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INTRODUCTION


No other sport is as multi-faceted or as rich in history, character and drama as cricket. No other sport is as well documented or has inspired such a vast literary output. At its best it is a game of strategic complexity, subtle skill and blatant aggression – though not necessarily at the same time.


The uninitiated find the sport mystifying or dull or downright hilarious – among them the French, who sometimes claim to have invented it. But for those who love the game, whether as players or spectators or students of its history, it can be utterly absorbing and fulfilling. What other sport can be played over five fluctuating days and build to a nail-biting climax? And if you don’t want to leave it so long before getting stuck into your nails, the shorter formats of the game bring their own brand of excitement.


Of course, not all Test matches and limited-overs games culminate in a gripping climax. Except for the most partisan supporters, outcomes that are too one-sided can dull the appetite, but even then there are likely to be individual performances to admire, promising newcomers to note. And if rain stops play, you can always fill in the time reading about what you’re missing.


Cricket has been celebrated onstage and onscreen (the playwright Harold Pinter once referred to it as ‘the greatest thing that God created on earth’), in novels and in verse – from Lord Byron to Ted Hughes. The spirit of the game (not always observed, it must be said) has been distilled as a code of conduct for life in general. As a Catholic archbishop of Liverpool once observed, ‘If Stalin had learned to play cricket the world might now be a better place to live in.’ (It’s only fair to add that an archbishop of a rival denomination scathingly described the game as ‘organised loafing’.)


Cricket, like everything else, has changed over time. In recent years, the advent of Twenty20 and the heightened profile of the women’s game have created new audiences. A new generation of cricketers, players and coaches in tandem, has re-energised the sport, with faster scoring rates, improvised stroke play and innovative field placings. The game’s tempo has been markedly stepped up. From the Test arena to the grass roots, cricket is on the front foot.


So what is the essence of cricket’s appeal? Hopefully there are clues in the pages of this book. But one thing is very clear: our love of cricket is here to stay.
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CRICKET COMES OF AGE


“There is a widely held and quite erroneous belief that cricket is just another game.”


PRINCE PHILIP


IN THE BEGINNING


The origins of cricket are lost in the mists of time. No one knows exactly how or where it all began, but by the mid-sixteenth century there is clear evidence of the game being played by children in Surrey, as recalled by a witness in a court case in 1598, looking back to his own childhood 50 years before. Also from 1598, an Italian–English dictionary compiled by John Florio refers to playing ‘cricket-a-wicket’. The development of the game over the next hundred years was centred in the south-east of England – the counties of Kent, Sussex and Surrey.


Cricket’s first known fatality is one Jasper Vinall, whose untimely death took place at Horsted Green, East Sussex, in 1624. He was struck on the head by the batsman, who was trying to hit the ball a second time to avoid being caught.


The English aristocracy and gentry took up the game, attracted as much by its gambling potential as by the sport itself. In the liberated years that followed the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, gambling was rife in all sports, and cricket was no exception. Wealthier patrons sponsored their own teams (often to improve their chances of winning) and employed the best exponents of the game, who became the first professional cricketers. Bats were shaped like the modern hockey stick, the curved base better able to deal with the underarm deliveries that were bowled along the ground. The wicket comprised two stumps with a single bail. Neither the batsman nor the wicketkeeper wore pads or gloves. Scorers kept a tally of the runs by making notches on a stick, every tenth notch cut larger to help with the adding up, and there were four balls to an over.




PRINCE OF CRICKET


One of cricket’s foremost patrons was Frederick Louis, Prince of Wales, son of George II and heir to the throne. An occasional player of questionable skill, he captained Surrey several times and fielded his own team. The Hanover-born prince’s love of sport, gambling and women endeared him to the more rakish section of society but not to his own family. There was a notable absence of grieving on their part when Frederick died in 1751 of a burst abscess in the lung, believed to have been caused by a blow from a cricket ball. Thus, England was deprived of its first cricketing monarch.





The first written laws of cricket were produced in 1744, replacing the various verbal rules of engagement that had prevailed until then. The length of the pitch was established as 22 yards (or 1 agricultural chain), unchanged to this day. Other laws drawn up by the London Star and Garter Club, whose headquarters were the Artillery Ground near Finsbury Park, included the height of the stumps, the weight of the ball, the requirement for fielders to appeal for a dismissal, and the stipulation that wicketkeepers must remain stationary and quiet until the ball has been delivered – clearly some sledging had been going on.


As the game evolved, new laws and tactics were introduced. Instead of just rolling the ball along the ground, bowlers now began to give their deliveries some air. The old style of bat was replaced by a straighter version, better suited to combatting a flighted or bouncing ball. When Thomas White of Reigate took guard with a bat wider than the wicket, the lawmakers moved in. In 1771, the width of the bat was restricted to 4 1/4 inches, still the regulation size today. Three years later the first leg before wicket (LBW) law made it into the rulebook, and soon after a third stump became mandatory.


In 1787, Thomas Lord, a Yorkshireman and a professional bowler, opened his first cricket ground at Dorset Square in Marylebone (the enterprise was underwritten by two other lords, this time of the realm). Lord fenced off the land and charged the viewing public sixpence to get in. The same year saw the formation of the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC), which gradually took over the administration of the game. When Dorset Square became the haunt of cut-throats, Lord uprooted to St John’s Wood. But his second ground was short-lived, the land being commissioned by the authorities for the construction of the Regent’s Canal. In 1814, he moved again, just a few hundred yards down the road, to the site of the present Lord’s Cricket Ground.


A year after its formation, the MCC revised the laws of cricket and began to assert its authority over the game. Beyond the gaze of the club’s socially elite membership, cricket’s rough edges would be visible for some time. But gradually, up and down the country, local enthusiasts formed their own clubs and adopted the new rules. It would be another 100 years before county cricket was properly established, but the game was taking on the shape of an organised sport.




CRICKET AT HAMBLEDON


Prior to the emergence of the MCC, the most influential cricket club in England was that of the Hampshire village of Hambledon. Run by local landed gentry who recruited the best professional cricketers, the club’s ground was on Broadhalfpenny Down, opposite the Bat and Ball Inn, whose landlord Richard Nyren captained the side. Other notable players included William ‘Silver Billy’ Beldham, arguably the greatest batsman of the underarm era; John Small, whose own illustrious batting career spanned 40 years; and the all-rounder Tom Taylor. All are immortalised in John (son of Richard) Nyren’s The Cricketers of My Time, the game’s first literary classic.





Bowlers were becoming frustrated by the limitations of the underarm technique. None more so than John Willes of Kent, who was in the habit of getting in some batting practice with his sister Christina. Her voluminous skirt forced her to deliver the ball round-arm, which, Willes noticed, made it more difficult to play against. When, in 1822, he opened the bowling for Kent against the MCC at Lord’s with a similar round-arm action he was promptly no-balled for throwing – the first in the history of the game. Other bowlers followed Willes’s initiative, however, and six years later the MCC bowed to the inevitable and permitted the bowling arm to be raised level with the elbow.


By this time cricket had fanned out across the land – and across the globe, as English settlers and administrators took the game to the far-flung outposts of the British Empire and to the former colony that was now the USA, where the first official international match was played in 1844. Billed as ‘United States of America versus British Empire’s Canadian Province’, the two-innings game at the St George’s Cricket Club in New York was watched by a crowd of 10,000. Canada came out victorious in a low-scoring encounter that generated $120,000 in bets.




IT’S A FACT!


Fuller Pilch (1803–70), the greatest English batsman before the advent of W. G. Grace, revolutionised batting techniques by developing a forward defensive shot that smothered the ball before it lifted or spun. It became known as ‘Pilch’s Poke’.





ENTER ‘THE CHAMPION’


It is impossible to overstate the impact that Dr William Gilbert Grace had on the game of cricket. An amateur with the mindset of a professional, he quite simply transformed the game. For the last 30 years of the nineteenth century he dominated the sport and in the process made himself one of the most celebrated Englishmen of all time. A native of Gloucestershire, born in the politically turbulent year of 1848, he had an imposing physique and an insatiable appetite for runs and wickets – and for sport in general. The familiar portraits of him with a long, straggly beard and portly girth, bent over a bat that seems several sizes too small, disguise the fact that he was a superb athlete. At the age of 18, having just scored an undefeated 224 for All-England against Surrey at the Oval, he left the match halfway through to compete in the national quarter-mile hurdle championship at the Crystal Palace, which he won in record time. To keep fit he ran cross-country with a pack of beagles, and he once threw a cricket ball 117 yards (107 metres). Towards the end of his cricketing days he took up bowls and for five years captained the national team.


‘W. G.’ didn’t rewrite the record books, he created them. His amazing batting achievements were garnered on pitches that were at best unpredictable, at worst downright dangerous. Rib-crunching bouncers were mixed with deliveries that barely rose above ground level. Grace punished the short balls and unerringly blocked the shooters. Few bowlers were spared; many were afraid to bowl within his long, devastating reach. His own bowling was a medium-pace round-arm, skilfully flighted and drifting in from leg. He was a brilliant fielder anywhere, but especially off his own bowling.


He captained Gloucestershire County Cricket Club for the first 29 years of its existence, three times winning the unofficial title of Champion County, the only occasions in the club’s history. His Test career spanned 20 years (13 times as captain) and started with a century, the first by an England batsman. Two of his brothers also played for their country: Dr E. M. ‘The Coroner’ Grace and G. F. Grace, who tragically died shortly after making his Test debut. W. G.’s commanding presence at the crease daunted bowlers and umpires alike. On one famous occasion during a minor match, having been bowled first ball, Grace calmly replaced the bail and informed the dumbstruck bowler, ‘They’ve come to see me bat, not you bowl.’ And he was right, of course. He played his last first-class game in 1908, by which time he had amassed over 54,000 runs and taken 2,800 wickets. Not bad for a man who for much of the time was a busy medical practitioner.
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FIRST-CLASS RECORDS SET BY W. G. GRACE
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THE GOLDEN AGE


The first Test between England and Australia (not yet playing for the Ashes) took place in Melbourne in 1877. Facing the very first ball in Test cricket was Australia’s opening batsman Charles Bannerman, who had been born 25 years earlier in what is now the London suburb of Woolwich. He went on to score 165 (‘retired hurt’) and Australia won the inaugural match by 45 runs. England levelled the two-match series a couple of weeks later and sailed back to England with honours even. It was the start of a rivalry that has never lost its intensity or competitive bite.


Cricket, though restricted to the summer months, was now the most popular sport in England, drawing crowds that modern organisers can only dream about. Amateurs and professionals, who had totally separate lives and living standards off the field, played alongside each other (and in opposition in the annual ‘Gentlemen v Players’ fixture). County cricket was booming (the County Championship was formally constituted in 1890 as a competition between eight first-class counties; by the end of the decade there were seven more) and producing a new generation of star cricketers. The W. G. Grace era was coming to an end; in ‘The Doctor’s’ last Test in 1899 (he was now nearly 51 years old), two future all-time greats made their international debuts: Wilfred Rhodes of Yorkshire and Australia’s Victor Trumper.




IT’S A FACT!


On the last day of the Old Trafford Test in 1902, a Manchester printer, anticipating an England victory, produced a mock condolences card ‘In Memory of the Australians’. The card was swiftly withdrawn from sale when news came through that Australia had won the match by three runs.





As the world moved to a new century, cricket entered its so-called Golden Age. In truth, it was probably no more ‘golden’ than any other age, but when viewed from the aftermath of the First World War it took on a nostalgic glow of endlessly long summers playing host to cricket matches contested in the finest spirit of the game. There was a characteristic north–south divide among the players. Yorkshire boasted the gritty, professional all-rounders Wilfred Rhodes and George Hirst (though the county was captained by the autocratic Lord Hawke). Genteel Sussex-by-the-Sea had the elegant Kumar Shri Ranjitsinhji, His Highness the Jam Sahib of Nawanagar (or ‘Ranji’ for short), and C. B. Fry, an all-round amateur sportsman par excellence – world record holder at the long jump, an England cap at soccer and, but for an untimely injury, an Oxford Blue at rugby. Together they piled on the runs for Sussex and England. Ranji was the first Indian to play Test cricket; Fry in later life would be offered the throne of Albania. You couldn’t make it up.


Somewhere in between came Gloucestershire’s Gilbert Jessop, nicknamed ‘The Croucher’ because of his hunched stance at the crease. Jessop was a phenomenal striker of the ball, six times getting to a first-class century in under an hour, the fastest of them in 40 minutes. In 1902, he steered England to a legendary victory against Australia, clouting a second-innings hundred in 75 minutes, just when all had appeared lost. When he was finally dismissed with 15 runs still needed to win, Wilfred Rhodes, the last man in, joined his fellow Yorkshireman George Hirst at the wicket. It is then that Hirst is said to have uttered the immortal words, ‘We’ll get them in singles, Wilfred.’ They did get the runs (but not in singles, though the legend persists) and England were victors by one wicket.


Australia had its own stars: Clem Hill, the first player to be dismissed for 99 in a Test match (though he more than made up for it later) and the incomparable Victor Trumper, a spectacular strokemaker and the first to score a Test hundred before lunch. When Trumper died in 1915 at the age of 37, some 20,000 people lined the streets of Sydney to pay their last respects and 11 former teammates carried his coffin into the church. Archie MacLaren, one of England’s premier batsmen of the time, said, ‘Compared to Victor, I was a cab-horse to a Derby winner.’


Cricket had come a long way from its tentative beginnings with bat and ball. The next 100 years would see many changes to the sport and the coming and going of many great players. But it was now recognisably the game we play today.


FIELDING POSITIONS
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THE TEN TEST-PLAYING COUNTRIES
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THE COUNTY CHAMPIONSHIP


County sides had been playing random fixtures against one another since the 1820s, but it was not until 1890, when the County Championship was formally established, that a proper competition structure came into being. Initially, eight counties took part: Gloucestershire, Kent, Lancashire, Middlesex, Nottinghamshire, Surrey, Sussex and Yorkshire. A year later Somerset joined the fold, and in 1895 it was the turn of Derbyshire, Essex, Hampshire, Leicestershire and Warwickshire. Worcestershire was admitted in 1899, followed by Northamptonshire in 1905 and Glamorgan in 1921. In the latter year, an invitation to enter the Championship was also extended to Buckinghamshire, but the county failed to meet the required standards for playing facilities. In 1948, Devon’s application to join was declined. So the total number of counties stood at 17, until Durham made the grade in 1992.


For some it proved hard going. In 1919, when the Championship resumed after the First World War, Worcestershire’s playing staff was at such a low ebb they were unable to field a side of adequate strength and opted out for the entire season. The following year the county lost three successive games by an innings and more than 200 runs. Northamptonshire went 99 matches during the period 1935–39 without a single victory. And it took Glamorgan 27 years to win their first Championship title. At the time of writing, three counties have never lifted the trophy: Gloucestershire (who were there from the start), Somerset and Northamptonshire.


Yorkshire has the most Championship titles under its belt, followed by Surrey, who won seven on the trot between 1952 and 1958. They were guided to the first five by their inspirational captain Stuart Surridge (whose family business was and is making cricket bats), the only five seasons in which he skippered the side. Fortunes change, however, and over the next 40 years the county managed to win the title only once, in 1971.


In 2000, the Championship was divided into two divisions, based on the results table of the season before. For the first six years of the new competition the bottom three counties from Division One were relegated at the end of the season and the top three from the lower division promoted. In 2006, this was changed to two up, two down. A further modification in 2017 reduced the number of teams in the premier division to eight, leaving the remaining ten counties to fight it out in Division Two.
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SOME NOTABLE DATES IN CRICKET HISTORY
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SOME NOTABLE DATES IN CRICKET HISTORY
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GENTLEMEN V PLAYERS


The inaugural Gentlemen v Players match took place at Lord’s in 1806, the ‘Gentlemen’ being amateur practitioners of the sport, the ‘Players’ being professionals. This first encounter, which the Gentlemen won, was promptly followed by another (and another victory for the Gents), before the fixture was put on hold until after the Napoleonic Wars. Indeed, it was not until 1819 that the class-divided opponents took to the field again. Thereafter the fixture became an annual event (except when there was a world war in progress), with often two, and occasionally three, matches played in a single year. Lord’s, the headquarters not only of cricket but of gentleman cricketers, was the preferred venue, though other grounds such as the Oval and Scarborough (during the late-season festival) also staged matches.


The long-running fixture, predating Test matches and the County Championship, drew its last breath at Scarborough in September 1962. Out of a total of 274 games, the Players won 125, the Gentlemen 68; there were 80 draws and 1 tie. Over the years, the not-always-gentlemanly W. G. Grace scored a record 15 centuries for the amateurs, including two double hundreds. The highest individual innings by a player was 266 not out (in 1925) by one of cricket’s greatest gentlemen, Jack Hobbs. Thus the distinctions were blurred. In more modern times the fixture frequently served as a Test trial, with the best talent of both persuasions on display for the selectors.


Against the background of social change that followed the Second World War, the amateur–professional divide in cricket (of which the Gentlemen v Players match was the ultimate expression) became increasingly untenable. The demarcation was at best ludicrous, at worst insulting. Some county grounds, for example, had separate dressing rooms for amateurs, even though, as happened on more than one occasion, there might be only one occupant. When playing away from home, county amateurs would be accommodated in the best hotels (all expenses paid), while the pros would stopover in B&Bs, often sharing a room to save on their meagre allowance. It all came to an end in 1963. Diehard traditionalists mourned the end of the ‘Gentleman’ status, believing the sport would be poorer without the amateur spirit. Professionals were content to know that from now on everyone who took to the field would simply be a player.







IT’S A FACT!


South African opener Jimmy Cook was the first Test debutant to be dismissed with the first ball of the match – against India in Durban in 1992.
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RAKING OVER THE ASHES


“The aim of English cricket is, in fact, mainly to beat Australia.”


JIM LAKER, ENGLAND OFF-SPINNER


For English and Australian cricket followers nothing matters more than the Ashes. The coveted trophy for which the two countries compete represents the game at its highest level and remains its greatest prize. The challenge, passed on from generation to generation, has produced individual performances that have become the stuff of legend – Laker at Old Trafford, Massie at Lord’s, Botham at Headingley, Pietersen at the Oval, Bradman just about everywhere – and some of cricket’s most dramatic climaxes. None more so than the match that started it all.




CRICKETING MERCENARY


The only cricketer to have represented both Australia and England against each other is W. E. ‘Billy’ Midwinter, a Gloucestershire-born all-rounder who played for his adopted country, Australia, in the first ever Test in 1877. He toured England two years later and was forcibly persuaded by W. G. Grace, who intercepted him at Lord’s just as he was about to take to the field, to leave the touring party there and then and to come and play for his native county. Midwinter stayed with Gloucestershire for several seasons, returning to Australia as an England player in 1881–82. In all, he played eight times for Australia and four times for England, and anticipated the modern cricketing mercenary by commuting between Gloucestershire and Victoria over a number of years.





ENGLAND DEMONISED


The 1882 Oval Test match was the only one that summer and only the second played in England. There was enormous interest in the match, with 20,000 people – the largest crowd ever to attend a game of cricket – turning up on the first day. England had selected their strongest side, with the massively reassuring figure of W. G. Grace at the top of the order. All the Australians had previous Test experience, but with home advantage England were favourites to win.


On a rain-affected pitch, Australia were shot out for 63, their lowest score of the tour; but England failed to take advantage of the situation, mustering only 101 in reply. The Australian fast bowler F. R. Spofforth, whose mesmerising performances with the ball (including the first ever Test hat-trick) had won him the nickname ‘The Demon’, did most of the damage. An ability to generate late movement in the air and off the pitch, coupled with a deceptive change of pace, confounded the English batsmen. His 7 for 46 included the prize wicket of W. G. Grace, clean bowled for four. The pendulum swung back England’s way when the opposition was dismissed in their second innings for a paltry 122. Perhaps still sore about his own cheap dismissal, W. G. resorted to an unattractive piece of gamesmanship in running out Sammy Jones when the Australian batsman momentarily strayed from his crease to pat down the pitch. It all added to the tension, but with just 85 runs needed to win, the odds were firmly with the home side.
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