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Introduction


The Picador Book of Cricket is both homage and epitaph, a tribute to the finest writers on the game and an acknowledgement that the great days of cricket literature are behind us. ‘Show me the Tolstoy of the Zulus,’ said Saul Bellow once, bringing the wrath of the politically correct upon his head. Far less contentious would be the remark, ‘Show me the Neville Cardus of one-day cricket.’ Watching a one-day match is like smoking a good cigar – fine while it lasts, but difficult to write about afterwards. One limited-overs game is much like the next: played to a strict script, limited in its variations, lacking the long-drawn-out intensity and drama of the Test match. Meanwhile, live television and the greater frequency of international matches have also dealt a body blow to cricket writing as literature. When one has just watched England play Australia on the box, or at any rate is preparing to watch England play South Africa on the morrow, why bother to read an account, however evocative, of a tour through the Caribbean last winter?


The cricket-book market nowadays is cornered by ghosted autobiographies and statistical compendiums. The essayist, the biographer, the traveller and the roving correspondent: there is scarcely any space for these kinds of writers any more. There was a time when major English novelists or poets – P. G. Wodehouse, Arthur Conan Doyle, Francis Thomson, Alec Waugh and numerous others – took time off to play and write about cricket. Now they are more likely to celebrate football (as with Nick Hornby and Ian Hamilton), or accept commissions to report on Wimbledon (like Martin Amis).


Modern cricket writing was founded, more or less, by Neville Cardus. The son of a Manchester prostitute, his father unknown to him, Cardus educated himself in the streets, libraries and sports grounds of the city. He was a fair player himself, and for a time was assistant cricket coach at a minor public school. He found a job on the Manchester Guardian, where, remarkably, he was asked to fill in for the cricket correspondent, who had fallen ill. He stayed for twenty years. In his writing, the portrayal of character and the evocation of context take precedence over the analysis of technique. He dramatized the great team rivalries of the day, investing Lancashire v. Yorkshire or England v. Australia with a cosmic significance that his readers came to share. He humanized the players, finding distinctions of character in each, whether great international star or humdrum county professional. His hallmark was the capsule biography, the 2,000-word essay on how a cricketer bowled, batted, walked and talked. His taste for verbal embroidery, though deplored by the academic-minded, made him immensely more readable than those who had come before him.


When Neville Cardus died, in 1975, Alan Gibson remarked at his memorial service that ‘all cricket writers of the last half century have been influenced by Cardus, whether they admit it or not, whether they have wished it or not, whether they have tried to copy him or tried to avoid copying him’. This is certainly true of the English writers who followed him, the best of whom have included R. C. Robertson-Glasgow, John Arlott, Alan Ross and Gibson himself. These men were all writers first and cricket writers second. It was Cardus who showed them that cricket could be a vehicle for literature. Without him, they might instead have made a career writing poetry or plays. They knew and loved the game, and brought to their writing a range of reading and experience denied to the workaday journalist.


The Cardus style has had less influence abroad. He stands above all English writers, true, but two Australian contemporaries also made major contributions to the literature of cricket. These were Ray Robinson and J. H. Fingleton – the latter a former Test player himself. In their writings there are few literary flourishes, no quoting of poets or evocations of the colour and fragrance of summer. The strength lies rather in the command of the game’s technique, in the careful reconstruction of an innings or a spell or an entire match. Their books are marked by economy of expression and precision of analysis, based on a first-hand knowledge of the game. Cardus was also read, but not copied or avoided, by the Trinidadian historian and revolutionary C. L. R. James. His Beyond a Boundary – commonly acknowledged to be the most influential of all cricket books – mixes close knowledge of the game with an awesome command of colonial history and metropolitan literature.


Cardus, Robinson, Fingleton, James – all are richly represented in this anthology. So are numerous other writers. The first two sections of the book profile the truly great, from W. G. Grace to Sachin Tendulkar; the third honours those who have excited a more parochial passion (often the source of the finest writing); the fourth remembers some epic matches; and the fifth collects reflections on styles, themes and attitudes. In my selections I have preferred the classic to the kitsch, exposition to exclamation, the out of print to the readily accessible, the style of the broadsheet to that of the tabloid, and literature to journalism.


Wherever possible, I have chosen celebrations by a writer from one country of a cricketer from another. In a more general sense, The Picador Book of Cricket aims to challenge the self-centred chauvinism of previous collections of cricket literature. These have tended to under-represent writers as well as players from lands other than England. However, as sport and spectacle, cricket is now vastly more important in the erstwhile colonies than in the Mother Country. Indeed, an obscure town in the Arabian Gulf, Sharjah, hosts matches viewed by millions more people than would view an Ashes Test at Lord’s. Moreover, for some time now the England team has been one of the weaker sides in world cricket. Other anthologists, usually English themselves, have shown a magisterial disregard of this decline. By contrast, this collection seeks to be truly international, its writers and subjects being chosen from across the great and growing territory of the game.


Ramachandra Guha




Cricket at Worcester: 1938




Dozing in deckchair’s gentle curve,


Through half-closed eyes I watched the cricket,


Knowing the sporting press would say


‘Perks bowled well on a perfect wicket.’


Fierce midday sun upon the ground;


Through heat haze came the hollow sound


Of wary bat on ball, to pound


The devil out of it, quell its bound.


Sunburned fieldsmen, flannelled cream,


Seemed, though urgent, scarce alive,


Swooped, like swallows of a dream,


On skimming fly, the hard-hit drive.


Beyond the scorebox, through the trees


Gleamed Severn, blue and wide,


Where oarsmen ‘feathered’ with polished ease


And passed in gentle glide.


The backcloth, setting off the setting,


Peter’s cathedral soared,


Rich of shade and fine of fretting


Like cut and painted board.


To the cathedral, close for shelter


Huddled houses, bent and slim,


Some tall, some short, all helter-skelter,


Like a skyline drawn for Grimm.


This the fanciful engraver might


In his creative dream have seen,


Here, framed by summer’s glaring light,


Grey stone, majestic over green.


Closer, the bowler’s arm swept down,


The ball swung, swerved and darted,


Stump and bail flashed and flew;


The batsman pensively departed.


Like rattle of dry seeds in pods


The warm crowd faintly clapped,


The boys who came to watch their gods,


The tired old men who napped.


The members sat in their strong deckchairs


And sometimes glanced at the play,


They smoked, and talked of stocks and shares,


And the bar stayed open all day.


JOHN ARLOTT







FROM


GRACE


TO


HUTTON




Our first extract honours the first cricket travellers – the intrepid Englishmen who ranged far and wide in search of competition, heroes masquerading as mercenaries. Alan Gibson’s account of the early tours reminds me of what an old Oxford historian (Cecil Headlam) once said: ‘First the hunter, the missionary and the merchant, next the soldier and the politician, and then the cricketer – that is the history of British colonization. And of these civilizing influences the last may, perhaps, be said to do least harm.’


ALAN GIBSON


Great Men Before Agamemnon (1975)


Vixere fortes ante Agamemnona


Multi; sed omnes illacrimabiles


Urgentur ignotique longa


Nocte, carent quia vate sacro.


– Horace




which may be roughly translated and abbreviated to ‘There were great men before Agamemnon, but the press hadn’t got round to it.’




The first English sporting team to tour abroad (or so I imagine) left our shores in 1586, under the captaincy of John Davis. Its destination was the Arctic Circle, where it took part in a series of athletic contests against the Eskimo. Like most touring teams, it won some and it lost some, though no detailed results survive. There were newspapers of a kind then, but they did not run to sports correspondents, and in any case there might have been a shortage of volunteers: intrepidly though our pressmen may now venture to Australia or America, Greenland in the sixteenth century might have daunted the bravest. The expenses would no doubt have been good, but you could not be sure of surviving to claim them, and an occasional whale steak did not represent much in the way of free-loading.


This is not just a little joke. Davis, one of the most courageous and selfless of the great Elizabethan sailors, had visited the Arctic before, and had tried to establish friendly relations with the Eskimo, without much success. He had taken out some musicians, who played old English folk tunes, while the seamen danced to them. The Eskimo were only mildly interested, and did not seek to compete with these early Cloggies.


But Davis had noticed they were an active people, who enjoyed wrestling, jumping and other sports; so on his second trip he took some athletes with him. This did establish some kind of bond with the natives. ‘Our men did overleape them, but we found them strong and nimble, and to have skil in wrestling, for they cast some of our men that were good wrestlers.’ As many of Davis’s men came from Devon and Cornwall, famous wrestling counties, we may take it that the Eskimo standard was high. They were not, however, so good at football, of which they already had a version. ‘Divers times did they weave us on shore to play with them at the foot-ball, and some of our company went on shore to play with them, and our men did cast them downe as soon as they did come to strike the ball.’ Clearly the Eskimo had not learnt to tackle.


This tour is worth remembering, as an illustration (there are many to the contrary) of the hopeful belief that if different peoples can be brought to play games together, they will understand each other better, and grow fonder of each other. But there is no record of anything like cricket being played. It is not quite impossible, because cricket and similar bat-and-ball games were known in England at the time, but the records are scanty, and mostly refer to the south-east of the country. So, reluctantly, I cannot grant John Davis the honour of being our first touring captain.


That distinction would have gone to the third Duke of Dorset, J. F. Sackville, at the end of the eighteenth century, but for an unhappy misadventure. He was one of the many nobility and gentry who were enthusiasts for the game, and used to gather at Hambledon: a great backer of sides, and a considerable player himself. At one time he was Ambassador in Paris, and in 1789 he asked the Foreign Secretary, the Duke of Leeds (another cricketer), for a token of goodwill towards the French. Between them they planned a tour of English cricketers to Paris. It seems odd, because there was nobody obvious for them to play, but that is what they did. Unfortunately the French Revolution broke out, and the first the Duke of Dorset saw of his team was at Dover, they wondering whether to embark and he flying homewards. As Major Rowland Bowen has pointed out, this was the first cricket tour to be cancelled because of political events, though not the last.


By this time, plenty of matches were being played at home by sides called ‘England v. Kent’, ‘England v. Hambledon’ and so on; but if we started taking these into account we should soon be in trouble, as in many cases we do not know the detailed scores or the teams. We may, however, moving on to the nineteenth century, pause on the name of William Clarke. Clarke was born in 1798. He was a Nottingham bricklayer. He played for his county at the age of eighteen but he was nearly fifty when he was first employed as a practice bowler at Lord’s, where he soon made a reputation as one of the best in the country. In 1847, he and William Lillywhite took all twenty wickets for the Players against the Gentlemen. He spun the ball from leg, bowling at about the height of the hip, and there are many tales of his cunning. He was the founder of ‘The All-England XI’, which played its first match in 1846, against Twenty of Sheffield. The idea was that the best cricketers in the country should tour together, playing against local sides. It was a business enterprise, though occasionally a leading amateur, such as Mynn or Felix, would play.


In order to make an even game of it, All-England customarily played against odds, usually twenty-two. If the local sides still did not feel strong enough, they would engage a spare professional or two to play for them. One or two professionals, perhaps those who did not fit easily into the disciplines of a touring side, specialized in taking engagements for the opposition. Of one of these, William Caffyn tells a story in his capital book, 77 Not Out. (Caffyn was a member of Clarke’s team, and later had much to do with the advance of the game in Australia, where he coached.) The player concerned, he recalls, was about to be arrested for debt. The sum was only £12, and so he arranged with his creditor to be seized just before the start of play, on the ground of the club for whom he was playing. As both debtor and creditor had calculated, the club was so alarmed at the prospect of playing without their star guest that a whip-round raised the money.


The All-England XI had many adventures and many successes. F. S. Ashley-Cooper worked out that in the seven years 1847–53 Clarke himself took 2,385 wickets for them, an average of 340 per season. A booklet was published, for the benefit of local cricketers, entitled How to Play Clarke. He did not like taking himself off, and of course he had plenty of batsmen to bowl at, but it is still a lot of wickets. Batting twenty-two may not have made much difference to the scores of the local side, but it did make a difference to the England batsmen. Imagine the difficulty of scoring runs, against any sort of bowling, with twenty-two men in the field, especially when everything has to be run out, and with the crowd on the side of the fieldsmen, eager to return the ball (quite the opposite when their own side was batting). The grounds were often small, the pitches almost inevitably rough. In 1855, for instance, Caffyn averaged 22 in eleven-a-side matches, which would usually be played on better grounds, but only 16 for the whole season. In the same season John Wisden took 223 wickets in all matches at an average of 5, and averaged 23 with the bat, and it was the second figure that was considered more remarkable.


It was Wisden, with Jemmy Dean (two Sussex men), who founded the United England XI in 1852. Old Clarke was a bit of an autocrat, and was reputed to be making money out of all proportion to the £4 a match (which usually lasted three days) which he paid his players. In any case, now that the career of a travelling cricket professional had been shown to be feasible (it could not have been done without the railway), more good players were coming forward than one eleven could accommodate. The matches between the All-England and United XIs became the most important matches of the season, more so even than North v. South, much more so than Gentlemen v. Players – for this development of professional strength was too much for the amateurs, who between 1850 and 1865 lost every match but one. The England–United match first took place in 1857. Clarke, so long as he was in charge, would have nothing to do with it, and of course from his own point of view he was right, because the unique status of his side had gone. It is reported that 10,000 people at a time would attend these matches, which were sometimes played for the Cricketers’ Friendly Fund (‘after deducting all expenses’, Caffyn says, a somewhat uncertain qualification). These two great elevens, which had a number of less successful imitators, undoubtedly did the game of cricket service, spreading it all over the British Isles. The wide interest they created proved to be, as county clubs emerged, their own undoing. But they lasted a long time, and no discussion of English cricket captains should omit the name of crusty old Clarke.


Nor should it omit that of George Parr. The formula which had worked so well for the professionals at home might surely be tried out abroad, and so it was that a representative team left Liverpool for North America in 1859. Six players were from the All-England XI, and six from the United. Fred Lillywhite accompanied them as scorer, reporter and mentor, not to say Nestor. George Parr of Nottinghamshire was the captain. There were two other Nottinghamshire players, three from Cambridgeshire, two from Sussex, and four from Surrey. Wherever it went, the party was distinguished by Fred Lillywhite’s portable scoring-booth and printing-press. The team were photographed before they started, against a suitable background of rigging (not actually on the ship they sailed on), in spotted shirts and striking attitudes. They had a rough passage, and Parr, a bad traveller, had consumed large quantities of gin-and-water before they arrived at Quebec.


Cricket was very popular then in the United States and Canada. At New York, ‘ten thousand people’ (though one must always mistrust such conveniently rounded figures) watched the match, all the ground could hold. The band played ‘Rule, Britannia!’ as the English began their innings. This was only forty-five years after the Second American War, and only three years before the Alabama sailed from Liverpool, nearly producing a third. At Philadelphia the crowds were even larger.


All the matches were played against odds, and if the match ended early, as often it did, the Englishmen would divide forces and play an eleven-a-side match, sharing the locals. In one of these additional matches, Parr was badly hit on the elbow by Jackson, the dreaded English fast bowler, and was unable to bat again during the tour. He did, however, make a public appearance in the last match, against a Combined Twenty-Two of Canada and the United States, when he volunteered to umpire. It was now the second half of October, and bitterly cold, and it has to be said that soon the umpire/captain abandoned his duties, retiring to the comforts of hot gin-and-water in the pavilion. His colleagues fielded in overcoats and gloves. On the second day there was no play because of snow, but the teams played a match at baseball instead.


In spite of the formidable travelling, and the fearful difficulties in transporting Lillywhite’s scoring-booth, Parr’s team won all its matches. They made themselves very popular, saw the Niagara Falls, and took home a profit of £90 a head. They had an even rougher passage back, and one of them, Jemmy Grundy, had a misunderstanding with the Customs over a box of cigars.


Parr had succeeded Clarke as the captain of the All-England XI, and was reckoned the champion of batsmen between Fuller Pilch and Richard Daft. He came to be called ‘The Lion of the North’, and he was a fine, courageous player, especially strong on the leg side. ‘George Parr’s tree’ at Trent Bridge used to mark the spot where his favourite leg hits went, and when he died, in 1891, a branch from it was placed among the wreaths upon his grave at Radcliffe-on-Trent, his lifelong home. He was a nervous and choleric man, but popular with his teams. He had bright blue eyes, ginger hair, mutton-chop whiskers with moustache (or without either, according to his mood), and was not much good at administration and not very patient with those who had to do it. I would guess that he was the kind of man who, in any period, would turn out to be a captain of England at something or other.


Two years later, in 1861, the first English team went to Australia. It would probably have gone to North America, had it not been for the outbreak of the American Civil War, which among rather more important consequences set back American cricket severely. This was not, as English standards then went, a very good side. The ‘northern players’ were unhappy about the terms offered by the sponsors, the Melbourne caterers Spiers & Pond. These were £150 a head, plus – that word which could mean so much then, as now – ‘expenses’. ‘The northern players’ meant, in effect, Parr and his Nottinghamshire men. They refused to go. The team was raised principally through the efforts of Surrey, whose secretary came to an amiable arrangement with the representative of Spiers & Pond. There were seven Surrey players in the twelve. Two Yorkshiremen, Iddison and Ned Stephenson, were enlisted – they would hardly at that stage of their careers have been first choices – and added much to the joviality of the tour, as well as its success. One cannot say quite so much, especially respecting the first part, of all the Yorkshiremen who have toured Australia since. Iddison wrote back home: ‘We are made a great fuss of; the Queen herself could not have been treated better.’ Ned made the witty remark, as they travelled through the Red Sea, that it looked no redder than any of the others he had seen, and stuffed a towel into the trombone of the cook at the ship’s concert. Roaring Yorkshire stuff.


But it was Surrey’s tour, essentially, and a Surrey man, H. H. Stephenson, was captain. They won 6 and lost 2 matches out of 12, all against odds. Stephenson, the captain, had much success as an after-dinner speaker, an accomplishment which many other captains had to learn, often painfully. Large crowds attended them. Stephenson was a notable cricketer, chiefly for his bowling, and his fast break-back (the arm had of course been getting above the shoulder by now, though an overarm delivery was not legalized until 1864). He was also a powerful hitter and probably the second-best English wicketkeeper, Lockyer being, it was recognized, the best. He became coach at Uppingham, where he produced many admirable cricketers, and seems, towards the end of his life, to have been the most influential, not to say bossy, man in the school. No doubt a man who had led the first England side in Australia was entitled to be a little authoritative.


In 1863, the American Civil War was still on, never more so, and the second English side to Australia set out, a better and more representative side than the first, Parr captain. Again, all matches were against odds, and England were unbeaten, though they only scrambled home by one wicket, almost at the end of their tour, against Twenty-Two of New South Wales. An amateur went on this tour, the youthful E. M. Grace of Gloucestershire.


Now in 1854 old Clarke had brought the All-England down to Bristol to play against the West Gloucestershire club, on the Downs at Durdham. This was the first important match that W. G. Grace, aged six, remembered watching. In 1855, Clarke brought the side again, though he did not play himself, and was impressed by the play of W. G.’s eldest brother, E. M. E. M. Grace was then thirteen years old. When he was asked to go to Australia, as the result of some extraordinary batting late in the season, he was twenty-one. After watching the boy E. M., Clarke gave him a bat, and gave his mother a copy of a book which bore his name, inscribing it




Presented to MRS. GRACE

By William Clarke,


Secretary All-England XI




The book ultimately came into the possession of W. G. Thus does one England captain edify and encourage another.


There was a lull in tours from England after this. Australia was such a long way away, and America, even when the war there was over, was bothered and restless and thinking of other things. But a lot of cricket was played, increasingly, in various parts of the world. Parr’s second side had been the first from England to visit New Zealand. In the same year, cricket clubs were founded in the Transvaal and in Kingston, Jamaica, and in 1864 there took place the first known match between Madras and Calcutta. They were playing cricket in Valparaiso, and in 1866 came the first Argentinian hat-trick. In 1868 a team of Australian Aborigines visited Britain, and played a lot of cricket among their other entertainments, such as throwing boomerangs, but this, while a pleasing event both at the time and in retrospect, was one of history’s freaks, and led to nothing.


In the same year a second English side went to North America. They drew against Twenty-Two of Canada, and beat Twenty-Two of the United States. Their captain was Edgar Willsher, who had caused such a stir at the Oval in 1862, when playing for ‘England’ against Surrey. He did not trouble to conceal the height at which his arm went over, well above shoulder height, and was no-balled five times running by his old pal John Lillywhite, whereupon he flung down the ball upon the pitch and left the field. The game was resumed the following day, after dropping the umpire, which as any cricketer to this day will tell you, is a plan with a lot to be said for it. Whether Willsher, in this unimportant tour, had any trouble with American umpires, I do not know.


In 1872 there came the third English tour to North America. The captain was R. A. Fitzgerald, although the dominating figure was that of W. G. Grace, now twenty-four and established as England’s leading batsman: indeed, ‘leading’ does not quite fit the case. It was widely thought in England that there had never been a cricketer like him; it is still. But we shall have to deal with him again. Fitzgerald was secretary of the MCC, and all the team were members of MCC, and therefore amateur, so this tour was a departure from precedent, when the professionals had made all the running. Fitzgerald wrote an amusing book about it, Wickets in the West, but I must not dwell upon it, for even with Grace, the absence of professionals made it hopelessly far from an England XI. Not that it did badly, in terms of either results or attendance.


The following winter, 1873–4, Grace took a side to Australia, which played fifteen matches, all against odds, and lost three. They won the most important one, against a combined Fifteen of New South Wales and Victoria. This was a strong team, which included four amateurs besides the captain. It was clear that Australian cricket had made great strides, especially in bowling.


And so we come to the tour of 1876–7. Two tours to Australia were planned that summer. James Lillywhite, Junior – yet another member of that famous cricketing family – was intending to take out a band of professionals, and G. F. Grace one which was to include some amateurs. Grace’s fell through, after many of the preliminary arrangements had been made. Now this was to prove a matter of some importance. To English cricketers, this was just another tour, but Lillywhite’s men were to play two matches against a Combined Australian Eleven, the first time such a thing had happened. As the years went by, and cricketers began to develop their passion for statistics, it became desirable to decide which matches should count in the records as ‘Test matches’, and 1877 was the obvious place to start. But if there had been two touring sides, the status of the eleven-a-side matches would have been demonstrably reduced, and perhaps a different starting point would have been found.


However, Fred Grace did not go, and Lillywhite did, and so the match at Melbourne in 1877 became recognized as ‘the first Test’, and a hundred years later the centenary Test was played on the same ground, with exactly the same result, victory to Australia by 45 runs. From this point I have followed the generally recognized practice as to what was, and was not, a Test match. It leads to some absurdities. For instance, the standard of cricket on some of the early tours, particularly to South Africa, was a long way from a true international standard. I can, again, see no real reason why the 1929–30 England tour to New Zealand (captain, A. H. H. Gilligan) should be counted, and not that of 1935–6 (captain, E. R. T. Holmes). In February 1930, England began two Test matches on the same day, one at Auckland and one at Georgetown. But if you want to have statistics, you must agree on which matches to base them, or everyone would have his own, and it is more convenient to follow the accepted list. It does mean, however, that ‘Test career records’, at least up to the Second World War, are not quite always what they seem.


So they were making history, though they did not know it, the party of twelve professionals who set out in 1876. Let us consider these hardy pioneers a little.


Lillywhite, who was promoter and manager as well as captain, was a Sussex man, from West Hampnett, and thirty-five years old at the time of the first Test. He was a medium-paced left-arm bowler, in the steady, persistent style much admired at the time, and a good enough left-handed batsman to score the occasional century. He had visited Australia with the previous side. In the Tests (England won the second by 4 wickets, thus sharing the honours) he scored only 12 runs, but took 8 wickets, and only Alfred Shaw took as many. They were the only two Tests that Lillywhite played in. Alfred Shaw was vice-captain, and assistant manager. There were two other Sussex men besides the captain, Charlwood and Southerton (though Southerton at the time was playing for Surrey). Jupp and Pooley were Surrey-born, Selby and Shaw from Nottinghamshire. There were five Yorkshiremen: Greenwood, Armitage, Hill, and – two of the great all-rounders – Emmett and Ulyett, Emmett growing old but Ulyett with many Tests in front of him. So the south, the Midlands and the north were all represented. Lillywhite paid them £150 each for the trip, except for Shaw, who was paid £300 because of his extra responsibilities. Lillywhite also paid them travelling expenses, first class. This was an important point. W. G. Grace’s side had caused some unfavourable comment, especially in Australia, because the professionals had travelled second class, and the amateurs first. This even extended to the hotels where they stayed. It was for this reason that Shaw had declined the trip. Now W. G., perhaps unfairly, was said to have cost the Australians a lot of money by his requirements for ‘expenses’: so an all-professional team, with the terms set out, suited both the hosts and the guests well. They knew where they were.


It was beginning to be possible, and the Australians were soon to recognize the possibilities, for a man to be a professional cricketer all the year round: £150 for the winter, with free living, and colonial hospitality, was not so bad, even though the travelling was severe. It was better than a man might do at home as a bricklayer, or a stonemason, or even a publican (half Lillywhite’s team were publicans at some stage of their lives). Such men were letting the future take care of itself, but nearly all working men had to do that anyway, in those unpensioned days.


Sea travel was becoming safe (as important a fact in the growth of tours as the railway had been to the All-England XI). You could expect to get to Australia on the new P. & O. steamships which came into service in the 1870s, but it would take you a long time: forty-eight days was an average. If you went, first class, by P. & O., you would be comfortable, by the standards of the time. The P. & O. put their first-class cabins on the top deck, surrounding a central dining room, where there were long tables, with benches which could face either way, because you could switch their backs, and look at the table or the sea as you chose. Refrigeration was beginning, but livestock were still carried: cows, to provide fresh milk for the children, and sheep for meat, and hens for eggs.


I am indebted to Basil Greenhill, Director of the Greenwich Maritime Museum, for these details of how Lillywhite’s men, and all the other touring sides of that period, travelled. ‘The P. & O. really did their first-class passengers pretty well,’ he concludes. But forty-eight days was a long time, however many runs round the deck you took, and at the coaling stops – Malta, Suez, King George’s Sound – the cricketers conceivably went ashore in pursuit of more urgent interests than keeping fit. They must have felt weary when at last they got there.


It was not, therefore, surprising that they soon lost a match (against odds). After this they were given a ticking off in The Australasian. The English, it said,




. . . are by a long way the weakest side that have ever played in the colonies, notwithstanding the presence of Shaw, who is termed the premier bowler of England. If Ulyett, Emmett, and Hill are specimens of the best fast bowling in England, all we can say is, either they have not shown their proper form, or British bowling has sadly deteriorated.




It is not uncommon, to this day, for touring sides to be hailed as heroes on arrival, and dismissed as nobodies when things go wrong.


However, the attendances were good, and the early matches suggested that Lillywhite would make a profit, as he ultimately did – on this tour, though not on later ones. But they still had much travelling ahead, even when they had settled to form. Apart from their journeys within Australia, they had undertaken to go to New Zealand (in the middle of the tour, with the big matches still to come). Touring in New Zealand then was even tougher than touring in Australia. It was in New Zealand that the English lost their wicketkeeper, Ed Pooley, in unfortunate circumstances. Pooley was a capable cricketer, and a popular one, but not one of Queen Victoria’s more reliable citizens. He was to die in the workhouse, though he battled on for another thirty years. Alfred Shaw describes how




We were playing against Eighteen of Canterbury, and in a discussion of the prospects of the match that occurred in an hotel bar at night, Pooley offered to take £1 to a shilling that he named the individual score of every member of the local team. It is a trick familiar to cricketers, and in the old days of matches against local eighteens and twenty-twos it was not infrequently worked off against the unwary. The bet being accepted, Pooley named a duck as the score of each batsman on the local side. A fair proportion of ducks was recorded, and Pooley claimed £1 for each of them, while prepared to pay one shilling for the other scores. The man with whom the bet had been made said it was a catch bet, and he declined to pay. The man’s name was Donkin. His refusal to pay led to a scene of disorder. We next had to go to Otago, and at the close of the match there, Pooley was arrested on a charge of ‘having at Christchurch maliciously injured property above the value of £5’; and another charge, of assaulting Donkin. For the assault he had £5 and costs to pay. In the other charge he had as partner in trouble Alf Bramall, a supernumerary attached to our team. The two were committed for trial, bail being allowed of £100. We never saw Pooley again during that tour.




Pooley’s bail did not allow him to leave the country, and though he was acquitted of the major charge, and even had a public subscription raised for him by the New Zealanders – many of whom felt he had been inhospitably treated – the rest of the English team had to leave him behind, because they had to be back in Australia. Pooley ultimately trailed home on his own, thus missing playing in the first Test match. As it happened, he never had a chance to play in another.


It was suggested during this tour, both in Australia and New Zealand, that the English were too fond of diddling an innocent colonial, and of looking upon the girls when they were bonny, and the wine when it was red – even more when it was sparkling. This complaint also, whether true or not, remains a recognized accompaniment of any touring team which is not doing too well. The English would no doubt have pleaded justification for at least the last of these offences, because the travelling problems did give a man a thirst. After they had spent eighty hours on the road in New Zealand, wading and swimming through swollen streams on the way, they arrived in Christchurch just in time for the start of play. George Ulyett, no weakling he, but as strapping a man as ever came out of Yorkshire, said that ‘We were so stiff, cold and sore with being wet and cramped up in the coach that we could scarcely bowl or run.’ They only just managed to get the Eighteen of Canterbury out on the first day, and the local opinion was that the English might as well have stopped at home, instead of coming all that way to teach Canterbury folks how to play cricket. Ulyett goes on (A. W. Pullin took down his recollections):




In the evening I told Lillywhite that we had been up to our necks in water, had no bed and nothing to eat, it was worth stretching a point, so we got him to allow us a case of champagne and we had a merry evening. The next day we went on to the field new men.




The early English touring sides were very fond of champagne, surprisingly – or so it seems to us, today, accustomed to watching the pints of beer go down. There are many instances of early English cricketers, in forlorn moments far from home, clamouring for champagne. I sometimes wonder if this is the origin of the term ‘Pommy’ (all the Shorter Oxford says is ‘origin obscure’). Pommery was a well-known brand before the end of the century. After all, we were called ‘Limeys’ by the Americans because our seamen drank lime juice, as a precaution against the scurvy.


Well, while I am indulging in such speculations, the 1876–7 tourists are on their way back to Australia, and another rough trip they had, arriving several days late with no proper time to rest. ‘Not one of us was fit to play cricket,’ writes Shaw: ‘I was simply spun out of myself.’ There was probably some substance in this excuse. Armitage, who was the fattest member of the side, and a particularly bad traveller, bowled a ball to Bannerman which went for an overhead wide; and then rolled the next one along the ground. But only two wides were bowled in the innings, and Armitage was not primarily a bowler. It was more important that he dropped Bannerman, a simple catch at mid-off, before the Australian No. 1 had reached double figures. Bannerman went on to 165 (retired hurt) and effectively settled the match. This was a most extraordinary performance as scores went in those days. No other Australian, in either innings, scored more than 20, and the highest English score was 63, by Jupp.


If Lillywhite’s men were not the best eleven cricketers in England, they were not so far from it, a tried professional eleven, and whatever their handicaps, they had had to give the colonials best. The Melbourne Age had no doubt of the significance of the victory:




Such an event would not have been dreamed of as coming within the limits of possibility ten or fifteen years ago, and it is a crushing reply to those unpatriotic theorists who would have us believe that the Australian race is deteriorating from the Imperial type, or that lengthened existence under Australian suns would kill out the Briton in the blood.




Readers of The Times in London had to wait two months for their account, which ultimately came in their ‘Melbourne Letter’, immediately after a description of a first-class rumpus in the Victorian Parliament, and just before the latest population statistics. It is a shade patronizing.




You know the result of our great cricket match. To use Mr Trollope’s word, Australians will ‘blow’ about it for some time to come. It was played on the ground of the Melbourne Club, between Lillywhite’s eleven and a combined eleven of New South Wales and Victoria. We are told that it is the first match in which an English professional eleven has been beaten out of England. The game was watched with intense excitement by enthusiastic crowds, and those who could not get to the ground clustered round the newspaper offices to see the last dispatches from the seat of war placarded on the door posts. It began and ended in good temper, and Lillywhite’s pecuniary success must have consoled him for his defeat.




The reference to Trollope concerns some unflattering remarks he had made in a book about his Australian travels. After the victory, some triumphant verses appeared in the Australasian, called ‘The Brazen Trumpet’, and beginning




Anthony Trollope


Says we can wallop


The whole of creation at ‘blowing’.


It’s well in a way,


But then he don’t say


We blow about nothing worth showing!




Shaw, in his reminiscences, gives the full score of the match, but is careful to refer to the English eleven as ‘Lillywhite’s Eleven’. The excitement in England was not great, especially as the second Test, a fortnight later on the same ground, was won.


That brings me to a last curious point about this famous occasion. When G. F. Grace was still planning his tour, he had booked the Melbourne ground, the big ground, the home of the Melbourne Cricket Club. Lillywhite’s agent had to be content with booking the East Melbourne ground, and the East Melbourne club duly went to much trouble and expense in making preparations. However, when Grace withdrew, Lillywhite naturally wanted to switch grounds, and this did not please the East Melbourne club at all. There were threats of legal proceedings. In the end an amicable settlement was reached. Lillywhite paid East Melbourne £230, and gave free admission to their members, of whom there were 500. He was not a mean man, which was one reason why he never made much money out of his various cricketing ventures. So Test cricket might have begun upon a relatively obscure ground, not at its most famous home, barring possibly one. There were several arguments during the tour, about such matters as rolling the pitch, and the hours of play. The Englishmen, their thoughts directed to the financial benefits, usually gave way. Nevertheless, there were times when feeling ran high. During the match against Fifteen of New South Wales, a lady wrote to Lillywhite imploring him to win, ‘as it would not be safe for any Englishman or woman to walk the streets of Sydney if New South Wales were victorious’.


James Lillywhite, for all his adventures and misadventures, was England’s first Test captain, as these things came to be reckoned, and he ended with a 50–50 record, slightly above average. What is more, he lived long enough to realize something of what he had started. He outlived all the other members of his team, and died in 1929, aged eighty-seven, when A. P. F. Chapman had just been to Australia (Lillywhite was nearly sixty when Chapman was born), and beaten them, 4–1, before record crowds.


⋆     ⋆     ⋆


William Gilbert Grace was the pre-eminent Victorian, better known in his day than Disraeli or Gladstone. He was so venerated by the common people of England that when he died of a heart attack, in July 1915, the Germans, hoping to deliver a knockout blow to British morale, claimed he was a victim of a Zeppelin raid. The memorial to Grace at Lord’s called him ‘the Great Cricketer’, the definitive article and the capitals rightly setting him apart from the rest. Grace had a fine tactical brain allied to a relentless will to win; it was he who brought gamesmanship into the game. But he also revolutionized modern batsmanship


Some of the best cricket writers have expended ink on ‘W. G.’. Two chapters of C. L. R. James’s Beyond a Boundary masterfully set the cricketer in his social context. There have also been fine lives by A. A. Thomson, Eric Midwinter and, most recently, Simon Rae. I have chosen here a study of his batsmanship written by C. B. Fry, who opened the batting for England with W. G., followed by a charming sketch of the man by Bernard Darwin.


C. B. FRY


The Founder of Modern Batsmanship (1939)


W. G. always reminds me of Henry VIII. Henry VIII solidified into a legend when he had already involved himself in several matrimonial tangles and had become overweighted with flesh and religious controversies. Yet Henry in his physical prime had been, even allowing for the adulation of courtiers, the premier athlete of England, a notable wrestler, an accomplished horseman, and a frequent champion in the military tournaments of his time. So it is with W. G. He figures in the general mind in the heavy habit of his latter years on the cricket fields, a bearded giant heavy of gait and limb, and wonderful by reason of having outlived his contemporaries as a giant of cricket. Even when disputes in clubs and pavilions canvass the relative merits of W. G., Ranji and Don Bradman, the picture in the minds of the disputants is of a big, heavy Englishman, a slim, lithe Oriental and a nimble, lightweight Australian. Even those of us who wag our heads and utter the conventional and oracular statement, ‘Ah, W. G.! There will never be his like again,’ do not properly realize who it is who will never be like whom. Incredible as it may appear, I myself never saw W. G. till I played against him for Sussex at Bristol at the age of twenty-two and the great man himself was forty-six. So my own memory of him begins only five years before he retired from Test-match cricket, and he was already corpulent and comparatively inactive, though he was yet to enjoy one of his most successful seasons as a batsman and score 1,000 runs in May. But I came into first-class cricket soon enough to meet many of the leading cricketers who had played with W. G. in his early prime, and who talked first-hand of the W. G. we ought to have in mind when we institute comparisons between him and Don Bradman . . .


One saw him at his best against fast bowling. In the days of Richardson, Mold, Lockwood and Kortright, I once asked him who was the fastest bowler he had played. He answered without hesitation, ‘George Freeman.’ If W. G. in his youth treated George Freeman as I saw him in middle age treat Tom Richardson, all I can say is that George Freeman went home a wiser if not a better bowler. There were no fireworks or extravagances. W. G. just stood at his crease to his full height (and everyone who wishes to play fast bowling well should so stand) and proceeded to lean against the ball in various directions and send it scudding along the turf between the fielders. No visible effort, no hurry; just a rough-hewn precision. He was not a graceful bat and he was not ungraceful; just powerfully efficient.


For a very big man specially addicted to driving he was curiously adept at cutting fast bowlers very late. He did not cut with a flick like Ranji or a swish like Trumper. Before the stroke he seemed to be about to play the ball with his ordinary back stroke, but at the last moment he pressed down quickly with his wrists, with an almost vertical swing, and away sped the ball past all catching just clear of second or third slip. I remember seeing him make about 80 at the Oval against Richardson and Lockwood at their best; he scored at least half his runs with this late cut peculiar to himself, and eventually he was caught in the slips off it. When he came up to the dressing room, hugely hot and happy, he sat down and addressed us: ‘Oughtn’t to have done it . . . Dangerous stroke . . . But shan’t give it up . . . Get too many runs with it.’ He then changed his shirt and his thick under-vest and went away to have a chat with Charlie Alcock, the Surrey secretary, who was a crony of his.


In his later years, when he was handicapped by his weight, he went in for one unorthodox stroke. W. G. never played the glance to leg or the modern diversional strokes in that direction. The ball just outside the leg stump, if he could reach it, he hit with a plain variant of his great on drive, and the ball went square with the wicket a little in front of the umpire. If the ball pitched on his legs, he played the old-fashioned leg hit with an almost horizontal sweeping swing – but, ye moderns, with his weight fully on his front foot. This was the stroke with which in his later years he hit the ball from outside his off stump round to square leg. The young Gloucestershire bloods used to call this the ‘Old Man’s cow shot’. What actually W. G. did was to throw his left leg across the wicket to the off ball and treat it as if it were a ball to leg bowled to him from the direction of mid-off or extra cover. I fancy he introduced this stroke to himself in his great year of revival in the latter part of some of his big innings. The original exponent was the noted Surrey batsman W. W. Read, who used it with much effect on fast wickets against accurate slow bowlers such as Peate, Peel and Briggs. In fact, the stroke is the genuine leg hit. Ranji told me that Walter Read had shown him how to do it at the nets and that it was an easy stroke, but I never saw Ranji try it in a match; he had plenty of strokes without it.


Thinking back on what I have written, I am wondering whether I have succeeded in conveying the individuality of W. G.’s batsmanship, his tremendous physique, his indomitable precision, and the masterful power of his strokes. At any rate, there they were, these characters, and no one who ever saw W. G. play will admit the near equality of any other batsman, even though he thought, as I do, that in pure technique Ranji was a better.


BERNARD DARWIN


Genial Giant (1934)


‘W. G.’, said an old friend of his, ‘was just a great big schoolboy in everything he did.’ It would be difficult in a single sentence to come nearer to the clue to his character. He had all the schoolboy’s love for elementary and boisterous jokes; his distaste for learning; his desperate and undisguised keenness; his guilelessness and his guile; his occasional pettishness and pettiness; his endless power of recovering his good spirits. To them may be added two qualities not as a rule to be found in schoolboys: a wonderful modesty and lack of vanity; an invariable kindness to those younger than himself, ‘except’, as one of his most devoted friends has observed, ‘that he tried to chisel them out lbw’ . . .


It has been said that W. G. liked simple jokes, and if they were familiar ones of the ‘old grouse in the gunroom type’ so much the better. There seems to me something extremely characteristic about a story, very small and mild in itself, told by Mr C. E. Green in the Memorial Biography. Mr Green was Master of the Essex Hounds, and had the hounds brought for W. G. to look at after breakfast. He liked the hounds, and he liked the Master’s big grey horse, and, Mr Green goes on, ‘For years afterwards whenever we met he would sing out ‘‘How’s my old grey horse?’’’ That is perhaps hardly worthy of the name of joke, but, whatever it was, it was the kind of friendly chaff that pleased W. G. He liked jokes to do with conviviality, for he was a convivial soul. Essentially temperate in his everyday private life, he enjoyed good things on anything in the nature of an occasion; he had, as I fancy, a kind of Dickensian relish for good cheer, not merely the actual enjoyment of it but also the enjoyment of thinking and talking about it, and he combined with this, of course, a much greater practical capacity than Dickens ever had. A whole bottle of champagne was a mere nothing to him; having consumed it he would go down on all fours, and balance the bottle on the top of his head and rise to his feet again. Nothing could disturb that magnificent constitution, and those who hoped by a long and late sitting to shorten his innings next day often found themselves disappointed. His regular habit while cricketing was to drink one large whisky and soda, with a touch of angostura bitters, at lunch, and another when the day’s play ended; this allowance he never varied or exceeded till the evening came, and, despite his huge frame, though he never dieted, he ate sparingly. His one attempt at a weight-reducing regimen was the drinking of cider. As he believed in a moderate amount of good drink, so he disbelieved strongly in tobacco. He had been brought up in a non-smoking family (though his brother Alfred became a backslider), and stuck to its tenets religiously all his life. It was an aphorism of his that ‘you can get rid of drink, but you can never get rid of smoke’. He constantly proclaimed it as his own private belief, but he never made any attempt to put his team on any allowance of tobacco.


Mr A. J. Webbe tells me that he remembers at his mother’s house in Eaton Square, W. G. marching round the drawing room after dinner, bearing the coal scuttle on his head as a helmet, with the poker carried as a sword. It is an agreeable picture, and we may feel sure that W. G. was ready to go on marching just a little longer than anyone else, for his energy was as inexhaustible as his humour was childlike; he must be playing at something – billiards or cards, dancing or coal scuttles, anything but sitting down. The simplicity of his humour often took, naturally enough, a practical direction; in one corner of his mind there probably lurked all his life amiable thoughts of booby traps and apple-pie beds, and he was even known in an exuberant moment on a golfing expedition to hurl rocks at a boat like another Polyphemus.


He carried his practical joking into the realms of cricket, as when, according to a well-known story, he caused the batsman to look up at the sky to see some imaginary birds, with the result that the poor innocent was blinded by the sun and promptly bowled. With this we come to one of the most difficult questions about W. G.: did he at all, and, if so, how far, overstep the line which, in a game, divides fair play from sharp practice? There is one preliminary thing to say, namely that there is no absolute standard in these matters, and that standards differ with times and societies. The sportsmen of the early nineteenth century did, naturally and unblushingly, things that would be considered very unsportsmanlike nowadays. In those days everything was a ‘match’: each party must look after himself; it was play or pay, and the devil take the hindermost. Anybody who reads the autobiography of the Squire, George Osbaldeston, will get an insight into the sporting morals of that day. ‘A noble fellow, always straight,’ said Mr Budd of the Squire: but he deliberately pulled a horse in order to get the better of those who in his estimation had overreached him, and, generally speaking, it was one of his guiding principles in all sports not to let the cat out of the bag. He never did what he thought a dishonourable thing, but he had a different standard of honour from our own. I believe that in W. G. was found something of a survival of this older tradition. He had his own notions of what was right and permissible, and I am convinced that he would never willingly have done anything contrary to them; the difficulty arose when other people did not think something permissible and he did. He would never have dreamed of purposely getting in the way of a fieldsman who might otherwise have caught him, but to shout cheerfully to that fieldsman, ‘Miss it,’ was – at any rate in a certain class of cricket – not merely within the law, but rather a good joke.


The law was the law, though in his intense keenness he could not wholly rid himself of the idea that it was sometimes unjustly enforced against him; what the law allowed was allowable. It was always worth appealing; if the umpire thought a man was out lbw, it did not matter what the bowler thought. ‘You weren’t out, you know,’ he was sometimes heard to say to a retiring batsman against whom he had appealed, and thought no shame to do so: everything was open and above board; if the umpire decided you were out – and he sometimes decided wrong – that was all about it. He wanted desperately to get the other side out, and any fair way of doing so was justifiable; he never stooped to what he thought was a mean way. No man knew the law better, and it could seldom be said against him that he was wrong, but rather that he was too desperately right. Sometimes the fact that he had the reputation of wanting his pound of flesh caused him to be unjustly criticized when his claim was an entirely proper one. There was a certain match between Gloucestershire and Sussex, in which, at the end of the second innings of Sussex, the Sussex total for two innings was exactly equal to that of Gloucestershire’s one innings, and there were left some eleven or eleven and a half minutes of time. Ten minutes’ interval left a minute or so in which to get the one run for a 10-wicket victory. W. G. properly declared that Gloucestershire should go in. Sussex to some extent seem to have demurred on the ground that there was not time for an over. However, they went out to field. Ranji had changed into ordinary clothes, and W. G. went out to field as substitute for him. Tate bowled the one over to Jessop, and nothing could be done with three balls. The fourth was pushed gently towards W. G. at point, and the run gained almost before he had had time to stoop. It is a subject for irreverent speculation what would have happened if the batsmen had been caught in two minds in the middle of the pitch. Would that ball have gone straight to the wicketkeeper or is it possible that there would have been an overthrow? . . .


It is idle to deny, I suppose, that he led umpires rather a hard life; some of them may have been frightened of giving him out, but if he ever intimidated them it was certainly not of malice aforethought; it was rather that irrepressibly keen boy in him that had never quite grown up, and would break out now and then on the impulse of the moment. A boy naturally and properly thinks the umpire a beast who gives him out, and if there was a Peter Pan in the world it was Dr W. G. Grace. On the whole it was fortunate for him that umpires are not a revengeful race; indeed they probably stood so much in awe of him as to give him sometimes the benefit of the doubt. I am afraid of retelling old stories, but here is one new at any rate to me. Gloucestershire were playing Essex, and, when he had made three or four, W. G. was, in the general estimation of both sides, caught and bowled by Mead. He stoutly declared it was a bump ball, and, after some palaver, he went on batting. In due course, Kortright knocked his middle and leg stumps down, and, as the Old Man made ready to depart, exclaimed, ‘What, are you going? There’s still one standing.’ W. G. said he had never been so insulted in his life, ‘but’, as the Gloucestershire narrator added, ‘he’d made enough runs to win the match’ . . .


In writing a personal sketch of a famous man, it is usual to say something of his appearance. In the case of W. G. as a cricketer, this must be unnecessary. We all know the vast bulk, the black beard in later years streaked with grey, the red and yellow cap. There is, however, another aspect of him that is not familiar – W. G. as a private person in mufti, and not a flannelled general on the battlefield. One proud and lucky man possesses a photograph, which will remain unique, since the plate is broken. It shows W. G. in his everyday clothes just before he is going into the pavilion to change. It is the first morning of the deciding Test match at the Oval in 1896; he has been looking at the wicket, and discussing with F. S. Jackson what is to be done if he wins the toss. On his head is one of those square felt hats which we generally associate with farmers. He wears a black tailcoat and waistcoat, built on easy-going lines with an expanse of watch chain, dark trousers, a little baggy at the knee, and boots made for muddy lanes. In one hand is a solid blackthorn stick with a silver band round it. Future generations who see that photograph will protest that this cannot be a mighty athlete about to lead the chosen of England to victory. It must be, they will say, a jovial middle-aged doctor discussing the price of oats with a patient or neighbour that he has met in the marketplace. The man in that picture is W. G., but it is the one we do not know, the country doctor who had followed his father’s business, and could never quite understand why not one of his three sons wanted to be a country doctor too.


The W. G. that we know best is not merely a celebrity but the central figure in a cricketing mythology. The stories about him are endless, and this can hardly be explained by the fact that he was the best of all cricketers, that he looked the part of a Colossus, and had an amusing way of saying characteristic things. There have been many other mighty players if admittedly below him; yet the sum of the stories about them all is, by comparison, negligible. Many of them, though very famous in their day, live for us now only as minor personages in the W. G. legend; they are remembered because they come incidentally into stories about him. In point of his personality, as it will be handed on by tradition for years to come, he towers as high above them as he towered above them in stature when he was alive. If this is not greatness, it is something for which it is hard to find another name. May we not say that, with all his limitations, his one-sidedness, his simplicity, W. G. possessed in an obscure and unconscious way some of the qualities of a great man?


⋆     ⋆     ⋆


Wicketkeepers are truly the game’s underclass: seldom honoured, seldom written about, noticed only when they make a mistake. Yet to keep wickets is indisputably the most difficult job in cricket. The demands of the job greatly exceed those of batting, bowling or fielding. There is the additional weight one carries, the pads and gloves not required by your teammates. There is the low posture, sometimes made more uncomfortable by smelly and unwashed batsmen. A wicketkeeper must be vigilant and he must be fearless, prepared to go up or sideways, willing to be hit on heart or head. The job, in sum, requires the concentration of a heart surgeon, the reflexes of a fighter pilot and the guts of a boxer.


Here Ray Robinson pays tribute to a man known with reason as ‘the Prince of Wicketkeepers’.


RAY ROBINSON


The Second Most Famous Beard in Cricket (1951)


Wicketkeepers are like office boys in at least one way – few people take notice of them until something gets in a mess, a folder or a chance is lost, an inkpot or a catch spilt, a mail or a stumping missed.


For hours on end wicketkeepers may do their duty well and truly, but mostly they are out of focus, so to say. The onlookers’ gaze is held between wicket and wicket by the principals in the encounter, bowler and batsman; the keeper might as well be a second with towel and sponge, close at hand but on the non-combatant side of the ropes. Some even think of him as neutral; when the Deputy Speaker, James Joseph Clark, left the chair of the House of Representatives to speak on the bill to nationalize banks in Australia he said he had been the wicketkeeper for the greater part of the debate.


Yet the wicketkeeper is the most important of them all, the cricket field’s VIP. If you think that is going too far, reflect on what is the most grievous loss a side can suffer. A team can survive loss of a batsman, even the greatest of them all; when Bradman (twisted ankle) did not bat against South Africa in the Melbourne Test in February 1932, other Australians did well enough to win by an innings. Loss of a bowler is usually more serious – there are fewer to spare – but is not always fatal. Though Voce broke down in the 1947 New Year Test at Melbourne and Edrich was out of action for most of a day, England still dismissed Australia for 365 and the match ended in a draw. But when the wicketkeeper falls out confusion usually sets in. Dropped catches and missed stumpings blunt the bowling and boost the score, overthrows make the fielding increasingly ragged, and extras find form entitling them to a higher place in the batting order. When Frank Woolley, in his last Test, deputized for Ames (lumbago) at the Oval in 1934, 37 byes got past the tall veteran’s hands, hidden in unaccustomed gloves. Replacing Oldfield (head injury) in England’s second innings in the Adelaide Test, 1932, Victor Richardson kept byes down to 17 but missed five chances. As stand-in for Sismey through the Australian Services’ second unofficial Test against India, 1945, opening batsman Keith Carmody was eluded by 41 byes and took only one of ten stumping and catching opportunities on the Calcutta wicket. Carmody’s candid comment: ‘If I had accepted all the chances I’d have broken Don Tallon’s record.’ None of their fellow players blamed these three attractive batsmen for such costly inefficiency. For a non-keeper to be put behind the stumps is as bad as being called up from the stalls to replace a ballet dancer who cannot appear because of an awful headache. If the Americans ever take to cricket I guess that the first change they would make in the laws of the game would be to give a team the right to call a relief keeper into the job the moment anything went amiss with the first-priority timber-tickler.


Yet it is true that a retired cricketer, choosing a Test team in a newspaper, named eleven without a keeper. Next day an acquaintance accosted him: ‘What about that team you picked, George?’


George: ‘Pretty good side – isn’t it?’


The acquaintance: ‘No keeper.’


George (quickly remembering the opposing batting strength): ‘They won’t need one.’


As with William the Conqueror, the first of the line of great Test keepers, John McCarthy Blackham, has since been talked about more than most of those who have succeeded him in the monarchy that rules behind the stumps. Blackham was reputed to have been the first to take fast bowling without a longstop behind him to have a second go at the balls wicketkeepers found too hot to handle.1 He said to one captain: ‘What’s that man doing behind me? Put him where he’ll be of some use.’ Blackham wore the gloves in the first seventeen Test matches on end. In all, he kept in 33 Tests, catching 36 Englishmen and stumping 24 with such speed and style that he earned the title Prince of Wicketkeepers. I was too young to see him keep, but in junior cricket in the Melbourne suburb of Brighton in the 1920s I had the privilege of being stumped by his younger brother, Fred; a member of the royal family, as it were. When I asked Fred whether the Prince had given him any hints about keeping wickets, he replied: ‘Only one – to give it up and take on bowling.’


Jack Blackham was a brown-eyed bank clerk with a black beard pruned more to the shape of King Edward VII’s than the unrestrained ziff that screened W. G. Grace’s bronchial zone. He stood 5 ft 9½ in, weighed 11 st 3 lb, and walked to the wickets and between them with a quick step suggesting impetuosity. That appearance must have been deceptive, because no impulsive man can even begin to become a great wicketkeeper; snatching hands often rebuff the ball. Blackham played before keepers began to squat to await the bowling. He bent forward, rather like a man peeping through a keyhole. If prints of 1877 give a true picture, he spread his feet wider than most present-day keepers, the point of his beard was just outside the line of the off stump, and his hands were poised apart in front of his knees. A striped, narrow-peaked cap was set well back on his head, either to let a wave of dark forelock be seen or because the artist popped it on as an afterthought. More startling are two other things he is depicted wearing : a tie and the gloves. A modern keeper, who has 1¾ lb of gloves in his 6½ lb of equipment, would shy at the sight of Blackham’s hand coverings: they look more like the light gauntlets motorists use. Yet with only this flimsy protection, Blackham usually stood right up to the stumps to the fast bowlers of his time, catching batsmen off Spofforth the Demon and Turner the Terror as confidently as he stumped them off Giffen the flighty. No wonder his hands became so severely damaged that in two of his thirty-five Tests and one innings of another he had to be rested from his post of danger and was played as an ordinary fieldsman. In the end, a broken finger finished his Test career in 1894, when he was thirty-nine.


His brother told me that Blackham, as a boy, had been taken by their father, a member of the Press Cricket Club, to see a match against a country team. Young Jack was called in to fill a vacancy and was sent to field in the slips. Some lure of the stumps soon began to work. As if drawn by a magnet, the boy edged closer to the wicket until he was taking the team’s quickest bowlers with his bare hands, while behind him the Press backstop’s gloves waved and flapped abortively. Among teammates watching the youth at close quarters was John Conway, captain of South Melbourne, who became manager of the Australian XI. The sequel was that at the age of eighteen Blackham was keeping for Victoria, and at twenty-one for his country in the first of all Test matches. The Demon and he became such a famous combination and Blackham’s brilliance in taking fast balls at beard’s length from the stumps so stirred the crowds that years afterwards men said the game of cricket had produced no greater spectacle. They say that for the remainder of his life Blackham had a cavity in his chest where one of Spofforth’s fastest staved in his ribs.


Blackham’s manner of appealing to umpires was quiet. Sometimes he merely raised his hand questioningly to bring the matter up for decision. Playing in a Victorian country town, he brought off an unprecedented feat by stumping a batsman off a fastish leg ball of the kind that usually had longstop at full stretch near the boundary to save four byes. To Blackham’s tenor ‘How’s that?’ the square-leg umpire replied: ‘Wonderful.’


⋆     ⋆     ⋆


Victor Trumper was a batsman of dash and daring, his style memorialized for posterity in the famous photograph, by G. W. Beldam, of him jumping out to drive. He was the best loved of Australian sportsmen, as much for his personality as for his batsmanship. The Australian cricket writer and one-time Test opening batsman J. H. Fingleton grew up on stories of Trumper. Here he recollects some of them.


J. H. FINGLETON


Never Another Like Victor (1958)


On 28, June 1915, Victor Trumper died at Sydney in his thirty-eighth year. His funeral caused the streets of the city to be blocked and he was carried to his grave by eleven Australian cricketers. In London, in the midst of World War I and all its momentous happenings, the event was featured on newspaper posters, as, for example, ‘Death of a Great Cricketer’.


Men said then – and some in both Australia and England still say it – ‘There will never be another like Vic Trumper.’


I never saw Trumper bat; I was only a few years old when he died. But so often have I listened to stories of him, so often have I seen a new light come into the eyes of people at the mention of his name, so much have I read of him, that I am prepared to believe that nobody, before or since, ever achieved the standards of batsmanship set by Trumper. Sir Pelham Warner, Warren Bardsley, Vernon Ransford and others saw all the great moderns and near-moderns – Bradman, Ponsford, Hobbs, Hammond, Hutton, Compton, McCabe and the like – yet there was more than loyalty to their own generation when they cast their minds back over the years and said, ‘There will never be another like Vic.’


Many players, it is true, made more runs; but runs can never be accepted as the true indication of a player’s greatness. A fighting innings of 30 or so under difficult conditions is lost in cold statistics, yet its merits may far outweigh many staid (and unnecessary) centuries that are recorded for all time. The longer I live, I am pleased to say, the less nationalistic I become. The outcome of a match is interesting but not, on the scales of time, of any great moment. What is important is whether a particular contest gives to posterity a challenge that is accepted and won, or yields in classical technique an innings or a bowling effort that makes the game richer, so that the devotee can say years afterwards, with joy in his voice, ‘I saw that performance.’


Trumper went to bat one day against Victoria in Sydney on a wet pitch. The first ball from Jack Saunders (a terror on such pitches) beat him completely. Saunders’ eyes lit up. His fellow Victorians grinned in anticipation. Trumper smiled broadly. ‘Why, Jack,’ he called down the pitch, ‘what a thing to do to an old friend. Well, it’s either you or me for it.’


And then, by dazzling footwork and miraculous stroke play, Trumper hit a century in 60 minutes.


At the beginning of 1904, in Melbourne, Trumper faced up to Rhodes and Hirst on a wet pitch. These Yorkshiremen were two of the greatest left-handed bowlers of all time and a wet Melbourne pitch was known as the worst in the world, with balls from a good length lifting quickly around the chin.


Trumper was first in and last out, for 74, in a total of 122. Hopkins made 18 and Duff 10. Noble, Syd Gregory, Trumble and Armstrong made 9 between them!


That innings caused Charles Fry, in one of his unpredictable moments, to rise suddenly from a reverie during a dinner in London and say: ‘Gentlemen, charge your glasses. I give you the toast of the world’s greatest batsman. Drink to Victor Trumper, first man in, last man out, on a bad pitch and against Hirst and Rhodes.’


Fry knew the full value of such an innings on such a pitch and against two skilled left-handers. His short and unexpected speech brought down the house.


No less interesting is the fact that Mrs Fry (who may or may not have had some knowledge of cricket) shared her famous husband’s admiration of Trumper. My information on this point comes from the Sydney Bulletin of the period. It appears that Mrs Fry declared in a London periodical that Vic Trumper was an artist and that some day someone would paint his portrait and have it hung in a National Gallery. ‘He will be’, the lady said, ‘dressed in white, with his splendid neck bared to the wind, standing on short green grass against a blue sky; he will be waiting for the ball, the orchestra to strike up.’ . . .


My formative days in cricket were spent in the Sydney suburb of Waverley. We adjoined Paddington, the club of Trumper and Noble, but we yielded to no Sydney club in the proud possession of internationals and other first-class players. Carter, all the twentieth-century Gregorys, Kippax, Hendry, Collins, Frank O’Keeffe (one of our very best batsmen who, denied opportunities, went to Victoria, hit two centuries in a game against New South Wales, and then went to the Lancashire League, there dying soon afterwards) and many other proficient players figured with Waverley and established the high standards of the district. One of the great sources of the club’s strength was that cricket, and talk of it, flowed through the life of the district. All the internationals I have mentioned showed themselves on the local oval at practice during the week and played there in the club games on Saturday afternoons.


Saturday evenings and Sunday mornings were given over to post-mortems. We had four grade sides and promising youngsters, if unable to make the grade, were fitted in with the Veterans team where they played under the leadership of men such as Syd Gregory, Australian captain, and Tom Howard, treasurer of the 1934 team to England.


The returning warriors, coming from their games in distant suburbs, would meticulously report in at Bondi Junction on Saturday evenings and at Waverley Park on Sunday mornings – unless, of course, dire personal disaster induced them to go to ground for a week. At those rendezvous both players and critics gathered and form and happenings were first reported and then dissected and judged. It was a hard and discerning school of criticism. Those no longer able to play were in their element as they passed solemn judgment upon some ‘shyster’ or ‘grubber’ – Waverley terms for the lowly cricketer. Few merited the accolade of a ‘great’ performance. Even ‘good’ was seldom used. In the main, ranking varied from ‘fair’ to ‘quite good’.


These critics – some lovely characters among them – knew their cricket. When they had disposed of the present they drifted, fondly, to the hallowed ground of the past, and always, I found, the day’s reminiscences ended on Victor Trumper.


As I walked home I used to wonder how one cricketer could so capture the imagination above all others; and the imagination, moreover, of men so steeped in the game that they were the severest of critics. Yet even years after Trumper’s death they spoke wistfully of him and would brook no interlopers. Nor criticism. Trumper was unique in that nobody ever criticized him as a cricketer or as a man. In England, in Australia, in South Africa, listening to men who knew and played against him, I never at any time heard a derogatory word said against Trumper. That could not be said of any other cricketer of any generation.


A mark of a great man is the power of making lasting impressions upon people he meets. Winston Churchill once wrote of F. E. Smith, the first Earl of Birkenhead: ‘Some men when they die after busy, toilsome, successful lives leave a great stock of scrip and securities, of acres or factories or the goodwill of large undertakings. F. E. banked his treasure in the hearts of his friends, and they will cherish his memory until their time is come.’


That could also have been written of Trumper. He left no stock or securities. He was a singularly unsuccessful businessman. He ran a sporting-goods firm in the city of Sydney but he was too generous with his gifts to accumulate money. Once, on the morning of a Test, he was working in his shop and allowed time to elude him. He hurried into his coat, took down a new bat from the rack, caught a taxi to the Sydney Cricket Ground – and made 185 not out!


It has been said that this was the most brilliant and versatile innings ever played by the Master. The match was the famous one in which R. E. Foster, the Englishman, hit a brilliant 287 in his first Test and Clem Hill was concerned in the most tumultuous run-out in the history of Test cricket . . .


An admirer of Trumper came into his shop after the match and asked whether he could buy a bat Trumper had used.


Yes, he was told. There was the bat used in the recent Test.


The admirer’s eyes sparkled. How much would it be?


‘Well,’ said the impractical Victor, ‘it was a forty-five-shilling bat but it is now second-hand. You can have it for a pound.’


What a difference, this, from a modern I know who swapped a bat with which he had made a record for one of the most fabulous cars seen on a roadway . . .


Another tale of Trumper – there are dozens – was told me by Vernon Ransford, his comrade in many Australian XIs.


The Australians were dressing at Melbourne for a Test, against Sherwell’s South Africans, when there came a knock at the door. Was Mr Trumper available?


Trumper went to the door and found a young man, a complete stranger, holding a bat. He was anxious to begin in the bat-making business. This was one of his bats and he wondered whether Mr Trumper would use it in the Test.


This usage of material is one of the niceties of ‘amateur’ sport. A successful player is retained to use the material of a certain sports outfitter. Not only, by his play, is he expected to bring glory and advertisement to the firm’s goods, but he must also be well practised in presenting the name on his equipment whenever his photograph is being taken. Thus, when you see a triumphant winner of Wimbledon in a photograph, you have a fair chance of seeing also the name of the racquet used as the hero pushes it to the front. Strictly speaking, of course, amateurs are not allowed to associate their names with sporting goods – and knowing editors now sometimes help them to observe the proprieties by blacking out the name in the printed photograph!


That angle on sport was not developed in Trumper’s day. He would have had in his bag several bats that suited him in weight and balance but, nevertheless, he didn’t hesitate about accepting the young applicant’s gruesome-looking bat. It weighed almost 3 lb 6 oz and it staggered his teammates.


‘Surely’, one of them said, ‘you won’t use that blunderbuss, Vic?’


‘He’s only a young chap and he’s starting out in business,’ replied Trumper. ‘If I can get a few runs with this it might help him.’


He made 87 (probably wearying of lifting it!), inscribed it on the back with a hearty recommendation, and gave it back to the delighted young man.


Hanson Carter, the great wicketkeeper, was my first club captain. ‘You must never’, he once sternly told me, ‘compare Hobbs, Bradman or anybody else with Trumper. If you want to try and classify the great batsmen in the game, put Victor Trumper way up there – on his own – and then you can begin to talk about the rest.’


So, too, with Charlie Macartney, upon whose shoulders the mantle of Trumper was supposed to have descended. He revelled in talking of the things Trumper did. So did Ransford. I sat with him in his office a few years ago when he was secretary of the Melbourne Cricket Ground and he went into rhapsodies regarding the dismally wet season in England in 1902 when Trumper made 2,570 runs.


‘If Vic had been greedy, it could have been 4,000,’ said Ransford. ‘His highest score, despite all the centuries he scored, was only 128. He could, obviously, have turned many of those centuries into double ones had he wished. But he was too generous. He looked around for some deserving character, a youngster maybe, or some player down on his luck, and unostentatiously gave him his wicket. That was Vic.’


Wisden’s wrote of Trumper and that tour: ‘Trumper stood alone. He put everybody else into the shade. No one, not even Ranjitsinhji has been at once so brilliant and so consistent since Dr W. G. Grace was at his best.’


The English bosie bowler, Bosanquet, clean bowled Trumper with the first bosie he sent down to him. ‘Plum’ Warner describes it:




It was in Sydney in 1903. Trumper and Duff had gone in first and in 35 minutes had scored 72 runs by batting, every stroke of which I remember vividly to this day. Bosanquet went on to bowl and his first ball pitched a good length just outside the off stump. Trumper thought it was a leg break and proceeded to cut it late, as he hoped, for four, but it came back and down went his off stump. Subsequently, he used to ‘murder’ Bosanquet but it is worth recording that the first ‘googly’ ever bowled in Australia bowled out the man who, in spite of all the fine deeds of Don Bradman, many Australians regard as the finest batsman their country has ever produced.


It is very doubtful if there has ever been a greater batsman and his wonderful deeds would have been even greater but for indifferent health, which, in the end, cut short his life.


No one ever played so naturally, and he was as modest as he was magnificent. To this day in Australia, he is regarded as the highest ideal of batsmanship. He was, I think, the most fascinating batsman I have seen. He had grace, ease, style and power and a quickness of foot both in jumping out and in getting back to a ball that can surely never be surpassed.


He had every known stroke and one or two of his own. When set on a good wicket it seemed impossible to place a field for him. He was somewhat slightly built, but his sense of timing was so perfect that he hit the ball with tremendous power. Most bowlers are agreed that he was the most difficult batsman to keep quiet. I have heard a great bowler remark, ‘I could, in the ordinary way, keep most people from scoring quickly, but I always felt rather helpless against Trumper, for he was so quick, and he had so many strokes.’ His brilliant batting stirred cricketing England. His unrivalled skill and resource will never be forgotten. No cricketer was ever more popular, and he deserved it, for he preserved the modesty of true greatness and was the beau idéal of a cricketer.




On one occasion, after batting brilliantly at Kennington Oval, Trumper ‘ducked’ an official dinner at night. The fact was, simply, that he didn’t want to be talking ‘shop’ among cricketers and receiving plaudits. He was duly fined for missing an official engagement!


The South Africans had a quick introduction to Trumper. An Australian team called at the Union on the way home from England, where Trumper had had a most successful tour. There were opinions that Trumper wouldn’t find the matting pitches of South Africa too easy and money changed hands to say that, in the few matches played there, Trumper wouldn’t make a century. He hit a double-century in his very first game on the mat!


The South Africans in Australia in 1910–11 were mesmerized by his skill. This was the team with all the bosie bowlers, but Trumper cut, hooked and drove at will. He had a fascinating stroke against a fast yorker. He lifted his back foot, jabbed down on the ball with his bat at an angle and it streaked away to the square-leg boundary. Somewhat naturally, they called it the dog stroke.


He teased Percy Sherwell, the Springbok captain. When a fieldsman was shifted, Trumper deliberately hit the next ball where that man had been. He was a consummate master at placement. Later, somebody commiserated with Sherwell at having his captaincy, his bowlers and his fieldsmen torn to tatters while Trumper made 214; whereupon the Springbok said, ‘Ah, don’t talk about it. We have seen batting today.’


Neville Cardus, the Trumper of cricket writing, once wrote, ‘The art of Trumper is like the art in a bird’s flight, an art that knows not how wonderful it is. Batting was for him a superb dissipation, a spontaneous spreading of fine feathers.’


How unfortunate it is that Trumper slightly preceded the movie-camera age!


Posterity has the chance of seeing all the moderns in action, as it has of hearing all the great singing voices. Mr Menzies, our Prime Minister, has a thrilling film of Don Bradman – there are a number of copies of the same film in existence – and to see Bradman on the screen is to realize again, instantly, his great stature as a batsman. The speed of his footwork, the flay of his bat, the manner in which he ‘smelt’ the ball, so over the ball was his head – all this has been caught and kept for the years to come and, in the evidence of the film, there can be no possible disputation over Bradman’s status in the game.


With Trumper it is different. All we have, so far as I know, are the several photographic ‘stills’ of him at the beginning of an off drive and at the finish and, also, of his stance at the crease. But these do portray his art. The two of him playing the off drive are technically perfect in every detail – his feet, his shoulders, his head, his back swing, his follow-through with the proper transfer of weight and then, finally, the full, flowing arc of the bat. His stance is perfection.


Those who saw and knew Trumper used to say that Macartney, Jackson and Kippax were reminiscent of him; but that even when they were at their greatest they served only to rekindle memories of the Great Man. He was, obviously, supreme on the field; and a man of kind and generous nature, of consideration for his fellow man, off the field. He embodied, to those who knew him, all that was good and noble in cricket and life.


‘Where would you like your field placed?’ ‘Plum’ Warner, as captain, once asked George Hirst. And Hirst replied, ‘It doesn’t much matter, sir, where we put ’em. Victor will still do as ’e likes.’


The evidence, then, would seem to be conclusive. Many of Trumper’s greatest innings were played in the full face of adversity, the true test of worth. He rose to heights on wet wickets where others tumbled to earth. Although some half a dozen or so players down the years could be regarded as really great, Trumper, as Carter said, merits a niche of his own. He brought to the game an artistry, a talent, and an inherent modesty not manifested by any other cricketer. In short, he possessed all the graces.


⋆     ⋆     ⋆


Sydney Francis Barnes is generally reckoned to be the greatest of all bowlers. He took 189 wickets in 27 Tests: 7 a match – an average no one else has remotely approached. But he could easily have played twice as many Tests had he bent more willingly to authority, or played for a fashionable county. His magnificent bowling and truculent spirit are both captured in this remembrance. Its author, Bernard Hollowood, played with Barnes for Staffordshire, and himself ended up as editor of Punch.


BERNARD HOLLOWOOD


The Greatest of Bowlers (1970)


Easily the greatest of Staffordshire cricketers was Sydney Francis Barnes, who was born on 19 April 1873.


Three years ago, on the Saturday of a Lord’s Test, I spotted him in the pavilion. He was alone, puffing at his pipe and glaring out through the Long Room window at the sun-drenched arena. I had not seen him since 1935 and I was amazed to find so little change in him. He stood as straight as a guardsman, and was as lean and leathery as in his heyday. As I watched him I remembered the profound shock I had experienced on first seeing him strip for action at Birkenhead Park. He then had seemed indecently ancient, senile almost . . . One corner of the changing-room was roped off by his paraphernalia, his shirts, liniments, embrocations, bandages, elastic supports; and a fearful odour seeped from this clutter. It was the smell of hospitals. I looked for formaldehyde and other embalming fluids, for crutches, wooden legs and scars of operations.


Barney was already a legend in my family. He was a contemporary of my father’s and because I thought of my old man as . . . well, old, I naturally enough considered Syd as having one and a half feet in the grave. But he was a spry old bird and kept himself in good condition by regular exercise, moderation in all things, an enquiring mind and steady application in his civilian job as clerk and calligrapher.


But that was more than thirty years ago. Now, here he was, the same man, still glaring from furrowed brows, still stiff enough to suggest rigor mortis. After five minutes of nostalgic rumination I approached him.


‘Mr Barnes,’ I said, ‘you won’t know me, but . . .’


His head jerked from the cricket, his eyes twinkled and his face broke into the familiar smile of truculent superiority.


‘Hollowood,’ he said, ‘Bernard Hollowood, Albert’s lad. How are you?’


We shook hands and I congratulated him on his state of preservation. He began to talk about my father, about what Albert would have done to the rubbishy bowling being served up by the Test idols in the middle, and then he was suddenly engulfed by fans, young codgers of seventy and eighty, who descended on him like a pack of cub reporters. And of course I lost him.


My father regarded Barnes as the greatest bowler of all time, though he invariably spoke disparagingly of him in other contexts than cricket. They had played together for Staffordshire during Syd’s golden years and had battled against each other on numerous occasions in the League. Barnes, my father said, was as mean as they come, and ‘difficult’ – by which I understood him to mean that he didn’t care very much for Barnes’s brand of heavy sarcasm and bitter comment. But there was no doubt whatever about his genius. ‘Oh, yes, he could bowl ’em all, but he got his wickets with fast leg breaks. Marvellous, absolutely marvellous, he was. Fast leg breaks and always on a length.’ Others, Barnes included, have claimed that he bowled every known ball except the googly – swingers, off breaks, top spinners, the lot. But undoubtedly his chef d’œuvre was the leg break. He took a long run, a bounding, springy run, and as his arm came over in a perfect action, mid-on and mid-off could hear the snap of his long fingers as they rolled and squeezed the ball into its revolutionary parabola. There has been no one like him. O’Reilly could bend them from leg, but not with Barnes’s consistency or devil: Douglas Wright could bowl fastish leg breaks, but not on the length that destroys and goes on destroying.


He was a strange man, a social misfit in the cricket scene of Victorian, Edwardian and Georgian days. He might have been a Keir Hardie or a George Lansbury or a Frank Cousins if he had turned his mind to politics, for he was forever kicking against the pricks and quarrelling with the Establishment. He considered himself undervalued by his employers, insufficiently recognized, and overworked, and he would down tools as readily as an East End docker. Throughout his long playing career he carried outsize chips on his shoulder, and not one of the many clubs he played for could ever be certain of his unqualified loyalty and cooperation.


He resented discipline not because he wanted complete freedom but as a matter of principle. At all levels of the game he had to be handled with kid gloves – by captains, colleagues and committees. Outspoken himself, he resented outspokenness in others and displayed acute sensibility to any word or deed that slighted his personal Bill of Rights. Put on to bowl at the ‘wrong’ end, he would scowl and sulk and develop mysterious physical disorders, sprains and strains. Time and time again his career was broken by some real or imagined injustice. He would be on top of the world, the master bowler wanted by his country, a dozen counties, scores of league clubs: and then he would disappear from public view. At the height of his powers he dropped out of the England team for years at a stretch. He sampled county cricket, played a match or two and quit.


The most common reason for these surprising exits was finance. Cricketers are poorly paid today: in Barnes’s time they scratched a living and unless they found jobs during the winter – which wasn’t easy – those with family responsibilities existed only marginally above the subsistence line. The old pro of the sentimental school of cricket writers is a dear fellow, nut-brown and salty-tongued, who reminisces cheerfully with pipe and pint at every opportunity. In reality, a majority of the county cricketers who ended their careers before the Hitler war found their middle and old age blighted by poverty. There were no pension funds for them, no large lump sums from benefit matches, and only a handful, the spectacularly successful, picked up good money on the side from journalism, authorship, lecturing, advertising, coaching and sponsoring. There was no money in radio, and television was not yet in action.


The players had no union to protect them, so that they were more or less compelled to accept whatever wage their counties thought reasonable, and the counties were governed by autocratic amateurs who treated the professionals with the kindly condescension that they reserved for their domestic servants, gardeners and local tradesmen. And it was this that made Barnes see red. His trouble, at root, was that he demanded equality of opportunity and the abolition of class distinctions fifty or sixty years before the rest of the country, and at a time when the lot of the vast majority was docile servitude.


His take-it-or-leave-it attitude of no compromise was a new phenomenon in industrial relations – on the employees’ side – and obviously it produced deadlock when matched by similar obstinacy from the bosses. Barnes asked for travelling expenses on top of his wage; the county told him that the wage included the travelling expenses; Barnes said that if they didn’t meet his modest request he would leave the club; the county said they couldn’t be dictated to by players. End of contract. Barney retires fuming to his tent. He told the Lancashire secretary that he expected the county to find him a decent job during the winter and was rebuffed, the secretary saying that ‘it couldn’t be bothered’. Barnes was promised a benefit match if he served the club dutifully and successfully for eight years, and Syd asked for the Roses Match, Lancashire v. Yorkshire, at Old Trafford on a bank holiday. The secretary explained that the club had never done as much for other players and couldn’t make an exception for Barnes. So Barnes walked out.


On the field he was always a trier, always active mentally and physically. He wanted the game to be run his way and was openly critical of almost every captain he played under. If his advice was not heeded he grumbled and then retreated into cold fury. He set himself the highest standards of play and could not tolerate inefficiency in others. His masters paid by results and Barnes sweated and schemed to achieve rewarding figures, and anyone who reduced the effectiveness of his efforts through slackness, inability or misfortune had to suffer the consequences, scathing looks and words and a display of icy scorn.


His colleagues admired his skills, but were terrified of incurring his displeasure and found games with him a sore trial. So there was no great outcry when the selectors omitted the name Barnes, S. F., from their national elevens. I suspect that on these occasions – and they were numerous – all the more easy-going Players and most of the Gentlemen breathed a sigh of relief . . .


Barnes was always certain that he knew better than the umpire, and his method of registering displeasure with a decision was to stare at the official hard and long, his lean features loaded with disgust and contempt. These staring sessions seemed to last for minutes on end and were acutely embarrassing to everyone except Barnes. I was batting with him in his last match for Staffordshire at Castleford in 1935 when he was given out, lbw, to the Yorkshire fast bowler Hargreaves. From the other end he looked dead in front, but Barnes stood his ground and glowered at the umpire for so long that I honestly thought he had refused to go. The fielders watched, immobile and fascinated, and the umpire looked distinctly uncomfortable. Then, with the passing of aeons, old Syd turned and marched to the pavilion with a face like that of Mr Hyde.


Thirty years ago I wrote a piece for the Boy’s Own Paper in which I described Barnes’s method of psychological warfare against tremulous batsmen.




All who have been fortunate enough to play with him . . . are agreed that as a bowler of length and spin, Barnes has no equal. Even one of our youngest cricketers, the record-breaking Len Hutton, has said, ‘One of my best innings was against Sydney Barnes when I was sixteen; I scored 69 not out.’ I remember that innings of Hutton’s, and I recall the warm praise it received from Barnes. The master, or the ‘maestro’ as he is known in Staffordshire, turns the ball with equal facility from leg or off without ever losing a perfect length. His field placing is a work of art. It is not a matter of ‘a bit deeper’ or ‘round a little’. When Barnes moves him a fieldsman must proceed to an appointed spot, mathematically determined, and stay there.


Denbighshire were batting and near ‘stumps’ on the first day had lost three wickets – all to Barnes. The game had been held up by rain and Staffordshire badly wanted another wicket before the close. The last over was called and the spectators moved to the gates. Barnes was bowling. The batsman defended stubbornly. Five balls were played carefully. Then, in the middle of his long springy run for the last ball, Barnes stopped. He motioned to me at point (two yards from the bat). His long fingers made some sign which I did not understand, but I moved round to silly mid-off. After all, there was only one ball. Once again Barnes turned to bowl, and once again his eyes swept the field as he began his run up to the wicket. I was watching, my hands cupped. His delivery arm was almost over when he halted suddenly, and looked at me with a face as black as thunder. Then, while the crowd laughed derisively, he walked up the pitch and led me (almost by the hand) to the position he had in mind. ‘The old buffer,’ I thought. ‘How does he know what the batsman will do?’


By this time the poor batsman was in a terrible state. He looked hard at me, and I saw panic in his eyes. Barnes bowled. The batsman prodded forward and the ball popped, so gently, into my waiting hands. It was typical of the ‘maestro’.




. . . My last memory of him will always be of Barnes sitting late at night in the lounge of a Manchester hotel. He is surrounded by young Staffordshire players and we are begging him to reveal some of his secrets. We buy him drinks and he twinkles and chuckles. He rolls a ball in his long fingers and manipulates it like an Epstein fondling a clay bust. The topspinner like this, see! The leg break like so. The outswinger, well, hold the ball this way . . . It is obvious that he considers the demonstration a waste of time. He can tell us what to do, but we couldn’t possibly do it. There was only one Barnes. ‘Whatever you do,’ he adds, ‘don’t bowl outside the off stump. Don’t wait for the batsman to get himself out – always attack, and always bowl at the stumps.’


Finally, let me quote from Ian Peebles on Barnes. In his excellent book Batter’s Castle Ian writes:




Walter Robins was playing for Sir Julien Cahn’s team, a very strong side, against Staffordshire at Stoke, and was amongst those shot out for less than 80 by the youthful sixty-year-old Barnes. The position was indeed parlous when they came in to bat again, well behind, and Sir Julien took desperate counsel of Walter, who recommended one and all having a bash. To this suggestion Sir J. replied that he had better lead the way, so that Walter in due course took middle and leg and awaited his first experience of Barnes with the new ball. It was quite something; in fact, Walter recalls it as one of the most beautiful overs he has ever seen bowled. The first was the outswinger, which just missed the off stump. The second was an in-dipper, and the defender pulled his umbilicus smartly out of the way as it shot over the leg stump. The next was a leg break and, just to keep things symmetrical, this missed the off stump again; a yorker, an off break and then the last ball of the over, another leg break. Trying to smother it, the batsman just snicked it and almost before it arrived in the wicketkeeper’s gloves all present appealed. To their astonishment, and that of the striker, the umpire said, ‘Not out,’ and Walter lived to fight another day, or at least another over. Be it said for Sir Julien, who liked to win, that on seeing his adviser in such a tangle he laughed until he cried. Meanwhile Walter had come to a powerful decision, and at the start of the next over, abandoning all thought of trying to parry this superb artistry, he rushed down the wicket and let the bat go. In the circumstances it was sheer vandalism, but it worked, and 16 runs came from the face, edges and back of the bat. This was too much for Barnes, who, with the temperament inseparable from genius, snatched his sweater and left the battle to lesser fry.
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