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      When I started playing cricket as a teenager I received a good deal of encouragement from a work colleague of my father’s, Harold Thompson. Mr Thompson lived near Acklam Park in Middlesbrough, in those days still a Yorkshire county ground. Following my every failure with bat or ball, or both, my dad would report that Mr Thompson had said to tell me that Sir Leonard got a duck on his debut, or that the great Hedley Verity was once hit for thirty runs in a single over by Jock Cameron.

      When Mr Thompson died he bequeathed to me his library of cricket books. I never met Harold Thompson, but his generosity all those years ago has helped shape The Trundlers. Among the books in his collection were several by Sir Pelham Warner, H. S. Altham’s A History of Cricket, many works by Neville Cardus, Ian Peebles’s Talking of Cricket, Monty Noble’s account of the 1928–9 Ashes series, A. A. Thomson’s Hirst and Rhodes and the autobiographies of Cyril Washbrook, Len Hutton, Alec and Eric Bedser and Maurice Tate. I have used all of them extensively.

      Other books that proved invaluable while writing The Trundlers were Gerald Brodribb’s biography of Maurice Tate and his monograph on under-arm bowlers; S. F. Barnes: Master Bowler by Leslie Duckworth; On the Spot, David Matthews’s biography of Derek Shackleton, and The Flame Still Burns, Stephen Chalke’s masterful work on Tom Cartwright. Peter Walker’s Cricket Conversations and Denzil Batchelor’s two anthologies, The Book of Cricket and Great Cricketers, have also come in handy. My stint reviewing books for Wisden Cricketer’s Almanac happily coincided with the publication of Martin Wilson’s biography of William Lillywhite, Robert Brooke’s book on F. R. Foster and Patrick Ferriday’s work on the Triangular Test Series of 1912 – all three are worth seeking out.

      Cricinfo and the Cricket Archive are invaluable sources of facts, figures and other pleasures for any cricket fan. Had they been available when I was an adolescent it is unlikely I would ever have left the house.

      Thanks must also go to my publisher Richard Beswick for supporting the idea of a book about cricket’s least celebrated men, my editor Zoe Gullen for sorting out my random grammar and my agent Andrew Gordon and his assistant Marigold Atkey for their bold attempts to prevent me from starving to death.

      Finally, when you sit next to an author it is, I believe, never wise to ask what he or she is working on at the moment. They will invariably do one of two things: talk madly about it until it is time to go home, or clam up entirely. I fall into the former category. To all those who have sat next to me over the past eighteen months and politely endured two hours of unstoppable blather about George Hirst, Cliff Gladwin and Robin Singh, I humbly apologise. Especially if you were one of those who took advantage of one of my rare pauses for breath to say, ‘Actually, I’m not that interested in cricket.’
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      It all started with Denzil Batchelor. The library in my village only had a small selection of cricket books and Great Cricketers – edited by the veteran writer and bon viveur – was by far the thickest of them. This was Yorkshire, after all: we sought value for money in everything, even if it was free. In fact, especially if it was free.

      Great Cricketers contained pen portraits of sixty-three players. That two of them were Sir Leonard Hutton only added to its local appeal. It was not the chapters on the saintly opening batsman that arrested my attention, however, but those on the pacemen. My imagination was fired by the deeds of Ted McDonald, whose wrist at the point of delivery was – Neville Cardus wrote – poised like ‘the head of a cobra before the venom was released’ and Eddie Gilbert, the Aboriginal Australian who – Ray Robinson claimed – bowled one day at Brisbane ‘as if instead of an arm he had a bazooka up his sleeve’. Most of all, though, it was the account of the feats of the Demon himself, F. R. Spofforth, that inspired me.

      The great Australian fast bowler was tall and spindly, with a beaky face, thin, angular body, long neck and pronounced Adam’s apple. He called to mind a starving ostrich that had swallowed a snooker ball, but since that was more or less how I looked myself he quickly became my idol.

      Determined to emulate Spofforth, I hurtled in at high speed (Frederick had been a sprinter and covered 100 yards in 10.2 seconds), leapt at the crease and hurled the ball down the wicket with all my might. Watching adults shook their heads. ‘Stop trying to bowl like an express train and concentrate on accuracy,’ they counselled. I ignored them. They were dullards who had followed their own cautious advice and ended up working for ICI and British Steel. I was a flamboyant boy genius bound for glory just as surely as I was bound to go down the garden and retrieve all the tennis balls I’d just flung down the leg-side and into the river.

      In the 1974 Easter holidays two friends and I, fired up by reading about Wes Hall, Charlie Griffith and crazy Roy Gilchrist, invented a game called Bumper War. This was played on the concrete strip in front of the garage and involved one player taking the sacrificial role of batsman while the other two bowled at him from ten yards with tennis balls that had first been dunked in a bucket of water. There were no stumps. The aim of the bowlers was not to dismiss the batsman but to hit him, preferably on the head. Hour after hour, fuelled by sugary syrup from my friend’s SodaStream and regular packets of nuclear-orange cheese-flavoured corn puffs, we peppered each other with bouncers until the batsmen’s protective duffel coats were soaked through and their faces splattered. ‘Why don’t you try playing proper cricket?’ our dads would say when they got back from work. But we had watched proper cricket and since it generally seemed to involve Roy Virgin prodding forward to Geoff Arnold we refused to surrender to its suet-like blandness.

      At some point during the summer term that followed I was called into the school under-16s team. Bowling opportunities for thirteen-year-olds at this exalted level were few and far between: youngsters were expected to bat low down, field in the deep, bring on the plastic beakers of weak orange drink in the intervals and keep their mouths shut. Indeed, our most important task was to stand outside the changing rooms while the older boys lit up their fags and hiss ‘Nix, nix!’ if the games teachers came into view.

      I can’t now recall who we were playing, but we were so far down the road to a hiding that, with nothing left for it but desperation, the skipper, a boy with nuclear acne and the ability to gob what looked like a spinach omelette down the shirt front of anyone who offended him (and he was highly sensitive on a diverse range of topics), called on me to take my sweater off.

      Like my hero Spofforth I elected to bowl round the wicket, tearing in off the nine-pace run-up the Demon had used and sending the ball angling across the batsman. I took a wicket with my third delivery, caught behind. Three more followed, two clean bowled and though the stumps didn’t cartwheel I imagined that was only because the groundsman, a gnarled Second World War veteran, had hammered them into the ground using a sledgehammer. In the face of my onslaught the opposition fell to pieces. We won by six runs. Boys who had previously only paid attention to me long enough to jab a compass in my backside were now patting me on the back and calling me by name in not entirely sarcastic voices. As we trooped off I felt elated. Now I was on my way. I would be the English Demon, a latter-day Alfred Mynn or Charles Kortright, the Essex thunderbolt who had once clean bowled W. G. Grace and sent him back to the pavilion with the cry, ‘Not leaving us surely, Doctor? There’s still one stump standing.’

      Yes, they would call me the Teesside Terror and I would bowl so fast and with such mortal venom even pan-faced Aussie bruisers like Keith Stackpole would hide in the toilet with their fingers in their ears rather than face me.

      As we reached the pavilion steps the games teacher who had been umpiring came over. ‘There you are, Pearson,’ he said with a smile. ‘See how much better you do when you stop trying to be the next Freddie Trueman and focus on line and length?’ There are few things more damaging to the adolescent soul than the kindness of adults.

      I didn’t give up, though. I carried on tearing in. But it made no difference in the end. Some are born medium-paced, some become medium-paced and others have medium pace thrust upon them.

       

      Sport has a nasty way of reminding us we are getting old. Recently a Swedish friend told me how her father had slipped gradually into senility. ‘To be honest,’ she said, ‘he was never the same once the government revoked his elk-hunting licence.’

      The elk is a large and ungainly creature, with a body like a grand piano, gangling, knotty limbs and a cranium over-weighted with antlers in the shape of the sort of giant foam hands people are encouraged to waggle about at T20 matches. Watching one rise from a recumbent position recalls a drunk wrestling with a deckchair. Nobody in Scandinavia wants wounded elk wandering around so, in order to hunt the great beasts, you have to take an annual marksmanship test to prove you can kill them with a single shot.

      ‘When you have hunted elk since you were a young man, and then you fail that shooting exam, well…⁠’ My friend shrugged glumly. It is plain what she means. Once they strip a person of his or her right to hunt elk the Swedish authorities are effectively handing them a bit of paper that says, ‘Now sit down, watch Cash in the Attic and wait for your coronary.’

      In Britain we have no tradition of shooting large-headed ruminants yet sport still finds a way to deliver unpleasant little hints that we are heading inexorably towards the door marked ‘Death’.

      It is hard, for example, to avoid the feeling that the grim reaper is sharpening his scythe when, as an opening bowler, you turn at the top of your run and discover the wicketkeeper is standing up for you. Of course the stumper is diplomatic. He does not actually say, ‘Thing is, mate, you’ve slowed up so much recently it’s coming through to me second bounce when I stand back.’ No, he gives you some guff about noticing how this opening batsman lifts his back foot off the ground when he plays forward, and there might just be a chance of whipping the bails off. You want to believe him, of course you do, but you know in your guts that once a wicketkeeper starts standing up for you he is never going back down again, no matter how many full tosses you fling down the leg-side in the hope of breaking the patronising little bastard’s thumbs.

      The slide begins before that, though. It starts the minute the opening bowler finally caves in and says, ‘I’ve stopped striving for all-out pace and begun to focus on accuracy instead.’ Abandoning speed for line and length, renouncing the bouncer in favour of ‘doing a little bit each way off the wicket’: this is the sporting equivalent of that moment when you look at a pair of Italian boots and say, ‘Very handsome, but they’d be murder on my corns.’ For the vast majority of humanity this is inevitable. We aim for the stars and end up behind the counter in Specsavers.

      This is why trundling is what most club cricketers do. Naturally they dress it up, usually with a faux self-deprecating mutter about ‘doing a bit both ways off the track’. For many years I opened the bowling each Sunday with a middle-aged actor whose appearance in various TV advertising campaigns had made him, if not quite a household name then certainly someone the opposition had a funny feeling they knew from somewhere. The actor had a reliable yet vaguely baffled middle-class appearance and was a thoroughly nice chap, a good team player and a dobber of the most fundamentalist type. His deliveries swung less than an Iranian cleric and refused to deviate off the seam, even on municipal pitches that had apparently been fashioned using several tons of coal cinders and a top dressing of Rottweiler dung. At the other end the bowlers might have the ball moving randomly about the place like a rogue supermarket trolley, but from the actor’s end the ball came through straight and flat and true, until someone else replaced him.

      The actor was not deterred, however. Nor did he blame himself. To hear him tell it he was just a slight twist in the climatic conditions away from being S. F. Barnes. After every game I would sit with him over a beer and listen to him lament the fact that ‘I just couldn’t get the in-dipper working today, the wind wasn’t in the right direction, if the Skip had given me your end…⁠’ or ‘The away swinger was going much too early this afternoon, the atmosphere was too heavy. Skip should have brought me on later after that shower…⁠’

      On one occasion he blamed the failure of his leg-cutter to ‘go’ on a tiny alteration of his bowling action caused by spending the previous week stripping paint off a pine wardrobe. ‘Bowling,’ he sighed, with more anguish than he ever managed when his boss turned up a day early for dinner in the commercials, ‘is a cruel mistress.’

      This happened to me longer ago now than I care to remember. Over the years I have adjusted to it. In many ways, being medium-paced is a lot like being middle class: it takes you a long while to learn to stop apologising about it or pretending that actually, you know, your grandfather was a coal miner and you can still shake the batsman up with a quicker one every so often, if you want to.

      In the case of the high-class medium-pacers of the Test and county scene, people tend to make excuses on their behalf. When it comes to even the most blatant wibbly-wobblyman, writers will often defend their subject from perceived charges of trundling by announcing, ‘His deliveries come off the wicket much quicker than batsmen expect’, or, ‘He was faster off the pitch than he was through the air’, or, ‘He bowled a heavy ball’. They will then offer the comment, ‘Although scientists may say this is impossible, many seasoned observers attest to it’, which makes the dobber sound weirdly miraculous, like a bleeding statue of Christ in an Italian cave. But there is nothing magical about the trundlers. Even the great ones such as Barnes and Tate, Bedser and Cartwright were craftsmen, admired for their skill and their diligence, their stamina and patience. They did not, however, quicken anyone’s pulse. They are the cholesterol of cricket.

      Once you own up and face your inner trundler, accept that this is who you are and things will get altogether easier. Nowadays I look back with regret at how, during my teenage years, I failed to celebrate the endeavours of John Dye and Bob Cottam, and that I may even have voiced the opinion that Ken Higgs was boring. I am older now, and know that a good trundler is something you only come to appreciate later in life – like comfort-fit slacks or repeats of Baywatch on Men & Movies.

      With the wisdom of years I can see, for instance, that the attack of Viv Richards’s West Indies team was unbalanced not by the lack of a top-class spinner, but by the clear absence of an heir to Vanburn Holder, whose elegantly bowed legs and sensible insistence on line and length above pace and bounce brought a hint of the King’s Singers to calypso cricket. I can see now why some of the gentlemen who sat around me at Headingley and Scarborough would greet the sight of Vanburn replacing Andy Roberts with the contented sigh of gardeners sniffing the scent of evening drizzle after a hot August day. You could relax with Vanburn.

       

      So what exactly do I mean when I say ‘trundler’? That’s not easy to answer, as the classification of bowling speeds is more a matter of opinion than an exact science. Some pundits claim there is a distinction between medium-fast (approximately speeds of between 70 and 79mph) and fast-medium (80 to 85mph), while others regard the terms as interchangeable. Fast bowling is variously defined as being above 85mph or above 145kph (which is slightly more than 90mph). Whichever view you hold, this leaves the medium-paced category a little blurred around the upper edge. For what it’s worth, I have tried to concentrate on bowlers who delivered the ball at between 55 and 75mph, but establishing which bowlers that includes is also fraught with difficulty. The radar speed gun – now a constant presence in top-class cricket – is a relatively recent innovation. Before speed guns appeared a decade or so ago, tests on the pace of bowlers were sporadic, the methods used variable and the equipment often eccentric – in New Zealand, for example, the speeds of England’s Ashes-winning pacemen Brian Statham and Frank Tyson were assessed using a special ball with a metal plate attached to it.

      The tests carried out in Perth by scientists from the University of Western Australia in 1979 are more helpful. Under the watchful eye of Dr Frank Pyke, cameras measured the speeds of a variety of bowlers in the nets. One of them was Sarfraz Nawaz. According to the tests, the fastest ball that Sarfraz bowled during the session travelled at 75.63mph. This suggests that Sarfraz’s stock ball was delivered at below that speed (during the same tests Imran Khan’s fastest delivery was clocked at 86.77mph). Since Sarfraz played county and Test cricket from the late sixties until the mid-eighties that gives something by which to judge bowlers of the period.

      When we go back further into the past, however, it becomes far more difficult to know exactly how fast or slow bowlers were. Rodney Marsh said that the most reliable guide to a bowler’s pace is the position the wicketkeeper takes to him. Generally, in the pre-1960s era I have opted to focus only on those bowlers that wicketkeepers stood up to. This includes some of the best Test opening bowlers of all time, including Alec Bedser, Maurice Tate, S. F. Barnes and Amar Singh.

      Since wicketkeepers have, in recent times, stood up at the stumps to very few medium-pace bowlers we might reasonably infer that Tate and Bedser were not as quick as, say, Praveen Kumar or Derek Pringle bowling at the same treacly clip as Jeremy Coney and Mohinder Amarnath.

      Does that seem likely? We can’t be sure. Bowlers nowadays are generally taller and have more muscle mass than in the years before and after the Second World War. Diet is better and cricketers are physically fitter. All kinds of technology including computer analysis exist to help bowlers identify areas that will help them add an extra few feet of speed. I think that bowlers today are, on average, quicker than they used to be. But why wouldn’t they be? At the London Olympics in 1948 the men’s 100 metres was won in a time of 10.3. In 2012 that wouldn’t have been good enough even to make the final. Perhaps more relevantly, the world record for the javelin when ‘Chub’ Tate was at his peak was 66.62 metres. By the time Bob Willis was leading the England attack it had risen to nearly 100 metres (the design of the missile was changed in 1986 to prevent it flying onto the running track). If javelin-throwers could improve their performance by close to 50 per cent over that period, mightn’t bowlers do something similar? I would therefore suggest that people’s judgement of what is fast, medium-fast and fast-medium has changed over the years and that what spectators in the twenties thought of as fast-medium would today look more like slow-medium.

      Michael Holding once observed, ‘Just because a bowler bowls the occasional fast ball, that doesn’t make him a fast bowler.’ The same is true of trundling. It’s not just about speed; it’s about attitude too. Medium-pacers are men who bowl within themselves, who do not strain for pace or expect to shock or startle their opponents. For this reason you will find very few of Holding’s compatriots in this book. In the early seventies the mainstays of the West Indies attack were the stiff-legged left-armer Bernard Julien who played for Kent and the springy Essex all-rounder Keith Boyce. Neither was anywhere near as quick as Patrick Patterson or Malcolm Marshall, and it’s possible that they weren’t much faster than county team mates such as Richard Elms and Stuart Turner, but Julien and Boyce both bowled in the Caribbean style. They dug it in; they tried to make the batsman hop around. They might only have been medium pace, but they bowled like fastmen.

      The same holds true of the man who was, in many ways, the last in the long line of great British trundlers, Sir Ian Botham. The all-rounder had been taught to bowl by one of the best and most enduring of all post-war medium-pacers, Tom Cartwright. Like his mentor, Botham could swing the ball both ways and move it off the track. If Beefy had stuck to Cartwright’s line and length, and taken the same puritanical approach to speed, he’d have slotted in here just fine. Sadly Botham insisted on striving for pace, on bowling bouncers. And even late on in his career, when the years and back injuries had curbed his pace to the point where – as at the 1992 World Cup – his shorter deliveries rose from the pitch with the lazy hum of a maybug, wicketkeepers still stood back to him. I think this was probably less for tactical reasons than for fear of giving offence to the notoriously touchy Botham. And frankly, if Alec Stewart was frightened of upsetting the Great Man, then there is little chance of me risking it. Trundling is, after all, a state of mind, a philosophy. Even, to some, a way of life.

       

      Back in the seventies there was a profusion of books about pace bowlers – The Fast Men by David Frith was one of my favourites as a teenager – and recently a similar number of books have appeared about spinners. Nobody gives the medium-pacer much shelf space, however. What follows is my attempt to rectify that situation.

      Admittedly, the response from my friends has not been entirely upbeat. ‘Hmm,’ they have said when I’ve outlined what I am up to. ‘But aren’t seamers – I mean Ken Shuttle-worth and so forth – a bit, you know, dull?’

      ‘Indeed,’ I have responded cheerily, ‘as dull as mashed potato.’ And then, in case they should get the wrong idea, added, ‘Back in the days when mashed potato was grey and lumpy, nobody had thought of adding olive oil and wild garlic, and even the addition of butter was considered the sort of sensual excess that would lead inexorably to married couples having sexual congress on the sitting-room carpet, on weekday afternoons, with the curtains open. But that,’ I have continued with what some may feel is a wild hint of madness, ‘is what makes it so brilliant. I mean, what could be more banal than getting all excited about Allan Donald or Anil Kumble? It’s like enjoying sunshine, or jumbo prawns. On the other hand, it takes a lifetime’s basting in the summer game to truly appreciate the subtle joys of Richard Ellison.’

      So this, then, is the book. It is a work that studiously ignores the Indian spin kings Bedi, Prasanna, Chandrasekhar and Venkataraghavan to focus instead on the shine-on-the-new-ball-reducing efforts of Madan Lal and Eknath Solkar, brushes aside Richard Hadlee, Jeff Thomson and ‘Typhoon’ Tyson in order to cast a closer eye on Jeremy Coney, Max Walker and Cliff Gladwin.

      In the past decade cricket has moved forward. New competitions and styles of play have made the sort of decaffeinated cricket offered up by RFMers of my youth such as Teesside genius Chris Old, a man who appeared permanently on the verge of a nosebleed, a thing of the past. These days fast-medium men are not content with hitting the seam in good areas, but are determined to reverse swing the cherry and all sorts of other fancy stuff.

      The modern game is chock-a-block with icons and legends; journeymen are in altogether shorter supply.
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      So who was the first military medium-paced, line and length, do-a-bit-off-the-pitcher? Or, as the traditional seventeenth-century English rhyme asks, ‘When Adam bounced and Eve span/Who was then the trundly-man?’

      In the early days of cricket bowlers were just that: bowlers. Like lawn or crown green bowlers they rolled the cricket ball along the ground towards the batsman and trusted the batting strip – often bumpy, or ‘glibby’ as they said in Georgian match reports – would do the rest for them. In short, they bowled what the Australians call ‘grubbers’.

      The lack of anything in the way of bounce was reflected by the size and shape of the wicket, which in those days consisted of a pair of stumps, each a foot tall, placed two feet apart and topped with a single bail. As the bowler was aiming for a target that was wider than it was tall, elevation was hardly to his advantage. The batsman, meanwhile, wielded a bat that was rather like a hockey stick: ideal for smacking a ball that travelled along the ground.

      The action of rolling the ball was sometimes referred to as ‘trundling’, but these early bowlers were not trundlers in our sense. Since they could not impart spin, or deceive the batsman with flight or by varying length, they relied more or less completely on raw pace.

      For those of us who grew up in an era when under-arm bowling was something reserved for French cricket, for use in garden or beach games against the weedier breed of tots, the notion of a lethally quick under-armer is a hard one to grasp. Accounts of cricket in Georgian England, however, make frequent reference to the speed at which bowlers such as the dissolute Yorkshire squire George Osbaldeston could propel the ball. Stumps and shins are splintered, bats knocked from hands. Wicketkeepers and longstops struck in the chest by a ball bumping into the air off a divot are carried away on pallets, and cough up blood for days.

      On one occasion George Brown of Brighton, who bowled daisy-cutters at such a ferocious pace his team’s wicketkeeper jammed a straw-filled sack up his shirt as protection, was playing at Lord’s. He hurled down a lightning delivery that evaded the padded wickie. The fearful fieldsman at fine leg elected not to contort himself into the long-barrier position, but instead to avoid injury by stopping the ball with his coat. The ball burst through the garment and crossed the boundary where it struck a wandering dog, killing it instantly. Even allowing for exaggeration, I think it fair to say that this is not the sort of mayhem associated with Colin Dredge or Roger Binny.

      Thus, though it would be amusing to identify the first genuine trundler as Oliver Cromwell – denounced by the Royalist Sir William Dugdale for the cricketing antics of his youth – and speculate on the future Protector bowling military medium of an undeviating line and length, trusting all the while to God and his own piety to do the rest, it would be inaccurate. Instead we must let Thomas Brett and his ilk roll their fizzing ‘skippers’ at the batsman and await the arrival of the man who, if not quite the father or even the godfather of modern trundling, is certainly the medium-pacers’ we-call-him-uncle-but-he’s-not-actually-a-relative-he’s-just-an-old-and-very-dear-friend-of-mother’s.

      Edward ‘Lumpy’ Stevens was born in Surrey in 1735 and began playing professional cricket at the age of twenty-one. A gardener by trade, Lumpy was short, tubby and noted for his good humour and fondness for food. Perhaps it was his pot belly that led to his discovery, for when Stevens bowled he did not stoop low to the ground and roll the ball, he remained upright and lobbed it through the air.

      Lumpy’s invention – known as length bowling – revolutionised cricket. Bowlers could now spin the ball with their fingers or thumb and deceive the batsman by changing the point at which the ball pitched. Lift, meanwhile, came not just randomly, from hitting potholes or bumps, but from the natural bounce of the ball. Unlike the grubber-merchants, Stevens did not rely on pace but on dogged accuracy (he once won a hundred pounds for his patron, the fourth Earl of Tankerville, by hitting a feather with a ball four times in a row).

      Cunning and craft played their parts too. In those days the team that won the toss got to choose whereabouts on the field the stumps would be sited, and Stevens was an expert at selecting the spot that best suited his skills. Normally he chose a strip bisected by the brow of a hill, knowing that when he pitched the ball on the upward slope it would lift, and when on the downward it would ‘shoot’.

      Like many a later trundler, Lumpy refused to take orders from anyone, even the high and mighty. The Earl of Tankerville was an old-school Georgian aristocrat ‘renowned for nothing but cricket-playing, bruising and keeping low company’. His Lordship didn’t take kindly to the lower orders answering back and had once been put on trial for thrashing a footman half to death. When it came to cricket, however, even Tankerville did as Lumpy said.

      The results of length bowling were far reaching. To tackle the bouncing deliveries of Lumpy and his imitators the once-curved cricket bat became straight and the batsman’s stance more upright. The wicket was made taller and narrower too.

      Stevens got the better of the best batsmen of his day including the great John Small, the straight-bat stylist from Hampshire and such a devotee of the game that the sign outside his house in Petersfield read:

      
        
          
             

            Here lives John Small,

            Makes bat and ball,

            Pitches a wicket, plays at cricket

            With any man in England.

          

        

      

      One memorable tussle between Stevens and the Hamp-shire gamekeeper led to another far-reaching change to the architecture of the game. Stevens succeeded in bowling Small three times in a single over, but each delivery went through the ‘gate’ between the two stumps that formed the wicket. As a direct result of Lumpy’s ill-luck the third stump was introduced, which to the delight of later generations of purists immediately made slogging across the line far more hazardous.

      Stevens played for Chertsey, Surrey, Hambledon, Kent and just about anybody else who would pay him. In 1789 he was selected for an All-England team for what would have been the first ever international cricket tour. Unfortunately the trip to Paris had to be cancelled after revolutionaries stormed the Bastille. Lumpy retired from the game shortly afterwards. While not a trundler in the truest sense, Lumpy’s lack of pace, his accuracy and his ability to ‘do a bit off a helpful pitch’ are characteristics of the trundler’s art that he invented.

      As Lumpy’s career came to an end pitches started to improve. Flatter wickets, along with better bats, made the bowler’s life more difficult and they began to seek ways to even things up. Tom Walker is the man credited with first raising his arm from the perpendicular when delivering the ball, and soon others were following suit, arms gradually rising ever higher until the ball was not being delivered under-arm any more, but round-arm.

      In the early 1820s a number of bowlers had begun experimenting with the style, and in 1822 one of them, John Wile of Sutton Valence (who had reportedly learned the art of round-arm from his sister Christina, who had to raise her arm when bowling because of her hooped skirt), had attempted to force legalisation by bowling round-arm against the MCC at Lord’s. The umpire no-balled him for throwing and Wile stomped off the field, mounted his horse and galloped out of the history books for ever.

      It was around the time of Wile’s futile demonstration that the career of the man I think can legitimately be proclaimed the first medium-pacer began. William Lillywhite was just five feet, four inches tall, but compensated for his lack of height by playing in a top hat (the psychological effect on the batsman of imposing headgear is, alas, largely ignored these days, though it was noticeable that Ian Botham’s mullet grew ever more refulgent as his pace diminished). Lillywhite was portly with a rubicund face and curly white hair, a combination that along with his tall hat gave him the benign look of the fellow from the Quaker Oats packet. He was born in Sussex in 1792, the son of a brickyard manager. He bowled slow-medium pace with such unfailing accuracy it is said that during a career spanning twenty-six years he delivered only five wides – quite an achievement for a round-armer who always performed in wide cotton braces and a high collar.

      The Sussex schemer neither spun the ball nor flighted it, and swing was still something for the future. Bowling round the wicket – so that the movement of his arm naturally carried the ball across the batsman, making his line hard to pick – Lillywhite just nagged away, putting the ball there (he was too accurate to bother with ‘thereabouts’, though doubtless he could have hit that more nebulous area had he wished to) and trusting the still-uneven wickets of the period to do the rest. It was a simple but highly effective method: in 245 matches Lillywhite took 1570 wickets. Analyses survive for 1355 of these and give him a bowling average of 10.89.

      Nicknamed the Nonpareil by his Victorian fan club, Lillywhite’s metronomic style was a wonder of the age. At a time when cricketers – like modern-day prizefighters – were expected to drum up business for coming fixtures, Lillywhite merrily played the role of braggart. ‘I bowls the best ball in England,’ he proclaimed.

      Lillywhite was proud of his stratagems, dismissive of the opposition. To hear the great man tell it, it was only his lapses of concentration that allowed batsmen to score at all. ‘I suppose,’ he once announced airily, ‘that if I were to think every ball, they should never get a run.’ He boasted that he could, at will, pitch the ball on a tiny scrap of paper. When it was put to him that Kent’s master strokemaker Fuller Pilch was a match for any bowler, Lillywhite spluttered angrily, ‘I wish I had a pound for every time I’ve taken his wicket.’ (By the close of his career he’d have earned £44; Kent paid Pilch £100 a season.)

      On another famous occasion, the sporting equivalent of John Henry’s battle with the steam-hammer, Lillywhite engaged in a test against the spring-loaded bowling ‘catapult’ devised by Pilch’s team mate Nicholas Felix. Like the American steel-driving man of legend, Lillywhite emerged victorious over the machine. However, unlike John Henry he did not collapse from his exertions and die.

      By 1827 Lillywhite’s brilliance and that of his bowling partner, the cunning (‘fox-headed’ was the term of the day) medium-pacer James Broadridge, had helped make Sussex the best team in England. Their reward was a trial series against an All-England XI. However, the third game in the series was delayed when a number of England’s players refused to play against the ‘cheating’ Lillywhite – the legitimacy of round-arm was still in dispute.

      A year later, the MCC finally agreed to legalise Lillywhite’s style of delivery. As with any development in the game, from the introduction of the front foot no-ball rule to the arrival of T20, this decision produced a torrent of articles in the press proclaiming the death of all that was noble in the summer game. Notable among them was a piece by the great John Nyren, who announced that, as a result of round-arm bowling, ‘the elegant and scientific game of cricket will degenerate into a mere exhibition of rough, coarse horseplay’.

      The new rules did not allow the bowler’s arm to be raised any higher than his shoulder. Naturally enough, this proved hard to enforce. Many bowlers were accused of bowling with their arms above the horizontal; chief among them William Lillywhite. The belief of some observers was that the Nonpareil did not do this occasionally, or even frequently, but more or less all the time. As a consequence there were those who disregarded Lillywhite’s achievements, just as there are those today who refuse to acknowledge the greatness of Muttiah Muralitharan. For such doubters it was not Lillywhite who was the best bowler of his generation, but another medium-pacer, William Hillyer of Kent. Hillyer was quicker than Lillywhite, though how much quicker is harder to pin down. What is certain is that in 1849 he was the leading wicket-taker in England, with 141.

      Whatever the doubts among some of his contemporaries, there are few now who would question the idea that Lillywhite was the pre-eminent bowler of his age. The man himself would not have disagreed, nor, I think, would he have looked too favourably on the trundlers who were to follow in his dainty footsteps. Like many great sportsmen Lillywhite was covetous of his reputation. He had made a handsome living from cricket, dressed in swashbuckling style and took a dim view of younger rivals who had the temerity to challenge him. ‘These bowlers might run people out, or stump them out, or catch them out,’ he pronounced testily when asked to comment on the coming generation, ‘but they can’t bowl to bowl anyone out; that bowling isn’t nothing but mediocrity.’ It was a view that would echo down the centuries from one great veteran bowler to the next. Like Alec Bedser bewailing the fact that modern bowlers pitched too short, or a grumbling F. S. Trueman in the Test Match Special commentary box, the Nonpareil simply did not know what was ‘going off out there’.

      Lillywhite died in 1854. As a consequence, he did not get to denounce a man who was said to be his equal in nagging accuracy. Born in Nottingham in 1842, Alfred Shaw was only a couple of inches taller than the Nonpareil, but further changes in the laws allowed him to bowl with a legitimately high arm. To balance that, Shaw was playing on wickets that were by now flattened with a heavy roller against batsmen who, inspired by W. G. Grace, were playing with fresh and ever greater aggression.

      Unlike Lillywhite Shaw varied his pace and flight, and imparted a moderate amount of break on the ball to bring it in to the right-hander off the pitch. Like Lillywhite he bowled at slow-medium pace with extraordinary consistency, pinning batsmen down until, in despair, they gave their wicket away. Shaw rarely bowled a loose ball and seems to have been more or less impossible to score from. During his career he bowled around 16,500 maiden overs and conceded on average a run every four deliveries. He also picked up two thousand wickets at 12.12 runs apiece.

      Along with his fellow professionals, the elegant batsman Arthur Shrewsbury and the tearaway paceman John ‘Foghorn’ Jackson, Shaw made Nottinghamshire the most formidable side in England. Shrewsbury and Shaw were also business partners, and had a strong sense of their own worth. This was an era in which the policy of counties, the MCC and England was to compensate gentlemen amateurs for their loss of earnings and expenses when playing cricket. The result was that ‘amateurs’ such as W. G. Grace often earned ten times as much from cricket as professional players did.

      The situation was ironic, but Shaw for one did not see the funny side. In fact, he was the first top-class trundler to display the militant streak that would become a characteristic of a certain strand of the breed. George Lohmann, S. F. Barnes and Tom Cartwright would all be noted for refusing to toe the establishment line. Jim Cumbes, a medium-pacer with Worcestershire in the seventies, was also a top-class goalkeeper and an active trades unionist. Cumbes is worth bringing up here, if only to recall the time he remonstrated with an Everton team mate who had agreed to spend a summer playing in South Africa by asking, ‘What about apartheid?’ To which he received the memorable reply: ‘All sorted out: three bedrooms with a balcony overlooking the beach.’

      Shaw pulled out of an invitation match against the Australians at the Oval because he was only offered ten pounds but wanted twenty, and he and Shrewsbury led the Nottinghamshire professionals in a strike over improved contracts that for a while threatened to destabilise the English game. Eventually the other five professionals caved in and, after a bitter winter, Shaw and Shrewsbury were forced to do the same. The pair’s wrangles with the ‘gentlemen’ continued, however, not least because their organising of lucrative winter tours to Australia with teams of English professionals severely cut into the profits of the amateurs’ competing tours. A sharp focus on money would be a feature of Shaw’s life, both during his cricket career and after it. His bowling partner ‘Foghorn’ Jackson took the traditional professional of the day’s more laissez-faire approach to fiscal matters, was praised for it by the game’s rulers and died penniless in a Liverpool workhouse.

      At Melbourne in 1877, Shaw delivered the first ball in Test cricket. Unsurprisingly, it was a dot. W. G. Grace – who dominated batting in the late Victorian era in much the same way Bradman would in the thirties and forties – rated Shaw as ‘perhaps the best bowler in England’ and made note of the levels of concentration that were necessary when facing him. In all Shaw dismissed the Old Man on forty-nine occasions, more than any other bowler. During a career that ran from 1864 until 1897 the man they called the Emperor of Bowling so dominated the county scene that he spawned a host of imitators, men who bowled at slow-medium pace, pitching the ball just outside off stump to a packed off-side field with the sole intention of keeping the batsmen quiet. Negative bowling became the predominant style in English cricket.

      Shaw took the blame for the situation, but that was unfair. His niggardly, conservative bowling had simply awakened something in the national psyche. Despite the hero-worshipping of fast bowlers such as Mynn and, later, Kortright and Tom Richardson, there was something about naked, sweating hostility that did not truly chime with the English. Just as the England selectors would tend to prefer spinners who didn’t actually turn the ball all that much to those that did, so true pace would always be regarded on these shores with the ill-disguised suspicion reserved for anything associated with ‘temperament’.

      If Shaw had been from Kingston, or Perth or Mumbai, it seems unlikely that his influence would have been so pervasive. But he was an Englishman and something in his unfussy, non-fancy style fitted with the national character. From this day forward – no matter what Harold Larwood, Frank Tyson, John Snow or Andrew Flintoff would achieve – military medium would be English cricket’s default setting. Like rice pudding or cardigans, it might fall out of fashion occasionally, but when comfort was needed the nation would turn to it again and again and again.

      W. G. Grace, the batsman who did most to foster the spirit of negativity in English bowlers, was himself a trundler. In his heyday, the Doctor was rather nippy and took the new ball. As he gradually expanded into the rotund, bearded giant of popular imagination his pace, like his waistline, subsided dramatically until by 1870 he was bowling slow-medium deliveries with a pronounced round-arm action.

      Because his slinging style tended to propel the ball naturally towards the off, Grace always bowled round the wicket, bustling in off a short run. By all accounts, WG neither swung the ball nor imparted any kind of cut on it. Instead, like later-period Ian Botham, he seemed to rely more or less entirely on persistence and force of personality to get his wickets. According to C. T. Studd, any batsman facing the Doctor had to be mentally prepared to resist the great man’s positive energy or ‘else be hypnotised and diddled out’.

      Leaving aside the psychological, in an attempt to explain how a medium-pacer of such unexceptional quality accounted for so many batsmen – for the dobbing Grace took over two thousand first-class wickets – contemporaries took to praising WG’s mastery of length and line though the fact that so many of his victims were caught at square leg or midwicket suggests that his preferred delivery was a long hop: hardly the sort of thing any expert – then or now – would suggest as a stock ball. Grace, however, was, as Lord Harris described, a man of many wiles. Two of the most singular tricks were employed when bowling. First there was his run to the wicket, which saw him holding the ball with both hands, high up on his chest. Other bowlers have attempted to hide their grip on the ball from the batsman until the last minute by holding it behind their back or bottom; Grace was the only one who concealed it in his beard.

      WG’s second gimmick was more directly effective. After delivering the ball round the wicket he swerved sharply to his left so that he finished his follow-through on the off-side. Thus as the ball arrived at the batsman the umpire’s view of events was completely obstructed by Grace’s hulking eighteen-stone frame.

      By all accounts, WG was as fond of appealing as he was of a roast dinner. His howls for lbw, uttered in his famously high-pitched West Country burr, were made to umpires who had only the faintest idea of what had occurred. Swayed by the ferocity and frequency of Grace’s yelping, his absolute certainty as to the justice of his cause and his gargantuan reputation, these poor officials frequently raised the finger whether they knew what had happened or not.

      Whether he was bowling well or badly, Grace was always easy to hit, reportedly delivering at least one smashable ball every over. Yet he was almost as hard to remove from the attack as he was from the crease, brushing aside a captain’s diplomatic call for him to ‘take a rest’ by calling back, ‘I shall have him in an over or two.’ In this respect he was a model for many veteran club bowlers, who remain firm in the belief that they could easily dismiss Sachin Tendulkar if only they were allowed three thousand deliveries at the little fellow.

      At the Oval in 1882 cricket was changed irrevocably when Australia defeated an England team that included WG by seven runs. The man most responsible for creating the Ashes was my boyhood idol Frederick Spofforth, who returned match figures of 14–90. The Demon had announced his own and his nation’s arrival on the international scene at Lord’s four years earlier, when he took ten wickets as the tourists skittled out a powerful MCC team for 33 and 19. In the pavilion following the Australians’ victory Spofforth apparently bounced around crowing, ‘Ain’t I the demon? Ain’t I the demon?’, thus becoming one of a number of sportsmen who invented their own nicknames.

      The question that must be asked, though, is how quick was the Demon? WG reckoned him ‘terrifically fast’ and Neville Cardus likened him to Saul ‘breathing out threatenings and slaughter’. But others are altogether less certain. Lord Harris included him in a list of excellent Australian medium-pacers he had faced, and there seems to be a consensus that Spofforth’s dramatic run-up and his stupendous delivery-stride pounce, combined with his height, devilish facial hair and diabolic profile, may have served to create more of an impression of speed in the batsman’s mind than existed in reality. ‘The long arms seemed to be whirling round at much the same speed whether the ball was coming fast or slow,’ Ivo Bligh noted.
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