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For Abigail, Francesca and Rose,


my three cricketing maidens







INTRODUCTION









The playwright Harold Pinter once referred to cricket as the ‘greatest thing that God created on earth’ (‘certainly greater than sex,’ he went on, ‘although sex isn’t too bad either.’).




Indeed for many cricket has a significance that goes

beyond the game itself. I can remember the keynote

speaker at our school speech day alerting our young

minds to the fact that life would bowl us the

occasional googly, which we should always

endeavour to play with a straight bat. A few

years later I heard a clergyman in the Cotswolds inform his congregation

that if they wanted to stay in God’s

good books they shouldn’t

throw their wicket away

with a careless shot. It

was their morals

he had in

mind.






   In the days of the British Empire the spirit of cricket was the essence

of good sportsmanship, a code of conduct akin to medieval chivalry.

Almost any dishonourable behaviour was contemptuously dismissed

with the damning phrase: ‘It’s not cricket’. The notion persisted that

the game was a universal force for good. As the Cold War extended

its icy grip across the face of the world in the late 1940s, the Catholic

Archbishop of Liverpool was heard to observe, ‘If Stalin had learned

to play cricket the world might now be a better place to live in.’




   The truth is that cricket means different things to different people

– while remaining totally incomprehensible to countless others,

including the French who, despite this, sometimes claim to have

invented it. No other sport is as multi-faceted or as rich in history,

character and drama. No other sport is as well documented or can

match cricket’s vast literary output. It is a game of strategic complexity,

subtle skills and blatant aggression; though not necessarily at the

same time. 




   The joy of cricket is that there is so much to enjoy – as a player, as a

spectator, as a statistician, as a student of the sport’s history, or even

as an artist like Jocelyn Galsworthy or wicketkeeper-turned-painter

Jack Russell. What other sport can be played over five fluctuating

days and build to a nail-biting climax such as we’ve seen in recent

times? And the shorter formats of the game have brought their own

brand of excitement, especially Twenty20. Some purists resent the

introduction of the latter, seeing it as a brash intruder, a corrupting

influence. But Twenty20 has brought some much needed money

into cricket, has attracted a new and generally younger audience and

given the summer game yet another dimension (not least by

extending the playing hours).




   Of course, not all Test matches and limited-overs games culminate

in an exciting climax. Except for the most partisan supporters,

outcomes that are too one-sided can dull the appetite, but even then

there are likely to be individual performances to admire, promising

newcomers to note. And if rain stops play, the wise cricket fan will

make sure they have the latest Wisden or some other cricketing tome

to hand to help soak up the loss of action. 




   Playing the game is the greatest joy of all. For those, like me,

who have never progressed beyond modest club level there are the

recurring pleasures of each new season: the fresh ambition to record

a personal best; the team camaraderie; the unmistakable sense of

carrying on a long tradition. Less sensitive than the professionals to the weather and state of the pitch, the club cricketer is only too

happy to get out there and do their bit. I’ve been fortunate enough to

watch Test cricket around the world, but for my money nothing beats

a convivial club game on the village green with afternoon tea lined

up in the pavilion and the local pub reassuringly within sight. Cricket

at the grass roots.




   To do justice to the evolution of cricket, to its milestone events

and heroic feats, its memorable characters and off-field dramas,

to records set and broken, would take a book many times larger

than this. But hopefully this latest addition to the game’s ever-expanding library will give a taste of what makes cricket so endlessly

fascinating. And such a joy.




CHAPTER 1


 


CRICKET’S FORMATIVE YEARS









Cricket is the greatest game that the wit of man has yet devised.


SIR PELHAM WARNER (MIDDLESEX AND ENGLAND)









In the beginning
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The origins of cricket are lost in

the mists of time. No one knows

exactly how or where it all began,

but by the mid-sixteenth century

there is clear evidence of the game

being played by children in Surrey

as recalled by a witness in a court

case in 1598, looking back to his

own childhood fifty years before. Also in 1598, an Italian-English

dictionary compiled by John Florio refers to playing ‘cricket-a-wicket’.

The development of the game over the next hundred years was centred

in the south-east of England – the counties of Kent, Sussex and Surrey.


   Cricket’s first known fatality is one Jasper Vinall, whose untimely

death took place at Horsted Green, East Sussex, in 1624. He was

struck on the head by the batsman, who was trying to hit the ball a

second time to avoid being caught.


 


   The English aristocracy and gentry took up the game, attracted

as much by its gambling potential as by the sport itself. In the

liberated years that followed the restoration of the monarchy in

1660 gambling was rife in all sports, and cricket was no exception.

Wealthier patrons sponsored their own teams (often to improve their

chances of winning) and employed the best exponents of the game,

who became the first professional cricketers. Bats were shaped like

the modern hockey stick, the curved base better able to deal with the

underarm deliveries that were bowled along the ground. The wicket

comprised two stumps with a single bail. Neither the batsman nor

the wicketkeeper wore pads or gloves. Scorers kept a tally of the runs

by making notches on a stick, every tenth notch cut larger to help with

the adding up, and there were four balls to an over.
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Prince of cricket






One of cricket’s foremost patrons was Frederick Louis,

Prince of Wales, son of George II and heir to the

throne. An occasional player of questionable skill, he

captained Surrey on several occasions and fielded his

own team. The Hanover-born prince’s love of sport,

gambling and women endeared him to the more

rakish section of society but not to his own family.

There was a notable absence of grieving on their part

when Frederick died in 1751 of a burst abscess in the

lung, believed to have been caused by a blow from

a cricket ball. Thus England was deprived of its first

cricketing monarch.















   In 1744, the first written laws of cricket were produced, replacing

the various verbal rules of engagement that had prevailed until then.

The length of the pitch was established as 22 yards (or 1 agricultural

chain), unchanged to this day. Other laws drawn up by the London

Star and Garter Club, whose headquarters was the Artillery Ground

near Finsbury Park, included the height of the stumps, the weight of

the ball, the requirement for fielders to appeal for a dismissal, and

the stipulation that wicketkeepers must remain stationary and quiet

until the ball has been delivered – clearly some sledging had been

going on. 
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   As the game evolved, new laws and tactics were introduced. Instead

of just rolling the ball along the ground, bowlers now began to give

their deliveries some air. The old style of bat was replaced by a straighter

version, better suited to combat a flighted or bouncing ball. When Thomas White of Reigate took guard

with a bat wider than the wicket, the lawmakers moved in. In 1771, the width of the bat was restricted to

4¼ inches, still the regulation size

today. Three years later the first leg

before wicket (lbw) law made it into

the rulebook, and soon after a third

stump became mandatory.




   Thomas Lord, a Yorkshireman and a professional bowler, opened

his first cricket ground at Dorset Square in Marylebone (the enterprise

was underwritten by two other lords, this time of the realm). Lord

fenced off the land and charged the viewing public sixpence to get

in. The same year, 1787, saw the formation of the Marylebone Cricket

Club (MCC), which gradually took over the administration of the

game. When Dorset Square became the haunt of cut-throats, Lord

uprooted to St John’s Wood; but his second ground was short-lived,

the land being commissioned by the authorities for the construction

of the Regent’s Canal. In 1814, he moved again, just a few hundred

yards down the road, to the site of the present Lord’s Cricket Ground.




   A year after its formation the MCC revised the laws of cricket and

began to assert its authority over the game. Beyond the gaze of

the club’s socially elite membership cricket’s rough edges would

be visible for some time. But gradually, up and down the country,

local enthusiasts formed their own clubs and adopted the new

rules. It would be another hundred years before county cricket was

properly established, but the game was taking on the shape of an

organised sport.
















Cricket at Hambledon


 



Prior to the emergence of the MCC, the most

influential cricket club in England was that of the

Hampshire village of Hambledon. Run by local

landed gentry who recruited the best professional

cricketers, the club’s ground was on Broadhalfpenny

Down, opposite the Bat & Ball Inn whose landlord

Richard Nyren captained the side. Other notable

players included William (‘Silver Billy’) Beldham, arguably the greatest batsman of the underarm

era; John Small, whose own illustrious batting

career spanned forty years; and the all-rounder Tom Taylor. All are immortalised in John (son of Richard)

Nyren’s The Cricketers of My Time, the game’s first

literary classic.















   Bowlers were becoming frustrated by the limitations of the

underarm technique. None more so than John Willes of Kent, who was

in the habit of getting in some batting practice against the bowling

of his sister, Christina. Her voluminous skirt forced her to deliver the

ball round-arm which, Willes noticed, made it more difficult to play.

When, in 1822, he opened the bowling for Kent against the MCC at

Lord’s with a similar round-arm action he was promptly no-balled for

throwing; the first in the history of the game. Other bowlers followed

Willes’s initiative however, and six years later the MCC bowed to the

inevitable and permitted the bowling arm to be raised level with the

elbow. 




   By this time cricket had fanned out across the land – and across

the globe as English settlers and administrators took the game to the

far-flung outposts of the British Empire and to the former colony that

was now the USA. It was in America that the first official international

match was played in 1844. Billed as ‘United States of America versus

British Empire’s Canadian Province’, the two-innings game at the

St George’s Cricket Club in New York was watched by a crowd of

10,000. Canada came out victorious in a low-scoring encounter that

generated $120,000 in bets.
















Worthy of Wisden


 



John Wisden, founder of the famous Cricketers’

Almanack, was one of England’s foremost players of

the time. He took over 1,100 wickets in his career,

mostly for Sussex, bowling a mixture of round-arm

pace and slow underarm. In 1850, playing for the

North in a match against the South, he clean bowled

all ten of the opposition with his off-breaks, a feat that

has never been emulated. On the first ever overseas

tour, to Canada and the USA in 1859, he performed

a double hat-trick, taking six wickets in six balls. But

in the final analysis it is his publishing achievement

that will always be best remembered.
















Enter ‘The Champion’
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It is impossible to overstate the

impact Dr William Gilbert Grace

had on the game of cricket. An

amateur with the mindset of a

professional, he quite simply

transformed the game. For the

last thirty years of the nineteenth

century he dominated the sport

and in the process made himself

one of the most celebrated

Englishmen of all time. A native

of Gloucestershire, born in the

politically turbulent year of 1848, he had an imposing physique and

an insatiable appetite for runs and wickets – and for sport in general.

The familiar portraits of him with a long, straggly beard and portly

girth, bent over a bat that seems several sizes too small, disguise the

fact that he was a superb athlete. At the age of 18, having just scored

an undefeated 224 for All England against Surrey at The Oval, he left the match halfway through to compete in the national quarter-mile

hurdle championship at the Crystal Palace, which he won in record

time. To keep fit, he ran cross-country with a pack of beagles and he

once threw a cricket ball 117 yards (107 metres). Towards the end of

his cricketing days he took up bowls and for five years captained the

national team.
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