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To Dad, for inspiring my love of Test cricket









Note on the Text


PLACE NAMES


I have generally used place names as they were at the time – for instance Dacca before the city assumed its current name of Dhaka, and Bombay before Mumbai.


RACIAL TERMS


Throughout the book, I have chosen to use lower case when referring to the racialised constructs ‘black’, ‘white’ and ‘coloured’. This includes South Africa and the apartheid era. In my chapters on South Africa, I have used the racial terms ‘black African’ and ‘coloured’ reflecting the categorisations that were used in the country historically. My decision to consistently use lower case for race determiners is a style preference, and in no way is intended to diminish the cultural and political significance embedded within them.


CRICKET TERMS


Below are a few helpful clarifications:


The Marylebone Cricket Club ran English tours from 1903/04 to 1976/77, as I have reflected in the text.


For batters, average is the number of runs scored on average per each dismissal. For bowlers, average is the number of runs conceded per wicket taken.


For batters, strike rate refers to the number of runs scored per 100 balls. For bowlers, strike rate refers to the number of balls needed to take a wicket on average.


A maiden over is an over in which the bowler does not concede a run.


The term first-class refers to multi-innings matches that are officially awarded this distinction – domestic games considered to be of high standard, as well as all Test matches.









Introduction





The cruellest game


Test cricket is the most brutal game.


Football is a low-scoring sport: to win, the weaker side might only need to score once in 90 minutes. Fifty and 20-over cricket limits the time for two teams to pull apart; one individual performance, even if it only lasts for a few overs, can bring victory.


While these games provide scope for underdogs to dream, Test cricket’s format is the enemy of romance. To win, a country must better its opponent over not merely one innings each but two, in a match that can last up to five days; occasionally, even longer. A weaker team might thrive over one, two or even three innings of a match, yet gravity will probably get them in the end.


The notion of the second chance is wired into Test cricket. It is also why the game is so unforgiving. It is not sufficient to dismiss an opponent’s star batters for few runs once, as in limited-overs cricket; in Tests, a team must do so twice. Those floundering, over a match or a series, are exposed repeatedly to opponents who have proved themselves too good.


Test cricket can make players who are exceptional, by almost every measure, appear technically and temperamentally lacking. The Test match pitch is sport’s ultimate examination room. Football fans might argue over how, say, a central midfielder has played; when a cricketer is dismissed for nought, their complete failure to score a run is documented coldly and clinically. Every Test player’s contribution, in every match, is immediately quantifiable, no matter that these numbers only tell part of the story.


And so there is no such thing as an undeserved Test win. Yet, despite the length of matches, luck is still at the heart of the game. A Test match’s opening act is a matter of complete chance: the toss, determining which captain can choose whether to bat or bowl first. It is often a significant event: of Tests that end in a positive result, 53 per cent are won by the side who win the toss. Umpiring has often had a major bearing on results. Matches can hinge on such absurdities as when the clouds come in and so make batting harder.


From sharp bounce in Perth to lethal spin in scorching heat at Chennai or Galle to bountiful seam movement under sepulchral skies at Leeds: perhaps no sport offers such a rich tapestry of conditions for players to master. This heightens the difficulty of winning away from home. Home teams have a major advantage: throughout history, they win about 16 Tests for every ten they lose. Australia are the only nation who have won more Tests away than they lose.


The Matthew Effect states that small differences accrue and accumulate over time. So it is in Test cricket. A side with weaker openers, say, will then expose their middle order to the new ball, potentially making these players less effective. A team struggling in batting will in turn undermine their bowling strength: being bowled out cheaply will leave a side’s bowlers with less time to rest between the first and second innings.


If Twenty20 minimises differences between opponents, Test cricket magnifies them. This unsparing logic comes at a cost: one-sided matches are common. In the first 2,573 Test matches, from 1877 to 2025, just 84 were won by a margin of fewer than 30 runs, or three wickets or fewer: 3 per cent, or barely a Test every two years. Great Tests are memorable partly because they are so rare: they require a confluence of teams playing at an equal level over several days and sheer serendipity. To produce a great series, these requirements must extend from days to weeks.


Sometimes, the best matches don’t even have a winner. So it was with perhaps the most celebrated Test of all: the tie between Australia and West Indies at Brisbane in 1960. Like many of the best Tests, this game was elevated by its wider significance. Throughout its history, Test cricket has reflected wider social and political forces. It has also helped to shape these forces.


A tie, requiring both teams to score exactly the same number of runs in the match, is a freak event; like Halley’s Comet, a tied Test has only been seen about once every 75 years. But the tie’s more mundane cousin, the draw, has been the result in nearly one-third of all Tests in history. The existence of a draw for a match lasting five days is among the game’s peculiarities. Yet it is central to the format’s DNA, offering the weaker side an escape route even when all hope of victory has been lost.


All these quirks add up to a maddening game, one so impervious to the demands of everyday life that the majority of play is scheduled during working hours. These idiosyncrasies are why, since its earliest years, there have been worries about Test cricket’s future. But they are also why Test cricket has endured and will mark its sesquicentennial in 2027.


Test cricket’s enduring appeal attests to its richness, complexity and capacity to generate simmering, slow-burning drama. The format also has an overlooked malleability. Since the first Test in 1877, matches have been scheduled to last three, four, five days or six – or even be ‘timeless’, played to a finish. Overs have comprised four, five, six or eight balls. Matches have been day or day-night, played with a red ball or pink. From two nations, the club has grown to 12. From the umpire’s decision being final, in the days of the Decision Review System it has become merely a basis for negotiation.


Test cricket is derided as the most traditional game, oblivious of the changing world around it. Yet its adaptability has made it durable.


*


In writing this book I owe a debt of gratitude to dozens of people: the players and administrators – a full list is in the acknowledgements – who gave me their time, my employers at The Daily Telegraph, and those who read chapters as the project was developing. Scyld Berry, the doyen of cricket writing, looked over them all and is owed particular thanks.


Inevitably, too, a project of this nature stands on the shoulders of all the books, articles and broadcasts that have come before it. When they were especially helpful, I have endeavoured to reference such works within the main body of the text – though in a way that, I hope, does not bog down the general narrative. Books I consulted are listed in the bibliography. I have not included footnotes, to avoid slowing down the narrative and undermining the reading experience.


It is worth clarifying what this book is not. The focus is not on all cricket, but squarely on the men’s Test game. The book is limited to men’s Test cricket. The women’s game, with its own tactics, personalities and history, deserves its own study.


The difficulty in writing a single-volume history of men’s Test cricket lies in what to put in. There are dozens of players, matches and controversies to which I would have liked to devote far more attention. Within the space constraints, I have been led by a sense of Test cricket’s overarching story, paying particular attention to players who helped to shape the game. This means that players with unremarkable statistics who emerged at a critical juncture in their country’s development, like Abdul Kardar and Tiger Pataudi, get extensive coverage; titans in less successful or declining sides, like Graham Gooch or Shivnarine Chanderpaul, regrettably get much less. To have done all the finest cricketers in Test history justice would have been to write a volume several times longer. But I hope that readers have their curiosity sparked to seek out more literature on Test cricket.


How to structure this history was a profound challenge. There was merit in alternative approaches: by theme, say, or by country. But the intention of this project has been to emphasise the interconnectedness of players and teams from different nations in the sweeping history of the Test game. As such, I have adopted a hybrid approach – primarily driven by chronology, but also allowing for ample analysis and exploration of themes. The hope is that readers will learn how Test cricket has evolved – and, just as importantly, why.


Test Cricket: A History is intended to be read sequentially, as narrative history. By chronicling the game’s tale from its inception to the modern day, I hope to give a sense of Test cricket’s epic story over its near 150-year existence. Now, with the tale of a piqued Australian fast bowler, let us begin.









1





A mad idea


‘This thing can be done!’ Fred Spofforth, Australia’s moustached fast bowler cajoled his teammates in the changing room at The Oval. It was August 1882; Australia were playing a Test match, a two-innings-a-side game of international cricket, against England.


At the start of the final innings, on an unseasonably chilly afternoon in south London, England needed just 85 runs for victory. Spofforth – called ‘The Demon’ for both his appearance and cricketing attributes – was undeterred. He would not stop bowling until the thing was done.


As England reached 51–2, the 20,000 spectators, who had paid a shilling each, seemed to be getting their wish: a victory for the hosts. Bookmakers in the crowd were offering odds of 60–1 on an Australia win. Then, George Ulyett was caught pushing at a quicker ball from Spofforth; W.G. Grace, the greatest batter of his age, fell swiftly after, driving a slower ball from Harry Boyle to mid-off.


When they reached 65–4, just 20 runs away from their target, England were engulfed by fear. Alfred Lucas and Alfred Lyttelton, the fifth-wicket pair, played out 12 consecutive maiden overs; each over comprised four balls. The sequence only ended when Australia deliberately misfielded, allowing the bowlers a different target. Four overs later, Spofforth bowled Lyttelton middle stump, leaving England 66–5. In 17 overs, England had lost a wicket and added a solitary run.


‘For the final half-hour you could have heard a pin drop,’ Tom Horan, an Australian player, wrote. That was a match worth playing in, and I doubt whether there will ever be such another game for prolonged and terribly trying tension.’


All the while, Spofforth continued: he bowled 28 overs, a testament to his wiry fitness. He bowled at a good pace for the day, was 6 ft 3 in and had a venomous yorker, yet Spofforth’s greatest asset was his mind: he contacted baseball pitchers to see what variations he could adapt for cricket. While his standard delivery amounted to a very fast off break, spinning in to right-handers, he brought the full force of his brain to the task of deceiving batters.


Spofforth varied his pace with no discernible change in his action. ‘The sole object in variation is to make the batsman think the ball is faster or slower than it really is,’ he wrote. He had a different grip for each of the three paces that he bowled and delighted in working batters out. ‘Spofforth was no bowler,’ England’s allrounder Billy Barnes said. ‘He were a hypnotist.’ With his hair parted in the middle, creating the impression of horns, Spofforth was described as having the face of ‘the Spirit of Evil in Faust’.


Spofforth’s relentless accuracy suffocated England: he claimed seven of the first eight wickets, five clean bowled. Number 11 Ted Peate had been sipping a glass of champagne, his lips ‘ashen grey’ in trepidation of having to bat. At 75–9, Peate walked out to face Boyle, with England still ten runs shy. Peate made two; from his third ball, he swung for glory, and was bowled, silencing the crowd. Australia won by seven runs, bowling England out for 77. One of Test cricket’s great traditions was already established: the England batting collapse. The last eight wickets fell for 26 runs. Spofforth took 14 wickets for 90 in the match, including 7–44 in the second innings. He was carried off by his teammates, and cheered off by spectators into the pavilion.


Nineteen years before winning independence from the United Kingdom, Australia had shown that they could best England on the sporting field. Even England’s captain, W.G. Grace, accepted as much. ‘The shouting and the cheering that followed Spofforth’s performance I shall remember to my dying day, as I shall remember the quick, hearty recognition over the length and breadth of the land that the best of Australian cricket was worthy of the highest position in the game,’ he wrote.


It was an extraordinary way for Australia to secure their first Test victory in England. In the following day’s Sporting Times, the writer Reginald Shirley Brooks wrote a mock obituary.




In affectionate Remembrance of English cricket, which died at The Oval on 29th August, 1882, deeply lamented by a large circle of sorrowing friends and acquaintances. R.I.P. N.B. – The body will be cremated and the ashes taken to Australia.





Before England left for the return tour to Australia, 12 days later, their touring captain, Ivo Bligh, pledged ‘to beard the kangaroo in his den and try to recover those ashes’. When England won the series down under, Bligh was presented with a small terracotta urn. The Ashes were born.


*


The roots of cricket have been lost to history. Exactly why the game is called cricket, indeed, remains unclear. The name is thought to be an adaptation of the word criquet, which came to Britain around the time of the Norman Conquest.


Games with some resemblance to cricket – hitting a moving object with a wooden stick or bat – were played during the later Middle Ages. A more recognisable game developed in England over the 17th century: in 1668, the landlord of the Ram, at Smithfield, the premier sports ground in London, is recorded as paying for the use of a cricket field. But what was understood to be the game varied from town to town: around 1700, the historian Eric Midwinter wrote, ‘it is likely that there were hundreds of versions of cricket being enjoyed.’


The year 1744 has a claim to marking the dawn of modern cricket. Kent’s match against All-England, held at London’s Artillery Ground, is the first major match for which a detailed scorecard remains. The game was attended by several thousand people, including the Prince of Wales, the Duke of Cumberland and the Duke of Richmond. In the last half of the 18th century, cricket grew in private schools and gained its first powerful private members’ clubs. The most famous was Hambledon, in Hampshire, which developed many of the sport’s early laws – often in the Bat and Ball pub opposite the ground – and became known as ‘the cradle of cricket’. In 1787, Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) was founded in north-west London; the club laid down a Code of Laws, including the requirement for wickets to be 22 yards apart. In theory – if not always in reality – matches would now be played according to uniform laws.


In the 1830s, matches between teams travelling significant distances, normally on railways between towns and cities, became more common; the inaugural North v South fixture in England was played in 1836. In turn, matches between sides from different regions encouraged the same laws to be adhered to throughout the country, rather than dozens of variants of the game. In 1838, it became mandatory to play with three stumps at each end, rather than two.


Around this time, bowling also moved towards its more modern version. Round-arm bowling – deliveries in which the bowler’s arm was raised but did not go above the shoulder – had first been trialled in the 1780s but was subsequently largely barred. In 1835, MCC clarified the situation, amending the Laws of Cricket to make such balls legal. Later, after a close MCC vote in 1864, overarm bowling was fully legalised; deliveries released above the shoulder were no longer classed as no-balls. For the next decade or so, three types of bowling existed in tandem: underarm; round-arm; and the new method of overarm. But overarm decisively won out.


Cricket also gained its first figure of national significance: William Gilbert Grace, who made his first-class debut in 1865. Grace was from a cricket-loving family from Downend, a village four miles from Bristol. Every day from March to October, the five sons practised on a pitch in the orchard adjoining their home, often with their parents. EM, WG’s elder brother, was a formidable player and is credited with popularising the pull shot, through the on side. WG delayed his qualification as a doctor while transforming the game.


Grace was one of England’s first nationally recognisable figures: a product of not just his sporting excellence, but also his cartoonish beard, and his emergence when the printing press was thriving and the growth of railways made travel easier. When his testimonial, organised by The Daily Telegraph, raised £5,000 – over £500,000 in 2025 prices – Sir Edward Lawson, the editor, hailed cricket as ‘the great national game’, with Grace its ‘most eminent, accepted and popular representative’.


So dominant was Grace that his first 50 first-class hundreds represented one-third of all those scored in England in the period, his biographer Simon Rae noted. In his first 200 first-class games, during a bowler-friendly age, Grace averaged 55.5 with the bat and 14.6 with the ball, predominantly bowling brisk medium pace with a round-arm action. In the 1870s and 1880s, he was simultaneously the best batter in England and a leading bowler. His first-class career garnered a monumental 54,211 runs, 2,809 wickets and 876 catches. The memorial to Grace at Lord’s ground called him ‘The Great Cricketer’, using the definite article.


Ranjitsinhji – a great batter himself, as we shall see in chapter 3 – wrote in 1897:




Before WG batsmen were of two kinds – a batsman played a forward game or he played a back game. Each player, too, seems to have made a speciality of some particular stroke . . . What WG did was to unite in his mighty self all the good points of all the good players, and to make utility the criterion of style. He founded the modern theory of batting by making forward and back play of equal importance, relying neither on the one nor on the other, but on both.





To Spofforth, often his nemesis, ‘W.G. Grace is like a master among pupils; there may arise pupils hereafter who will be no less skilful with bat and ball, but they will never command the permanent and worldwide reputation of the man who first taught us to play.’


But Grace’s aura concealed that he prepared for matches rigorously. ‘I cannot recollect many of my big innings that were not the results of strict obedience to the rules which govern the training for all important athletic contests,’ he wrote. ‘Temperance in food and drink, regular sleep and exercise, I have laid down as the golden rule from my earliest cricketing days.’ If he did not always stick to his mantra – Grace, one of the fittest cricketers in his 20s, became distinctly rotund – he had remarkable longevity, playing his last Test aged 50, and last first-class game at 60.


Grace believed that ‘going straight from the railway station to the wicket is often fatal’, endeavouring to travel to games the day before. He practised on the morning of each match, batting in full kit. Grace distilled his unstinting focus thus: ‘Begin as you mean to go on, playing good balls carefully, hitting loose ones, and bearing in mind that a large score is not made in half-a-dozen hits or overs. Do not be surprised and disappointed if the first few overs are maidens.’


A typical match price reflected Grace’s appeal: ‘Admission threepence. If W.G. Grace plays admission sixpence.’ He used his popularity in two main ways. First, to make himself very rich. Notionally, Grace was classed as an amateur, meaning that, unlike professionals, he did not receive match payments. In reality, Grace was paid lavishly – touring Australia in 1873/74 and 1891/92, he earned ten times the fee paid to each professional, alongside generous expenses. The quintessential ‘shamateur’, the total he earned from his cricket career equates to over £10 million, when adjusting to modern wages. Such sums mocked MCC’s proclamation in 1878 that ‘No gentleman [as distinct from professionals] ought to make a profit by his service in the cricket field.’


On the pitch, Grace also exploited his appeal, intimidating umpires and opponents alike. On one occasion he was caught and bowled, but refused to accept the umpire’s decision and made him change it. When Grace was given out lbw in one exhibition match, he declared, ‘Play on – they came to see me bat, not you umpire,’ and was reinstated. During the 1882 Oval Test, Grace ran out an Australian who had gone down the pitch after the ball had been bowled, with the ball seemingly dead. ‘If you claim it, sir, it is out,’ the umpire said. Spofforth branded Grace ‘a bloody cheat’ and channelled his rage into winning the Test.


Yet Grace was absent from what is now designated as the inaugural Test match, between ‘All-England’ and ‘United Australia’ – in reality a combined New South Wales–Victoria XI – at Melbourne Cricket Ground in March 1877. The teams were not genuine national XIs, but sides comprising players signed up by the tour; Grace did not agree a contract. James Lillywhite, a private entrepreneur, captained the side, which was often called James Lillywhite’s XI.


‘There’d be plenty of money in it,’ Lillywhite said when discussing the prospects of a first representative – what would become Test – match between teams from Australia and England. Before countries had established national boards to oversee the sport, tours depended on private entrepreneurs. Players effectively formed companies, negotiating a share of the gate receipts with the promoters and those who would stage the games. To keep costs down – and maximise players’ profits – touring parties were kept to a minimum. For a tour that saw players spend eight months away, including three on boats to Australia and back, Lillywhite’s England squad in 1876/77 included just 12 players, forcing players to play while carrying injuries. By the Test, the number had dwindled to 11: Ted Pooley, the 12th member, lay in a New Zealand prison cell after being arrested for assault. Pooley had bet on the number of batters to make ducks in the match with a spectator. The fan refused to pay because Pooley, who was injured, umpired in the game.


Cricket’s growth in England in the 18th and 19th centuries was inextricably linked to gambling. Bookmakers offered odds at the grounds for matches involving William Clarke’s All-England Elevens. This itinerant side, purporting to feature the country’s best players, launched in 1846. To make matches competitive, and enticing for gamblers, the All-England Eleven played local teams who were permitted to use as many as 22 players. The codification of cricket’s laws, over the 1860s, was partly driven by pressure from gamblers, who wanted certainty about what they were betting on. Gambling created the opportunity for players to be paid to lose. ‘Matches were bought and matches were sold,’ the batter William Fennex, a prominent player around 1800, recalled. Lord Frederick Beauclerk, son of the Duke of St Albans, later admitted to making £600 per season – £60,000 today – from betting on games; he would serve as MCC president. It was said that ‘he bought and sold matches as though they were lots at an auction’.


In 1817 William Lambert, a professional who was among the era’s best batters, became the first cricketer to be banned for match-fixing. Notoriously, one match between England and Nottinghamshire was played between fixers on both sides: bowlers trying not to take wickets, against batters desperate to get out. The Green Man and Still pub, on a corner of Oxford Street, was a favoured spot for cricketers to discuss fixing. Reverend James Pycroft’s book The Cricket Field, published in 1851, quotes an anonymous source detailing how players were convinced to fix: ‘Your backers, my Lord this, and the Duke of that, sell matches and overrule all your good play, so why shouldn’t you have a share of the plunder?’


Cricket, like several other sports, was exported from Britain. The first recorded match in Australia took place in Sydney in 1803, between the military and civilians. The first inter-colonial contest was in 1851, between sides representing Tasmania and Victoria. By the second half of the 19th century, the game was also vibrant in countries including Ireland, New Zealand, Canada and the United States. In 1844, over 10,000 in Manhattan saw the US play Canada in a three-day game: not just the first international cricket match, but believed to be the first international sports fixture of any sort. In the years that followed, tours between Australia and England were organised by opportunistic private promoters. An English team first visited North America in 1859. The first England tour to Australia was in 1861, landing on Christmas Eve after two months at sea; 10,000 greeted the party’s arrival at Port Melbourne. The organisers, motivated by business rather than an altruistic desire to spread the game, were Felix Spiers and Christopher Pond, the owners of the Café de Paris in Melbourne; they offered the English cricketers a guaranteed £150 each, and are thought to have made £11,000 (over £1 million in 2025 prices) between them.


The first tour to England by a group of Australian cricketers came in 1868. A squad comprising 13 Indigenous Australians from the Western District of Victoria, captained by the tour organiser, the Englishman Charles Lawrence, travelled to Britain. Their first match, at The Oval, was watched by 20,000 people. The squad played 47 matches against county and local teams – winning 14, drawing 19 and losing 14. Crowds were strong, though some spectators seem to have been attracted partly by the players’ other activities, like boomerang- and spear-throwing. The tour was marred by tragedy: one player, Bripumyarrimin – referred to as King Cole – contracted fatal tuberculosis. A year later, Victoria’s authorities gained complete control over the residence, employment and marriage of Indigenous people, laws that would be mimicked in other Australian colonies, rendering similar future tours impossible.


*


At the Melbourne Cricket Ground on 15 March 1877, Australia won the toss, thereby winning the right to decide whether to bat or bowl, and chose to bat. A little after one o’clock, Charles Bannerman – who was born in Kent, but emigrated to Sydney aged two – faced the first ball in Test cricket. Off the second, he scored the first run. Later in the day Bannerman made Test cricket’s inaugural century, increasing his score to 165 on the second day. These runs came out of a total of just 245. Bannerman’s share of his team’s total, 67.34 per cent, remains a record in any completed innings. The result – an Australia win by 45 runs – was exactly mirrored during the Centenary Test against England at the MCG 100 years later.


Only subsequently would the game that witnessed Bannerman’s feat be designated as the inaugural ‘Test match’. The term was initially used by opportunistic marketers, often to promote matches, including those between domestic teams, which are not now regarded as ‘Tests’. Despite other nations playing cricket, such status was initially only conferred on England and Australia.


During the early years, matches were awarded Test status on an ad hoc basis, and often only retrospectively. In 1894 Clarence Moody, an Australian journalist, compiled a list of ‘official’ Test matches. His selection was a little arbitrary, yet became accepted. If Tests are considered to be contests between national sides comprising the strongest available teams, the bulk of 19th-century Tests miss this mark. Especially for English amateurs, who played Tests was governed by a player’s availability, and whether the matches were sufficiently well paid. Grace played in just two of the first 13 Tests; on debut, though he wouldn’t have known it at the time, he scored 152 in the first Test in England. Merely keeping up with the plethora of teams who claimed to represent Australia and England could be exhausting: in 1887/88, six different versions of an Australian XI met four different English sides. Only one of these matches would ultimately be considered a Test.


A tour by an Australia squad to England in 1878, while it did not feature any Test matches, was crucial in the development of international cricket. Australia initially floundered, losing their first match, against Nottinghamshire, by an innings. ‘We all played in light silk shirts with no under-vests – the dress most comfortable in our own country – and also wore white felt hats, which, considering it was early spring, showed our refreshing ignorance of the English weather,’ Spofforth recounted.


Australia then met a strong MCC side at Lord’s and were expected to lose comprehensively. Instead, they only needed four and a half hours to rout MCC, bowling them out for 33 and 19 to win a surreal game by nine wickets. Spofforth took 10–20 in the match, bowling Grace for a duck in the second innings. The satirical magazine Punch marked the moment:




The Australians came down like a wolf on the fold,


The Mary’bone Cracks for a trifle were bowled;


Our Grace before dinner was very soon done,


And our Grace after dinner did not get a run.





This was a seminal match in Test cricket’s development – even if, curiously, it did not later receive the seal of being considered an official Test. ‘It is impossible to over-estimate the importance of this victory in its effect on the future matches and the destiny of Australian cricket,’ Spofforth said.


Such wins had a galvanising effect. ‘Cricket must, I suppose, take the first place amongst Australian sports, because all ages and classes are interested in it; and not to be interested in it amounts almost to a social crime,’ Robert Twopeny observed in Town Life in Australia, published in 1883. Australia’s coat of arms first appeared on the cricket team’s blazer and cap in 1884, 17 years before Federation. In the 19th century, ‘the cricket tour was perhaps the major popular cultural vehicle for bonding between England, the imperial parent, and Australia, the colonial child,’ the academic Brian Stoddart has observed.


The Australians followed their 1878 tour with another in 1880, and returned again in 1882. These tours were lucrative. Very lucrative. The financial rewards – effectively forming a joint stock company, the £50 each cricketer contributed in 1878 turned into £750 – triggered what would become a familiar refrain: players had ceased to play for love, and were instead playing for money. Consider an editorial in The Australasian in October 1878:




Cricket, unfortunately, is becoming now-a-days too profitable an investment of skill and muscle to be carried out in the same friendly spirit that characterised it fifteen or twenty years ago. Then the play was the thing, now it is £.s.d. also; and when the two come into collision the £.s.d. spirit is bound to carry the day.





A generation before what would be called cricket’s Golden Age, here was a lament for how things used to be. Another one came in 1884, after the tourists to England earned £900 each – over £90,000 in 2025 prices. ‘These Australian adventurous spirits have undertaken their enterprise less for honour than for filthy lucre,’ The Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News wrote. ‘Win or lose, they accept their expenses all the same. The present generation of lovers of the once noble game must have seen enough of the Australians to last them for life, and their intrusion into the mother country will henceforth be regarded as a veritable nuisance.’


Too much money and too much cricket. Some things, at least, have remained the same.


While national pride motivated many players, others had a more transitory relationship with Test cricket. Billy Midwinter grew up in England before moving to Australia, and travelled between the countries; except when he was on a boat, he could play cricket almost all year round. In 1878, both Grace and Australia captain David Gregory sought his services; Grace reportedly kidnapped him from the Australian dressing room at The Oval to ensure that he played for Gloucestershire. Midwinter would do his best to please both masters: he played for Australia in the inaugural Test series in 1877, for England against Australia in 1881/82, then for Australia against England from 1883 to 1887. He was one of five men to represent both Australia and England in Ashes cricket between 1877 and 1900.


England’s team was divided between ‘gentlemen’ – so-called amateurs who were from privileged social backgrounds, held other jobs and tended to provide the bulk of the side’s batters, including the captain – and ‘players’, professionals who did cricket for a living and tended to be bowlers. In Australia, there was no such distinction. All cricketers were, in English parlance, players; but as they juggled cricket and other sources of income, they were best understood as semi-professionals.


Money and class were the source of many tensions. Nottinghamshire’s professionals went on strike in 1881, protesting against discrimination in favour of amateurs. During a match against Australia in 1882, Notts refused to allow the Australians into the dining room, on the grounds that their players were professionals. In 1896, five England professionals went on strike, demanding £20 as a Test match fee; the players backed down. Australia was just as susceptible to such skirmishes: there were player strikes in 1884/85 and 1886/87. In real terms, Malcolm Knox wrote in Never a Gentlemen’s Game, it took a century for Australian cricketers to match what players had earned at the end of the 19th century. In the early 20th century, both MCC and the Australian Board of Control for International Cricket, formed in 1905, acquired control of tours, strengthening their positions and squeezing player salaries. The establishment character of MCC is hard to overstate. From 1825 to 1939, MCC had 111 Presidents; 95 of these were either knights or peers, Richard Holt has calculated.


Test cricket’s development was shaped by the countries that initially played it. For Australia and England, it was only economically viable to arrange long series of matches, rather than annual regular multi-nation cup and league tournaments like those which became established in football and rugby.


While domestic matches became dominant in football, in cricket the appeal of multi-month tours criss-crossing the nations and the salience of the contest between mother country and colony helped the international game to be viewed as pre-eminent. ‘The constant visits of Australians to England and of Englishmen to the colonies are proving disastrous to club cricket,’ the New South Wales Cricket Association wrote in their report on an England tour in 1883/84.


*


Only in hindsight was the significance of Shirley Brooks’s invention apparent. After Bligh regained the Ashes in 1882/83, the concept was forgotten about for a decade, with no reference to the urn being contested in future series. Matches were seldom keenly contested: Australia lost eight consecutive Ashes series from 1882/83 to 1890. One of the greatest reasons for England’s dominance was the blond-haired George Lohmann, a bowler whose skills evoked Spofforth’s: varying his angle and pace, while moving the ball both ways off the pitch, he took 112 Test wickets at an extraordinary average of 10.75.


The 1891/92 Ashes reinvigorated the Test game. Australia won the three-match series 2–1; a total of 140,000 spectators attended. Evidence of what Australia could do when they pulled together was the catalyst for the formation of the first national body to run the game: the Australasian Cricket Council, later replaced by the body known today as Cricket Australia.


The next series in Australia, in 1894/95, established the status of the Ashes as among the most hallowed contests in sport. Reflecting the contest’s growing prestige, and the money that it could generate, five Tests were scheduled, for only the second time.


In the first Test in Sydney, Australia made 586 in their first innings; England were asked to follow on. Set 177 to win, Australia cruised to 113–2, needing only 64 more. England’s players, certain that defeat beckoned, had a night on the town. While they drank, it rained on the uncovered pitch. The rain transformed the pitch’s character, making the bounce far less predictable for batters.


Left-arm spinner Robert Peel, still feeling the effects of the night out, recognised that England now had a chance. He told the captain, Andrew Stoddart, ‘Give me the ball, Mr Stoddart, and I’ll get t’boogers out before loonch!’ Revitalised by a cold shower, Peel did just that. Australia lost their last five wickets for eight runs, to tumble to a ten-run defeat.


After going 2–0 down in the series in Melbourne, Australia responded with a crushing victory in Adelaide. On debut, Albert Trott hit 38 not out and 72 not out and took 8–43; he developed into what could perhaps best be described as a fast mystery spinner, varying between off spin and occasional leg spin. Trott’s most celebrated feat was hitting a delivery over the Lord’s pavilion in 1899; no one has ever emulated his blow. He also embodied the itinerant careers typical of the day, later moving from Australia to England to qualify as a local player and then playing Test cricket for England against South Africa.


Another emphatic home victory in Sydney meant that the series was locked at 2–2. Over five days, 100,000 spectators crammed in to watch the final Test at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, about one-fifth of the city’s population at the time. Australia won the toss and scored 414; England almost matched their total, hitting 385. Six wickets from Tom Richardson, whose pace, movement and physical durability made him the era’s pre-eminent English fast bowler, meant that the tourists needed 297 to win, 98 runs more than any Test side had previously made to win in the final innings. England slipped to 28–2, after losing a wicket first ball on the fifth morning.


Out walked John Brown, a well-built Yorkshire professional renowned for chain-smoking and a sense of mischief. Fielding by the boundary edge during a tour match in Australia, he once got a spectator to change into whites, then let him take his place on the field while he relaxed in the refreshment tent. Brown’s approach to England’s daunting target was to attack, especially with his favourite cut; like many short batters, he excelled playing the shot. Within 28 minutes he reached his half-century. In terms of time (the balls were not recorded), this remains the fastest Test 50 ever; his partner made five in the same period.


Brown continued to plunder Australia, reacting to his sole reprieve – a dropped catch at slip on 88 – by using his feet to attack the ball. His century took 95 balls; when he was out for 140, made at almost a run a minute, he had put on 210 for the third wicket with the more sedate Albert Ward. No matter their partisanship, the crowd gave Brown a standing ovation. His lone Test century underpinned a six-wicket victory that not only won England the urn, but also built the Ashes legend.


More than ever before, such feats could now be appreciated back home. In 1894/95, for the first time, London’s Pall Mall Gazette published cabled reports within five hours of each day finishing. Brown’s innings helped to lend the Ashes new mystique. While the next series, in 1896, consisted of only three Tests, from England’s next visit, in 1897/98, the Ashes became established as a five-match affair. In 1903/04, England finally took what amounted to a first-choice squad down under. MCC now assumed control of English tours – preventing concurrent tours by different teams purporting to represent England and allowing for greater forward planning.


The length of series allowed the Ashes to take contests across Australia and England, develop heroes – and, just as importantly, villains – and gave players scope to redeem themselves over the course of a contest. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that there are no second acts in American lives; Test cricket has always allowed for second acts. From its inception, the idea of the second chance has been baked into the game.
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Two become three: the emergence of South Africa


One day at Oxford University, probably in 1897, the Englishman Bernard Bosanquet was playing twisti-twosti. The game involved spinning a tennis ball from one end of a table to the other, aiming to elude an opponent at the opposite end.


‘It soon occurred to me that if one could pitch a ball which broke in a certain direction and with more or less the same delivery make the next ball go in the opposite direction, one would mystify one’s opponent,’ Bosanquet wrote. ‘After a little experimenting I managed to do this.’


Next, he practised the technique with a soft ball. Then, finally, with a cricket ball: the googly was born. While the wrist spinner’s traditional delivery spins away from a right-hander after it pitches, the googly cunningly did the opposite – spinning into a right-hander. By introducing uncertainty about which way a ball would turn, the googly would be one of Test cricket’s most significant innovations. But first, it would be a tool for Bosanquet to avoid bowling more physically arduous fast deliveries:




The lot of an average fast-medium bowler on a county side was not a happy one. It generally meant being put on under a sweltering sun, on a plumb wicket, when the other bowlers had failed and the two batsmen were well set. If one was lucky enough to get a wicket, the original bowlers resumed, and unless the same conditions recurred one was not wanted again. If the wicket was difficult, one was never thought of. As a result, partly from a natural disinclination to work hard on hot days (how much more pleasant to walk slowly up to the wicket and gently propel the ball into the air), and partly, I hope, from a sneaking ambition to achieve greater things, I persevered with the googly.





The delivery – which some called the ‘Bosie’ and Australians called the ‘wrong ’un’ – is thought to have been first glimpsed in a first-class match in July 1900, when Bosanquet bowled for Middlesex against Leicestershire at Lord’s. Rather than merely bowl conventional leg spin, now Bosanquet could bend his wrist to spin the ball the other way too. The first first-class wicket with a googly was stumped after bouncing four times – simultaneously a testament to the disorientating effect of the ball on opposing batters and to how hard the delivery was for bowlers to master.


Bosanquet only played seven Test matches. While he could be erratic, he made a decisive contribution to two Ashes victories: taking 6–51 as England regained the urn in Sydney in 1903/04, and 8–107 in Nottingham in 1905, when most of his wickets came through orthodox leg breaks. The knowledge that he could spin the ball the other way was unnerving; some Australians chuntered that this subterfuge should not be allowed. The googly ‘is not unfair’, Bosanquet once said, ‘only immoral’.


*


After playing their first Test in 1889, South Africa lost ten of their first 11 Tests and drew the other. The team needed a new tool to compete – so they borrowed, and perfected, Bosanquet’s. Reggie Schwarz, who was educated in England and represented the country at rugby union before emigrating to South Africa, played with Bosanquet for Middlesex in 1901 and 1902, where he was taught the googly. Returning home to Transvaal, Schwarz passed his new trick on to three other South Africans: Aubrey Faulkner, Ernest Vogler and Gordon White. They became known as the quartet, and would become Test cricket revolutionaries.


When England began their series in Johannesburg in January 1906, they encountered four googly bowlers: Schwarz and the rest of the quartet, all making their Test debuts together. On the first morning, Schwarz and Faulkner opened the bowling; in the first Test, the quartet shared 14 wickets.


Though England were bowled out for 184 and 190, South Africa were skittled for 91 in their first innings, so needed to chase 284 to secure their maiden Test victory. At 105–6, the chase seemed futile. But the matting pitch did not deteriorate in the traditional vein of Test pitches. White and Arthur Nourse, who defended stoically and had a fierce square cut, added 121 for the seventh wicket. Three quick wickets left South Africa on 239–9, still 45 adrift of their target; Percy Sherwell, the captain and wicketkeeper, walked out to bat at number 11.


Sherwell’s position belied his capabilities: he later scored a century at Lord’s as an opener. With eight runs required, Sherwell edged a ball for four. He regained the strike with the scores level; a mid-pitch mix-up almost led to the first tie in Test history. Then, Sherwell received a full toss; he flicked it away to clinch South Africa’s first Test win. Spectators ran onto the pitch, carrying Nourse, who finished undefeated on 93, and Sherwell to the pavilion.


South Africa’s template in the series was established. The matting wickets – unique in the Test world, and used in the country until the 1930s when they were replaced by turf – offered appreciable grip and bounce, assisting spin. While the quartet all relied on Bosanquet’s innovation, they also had different methods. Schwarz bowled the googly, which he spun prodigiously and at good pace, almost exclusively; he effectively functioned as an off-spinner, although he also used top-spinners, balls that did not turn. Faulkner used the googly along with his conventional leg-spinner but could spear in a fast yorker too. Vogler, deployed less prominently than those two in 1906, became the most dangerous, varying his pace and flight as well as the direction of turn without losing control. White was a dangerous auxiliary option and scored two centuries against England.


The quartet took 43 wickets between them in the series. Seamers Tip Snooke, with 24 wickets at 15.37, and Jimmy Sinclair were equally outstanding. South Africa triumphed 4–1, using the same 11 players throughout. The lower order averaged almost twice as many as the first five: ‘Like a Manx cat, they had no tail,’ said England captain Pelham ‘Plum’ Warner. While England’s squad roughly equated to a second eleven, they would never dare send such an under-strength side to South Africa again.


The phalanx of spinners performed well in England in 1907, South Africa’s first away series. In the second Test at Headingley, Faulkner’s 6–17, turning the ball both ways, exploited the turn offered by a slow, treacherous wicket. But Colin Blythe, England’s orthodox left-arm spinner, used his deceptive flight and control to expose South Africa’s batting frailties: he recorded 15–99 in the match as South Africa lost by 53 runs in the only Test in the series that wasn’t a draw.


When England returned in 1909/10, the quartet produced an encore: Vogler and Faulkner shared 65 wickets as South Africa won 3–2. In the first Test at Johannesburg, Faulkner showed off the qualities that made him the greatest allrounder of his day. England were not so much beaten by one team as one man. As a daring, counter-attacking number three, Faulkner hit 78 and 123; he also took 8–160 in the match, and was carried off the ground after South Africa’s 19-run win. A year later, Faulkner’s 56 and 115 at Adelaide secured South Africa’s first away Test win; he made 732 runs in the series, the fourth highest ever made by a visiting player in Australia. The batter Clem Hill said that Faulkner had batted better than any other overseas player that he had seen in Australia before 1914.


As pitches changed and opponents deciphered the googly, the spin quartet’s legacy did not endure: throughout Test history, no nation has bowled a lower percentage of overs with spin than South Africa. But for a brief and brilliant period, they were pioneers.


*


Cricket was brought to South Africa by the British military; it is first recorded being played in the Cape, during the occupation by British troops, in 1806. Cape Town was initially the sport’s heartland; not until 1843 were the first organised club matches played elsewhere, in Port Elizabeth. Like other sports, cricket grew rapidly after 1875; Europeans, enticed by the discovery of the richest mineral deposits in the world, moved to Southern Africa in their thousands. ‘South Africa’s industrial revolution set the stage for the rise of sport as a modern phenomenon with mass appeal, in much the same way as the British Industrial Revolution had done,’ André Odendaal wrote. Cricket particularly boomed in mining centres – nurtured by companies as an outlet for their workforce, who were largely white.


The sport also gained ground among the black African population. The first reference to cricket in an indigenous language newspaper was in 1859, Odendaal found; the first African cricket club was founded in Port Elizabeth in 1869. Cricket gained significant popularity among a group of Xhosa-speaking Africans, the academic Dean Allen documented; by the 1880s, the newspaper Imvo Zabantsundu carried regular reports of matches between black African teams.


These teams very seldom met sides who fielded players from other races. In South Africa, a game that purported to spread noble values was used to reinforce racial segregation. From its creation in 1890, black cricketers were excluded from the South African Cricket Association. Players not classed as white were forced to develop their own parallel cricketing structures: the South African Coloured Cricket Board was founded and organised the first interprovincial tournament for black cricketers in 1899.


The first English touring team arrived in South Africa in 1888/89. As in Australia 11 years earlier, they were brought there by private enterprise. The tour was devised by William ‘Joey’ Milton, an Englishman educated at Marlborough College who played rugby for England before emigrating to South Africa aged 24 to join the Cape Civil Service. Milton also worked as a salesman, and sensed the commercial possibilities of an English team touring South Africa. He raised a £3,000 guarantee to fund 13 English cricketers going on tour. Milton played in South Africa’s first Test himself, and captained in their second. The players underwent gruelling travel to make the tour viable, sometimes travelling for two days by train.


While profit was the driving force behind the first English tour, it was also recognised as a way to strengthen ties between South Africa and Empire. Before England set sail for the inaugural Test tour in 1888 – leaving Dartmouth and arriving in Cape Town via Lisbon – Major Warton, England’s tour manager, said that his main objective was to strengthen colonial cricket. During the tour, Sir Thomas Upington, recently prime minister of the Cape Colony, said, ‘Nothing has greater effect of binding colonies together than visits by teams such as this. The future of England depended on her colonies.’ The South African Cricket Association declared its duty to manage and encourage ‘the visits of English teams to South Africa, and South African teams to England’.


England’s 1888 tour squad was nothing like full-strength. To make games more competitive, England often pitted their 11 against teams of 22 players. All 22 men would field, making the pace of scoring, even against an inferior attack, funereal.


As an XI, South Africa played two matches that would later be recognised as Tests, losing both easily. On their first morning in Test cricket, South Africa had to wait for ten overs, and the loss of two wickets, before scoring their first run.


Yet the first steps had been made to give South African cricket a national identity; around 4,000 people watched each of the opening two days. Players wore olive-green caps with a yellow ‘SA’ monogram, stitched together by the wife of Owen Dunell, the captain.


England did not regard the match as a Test, only thinking of matches against Australia as ‘Test caps’. As so often, the notion of what constituted a Test was unclear and dictated more by individual whim than any clear rules. In 1915, Maurice Luckin, the South African Cricket Association secretary, suggested a list of previous England–South Africa matches that should be classed as Tests. Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack adopted the list in 1924, and it became accepted by governing bodies.


In 1891/92, England visited South Africa for the second time. England’s professionals – no amateurs appeared in the game – played against a ‘Malay’ team, comprising players from the Cape coloured community. There, England encountered fast bowler William Henry – nicknamed Krom – Hendricks, born to a Dutch father and St Helenian mother. George Hearne, England’s skipper in the match, described Hendricks as the ‘fastest bowler in South Africa’. Tour captain Walter Read likened Hendricks to Fred ‘the Demon’ Spofforth, the great Australian pace bowler. During the tour, Read told local administrators contemplating a return tour, ‘If you send a team, send Hendricks; he will be a drawcard and is to my mind the Spofforth of South Africa.’


Two years later, South Africa made their inaugural tour to England, although none of the games would be classed as Tests. On merit, Hendricks had an overwhelming case for selection. ‘If “colour” is not an insuperable barrier, he can’t be left out,’ wrote the newspaper Standard and Diggers News. ‘There is not a White man in the country who can be designated a really fast bowler.’


By now, William Milton was chairman of South Africa’s selection committee. He was also private secretary to the British imperialist Cecil Rhodes, the prime minister of the Cape Colony. Rhodes and Milton discussed Hendricks’s inclusion, as Richard Parry and Jonty Winch document. In the selection meeting, Milton said that it would be ‘impolitic to include him in the team’. Hendricks – like several other players not classified as white who were potential contenders – was not selected. South Africa’s team was not made up of all the country’s talents.


Some attempts were made to ensure that Hendricks could still travel to England. The tour manager, Harry Cadwallader, floated a compromise: Hendricks would tour and could play, but his official role would be baggage master. Hendricks publicly rejected the degrading idea. Other South Africans found the suggestion that he should tour unpalatable for very different reasons.


‘If he were to go on the same footing as the others, then I would not have him at any price,’ said Bernard Tancred, one of the country’s leading batters who played two Tests in 1889. ‘To take him as an equal would, from a South African point of view, be impolitic, not to say intolerable.’ Cadwallader was removed as tour manager by Milton for ‘placing the Western Province Cricket Union in a very embarrassing situation’ through his advocacy of Hendricks.


After the Hendricks affair, racial segregation increased: he was barred from playing representative matches. The match in which Hendricks made his name, in 1892, was the only official game played between a team whose players were not all classed as white and a touring side to South Africa until the end of apartheid.


Hendricks continued to try and play cricket within the Cape’s white-run structures. In 1904, aged 47, Hendricks applied to play for Western Province Cricket Club, arguing that his bloodline made him European. Hendricks’s request was denied; he played out his career in the coloured leagues. He embodied the tragedy of early South African cricket: while the game spread far beyond the Anglophile communities, administrators actively suppressed players who were not considered white.


Until 1992, it is believed that only one South African Test cricketer was not white: Charlie Llewellyn played 15 Tests between 1896 and 1912, when he was among the first left-arm wrist spinners in the international game. Llewellyn’s skin complexion is thought to have indicated that he was of mixed race; he is believed to have been born in Natal to a Welsh father and mother from St Helena (though his family have said that he was born to two British parents). Because of his fair skin colour, Llewellyn appears to have been considered white by the South African Cricket Association.


*


The partnership between MCC and South Africa was one of ‘mines, empire and cricket’, write Richard Parry and André Odendaal. Three members of the first South Africa Test XI were born in England; Dunell, the captain, was not, but was educated at Eton and Oxford University.


Lord Hawke, an incessant tourist who captained England trips in 1895/96 and 1898/99, wrote in his autobiography:




On the cricket grounds of the Empire is fostered the spirit of never knowing when you are beaten, of playing for your side and not for yourself, and of never giving up a game as lost. This is as invaluable in Imperial matters as in cricket.





From 1899 to 1902 the South African War was fought between the British Empire and the two Boer republics. During the war, a South African team – including one Afrikaner, with everyone else of British origin – toured England. They did not play any Tests, but recorded the first victory in a match designated as first-class by a South African side away from home. Before the war, cricket in South Africa – though most popular among players with an English background – had significant pockets of support among the Afrikaner community: two Afrikaners played in South Africa’s first Test. After the war ended in 1902, cricket became increasingly identified as an English sport; it would be 25 years until the next Afrikaner played Test cricket. When South Africa defeated England for the first time, in 1906, England’s captain Warner said that the victory could be explained by ‘that grit and courage which we are so proud of saying are inherent in the British race’.


In 1910, the Cape, Natal, Transvaal and Orange River colonies were unified in the Union of South Africa, which signalled the formation of the South African nation as a self-governing dominion of the British Empire. This was said to unite the ‘two races’ in the country: the English-speakers and the Afrikaners. The Union furthered the oppression of other races, including the majority black population.


The Anglophile element in South Africa became more entrenched after the Union. In cricket, South Africa mimicked the English concept of amateur players. As in England, the side brimmed with ‘shamateurs’: notionally unpaid, but with jobs arranged for them by administrators.


In 1896, the Western Province Cricket Union passed Bye-law 10 – known as the Hendricks Law – which prevented professionals classed as black from either representing the province or even playing for white clubs: the first racially discriminatory legislation in any South African sport. As Jonty Winch and Richard Parry noted, Hendricks was probably the first cricketer in the world to be formally barred from playing because of his skin colour.


Administrators – invariably amateurs too – saw their role as being to promote not just a sport, but a whole way of life. ‘Many of my most cherished recollections are connected with the world of cricket,’ G. Allsop, a long-time administrator of Transvaal cricket, wrote in 1915. ‘I will gladly render whatever assistance I can to the promotion of the game which has for so long retained its proud position in the British Empire.’


No figure embodied the intimate relationship between South African cricket and the Empire more than Abe Bailey. After watching a Johannesburg XXII thrashed by an English XI during the 1888/89 tour, Bailey remarked, ‘We must set ourselves to beat the Englishmen on equal terms.’


Bailey became President of the South African Cricket Association and set about trying to beat the Englishmen. Using his money earned from Consolidated Goldfields, a British gold-mining company in South Africa, he gave players cricket-related jobs or sinecures, which helped to establish Johannesburg as the country’s leading producer of international players. Two of the googly quartet – Schwarz and Vogler – were Bailey employees. After South Africa’s series win in 1905/06, he cabled England to arrange a three-Test tour by South Africa there in 1907.


To Bailey, South African cricket reflected, and nurtured, the nation itself. ‘Our cricket has grown with our country,’ he declared. Bailey, born in the Cape Colony but then educated in England, earned the sobriquet ‘Rhodes the second’; he named his daughter Cecil. In England, where he spent several months a year, Bailey befriended Winston Churchill; one of his sons married Churchill’s daughter Diana.


Bailey sought to strengthen ties between the three Test nations. He funded Australia’s tour of South Africa in 1902; this included the first ever Test not involving England. The shipping route between England and Australia meant that touring parties from the two countries could extend their journeys and stop over en route. South Africa’s first 16 Tests were all at home.


In November 1907 Bailey wrote a letter to F.E. Lacey, the MCC secretary. Bailey proposed the creation of an ‘Imperial Cricket Board’ – the first global governing body in the sport. The body Bailey envisaged would formulate rules for matches involving England, Australia and South Africa. In June 1909, representatives from the three countries met at Lord’s. Together they created the Imperial Cricket Conference, international cricket’s first governing body. The first meeting discussed eligibility rules for players and Test scheduling: issues that would become all too familiar to administrators down the ages.
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The Golden Age – or Test cricket’s great missed opportunity?


On a damp and miserable morning at Old Trafford in 1902, Victor Trumper, Australia’s dashing opener, walked out to bat. ‘If we keep Victor quiet, lads, we’ll bowl the rest out,’ England captain Archie MacLaren said. Australia were 1–0 up in the Ashes, needing to protect their lead over the final two Tests. With the matches scheduled over only three days, conventional wisdom would have been to bat cautiously.


Trumper was never the sort to pay heed to conventional wisdom. Instead, he spied an opportunity. With the pitch soft when play began, he deduced that the first morning would be the best time to plunder runs. And so he attacked. Trumper straight-drove over the infield, and repeatedly pulled deliveries through the on side; his range of shots was such that he could cut balls from middle stump. ‘His whole bent is aggressive, and he plays a defensive stroke only as a very last resort,’ wrote C.B. Fry, who played and captained against Trumper. ‘He had no fixed canonical method of play, he defied all orthodox rules, yet every stroke he played satisfied the ultimate criterion of style – the minimum of effort, the maximum of effect.’


In 105 minutes before lunch at Old Trafford, Trumper secured his legend. He was the first man ever to score a century in the opening session of a Test match; in over 2,500 Tests since, only five men have emulated him.


By lunch on the opening day, Australia had gallivanted to 173–1. England fought back tenaciously, led by Bill Lockwood. One of the great fast bowlers to hail from Nottinghamshire, Lockwood combined pace with a deceptive slower ball to take 11 wickets in the match. In pursuit of 124, at various points – 44–0, 68–1, 92–3 and 107–5 – England were on course for an Ashes-levelling win. But Australia’s spin twins, off-spinner Hugh Trumble and left-arm spinner Jack Saunders, exploited the pitch’s grip and bounce. With eight runs needed, England were nine wickets down; their final pair, Wilfred Rhodes and Fred Tate, had to endure an excruciating 40-minute delay for rain. When they returned, Tate clipped a four through the leg side off Saunders. Three balls later, a delivery kept low: Tate was bowled, giving Australia a three-run victory. Tate, in his first and only Test, had earlier dropped a crucial catch off Australia skipper Joe Darling; many came to refer to the game as ‘Tate’s match’. A generation after the collapse at The Oval that had given birth to the Ashes, here was an encore.


Yet Australia’s victory has come to be almost incidental set against Trumper’s innings: the signature achievement of a cricketer who defined his era. The period up to 1914 is acclaimed as Test cricket’s Golden Age. Trumper was the Golden Age incarnate.


Over 48 Tests Trumper’s average, 39.04, was very good for the era but not extraordinary. His allure lay not in his statistics but in his style. This was captured in one of the most revered cricket photographs: Trumper, batting at The Oval in 1905, advancing down the pitch, with his bat almost perpendicular, about to play a trademark straight drive. The sight encapsulates the athleticism and buccaneering spirit of a player renowned for embracing any challenge. George Beldam’s photograph was named ‘Jumping out for a straight drive’. It was the defining image of a cricketer and even an age – no matter that the moment was set up by the photographer, rather than taken during a match, or that Trumper averaged 17.85 in the 1905 Ashes.


The ‘Champagne of Cricket’, Jack Hobbs, an Ashes opponent for England who averaged 18 runs more in Tests, hailed Trumper. ‘He is the most perfect batsman in his scoring methods I have ever seen. He makes every orthodox stroke quite after the best models, and in addition he has several strokes of his own which it is quite hopeless for other batsmen to attempt.’


Others might need half a day to change the feel of a Test; with Trumper, an hour normally sufficed. His strike rate of 67, combined with the period’s fast over rates, mean that Trumper averaged 40 runs per hour’s batting: the fastest of any top-order batter in Test history, statistician Charles Davis has calculated.


Trumper’s romantic appeal lay in his cavalier nature, and the sense that his best work came when it was most needed. His two highest scores – 214 not out against South Africa at Adelaide in 1911 and 185 not out against England in Sydney in 1903 – both came in defeat.


Until 1979 in England, and the mid-1950s elsewhere, Test pitches were not covered after each day’s play. Before, pitches were uncovered while the heavens opened. After rain, pitches softened, initially making it easier to bat. But as the ground began to dry, especially under a hot sun, pitches became treacherous, spinning and bouncing viciously and unreliably. These ‘sticky wickets’ were considered the very hardest conditions for batters. Trumper was often their master. It is said that he paid the New South Wales groundsman to prepare a wet wicket especially for him to practise on after he had netted on a good pitch.


After Trumper scored his first Test century, at Lord’s in 1899, W.G. Grace – whose last Test, Trumper’s debut, was earlier that summer – approached him. Grace came with a bat inscribed ‘From the past champion to the future champion’. Where Grace was a very English figure, Trumper – though his dad hailed from New Zealand – was an archetypal Australian, emerging as the nation gained independence from the United Kingdom. The Federation of Australia took place in January 1901; 18 months later, Trumper scored his Test century before lunch.


In the 1920s, Jack Fingleton, a future Test batter, asked Hanson Carter, a former Australian Test cricketer, whether a player reminded him of Trumper. Carter retorted, ‘You must never compare Vic with any batsman. He was up there, all on his own.’ Trumper was, historian Gideon Haigh wrote, the first Australian to be hailed as the best in the world at anything. National pride was an inextricable part of Trumper’s appeal: he was the first Australian to popularise wearing his same national cap in every Test. The lore of the baggy green cap, then, is also the lore of Trumper.


*


The notion of the Golden Age was popularised by Neville Cardus, one of the most celebrated cricket writers. Cardus, whose real name was John Frederick Newsham, grew up in Manchester. He never knew his father, was the son of a prostitute and left school aged 13. Cardus was essentially self-educated, devouring library books. He had two loves: classical music and cricket, both of which he wrote about with nostalgic, lyrical prose. What he considered the Golden Age perfectly coincided with his own youth – ‘that distant and indeed lost world of the early 1900s’, Cardus called it. ‘Cricket more than any other game is inclined towards sentimentalism and cant. The players of cricket have been arranged and displayed in a white and shining hagiology.’ He turned 26 in 1914, the year that marked the end of cricket’s Golden Age.


There is an apparent paradox within these years. It is remembered largely as a Golden Age for batters; yet it ranks among the worst periods in Test history for batting.


From 1900 to 1910, Test teams scored 24.85 per wicket, comfortably lower than in any decade since. But the figure still marked a significant increase on the first years of Test cricket; until 1893, the average runs per wicket in the game was just 18.50, equating to an average team score of 185. Improvements in pitches – notably the growing use of the heavy roller, which smoothed out indentations, making the bounce more predictable – enabled batting to flourish as never before. The sense of precariousness in batting which remained, allied to three-day Tests, still encouraged attacking play. Pitches were not so benign as to create the feel of sterile, industrialised run-scoring: a common later critique, especially in the 1930s.


Table 1. Average Test runs per wicket by decade
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In most cases, the celebrated Golden Age batters were amateur too; bowlers tended to be professionals. ‘It was an age of so-called classical batsmanship inasmuch as style, fostered at the public schools, was upheld practically as an end in itself,’ David Frith wrote. Amateurs were seen as being driven by more than mundane numbers, even if the reality was invariably more complex. ‘The second line of defence – which is the pads – was known well enough to the batsmen of the Golden Age,’ Cardus said. ‘But it was a second and not a first line of defence.’ He declared: ‘Never since has such batsmanship been seen as this for opulence and prerogative; it was symbolical of the age’s prestige.’


While Trumper embodied these values, he was not alone. The amateur Gilbert Jessop was nicknamed ‘Croucher’, for how low he bent in the crease. ‘Jessop was on the short side, but he possessed long arms, had a barrel of a chest,’ Pelham Warner recalled. Jessop batted with a chutzpah that few have ever matched, combining strength and imagination: 15 of his 53 first-class centuries came within an hour. ‘The man who hits,’ Jessop wrote in 1899, ‘always possesses one consoling thought in success or failure, that with him goes the sympathy of the great majority of spectators.’


Jessop relished using his feet to advance down the pitch to drive pace bowlers and, crouching, playing what would now be called a slog sweep against spin and even seam. ‘Length had no meaning for him,’ wrote the former Surrey cricketer turned historian H.S. Altham. ‘It was the length ball he hit best, and he hit it where the whim or the placing of the field suggested.’


These qualities came together when Jessop arrived at the crease with England 48–5 in pursuit of 263 on a green pitch at The Oval in 1902: a 50–1 shot, to the bookmakers at the ground. He attacked with gusto, using his feet and hitting three balls from Hugh Trumble, Australia’s off-spinner, straight into the pavilion. These blows only counted as fours, with batters needing to hit the ball literally out of the ground to be awarded six; only after 1910 were sixes awarded for hitting the ball over the boundary. His century came in 76 balls and 75 minutes; during his 104, thousands more spectators entered The Oval. They saw England secure the first one-wicket victory in Test history.


A match earlier, Trumper had set up Australia’s three-run win. These two Tests, within three weeks of each other in 1902, represented an apogee of the sport that, for those of a certain generation, could never be emulated: the golden summer of the Golden Age. Jessop’s hundred, his lone Test century, was the golden hour, no matter that Australia won the series 2–1. ‘The only man living who could beat us, beat us,’ Trumble said.


Yet, to many, the most luminous figure of all during the Golden Age was Kumar Shri Ranjitsinhji: ‘the Midsummer Night’s Dream of cricket,’ Cardus coined him. The son of a village farmer who was adopted as an heir by the Jam Sahib of an Indian statelet, Ranji moved to England to study at Trinity College, Cambridge, beginning in 1889. There, he scored bountiful runs. And he scored them with a distinctive style.


Grace is regarded as batting’s first pioneer, mastering not just playing off the front foot or the back but both. Ranji represented the next evolution of batsmanship. While also driving adeptly through the off side, he popularised scoring on the leg side, which – especially to professionals – had been considered almost taboo. As a schoolboy, C.B. Fry, Ranji’s long-time batting partner at Sussex, was told, ‘If one hit the ball in an unexpected direction on the on side, intentionally or otherwise, one apologised to the bowler . . . The opposing captain never, by any chance, put a fieldsman there; he expected you to drive on the off side like a gentleman.’


Ranji took a very different approach. He developed the leg glance, flicking the ball off his pads to the on side, normally behind square leg. In the process, he reimagined the geography of a cricket field – opening up new areas of scoring, and forcing opponents to adjust their fields accordingly. Previously, teams had seldom placed more than two fielders on the entire on side. ‘The stroke was a revelation of an entirely new technique only possible to a player with a quickness of eye, a nicety of poise, a surety of foot and a control of hand far superior to the best English practice,’ Fry observed. Ranji’s methods were rapidly replicated. ‘We had got into a groove out of which the daring of a revolutionary alone could move us,’ England batter Tom Hayward wrote in 1907.


The invention is remembered for its style, yet its roots were utilitarian. Facing fast bowling, Ranji tended to back away. In intensive training sessions at Cambridge, Ranji’s right leg was pegged to the ground, preventing him from moving away from the ball and now opening up hitting straight balls to the on side. For all the shot’s beauty, flicking balls to the leg side was simply a pragmatic way to score. Ranji was driven by efficacy, not aesthetics. The leg glance ‘has the advantage of not wasting the batsman’s strength and energy’ and ‘is a very safe stroke, because the ball can easily be kept down’, he explained in The Jubilee Book of Cricket, his 1897 book. ‘There is a certain class of batsmen nowadays who sacrifice effectiveness in order to attain what is called a pretty style. But a style which is not so effective as it might be can hardly claim to be either good or beautiful.’ Ranji also developed formidable drives and is considered the inventor of the late cut – hitting the ball ‘at the last possible instant’, after it had passed the bat, with ‘a quick sharp flick of the wrists’.


On his England debut, Ranji scored 62 and 154 not out at Old Trafford in 1896: ‘Absolutely the finest innings I have seen,’ declared Australia allrounder George Giffen. ‘Ranji is the batting wonder of the age.’ For several years, Ranji was perhaps the world’s best batter. In 1896, he broke Grace’s record for most runs in a first-class season, and scored 175 in his first Test in Australia in 1897/98. Between 1895 and 1904, Ranji scored 21,576 first-class runs at an average of 60.94, seven runs higher than anyone else who scored 1,000 runs in the period. His career was curtailed by princely duties: he became the Maharajah Jam Sahib of Nawanagar in 1907.


Alongside its romance, the Golden Age also significantly accelerated cricket’s evolution. The sport developed a coherent domestic structure: England’s County Championship, the national first-class competition, became an official title in 1890; Australia’s equivalent, the Sheffield Shield, launched in 1892. National governing bodies were created in England and Australia in 1898 and 1905; the MCC assumed responsibility for assembling English teams overseas. In England, overs – four balls in the 1880s and five balls in the 1890s – were standardised at six balls from 1900.


For all the difficulties in generalising about an era, the claim that batters in the Golden Age possessed more audacity than later players broadly stacks up. In matches for which balls faced were recorded, the data available suggests that Test batters scored more quickly during the 1900s – 2.7 runs per six balls – than in any decade in the format’s first 100 years.


Bowling, too, made significant advances. As we have seen, Bernard Bosanquet invented the googly, the leg break which turned the other way, just before 1900. As pitches improved, more pace bowlers focused on beating batters in the air – using swing, by holding the seam upright, to move the ball late in its trajectory towards where the seam on the ball is angled. This was subtly different to swerve, which was effectively bowling spin at a fast pace, relying on drift in the air and then deviation after the ball had bounced. Swing was popularised around 1900, with England’s George Hirst a leading exponent of the technique. It became notably more prominent after a rule change in 1907. Bowling teams were allowed to claim a second new ball – initially, after the batting side had reached 200 runs – thereby creating a second chance of new-ball swing in an innings.


England’s Sydney Barnes was expert at obtaining swerve, but he could do much besides. Barnes was among the most skilful bowlers of all time, defying easy categorisation. Over six feet tall and with a high arm action, Barnes combined new-ball swing and quick leg spin with swerve – fast off breaks – while varying his pace and where he released the ball from on the crease. He was a unique bowler who swerved the ball both ways at speeds that could reach perhaps 65–70 mph, bowling by turns rapid off breaks and leg breaks. Barnes deliberately varied his pace, and could also seam the ball. Whether bowling to right- or left-handers, his speciality was to get deliveries to drift in, then spin away to off stump after they had pitched. ‘The ball pitched outside my leg stump,’ Australia’s left-hander Clem Hill recalled of a characteristic Barnes dismissal in the 1911/12 Ashes. ‘Before I could “pick up” my bat, my off stump was knocked silly.’


Barnes combined these qualities with a shrewd mind. ‘I never bowled at the wickets; I bowled at the stroke,’ he explained. ‘I intended the batsman to make a stroke, then I tried to beat it. I tried to make the batsman move. The time a batsman makes mistakes is when he has to move his feet.’ Barnes’s 189 Test wickets cost 16.43 apiece; he took seven wickets a game. ‘There’s only one captain of a side when I’m bowling – me,’ he declared.


The Test cricket played at the end of the Golden Age was of an altogether higher plane than that of the start. By 1914, Test cricket more closely resembled the 21st-century game than the format in 1890.


Yet perhaps the greatest reason for the nostalgia for the Golden Age lies less in the Age itself than in the idea of the era as a belle époque. Among the nine million killed in World War I were 275 first-class cricketers, including 12 who had played Test cricket. Both Grace and Trumper – perhaps the two most revered figures in cricket’s history until that point – died in their homes within four months of each other in 1915; Trumper was 37 when he perished from kidney disease. Even amid the horrors of the Great War, his death, and the sense of a lost world, dominated front pages. Special trams had to be arranged for mourners in Sydney; about 20,000 lined the funeral route.


Charlie Macartney, his friend and former Australia teammate, tried to draw solace. ‘I have one great satisfaction regarding Victor Trumper – I never saw him grow old as a cricketer.’ Trumper, we can be sure, would have been proud when, in 1926, Macartney became the second man to score a Test hundred before lunch on the first day.


*


As with any gilded age, the more it is scrutinised, the more it turns sepia. The era’s cricket was occasionally funereal; in the 1905 Trent Bridge Test, Australia leg-spinner Warwick Armstrong bowled 52 overs for 67 runs, bowling negatively outside leg stump to slow the game down. In the 1911 Wisden, editor Sydney Pardon lamented that ‘a good many people have come to the conclusion that first-class cricket is losing its hold on the public’. Before World War I, many English county sides struggled to stay solvent, the academics Keith Sandiford and Wray Vamplew documented. Counties had to save as best they could: scrapping second elevens, cutting the number of ground staff or not providing lunch for young players. Many relied on public appeals and patronage to stay afloat. Essex literally flogged a dead horse – sold for 7s 6d. Worcestershire and Gloucestershire called members’ meetings to discuss withdrawing from the County Championship owing to their financial peril.


For all that Trumper is romanticised, he also represented the eternal cricketers’ wish: to be paid what they were worth. As a working-class boy from Sydney, he needed to be. He considered signing for Worcestershire, which would have ended his Test career. In 1912, Trumper was one of the ‘Big Six’ who went on strike and refused to tour England out of dissatisfaction with the terms being offered by the Australian Cricket Board – both less money than they had wanted, and taking the power to name the manager away from the players. Trumper explained: ‘What are we to do? Go down on our knees and ask the Board to let us go to England on any terms they like? No, they have got the thing down to bedrock, and it can stay there.’


Perhaps the best embodiment of the tensions between players and administrators was Sydney Barnes. He gave up his county contract aged 30, instead signing with a Lancashire League team, who paid more. England continued to pick him – at least, when money did not get in the way. After taking 49 wickets in the first four Tests, still a record in any series, Barnes missed the final Test in South Africa in 1913/14. South Africa’s board had failed to reimburse him for bringing his wife on tour, as previously agreed.


The nostalgic appeal of the Golden Age also ignores the realities lurking beneath: who could play Test cricket was inextricably linked to race. In the 172 Test matches played until 1928, just three cricketers were not white.


Ranji suffered continued racism. During his first two years at Cambridge, he ‘was not given a trial at the University ground, Fenner’s, on account only of the colour of his skin’, historian Ramachandra Guha wrote. At university, he was called ‘Mr Smith’. Even as Ranji rose, his race remained an obstacle to gaining international recognition. MCC president Lord Harris, who had just finished a stint as governor of Bombay, opposed picking what he called a ‘bird of passage’ cricketer. Yet Ranji had far more connection to England than Billy Murdoch and J.J. Ferris, who were both picked to play Tests for the country after previously playing for Australia; Murdoch captained Australia 16 times. Harris himself was born in Trinidad.


‘Some cricketers were, on principle, against the inclusion of Ranjitsinhji,’ The Times reported. ‘The Marylebone Club committee thoroughly weighed the matter, and, while recognising the wonderful ability of that cricketer, thought it scarcely right to play him for England against Australia.’ Ranji only got his chance in the second Test in 1896, against MCC’s wishes, because a representative from the hosting ground – Lancashire, in this case – got a casting vote on the side. Despite his stellar record, Ranji was not selected to tour South Africa in either 1898 or 1902; South Africa appear to have pressurised England not to pick him.


A generation later, Ranji’s nephew Duleepsinhji faced similar discrimination. In 1929, aged 24, Duleepsinhji made his debut against South Africa, scoring 12 and one, before immediately being dropped. By England’s next series against South Africa, their 1930/31 tour, Duleepsinhji was one of England’s leading Test batters: his average was 60.53, and he made a magisterial 173 against Australia at Lord’s. Yet Duleepsinhji was ‘apparently not considered for selection for the South Africa tour as MCC did not challenge South Africa’s racist requirements’, historians Richard Parry and André Odendaal wrote. Duleepsinhji finished with a Test average of 58.52 in a career truncated by his premature retirement aged 27 because of pulmonary disease. His appearance against South Africa in 1929 would be the only occasion in the country’s first 172 Tests, until their Test return in 1992, that South Africa played against someone not of white skin.


The first black Test cricketer was Australia’s Sam Morris, who played one Test in 1885, taking two wickets, during a player dispute about money. Morris’s family hailed from the Caribbean; he was frequently referred to using racial tropes in contemporary newspaper reports.


For other Australians, race was also a barrier to winning selection. In 1902, Jack Marsh, an Indigenous quick bowler from New South Wales, was dropped from a state match against England. Archie MacLaren, the England captain, is said to have refused to play against him, alleging that he had an illegal action. Marsh was among the world’s fastest bowlers.


His career was stymied both by racist laws that limited his movement and the stigma of being called a ‘chucker’. In one first-class match, Marsh was no-balled for throwing 17 times by one umpire; the other umpire considered his bowling fair. To disprove the slur, Marsh visited a doctor. His arm was put in a splint, and he was given a certificate declaring that, with the splint, it would be physically impossible to throw. It made no difference. Marsh only played six first-class matches; 34 wickets at 21.47 apiece attest to his talent.


To England’s Albert Knight, who played in a tour game against him, Marsh was ‘quite the best bowler in the Commonwealth’; his action was ‘not, one thinks, a throw or even essentially doubtful’. Monty Noble, the New South Wales and Australia captain, refused to pick Marsh, stating that he ‘didn’t have class enough’. Test opener Warren Bardsley, a state teammate, observed: ‘The reason Marsh was kept out of big cricket was his colour.’


*


Abraham Lincoln once watched a cricket match between Chicago and Milwaukee. This was not unusual: cricket was played in at least 22 states, and 125 cities and towns, before the American Civil War. The USA and Canada hosted the first foreign tour by an English cricket team, in 1859. During the Civil War, baseball – easier to play in army camps, and shrewdly reinventing itself as an American, rather than English, creation – became the country’s most popular sport. Yet cricket still remained vibrant in pockets; in Philadelphia, there were over 100 clubs around 1900.


At this time, one of the game’s outstanding bowlers was an American: Bart King, who swung the ball both ways. Touring England with the Gentlemen of Philadelphia, King took 237 first-class wickets at 16.62 across his three tours to England, in 1897, 1903 and 1908 – when, aged 35, he came top of the English first-class bowling averages. ‘One who, at the top of his power and speed, was at least the equal of the greatest of them all,’ gushed Plum Warner, who played frequently against King. Across King’s three tours to England, Philadelphia defeated ten first-class counties, including Surrey and Lancashire. Philadelphia even boasted one man who would play Test cricket: Ranji Hordern, who studied at the University of Pennsylvania, where it is said he learned the googly before returning to Australia.


In both 1893 and 1912, the Gentlemen of Philadelphia defeated the Australians – sides on their way back from England. Both Australia teams included nine players with Test caps; the two remaining players in the 1893 side would soon win international selection too. Yet Philadelphia defeated them by an innings. In this era, the US were almost certainly among the four strongest cricket nations.


Cricket was also developing further south. The first recorded game at Buenos Aires Cricket Club was in 1831. The early story of cricket in Argentina is typical of cricket’s origin story in many countries: the game was initially played by British expats, then expanded into other communities. By the early 1900s, cricket was played in Spanish-language schools in Buenos Aires. Scorecards of major matches include a notable number of Spanish names; the sport was covered in Spanish-speaking newspapers.


In 1911/12, Argentina and MCC played a series that both called Tests: three-day matches in Buenos Aires, the first two at the Hurlingham Club. Argentina won the first game by four wickets. MCC only sealed the series with a two-wicket victory in the third match thanks to 40-year-old Archie MacLaren, until recently one of England’s best batters. If MCC’s party was not as strong as the Australians defeated in the USA – it included six Test players, but only two in their prime – the series illustrated Argentina’s potential. In 1926/27, when MCC next toured, with three future England Test captains, the result was the same: a 2–1 victory to the tourists.


Argentina’s most renowned player, Clem Gibson, was the son of a British-Argentinian landowner; he learned the game at the Hurlingham Club in Buenos Aires, before being educated at Eton College. While at Cambridge University in 1921, Gibson was picked for an all-amateur England XI to play the Australians; he took 6–64 in victory. Three years later, in his office in Buenos Aires, Gibson received a telegram telling him that he had been picked for the 1924/25 Ashes tour. He declined, preferring to remain at home.


Rather than a national game, cricket retrenched into being an Anglophile sport. In 1947, the old pavilion on the Buenos Aires Cricket Club ground was burned down, seemingly at the behest of Eva Perón, piqued that her request to use the grounds for a charity social-aid event had been declined.


The Golden Age was cricket’s great missed opportunity. By its very name, the Imperial Cricket Conference locked out nations outside the British Empire, barring them from Test status. Administrators prioritised the ‘Imperial’ over the ‘Cricket’. Multi-day ‘Test’ matches involving Argentina and the United States could retrospectively have been classed as official Tests, just as happened with early South Africa matches. Based on their quality, both Argentina and the USA in the early 20th century had at least as strong a claim to gaining Test status as South Africa a generation earlier.


Even with this exclusionary attitude to status, the enduring confusion over what could constitute an official Test remained. Not until 1907, 30 years after the first Test, did the first match occur between a team that was both from a sovereign state and selected by the national governing body for cricket, Eric Midwinter wrote in The Cricketer’s Progress.


When it came to determining which countries were allowed to play Test matches, cricketing quality was merely one factor. Politics was just as significant. Through a mixture of neglect and deliberate exclusion, the chance to develop a bigger and more geographically diverse game was lost.


*


Perhaps the period before 1914 wasn’t a Golden Age or a missed opportunity, but both. The first, indeed, directly gave way to the second, as complacency about cricket in the early 1900s prevented the sport evolving – a failing that Wisden’s editor and other contemporaries lamented at the time.


The lone area in which ICC administrators gave a hint of more creative thinking was fated to fail. In 1912, largely at the behest of South Africa’s Abe Bailey, South Africa and Australia toured England, where they played a triangular series. All three nations played six Tests each as part of a league, with an overall winner crowned.


The triangular tournament suffered from four essential problems. South Africa’s team were falling away, early in a 16-Test winless streak; their batters and leg-spinners were ill-suited to English turf pitches. Second, Australia, missing their ‘Big Six’ players, were themselves far less attractive than in previous years; they had just lost the Ashes 4–1 at home. Third, attendances for matches not involving England were poor. The fourth problem was the weather. It was one of the wettest summers since records began in 1776 – particularly unfortunate because only three days were allocated for each of the nine Tests.


Even England’s victory in the last match, over Australia – the game was timeless, to ensure an overall tournament winner – did not create any appetite to continue the concept. Instead, Test cricket evolved through bilateral series, rather than multi-team tournaments as in other sports. It would take another 87 years, with the launch of the Asian Test Championship in 1999, for another Test competition to involve more than two nations.
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The greatest opening pair


In July 1917, Lord’s staged a charity match between an English Army XI and the Australian Imperial Forces. Among those playing was left-arm spinner Colin Blythe, celebrated for his Ashes deeds for England. Four months later, Blythe perished at Passchendaele.


As the Great War was ending, the English cricket establishment turned its thoughts to what the game would look like in 1919, hoping to mark the occasion with another visit from Australia. Plans were swiftly made for a series of ‘Victory’ Test matches. Instead, with not enough Australian players available for matches that could be classed as Tests, an Australian Imperial Forces team, comprising players who had served in the war, toured England. Their 28 first-class games, ending the war-induced hiatus in first-class cricket, were warmly received by a public yearning for any sense of normality. As the team set sail from Plymouth in September 1919, the captain sent a telegram ‘to convey to the cricketing public of England their sincere thanks for the generous support given them’. The Imperial Forces side then played in South Africa before ending their tour against New South Wales.


First-class cricket had been abandoned at the outset of war; recreational, charity and exhibition matches continued. The aim was to keep ‘the lesser game just alive while the greater game is being played’, Donald Mackinnon, the president of the Victorian Cricket Association, said in September 1916.


Yet when Test cricket returned in 1920, after a hiatus of almost seven years, it had a very different feel. Adjusting for population, England suffered about twice as many casualties as Australia in World War I. This was one factor behind a dramatic change in Ashes fortunes when Test cricket resumed. Until 1914, England had won 40 Tests against Australia and lost 35. Beginning with a 5–0 whitewash in 1920/21 before the return series a few months later in England, Australia won eight consecutive Ashes Tests. On the ship back between the two series, Australia found a new sport to beat England at: deck quoits, a game entailing throwing rings over a spike.


Australia’s captain throughout this sequence was Warwick Armstrong. He towered above post-World War I cricket, and not only because he was 6 ft 3 in and weighed 22 stone. Over these ten Tests, he averaged 56.00 with the bat while chipping in with 17 wickets at 24.47 apiece. He was a pioneering leader too.


‘Armstrong seemed to divide his bowling into two very distinct groups, attacking and defending,’ wrote Percy Fender, an Ashes rival turned journalist. ‘Directly a batsman came in, he was attacked along whatever line previous experience seemed to have shown him most vulnerable. If this did not succeed after a time, the attack changed and the batsman was made to go after the ball if he wanted to score.’


Pragmatism also marked Armstrong’s leadership, as Gideon Haigh details in The Big Ship. To preserve Australia’s undefeated run on the 1921 tour of the British Isles – which lasted until the 35th out of 39 first-class games – Armstrong sometimes allowed an opponent’s defensive batters to remain at the crease. He explained, ‘I directed my bowlers to let them stay there knowing the players would not force the pace.’


Previous Test sides had been limited to one bowler of express speed; in Jack Gregory and Ted McDonald, Australia had two. They took advantage of a significant change, first initiated just before World War I: tarpaulins to cover a bowler’s run-up when it rained, allowing bowlers to run in without fear of the soggy ground giving way beneath their feet. Crucially, the 22-yard pitch itself remained uncovered; after a rain delay, bowlers could still benefit from a damp pitch. The pair harassed England from both ends with the new ball; they were then rotated, so one would almost invariably be operating. Gregory, in particular, relished bowling short; he often bowled from wide of the crease, spearing deliveries awkwardly into batters. The sense of physical threat was heightened because gloves were flimsy, and some players still did not wear them; there was nothing at all to protect a batter’s thighs.


‘Never before have English batsmen been so demoralised by great pace,’ Wisden editor Sydney Pardon observed. ‘I am sure that some of our batsmen, knowing they would have to face Gregory, were out before they went in.’ Frank Foster, a former Ashes rival turned journalist, called Armstrong ‘the man who had the confounded cheek to commence his attack with two fast bowlers! No wonder England gasped and quailed, shuddered and fell, and then expired.’


At Trent Bridge in the first Test of the 1921 series, Gregory and McDonald encountered a damp pitch, creating extra bounce. They shared 16 wickets for 177 in a crushing victory. Yet the pair would damage much more than just England’s averages. In the second innings, Gregory first hit Ernest Tyldesley’s elbow then his jaw, knocking him unconscious; the ball diverted onto his stumps. Tyldesley required assistance to go to the pavilion; the crowd heckled Gregory. England batters would be struck 11 times by Australia’s fast-bowling pair that Test summer. Overall, R.H. Campbell calculated in Cricket Casualties, Gregory hit 20 English batters on the body, above the waist, in his 21 Tests – comfortably a record at the time. England were so discombobulated that they selected 30 players in the 1921 series, still a record in any series.


The tactics were the start of a recurring trend in Test history. Whenever fast bowling has been taken to new heights, it has had two consequences: a lot of wickets, and a lot of controversy.


To go with high pace, Australia had the classic complement: high-class leg spin, from Arthur Mailey, who particularly excelled against the tail. By comparison, England’s attack was staid. Australia were also markedly superior in fitness and fielding; no matter his bulk, Armstrong was a fine slip fielder.


So great was Australia’s dominance that their 4–1 victory in the 1924/25 Ashes was seen as a cause for English optimism. ‘The dark days are coming to an end,’ Wisden’s editor observed. England were markedly more competitive – and their wait of 14 Tests and 13 years for victory over Australia ended in Melbourne. There, Maurice Tate took seven wickets with his swing and bounce, part of his 38 in the series. He married skill with stamina: in the first Test in Sydney, where he took 11–228 in the match, he bowled 89 eight-ball overs – 712 deliveries. Over his career, Tate also avenged his father, Fred, who had suffered an ill-fated first, and only, Test against Australia in 1902. After he was last man out in England’s three-run defeat, Tate told a teammate about his seven-year-old son, ‘I have got a boy, at home, who will put it all right for me.’


The 1926 Ashes was contested against the backdrop of Great Britain’s first, and still only, General Strike. The lorry containing Australia’s kit for a tour match against Essex was held up at a picket line.


Armstrong’s retirement helped to give England hope that they could win the Ashes for the first time since 1912. Victory was made harder because of the contrast in how Tests were organised in the two countries. In Australia, virtually all Tests until 1945 were timeless, played until one side won. In England, where counties wanted to minimise time without their players, three-day Tests remained the norm until 1930 against Australia, and 1947 against other opponents. One letter to The Times in 1926 even asked if there was ‘a respectable body of opinion in favour of the abolition of Tests altogether’.


Late negotiations ensured that with the series 0–0, the fifth and final Test at The Oval in 1926 was timeless. English anxiety about not missing the chance to regain the urn led to captain Arthur Carr being sacked and replaced by Percy Chapman, another amateur. Carr fell ill during the previous Test, when he was part of 11; Jack Hobbs temporarily stood in as captain, becoming the first professional to captain England at home.


After England made 280, Australia scrambled a 22-run first innings lead. Opening pair Hobbs and Herbert Sutcliffe steered England to 49–0 after day two, the Test in the balance. At two o’clock the next morning, Hobbs was woken up at his house in Clapham by thunder and lightning. Sutcliffe too was ‘awakened by peals of thunder’: ‘My thoughts turned to the Oval wicket and I wondered if fortune had once again ruined our chances of victory.’ Overnight rain created a ‘sticky wicket’ with uneven bounce: one delivery might bounce up towards a batter’s head; the next could scuttle along the turf.


This was the challenge that Hobbs and Sutcliffe faced as they resumed on day three. Steam rose from the pitch as the rain dried out under the cloudy skies. If the pitch dried too quickly, cracks would form, rendering batting even harder. After the first over in the morning, Hobbs told his partner, ‘Jolly bad luck that rain; it has cooked our chances.’ Frank Chester, the umpire, would call conditions ‘the worst sticky I have seen. I did not give England a chance.’


The morning would be the turning point in the decade’s balance of power in Ashes cricket. While Hobbs played at his usual tempo, Sutcliffe initially stonewalled; during the first 40 minutes of day three, Hobbs scored 26, Sutcliffe not a run. As the sun poked through the clouds, the ball started to spin more. Hobbs took a guard outside leg stump, getting his pads out the way, and played out eight consecutive maidens against off-spinner Arthur Richardson. Leg-spinner Mailey at one stage had Hobbs plumb lbw – but, bewilderingly, Australia did not appeal. In between austere defence, Hobbs drove with panache, reaching his century shortly after Sutcliffe had got to his 50. Both Australia’s captain, Herbie Collins, and the umpire Chester called Hobbs’s innings the best they had ever witnessed. When Hobbs was out for a round hundred, Sutcliffe accelerated, driving with confidence through the covers, to reach 161. Besides the openers, no other Englishman passed 50 in the match; Sutcliffe had scored 76 in the first innings too. Their partnership set up England’s 289-run victory. England won the Ashes for the first time in 14 years.


As a pair, Hobbs and Sutcliffe were English batting in excelsis. They played for Surrey and Yorkshire respectively: the two most successful counties, one from the south, and one from the north.


Hobbs – ‘The Master’ – was the oldest of 12 children. Like many great cricketers of the day, Hobbs spent formative years at Cambridge University: not because he was studying there, but because his father was a groundsman at Jesus College. Hobbs went to his first cricket match aged 18 months; he played against the College servants with ‘a tennis ball, a cricket stump for a bat and a tennis post for a wicket on a gravel pitch’, Wisden recounted. Uneven bounce in the nets and on the pitch at Parker’s Piece, the local park in Cambridge, ‘honed his unique skill for playing on bad wickets’, observed his biographer Leo McKinstry. Playing the ball very late, enabling him to make late adjustments, was a Hobbs hallmark: ‘You should always play back if you can because you can watch the ball right onto the bat.’ Distilling his batting philosophy, Hobbs said, ‘The secret of power and hitting is not so much muscular force as ease of swing and perfect timing.’


After leaving school aged 12, Hobbs became a servant at Jesus College, helping to put up the nets and transfer cricket equipment. Perhaps because of class snobbery, and partly because he was a relatively late developer – he was 18 before he scored his first century in any cricket – Hobbs was turned down by Essex before signing for Surrey. With his classical technique, stylish driving and range of shots, Hobbs shattered one of the game’s great divides; to the grandee Pelham Warner, he was ‘a professional who bats exactly like an amateur’. No one has ever scored more than his 199 first-class centuries: a record surely safe for all time. His England record of 12 Ashes hundreds appears almost as impregnable. Fitness and anticipation made Hobbs an outstanding fielder too; The Cricket Statistician credits him with the most run-outs by a Test fielder, 18, which normally came when prowling at cover.


Sutcliffe grew up in Pudsey, a market town halfway between Leeds and Bradford. Aged nine, he became an orphan, and was raised by his aunts. Through prolific scoring in league cricket, he broke into Yorkshire’s side. He combined fierce concentration with immense physical courage, best shown in his hooking behind square leg, a shot that reflected his self-assurance. ‘Cricket is a game which calls for courage, skill, strategy and, above everything else, self-control,’ Sutcliffe wrote; he was a man unfazed by the previous delivery or the situation. His judgement of when to leave the ball was as immaculate as his sense of how to dress. He once reprimanded a teammate for not wearing a blazer to lunch, telling Bill Bowes, ‘We must do everything better than the amateurs. Your manners must be better, and if possible you must speak and dress better too.’ Sutcliffe was also brave: he was hit on the body 18 times in Ashes Tests, comfortably a record in England–Australia matches from 1877 to 1933, R.H. Campbell finds. ‘I love a dog fight,’ he said after his century at The Oval in 1926.


Individually, a strong case can be made for either Hobbs or Sutcliffe to be England’s best opener of all time. Sutcliffe averaged 60.73 overall in Test cricket; in Australia, he made six centuries and averaged 63.70. Hobbs’s Test average was fractionally less, a still towering 56.94, but he flourished in two distinct eras.


Before World War I, bowlers held sway. From 1900 to 1914, the overall batting average in Tests was just 24.70, with spinners particularly thriving. Between the world wars, conditions were more fertile for batting, as the quality of pitches improved: the overall average rose by six runs, to 31.40. These two eras necessitated different approaches – attacking more in the first, when batters could not trust the wicket; and being more restrained in the second, when batters did not need to take calculated risks in the same way. The artist became an accountant. ‘There were two Jacks, the Pre and the Post-War Jack,’ wrote Frank Woolley, his long-time Test teammate. ‘The real one was the Pre-War.’


Hobbs distilled his different approach before and after 1914: ‘You could play cheeky shots and make 50 or 60 and feel life was worth living. Then came the exasperation when they started counting your hundreds, publishing averages, and it was all figures.’ The wonder of Hobbs was that he could excel in both periods, against spin – he was described as the best player against South Africa’s googly quartet and relished using his feet – swing, seam and pace alike. He made a hundred aged 46, in Australia in 1928/29, setting a record that endures for the oldest Test centurion. For how he embodied the English school of openers, and the undemonstrative way in which he challenged cricket’s class barrier, Hobbs was named one of Wisden’s Five Cricketers of the Century in 2000.


Yet, for all their individual qualities, together Hobbs and Sutcliffe were most imperious. Their start was precarious: Sutcliffe was almost run out in the first over of his debut, against South Africa in 1924. It was the first of 38 occasions that the pair opened together in Tests; 15 times, they added a century. Their average partnership was 87.81; this figure remains 17 runs clear of any opening pair to make 1,000 runs.


Table 2. Highest partnerships by opening pairs (top five)








	


	


	Innings


	Runs


	Average







	J.B. Hobbs, H. Sutcliffe (ENG)


	1924–1930


	38


	3,249


	87.81







	A.F. Rae, J.B. Stollmeyer (WI)


	1948–1953


	21


	1,349


	71.00







	N.D. McKenzie, G.C. Smith (SA)


	2008–2009


	27


	1,664


	66.56







	W.A. Brown, J.H.W. Fingleton (AUS)


	1935–1938


	16


	1,020


	63.75







	J.B. Hobbs, W. Rhodes (ENG)


	1910–1921


	36


	2,146


	61.31










Most importantly, Hobbs and Sutcliffe had a penchant for delivering their best when the Ashes were at stake. In 1926, they added 156 when England had to follow on at Leeds, securing a draw, before their famous alliance at The Oval. In the third Test of the 1928/29 Ashes, in Melbourne, England needed 332 to win with the pitch at its most treacherous after a bout of rain. As the pitch dried out, deliveries reared up unexpectedly, leaving both batters with painful marks on their body. ‘Our friends came to the pavilion to commiserate with us, saying what a pity it was the rain came,’ Hobbs later recalled. In his diary he wrote, ‘We did not think we had an earthly.’


But, channelling their performance at The Oval, the two added 105. Sutcliffe endured 462 balls for his 135, making good on his dictum that, on sticky wickets, ‘all defensive strokes we make must be made with a dead bat and with the bat handle well forward at an angle of 45 degrees’. The pull shot was his sole indulgence. Many players batted on sticky wickets ‘with an inferiority complex’, Sutcliffe wrote:




They are not prepared to fight. What a great mistake this is, for there is no wicket quite so interesting and thrilling to play on as a ‘glue pot’ . . .


Those players who have specialised in sticky wicket displays and who have been highly successful, are the ones who have been able to concentrate very deeply on the task of cutting out certain strokes, thereby reducing risks to a minimum. That is the secret of all successful sticky wicket play.


The best method as soon as one sees that popping, turning ball, is either to get clear of its course altogether or take the blow on the chest. It doesn’t hurt much and a slight chest or rib tickler is much better than losing a wicket. That is one of the finer points of batsmanship. On a glue pot, with nearly all the fielders concentrated within a few yards of the bat, the main point is to be sure the ball goes almost straight down.





For days afterwards, Sutcliffe wore the bruises he sustained from balls that reared up; the afterglow of England’s three-wicket victory, which retained the urn and set up a 4–1 series win, made up for the pain. When Sutcliffe gave his first son a middle name, he chose Hobbs.


*


Wally Hammond arrived in Australia in 1928 as a stylish 25-year-old batter; like W.G. Grace before him, he represented Gloucestershire. Like Hobbs and Sutcliffe, Hammond was a professional. Where the Golden Age in England had been characterised by amateur batters, by the 1920s, the best batters tended to be professionals.


Before the 1928/29 Ashes, Hammond had not scored a century in eight Tests. Yet in Australia Hammond scored 905 runs, vaulting past Sutcliffe’s record for most runs in a single series. In the middle three Tests, he peeled off double hundreds at Sydney and Melbourne, then 119 not out and 177 in Adelaide. In each of these three Tests, Hammond batted for over six hours, the equivalent of a full day’s play, attesting to his concentration and fitness.


The 1928/29 side came closer than any, before or since, to achieving English Test cricket utopia: a series whitewash in Australia. England thrashed Australia in the first two Tests, before their Ashes-clinching chase in Melbourne. In Adelaide, England had to defend 348 in roasting heat; they did so by 12 runs, thanks to left-arm spinner Jack White’s indefatigable command of line and length. White bowled 749 deliveries in the Test. With his last, he bowled slightly shorter, inducing number 11 Don Blackie to try and clear square leg, giving the bowler his 13th wicket of the match. Australia needed 286 in the fifth Test, back in Melbourne, to deprive England of a 5–0 victory. Captain Jack Ryder was considered fortunate to survive a run-out appeal, and secured a five-wicket win.


Hammond’s signature was the cover drive, which showed his quick footwork and precise placement; he could play the back-foot drive equally effectively. His height and burly build meant that Hammond combined style with unusual power. In 1933, he broke the record for the Test highest score by hitting 336 not out in Auckland, thumping ten sixes – eight over the off side – and scoring at faster than a run a minute. ‘His method of batting is an almost unique combination of ease, grace, majesty and power, and above all of correctness,’ the former cricketer R.C. Robertson-Glasgow wrote. ‘He has it all and with double the strength of most players; strength scientifically applied.’ The force of Hammond’s shots was such that to ‘field to him at cover point was a sort of ordeal by fire’.


He also brought a calculating mind to the crease, future England captain Len Hutton noted. ‘Often he would make a shot that would cause the opposing captain to move a fielder to a particular spot to cut off the next stroke there. While the bowler walked back to his mark, Wally would look round to find a gap somewhere else. Having found it, he would send the ball clean through.’


Hammond’s gifts extended beyond his batting. With a smooth rhythmical action he swung the ball at pace, once taking 7–87 in the match in a Test in Australia. As a slip fielder, Hutton observed, ‘He was second to none – no diving to left or right, collecting green marks on his immaculate flannels.’


Not all were as enamoured with Hammond off the field. Captaining England during the 1946/47 Ashes, he travelled between matches by Jaguar as the squad travelled by train. To teammate Denis Compton, ‘He tended to be individualistic and uncommunicative; worse still, he didn’t seem to be part of the side.’


Hammond emphatically made good on his talents, averaging 58.45 in 85 Tests. His versatility was such that he performed markedly better away than at home, with bat and ball alike, both against Australia and overall.


‘Everything he did, he did with the touch of a master,’ Australia’s Stan McCabe, a long-time opponent, observed. ‘One could refer to him as the perfect cricketer.’ But in the Ashes contests of the 1930s, Hammond would be eclipsed by someone even more perfect.
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