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Glenn McGrath bounces Sri Lankan Asanka Gurusinha, MCG, December 1995.
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Ryan Harris bends the back against the old enemy.
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Harris’s efforts are met with success.











CONTENTS


Introduction








	1. 	Fred Spofforth: the OG






	2. 	Keith Miller: the natural






	3. 	Ray Lindwall: the first superstar






	4. 	Alan Davidson: Benaud’s Banks






	5. 	Graham McKenzie: a solitary beacon






	6. 	Dennis Lillee: the gilded Lillee






	7. 	Jeff Thomson: ace of pace






	8. 	Max Walker: the Max factor






	9. 	Rodney Hogg: lone loony






	10. 	Craig McDermott: the kid was all right






	11. 	Merv Hughes: a lot of Merv






	12. 	Glenn McGrath: never the fastest, just the best






	13. 	Jason Gillespie: dizzy spells






	14. 	Brett Lee: pride of pace






	15. 	Ryan Harris: the exception






	16. 	Mitchell Johnson: thunder on the horizon






	17. 	Mitchell Starc, Josh Hazlewood and Pat Cummins: fearsome synergy






	18. 	Honourable mentions









Bibliography


About the author




[image: ]




Speedsters such as Brett Lee are major drawcards to the game.









INTRODUCTION


Fast bowlers are cricket’s gift. They keep on giving to lovers of the game and to the game itself, perpetually bestowing upon it the promise of danger – and beauty – and contributing elements to its very reportage it would not otherwise have. As soon as they became a fixture in the late 19th century, thanks mainly to the alarming exploits of our own Fred ‘Demon’ Spofforth, it was on! The engagement of batsman and bowler has been described in terms of battle ever since. It’s almost impossible to see it any other way, even considering the aesthetics of the encounter.


The beauty of the fast bowler’s art – the fluid, dramatic or driving approach and explosive or graceful release – can only really be appreciated in terms of its reciprocal relationship with danger. Evenly yoked together, they have always brought out the best in one another. Entwined like a double helix, they provide superior DNA, transforming what might have been a good pastime into a great sport.


Thanks to fast bowlers, cricket uniquely combines the sunshiny, chirruping, pastoral idyll with a different, dark, suffocating reality; cocktails the scent of freshly mown grass with the smell of blood. Thanks to fast bowlers, the job of opening the batting in a Test match is probably the most nerve-racking task in world sport. An average of 50 for an opener is a remarkable feat and would be worth at least five runs more if he was batting down the order.


Without these merchants of speed, the thing that lends cricket ambiguous charm and tension – its defining divergence – would be absent. Without them cricket might still be described using the vocabulary of war, but the description would be of abstracted or symbolic conflict, like that of a game of chess: fascinating, but merely representative, a simulacrum, lacking that thrill of real-world peril.


To bat against fast bowling, to ‘get behind’ it and to select, then play, shots against it, takes a complex array of nerve, skill, decision-making, reflex and attitude that cricket outsiders barely understand. They believe it is outrageous to compare, for example, the courage of any mere cricketer with that of an F1 driver, whose control, certainty, vision and daring at high speed flow from a rare talent; or a boxer, who has the guts to enter a ring with another man intent on humiliating him by publicly clubbing him into oblivion with his fists; or an AFL player who fearlessly dives head down into fierce, high-speed, colliding packs to retrieve a ball.


But put a bat into the hands of a Lewis Hamilton, Tyson Fury or Joel Selwood and send him out to open the batting against Starc, Hazlewood, Cummins, Rabada, Archer, Roach and company and he’d soon discover that batting against such men requires an entirely different order of courage and facility. His only means of defending against them – the bat – would be as a wiffle stick to a rail-gun projectile. Adapting his reactions to the task of hitting, or avoiding, a fast ball so fast that even utterance of the word ‘fast’ takes twice as long as it does for the ball to arrive is a demand even a seasoned batsman finds problematic. The world of choice, decision and execution available to him needs to be contained inside that fraction of a second. If the ball’s passage takes 0.4 of a second, the batsman needs to select his shot and move into it in about 0.3. There is no time for hesitation or, worse, error. As for the batting novice or the competitor of modest talent, the bowler wouldn’t need to be of express pace to have him in dire straits from ball one.


I recall spending an afternoon at the SCG with Josh Hazlewood as he underwent rehabilitation in 2012, using state-of-the-art equipment. As he bowled, gadgetry measuring and locating flexion and physical load and representing it in bars, graphs and images beeped, flashed and pulsed. Some bloke – a journalist, I think, and a park cricketer who was a proud member of the opening-bat fraternity – decided to get into the net while Hazlewood lazily rolled his arm over. It was hardly Plimpton’s first-hand ring encounter with Ali, but it was hectic enough for the poor correspondent. Try as he might – he had decent enough technique – he just couldn’t react quickly enough and was clearly flustered by the bounce.


He asked Hazlewood how fast he thought he was bowling. ‘Somewhere in the 80s,’ the bowler replied. You could see the man’s shock. Shane Warne, a leg-spinner, sometimes topped 90 km/h. Double that and you have Thomson, by many accounts. There is no short course to elite batsmanship. Even an experienced batsman who struggles against the very fastest bowlers has painstakingly developed, calibrated and mastered the components of his complex skill from junior years, and he is generally impressive.


The fast bowler himself is equal parts athlete and aesthete. Almost every fast bowler, no matter how tough and no matter how unsympathetic to the plight of the man at the other end, has an artistic drive – hence the attendant theatrics, orations and conjurations. Jeff Thomson was one exception. The conveyance of the ball was his art and he required no frills, but lurking inside even Thommo was a fussing connoisseur who strove for a personal ideal of fast-bowling perfection.


Why are these athletes who are able to launch a ball so unutterably fast in need of words at all, or other ploys? Because a good batsman needs to be owned. Because an inexpressibly express bowler is like an unbeatably gigantic Goliath, who only needs to take a step forward to make a whole army retreat. He’s a show of strength to opponents. He renders their dressing rooms silent. He makes the wait an agonising eternity. He makes the walk out to the centre the batsman’s own Via Dolorosa. This advantage must be spent extravagantly. It must be enhanced strategically in order to ‘mentally disintegrate’ the opposition, as Steve Waugh dubbed the tactic.


Fast bowlers have an artist’s desire to clamp onto the nerves with immediacy. I know: it’s hard to imagine a Merv Hughes performance occupying the same space as a creation by Marina Abramović, David Byrne, Francis Bacon or Samuel Beckett, but that self-same desire in a fast bowler is as compelling as it is in any artist. He generally needs a batsman to feel the sensation, if possible, before the process of bowling has even begun. Hence the theatrics.


This effect on batsmen and their teams is one reason captains love fast bowlers. When an opposing batsman walks out to face his beast the captain, usually a batsman himself, understands well that everything in that batsman’s life, on every plane, is instantly reduced to happenings on the field. He is at the mercy of a hurler who is electrically attracted to him, as inescapably as an electron to a proton. That batsman even struggles to retain control of mind-matter interaction (perhaps even bowel motion!) as the bowler strives to wrest it from him. Good fast bowlers give a captain consciousness-enveloping, quantum-level options.


But producing beauty in the face of such struggle and danger, storm and stress is also the batsman’s glory. A great player of spin is something to behold; his skills are admirable. In the case of a capable player of fast bowling, to skill we add courage. Momentous innings have often been tide turners, odds beaters, when batsmen have been required to create art – or at least compete – inside a world of pain and fear, colleagues retreating or collapsing all around. Sometimes those innings have needed to be ugly, but then ugliness is no more the inverse of beauty than a dog is the opposite of a cat.


Together, the fast bowler with the dramatic ‘V’ of his delivery and the batsman attempting to impose his own signature in arcs all over the ground engage in a dramatic, kinetic transfer of energy, a clash of nervous systems.


Now, to address the pachyderm that has been filling the parlour since November 2014.


Justin Langer was the batsman who most often likened batting to combat, and no one is more qualified to speak of it in those terms. He was felled often enough and, like the best of fighters, he got up, in pain and possibly fear, and resumed his technique.


Many of the fast bowlers written about in these pages traded in dread. Lindwall, Thomson and Hughes in particular had plenty to say and the ability to back it up, to hurt a batsman if they needed to, but their ability to hit a batsman or any target at will or to make it known that they could do so has been indispensable to cricket’s lore. They are much more skilled marksmen than many realise.


Malcolm Marshall once said to David Boon, who was batting stubbornly, ‘Are you goin’ to get out now, Boonie, or am I goin’ to have to come around the wicket and kill you?’ He was kidding about the outcome, of course. Marshall was like any other fast bowler: he didn’t like seeing anyone hurt, but if he hit a batsman it was often because, tactically, he felt it was time to have him removed.


I recall being at the SCG in 1976-77 when Lillee was bowling to the majestic Pakistani, Majid Khan. Majid was distinguished by his white floppy hat. Lillee bounced him. The hat came off. We all laughed as Majid picked it up, walked up to Lillee and gave it to him. Only when researching this book did I unearth the background to this incident: in 1975, Lillee had a bet with Majid that the next time he bowled to him, he’d knock that floppy hat off his head. Majid said, ‘If you manage that, you can keep it!’ Lillee still has it.


John Snow, Ray Illingworth’s ruthless trump card and in-house bard, once said ‘speed defeats reactions’. You’ll notice that phrase bobs up occasionally in these chapters. Speed does indeed defeat reaction, and that makes a batsman’s faith in his technique against almost-insurmountable quick bowling all the more admirable. Excellent technique, whether classical or idiosyncratic, applied steadfastly has often overcome the most virulent bowling.


Fast bowlers – all cricketers, in fact – understand the element of danger in cricket but they also see its importance, to them as players and to the spectators. It’s not necessarily because fans are sadists or voyeurs, though they are undoubtedly among us.


In 2009 I wrote a piece for The Age titled ‘In defence of the knockout’. In that piece I made the point that spectators didn’t necessarily want to see a boxer hurt, but they didn’t want that possibility removed either. After the death of Phillip Hughes, certain members of the medical profession and others came out against the prevailing mentality of fast bowlers and cricket, as they often have against boxers and boxing.


But, generally, attitudes among medical professionals range from moral offence at anything that involves deliberately hurting another through to complete advocacy, based on the premise that we have free agency to do the things that potentially destroy us or even unquestionably kill us over time such as smoking, imbibing or overeating. We play sport at our risk, they argue, but that risk is also the attraction. The former group advocates prohibition; the latter’s concern is harm minimisation.


Harm minimisation risks diminishing one of cricket’s fascinations. What I argued in the boxing article is just as applicable to cricket: the moderates are the greatest threat to the sport; those who believe boxing should remain, in modified form, with large, pillowy gloves and headgear; those who believe the armour of a batsman should evolve with technology until the batsman is utterly invulnerable, as long as he retains the flexibility to play all his shots.


If cricket, especially Test cricket, is to survive it needs to retain the spectacular feature and its accompanying risk that contains the possibility of the sport’s demise and pain for a batsman. It’s what the knockout gives boxing: glorious possibility. The essence of conflict is not just the fight for supremacy; it is the struggle for victory over pain and the fear of it.


If cricket, particularly Test and first-class cricket, wants people to keep coming the game needs to retain the beauty of danger. I think our current need for gladiators is a sign of cultural senescence, but today that need seems greater than ever. Perhaps if people are worried about safety this craving should be addressed, but those who want to watch are barely to blame for the social conditions that create their demand, much less the bowlers who want to intimidate a batsman – or the men and women who fight. They merely provide a service.


Perhaps you can see why boxing references abound in this book.


A last word on our subject: there are fast bowlers, and there are Australian fast bowlers. They seem to be a breed of their own, but it’s hard to pinpoint why. Out of the elusive commonalities they share, an occasional archetype would arise – indefinably ‘typical’. There’s no test for it, but if some fast bowler’s United Nations assembled and Merv Hughes walked in, preceded by his ample belly and his profuse mo, they might at first assume he was in the wrong place. Discovering he was, in fact, a member of their fraternity, they’d probably conclude he must be Australian. Merv was decidedly an Australian fast bowler but then, so was the less-excitable, ambling surfie Thommo. So was renegade Rod Hogg, in his way, and the ‘bushie’, McGrath.


A dearth of dominating opening bowlers has always been depressing to Australian fans. We don’t feel at all embarrassed by our current embarrassment of riches. At those times when we had just one quick bowler toting the heavy load he’d be admired, even if not acclaimed. Lawson, McKenzie, Walker and McDermott come to mind.


The Aussie fast bowler has often been larger than life, squinnying one moment, squashing the hopes of a hapless batsman the next, like Hogg; pulling off an act of mad novelty and attracting criticism as a routine, like Lillee; predicting the precise manner of a man’s demise and risking accusations of boorishness or bullying, like McGrath; dismantling the edifice of a man’s best hopes like some cold-eyed tradesman, as Lindwall did.


Since Lindwall and Miller, Australia has germinated many a fast-bowling champion. They seem to have reached a critical mass and now, as cultural hothouses do (Britain’s 1960s music scene; Jamaican athletics; the Lake Poets; the Harlem Renaissance), we’ve produced a sudden inflorescence admired by other nations. Lillee learned from Lindwall. He, in turn, was there at many turning points in recent Australian cricket history, as shall be outlined. McGrath, as unofficial head of the fast-bowling cartel, imparts his wisdom today, ably assisted by sage ex-players such as Damien Fleming.


It might be drawing a long bow to say that fast bowlers have been the arrowhead of national identity but to Australia, a pint-sized Johnny-come-lately feeling the need to prove itself to the world ever since its beginnings as a snotty urchin with authority issues, sporting achievement has always been the speediest route to selfhood. We’ve stridden around world cricket’s small universe, dominating it for the last century and a half, and our fast bowlers, beginning with the Demon himself, have done much of the heavy work, forging and searing a path to that acceptance and admiration we seem to crave and giving cricket and its fans a spellbinding spectacle.


One final note on the Australian fast bowlers selected to receive a chapter in this book. None of those who appeared in the Honourable Mentions chapter or who were omitted from the book were less worthy in any way. For a start, we might easily have located half the book in the pre-modern era, before World War II, or the entire book in the modern era. There were no specific weighting factors; space was obviously an issue. Decisions simply needed to be made about context, significance, story value, currency and impact. Every man in this book has been a magnificent servant of Australian cricket. Their achievements and their struggles – their very attainment of a position in Australia’s national sides – are recommendation enough. None of them went through it in the hope that some random scribe might wave the magic wand of approval.
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Don’t be fooled by Spofforth’s dapper appearance off the field. He perfected the fast-bowler death stare long before anyone labelled it as such.




1


FRED SPOFFORTH


THE OG
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At The Oval you have to pass the bowler on the way to the crease and as I got near Spofforth he sort of fixed me. His look went through me like a red-hot poker. Half-way down the wicket somethin’ made me turn round and look at him over my shoulder. And there he was, still fixin’ me with his eye. Spofforth was no bowler off the field; he were a hyfast-bowler pnotist.


– English opponent Billy Barnes
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	STATISTICS
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	Tests

	18






	Wickets

	94






	Average

	18.41






	Five wickets in an innings

	7






	Ten wickets in a match

	4









History has given the Demon a bum rap. People have taken the ol’ Nick name way too literally. Portrayed all too often as cricket’s original evil angel, cast from the heavens to forge a dishonourable code for a new breed of cricketer known as the fast bowler, Fred Spofforth has for too long strutted through cricket’s annals as a Mephistophelean caricature.


Apart from the odd faintly glaring incident, perhaps a smidge notorious, a hint unhinged, it seems the reputation was utterly undeserved. For example, it appears Fred did suffer a touch of white-line fever, as we call it today, and didn’t mind backing up a good sledge with a little physical action if the occasion demanded, but he was a genial man and, besides, the bastards deserved it the minute they put on that Pommy cap! 


No doubt he did get that thousand-yard stare at times and might have been liable to take a swing at anything on the field once he passed through the gate – opponents, seagulls – but it must be said in his defence he was a humourist with a wry turn. He probably delivered the straight left that flattened Dick Barlow with an ironic twist. Give Fred his due! 


If it’s disrepute you’re after, look to true miscreants such as Lillee, who once dared to take block with an aluminium bat, only to toss it away in a fit of pique when the opposition complained. No such hissy fits for Fred. No, Fred handled a similar situation like an honourable nineteenth-century gentleman. The first high-profile cricketer to wear spikes, he immediately came under scrutiny for tearing up the pitches, but that was a matter for the authorities to deal with, not some pompous Pommy opponent.


It was patently unwise for Lancashire’s Barlow to complain out in the middle. Fred might have been the earliest form of Lillee but he was above all that tossing of hardware or, for that matter, any gentle boot to the derriere, as Lillee administered to Miandad, an incident our puling, pampered, contemporary sports press have never let go. Fred tossed the aforementioned straight left, popped Barlow on the snout and knocked him into the next week, from which vantage point he immediately saw the error of his ways.


But give Fred credit: he could throw an equally devastating one-liner. Fred was loved everywhere but the cricket field. A bank clerk by profession, he had a reputation as a gracious raconteur with an interest in horticulture and botany. When he took up residence in England after his cricket career ended (his father was, believe it or not, a Yorkshireman), he satisfied his vestigial competitive urge at horticultural shows in addition to making a patriotic statement by planting Australian natives in his English grounds. A good archetype is nothing if not symbolic.


Despite some of his agricultural rantings (see below), he was an articulate and observant man whose reminiscences appeared in various cricket publications and who once wrote a dissertation on fast bowling for Great Bowlers and Fielders: Their methods at a glance (Macmillan & Co., 1906) by the great cricket scribe C.B. Fry and cricket journalism’s first snapper of note, G.W. Beldam.


Fred would get a little excited, that’s all.


He’s probably lucky he played cricket when he did and that none of his more indelicate deeds were preserved on film. On the other hand, these days they might have got him his own reality television show along with a micro-mansion with SMEG appliances, plus a Tesla and a Rolex. What we know for certain is that he was the wild colonial who struck the Ashes flame at The Oval in 1882. In cricket, an act doesn’t get more significant than that.
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Fred Spofforth (front, right) in 1884, posing as part of an uncharacteristically informal Australian cricket team shot for the era.




Spofforth’s legend says little of a versatile, imaginative and intelligent bowler. A 6'3" (195 cm) whipcord, Spofforth was tall for his day, an imposing figure as he strode in and launched with cracking power. He has often been described as the first true tearaway, though it’s believed these days that he actually relied more on accuracy and stamina than outright pace. It’s debatable whether the Demon was as fast as today’s quicks, but we don’t know for sure and besides, in an era when people still thought the human body would disintegrate if it was propelled at more than 40 mph in one of those newfangled horseless carriages, everything else was in similar proportion.


We do know that, unlike any fast bowler before him, Fred explored the art’s possibilities, making full use of all the space available at the bowling crease, varying his attack, adjusting his speed as he moved through his gears from slow, medium and fast-medium through to the odd wicked express delivery. If a batsman caused him affront by hanging around, he’d get overdrive. Fred’s repertoire of deliveries included an accurate yorker, a fast off-break and even a top-spinner.


In 1878 Spofforth first came to the notice of Englishmen, in whose presence the colonial cringe was still expected. People make much of India or the West Indies breaking the colonial yoke and expressing their new identities through cricket, but many forget Australia suffered under that load in its first century of existence as an outpost of penal provenance.


Fred was an historical inflection point. Apart from a few notable pugilists, the colony in the mid to late nineteenth century still had very little vision of nationhood to give the transplanted rabble higher aspirations, a sense of independent identity. Farming, smithying, woodcutting, fighting and other sports were beginning to spawn fit, strong, independent young men who wanted to prove themselves to the world.


Hemmed in on all sides by ocean, the colony had developed powerful social norms but it needed heroes and a common enemy. Nascent sports such as cricket were ready made to provide them. Cricket’s hero was Fred; the enemy was England. They were a natural enemy. As the sons of free settlers grew up, the colonial elite, who still maintained a spiritual connection to the mother country, were appalled to inhabit a nation of displaced devils with little respect for English values.


By Fred’s time the convict strain was much more influential than their lofty ideals and gave rise to certain forceful attitudes and attributes: distrust of overlords, coarse language and a hatred of laggers or telltales. Spiritually Fred was a result of it and in England, certainly, he was the eagle who caused more than a flutter in cricket’s delightful dovecote.


That year of 1878, against the mighty MCC team, an outfit that had previously inspired not just fear but obsequiousness among visiting sides, Fred, obviously lacking any sense of history, was having none of that respect business. He was Australia’s winged keel: unprecedented, unacceptable and, if possible, illegal.
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Richie Benaud unveiled a statue of Spofforth at the SCG in 2009.


Not only did he take most of the wickets in Australia’s victory at Lord’s – 10 for 20 in a nine-wicket win – but he unveiled an aggressive and disrespectful tactic utterly foreign to English soil: the death stare. Every batsman who dared face the Demon was balefully eyeballed, and if he stayed too long he’d receive a mouthful to go with it. Shortly afterward he’d almost invariably be trudging back to the rooms, his stumps and his soul in disarray.


‘I verily believe he has frightened more batsmen out than many bowlers have fairly and squarely beaten,’ teammate George Giffen wrote at the time.


One of Fred’s second-innings victims in the MCC match was that archetype of the bloviating Brit, the good Doctor himself, W.G. Grace. If ever you sought a living definition of the difference between sportsmanship and gamesmanship, look no further. The Doc, never renowned for living up to his surname, was always a deeply satisfying wicket. Of course, he never got along with Australians. Sometimes he’d simply stand there largely, even after being clean bowled, and request that the umpire seriously reconsider his decision.


After the corpulent Doc cascaded down the Lord’s stairs like the delivery of a half-tonne of coals, he was met by a Spofforth glare that could only be described as insane. A minute later, as Grace was shovelling his girth right back up those steps, Fred was indulging in an over-the-top celebration at least a century ahead of its time, hopping and hooting hysterically and screaming, ‘Bowled! Bowled! Bowled!’ On this occasion the Doc departed hastily, avoiding, no doubt, a celebratory rap on the proboscis from the clearly cracked Fred, who was charging around unseeingly, his eyeballs having retreated somewhere into the back of his head (see also Rodney Hogg).


Afterward, Grace declared Spofforth had bowled the first swerve ball he’d ever witnessed, meaning Spofforth might have been, among other things, the first exponent of swing bowling.


Australia routed the Englishmen for 19 and 33. After reaping his 10 wickets for 20, Fred, not only a Lillee prototype but also a protopest (see also Merv Hughes), twirled around the rooms in what was described at the time as his typical demoniac fashion, loudly proclaiming, ‘Ain’t I a demon? Ain’t I a demon?’ His self-styled sobriquet stuck.


Spofforth was a pioneer and innovator. The first of the overarm fast-bowling terrors, he was there when Test cricket began in 1876, debuting in the second match of the first-ever ‘Test’ series (retrospectively conferred by Wisden), played at the MCG, which consisted of players from a combined New South Wales-Victorian side against the English. The headstrong Fred had refused to play in the first match, protesting that his friend and New South Wales teammate Billy Murdoch had been passed over for the wicketkeeping job by Victoria’s Jack Blackham.


During the 1878 and 1880 England tours, Australia won most of their games and Spofforth took an unbelievable 748 wickets at a cost of around six runs each – cheap, even considering the exchange rate. The Australians’ enthusiasm and ability impressed the English and, like many a subsequent quick bowler, Fred fired the imagination of cricket followers, especially in Australia, and helped to popularise the game and make beating England at cricket as thrilling to Aussies as beating Americans at just about anything these days.


Fred had the physical size, strength, whip-like propulsion and mental and manual dexterity to take overarm bowling to new levels, and for this alone cricket lovers should be grateful for him. Only a decade or so before he arrived the MCC had finally drafted Law 10, legalising overarm bowling as long as the arm was straight and the action smooth. Fred was the first significant product of this most fortunate of all developments in cricket’s storied history. That he also happened to be an insouciant colonial only added tang to the tale.


Why was this reluctantly made rule change so important, and why did it add significance to Spofforth’s advent? Contemplate the unimaginable for a moment: envisage the persistence of cricket played with underarm bowlers and today you’d see something perhaps akin to royal tennis, which still happens to occupy an arcane corner of the same universe as its evolved variety.


If overarm bowling had not been legalised and seized upon by men such as Fred you’d see a sport played not in today’s revered arenas but on sequestered English lawns. You’d hear not the thunder of multitudes but isolated shouts of ‘Mind the divots, fellows!’, ‘Bravo, well struck, Fotherington-Smythe!’ and ‘Huzzah, the cucumber sandwiches have arrived! Digestive, Vicar?’ You’d see a game in which bowling overarm and above a certain pace, even imparting too much turn, would simply be not cricket, chap! If the colonies retained this pursuit at all you’d be talking in hushed tones (in libraries), not of Viv Richards, Imran Khan or the Demon but rather the Master Pastor, the ‘Ill-tempered Alley Cat of Lahore’ or Fred the ‘rather horrid’ Spofforth. And of course no one would be covering it, save the odd report in Masonic News or The Royal Gazette.


Pre-Fred bowlers were no doubt good at what they did, but from today’s standpoint even the greatest exponent of underarm bowling would be something like the bloke who can whisper Nessun dorma loudest. The game was never going to be considered an athletic pursuit of any sort as long as they delivered the ball the way they did. Maybe a Packer-style breakaway French cricket league would have become its most extreme manifestation.


Instead we got Fred and cricket got the frisson of danger, the gift of scandal, the potential of humiliation and pain. Fred noticed the early English practitioners of overarm bowling, saw the possibilities, noted that it hadn’t yet violated any accepted conventions and resolved to take the art and cricket to new places where it would. For the batsmen of the day it would be an introduction to the seventh circle of hell.


Fred had ’em all ducking for cover. He certainly had the qualities of precision and resilience, but contemporary accounts of his bowling leave no doubt: they describe a menacing quick bowler with a physical presence large enough to rival that of the good Doctor himself.


And a remarkably consistent wicket taker.


Naturally the Poms had a bit of a problem with him. Ructions and recriminations were inevitable in England if Australia was to begin dominating the relationship. Sure enough, in 1882 after the touring Aussies defeated the English at The Oval by seven runs, the Ashes concept was born. It was not so much defeat as the disappointing nature of the loss that caused English despair. In the fourth innings, chasing 85, they required a mere 34 to win with seven wickets in hand. With the win in sight, and smelling blood suffused with hubris, they made the mistake of baiting the Aussies with barbs about their inferior colonial status.


Of course, Fred got mad. Surveying a changing room full of despondent Aussies, he snarled, ‘This thing can be done’ (see also Lillee). Fred then went out and did it, sending seven of the traumatised limey blighters back to the pavilion for a mere 28 runs. It was a rousing rout.


Grace came to rue his own on-field bombast, for once, and the Australians came to savour the sadistic satisfaction of crushing haughty overlords. It’s been great motivation ever since. In fact, if Spofforth never came to be renowned for anything else, his feat of shutting Grace the hell up was one for the ages and symbolic as all get out, considering what the domineering Doctor represented.


Overall, Fred rudely uprooted 14 English batsmen with his hairy display, setting the tone for future generations of fast bowlers. Throwing down lightning and spite, he metaphorically threw out the figurative book of cricketing etiquette. There was no gentleman’s agreement, no unspoken rule that Fred didn’t violate. If it wasn’t spoken it was broken.


Such hostility, speed and aggression had never before been witnessed on the sceptred isle. His match analysis was 14 for 90 (7/46 and 7/44). Spofforth’s performance in the first Ashes match still stands as the second best in a Test match by any Australian bowler. He also took 7/44 at Sydney in 1883.


After that unexpected and unwelcome seven-run victory, English cricket – or, rather, its hegemony – was mourned. Next day, English paper The Sporting Times published their famous mock obituary, declaring that English cricket’s ashes would be sent to Australia. Like the first Test match, this gesture was only really conferred retrospective significance. Later that year an Adelaide audience had no clue what English captain Ivo Bligh was on about when he spoke of reclaiming those ashes; no one knew whether he was speaking literally or figuratively. Bligh’s team won the deciding match of that series, and a group of Melbourne ladies presented him with a small terracotta urn containing, they said, the ashes of a bail – or a bat, or a veil. Exactly what was burned and urned is uncertain, but the little receptacle has been the symbolic prize ever since.


Bligh’s future wife, Australian born, was among those ladies, and upon Bligh’s death in 1927 she presented the urn to the Marylebone Cricket Club, where the original has remained ever since.


The birth of the Ashes legend was timely as cricketing relations between the two countries could easily have taken a dive, especially following the infamous Sydney riots of 1879, which occurred during a controversial match at the SCG and led the cricket boards of both nations to question the future of Anglo-Australian cricket.


After the 1882 tour Fred varied his speed to allow his wicket-taking off-cutter to be more effective on English pitches and also perfected a very slow delivery, disguising the lot by employing exactly the same action, the variations too subtle for batsmen at the time to discern.


Most contemporaries were in agreement that they had never faced a more difficult or threatening bowler. In only 18 Tests, Spofforth took 94 wickets. His Test bowling average ranks him 11th on the all-time list. The Demon possessed all the world’s best batsmen, and was the only bowler who could claim W.G. Grace as his ‘bunny’ – a very satisfying outcome for any red-blooded antipodean!


Perhaps there was, after all, some truth to all that Mephistophelean metaphor. Fred was Lucifer, plonked into cricket’s tranquil pastoral idyll, questioning the holy edicts, concluding we should not surely die if we ate of the forbidden tree. Fast bowlers, whether they know their history or not, owe him a debt. A bit of today’s vernacular applies solely to Fred among cricketers: he was the OG – the original gangster.
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