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FOREWORD – BY ED SMITH, NATIONAL SELECTOR, ENGLAND CRICKET

English cricket has a special place in the history of sport. As the first fully organised team game, cricket is the father figure of all modern sport. Cricket is also uniquely bound up with English identity, in all its complexity and subtlety. The story of English cricket, to some extent, is also the story of England itself.

This is one of our game’s great strengths – the breadth of opinion and wisdom, the contrasting landscapes, the different approaches to achievement and success, even the range of its accents. There has never been one route to the top in English cricket and there never will be.

The chalk downs of the south where the game was born; the village pitches where cricketing artisans earned a living and elevated the early professional game; the draw of London life with its sporting theatre and new sources of income; the industrial city and the emergence of deep local pride in county sides; the school and university tradition; the competitive cricket of the northern leagues; the local club, from village green to city park.

All these forces have shaped and contributed to English cricket. They are all bound up with our game’s voice and identity, as Simon Wilde’s book explores.

The beauty of English cricket is that it can never be contained or owned by one place or faction. English cricket at its best celebrates the breadth and colour of the country it reflects, represents and, at times, inspires.

Anyone who really serves English cricket, whatever their personal journey through the sport and the country, comes to understand that our game is strongest when it draws on all types of talent and ability.

The story of England cricket is often explored through divisions and conflicts – amateur versus professionals, North versus South, modernisers versus traditionalists. Sometimes, I concede, it is hard to avoid those themes.

If, however, we are considering the story of English cricket in the form of a single life (‘a biography’) then what a great life it has been – full of achievement and adaptability, drama and value, brilliance and resilience. Yes, there have often been tensions inside English cricket. But rich and interesting lives usually have some tension; it is bound up with their creative energy.

As I write these lines, the England one-day side has just scored a scintillating 481 against Australia, breaking its own world record.

Best of all, in the biography of England cricket, the greatest chapters may be yet to come.



CHAPTER 1

Band of Brothers

In February 2017, a special dinner was held at Lord’s to which every living England cricketer, whether they had played Tests, one-day internationals or Twenty20s, was invited. Some were unable to attend, others who had long ago lost contact with colleagues and were no longer involved in the game could not be tracked down, but of the 321 surviving male players, 230 attended – the largest gathering of England cricketers ever assembled in one room. Everyone was given a commemorative tassled cap with their name and personal number on it marking their chronological place in the team’s history. Tables had sitting at them a player who was still actively involved: he presented caps to past players and they in turn gave a piece of card with a few words of advice on it to the latest custodian of the national shirt. Old friendships were renewed and memories revived, and there was general praise for the man whose brainchild the occasion was, the managing director of England cricket Andrew Strauss.

Strauss’s purpose was twofold. He himself had played 100 Test matches, 50 of them as captain, and was conscious of how fleeting many international careers were and how little connection many players actually had with the England team they represented. Even a player as senior as Andrew Flintoff, the star all-rounder of his day and alongside Strauss an Ashes winner in 2005 and 2009, had in the past spoken about how raw he felt at ending his involvement with international cricket. England cricketers were members of a special club, yet how special did they feel? Of the 684 Test cricketers to represent England, almost half appeared five times or fewer, 95 only once.

Strauss also wanted the present generation to tap into what he described as a ‘vast bank of information, knowledge and experience’ of past cricketers, and make them aware they had a responsibility to the cap, the shirt and the nation: they represented their country, but they also represented a team with a distinguished if turbulent and sometimes troubled history stretching back 140 years; some of their predecessors had gone through extraordinary experiences before ever making it onto the field in days long before developmental pathways from age-group cricket to the Test arena had been dreamt up: some had been orphans, some overcame life-threatening illness, some fought in world wars. Some who previously represented England were killed in war. While not suggesting that modern-day players had had life easy – some certainly had not – Strauss in 2017 felt it could only improve them, as people and cricketers, if they gained a better understanding of the past, and what it was they were a part of. What they are part of is the story traced by this book.

•   •   •

The England cricket team cannot boast the glorious traditions of some sporting outfits. They are not the equivalent of the All Blacks in rugby, or of Brazil or Germany in football. They have never gone 15 years without losing a series, as the vaunted West Indies side of the 1980s and 1990s did, or remained unbeaten in Ashes series for 18 years, as the great Australians managed between 1987 and 2005. In more than 40 years of trying they have never won the World Cup and when they did win a World Twenty20 they struck gold with an XI pulled together on the eve of the tournament. There have been exceptional periods when they could justifiably claim to be the best Test team in the world – examples include the late 1920s, the mid-1950s and 2010-11 – but sustained success has been hard to secure, especially away from home. Australia, the opponents against whom England test themselves every two years, have generally proved a tough nut to crack.

The doleful truth is that they have been defined as much by their shortcomings as their triumphs. Just as the English public like to grumble about the weather, so they moan about the England cricket team and how frequently the grey days outnumber those when the sun shines. What tests the patience is not just the on-field mishaps (although the capacity to lose to the likes of the Netherlands, Ireland and Bangladesh in global one-day tournaments is vexing, and don’t get me started on the batting collapses . . .) but also the knack of conjuring out of nowhere an administrative cock-up or soap-opera-style scandal. You cannot chronicle England cricket without dealing with bureaucracy, barmaids and street-brawls, or headbutts. Rarely has it been free of crisis.

Modern audiences brought up on the dynamism of Joe Root, or the scoops and flicks of Jos Buttler and Eoin Morgan, may think England cricket’s relationship with flair has always been a close one; in truth, the team was built on generations of temperate-clime battlers, northern opening batsmen with granite-like defences, and bowlers steeped in the craft of seam and swing. This is a tale in which striving and heroism against the odds prominently feature: England may not have produced many vintage cricket teams but being familiar with backs-to-the-wall crises they have provided some vintage escapologists: Willie Watson and Trevor Bailey at Lord’s, and Michael Atherton in Johannesburg, batting for hour after hour to save the game; Bob Willis at Headingley, and Ian Botham at Edgbaston, steaming in to win Tests that had looked lost. Captaining such a team, usually with little security of tenure, was no easy matter and the role took a heavy toll on most of those who did it for any length of time, however talented or resilient. The public scrutiny alone made it one of the toughest public offices in the land. Michael Vaughan wore the crown more lightly than many, and in terms of Test wins enjoyed more success than any, yet even he departed shedding tears, worn out by the constant need to wear a ‘mask of positivity’.

An early problem was that for many years the team operated on an irregular basis, less a distinct entity than a banner under which ad hoc troupes of players occasionally marched. Not until after the Second World War did they regularly play more than six matches a year. Equally, the teams they played against all came from British Dominions, many of which saw themselves as outlying branches of the United Kingdom. England’s Test matches were not therefore the full-blown tests of national virility they might have been; this perhaps only started to happen once these territories achieved political independence. English cricket quickly learned to take the Australians seriously because they were seriously good at cricket but initially it adopted a paternalistic attitude towards other, lesser opposition and rarely bothered to put out their best available XI. Gradually, England had no choice but to take them seriously as well.

The team was not particularly well run either. English cricket was deeply rooted in the county game and this monopolised the attentions of administrators and players. Until the 1960s, England’s home Test matches, and even more so overseas tours, came under the management of Marylebone Cricket Club, the senior amateur club in the land, and MCC duly managed affairs in a manner of its own choosing. The England team contained a healthy smattering of amateurs and was almost invariably led by a member of the amateur class, preferably one with close ties to the club itself. Class often came before country, and the logic behind the selection of some England captains could be hard to fathom. It was a wonder England won as often as they did.

Regardless of such factors, it took a particular type of person to want to play for the team. Some such as Herbert Sutcliffe, Godfrey Evans and Ian Botham positively thrived on the big stage, playing better the tougher the occasion. They were unusual though. Many did not savour the additional pressure or expectation. When Harold Gimblett heard his name announced in an England squad for the first time to face India in 1936 he did not feel elated. ‘Far from throwing my hat in the air, I was terrified,’ he said. ‘Suddenly I realised the fearful responsibilities resting on my shoulders . . . I just wanted to go away and get lost. I didn’t want to play for England.’ Gimblett scored 67 not out but was dropped after two games, much to his relief, though he was recalled for one further game three years later. Eric Hollies, who famously bowled Don Bradman for nought in his last Test, much preferred playing for Warwickshire and had to be cajoled into appearing in that match at The Oval in 1948. Doug Insole, who won nine Test caps, gave this assessment of playing for England shortly before he retired in 1963: ‘I believe that very few players do enjoy it, apart from the general atmosphere and the satisfaction of being selected for one’s country . . . the steady increase in partisan and even nationalistic feeling doesn’t help. The advent of television, the increase in radio and film coverage, and the ever-growing army of press correspondents in recent years have all helped to make Test cricket a far more tense and nerve-wracking business than ever before. Every move, every ball, every action and almost every word may be the subject of minute scrutiny.’

Keith Fletcher, whose England career began in 1968 at around the time when the responsibility for running the team was being transferred from MCC to the Test and County Cricket Board (later the England and Wales Cricket Board), said that the early teams he played in had none of the unity or comradeship he found at Essex. ‘It wasn’t a collective effort. We were a group of individuals, never a team. We turned up on a Wednesday for a sort of a net, had a dinner in the evening and then played a Test match the next day. It was done on a wing and a prayer and if you had two bad Test matches there was a fair chance you’d be left out.’ He said established players never gave him advice on batting or what certain bowlers might be doing with the ball. ‘They weren’t over-keen on somebody taking their place.’ David Lloyd, who debuted as a Test player at Lord’s in 1974, was struck by the eerie quietness of the dressing-room. ‘I had been used to the buzz and banter of the Lancashire side, full of fun and characters and opinions; by comparison, this was like walking into a public library.’

In such a stultifying environment, it was little surprise that it took outsiders to shake things up. Pelham Warner, though he ultimately became a bastion of the cricketing establishment, was one of the first England captains and selectors to realise the need to prioritise the national team if it was to be successful; with England, Douglas Jardine was the first to deploy a strategy – Bodyline – with absolute intellectual rigour; and Tony Greig was the first to orchestrate and see through a rebellion over pay and conditions by signing up for Kerry Packer’s World Series and taking with him several other England players in the process. All three were born and to varying degrees nurtured outside the English system (Jardine and Greig were also of Scottish stock). Similarly, one of the administrators who did most to modernise international cricket in England, Raman Subba Row, was born into an Indian family, while two head coaches who radically overhauled the running of the England set-up, Duncan Fletcher and Andy Flower, were both southern Africans. Eoin Morgan, an Irishman, spearheaded a renaissance in the team’s white-ball cricket. Most of these characters would not have won a popularity contest. Jardine and Greig were accused of wanting to win too much, Greig of also caring too much about money, and Subba Row, Fletcher and Flower of demanding too much control. Morgan kept his lips sealed when the national anthem was sung. But without them, and others like them, England cricket might have stagnated long ago.

•   •   •

By historical standards, the England team today is very well run and resourced. In fact, there is not now just one England team but several: one to play Test cricket (red-ball or, in the case of day–night Tests, pink-ball matches) and others for one-day internationals and Twenty20s (white ball). They are not an add-on to the county game but full-time operations in their own right, fulfilling more than 40 fixtures across the three formats every year. ‘The increase in the amount of cricket England played was the biggest change in my time,’ Vaughan said. ‘It turned you into an England cricketer rather than a county player who just represented England. It also made England look more into creating a spirit of “team”.’ The players are supported by a host of technical coaches, fitness trainers, physiotherapists, masseurs, psychologists and data analysts, while the top performers are contracted to the national side, rarely play for anyone else, and are handsomely paid. England A or Lions and Under-19 teams serve as nurseries for the next generation. The choice of red-and white-ball captains rarely excites anything like the old debates: they are the best-credentialed options from within the ranks. It is no coincidence that results have improved.

That is the good news. The less-good news is that there is a sense that the teams have chiefly become vehicles for making money for the ECB and 11 home international venues desperate for matches to stage, and pouring something – anything – down the gullet of television. Indeed, it seems there is barely a day when an England side is not on duty somewhere in the world, whether it is Cardiff, Cape Town, Kolkata, Colombo or Christchurch. Even devotees find it hard to keep up with what is going on, or remember which series were won and lost. England’s best cricketers were once national icons but that stopped shortly after the team touched the rarefied heights of celebrity during the 2005 Ashes: at that point the ECB, acting on a decision taken several years earlier, took television coverage away from terrestrial broadcasters altogether and moved it to subscription channels. The board’s defence was that the game needed the money and that the England team needed the money if it was to be successfully sustained, but since that time even ‘stars’ such as Root, Alastair Cook and James Anderson are less recognised by the average man, woman and child in the street. The price of better funding and better results has been that the England team’s place in the national consciousness has shrunk.

It is ironic, too, that so soon after England finally secured the full-time services of the top cricketers for themselves, a fresh rival emerged for their attention in the shape of cash-rich domestic Twenty20 leagues. Whereas playing for England used to be the pinnacle of the game, and the best means of making money, now there was an alternative arena in which significant sums could be earned for a lot less effort. When Kevin Pietersen, another outsider who was born and raised in South Africa, asked in 2012 for time off from England’s schedule in order to play in the Indian Premier League, he was rebuffed, but when Strauss became managing director of England cricket three years later he accepted the new reality by accommodating those on central contracts who wished to play in the big Twenty20 leagues. Two years later, two English players – Ben Stokes, born in New Zealand but living in England since the age of 12, and Tymal Mills – joined the IPL on million-dollar deals. Strauss’s decision was partly pragmatic. He did not want to lose key players altogether and see his England teams fragment. But he also felt it was time to fully embrace the white-ball formats and endorsed this belief by also appointing as head coach Trevor Bayliss, an Australian who had made his reputation winning one-day trophies, with the express aim of lifting the World Cup on home soil in 2019. It was a revolutionary moment.

The threat of the Twenty20 leagues may have been another reason for Strauss holding his Lord’s dinner. He might have calculated that with rival attractions on offer there was no better way to persuade the players to stay loyal to the England cause than appeal to their sense of national pride. Such an appeal seemed more necessary than ever when, less than six months after receiving his IPL windfall, Stokes was suspended by England following his arrest over an alleged assault outside a Bristol nightclub hours after playing in a one-day international, forcing him to miss an Ashes series in Australia. Thankfully, most appreciated that England could offer something Twenty20 could not: the richest of sporting histories.



CHAPTER 2

Gentlemen v Players

The rise of meritocracy

The England Test team spent much of the first 50 years of its existence in a state of glorious complacency. Despite several series defeats – mainly in faraway Australia when England’s true strength was not fully represented, but also sometimes at home – a deep-seated belief held firm that English cricket was, still, the best. Talent was habitually alienated and squandered because there was a feeling that such waste could be afforded. The scales only truly fell from people’s eyes once a 3-0 home series defeat by Australia in 1921 followed hard on the heels of an unprecedented 5-0 whitewash Down Under the previous winter. There could be no more delusion.

England had lost heavily away from home before but it was difficult assembling anything like full-strength sides to undertake tours that commonly lasted around six months – it was normal for English teams touring Australia to leave in September and return in April – and so if excuses were needed they were not hard to find. Winning in Australia was as challenging then as it is now and to add to the difficulty Test matches there before the Second World War were as a matter of course played to a finish: there was no hope of getting away with a losing draw. At home was different. Before 1921 England had lost only eight matches on their own soil and in terms of series scorelines had never been beaten by a margin of more than one match (although the feted England XI of 1902 came within a whisker of losing 3-0 before pulling off a hair’s-breadth one-wicket win in the final Test at The Oval, thanks to the canny Yorkshire pair of George Hirst and Wilfred Rhodes edging them over the line). Admittedly, come the early 1920s, Britain had just gone through an epic war and English cricket, like every other aspect of national life, was recovering its strength, but Australia had fought a war too. The carnage on the Western Front could not fully explain the gulf between the sides.

One measure of how serious things were was that two Tests into the 1921 series Johnny Douglas, a broadly liked captain with pre-war series victories in Australia and South Africa to his name but who lacked imagination (hardly a hindrance to some previous holders of the office), was dismissed from his post. It was the first time England had as a matter of strategy chosen to switch leader in the midst of a home series.1 Lionel Tennyson, the man who replaced him, had only come into the side in the previous match at Lord’s, the recipient of a late summons from a panicked selection panel. After an initial defeat, which secured for Australia the series, Tennyson oversaw improved performances in the last two Tests, both drawn, but it was of little consequence. Sydney Pardon, the presiding voice of Wisden since 1891, wrote: ‘During all the years I have edited Wisden there has never been a season so disheartening as that of 1921. England was not merely beaten but overwhelmed.’

A sense of entitlement had been one drag on results. Test cricket was established during the height of the British Empire and confidence was not in short supply; England had given cricket to the world and assumptions of superiority were ingrained. But there was one glaring fault-line above all: an invidious social apartheid.

The gentlemanly class that had played the game at the great public schools and universities (principally Eton and Harrow, Oxford and Cambridge) dominated control of the game’s levers of power. Armed with time, money and devotion, they populated the committees that ran both MCC, a private men’s club which through its links to the Conservative Party had been for generations close to the seat of governmental power and since 1903-04 had organised all England tours, and the first-class counties that by 1921 had risen to a bloated old-boy network numbering 17. Most significantly of all, on 24 October 1898, a Board of Control governing home Tests first met to determine the number of matches to be played, allocate venues, divide profits, and appoint a panel of selectors, an indication that international cricket was now important enough to require some sort of centralised management. There was also pressure coming from Australia: in 1895 the Australian authorities initially declined the tour of England in 1896 because there was no official host body with which to deal.

With MCC holding an effective majority – with the club president, in possession of a casting vote, joined by five other club representatives on a panel of 12 – the original Board of Control contained an earl, two lords and one soon-to-be lord, a knight and eight others from the amateur class, even if one of them, WG Grace – included because of his status as the greatest exponent of the game there had been to that point – was the grandson of servants and had been educated at a village school. There was not a horny-handed professional in sight.

England had only ever been captained in home Tests by one of the amateur class, and the board’s original guidelines, while not saying so in as many words, made it clear that there was no intention of that changing. The first three-man selection panel was made up of prominent amateurs: Lord Hawke, the chairman and captain of Yorkshire, HW Bainbridge, Warwickshire captain, and Grace, who led both Gloucestershire and England. They were to pick the team in two phases. First, the panel would select six players, out of which would be co-opted two amateurs to help pick the rest of the squad. ‘In the event of no amateur being selected in the first six,’ it was stated, ‘the said committee of three shall select all players . . . if only one amateur shall be so selected the committee of four shall select all the players.’ In other words, no professional cricketer, however senior, was to be consulted. The notion that no amateur might be selected proved academic. Before 1924, England only twice fielded a side in a home Test match with as few as two amateurs: at Old Trafford in 1888, in the days before the creation of the management board when teams were generally selected by the committee of the club staging the match, and at Lord’s in 1909 when for particular reasons selection was not straightforward.

The first amateurs to be co-opted were Stanley Jackson and Charles Fry, two men who would have colourful careers that went far beyond cricket. Jackson had appeared with success in two previous home Ashes series, but Fry had yet to play against Australia and, although a Test regular over the next 13 years, he proved a highly unreliable contributor to England’s cause. Jackson and Fry duly played in all five Tests of the 1899 series while the selection panel to which they contributed put into the field 24 players in all. This process was complicated by Grace voluntarily stepping down after the first Test and being replaced as captain, and consequently as selector, by Archie MacLaren. MacLaren had already acted as standin captain in Tests in Australia but his preferment ahead of Jackson created tension within the panel, Jackson at one point having to be persuaded to play, an early indication of the potential pitfalls of active players being involved in the selection process.

One of the upshots of the new method of selection was that it endorsed the preferential view of amateurs. In the 1899 series, six amateurs were included in the XI that played in the second Test at Lord’s and seven in the one chosen for the final Test at The Oval: unsurprisingly, as amateurs tended to specialise in the more gentlemanly pursuit of batting, England racked up 576 but were unable to bowl out Australia twice in a match they needed to win to avoid losing the series. In all, almost half the England caps awarded in 1899 went to nine amateurs; of these nine, seven came out of the public-school and university class that comprised only a fraction of the population. Things were similar in the home Ashes series of 1902 and 1905. The amateur class saw nothing wrong in this; indeed Fry, among others, unashamedly espoused the view that a healthy amateur representation was good for a team and that entirely professional XIs were generally unsuccessful (an opinion without persuasive evidence to support it). As historian Peter Wynne-Thomas observed, ‘The upper middle class had hijacked cricket at the highest level.’2 It might be argued that the story of the England team since traces the efforts of the lower orders to wrest control back again.

The creation of a management board provided an opportunity to eradicate class divisions that were obstructing the development of the England team; instead in many respects it merely entrenched much of the mistrust and suspicion between the classes that had existed since the earliest days.

Revealingly, on those rare occasions when professionals had been in a position to select England sides, they too tended to favour their own (though perhaps their hand was forced to the extent that few self-respecting amateurs wanted to join a professionally run enterprise). Professionals – in the shape of Sussex’s James Lillywhite, who led England in what is now regarded as the first-ever Test match, and the Nottinghamshire pair of Alfred Shaw and Arthur Shrewsbury – had with admirable entrepreneurial zeal conceived and managed several tours of Australia between 1876-77 and 1887-88, all but the last of them with financial satisfaction. The nearest they came to picking an amateur on all but the last of these tours was when Reginald Wood, a former Lancashire amateur who had emigrated to Australia, was recruited by the 1886-87 side for several matches including one Test in Sydney as a replacement for Billy Barnes, the Notts all-rounder, who had damaged his hand throwing a punch at Percy McDonnell, the Australia captain.3 But at the time of his callup Wood was engaged in Melbourne as a professional.

The amateurs, in turn, had sent a team to Australia under the leadership of Lord Harris in 1878-79; the original aim was not to involve any professionals but, lacking depth in bowling, his lordship commandeered two Yorkshiremen, Tom Emmett and George Ulyett. As it happened, a riot during a match against New South Wales in Sydney triggered by the run-out of local hero Billy Murdoch, which led to the cancellation of the second of two Tests, left Harris particularly grateful for their presence as Emmett and Ulyett sought to defend him from the mob with stumps in hand.4 Thanks in part to Harris’s conciliatory attitude after that incident, the first Test match staged in England took place under his captaincy in 1880, but the side contained eight amateurs and only three professionals (Ulyett and Emmett were not among them). Two years later, when Australia won a Test on English soil for the first time, the England XI contained seven amateurs, while the following winter, when Ivo Bligh, a 6ft 4in ‘dashing’ bat from Eton and Cambridge, successfully led a mission to reclaim the ‘Ashes’ of English cricket, his team included seven amateurs in three of the Tests and eight in the other. The English amateur class paid scant regard to the tours of Australia run by professionals and it took an Australian journalist Clarence Moody in 1894 to include them in what became the first accepted list of early Test matches. English publications such as Wisden, decidedly sympathetic towards the amateur viewpoint, did not list as standard England Test caps won in Australia until the 1920s.5 In 1921, Pelham Warner was referring in the columns of The Cricketer to the 1880 Test at The Oval as ‘the first Test match’.

Class antipathy alone would be too crude an explanation for the make-up of some of the early teams, especially those sent on tour, when matters of cost also compelled the inclusion of a corps of amateurs. The South African authorities in particular were anxious that not too many professionals were brought with an English visiting team as they lacked the funds to pay them. Not that all amateurs came cheap of course.

Just how far apart the two social groups were became apparent when in 1887-88 both organised and dispatched rival teams to Australia – to the detriment of each, as well as to their rival backers in Melbourne and Sydney. The amateur trip lost £4,000 while the professionals, under the management of Lillywhite, Shaw and Shrewsbury, ended £2,400 out of pocket (all of which fell to Shaw and Shrewsbury as Lillywhite defaulted).6 The professionals did, however, include four amateurs in their 12-man party, one of whom, Aubrey Smith of Sussex, was made captain, in Alan Gibson’s words ‘possibly in an attempt to give Sydney some social status comparable with that of Melbourne’.7 However, the two teams played only one Test match: in an effort to salvage something from a ruinous situation, they came together in Sydney to play what is now regarded as a Test, with Walter Read, one of three amateurs selected in the XI, given the captaincy – as with Smith, presumably in deference to social norms. With the players from Melbourne refusing to turn out for Australia, the attendance for the match, which lasted three days, was just 1,971, the lowest recorded figure for any England Test. ‘It is certain that such a piece of folly will never be perpetrated again,’ Wisden reported. ‘Wherever the blame lay, the effect was to throw a complete damper on the visits of English cricketers to the Colonies.’ There was not another tour of Australia for four years.

One of the main causes of friction was money. Lillywhite’s all-professional tour of 1876-77 partly arose out of his experiences touring Australia three years earlier in a group of seven professionals and five amateurs led by Grace, when he and his fellow professionals took umbrage at being paid £150 each, and generally treated as second-class citizens in comparison with the ‘gentlemen’, while Grace received £1,500 plus expenses, exposing his amateur status as the sham most knew it was. The professionals boycotted an end-of-tour banquet in protest. Jack Conway, a talented Victoria player with an eye for business, invited Lillywhite to return with his own team, which he duly did. This time the players received £200 each, co-existed harmoniously and drank such copious quantities of champagne that it probably contributed to their defeat in what is now regarded as the inaugural Test match at the Paddock in Melbourne, the precursor to the MCG. Having lost three times to teams from Victoria or New South Wales consisting of 15 men, it was agreed that the Englishmen would meet an Australia team on equal terms – 11 men per side – in what was termed a ‘Grand Combination Match’. Lillywhite and Conway forged a fruitful alliance that did as much as anything to get Test cricket up and running: Conway managed Australia’s first tour of England in 1878 with Lillywhite acting as local agent, roles they later reversed on two tours of Australia.

The social segregation rankled, especially for matches in England, where the amateur-run clubs in varying degrees required that professionals be kept to separate changing areas, separate lunch tables and in some cases different entry gates to the field of play; the ‘dressing-room’ was originally purely an amateur privilege and professionals were expected to get ready in windowless pavilion basements or huts set aside for the purpose, sometimes in distant parts of the ground. George Lohmann, a socialist-minded professional at Surrey, complained in an interview in Cricket in July 1896 that in many places, though no longer at The Oval, professional changing-rooms were ‘so arranged that if a Player wants to watch a match he has to go out among the crowd’, and that English grounds would have in the end to follow the example of the less class-bound Australia where facilities for all players were much superior.

Despite the more democratic arrangements overseas, touring was where relationships were truly tested. Tour parties often had to be assembled over several weeks as amateurs were sounded out about their availability; their agreement probably depended on what like-minded company there might be for the long voyages, train journeys and hotel stays. It says something that Jackson and Fry never joined a major Test tour overseas. Only three amateurs joined the first MCC-led tour of Australia in 1903-04 and all were Oxford University men: Pelham Warner, the captain, RE Foster, who also acted as assistant manager, and Bernard Bosanquet. Bosanquet had been a contemporary of Foster’s at Oxford and was a Middlesex team-mate of Warner, whom he had already accompanied on all-amateur tours of the United States and Australia. When Warner wrote to Jack Mason of Kent to sound him out about the 1905-06 tour of South Africa, his main point of persuasion was telling him that fellow amateur batsmen Ted Wynyard and Frederick Fane had already agreed to go.8 In his letter he made no mention of which professionals might be joining the tour. Amateurs were generally keener to tour South Africa than Australia; the travel and cricket were less arduous and their hosts eager to lavish them with hospitality.

It was noticeable that some of England’s most successful tours were those conducted under captains willing to relax the social distinctions: Bligh’s players in 1882-83 (eight amateurs, four professionals) all travelled first-class on the outward voyage to Australia and dined together on the boat, while under Warner in 1903-04 the three amateurs and 11 professionals stayed in the same hotels for the first time (an experiment not much repeated until many years later). In 1911-12 when England recorded their greatest win in Australia during this period, Douglas leading the side in the Tests because Warner was ill, Douglas though tactically limited was popular with the professionals because, in the words of wicketkeeper Tiger Smith, ‘he was one of us’. Smith explained: ‘Warner always wanted the pros to look up to him and to let them realise he was the boss [but] there was none of this “Mr Douglas” nonsense with him . . . He was one of us, more of a professional amateur than an amateur of the old school.’

Unfortunately, even-handed leaders were not easy to find. Smith said Fry, who led England at home in 1912, was not a good captain because ‘he didn’t understand our feelings’, terming him a ‘martinet’. Joe Darling, who regularly played for Australia against England between 1894 and 1905, wrote in his memoirs, ‘I have heard some English captains speak to their professionals like dogs.’ Ben Wardill, Australia’s tour manager, thought the reason for their victory in England in 1899 was – in the paraphrasing of Derek Birley – down to their ‘more democratic views on captaincy and rejection of the debilitating philosophy of gentlemen and players’.

This assessment was echoed by umpire Jim Phillips, who stood in 15 out of 16 Ashes Tests between 1893 and 1898 as well as in many domestic matches in both Australia and England. ‘In general-ship the Australians are easily first. They play more in unison, they exchange views in the dressing-room, and their captain is thereby assisted materially in many of his plans . . . Off the field an Australian captain receives the benefit of the opinions of his comrades as if he were chairman of a board of directors. The average English captain is more of an autocrat. He rarely seeks advice from his men. If a consultation be held it is invariably confined to the amateurs and the batsmen, not the professionals and the bowlers. I can recall instances when I have been standing umpire when able and intelligent professional players on an England side have seen the fallacy of some plan of their captain, but nothing has been said by them, no suggestion made, to remedy the mistake . . . Surely, if a man is good enough to play on the same side he is good enough to dress in the same dressing-room. It is there most useful hints and ideas are exchanged when a game is in progress, which cannot be done so well on the field.’

Victor Cohen, manager of the 1893 Australians, said ‘some of the men were drunk time after time’ and Victor Trumper’s diary of the 1902 tour described the Australians getting drunk after their two wins in that series: it is hard to imagine the English amateurs and professionals sitting down together to do the same in such circumstances. Tensions between the two groups on the issue of pay came to a public head during the 1896 Tests when a cabal of professionals threatened to go on strike unless match fees were raised from £10 to £20. Fees for home matches had not gone up in a long time – in fact, the three professionals chosen for the first-ever Test in England in 1880 (Barnes, Shaw and Fred Morley, all of Nottinghamshire) were paid £20 each by the Surrey authorities – and the professionals were aware that some amateurs received as much if not more than that in expenses. They contemplated action in the first two Tests of the series before five high-profile players made their demand ahead of the decider at The Oval.

Lohmann, Bobby Abel, Tom Hayward and Tom Richardson were all Surrey cricketers and may have reckoned that the club was going to do well enough out of staging the game to accommodate them; Lohmann had successfully negotiated a doubling of his bonus money from Surrey in 1889 from £25 to £50, and he, Hayward and Richardson all benefited from multi-year deals at the club at a time when these were a rarity. Lohmann would also have known about an 1893 court case involving Walter Read, the Surrey and England amateur, and Edwin Ash, a sometime Surrey committeeman, resulting from a tour of South Africa in 1891-92 when the chief financial backer James Logan, a Scottish adventurer based in Matjiesfontein, had successfully sued over the recovery of £750 which he said was a loan rather than an advance on expenses and had been dishonourably spent on the ‘so-called amateurs’. Ash argued that the sum was only to be returned if profits from the tour allowed (which they had not). The Supreme Court in Cape Town heard that Read had originally demanded £850 to lead the tour and that Murdoch, the former Australia star now playing for Sussex as an amateur, had been paid £350; Lohmann had himself been a candidate to captain the English side and was in the Cape at the time of the court case recovering his health with the support of Logan.9

The fifth player William Gunn played for Nottinghamshire, home to the most politically belligerent professional cricketers in the country and scene of an incendiary pay dispute in the early 1880s led by Shaw and Shrewsbury. Gunn, along with Shrewsbury, had refused to join a tour of Australia led by Grace, also in the winter of 1891-92, in protest at what they knew would be Grace’s outrageously advantageous terms; in fact, he received a staggering sum of £3,000, ten times what was paid to the professionals. Lohmann went on that tour, so he had personal knowledge on two fronts of the extent to which England’s leading amateur cricketers might be enriched.

The threatened strike was not well planned and Surrey quickly and shrewdly lined up three professionals (rather than amateurs) as replacements should they be required. Three of the five rebels backed down in time to play and the two who did not were under less financial pressure to comply. Lohmann, though an avowed socialist, was the son of a stockbroker and had as a matter of choice opted to play as a professional, while Gunn ran a thriving sports equipment firm and was already affluent enough not to need the money. (Ironically, he would eventually be appointed to the Nottinghamshire committee, a rarity for a former professional at any club.) Though the strike action failed, a spotlight had been cast on the injustices of the system and Andrew Stoddart, the Middlesex amateur who had successfully led an England team in Australia two winters previously, was sufficiently embarrassed by the attention he received from the popular press to withdraw from the match (though he would play for, and lead, England again). At the end of the season, Surrey renegotiated the terms by which Read acted as their assistant secretary.

One of the priorities of the new Board of Control was therefore to bring some order to pay and expenses. The last thing it wanted was further embarrassing disruption during Australia’s tour in 1899. Professional Test fees were duly raised to £20 but further, less placatory, changes followed ahead of Australia’s next visit in 1902. In a letter to clubs staging Test matches dated 17 February 1902, the board specified that ‘No collection shall be allowed on any ground during a Test Match’. This was significant: collections were an accepted means of spectators rewarding exceptional performances by professionals, and in 1899 Hayward had scored 137 in the final Test on his home ground at The Oval and benefited from a collection among the crowd worth £131. The ruling also put paid to any professional being given a Test as a benefit match as Surrey’s Maurice Read (a professional, unrelated to Walter) had in 1893 when the Oval Test earned him a handsome £1,200. Lohmann had been promised a similar privilege but it never materialised. The cricketing establishment viewed these as unacceptable riches. The same letter stipulated that amateur expenses should amount to reimbursement of rail fares plus 30 shillings a day, up to a total of five days per Test, which conveniently approximated to around the £10 per match Surrey admitted to paying Grace during the furore surrounding the 1896 strike when he came to play Tests at The Oval. Now, every amateur was to be treated as generously.

The board’s letter also stated that the hotels used to put up amateurs should be of good quality (a point reiterated ahead of the 1909 Ashes series). Nothing was said about host clubs arranging accommodation for professionals, and things had clearly not improved by the time of the seminal 1921 Ashes when a leading cricketer was spotted wandering about town late on the eve of a Test in the north of England in search of a bed. Several writers took that incident as the cue to suggest it was time for all team members to be put up in the same hotels as a matter of course. But even then nothing was done.

C Stewart Caine, who succeeded Sydney Pardon as Wisden editor, restated the case for this to happen ahead of Australia’s next tour in 1926 as part of wider reforms: ‘Players chosen for England should be allowed to travel at a reasonable hour on the day preceding the match and on arrival should find themselves comfortably housed. Indeed, the appointment of a special manager for such occasions might be taken into consideration.’ His proposals received a fresh airing in the newspapers during England’s home series defeat to South Africa in 1935, when at least some county matches started earlier so that players chosen for Test matches could ‘avoid all-night journeys’. However, nothing permanent was put in place and amid consternation the counties refused a similar arrangement ahead of the final Test at The Oval in 1938, meaning special plans had to be made to transport Walter Hammond, the captain, and five Yorkshire players from Scarborough where a championship match was scheduled to finish on the eve of the Test. In the event the match at Scarborough finished a day early, greatly to the benefit of Len Hutton, who batted for the first 13 hours of the match at The Oval for a Test-record score of 364.

All in all, the Board of Control’s changes did little to improve the lot of professionals in relation to amateurs and, with the management of the England team now formally in the hands of an all-amateur body, progress appeared harder to achieve than ever. No wonder some professionals spoke out. In 1906, Albert Knight, the Leicestershire professional who had helped Warner’s team win in Australia, wrote an outspoken book in which he criticised MCC for supporting a system which saw ‘many an “amateur”, so termed . . . more heavily remunerated than an accredited professional’ and condemned ‘these miserable and hateful labels and distinctions which sicken most honest people by their unfairness’. Knight never represented England, the Players, or MCC again.10

In fact, although the creation of the Board of Control cemented many of the practices engaged in at home, some amateurs did lose out from MCC taking control of major tours overseas and from Lord Hawke in particular taking such a central role in England affairs. On the many tours he led he was a stickler for amateurs being paid only travel and accommodation (drawing the line at food and laundry) and this may explain the absence of big-name amateurs from most such expeditions: Hawke could afford his amateur scruples but they could not. Not every tour was led by Hawke though, and many other captains who took sides overseas effectively acted as manager as well as on-field leader and so were in a position to negotiate personal terms with the tour organisers in return for ensuring a strong team; on the captain’s reputation and influence a tour might stand or fall. This was how WG Grace secured such big guarantees when he went to Australia.

When the expenses row was at its height, Stoddart denied having been directly paid as captain in Australia but conceded he was given discretion in ordering champagne, which he did liberally (‘with the weather we experienced there this was almost a necessity’). Revealingly, MacLaren, who frequently needed financial assistance from his county Lancashire in order to play regularly, declared he was unavailable when Hawke first attempted to put together a Test tour on MCC’s behalf, but when that plan collapsed he stepped forward to deal with the Australians himself and lead a side on what were probably highly advantageous personal terms. This was the sort of thing Hawke and MCC were determined to stop.

Of course, professionals and amateurs were not always at loggerheads. Most professionals kept their grumbles to themselves, called the amateurs Mister, ran runs hard when they were batting with them, and bowled into the wind when asked. Equally, most amateurs appreciated how reliant the team was on the contributions of the professionals. Nor was every amateur the same: some thought cricket’s class divide an anachronism, and not all were good enough to command special treatment, or impecunious enough to demand it. In the heat of Testmatch battle, the two groups, forming an extraordinary assortment of high life and low – some first trained as machine-operators or foundry-workers while others were born into great landowning families or political dynasties – generally came together and co-operated in common cause, as Ulyett, Emmett and Lord Harris did in Sydney.

On Bligh’s tour four years later during a series in which both sides accused the other of using their studs to cut up the turf to their advantage, Walter Read came to the aid of Dick Barlow, the Lancashire professional, during a pavilion fracas with Fred Spofforth. Jack Crawford, the Surrey amateur, had his MCC invitation withdrawn to join a Test tour of South Africa under Henry Leveson Gower, his county captain, after refusing to lead the county against the 1909 Australians when several professionals were left out apparently for disciplinary reasons following some high jinx during a visit to Chesterfield which attracted the attention of an officious policeman. Crawford protested to the club president Lord Alvestone at the absence of what he termed ‘three essential players’ and no one appraising him of what they had done wrong: ‘Had I been told . . . I would have upheld the official captain.’ Crawford, as wayward a personality as he was gifted a cricketer, left the club soon after, emigrated to Australia and never played for England again.11

In any case, rigorously though the amateurs ruled, Test cricket would in time do as much as anything else to prove their undoing. By its very aspiration – the game played at its highest pitch of excellence – it challenged the fundamental order of English cricket’s class-based system. Ultimately how good you were came to matter more than your social background. And the more importance that attached to contests with Australia, the stronger became the case for making the England team the best it could be. Given the structures in place, it took an agonisingly long time to bring about a genuine meritocracy, but the process was as inevitable as it was irreversible. The higher standards became, the harder it was for amateur cricketers to attain and maintain the necessary levels of performance in the few years typically available to them between school or university and moving into business, though a few managed to play regularly for much longer through cricket-related work as assistant secretaries or journalists (roles which, by convenient convention, were deemed not to breach amateur status).

Many preferred not to try, content instead to play occasional county cricket and appear in the Gentlemen v Players matches in which there were always 11 places available. But results in the most prestigious Gentlemen v Players contests played annually at Lord’s traced an unarguable decline in amateur power: after 1906, the Gentlemen won only five times (in 1911, 1914, 1934, 1938 and 1953). When England won a Test series in Australia 4-1 in 1911-12, their best result to date, the side contained just two amateurs (Johnny Douglas and Frank Foster) in each of the five matches. No wonder there was such delight among the old-school-tie brigade when MacLaren rolled back the years by raising an XI of ten amateurs and the South African all-rounder Aubrey Faulkner to beat the Australians in a festival fixture at Eastbourne towards the end of their all-conquering tour in 1921.

Inevitably, confidence in the professional ranks grew as this shift in power unfolded, a mirroring of wider changes in British society in the years leading up to a world war which usefully served to divert attention from the rise of the suffragette movement, mounting troubles in Ulster and trade union strikes over poor living conditions. As Eric Midwinter observed, ‘some saw socialist revolution on the way’. When it was put to the professionals that their tour of South Africa 1909-10 be extended by three weeks without more pay so that the amateurs could visit Victoria Falls and go game-hunting, they firmly declined – a course condemned by the Winning Post, a sports paper, as effectively strike action. This time, unlike in 1896, there were no repercussions.

When MCC tried to assemble a touring party to go to Australia in 1920-21, it seemed oblivious to quite how much the world had changed. Charles Fry and Reggie Spooner, both ageing amateurs, were considered as potential captains. Fortunately, perhaps, neither was willing to accept. Sydney Barnes, England’s greatest bowler of the pre-First World War era and still a great bowler at 47, was invited to tour but declined when MCC refused his request to bring his wife; Douglas, the captain, was accompanied by his entire family including his parents but MCC was not prepared to extend such privileges to professional members of the team. Douglas was one of only three amateurs who appeared in the Tests on that disastrous tour, but nine amateurs were tested and largely found wanting during the five Tests that followed in England.

Things had changed, however, by the time it came to picking the side for the next tour of Australia in 1924-25. For a brief but agonising period, it appeared that Jack Hobbs, England’s finest batsman, would be unable to join the tour because of health issues and because, like Barnes, he was not allowed to take his wife with him. Hobbs chose instead to accept a place on a private, non-Test tour of South Africa on which his wife could join him at no expense to himself. He was actually left out of the England side for the fourth of the five home Tests against South Africa while this crisis played out. Only once Lord Harris, now MCC’s president, got to hear of it was Hobbs asked if he would tour Australia if his wife was after all allowed to travel. Hobbs agreed, although he was still required to pay for his wife himself, while MCC dressed up their climbdown in claims that new medical advice meant Hobbs could now safely travel. The fact was though that Hobbs ‘had quietly named his terms and achieved them’.12

The terms offered to all the professionals on the 1924-25 tour were much the best they had been: they received £400 plus £2 per week incidental expenses after travel, taxis, hotel and laundry costs had been met by MCC. Before this, tour fees had hovered around £300 since the days of the professionally managed tours of the 1880s, with only spasmodic improvements in travel arrangements and incidental costs. Even when Tom Hayward, George Hirst, Dick Lilley and Johnny Tyldesley – all key players – rejected terms for the 1907-08 tour, MCC made no attempt to accommodate them. But after the disasters of 1920-21 and 1921, and faced with the risk of losing such a pivotal player as Hobbs, MCC and the Board of Control softened their stance. England again lost heavily but the margin between the sides was closer than a 4-1 scoreline suggested, and in the series that followed in England in 1926 the Ashes were regained with a team overwhelmingly dominated by professional talent and with Hobbs to the fore in the finale. The wheel had turned.

How England’s Amateur Numbers Declined

In the era before the distinction between amateurs and professionals was scrapped in November 1962, amateur cricketers won 30 per cent of all caps awarded to England players in the 183 Tests played against Australia. Generally, they were better represented in home Tests as it was harder for them than professionals to commit to spending several months in the winter on tour. Overall, amateurs enjoyed their strongest period between the mid-1890s and the First World War, when their share rose to 34.9 per cent. The English tours of Australia in 1881-82 (four Tests) and 1884-85 (five Tests) were entirely professional affairs; subsequently, professionals won 46 caps out of 55 in 1920-21, and 45 out of 55 in 1911-12, 1924-25 and 1946-47. At home, they won 43 out of 55 in 1948. Amateurs won 29 caps during Ivo Bligh’s largely amateur expedition to Australia in 1882-83, after which their best tallies came at home in 1899 (26 caps) and 1905 (23 caps).

Although for the first time since 1905 the number of amateur caps rose above 20 in 1956 and 1958-59, the status of some amateurs had become highly questionable which was what led, in part, to the abolition of the distinction.
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CHAPTER 3

‘WG’ Lights the Spark

How he motivated Australia and England

WG Grace may have annoyed England team-mates by earning vastly more money than they could while parading as an amateur, but this was not entirely his fault. As Derek Birley wrote in his dissection of the class structure of the English game, The Willow Wand, ‘the distinction between gentlemen and players was never a matter of money, but rather of caste.’ What the professionals needed to remember, and be grateful for, was that Grace not only popularised cricket but did an enormous amount to put wind into the sails of the Test game. When Grace captained England on the one Test match tour he made of Australia in 1891-92, the average attendance for the three Tests topped 48,500, the best for any England–Australia series to that point. Without him, there might not have been Anglo–Australian tours for them to sign up for, and a tour of Australia was an attractive way to spend a winter in the days before the bigger counties such as Yorkshire, Lancashire and Surrey introduced winter pay. A tour fee of £300 compared favourably to a miner, builder or ironworker earning about £70 a year, as typically they did in the 1890s. If anything, Grace’s example galvanised professionals in their own business ventures.

If he lit a spark though, it was more by accident than design. Grace had little interest in fostering an England Test team – such an idea had scant meaning when he played his first Test match in 1880 at the advanced age of 32 – and if he thought about the importance of international fixtures it would have been primarily as a money-making opportunity. He had no time or talent for the off-field requirements of leading representative teams: speech-making, diplomacy and man-management. When James Southerton, who toured under Grace in 1873-74, described him as a ‘damn bad captain’, these were probably the areas he was thinking of rather than on-field leadership. Grace did not turn the England team into a national institution as much as he did himself.

None of this mattered. Grace’s mere involvement gave Test cricket its imprimatur: if it was to gain traction as the ultimate test of ability, and as a great public spectacle, it needed the very best players taking part, and no one doubted Grace was the very best there had been to this point. The Australians also realised that, if they were to show they could compete with England, it had to be in matches involving England’s greatest cricketer. This was why Grace received repeated offers from Richard Wardill and his younger brother Ben on behalf of the Melbourne Cricket Club to play in Australia. Grace’s involvement transformed the commercial viability of any tour, hence the huge fees he commanded.

His first tour of Australia in 1873-74, when he was at around his peak, was the product of several years of negotiations and proved a huge inspiration to the locals; Grace’s side only met teams numbering 15, 18 or 22 but when there next arrived a party of Englishmen (under James Lillywhite, and without Grace, who had medical training and family commitments to attend to) an Australian XI was ready to face them on equal terms and duly beat them in what is now regarded as the first Test match in March 1877. Even Nottinghamshire professionals Alfred Shaw and Arthur Shrewsbury, no great admirers of Grace, unsuccessfully tried to persuade him to join their 1886-87 tour, something that needs to be borne in mind when Shrewsbury’s carping letter to Shaw about Grace’s conduct on the tour of 1891-92 is recalled (‘If he hadn’t taken Grace out, Lord Sheffield would have been £3,000 better off at the end of the tour, and also had a better team. I told you what wine would be drunk by the amateurs. Grace himself would drink enough to swim a ship’). A year later, in 1887-88, Grace was again approached, this time from both the English and Australian ends, about accompanying the amateur organised tour of that winter, but he again declined.

When he was finally persuaded to make a second tour of Australia, though it may have proved costly to Lord Sheffield, it did much to raise Australian cricket from the doldrums. No English team had visited for four years, England had won every series between the sides since 1882 and had Grace not agreed to go the tour simply would not have happened. The size of Grace’s deal may have meant less money for others – and to the serious detriment of the team’s strength Shrewsbury and William Gunn both declined to go – but England’s 2-1 defeat was less important than the mere fact that the tour took place. Australia’s enthusiasm was rekindled. Had Grace visited in the 1880s, Australian cricket might not have briefly atrophied as it did.

Grace thus made only one Test-match tour of Australia but a more accurate measure of his importance was that he was virtually everpresent in the Test matches played in England: by the time he finally retired after the first match of the 1899 series at the age of 50 (one of only three cricketers to play Tests in his fifties), he had appeared in 19 of England’s first 20 home Tests; only a hand injury prevented him from appearing in the other one. The next most regular performer for England during this period was Surrey’s Walter Read with 12 appearances and unlike many leading amateurs Grace never made himself unavailable for a home Test. Grace was easily the side’s best batsman for most of this time, his 934 runs being double that of any other player at home bar Shrewsbury; his scores included 152 in 250 minutes in his first Test in 1880 and 170 in 270 minutes in the final Test of the 1886 series, which stood as England’s best Test score at home until 1921. Australian suspicions that he benefited from preferential treatment from umpires cowed by his towering personality may not be without substance – though a rarer form of dismissal in those days, he was never out lbw in Tests – but even so this record suggests he was not as unfit for service as some historians, pointing to his expanding waistline once he had entered his thirties, would have us believe. He scarcely bowled for England, having been a prodigious all-rounder in county cricket in his early days, but the fact he took 39 catches in 22 Tests suggests he was either lucky to be in the right place, or remained sharp close to the wicket.

It does appear, though, that Grace used his influence to negotiate hours of play that suited him and perhaps his advanced years. In his only Tests in Australia, in 1891-92, play was confined to four and a half hours per day whereas immediately before and after that tour play in Australia typically spanned five hours. Similarly, the first Test match played in England after his retirement in 1899 saw the hours extended from five and a half hours to six, although this was a series in which it became clear that attempting to achieve a positive result in three days of play was likely to be difficult. It is worth remembering though that this was an era in which many of what would now be termed playing regulations lay in the hands of the captains more than they did the umpires. If Grace wanted short hours, to get his way he probably only had to persuade his opposite number.

Grace, above all, showed his contemporaries how to bat: bat and pad together as a defensive bedrock on what were rough pitches by later standards, but also armed with the strokes to score fluently. Before the mid-1890s few could blend both methods but others, mainly northern professionals, followed his example as best they could: Bobby Abel from Surrey; Shrewsbury, a master of back-foot watchfulness, and the three Williams, Barnes, Scotton and Gunn, all from Nottinghamshire; and George Ulyett from Yorkshire. All played innings for England lasting four hours, but the only one who could score as freely as Grace was ‘Happy Jack’ Ulyett, whose sunny disposition was reflected in his fondness for striking hard. His 149 at Melbourne in 1882 was England’s first Test hundred on Australian soil and remained their highest score on the opening day of a Test in Australia until Bob Barber’s 185 in 1966. A common argument was that the dour professionals damaged the game and that without the dash and spirit of amateur batting cricket would be the poorer, but in Test matches application was always an essential ingredient. The Australians, conditioned to playing to a finish at home and mindful of the gate money, demonstrated that.

Grace was also captain in the last 13 of his 22 Tests, the first man to provide any real continuity in the role. Australia teams may have been of variable standard but eight of these games were won and only three lost, WG’s vast playing experience guaranteeing he was tactically sound if not as imaginative as some Australian counterparts who emerged in the 1890s. For the first Test match in England in 1880, social convention dictated that Lord Harris should lead the team but, in the absence of a formal selection committee, Grace – who had himself tried to arrange the fixture at Lord’s earlier in the season – was closely involved in helping his good friend Harris pick the side. (Grace’s involvement may have been a factor in his brothers Edward and Fred also playing in this match, the only instance of three brothers playing for England in the same Test. Tragically within days of the game Fred, aged 29, passed away through a sudden illness, the first England Test cricketer to die.)

Grace’s centrality to the affairs of the England team was further confirmed by his inclusion on the inaugural Board of Control for Test Matches in England set up in 1898. The precise sequence of events leading to Grace’s departure from Test cricket the following year is unclear, but it was plain that he was in terminal decline as a player and going through an irreparable split with Gloucestershire. The conclusion must have been obvious to both himself and Lord Hawke’s fledgling selection committee: his race was run as a Test cricketer.

Grace’s contribution went further. Australia’s emergence as a cricketing force spurred him on at a time when he was running out of fields to conquer, and even someone with his enormous zest for the game was in need of refreshing; his competitive juices duly stirred, he in turn pushed Australia to strive harder. The starting point was an Australian victory over the amateur might of MCC, led by Grace, in a single day’s play at Lord’s early on in their first tour of England in 1878; some reports even termed the vanquished team as ‘England’. Although it was not officially billed as a Test, this was a far more significant event than the first Test match in Australia the previous year as English cricket, as well as its best player, was challenged in its notions of superiority. Battle was now joined. When, later in the tour, Grace discovered that Billy Midwinter – who was born in Gloucestershire and divided his time between playing for Victoria in Australia in the winter and for Grace’s county side in the summer – was about to start a match for the Australians at Lord’s when Grace was expecting him at The Oval, Grace (according to one account) headed off in a hansom cab to ‘kidnap’ him. However it happened, Midwinter ended up playing for Gloucestershire and not the touring team, and it required an apology from Grace to ensure the Australians fulfilled a subsequent fixture against Gloucestershire, which they proceeded to win in vengeful fashion.13

Grace subsequently played an important part in the creation of the Ashes, which arose out of the historic Test at The Oval in 1882. With Australia leading by 75 in their second innings with four wickets in hand and their captain Billy Murdoch at the crease, Grace ran out Murdoch’s partner Sam Jones in contentious fashion, Jones having left his crease to pat down a divot. Grace’s appeal was upheld by umpire Bob Thoms as Jones had just completed a single and the ball was still in play, but it incensed the Australians, especially their star bowler Fred Spofforth who, according to legend, went into the England dressing-room at the end of the innings to berate Grace as a ‘cheat’. Fuelled by righteous indignation, Spofforth then bowled unchanged for 28 (four-ball) overs, mostly in tandem with Harry Boyle, to win the match for his side by seven runs despite Grace, having walked out to the middle to a volley of invective from the close fielders, scoring 32.

England only needed 32 more when Grace was fourth out, and they added another 13 before the next wicket triggered a wholesale collapse as the pressure became too much for them and most onlookers. ‘Men who were noted for their coolness at critical moments were shaking like a leaf – some were shivering with cold – some even fainted,’ Charles Alcock, the Surrey secretary, wrote. ‘The reaction after the severe tension of the last half-hour left the spectators almost paralysed [and] it is said that the reporters, whose duty it was to telegraph to the evening papers, were so overcome as to forget to transmit the result.’ Such a sensational first Australia Test victory on English soil, with Grace in the opposition, sparked the Anglo–Australian rivalry into life, prompting Reginald Shirley Brooks’s mock obituary of English cricket in the Sporting Times and calls for a team to go to Australia and redeem English honour. This duly happened, Ivo Bligh’s side – initially charged with playing three matches against the Australians who had just proved victorious in England – returning home with ‘the Ashes’ eight months later, the notion given physical substance by some Melbourne ladies (one of whom Bligh married almost a year later) presenting him with a small urn in a velvet bag.14

Grace never shed his reputation in Australian eyes for sharp practice; Joe Darling, who first toured England in 1896, recounted how he was warned to watch out for Grace as he was a ‘great bluffer’. Tales of Australian grievance should be heard with caution though. Australians were not averse to gamesmanship either: the 1891-92 series in which Grace was suspected of all manner of skulduggery began with Jack Blackham seemingly duping Grace over the toss of the coin ahead of the first Test in order to ensure his side batted first when their key bowler Charlie Turner was ailing and in need of recovery time. Grace, a qualified doctor, also fixed Turner’s finger during the Manchester Test of 1893, without which Turner would have been unable to play a match-saving innings.

Without Grace, not only would Anglo–Australian cricket have been less viable, it would have been less vibrant.

England’s Families

The Graces were the first of 32 families to have provided England with multiple Test cricketers; in all, 68 of England’s 684 Test cricketers – or 10 per cent of the total – have been closely related to one another. These included 13 fathers and sons, two grandfathers and grandsons, 11 sets of brothers, four uncles and nephews, and four sets of cousins.



	Family

	Test caps

	England Test cricketers (eldest first, with date of debut)




	Grace

	24

	Edward 1880, WG 1880, Frederick 1880 (brothers); all three played together in one Test




	Studd

	9

	George 1882, Charles 1882 (brothers); played together in four Tests




	Hearne

	1615

	George 1892, Frank 1889, Alec 1892 (brothers), Jack 1892 (their cousin); in one Test, George and Alec played for England and Frank for South Africa




	Gunn

	32

	William 1887 (uncle), John 1901, George 1907 (brothers; nephews)




	Wilson

	3

	Clem 1899, Rockley 1921 (brothers)




	Tyldesley

	45

	Johnny 1899, Ernest 1921 (brothers)




	Harris/Haig

	9

	Lord Harris 1879 (uncle), Nigel Haig 1921 (nephew)




	Tate

	40

	Fred 1902 (father), Maurice 1924 (son)




	Russell/Freeman

	22

	Jack Russell 1920, Tich Freeman 1924 (cousins)




	Ranji/Duleep

	27

	Ranjitsinhji 1896 (uncle), Duleepsinhji 1929 (nephew)




	Gilligan

	15

	Arthur 1922, Harold 1930 (brothers); both captained England




	Townsend

	5

	Charles 1899 (father), David 1935 (son)




	Hardstaff

	28

	Joe snr 1907 (father), Joe jnr 1935 (son)




	Mann

	12

	Francis 1922 (father), George 1948 (son); both captained England




	Parks

	47

	Jim snr 1937 (father), Jim jnr 1954 (son)




	Richardson

	35

	Peter 1956, Dick 1957 (brothers); played together in one Test




	Edrich

	116

	Bill 1938, John 1963 (cousins)




	Hutton

	84

	Leonard 1937 (father), Richard 1971 (son)




	Greig

	60

	Tony 1972, Ian 1982 (brothers)




	Cowdrey

	120

	Colin 1954 (father), Chris 1984 (son); both captained England




	Smith

	70

	Chris 1983, Robin 1988 (brothers)




	Stewart

	141

	Micky 1963 (father), Alec 1990 (son)




	Butcher

	72

	Alan 1979 (father), Mark 1997 (son)




	Hollioake

	6

	Adam 1997, Ben 1997 (brothers); played together in one Test




	Sidebottom

	23

	Arnie 1985 (father), Ryan 2001 (son)




	Jones

	33

	Jeff 1964 (father), Simon 2002 (son)




	Tremlett

	15

	Maurice 1948 (grandfather), Chris 2007 (grandson)




	Broad

	141

	Chris 1984 (father), Stuart 2007 (son)




	Bairstow

	56

	David 1979 (father), Jonny 2012 (son)




	Compton

	94

	Denis 1937 (grandfather), Nick 2012 (grandson)




	Ali

	51

	Kabir 2003, Moeen 2014 (cousins)




	French/Ball

	20

	Bruce French 1986 (uncle), Jake Ball 2016 (nephew)





Several England Test cricketers were related to players who appeared in Test cricket for other countries. They include: Albert Trott 1899 (brother Harry played for Australia); Duleepsinhji 1929 (nephews Hanumant Singh and Indrajitsinhji played for India); the Nawab of Pataudi snr 1932 (son Mansur Ali Khan Pataudi played for India); Roger Tolchard 1977 (cousin Roger Twose played for New Zealand); Roland Butcher 1981 (cousin Basil Butcher played for West Indies); Dean Headley 1997 (father Ron and grandfather George played for West Indies); and Darren Pattinson 2008 (brother James played for Australia). A further four families have provided England with a Test player and a one-day player (Test player named first): brothers Alan Wells 1995 and Colin Wells 1985; father MJK Smith 1958 and son Neil Smith 1996; father David Lloyd 1974 and son Graham Lloyd 1996; father Peter Willey 1976 and son David Willey 2015.

In June 2018, the Currans became the 33rd family, and the twelfth set of brothers, to provide multiple Test cricketers for England when Sam Curran made his debut against Pakistan at Leeds, six months after his elder brother Tom played his first match in Melbourne.



CHAPTER 4

Demon Spofforth and the Australians

England meet their match

There would have been no need for a regular England team had there not been someone worth playing. For a long time, there wasn’t and such teams as were titled England did not take the field as nationally representative XIs. During Hambledon’s greatness of the late 1700s, they played teams called England that were really the ‘Rest of England’ or ‘Anyone but Hambledon’. England sides later faced the likes of Surrey, Kent, Sussex and MCC on a similar basis; WG Grace’s first first-class century was for England v Surrey in 1865. None of the famous All England or other wandering XIs that toured the United Kingdom between the 1840s and 1870s saw themselves as representing the nation. Why would they? They were spreading the gospel of the game for commercial gain, passing on skills with one hand, selling equipment and gathering gate receipts with the other.

It was when this entrepreneurial spirit took players abroad – to North America in 1859-60 and then, with North America off limits due to the American Civil War, to significant acclaim to Australia in 1861-62 and again in 1863-64 – that the seeds of international competition were sown. Two Surrey cricketers, Charles Lawrence and William Caffyn, stayed behind after early tours of Australia to coach in Melbourne and Sydney, Lawrence subsequently acting as captain and coach to a little-regarded Aborigine team that toured England in 1868, and Caffyn tutoring Charles Bannerman, scorer of the first Test-match century.

Other Englishmen settled in Australia with cricket in their blood: Bransby Cooper, a member of Australia’s first Test XI, was born in India, educated at Rugby school and played for Middlesex and Kent before emigrating in 1869; five others in the team were born in England. Australian cricketers were soon sufficiently enterprising to strike out on tours of their own. The tour they undertook in 1878 was astonishing in its scope and ambition: encompassing matches in Australia, New Zealand, England, Scotland, the United States and Canada, it lasted more than a year. By initially visiting Britain every other year, the Australians crowded out the North Americans, making seven tours by 1890 to Philadelphia’s two, and providing England with their only serious competition until South Africa’s faltering emergence.

Australia’s cricket developed at such a rate as to surprise not only their opponents but themselves. The rise was actually too precipitous to sustain, their first Test victory in England in 1882 being followed by only one more there in the next 14 years (and that, at Lord’s in 1888, termed by Wisden a ‘fluky defeat . . . on a mud-heap’) before a more sustained flowering in the 1890s. Australia may have possessed a national cricket team before it possessed a nation – a federation of the states only arrived in 1901 – but so long as the rivalry between Melbourne and Sydney did not get out of hand, the players (although many of them continued to regard themselves as ‘Englishmen’) shared a collective purpose in a way the English amateurs and professionals could not.

One purpose was to simply prove themselves worthy of the contest. Australians arguably did more towards creating the Ashes ‘legend’ which cemented these matches than Englishmen: Florence Rose Morphy, who later married Ivo Bligh and was among the group of ladies who presented the urn to him, belonged to an Australian family and was acting on Australian press reports that made great play of Bligh’s ‘quest’; the lines of verse praising Bligh’s team which were pasted to the front of the urn came from Melbourne Punch (praise for England cricketers was something the Australian media quickly grew out of). In the wake of the interest aroused by the 1882 win at The Oval, almost 170,000 Australians watched the four Tests against Bligh’s team. It was also Australian cricketing publications and newspapers that did most to propagate the term ‘Test match’, which began to gain wide currency from 1884 when it was used by the Melbourne Argus.

Brash the Australians may have been, but all in all England could not have been luckier to find such opponents – good, competitive players who were likeminded in outlook and complementary in approach. They were brothers as much as they were enemies, and arguments were almost always repaired. Frederick ‘The Demon’ Spofforth, Australia’s first great bowler, and Billy Murdoch, their first Test captain in England, both emigrated to England; Spofforth was another of solid English stock.16

Harold Larwood and Frank Tyson, two of England’s greatest destroyers in Australia in future generations, settled there in retirement. It was a rivalry that had a happy knack of renewing itself, England’s victory in Australia in 1894-95 and Australia’s in England in 1902 cementing themselves in the psyche of both countries at important times. When England lost to Australia by three runs in Manchester in 1902, the atmosphere was fiercely partisan, reflecting a nationalism that was asserting itself thanks to Joseph Chamberlain and the Anglo–Boer War, especially the siege of Mafeking, and the increasing militarisation of Europe following Germany’s victory over the French in 1871. This would only grow in the years leading up to the First World War. When English teams sailed for Australia in 1903-04 and 1911-12 they did so to large public send-offs. ‘Every man was animated by one thought – the honour of English cricket,’ Pelham Warner wrote of the 1911-12 side. But more still bound England and Australia than separated them. When Britain became involved in a European war in 1914, Australia still pledged to support the Mother Country, the prime minister Andrew Fisher promising to ‘help and defend her to our last man and our last shilling’. If there was a point of division, the bitter legacy of that conflict – 60,000 Australians dead – provided it.

Australians were teaching cricketing lessons to the English almost as soon as matches on level terms began, forcing them to raise their game. Spofforth, every bit as feisty and competitive as WG, generally bowled medium pace but his variations in pace, spin and flight were so sophisticated as to make him almost unplayable. ‘The Australians have mastered the art of bowling more thoroughly than we have,’ Lord Harris wrote after England’s 1878-79 tour during which Spofforth took 13 wickets in the only Test. ‘They try to perfect themselves in it more than in the other departments of the game . . . In a few years, I believe as good a team will be turned out of the Colonies combined, as can be out of the Old Country.’ Spofforth put down Australia’s famous victory at The Oval in 1882 to superior tactics, describing how a single was given to Alfred Lyttelton in order that he and Harry Boyle could bowl at the men they were more likely to get out.

George Lohmann, whose Test career briefly overlapped with Spofforth’s, gratefully mimicked his methods and in turn passed on what he knew to Bill Lockwood. Murdoch, the scorer of the first Test-match double-century, showed he could bat as long, if not longer, than Grace. The Australian fielding set new standards, from Jack Blackham’s wicketkeeping to the agile Syd Gregory at point; Spofforth claimed Australian fielders were generally much faster over the ground than their English counterparts. Their captains set more inventive fields and ran more disciplined teams, as Wisden’s praise for Joe Darling’s leadership of the Australians in 1902 indicated: ‘In this all important matter of physical well-being they undoubtedly owed much to the precept and example of their captain. In his own sphere of action, Darling is a born leader. When he comes to England, he comes simply and solely to play cricket, and he has the rare power of being able to keep a whole team up to something approaching his own standard. He has immense concentration of purpose and under his guidance the players were just as keen at the end of three months’ cricket as they had been at the beginning.’ Monty Noble, who followed Darling, was just as shrewd and able.

Unencumbered of the caste system that so divided the English game and England teams, many of the early Australian teams approached tours with the same mindset, as speculative ventures on which a healthy share of gate receipts (established then and long maintained for all visiting teams to England at 50 per cent) was theirs for the taking. The players were their own masters to a degree their English counterparts could only dream of, for instance electing their own captains and managers. The English authorities looked askance, and the English professionals enviously, at the Australian players enriching themselves to the extent they sometimes did: the players who invested a £50 stake in the mammoth tour of 1878 returned home with £1,000 each, around £75,000 in today’s money. MCC objected to Australians describing themselves as amateurs while clearly earning so well and it was only after they agreed to come to England as amateurs with the initial funding provided by others (though when it was provided by the Melbourne Cricket Club that caused ructions too) that Lord’s was prepared to countenance them stepping through the gates. Gradually, the Australians modified their ways to the sensibilities of the English system, to show what Gideon Haigh termed ‘colonial obeisance to English class niceties’.17

Australian rapacity set a disruptive example. When a large crowd turned up to one of their matches at The Oval in 1878 the Australian players raised their ticket prices from sixpence to a shilling, prompting a request from the English professionals (Shaw and Shrewsbury again prominent among them) for £20 rather than £10 when the Australians returned to The Oval later in the tour; this was rejected and replacement players found but the episode may have persuaded the Surrey committee to pay the England professionals £20 each when the inaugural Test match on English soil was staged two years later.

Tours of England apart, Australian cricketers at home took to the field only sporadically and held regular jobs from which they took time off to play; hence their early view of tours as investments and hence the subsequent practice of them receiving compensation in lieu of lost earnings; occasionally, the size of this compensation became an issue, as it was ahead of the 1897-98 Ashes series. This may have further encouraged England’s incoming Board of Control to restore the £20 fee in 1898. As power, and control of the purse-strings, gradually shifted from the Australian players to an amateur-run Australian Cricket Board, mirroring the shift in England from professional players to MCC, further disputes materialised, the most incendiary of which saw a group of leading players refuse to go to England in 1912. Broadly speaking, Australia’s pre-1914 international players were at least as well paid as England’s and readier to tour. This was another reason why England came under pressure to assemble their very best XIs. It was the only way to keep up.



CHAPTER 5

Boom Time

The development of England’s Test match grounds

The opening day of the 1896 Ashes ranks as one of the most sensational in Test cricket. So many people flocked to Lord’s that Monday that the ground authorities and police could not cope. With 25,414 paying spectators and members combined, the full attendance reached around 30,000, the largest crowd to have witnessed a day of Test action to this point. If Thomas Verity’s magnificent pavilion acted as some sort of pen to MCC members, out in the public areas the scene was chaotic. Inevitably, as spectators continued to pour in, they spilled onto the edges of the playing area, one report suggesting they actually encroached 10 to 15 yards onto the field, meaning ‘many a ball which would ordinarily have been fielded for two, scored four’. With spectators at the back denied a view, some resorted to throwing handfuls of gravel wrapped in newspapers at those in front. ‘Lord’s has scarcely before been the scene of so much noisiness and rowdyism,’ The Times reported.18

The players were naturally unsettled, particularly the Australian batsmen who were bundled out by Tom Richardson and George Lohmann in an hour and a quarter for a total of 53. Wisden’s view was that ‘lack of nerve on the part of the Australians must have been largely answerable for such an astounding collapse’, one that inevitably cost them the game.

The turnout took the organisers by surprise, but it should not have done. The previous Ashes series in Australia in 1894-95 was the most exciting yet played and was won by England after they chased down 298 in the fifth and deciding contest thanks to an attacking hundred from Yorkshire batsman Jack Brown (who would die in 1904 aged 35). That match in Melbourne was watched over five days by the first total gate to exceed 100,000, the series drew more than 275,000, and the tour as a whole made a profit of £7,000 for the Melbourne and Sydney authorities, a boon after the expensive failure of Lord Sheffield’s mission in 1891-92.19 The media coverage in Britain was extensive, with the Pall Mall Gazette investing in regular updates. When the Australians humbled the might of MCC in 1878, reports reached Australia by means of the innovative submarine telegraph the next day, but information now travelled faster still. ‘News was telegraphed every few minutes, [and] was awaited with extraordinary interest,’ recounted Grace, who was among the many gripped from afar. There had never been such interest in England about an overseas series.20

That alone would have been enough to guarantee huge interest in the three 1896 Tests, but as social historian Asa Briggs calculated, this year marked a watershed in the growth of a national communications network, with the founding of the Daily Mail, Marconi introducing his wireless invention to the Post Office and the first cinema shows in the West End. With London increasingly at its centre, England was unified in a way it had not been before, and growing enthusiasm for a national cricket team was one manifestation of this. Cricket, an affordable national weekly magazine founded in 1882 by Charles Alcock, Surrey secretary and a visionary figure in the development of several sports, promoted the leading players as national heroes.

The first morning at Lord’s served as a warning. Within three weeks the MCC committee sanctioned additional temporary seating for Australia’s next visit to the ground the following month (‘urge the means for providing as much accommodation as possible in this way at once’) and instructed Frank Verity – son of Thomas, who had died in 1891, the year after his pavilion was opened – to submit designs for the construction in the winter of what became the Mound Stand. The subsequent Tests at Old Trafford in Manchester and The Oval duly passed off without incident, even though 44,000 watched Australia win by three wickets in Manchester despite a great counterattacking innings of 154 from the Indian-born cricketer Ranjitsinhji in his first match for England, and 55,000 seeing England come off best again in the decider in Kennington. As a whole, the series saw an almost doubling of the aggregate attendance for the three Tests compared with Australia’s visit in 1893.

In an era when revenues were almost wholly generated by gate receipts, this was a development that could not be ignored – and wasn’t. The five professionals who threatened to strike ahead of the Oval Test knew what they were doing: with interest at such unprecedented levels, their action was certainly not going to go unnoticed by the wider world. The administrators, for their part, began a wholesale review of the way Test cricket was organised which included following the Australian model and arranging five Tests rather than three for the next series in England in 1899, establishing a formula that has largely been adhered to ever since.

It was said that WG Grace inspired the building of half the great cricket grounds in England, but the advent of Test cricket was the really significant factor. The big county clubs based in the major conurbations grew wealthier on growing memberships, but Test cricket was good business from the outset and, then as often now, a prize worth pursuing for the hosts. The three grounds that had so far staged Tests (The Oval, Old Trafford and Lord’s) plus others that aspired to join them (Trent Bridge, Headingley and Edgbaston) had all either purchased the land on which they stood or secured long-term lease arrangements, and were in the process of significantly upgrading their facilities. With the move to five home Tests in the offing, that process continued apace, although there was anxiety for Nottinghamshire when, at the inaugural meeting of the Board of Control in 1898, ‘substantial claims’ were also made on behalf of Gloucestershire’s ground at Bristol. Bristol’s facilities were clearly inferior and the bid could only have been the work of WG Grace, though Nottinghamshire’s history of rebellion could have counted against them too, especially as during the meeting itself they proposed – unsuccessfully – that MCC should receive less than the proposed 20 per cent of receipts from the Tests they staged. In the event, Nottinghamshire won the ballot among the 12 members.

Strikingly, the pavilions built during this period at Trent Bridge (1886), Headingley (1889), Lord’s (1890), Old Trafford (1895) and The Oval (1898) were so well designed and constructed that they still stand today, albeit that those at Headingley, Old Trafford and The Oval no longer house the dressing-rooms. They are a tribute to their architects: Thomas Verity, an established theatre designer and creator of the Albert Hall who built the Lord’s pavilion; Thomas Muirhead, who built those at Old Trafford and The Oval; and HM Townsend, a Peterborough firm, whose design for the Trent Bridge pavilion inspired the one at Headingley built by Smith and Tweedale. Both Trent Bridge and Headingley staged their first Tests in 1899 and Edgbaston put on its first Test three years later. So successful did they prove as venues that England needed to commission no new Test ground between 1902 and the arrival of the Riverside stadium in Durham in 2003.

In terms of organisation, Surrey and Lancashire set the standard. Charles Alcock was the first in England to exploit the potential for a match on equal terms between England and Australia and, after Lord’s refused to host the Australians during their 1880 tour partly because of their questionable amateur credentials and partly because of the trouble in Sydney in 1878-79, he with Lord Harris’s help set up at short notice the first Test staged on English soil that September, paying Sussex £100 to cancel their fixture with the Australians in order to create space in the fixture list.

Largely at Alcock’s instigation, The Oval had already staged many of the early football and rugby internationals, as well as most of the FA Cup finals, although in front of relatively small crowds. The Australians attracted big attendances for their matches at The Oval in 1878 following their famous defeat of MCC at Lord’s, and the logistical challenges those fixtures presented, with swathes of people overrunning the turnstiles at the first of them, prepared Alcock for the 1880 Test which was watched by more than 20,000 paying spectators on each of the first two days.

Two years later, and with the Surrey committee now more receptive to hosting the Australians, similar numbers attended the two days of cricket that culminated in Australia’s sensational first Test victory on English soil; four appearances on the ground by the touring team gave a significant boost to Surrey’s coffers; match receipts for the season totalled £12,329 whereas in 1881 they had been £2,260. The briskly efficient Alcock acted as local organiser, or agent, for a number of the early Australian touring teams as well as those from other countries until the creation of the Board of Control for Test Matches in England, by which time he had secured for The Oval a place that it still holds today as the traditional venue for the final Test of the summer and, in Australia years, of Ashes-winning celebrations. As such, no other English ground can lay claim to quite so many cherished memories.21

Old Trafford, under the stewardship of WE Howard, also acted quickly to capitalise on the popularity of the 1878 Australians by erecting temporary stands for Lancashire’s fixture against them, garnering handsome receipts of £730. By the mid-1880s, Old Trafford boasted a ladies’ tea room and special facilities for newspaper reporters and scorers.

Lord’s, which in 1884 staged its first Test 11 days after Old Trafford made its debut, was ill-run by comparison until Francis Lacey, later the first man knighted for services to cricket, took over as MCC secretary in 1898 in time to pick up the pieces of the 1896 fiasco. A barrister by profession, Lacey brought a more businesslike approach to affairs, although even under him Lord’s was slower than other grounds to respond to the needs of the press. ‘I cannot see why MCC should be so reluctant to build a proper press box as a continuation of the new Mound Stand,’ Wisden editor Sydney Pardon complained in 1901. ‘MCC have spent thousands of pounds during the last few years to increase the accommodation for their members and the public and they might surely do for the newspapers what has been done at Manchester, Leeds and Nottingham . . . It is hardly the thing for the first cricket club in the world to thus lag behind the counties in such a manner.’

For the Tests of 1902 and 1905 the newspapers reported from the Mound Stand before the press box was destroyed in a storm, after which they were moved to the pavilion. When, in the late 1950s, press-men were housed in the new Warner Stand, along with radio and television broadcasters, Wisden went on the attack again: ‘the long-leg or third-man view should not have been inflicted on those people whose day-to-day duties are to give a faithful description of the cricket.’ Nothing, though, could disturb the ground’s status as headquarters of MCC and, for many generations, as nerve-centre of the world game, a position that attracted both veneration for its hallowed turf and resentment of its dictatorial bearing.

Elsewhere, territorial battles were fought for supremacy. In Yorkshire, Bramall Lane, Sheffield was the base of the county club from the 1860s until Headingley, Leeds, in a move engineered by Lord Hawke, began hosting the majority of the county’s home matches in the 1890s. Even though Headingley staged its maiden Test in 1899, Sheffield was preferred in 1902 but the fixture was not a success, and not just because England lost; the facilities were unremarkable and the ground was surrounded by factories and foundries which scattered black dust over the field. The following year, the Yorkshire committee decided to permanently relocate to Leeds, and although Bramall Lane continued to stage county matches until the 1970s, it never hosted another Test.

Having seen off Bristol in the 1898 ballot, Trent Bridge soon had to contend with competition from Birmingham, 50 miles to the southwest. Trent Bridge’s preparations for its first Test included the construction of a ladies’ pavilion, extensive areas of covered seating for non-members, as well as indoor nets, believed to be the first in the country, and total expenditure was put at £4,000. However, come the match it hardly helped itself by continuing to display such an abrasively independent streak, the crowd heckling irreverently at WG Grace for his lack of mobility in the field. This spirit of rebelliousness in Nottinghamshire cricket had manifested itself in its involvement in the early pay disputes, and would again through its role in the Bodyline and Packer controversies, creating an uneasy relationship with Lord’s. The club’s influence on England cricket has been occasionally profound but perhaps not as weighty as it ought to have been. Startlingly, it has not provided England with a Test captain since Arthur Carr, one of the architects of Bodyline; indeed, Carr is the only Nottinghamshire player ever to captain England in a home Test.

In 1902, Trent Bridge lost out to Birmingham but, fortunately for Nottinghamshire, Warwickshire had difficulty enticing the public through Edgbaston’s gates in good numbers. Largely as a result, Birmingham was granted only four Tests before 1957, when, having undergone some significant post-war redevelopment which included a distinctive new scoreboard built in 1950, it staged a Test in the same summer as Nottingham for the first time and finally joined the regular Test-match roster. This proved the start of a remarkable renaissance which would lead to Edgbaston becoming the happiest of all England’s hunting grounds, but the ground might easily have suffered a similar fate to Sheffield.

Roland Ryder had arrived as Warwickshire secretary in 1896 and organised the building of a new permanent stand and two temporary ones – commandeered from Aston Villa Football Club and drawn across the city by horse – plus accommodation for reporters. Unfortunately, after George Hirst and Wilfred Rhodes sensationally dismissed Australia for 36 on the second day of the 1902 Test, still their lowest score against England, heavy rain flooded the ground on the final morning. In anticipation of a blank day, the committee paid off half the gatemen and released half the police, but the players and umpires waited, a sizeable crowd gathered outside, and at 2pm a hot sun came out. The crowd stormed the gates. ‘To save our skins we started play at 5.20[pm] on a swamp,’ Ryder recalled. Warwickshire finished heavily out of pocket and were obliged to launch an end-of-season fundraising appeal for £3,000.

Generally speaking, though, the ground investments paid off handsomely. The 1899 Ashes Tests were a huge success, with almost 250,000 people attending the 15 days of the series even though the final day of the Leeds Test was rained off. Wisden thought Trent Bridge went to unnecessary lengths in erecting new stands round a great portion of the ground but the Test there drew more than 40,000 people. The greatest hit was Old Trafford where each of the first two days was watched by about 30,000 with 10,000 more turned away. Crucially not just the host grounds shared in the financial consequences: one precept of the incoming Board of Control was that there should be an equitable apportioning of revenues (half of gate receipts plus money taken at the stands and enclosures less expenses) and it was deemed that while the host venues would receive 30 per cent, 60 per cent would be distributed among the other first-class counties and MCC, and 10 per cent to the Minor Counties.22 The broad principle that money generated by the England team should benefit all counties to some degree even if they had not staged an international match or provided players survives to this day, and it has helped keep the counties afloat.

Although the amateur class which took such pride in its batting might not have liked it, and the public-school educated historians may not have recorded it, many spectators preferred to cheer the professional artisans nurtured from the same earthy soil as themselves – Tom Hayward and Bobby Abel, Tom Richardson and George Lohmann, Hirst and Rhodes, and the perennially youthful Johnny Briggs, who tragically fell ill during the Leeds Test of 1899. ‘These were the cricketers who became the heroes of the working-class fans in the sixpenny stands,’ wrote Ric Sissons in his seminal The Players: A Social History of the Professional Cricketer. ‘Ordinary people readily identified with players who shared their class background and who, in theory, offered their own sons the chance of a temporary exit from the routine drudgery of work . . . In the context of the major contribution the professionals made to popularising cricket as a national institution they were undervalued and underpaid.’

Bigger attendances subtly raised the stakes. Such large crowds were more partisan, if not downright hostile to the visitors: when England toured Australia in 1897-98, they found themselves persistently barracked by crowds bigger than even three years earlier; in turn, Australia found some less-than-welcome receptions in 1902. A line had been crossed and it meant that for the biggest fixtures selection needed to take account of a player’s temperament, or at least ought to have done. Arthur Shrewsbury, the first England batsman to score 1,000 Test runs but someone who had long been of fragile disposition, declined to make himself available for the third Test of 1899, believing that at 43 the strain would be too great for him; he did not play for England again. Charles Fry, who found public and press criticism hard to take, and tended to suffer from nerves on big occasions, several times changed his mind about playing for England. When he was finally appointed England captain in 1912 at the age of 40, he missed the simplest of catches against South Africa at Lord’s and promptly retreated into the deep field, where he squandered another chance.23 Colin Blythe, though on occasions a match-winner, became so stressed by the prospect of Test cricket that he was medically advised not to play at Lord’s in 1909.

The ground redevelopments presented opportunities to review the treatment of amateurs and professionals. In London, at Lord’s and The Oval, the feudal division was maintained, with separate changing facilities and separate gates onto the field of play, though the new 1898 pavilion at The Oval made improvements for both. ‘The best places for following the game have been given, and quite rightly, to the gentlemen engaged in the cricket; their dressing and sitting rooms command an exact end-on view of the cricket pitch, while the professionals have an almost equally good position,’ The Times reported. ‘The Surrey committee are to be commended for striking out a fresh line in their thought for the players’ comfort. The old professional box tacked on to the pavilion at Lord’s is always an eyesore to many of the Marylebone Club members.’

There may have been a reversion of these arrangements though; as late as the 1930s, Hobbs complained about the cramped basement quarters given to professionals. At Lord’s the segregation policy extended even to its dining arrangements, Hobbs describing the lunch provided to professionals as ‘always one of the worst in England’ – at least until 1922, when they were finally taken to eat with the amateurs. Alec Bedser said that even in the 1930s, ‘To see play from the pros’ room at Lord’s it was necessary to stand on a chair or on tiptoe.’ Even when the rules were relaxed, it seemed old habits died hard. Patsy Hendren, writing in Wisden in 1938, stated that professionals ‘had the option’ at Lord’s of going through the centre-gate on to the field, ‘but they probably think it too much trouble to walk along there from the dressing-room’.

Things were more relaxed in the provinces. At Trent Bridge in 1898 the amateur changing-room was moved from the east side of the pavilion to the west where the professional facilities were already located (admittedly in the basement; they were now moved upstairs). This meant that from the very start of the ground’s time as a Test venue, all the players used the same staircase and the same gate onto the field. Similarly, at Old Trafford, although the new pavilion had three bathrooms for amateurs and only one for professionals, this was an improvement on the previous arrangements that saw professionals change in a cramped room on the other side of the ground. For the 1902 Test, when Lancashire’s own Archie MacLaren was England captain, amateurs and professionals entered the playing area side by side, one newspaper reporting: ‘As the players went to the wicket there was an outbreak of cheering – the citadel of conservatism had at last been stormed!’ A contemporary photograph shows MacLaren leading the players down the pavilion steps followed by amateurs Lionel Palairet and Ranjitsinhji and the professional Len Braund. This would hardly have endeared Lancashire to Lord’s, who probably mistrusted Old Trafford’s strong-willed committee and strong-minded captains almost as much as it did Trent Bridge’s.

Though small, these changes must have lent greater cohesion to the England team and enhanced esprit de corps, even if the physical segregation of the dressing-rooms continued to hinder the development of strategy – assuming, of course, a captain was prepared to heed the input of senior professionals.

The problem of over-congestion at Test matches in England, especially Ashes matches where there was a great temptation to pack in the crowds, was not however solved by the building programmes of the late-Victorian era. There was another case of administrative bungling at the gates on the opening day of the Lord’s Test in 1921, the first played there after the First World War, when according to Wisden ‘many ticket holders being greatly delayed and inconvenienced in getting through . . . MCC came in for some sharp criticism, and were compelled to put forward an explanation.’ Eyewitness accounts testified to women fainting amid the crush, as well as lavatory arrangements being spectacularly inadequate at the back of the Mound Stand. Similarly, with interest again high after the Second World War, when more than 500,000 watched the five Tests played by Bradman’s Invincibles, boundaries were again pushed in. ‘Some of the hits that passed for boundaries in the 1948 series deserved no more than two runs,’ Jack Fingleton wrote.
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In addition, two scheduled Test matches against Australia at Old Trafford (in 1890 and 1938) were abandoned without a ball bowled.



CHAPTER 6

Hawke, Warner and the Amateur Coup

Yorkshire become England’s greatest asset

No man did more to give shape and direction to the England team than Martin Hawke, or Lord Hawke as he became following the death of his father, the sixth baron, in 1887, an event which forced Martin’s early departure from a tour of Australia. Yorkshire’s regular championship captain from 1886 until 1908, Hawke was the prime mover behind the administrative changes of 1898, one result of which was that he chaired the newly created Test selection panel for its first ten years. By taking such initiative at this early stage in the evolution of the national team, Hawke did much to cement MCC’s position as executors of England affairs while also establishing Yorkshire as the most powerful contributing county to the national cause, a position it has frequently occupied since. Like Lord Harris, Hawke did much as a young man to help England’s Test team which his reactionary behaviour in later years should not overshadow.

By showing an interest in each player under his charge whatever his background, and caring for retired players who had hit hard times, Hawke set a standard in captaincy. He also oversaw improvements in pay at county and international level that, although limited, allowed professionals to achieve greater affluence and influence. However, his contribution was ambivalent: he helped ensure that the captaincy and management of the national team remained in amateur hands for the next 50 years: the declining representation of amateurs in the England team was not mirrored in the corridors of power. By the 1920s Hawke was well out of touch with changes in public mood, as shown by the immediate hostility to his infamous comment at Yorkshire’s annual dinner in 1925, ‘Pray God, no professional shall ever captain England.’ Yet, so firm was the amateur executive’s grip on power that this prayer stayed answered until 1952, although shortly before he died Hawke saw a former professional, Walter Hammond, lead England competently enough against Australia in 1938 to elicit his praise.

This should not overshadow the good that he did. Hawke took it upon himself to turn Yorkshire into the best and most disciplined county side and was so successful that it virtually guaranteed a steady supply of top-quality players to the national team. When Wilfred Rhodes made his championship debut for the club against Somerset in May 1898 he was one of nine players in the team, including Hawke, who either had or would play in matches now designated Tests. Yorkshire had won the championship in 1893 and 1896, and would do so again that season and five times more before Hawke stepped down. It was first proof of a saying that has never died: ‘When Yorkshire are strong, England are strong.’ Yorkshire have provided more Test players to England, and won more England Test caps, than any other county, and the quality was consistently high too. ‘I do not remember a single instance of a plain, unmistakable failure in Test cricket by a chosen Yorkshireman,’ Neville Cardus wrote in 1938. In a large county which by 2017 was calculated to provide 12 per cent of the entire cricket-playing population of the country, the strength has generally resided more in the west around Leeds, Bradford and Sheffield than Hull to the east or Middlesbrough to the north.

Turning Yorkshire into an indestructible cricketing institution was not easy. Born into a family with a tradition of service in the army and navy, Hawke persuaded himself (and his father) of another course after progressing through Eton and Cambridge; the sheer size of the task was the challenge. Yorkshire had rarely been short of talent – they provided five players to the first England Test XI – but under the professional leadership of Tom Emmett an unhealthy drinking culture developed (Emmett himself sported a famously red nose). It was said that Hawke had charge of ‘nine drunks and a chapel parson’, a reference to opening batsman Louis Hall being a lay preacher and teetotal (as was John Tunnicliffe, who succeeded Hall at the top of the order). The claim was exaggerated – Billy Bates, who took the first hat-trick for England in a Test in Melbourne in 1883, was known for his clean living and sartorial elegance – but contained an essential truth. Hawke sacked both Ted Peate and Bobby Peel for insobriety when they were still seen as England cricketers as well as Yorkshire ones (Archie MacLaren described Peel as ‘the cleverest bowler in my time’).

On what proved to be his final Test tour, Peel bowled England to a sensational ten-run victory in Sydney only after being thrust under the shower to sober up following a night on the town; Peel thought that Australia, needing 64 to win with eight wickets in hand, were sure to win, only for overnight rain to transform the pitch in favour of England’s bowlers. If Hawke’s actions were severe, the aim was achieved: Rhodes, who inherited Peel’s place, became exactly the sort of respectable professional Hawke envisaged doing service for club and country.

Hawke started out as often the only amateur in the Yorkshire team and this gave him insight into the lives of professionals; unlike some captains, he had no qualms dealing with them. He did much to improve their welfare, introducing a system copied by other counties of awarding bonus payments according to performance and, although some grumbled about not being better rewarded, things would have been worse without him. Hawke, for instance, saw the legitimacy of the threatened strike by Test players in 1896. When Billy Bates found his career ended by a freak eye injury in Australia and, despairing of his future, tried to commit suicide on the voyage home, Hawke helped organise a benefit fund. Also, when Dick Barlow, a former Lancashire and England all-rounder-turned-umpire, was summoned to Lord’s to explain a dispute with Sussex captain Ranjitsinhji during a county match, Hawke ensured Lancashire stuck to their agreement to reimburse Barlow’s expenses. He helped George Hirst find a coaching position at Eton. ‘He gave to professional cricket a status of dignity and pride, and by his insistence upon an attractive standard of payment and living conditions he could ask for a correspondingly high standard of conduct, so drawing to professional cricket men of admirable character,’ Jim Kilburn wrote.

With guaranteed income from company directorships, Hawke devoted time to the game in summer and winter, organising and leading largely amateur teams to Australia (1887), India (1890 and 1892), the United States and Canada (1891 and 1894), South Africa (1895 and 1898), West Indies (1896) and Argentina (1912). Pelham Warner called him the ‘Odysseus of cricket . . . the first to preach the gospel of cricket throughout the Empire’. Hawke stimulated a process that led to the provision of more Test-match opposition for England while also gaining greater insight into the nature of touring, something his contact with the Yorkshire professionals who travelled on Test tours also provided. Full England tours were in as much need of reform as Yorkshire cricket: some of the early expeditions, especially those under professional control, were rough affairs on which betting was alleged – in at least one instance in a match against Victoria on the 1881-82 tour of Australia match-fixing by two players, George Ulyett and John Selby, was suspected – while excessive drinking was commonplace.24

Ted Pooley, wicketkeeper on the tour of 1876-77, missed the two Tests because he was languishing in jail in New Zealand having assaulted a local man, Ralph Donkin, over a dispute relating to a bet on a match against 18 men of Canterbury.25 As a consequence, for the tour of 1881-82, Lillywhite, Shaw and Shrewsbury drew up a memorandum of agreement with the players – ‘Professional cricketers of England’ – which included a clause that £20 would be withheld in case of ‘impropriety or misconduct’ and redistributed among the rest, a practice that MCC adopted once it took control of tours. Withholding a portion of tour fees in lieu of good behaviour was a practice that survived until well after the Second World War.

Alfred Shaw, an experienced tour manager, said that with care a professional could return home with between £100 and £150 but because of ‘expensive habits . . . feasting and merrymaking’ often returned home with almost nothing. ‘Everyone who is at all behind the scenes in cricket knows perfectly well that in the case, both of English XIs in Australia and Australian XIs in England, the brightest hopes have sometimes been wrecked through want of self-control,’ wrote Sydney Pardon in 1903. The first English team to tour South Africa in 1888-89, consisting of six professionals and seven amateurs, saw players partying hard during several early defeats, though it is unclear which members of the group were most culpable. Wisden reported: ‘It is no libel to say that, for a time, generous hospitality had a bad effect on the cricket.’

The amateur class needed no second invitation to believe that it alone could manage things properly but many including Hawke were converted to the cause after the fiasco of two English teams, one predominantly professional, the other mainly amateur (of which Hawke was briefly a member), heading to Australia in 1887-88. The Cricket Council was created to avoid such confusion in future but the body withered when its chairman Lord Harris became Governor of Bombay in 1890. It was during a speech at Bedale to welcome George Hirst and Ted Wainwright back from the 1897-98 tour of Australia that Hawke aired his belief that MCC, on whose committee he sat, was the proper body to run England’s affairs and he pointed to the Cricket Association of Australia overseeing the Australia team as an example to be followed. (In fact the Australian body soon collapsed but was replaced by an Australian Cricket Board in 1905.) Much of what Hawke advocated in his speech became policy once the counties endorsed the introduction of an MCC-instituted Board of Control.

Hawke’s motives were not entirely selfless. He felt Yorkshire had sacrificed too much on England’s behalf considering how many players they provided and that the club had never hosted a Test despite having a ground at Headingley ‘second to none’. He wanted the host clubs’ share of Test-match takings cut and the counties providing England players to be fairly rewarded. He issued in his speech a none-too-subtle threat. ‘If the matches in future were arranged on the principles he suggested, he was sure they would give satisfaction to the cricket world in general, and there would be an end to the cavilling,’ Cricket reported. ‘He was also sure that if a change were not made Yorkshire would take a strong stand, and not allow their players to take part in a Test match unless it was arranged by MCC to whom they owed allegiance as the head of cricket. As the other counties were being asked for their opinions on these matters, it was as well that those of Yorkshire should be known.’

This was no idle threat: selection for home Tests, resting in the hands of the club committees hosting the matches (to this point, Surrey and Lancashire as well as MCC), was fairly parochial, with a tendency to back local favourites, and Yorkshire along with other counties had sometimes refused to release their professionals, while some amateurs preferred to play for their counties. In one notorious instance in 1893, Stanley Jackson and Bobby Peel had turned out for Yorkshire against Sussex rather than in a deciding Ashes Test at Old Trafford, even though Yorkshire had already secured the championship title.

Hawke’s proposals were broadly adopted: the 12-man Board of Control – consisting of MCC’s president, five members of its subcommittee and representatives of six first-class counties as selected by the club – was constructed in such a way as to give MCC an effective majority; Yorkshire joined the roster of Test-match hosts in 1899; and profits were dispersed to all first-class counties. However, Hawke’s suggestion that counties providing England players be fairly rewarded was not taken up.

This was an important moment. The right had been asserted of the major clubs, armed with the best players and grounds best able to stage Test matches, to a stake in the national team. A Board of Control might oversee the England team, but there was not one owner but several stakeholders and keeping them happy would be a constant challenge. Nor could the voice of the first-class counties who did not stage Tests (ten of them by 1899) be ignored: they provided players and wanted a slice of revenues too. Some of these issues survive to this day.

Not everything went smoothly for Lord Hawke thereafter. As chairman of selection he presided over three defeats in four home Ashes series, and a great deal of turbulence; like others after him, he found the job harder than captaincy. His committee got into almost immediate difficulty when it had to find a new leader to replace WG Grace after the first Test of 1899. By appointing Archie MacLaren (who apart from anything else had not played a first-class match for nine months), he alienated Stanley Jackson, Hawke’s vice-captain at Yorkshire and son of WL Jackson, MP for Leeds North and a former Cabinet minister, who sat with Hawke on the board of the Leeds Cricket, Football and Athletic Company that owned Headingley. Stanley Jackson too had recently taken Hawke’s place on the MCC committee when Hawke was obliged to temporarily stand down after serving a maximum of four consecutive years. Jackson was sufficiently aggrieved to miss the Roses match in which MacLaren played for Lancashire and he had to be cajoled into playing the remainder of the Test series.

The breakdown in their relationship was short lived. Jackson would be invited three times by Hawke to lead Ashes series and, although he declined twice for personal reasons, accepted in 1905 with glorious consequences. Yet before long Hawke, for whom diplomacy was never a strong point, had fallen out even more drastically with MacLaren after Hawke’s attempts, encouraged by Ben Wardill of the Melbourne Cricket Club, to raise an MCC-managed Test tour of Australia for the first time failed when several amateurs declared their unavailability. Hawke, aged 41, had intended to manage and possibly even lead the side himself, although he conceded in a letter to Charles Townsend, a prospective member of the tour, in January 1900 that MacLaren ‘was the probable captain’. MacLaren’s subsequent decision to accept an invitation from Melbourne Cricket Club to take a team himself in 1901-02, only months before Australia were to tour England, incensed Hawke chiefly because it defied his view, supported by Melbourne and the counties, that major tours were best run by MCC, not private individuals. His predictable response was to carry out the threat issued during his Bedale speech and refuse to release Hirst and Rhodes for the tour.26 The subsequent bitterness between them was to have a detrimental impact on the 1902 Ashes.

Hawke and MCC did not make the same mistake for the next scheduled Test tour of Australia, in 1903-04, assembling the best team they could – Australia had after all won the last four series – and going ahead even though they had only three amateurs on board, none of whom had played Ashes matches before. This proved the start of more than 70 years of major England tours conducted under the aegis of MCC, which provided administrative stability and financial liability, although in the case of losses incurred on some early Ashes tours these were made good by the Australian board. In going with Pelham Warner as captain after Stanley Jackson had declined, Hawke created a controversy more heated than MacLaren v Jackson in 1899: the popular papers, noting Warner’s lack of experience, felt MacLaren was the sounder choice, but Warner received strong backing from the cricketing establishment, Charles Alcock in Cricket defending him as ‘the most abused man of the day’. It pitched North against South in a way that would become familiar in the years to come.

In Hawke’s eyes, Warner (unlike MacLaren) could not have been more on-message. Warner was a long-standing friend with whom he had toured West Indies and South Africa and who had taken over the captaincy and management of a non-Test match tour of Australia and New Zealand the previous winter when Hawke himself withdrew because his mother was ill – key grounding for Warner for the assignment that now lay ahead. When Ben Wardill approached Warner during that tour about returning with a Test team, Warner did what MacLaren probably would not have done and directed him to MCC ‘as the proper body’. Warner was as near to a protégé as Hawke had: along with Alfred Lyttelton, who was MCC president when Hawke’s plans for a Board of Control were passed and in whose London legal chambers Warner had worked, Hawke had been instrumental in persuading Warner to pursue a cricket career after leaving Oxford. Warner had also played at Oxford under Henry Leveson Gower, another influential member of the MCC committee who succeeded Hawke as chairman of selectors.

Warner’s devotion to the game was as impeccable as his connections. He lacked Hawke’s wealth and supplemented his income through journalism, and was not quite a batsman of the first rank, but he was committed to England’s cause. As a player, captain and administrator spanning more than half a century, Warner contributed as much to the affairs of the national team as any man ever has. He was passed over in favour of Jackson for the home Ashes of 1905 – Hawke co-opted him onto the selection panel instead – but with Jackson virtually giving up playing thereafter to follow his father into business and politics, Warner was asked the following winter to lead a goodwill series in South Africa for the first Test tour there since the Anglo–Boer War. He was also appointed to lead again in Australia in 1911-12, although once there illness confined him to a managerial role which played a not insignificant part in England’s victory. Warner was not as strict a captain as Hawke but learned from him man-management and took a similar interest in the pastoral care of the professionals. He was instrumental in Jack Hearne and Patsy Hendren joining the Middlesex committee and was godfather to ‘Young’ Jack Hearne, whose selection he urged for the 1911-12 tour in the interests of long-term planning (then a novel concept). The decision was justified by Hearne scoring a match-winning century in the second Test aged 20; no one younger hit a hundred for England until Denis Compton in 1938.

Warner’s appointment as captain fitted a blueprint that was to be increasingly fashionable; a captain whose loyalty and diplomacy could be depended upon even ahead of his playing ability. With cricket spreading to every corner of the Empire, leadership of an England team overseas was seen as an extension of national foreign policy. Similar requirements were made of tour managers; Frederick Toone, a man well known to Hawke as Yorkshire secretary from 1903 until his death in 1930, was appointed to manage the 1920-21, 1924-25 and 1928-29 tours of Australia, after which he was knighted for promoting good relations between ‘the Commonwealth and the Mother Country’. Those chosen as captain were even expected to give their support in the committee rooms once they quit playing. Warner, again, was the exemplar: he was the first to defend Hawke when he prayed no professional would ever captain England. Hawke repaid the favour by backing Warner’s appointment as a joint-manager of the 1932-33 tour of Australia (had Toone lived he would surely have managed that tour as well and the Bodyline crisis might then have been diminished).

Not everyone though met requirements quite so well as Warner, or was as available as he was, and compromises had to be countenanced. MacLaren was sounded out about leading another side to Australia in 1907-08, but predictably he was reluctant; for someone as impecunious as him, spending the winter in India in the employment of Ranjitsinhji (recently appointed head of a princely state) was more attractive.27 When Jackson, the first choice, declined to come out of retirement to lead in the home Ashes series of 1909, despite the guarantee of leading for the whole series, MacLaren did indeed step in on the same terms, even if at the age of 37 he did so with a certain reluctance; his form with the bat had long been mediocre and he tended to score more heavily in Tests on truer Australian pitches. He was widely blamed for the ensuing fiasco and at one point offered his resignation, but was persuaded to carry on.

‘MacLaren was a pessimist by nature and did not inspire his men to believe in their own prowess . . . to make your men believe in themselves is a very important factor in cricket leadership,’ wrote Warner, who played one Test under MacLaren in 1909. The temperamentally erratic Charles Fry was less trusted still. He was a keen student of technique, as was demonstrated in the books he wrote in conjunction with the pioneering action photographer George Beldam, but this did not translate into good leadership. He left Sussex for Hampshire after being only intermittently available as captain and having a poor relationship with the professionals; he also embarrassed himself by protesting at Warner’s appointment as captain of the Gentlemen in 1908. He was not invited to join the 1907-08 tour and, although he played and acted as selector during the 1909 series, he hardly shone on either front. He captained England for the first and only time in 1912 when in his 40th year but never led a tour. He only took the job that year on the proviso that he too was appointed for the entire summer. He got his way and led England to five wins in six Tests.

MacLaren may have captained England more often than anybody intended but he never made a Test tour under MCC’s aegis, a reflection of the club’s mistrust of privately run England tours and those who had had anything to do with the running of them. Bill Ferguson, the Australian scorer who travelled with many different touring sides, described MacLaren on a non-Test tour of New Zealand in 1922-23 as ‘a spendthrift who got everything he could out of his tour, with never a thought about profits exceeding losses’. MacLaren’s MCC membership was a constant bone of contention as he habitually let his subscription lapse; in June 1912 it was agreed that MacLaren should be reinstated as a member but that the secretary should write to him, pointing out that as he had been reinstated on three previous occasions the club was making an exception in his favour.

Andrew Stoddart found himself similarly unwelcome, a man the authorities preferred to forget. Details of the first of the two tours of Australia he led, victoriously in 1894-95, had surely filtered back to Lord’s. With five of that 13-man touring party being amateurs, the organising Melbourne Cricket Club might have reckoned on keeping the costs down. ‘In this hope,’ Alan Gibson wrote, ‘they may have been slightly disappointed, so far as the expenses went.’ In the eyes of some, Stoddart had merely confirmed his ‘shamateur’ status by withdrawing from the England team amid the furore of the professionals’ threatened strike action ahead of the Oval Test of 1896; he had, too, announced his retirement from regular cricket in the spring of 1899 with the arrival of the next Australian touring team imminent. Once retired, he wrote to the press in defence of his amateur status, which suggested the issue still rankled.

Shortly before Stoddart’s suicide in 1915, a request for reinstatement of his MCC membership had been denied and his hopes of being found work at the club had come to nothing. His death went unrecorded in the club’s minutes. The MCC president at the time was Lord Hawke.



CHAPTER 7

The Myth of Captaincy

. . . and tackling ‘sticky dogs’

The England captaincy usefully reinforced the caste system but for a long time that was about all it did: the job on the field was very limited compared with later times. Perhaps this was why men of such modest talent were able to fill the post, provided they were the ‘right type’, and why the authorities had few qualms about switching incumbents. Discounting the 13 Tests in which professionals led the team on early tours of Australia, England got through 20 captains in 81 Tests against Australia in the pre-First World War period, and even by the mid-1920s only four men had ever led England in ten Tests: WG Grace, Archie MacLaren, Pelham Warner and Johnny Douglas; of these only Grace would have felt secure in the post. Even victory over Australia provided no guarantees: after Warner won there in 1903-04 and Douglas in 1911-12, neither led England in the next home Tests. MacLaren captained in five series but rarely started as the preferred choice.
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