrating moment of my life. It still is.


The drawback to living in Sheffield was that Bramall Lane and the university were the only cricket grounds anywhere near the centre. The city had produced plenty of cricketers in the nineteenth century – George Ulyett, the Ian Botham of his day, grew up in Sheffield, as well as the county’s first captain, Roger Iddison – because they had space in which to play. Thereafter factories and terraced houses expanded down Bramall Lane, leaving no flat land for a boy to play, without going to the leafy suburbs.


For my first two summers at boarding school, aged 14 and 15, I was condemned to cross-country and tennis. Aged 16, I broke my collarbone playing football, so another summer passed without a game. And how do you get selected for a match if you have never played one? Even Don Bradman might have had a problem. ‘How about reviving the Optimists, old chap?’ my housemaster, Fr Edward, said one day. ‘We used to have a school team that played against the local villages. That’s why we were called the Optimists – we didn’t stand much chance of winning.’


So one summer evening, when I was 17, the team I had assembled poured out of a school minibus to play a 20-over game at and against Rievaulx Abbey. The ruins were magnificent, but when we looked for a cricket ground, we found arrangements were almost as medieval: a field of sheep with a roped-off square. After chasing them away, and at the end of the first over of my first cricket match, Rievaulx had scored four runs for the loss of three wickets. Having arranged the fixture and collected the team, I thought I deserved to be captain, and drew on my observations of Brian Close.


Faced with a bunch of schoolboys, however, Rievaulx had reversed their batting order and given their younger lads a chance. As the Reformation cast its shadow, the home side won easily enough. We then persuaded the master-in-charge that, having missed school supper, we needed to stop at a pub in Scawton on the way back. The Hare claimed to be the smallest pub in England, but it was large enough for us to eat ham, egg and chips, and drink to excess and the success of our new cricket team. I had a strange feeling. I realised I was happy for the first time in years.


We played four or five games that summer, and the following, although the rationale for the team’s name was soon manifest, no matter how many of the school’s first XI I persuaded to play. Every village team in Yorkshire contains canny cricketers. Our most one-sided game was at Newburgh Priory, where Oliver Cromwell’s head is reputed to be buried. Our batsmen lost theirs when we chased Newburgh’s 170 off 20 overs. At number ten I was the highest scorer, with 11 not out in a total of 28 for nine. I did not dare bat any higher, and it was only later when I took my driving test that I found I needed glasses. I never had the confidence to bowl a single ball.


I was 18 years old, therefore, when I bowled my first over in a proper match. Fr Edward chose me for a side he had assembled to play against the Under-16 first XI, whom he coached. I began quite tidily, bowling with a windmill action which a few years later Jack Fingleton, who was umpiring, said was like that of his Australian teammate Bill O’Reilly: he was not obviously joking, bless him. I started to take some wickets. The Under-16s were not bad – one went on to play a few first-class games for Oxford University – but they could not spot a googly. In my first 11 overs of formal cricket, I took six wickets for 24 runs, and led the side off to tea.


Only there was no tea, no interval, no time to savour the elation after waiting so long. ‘You’d better come and have a bowl,’ said the school coach. A first XI trial was in progress so, without a break, I went out and took off my sweater to bowl again. The umpire was Brian Statham. Me, who had never bowled until that afternoon, handing my sweater to Brian Statham, the taker of 242 Test wickets for England. He was known as ‘Gentleman George’, one of nature’s finest, and he neither said nor did anything to increase my discomfort. But it still seemed sacrilege. It would have been more appropriate if I had spread my sweater on the ground for him to walk on.


I ran in and bowled straight away. Out came a googly. I ran in again, intent on a leg-break, and out came a googly. And another. Every ball was turning in to the right-hander. I had no idea what was happening. The pitch was slower, more puddingy, than the one I had just been bowling on further up the hill, but that did not account for this sudden reversal. The batsman could predict which way the ball was going to turn.


In the afternoons following this trial, I went back to the nets and still the same thing happened. Only googlies, no leg-break. Nobody offered a word of advice. It was years before I worked out that, because I had tired after my first spell of 11 overs and all the nervous excitement, I was no longer turning side-on but bowling increasingly chest-on. My wrist had consequently ‘collapsed’ – instead of pointing my palm at the batsman – so only googlies came out.


I was still chosen for Ampleforth’s next second XI game against Durham School Seconds. I took four wickets for eight runs as we dismissed them for 50. Having waited throughout my childhood for a game, I had taken my first ten wickets for 32 runs. But my leg-break had not returned – that took a couple of years – and I was soon dropped, or ‘allowed to concentrate on my A levels’. That was not undeserved, but I was subsequently written out of the school magazine. The master-in-charge awarded my wickets to the bowler at the other end, who had taken four wickets for nine.


In the following year, 1973, Bramall Lane was closed as a cricket ground. It had been discussed in the local newspapers for years. Sheffield United wanted their ground exclusively for football, even though they did not attract the crowds to fill the stand that was going to be built on the fourth side across the cricket square. Yorkshire had declined drastically since 1968: Close, Illingworth, Binks and Trueman gone, with all their knowledge and winning habits, through bad management more than age. Closure, nevertheless, felt like a gratuitous wound.


I went to the last game of cricket at Bramall Lane, the Roses Match against Lancashire, which was ruined by rain. Supporters were invited at the close to dig up the turf and take a piece home. That, for me, would have been desecrating a cemetery; but maybe it was better that the place where my childhood was happiest should be closed. Had I kept returning to Bramall Lane every summer, in pursuit of memories of my mother, I might not have moved on.


 


’Tis little I repair to the matches of the South’ron folk,


Though my own red roses there may blow;


’Tis little I repair to the matches of the South’ron folk,


Though the red roses crest their caps, I know. 


 


Seldom did the late Victorian poet Francis Thompson revisit Lord’s after the heroes of his youth, Hornby and Barlow, had ceased to play for Lancashire and ‘flicker to and fro, to and fro’: he could not afford to watch his old county, having drifted south to the streets of London, where he wrote his poetry and sold newspapers and became an opium addict. I never went to Bramall Lane again, after my own white roses there had blown.


But at least during my childhood I had watched cricket being played at its best, and had tasted the briefest success as a player. Before the door of the steel container slammed, I had seen the happiness that could lie beyond.
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Love’s Labour 


Not Lost


What mighty Contests rise from trivial Things.


                    Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock


As an innkeeper, George Smith knows everything there is to know about the morning after. But when he stirs on 19 June 1744, he senses something different.


First light is filtering through his garret window. The hour is being chimed at St Mary-le-Bow, although he is not alert enough to count the exact number. Down below, in Chiswell Street, a cart rumbles over the cobbles. In the courtyard of his inn, the Pyed Horse, he hears a barrel being rolled. Good, young William must be already astir.


When George stretches, a stream of recollections is undammed. Apart from his head, his right shoulder is a bit sore, but he does not feel bad, considering . . . Considering what a long, hot day in the City of London it had been . . . Considering what a cricket match it had been . . . Considering what his profits would be!


Thousands upon thousands of folk poured through his inn yesterday, to buy tickets for the Kent v England match and enter the ground of the Honourable Artillery Company next door. Members of the august Company have their own entrance, and do not have to pay for entry.


Thinking of the tickets makes George smile. It was a clever idea, when sketching a few players on the face of the ticket, to give them all shadows. Roll up, roll up – it’s going to be a sunny day! 


George remembers why his shoulder is sore, and it’s not from batting or bowling. He had to send William to the inn’s stables to fetch a whip when the crowd spilled on to the field of play. He cracked the whip to force the spectators back over the rope. There was some disorder – and the HAC committee are bound to haul him in and tell him it must never be allowed to happen again, forsooth. But it is not as if the Riot Act had to be read.


A pity Kent won – so narrowly, too. It was hardly George’s fault. It is true he scored only nought and eight runs for England, but he was so busy all day in supplying fine wines, victuals and viands to the gentlefolk, ales and pies for the rest, not to mention cracking the whip.


Then, as if ten thousand spectators were not enough, he had to cater for royalty. If the HAC committee knew that His Royal Highness Frederick, the Prince of Wales, was going to attend, and his younger brother, the Duke of Cumberland, why did they not let George put up a special tent? He could also have increased the price of a ticket from twopence to threepence, or more, because spectators had these royal personages to view into the bargain.


What a finish, too! If only Thomas Waymark had held on . . . 


George sees again the ball hit up into the sky, when Kent’s last pair had three runs still to make for victory. What steadier man in the whole realm to take that catch? Poor old Tom. He had been the groom for the Duke of Richmond. This morning he might be sleeping in the kennels.


The Bow bells chime the half-hour.FN3 George opens his eyes, stares at the ceiling – and sees the future of cricket at the Artillery Ground. Matches of three or five players a side are all very well, but they do not last the whole day, as Kent v England had. Teams must be eleven a side in future. Matches must also consist of two innings per side when there is sufficient time and daylight at the height of summer. Besides, it is in the spirit of Englishmen, fair and true, that a fellow should be given a second chance, as he was after scoring nought.


And if he could fill the Artillery Ground with ten thousand folk for one grand match, he can do it again. Since the Great Plague, and the improvements in clearing the streets of rubbish and beggars and ne’er-do-wells, many men have moved to live in London. They have money to spend, too: some are making handsome profits out of trade with France and the West Indies – ‘the middling sort’, as they are called. Royalty, gentlefolk and this new middling sort, they all want entertainment, and they are prepared to pay good money to watch cricket. Boxing, bear-baiting, cock-fighting and horse-racing do not have a venue to accommodate ten thousand people and charge them as they enter, like he does.


George sits up in bed. If he increases the cost of admission from twopence to sixpence, and ten thousand folk buy a ticket – or eight thousand, because Company members have to be admitted free – then sixpence multiplied by eight thousand equals . . . equals . . . 


‘William! Come hither, boy! And bring pen and paper, prithee!’
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Kent v England at the Artillery Ground on 18 June 1744 is the first cricket match for which an entrance ticket survives; and the first for which a match report survives; and the second for which we have a scorecard. This evidence, together, gives us a detailed picture of why the playing and watching of cricket was so attractive, even in its infancy, to English people.


While the first surviving ticket was printed for George Smith, his age unknown, the first match report was written by James Dance, when he was 23. At the same age, I covered my first Test series, the Ashes of 1977, and my first England tour. One is eager to play shots at 23, and see how far one can push irreverent wit.


The parallels, I should add, do not extend much further. His father, George Dance the Elder, was the architect who at that time was designing the new Mansion House as the Lord Mayor of London’s residence. At 18, James Dance had achieved a precocious hat-trick. He had gone up to St John’s, Oxford, and a few months later down again; he had joined Lincoln’s Inn; and he had married Elizabeth Hooper, daughter of a customs officer. While none of those ventures quite worked out, Dance had shown an early sign of finding his niche when he had defended the prime minister with what the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography calls ‘a smart poem’. Sir Robert Walpole, Britain’s first prime minister, had been ridiculed in anonymous verse, which was suspected of being composed by Alexander Pope, the most acerbic of satirists, and Dance had come up with a witty riposte. It did not lead to a career in Downing Street, where Walpole had been granted a residence at Number Ten by King George II, but it had marked him as a young man of promise.


Having been one of the ten thousand spectators at the Artillery Ground that day – did he ask George Smith for a free press pass? – Dance was inspired to write a poem of three hundred lines. Unlike most match reports, which have to be finished a few minutes after the close of play, Dance had several months for composition, and he made the most of the extra time to give full rein to his irreverent wit. He chose the mock-heroic style, along the lines of Pope’s two famous poems, The Rape of the Lock and The Dunciad, which had people rolling in the aisles – provided they were not the butts. The barbs Pope hurled in The Dunciad at the House of Hanover were more vicious than anything published about the royal family in our litigious age.


Dance was also a player himself, in more than one sense. He played cricket for the Richmond club, although none of his scores survives. At the Richmond Theatre, he worked as an actor, playwright and manager; David Garrick, most celebrated of actors and known to watch cricket, was to invite Dance to Drury Lane to play Falstaff in what was considered his finest role. Dance also acquired a mistress: the actress known as Catherine de l’Amour. And while living up to his real surname by leading his wife and children a merry dance, he took the pseudonym of James Love, presumably to identify with his mistress. It was under this name that his Cricket: An Heroic Poem was published in 1745.


We do not know whether Catherine was French or if she simply adopted ‘de l’Amour’ as an exotic stage name. Either way, I suspect James Love is teasing her in his poem when he launches into ridicule and takes his first potshot at France, as one of those European countries which do not play cricket. He calls the games that French people play ‘Eunuch Sports’, a barb worthy of Pope. Primarily, Love has billiards and bowls in mind.FN4 In a footnote, Love says that billiards is ‘Frenchifi’d’ and played by ‘Beaus of the first Magnitude, dress’d in the Quintessence of the Fashion’ – veritable fops! In the eyes of Love, the only proper sport apart from cricket is tennis: real tennis, the sport of kings, as lawn tennis was not invented until the nineteenth century.


Remember that what Smith is introducing is nothing less than the commercialisation of leisure, an historic moment in the western world; whenever we buy a ticket to watch sport, we are following in the footsteps of Smith’s customers who went through his Pyed Horse into the Artillery Ground. In 1744 the parameters of formal sport are only just being explored. Military fighting is still on the agenda – the last battle on British soil was to take place the following year, never mind excursions overseas – so what form should peaceful sport take in developing manly prowess? Love is defining the parameters, or trying to, when he scorns ‘puny’ billiards and bowls.


Love next takes aim at the Honourable Artillery Company – always safer to ridicule institutions or foreign countries, rather than individuals who can jeopardise one’s career prospects. King Henry VIII had founded it for the defence of the realm, and even today the HAC is the City headquarters for the British Army Reserve, or Territorial Army formerly. But in the two centuries following its foundation, the members of the Company seem to have become less than fit for purpose. Their records for February 1744 mention a procession to celebrate the 17th anniversary of the accession of King George II, and even though war was in the air and austerity the order of the day, each member afterwards was still entitled to ‘a pint of wine’. Love takes aim at these fat-cat city-slickers who have let their military training lapse, and fires:


 


A Place there is, where City-Warriors meet,


Wisely determin’d not to fight, but eat.


Where harmless Thunder rattles to the Skies,


While the plump Buff-coat fires, and shuts his Eyes.


 


A hit, a veritable hit! These ‘warriors’ are intent on feeding, not fighting. They are ‘plump’ and close their eyes – even though their ordnance is composed of blanks.


More ridicule comes when Love dedicates his poem to Lord Sandwich. He bows and scrapes so obsequiously, and lavishes so much mock-heroic praise on him, the effect is absurd: ‘With the greatest Diffidence I presume to lay this imperfect Poem at your Lordship’s Feet.’ After expressing nothing less than ‘Veneration’, Love goes on: ‘Far be it from me . . . to attempt a Description of your Lordship’s exalted Qualifications: Those Excellences which every Englishman is sensible of, but no one can express.’ Come on! This is the Lord Sandwich whose claim to fame is inventing a snack. After his death, and a long ministerial career, this epitaph was proposed: ‘Seldom has any man held so many offices and accomplished so little.’ (The Sandwich Islands ceased to be named after him and were instead called Hawaii.)


Love was impecunious – he had a wife, children and mistress to support – so I suspect he wrote this grovelling dedication to wheedle a few guineas out of his lordship. Modern naval historians claim that Sandwich was not entirely useless, and reformed the Admiralty to some effect, but Love goes so far overboard as to hail him as ‘the Cicero of the Age’. He signs himself at the end of this dedication as ‘Your Lordship’s Most Devoted, Most Obedient, and Most Humble Servant.’ You would have thought Sandwich would have splashed out and ordered a few extra copies. Had his lordship bought one for each of the children of his mistress, never mind his other relatives, he would have swelled sales of the book by at least nine.


As Love loves a lord more than most, for sound financial reasons, another peer to receive his utmost deference is Lord John Sackville, who played for Kent in this match. Sackville had issued the original challenge: Kent would play the best cricketers in the rest of England in two fixtures, home and away. Sackville was the son of the first Duke of Dorset and had therefore grown up playing cricket on the ground in the family estate at Knole Park, near Sevenoaks. His elder brother, the Earl of Middlesex, played cricket too, but he was not involved in this game, because he had more pressing duties as Master of the Horse for the Prince of Wales.


Mistresses were commonplace in Georgian society, and Sackville was not to be left out. On the last day of 1743, he had had a son by Lady Frances Leveson-Gower, sister of the Duchess of Bedford, out of wedlock. Two days later, however, on 1 January 1744, Sackville had been compelled to marry the mother of his child.


Sackville, now 30, held several offices of state, but without the income to match. He was an equerry to George II’s wife, Queen Caroline; and Lieutenant of Dover Castle (his father was Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports); and he had been the MP for Tamworth since the age of 21. To his partial rescue came Frederick, the Prince of Wales, granting him an annuity of £800 a year. But Sackville needed more besides: hence, perhaps, the challenge of these two cricket matches for a stake of one thousand guineas a side.


Of Sackville’s scandal, Love breathes not a word. An explanation could be that he feared his own mistress would be exposed by a reviewer in the public prints. Instead, he lays on flattery like clotted cream whenever he mentions Sackville. He is not only ‘Illustrious’, he is ‘Swift as the Falcon, darting on its Prey’ and ‘pants for mighty Honours, yet to come.’ Such deference must have resulted in a few more sales.


George Smith, as a commoner, does not receive quite the same veneration. But when Love pokes fun at him, he does so fairly gently. In one of his witty footnotes, Love refers to him as: ‘Mr Smith, the Master of the Ground, who, to his immortal Honour, and no inconsiderable Advantage, has made great Improvements, and been perhaps a principal Cause of the high Light in which CRICKET at this Time flourishes.’


Smith was therefore the major figure in cricket’s infancy. He was in charge of the best ground in England, and the ticketing, and the catering, and the security; and he was a player selected for England, or ‘the Counties’, as Love called them. They sure don’t make all-rounders like Smith any more.


Love records for us one of the ‘great Improvements’ which Smith made. The Artillery Ground was the first cricket ground known to have its playing area marked out by a boundary rope. (An advertisement of 1731 advertises a cricket match on Kennington Common that will be ‘roped out’, but no report has been discovered to confirm that it happened.) Smith seems to have started doing so before 1744, his invention stemming from the necessity of containing a large crowd in a small space. The contemporaneous painting of a cricket match at ‘the Mary-le-bone Fields’ depicts spectators scattered over a wide plain – the area that became Lord’s being then open country. Where did Smith get several hundred yards of rope? Living close to the Thames, he would not have had far to go to a chandler’s. In any event, Smith was so ahead of his time that a boundary rope was not used at Lord’s until the second half of the nineteenth century.


 


Wide o’er th’ extended Plain, the circling String


Restrains th’ impatient Throng, and marks a Ring.


 


Another Improvement which Smith made – another first at any rate – was to charge for admission. The Artillery Ground was the first sports ground in post-Roman Britain to do so. It was surrounded by streets, buildings and the graveyard where Daniel Defoe and John Bunyan are buried, so by restricting public access to it through the courtyard of the Pyed Horse, Smith could charge twopence a head. Or maybe more . . .


Love does not ridicule the other cricketers in this match. Thereby he set a fine example as the first cricket correspondent. Being a player himself, he must have known just how sodding difficult the game can be at times.


And because Love played the game himself, his enthusiasm when he describes the start of a cricket season is palpable almost three centuries later:


 


When the returning Sun begins to smile,


And shed its Glories round this sea-girt Isle;


When new-born Nature deck’d in vivid Green,


Chaces dull Winter from the charming Scene:


High panting with Delight, the jovial Swain


Trips it exulting o’er the Flow’r-strew’d Plain;


Thy Pleasures, CRICKET! all his Heart controul;


Thy eager Transports dwell upon his Soul.


 


So here we are, close to the summer solstice, the perfect time of year for a long day’s cricket. The stage is perfect, too, or at any rate the best in existence, as Thomas Lord has yet to be born. Let the cricketers enter – and what a fine sight they make, especially when compared with the normal denizens of the Artillery Ground, those members ‘plump’ and cowardly:


 


The Stumps are pitch’d. Each Heroe now is seen,


Springs o’er the Fence, and bounds along the Green,


In decent White, most gracefully array’d,


Each strong-built Limb in all its Pride display’d.


 


‘Fence’ may be poetic licence for the rope. Or it may be that the cricketers changed in the main building of Armoury House, then jumped over a wooden fence in front of it, while the rope restrained spectators on the other three sides of the ground.FN5


Here we also have cricket’s first reference to costume. The players in this match dressed in white, and it was a bit of a trend-setter, for the next 233 years, until the advent of World Series Cricket. Ladies dressed the same: on 26 July of the following year, when XI Maids of Bramley played against XI Maids of Hambledon (the Hambledon in Surrey near Godalming), they all dressed in white, augmented by blue ribbons in the hair of the Bramley players and red ribbons for the Hambledon team. Stripes have come, been, gone and returned, on shirts and caps, but white was the dominant colour from the outset – a decision that could only have been made in an era of many servants to do the laundry.


The consequences have been unquantifiable yet, I would argue, considerable. White clothes do make a man, or woman, more ‘gracefully array’d’ than he or she would be in clothes or uniform of another colour. White suggests purity, too; or so the priesthood thinks. This has shaped our image of cricketers. I believe we have come to expect them to behave better on and off the field, if only slightly, than players in other team sports who do not wear white. I suspect, too, that more match-fixing and spot-fixing have been perpetrated in coloured uniform, in limited-overs cricket, than when the clothing has been white.


As informatively as a match brochure, Love proceeds to talk us through the stars of the forthcoming show, starting with the England captain, Richard Newland. Love, in a footnote, calls him ‘a famous Batsman’: so, as another first, Newland inaugurates the sequence of players who have been hailed as the best batsman in England. The same footnote says that Newland comes from Slindon in Sussex and is a farmer by profession, although he used the money he made out of cricket to train as a surgeon and practise a different kind of cut. Aided by two of his brothers, Newland was the pillar of the Slindon team that lost only one of more than 40 matches in the 1740s.


In his poem, Love tells us that Newland is left-handed – and by my reckoning, if we take into account the players of the Hambledon era portrayed by John Nyren in The Cricketers of My Time, about a third of the known batsmen in the eighteenth century were left-handers. I can only deduce that they enjoyed the same advantage – of having a right-arm bowler bowling the ball across them, rather than at the stumps – as left-handers now. But stern and inflexible Victorian mores set in, demanding conformity, so that Baily’s Magazine observed in 1870: ‘There is not now a first-class left-handed batsman in England.’ Hence the first left-hander to score a century for England, Frank Woolley, did not do so until 1911–12 in Australia. The same conventions shackled Asian batsmen until the professional, post-Packer era.


The second cricketer Love introduces is Bryan, his first name unrecorded. Bryan comes from London and is a bricklayer by trade: a strong fellow, as we shall later see. In mock-heroic vein, echoing Homer, Love imagines Newland and Bryan hearing about the challenge issued by Lord Sackville, on behalf of Kent, to the rest of England – and laughing as they carouse. How dare these cricketers of Kent issue such a challenge, which reaches ‘Great Newland’s Ear’:


 


Where, with his Friend, all negligent he laugh’d,


And threatened future Glories, as they quaff’d. 


 


If this seems a far cry from the modern team talk in a huddle, with the captain stressing the importance of bowling in the right areas and fighting together, Newland does exhort Bryan before the start:


Let Us with Care, each hardy Friend inspire!


And fill their Souls with emulating Fire!


 


The match commences at noon – or so it was scheduled, and wealthy patrons who came to bet did not expect to be made to hang around. Kent take the field, led out by their captain. (Love makes no mention of a toss, or of a bell, a feature of Christian culture, so one would have been ready to hand.)


And here comes what is, to my mind, the most amazing fact in the history of English cricket.


Bear in mind this is the mid-eighteenth century. Oliver Cromwell’s revolution was less than a century before, and few people wish to return to a republic, provided the monarch is bound to some extent by Parliament. In general, therefore, the social hierarchy is strict. If you are an aristocrat, you command; if a commoner, you obey. This applies in the army, the navy, the government, the Church – and in cricket. The captains chronicled to this date have been dukes, nobles, knights. (When the first Laws were drawn up, for the match in 1727 between the Duke of Richmond’s team and Mr Alan Brodrick’s team, the latter was the heir to Viscount Midleton.)


Yet, when Kent take the field, their captain is revealed to be not Lord Sackville at all. It is the Duke of Dorset’s gardener.


Love does not explain the rationale behind this decision. But he implicitly approves it, because he describes this gardener, Val Romney, in most eloquent terms as an outstanding physical specimen, with almost divine attributes. Yes, cricket’s first poser comes from Kent:


 


Bold Romney first, before the Kentish Hand


God-like appear’d, and seiz’d the chief Command.


Judicious Swain! Whose quick-discerning Soul


Observes the various Seasons as they roll.


Well-skill’d to spread the thriving Plant around,


And paint with fragrant Flow’rs th’ enamell’d Ground.


Conscious of Worth, with Front erect he moves,


And poises in his Hand the Bat he loves.


 


Romney was employed as the head gardener at Knole Park (‘Well-skill’d to spread the thriving Plant around’), and combined this work with playing cricket when the Duke desired: he was one of the first semi-professionals. The year before this match he had represented Three of Kent against Three of All-England at the Artillery Ground, and although he had not been captain, Kent had won by two runs: so he had experience as well.


Above all, however, the captaincy was awarded – surely by Sackville, who had captained Kent previously and had issued the challenge – to Romney on merit. We can surmise that it was because Sackville was desperate to win the game and the stakes, and thereby fund his domestic life. But the fact remains that the social hierarchy was overturned at this early point in cricket’s evolution, and while there were interregna when amateurs of little merit captained county teams, including Kent, the principle was established in the sport as a whole that the best man to be captain should and would be captain. It may be an exaggeration to think so, or maybe not, but it is at least conceivable that cricket might have been no more than a niche sport in upper-class English life, like polo or fives, but for this decision and the precedent it set.


This match was the second of the two fixtures: it was Kent’s away match, after the home leg had been staged at Coxheath three days earlier, on the Friday. The result of this first leg is unrecorded. We could guess that Kent had lost, under Sackville’s captaincy, and it was as a reaction that Romney was promoted. It matters not. Romney was now in command, Sackville under him; and Love gives us the impression that Sackville was happy with this appointment, because he ‘Attends with ardent Glee the mighty Play’r’, i.e. Romney.FN6


Love next introduces us to Kent’s opening bowler, William Hodsoll.FN7 Look, dear reader, at how tough and strong this fellow is – and be amazed at the speed he bowls! It is such an attractive theme for any cricket correspondent: all hail this new bowler, arguably the fastest on earth. In a footnote – straight up, no mockery – Love informs us that Hodsoll is a tanner by trade, from Dartford in Kent, as well as a formidable bowler:


 


Brisk Hodsoll next strides on with comely Pride,


Tough as the subject of his Trade, the Hide.


In his firm Palm, the hard-bound Ball he bears,


And mixes joyous with his pleas’d Compeers.


 


Love describes Hodsoll’s bowling action when he delivers the first ball of the match: ‘then pois’d, and rising as he threw,/ Swift from his Arm the fatal Missive flew.’ What sounds like a bending of the knees would have given Hodsoll some momentum for his forward thrust in delivery. Love does not say whether he had a run-up, but the implication is not, because of an earlier couplet about Hodsoll and his opening partner John Mills, a gamekeeper from Bromley:


 


Hodsoll and Mills behind the Wickets stand,


And each by Turns, the flying Ball command;


 


Of Hodsoll’s pace, Love gives a vivid impression. Remember that nothing in Georgian London was faster than a runaway horse. Even from a standing position, Hodsoll – tough as a tanner – bowls with startling speed, which Love embellishes with all the hyperbole he can command:


 


Nor with more Force the Death conveying Ball,


Springs from the Cannon to the batter’d Wall;


Nor swifter yet the pointed Arrows go,


Launch’d from the Vigour of the Parthian Bow.


It whizz’d along, with unimagin’d Force,


And bore down all, resistless in its Course.


To such impetuous Might compell’d to yield


The Bail, and mangled Stumps bestrew the Field.


 


Let us suppose Hodsoll could bowl at 60 mph: even though under-arm, such bowling on a rough pitch would have been a test of physical bravery.FN8 David Harris, the finest bowler of the Hambledon era at the end of the eighteenth century, was known to grind a batsman’s unprotected fingers against the bat: ‘Many a time have I seen the blood drawn in this way from a batter,’ wrote John Nyren in The Cricketers of My Time. But whether it is Hodsoll or Dennis Lillee, Malcolm Marshall or Dale Steyn, who knocks ‘mangled’ stumps out of the ground, the sight is cricket’s most dramatic.


The ball, then as now, weighed between five and six ounces. The ones used in this match might even have been manufactured by the Duke family, and therefore the make England still use in Tests at home: we know that in 1780 Duke’s supplied cricket balls to the Prince of Wales, who became King George IV. ‘The great secret of it is to wind the thread round an octagon piece of cork,’ wrote the diarist Joseph Farington after seeing the Duke’s cottage industry in Penshurst in 1811. ‘When the Ball is perfectly formed with Cork and thread . . . they put on the Leather cover which is made of Bull Hide.’FN9


In no other English sport is a ball put into play more quickly by a human being, without the aid of an implement, than it is by the pace bowler. (In baseball, the fastest pitchers have historically delivered the ball 5 to 10 per cent more quickly than the fastest bowlers.) Love contrasts this speed of action with ‘puny Billiards, where, with sluggish Pace,/ The dull Ball trails . . .’ Bowls is equally dull, in Love’s opinion, because the bowl ‘wanders to the Goal’.


The colour of the ball was red, or ‘crimson’ in Love’s more flowery vocabulary. It remained so until the late 1970s and the introduction of floodlit cricket, when white balls were tried, and orange, and pink. On my visit to the Duke’s cottages in Penshurst, shortly before it moved to modern premises and mechanisation, the handful of remaining craftsmen said a cricket ball was red simply because that was the colour of one of the few natural dyes to which their predecessors had access in the eighteenth century: no reason other than that. (Artificial dyes were largely the invention of the chemist William Perkin in the 1850s.) Aesthetic considerations, however, have surely contributed to keeping the ball red for the best part of three centuries: against a green background, the ‘crimson rambler’ has inspired many a poet apart from Love.


But the length of a cricket pitch has not changed one inch since 1744. It remains 22 yards, or one chain, which points to the sport’s agricultural origins: a chain is said to be the shortest distance in which a horse pulling a plough can turn around. The weight and size of the cricket ball have also stayed the same, while the width of the bat has not altered since 1771. Yet male human beings in England and elsewhere have grown taller. The first national census was not until 1801, but the HAC’s minutes for 1744 record their committee’s decision that all sergeants in future must be at least five feet six inches tall, which suggests the average height of the time. Nowadays an international bowler below six feet is rare. Cricket’s measurements have not changed, yet the height of cricketers and their bowling speeds have increased considerably.


The effect of never having had to alter these basic measurements of pitch, bat and ball has surely been considerable, albeit at a subconscious level. Cricket is known as a conservative sport, reluctant to change. To some extent, this must be the consequence of there having been no need to alter the essential elements, and the mindset it breeds.
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Hodsoll’s first over consists of four balls, as laid down in the Laws of 1744. The over was increased to five balls in the 1880s, and six in the 1890s, and grew to eight in Australia in the twentieth century. My interpretation is that four balls made for sufficient interest for one over when pitches were bad, before they were prepared by rolling and mowing. It was excitement enough if two balls shot along the ground, another hit a bump and went over the two stumps, and the next passed between them (the third stump was not added until the Hambledon club legislated in 1776). After four such balls, the striker, umpires and spectators must have felt it was time for a breather.


Once the mechanical mower had been invented in the 1840s, four balls could be blocked, and the average over would have come to seem rather dull and abrupt. Furthermore, the bowler was forced to use his wits, and needed more scope to bait his trap. He might want to set a batsman up with four or five quicker balls, then a slower one, or by spinning five balls one way and the sixth the other.FN10


Mills bowls the second over of this match, from the opposite end to Hodsoll. This simple act of routine, of switching ends after each over, has given cricket an essential variety which baseball has never enjoyed. Fielders, in moving from end to end or side to side, are given a change of scene. Spectators have to shift their focus every few minutes when the bowling switches to the other end and is directed at the other batsman. It was a brilliant invention, and not only for reducing the wear and tear on parts of the pitch by half. It saved a cricket match from the ever-increasing dullness of middle practice. It promoted variety and the scope for drama: how much excitement has been generated simply by the batsman trying to take a single off the last ball of an over to keep the strike? We would have missed all such action if Mills had bowled from the same end as Hodsoll, at the same striker.


Hodsoll takes three quick wickets and Mills two, all of them bowled, to make their opponents reel. England have lost their first five wickets for only three runs, or as Love reports: ‘three Notches only gain’d, five Leaders out.’ I estimate we have to multiply by four or five to get the equivalent number of runs in today’s terms. Even by this reckoning, though, a score of 15 for five wickets was the worst of starts. (The first surviving scorecard, of Slindon v London a few days earlier, also records bad starts, with most of the runs scored by the middle order.) Love adds the gloss: ‘The Odds run high on the Side of KENT.’ In the poem itself, he mentions the betting which went on around the field or ‘the Plain’, a term connoting that of Troy, where the Greeks had heroically fought:


 


But while the drooping Play’r invokes the Gods,


The busy Better calculates his Odds,


Swift round the Plain, in buzzing Murmurs run,


I’ll hold you Ten to Four, Kent.—Done Sir.—Done. 


 


Hereabouts Richard Newland comes to the wicket. In a prosaic note, Love writes: ‘Bryan and Newland go in; they help the Game greatly.’ In verse, he sings that Bryan and Newland ‘pant to redeem the Fame their Fellows lost./ Eager for Glory . . .’


During his innings, Newland, we are told, displays his ‘Prowess’ and his ‘strenuous Arm’. Even against under-arm bowling, batting appears to have had aesthetic possibilities.


Bryan, meanwhile, winds up and hits five runs with one shot: perhaps our equivalent of 20 off a single ball! He uses arms made powerful by bricklaying: physical strength, even in cricket’s infancy, was an influential factor.FN11 We can almost hear the bedlam as Bryan sends the ball flying into the crowd:


. . . he wav’d his Bat with forceful Swing,


And drove the batter’d Pellet o’er the Ring.


Then rapid five Times cross’d the shining Plain,


E’er the departed Ball return’d again.


 


This rallying stand for England between Newland and Bryan is ended straight after Bryan’s shot for five, when we have the first recorded instance of a big hit going to a batsman’s head.


 


Beware, unhappy Bryan! oh beware!


Too heedless Swain, when such a Foe is near.


Fir’d with Success, elated with his Luck,


He glow’d with Rage, regardless how he struck,


 


Here we have the first recorded stumping or, as Love phrases it in a note: ‘Bryan is unfortunately put out by Kips’. Love adds: ‘Kips is particularly remarkable for handing the Ball at the Wicket, and knocking up the Stumps instantly, if the Batsman is not extremely cautious.’ Thus we are in at the start of cricket’s longest-running tradition: excellent wicketkeeper/batsmen from Kent. Ned Wenman, in the Kent side of the 1840s, was the first keeper to cope with round-arm bowling; Edward Tylecote, in the 1880s, was the first keeper to score 50 in a Test; Les Ames was the prototype of the modern keeper/bat, in that he scored more than 100 first-class hundreds; Godfrey Evans was a prototype, too, in bouncing around, being vocal and keeping his fielders energetic; Alan Knott still wins votes as the best wicketkeeper of all time, and popularised the sweep in England; Paul Downton and Geraint Jones maintained the lineage, although the first left Kent and the second went there; and Sam Billings assumed their mantle. Another Kent keeper, Derek Ufton, told me he was watched at Canterbury by Fred Huish, who was the first to make 100 first-class dismissals in a season (he did it twice just before the First World War). Huish and Hopper Levett, another fine keeper, offered advice to their successors, so there was a degree of mentoring;FN12 and the pitches in Kent are true enough for batsmen and keepers to perfect their craft. But I can offer no further explanation for why Kent should have produced this unique sequence, rather than a neighbouring county like Essex, Surrey or Sussex, other than this mentoring and a snowballing sense of tradition.


After Bryan’s dismissal, England collapse again; the harassed Smith is dismissed for nought. They are all out for 40, the equivalent of 160 or so, with their captain Newland left stranded on 18 not out. Now, all stand please, ladies and gentlemen, for His Royal Highness Frederick, the Prince of Wales, fashionably late, and his younger brother, very soon to be nicknamed ‘Butcher Cumberland’.


[image: ]


‘Keep politics out of sport’ was the cry of those who supported South Africa’s apartheid government and cricket team in the 1970s. Irrespective of the ethics involved, if any, the cry itself was irrational. Politics are by definition the affairs of the city, literally, or the community; and the cricket match on 18 June 1744 was part of the affairs of London, or even the country, and the politics of the day.


What Frederick did at this cricket match was to set an example which was to be copied, unwittingly, over the coming centuries. After the CIA and MI6 combined to rig the general election in British Guiana in 1953, to stop Cheddi Jagan becoming prime minister, those wanting to protest went to the Test match between West Indies and England at Bourda to demonstrate in February 1954. When Benazir Bhutto went to the Gaddafi Stadium in Lahore during the first Test between Pakistan and England in 1977, she was there to protest against the imprisonment of her father; and most of the 50,000 spectators did not attend in order to see Mudassar Nazar score the slowest Test century. When Sri Lanka played their first Test in England, in 1984, Tamil spectators ran on to the field to bring their cause to the attention of the British public. All were following in Frederick’s footsteps.


Frederick went to watch the Kent v England match to demonstrate his Anglophilia and his credentials as a man of the people. He was, by birth and upbringing, German. So what better way to make himself popular than to commission Thomas Arne to write an opera including the song that has been number one among English patriots ever since, ‘Rule, Britannia’, and to patronise the quintessentially English sport?


The first Fred to use cricket to spread his popularity nationwide, but not the last,FN13 had grown up in Hanover. His father, the Elector of Hanover, was German, which did not matter in English eyes until he became King George II as well in 1727. Many of his new subjects were appalled by his boorishness: the king seemed to be interested only in fighting and hunting. His court spoke French. Worse still, he began to use the taxes he raised from the British people to finance the European wars in which he had become involved as the Elector of Hanover. He was the last British monarch to lead his or her army into battle, at the Battle of Dettingen in 1743.


Fred was left alone in Hanover after his father and mother had gone to London to manoeuvre their way towards the throne. Nothing of the original Herrenhausen Palace remains, as the RAF did a thorough job in the Second World War, but we can see where Fred first played cricket. As a boy he had cricket bats sent from England, but there was nowhere for him and his brother to play in front of the palace: the Grosser Garten – ‘the greatest treasure that the city possesses’, according to a local guidebook – had been laid out in the seventeenth century by the Electress Sophia, after she had visited Versailles. This Baroque garden is so filled with flowers, fountains, statues and mazes of hedge that 22 yards of unadorned turf do not exist.


Turning left out of the Herrenhausen, however, Fred would have entered a different, more natural world where, after a few trees had been cut down, there would have been open space for the boys to run around. We might even regard Fred as the first person to have used cricket as an emotional surrogate. As one might guess, George and Queen Caroline were not a touchy-feely couple. The Georgians, indeed, have been called the most dysfunctional of Britain’s royal families. If Caroline had more social accomplishments than her husband, she was still ridiculed by Alexander Pope as a dunce. And the extent of her maternal instincts can be judged from her opinion of Fred: ‘My first born is the greatest ass, and the greatest liar, and the greatest canailleFN14, and the greatest beast, in the whole world, and I heartily wish he was out of it.’ (To which Fred, no doubt, replied: ‘Love you too, Mumsy.’)


By the time he arrived in England in 1728, aged 21, Fred seems to have been pretty damaged and manipulative. If his mother’s verdict sounds harsh, we have the testimony of Lord Hervey, who recalled Fred as ‘never having the least hesitation in telling any lie that served his present purpose.’ This tribute, however, followed their falling out over a mistress they had shared. On the humanitarian side, Fred was to visit the woman who had rowed Bonnie Prince Charlie over the sea from Skye, Flora MacDonald, after she had been imprisoned in the Tower of London, and he obtained her release from his younger brother’s clutches.


England in the 1740s, as always, was divided between being European and insular. Italian opera had been the fashion; now the growing taste was for Handel and songs in English. The father was frittering away taxpayers’ money on fighting in the War of the Austrian Succession. The son allied himself with William Pitt the Elder, Paymaster-General and the most popular politician in the land after his attacks on George II.


Fred is the first person known to have presented a prize to the winners of a cricket match: all those who hold the World Cup aloft can thank him for the trend he set. He was a poor cricketer himself, but that did not stop him becoming one of the first county captains when he led ‘Surry’ against a team from Kent on Kennington Common in 1732, next to what has become the Oval. He was the first royal to understand the advantage of seeing, and being seen, at a cricket match – an endorsement that can only have added to cricket’s popularity, for if royalty was going to take an interest in this new sport, so would the newspapers and their readers.
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