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FOREWORD BY GEOFF LAWSON

Although the term ‘sledging’ is an invention of the 1970s, the act goes back to the origins of the game itself. Out-talking your opponent is not solely the territory of cricketers – apparently Boris Spassky could whisper a sledge with the best of them. W.G. Grace could lay claim to being the finest sledger of the 19th century (as well as making a few runs and taking a few wickets).

Douglas Jardine had the arrogance of Grace plus the colonial background of the British Raj to drive his particular brand of on-field conversation. Jardine didn’t much like Australians, but he had even less regard for those who were ‘players’ rather than ‘gentlemen’ – particularly if they were draught-horse bowlers.

Mike Brearley used language to manipulate the thoughts of his own players – particularly his bowlers – in the hope of improving their performance. Ian Chappell (perhaps the antipodean Jardine in dislike and design) had the firepower to back up his stinging rhetoric, and that always helps. Steve Waugh thought that ‘mental disintegration’ was a part of the game that deserved as much practice time as fielding. He simply re-coined the ‘subtle as a sledgehammer’ nomenclature and added a very hard, uncompromising edge to on-field exchanges that in past days may have brought more smiles (if only to the inner self of the antagonist) than grimaces.

England–Australia Test matches have maintained a position of predominance in the minds of spectators and the bodies of players since 1877. England versus Australia is the cricketing rivalry, the one that matters above all others: the Empire versus the Colony, Victorian manners versus Victorian Bushrangers, men representing the Queen against men representing the Queen’s Land. Colourful language should be an ingredient of such rivalries – it beats taking your team off the field when the going gets tough. Bill Woodfull’s only sledge during the 1932–33 Bodyline series was: ‘There are two teams out there on the oval. One is playing cricket, the other is not.’ Had he made the remark to Jardine rather than ‘Plum’ Warner, Jardine’s reply would probably have been something in the vein of: ‘Get stuffed!’ And Merv Hughes and Fred Trueman would have approved. Economy of words is always helpful when sledging on the run – that is why bowlers will always have the edge over narcissistic batsmen.

Little has changed as the character of five-day cricket has maintained its predominance in the 21st century. The other unchangeable is the battle between bowlers and batsmen. Sure, the countries of England and Australia stand on either side of the conflict and words sometimes are exchanged, but batsmen have never understood bowlers. Mike Atherton became the captain of England in a time-honoured fashion – he played for Cambridge University and he was an opening bat. His description of my personal sledging was that ‘it contained no overtones of humour or wit’. For those of us with science degrees who opened the bowling for their country, these words are of course a huge compliment. Athers’s comment also presupposes that he could recognise either humour or wit – or both – when it was delivered in between 90mph cricket deliveries. A clear victory for sledgers, fast bowlers and optometrists the world over …

Coaches these days appoint ‘designated sledgers’, almost as a specialist role. If Mike Atherton thought intellect was fading in the late 1980s, then the current semantics are designed specifically with that trait in mind. Psychological advantage was almost a by-product, now it is the only ingredient, and that is not a desirable trend. Fortunately, history tells us that no matter what the advances in technology, training and preparation – the importance of a well-placed word will never be lost.


INTRODUCTION

England and Australia: two countries with a single language, a single head of state, and a single over-riding objective – to beat each other hollow at cricket. And all for what? A dingy little urn containing what one disenchanted player called ‘a miserable handful of dust’.

The trophy is little more than a token, a six-inch symbol of sport’s Hundred-and-Twenty Years’ War. What makes the Ashes so perennially fascinating is the clash of competing civilisations. As Geoff Lawson says, it is ‘The Empire versus the Colony, Victorian manners versus Victorian Bushrangers’. And as a fair dinkum Ocker himself – a country boy who learned to bowl on coir matting and anthill pitches – Lawson ought to know.

Cricket is a sport with a split personality. In England, many people still believe all that hoary old claptrap about it being a noble game. This soft-focus approach extends to the players: for most English amateurs, a game of cricket is an excuse for a little light exercise, a day away from the wife, and a few pints in the pub. Even at county level, Nasser Hussain has described the atmosphere as ‘all very matey and lovey-dovey’.

The Australian strain is altogether more virile, more virulent. The concept of social cricket is quite alien to a people who can’t go down to the beach without holding a tallest-sandcastle competition. From Adelaide to Wagga Wagga, Aussie cricket is full of what the locals call ‘mongrel’. Wicketkeepers growl, close fielders yap, fast bowlers foam at the mouth. If the English game likes to see itself as a distinguished public school, Australia’s is more of a borstal.

No team has ever won the urn by playing soft-ball. You only have to look at the great Ashes dynasties to understand that. First came Grace and Warwick Armstrong, serial lawbreakers both. Then Bradman, famously described as having ‘a mind like a steel trap’. For England, the 1950s were a story of crime and punishment. Their crimes took the form of time-wasting (Trevor Bailey) and pitch-doctoring (Jim Laker’s 19-wicket haul). Their punishment consisted of five Tests against Australia’s lethal 1958–59 chuckers. They must have felt like deserters facing an impromptu firing-squad.

The 1970s were the roughest decade of all. Ian Chappell and his mafia took Australian aggro to a new level. Their liberal use of verbals gave a new meaning to the term ‘to sledge’ – i.e. to put an opponent off his game by verbal means (for the derivation, see Street Fighting Men). Sticks and stones may break your bones, but words – skilfully administered – can get you out.

Sledging was nothing new: even in the late 19th century, W.G. Grace and his brother E.M. were notorious for distracting the batsman by talking while the ball was being bowled. But Chappell’s men upped the ante. They relentlessly piled on the pressure to see whether their opponents could take it or not.

There is a parallel here with what students of the art of seduction call a ‘shit-test’. The genre’s leading author Neil Strauss defines it as ‘a question, demand, or seemingly hostile comment made by a woman intended to gauge whether a man is strong enough to be a worthy boyfriend or sexual partner’. Replace ‘woman’ with ‘player’ and ‘boyfriend or sexual partner’ with ‘adversary’, and there you have it.

If you pass the test, you have generally passed it for good. Paradoxically, sledging the best batsmen tends to be counterproductive. Graham Gooch and Allan Border are just two examples of players who lifted their games when the flak was flying. On a flat day, they would randomly pick on a close fielder and bark ‘What the f*** are you looking at?’ The backchat helped them focus on the task at hand.

But not everyone is so steady under fire. The textbook case of sledging in action came on Australia’s 1993 tour of England, when Merv Hughes tore into England’s ingénu Graeme Hick (see A Word in Your Ear). Australia exploited Hick’s mental fragility just as systematically as they would any other area of weakness – whether a dodgy hook shot or a tendency to be yorked. Having been written up as the new Bradman, Hick in fact turned out to be the new Bo-Peep.

Sledging is often genuinely funny, offering a window into a lifestyle sustained by dressing-room banter. It can be smart, sassy, or sinister. But the joshing sometimes slips into mindless abuse, and the game is better without it. In his autobiography, that arch-sledger Steve Waugh writes: ‘Direct abuse … should never be allowed, while putting doubts in batsmen’s minds by encouraging each other and engaging in banter is all part of the game. Occasionally abuse did arise, and it was an area we needed to clean up as we were aware kids were copying our every move and such an example was not the one we wanted to set.’

In recent years, the authorities have gradually stepped up their campaign against sledging. In the 21st century, Hughes’s merciless Hick-baiting would almost certainly have earned him a ban. Perhaps this is as it should be: if Hick had suffered all that bullying and victimisation in any ordinary workplace, he could have sued his tormentors into oblivion.

But the game’s nannies are in danger of spoiling the fun. Sledging and banter are part of cricket’s rich heritage; no other sport can offer such a treasure-trove of anecdotes and one-liners (as this book demonstrates). Take the aggro out of cricket, and you are left with nothing but rounders in whites.

Simon Briggs
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PERFIDIOUS ALBION

Where does the story of the Ashes begin? Some might point to the sarcastic obituary notice in The Sporting Times, bemoaning the death of English cricket. You could also make a case for the Christmas party where Florence Morphy presented England’s captain with a six-inch terracotta urn, a romantic keepsake that would become a sporting icon.

The arguments will go on. But one thing we can say is that the tone for the great Anglo-Australian rivalry was set at the very beginning, by a dirty trick which backfired horribly on its perpetrator. That man was W.G. Grace, a portly all-rounder who shared a beard with Rasputin and a moral code with Al Capone. His shamelessly unsporting gesture would set the tone for the Ashes as we know them: 120-odd years of bouncers, beamers, chuckers, sledgers, gamblers, bounders and cads.

‘Unless I’m crackers or something, I’ve scored a bloody sight more runs than that bearded old bugger.’

Geoffrey Boycott on W.G. Grace

The year was 1882, the place was The Oval, and the occasion was the ninth Test match played between England and Australia. England had won their only previous match at home (in 1880), and when they had their upstart cousins 110 for six in the second innings – a meagre lead of 72 – another routine victory seemed assured.

This was the moment when Sammy Jones, the Australian No. 8 batsman, left his crease to pat down a divot. Grace, behaving more like a pantomime villain than the most eminent Victorian of the age, whipped off the bails and appealed. The umpire was horrified, according to one account, but he whispered ruefully: ‘If you claim it, sir, it is out.’

‘W.G. Grace was by no conceivable standard a good man. He was a cheat on and off the cricket field.’

C.P. Snow, English novelist

Grace might have thought his treachery expedient, but in fact it prompted one of the most dramatic fightbacks in cricket history. He had invoked the Demon, or, to give him his full name, Frederick ‘The Demon’ Spofforth. The first great Australian fast bowler, Spofforth stormed into the English dressing-room between innings to call Grace a cheat, and to warn him that ‘This will lose you the match.’ In his method, Spofforth sounds like a moustachioed Glenn McGrath: tall, spindly and metronomic. But there was a touch of England’s Devon Malcolm in the way he roused himself to produce the spell of a lifetime. Just like Malcolm, who would famously tell the South Africans ‘You guys are history,’ after being hit on the helmet in 1994, Spofforth was an irresistible force as he ran through England with seven for 44. They were all out for 77, just eight runs short of victory. Grace, top scorer with 32, was unimpressed. ‘I left six men to get 30-odd runs and they could not get them,’ he raged.
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Q: What do you get when you cross Glenn McGrath’s method with Dennis Lillee’s moustache? A: Frederick ‘The Demon’ Spofforth



During his long reign as England captain, Mike Atherton used to complain that English newspapers were more interested in defeats than victories. On this occasion, his rule applied. ‘“The Decadence of English Cricket” was the theme of leader-writers in a hundred papers,’ one periodical noted. A number of contemporary poets wrote verses about the match. (Years later it would furnish the subject-matter for the poem ‘Eighty-five to Win’ by no less a literary eminence than John Masefield, poet laureate from 1930 to 1967.) Stories circulated of one spectator who bit through his umbrella-handle in suspense, and another who suffered a fatal heart attack.

The most enduring comment came from an unlikely source. The Saturday after the game, Reginald Shirley Brooks published a mock obituary in The Sporting Times. The son of a distinguished editor of Punch, Brooks was a stereotypical boozy hack who chased actresses, gambled recklessly and drank himself to an early grave. Yet these 40 mocking words would earn him an immortality unmatched within the slobbish ranks of sportswriters.
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1882: 1 TEST
AUSTRALIA 1–0



	E. PEATE (ENG.)

	8–71




	F.R. SPOFFORTH (AUS.)

	14–90





Fred ‘The Demon’ Spofforth raised hell in the Test that ‘killed’ English cricket. And from the corpse, rose the Ashes …






W.G. GRACE – ‘THE PERPETUAL SCHOOLBOY’

The father of the modern game, Grace was a curiously contradictory character. His biographer, Simon Rae, describes him as ‘a classic case of arrested development, a perpetual schoolboy’. His team-mates often found him jolly and welcoming, a sort of Santa Claus in whites. But his approach to cricket was ferociously uncompromising. There were countless stories of cowed umpires, disputed tosses, and catches claimed on the half-volley. Grace’s staggering first-class record – more than 54,000 runs and 2,800 wickets – gave the lie to the theory that cheats never prosper.

Though the word ‘sledging’ was not coined until the 1970s, our record of the phenomenon really starts with Grace. It is hard to imagine a more deflating put-down than his famous comment to an opposing bowler: ‘They have come to watch me bat, not you bowl’, especially when you consider its circumstances: Grace had just been bowled by the first ball of an exhibition match, but simply replaced the bails and carried on batting.

He was not above sledging his own team either. Captaining England in the Old Trafford Test of 1896, he conjured a fluky wicket by bringing wicketkeeper A.A. Lilley into the attack, then immediately sent him back behind the stumps with the cutting remark: ‘You must have been bowling with your wrong arm.’

But the prize for the sledge of the 19th century goes to one of Grace’s great rivals, Charles Kortright. The two men fought out a famous duel during Gloucestershire’s first encounter with Essex in 1898. Kortright was that rare beast, an amateur fast bowler, but his sheer speed was probably greater than anything that Grace – now just past his 50th birthday – had ever faced.

The flashpoint came on the final day. Grace had already argued his way out of a blatant caught-and-bowled, and Gloucestershire needed only 52 more, when a furious Kortright summoned one of cricket’s most venomous overs. The first ball struck Grace on the pad, right in front of all three. Not out, said the umpire. The second ball flicked the outside edge on its way through to the wicketkeeper. Not out, again. But the third smashed into the wicket, scattering the middle and leg stumps.

‘Surely you’re not going, Doc?’ called Kortright, as Grace stomped off. ‘There’s still one stump standing.’
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The great W.G.: scorer of 54,211 first-class runs and capturer of 2,809 wickets. According to Viscount Cobham: ‘He has one of the dirtiest necks I have kept wicket behind’



WHEN IVO GOES BACK WITH THE URN

If W.G. Grace was the progenitor of sledging as we know it, the Hon. Ivo Bligh was the first England captain to talk in terms of winning or losing the Ashes. Arriving in Australia late in 1882, with the Oval defeat still fresh in the memory, Bligh told a dinner audience in Melbourne: ‘We have come to beard the kangaroo in his den – and try to recover those Ashes.’

Few of those present would have had any idea what Bligh was going on about. As a nation, 19th-century Australia was about as familiar with Brooks’s obituary notice as it was with light opera. But there was one small group in the know. The England team had made the two-month crossing on the same steamship as Sir William Clarke, president of the Melbourne Cricket Club, and his entourage. Relations had become quite cordial, especially between Bligh and the Clarke family’s music teacher, the beautiful but low-born Florence Morphy.

The Clarke family’s estate, at Rupertswood in Victoria, would become a regular retreat for Ivo Bligh and his men. They were entertained royally, despite beating their hosts in the second and third Tests, and so becoming one of a select band of five English teams who have won back the Ashes in Australia.

During a Christmas party, Bligh received a keepsake from a group of ladies, including Morphy and Clarke’s wife Janet. It was a red clay urn, just 10 cm in height, containing a handful of ashes (scholars still dispute whether these were the remnants of a bail, a ball or a veil). Inscribed on the side were the following six lines of doggerel:


When Ivo goes back with the urn, the urn;

Studds, Steel, Read and Tylecote return, return;

The welkin will ring loud,

The great crowd will feel proud,

Seeing Barlow and Bates with the urn, the urn;

And the rest coming home with the urn.



The verse may not have been up to Masefield’s standards, but no matter: Morphy’s courtship proved inspired. By the time Bligh left Australia, he had asked her to marry him, and the ceremony was conducted at Rupertswood a year later. They were married for 43 years, and when Bligh finally died in 1927, his widow – now Florence, Countess of Darnley – presented the tiny urn to the Marylebone Cricket Club, better known (in haughty defiance of the definite article) as MCC.

For the last 50 years, this smallest and most idiosyncratic of sporting trophies has been kept behind armoured glass in the Lord’s museum. It is far too delicate to be waved around every other year by a bunch of half-cut sportsmen, so the urn we see being held up by the winning captain, or brandished in front of heaving crowds in Trafalgar Square, is in fact a replica – not much different from hundreds of others sold annually at the Lord’s shop.
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Long before Monty Panesar, England had a brilliant slow left-armer in Johnny Briggs. A victim of epilepsy, he suffered a seizure during the Leeds Test of 1899, and died in Cheadle Asylum three years later
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The 1888 Australian tourists: natty knitwear and some of the best pre-1970s facial hair. Fast bowlers Charlie ‘The Terror’ Turner and J.J. Ferris are respectively front row second left and back row far left







1882–83: 4 TESTS
ENGLAND 2–2



	A.G. STEEL (ENG.)

	274 runs at 45.66
& 11 wkts at 17.72




	G.E. PALMER (AUS.)

	21 wkts at 18.90





Only three Tests had originally been scheduled, so England were agreed to have regained the Ashes when they went 2–1 up at Sydney. The fact that they then lost the extra match was conveniently ignored.

1884: 3 TESTS
ENGLAND 1–0



	A.G. STEEL (ENG.)

	212 runs at 53.00




	W.L. MURDOCH (AUS.)

	266 runs at 66.50





Steel had scored the first Ashes hundred in Sydney during the previous series. Now he added the second: his 148 at Lord’s set up an innings victory.

1884–85: 5 TESTS
ENGLAND 3–2



	W. BARNES (ENG.)

	369 runs at 52.71
& 19 wkts at 15.36




	F.R. SPOFFORTH (AUS.)

	19 wkts at 16.10





Billy Barnes turned in brilliant all-round figures, but the decisive final Test hinged on Arthur Shrewsbury’s 105. Shrewsbury was the subject of one of W.G. Grace’s best-remembered quotes: when asked which player he would most like in his side, he replied ‘Give me Arthur.’

1886: 3 TESTS
ENGLAND 3–0



	J. BRIGGS (ENG.)

	17 wkts at 17.76




	F.R. SPOFFORTH (AUS.)

	16 wkts at 16.25





A second-rate Australian side were heavily beaten, especially in the final Test, where Grace’s first Ashes century set up victory by an innings and 217. The leading bowler was Johnny Briggs, the slow left-armer whose Test career ended with an epileptic fit at Headingley in 1899.

1886–87: 2 TESTS
ENGLAND 2–0



	G.A. LOHMANN (ENG.)

	16 wkts at 8.56




	J.J. FERRIS (AUS.)

	18 wkts at 13.55





The highest score by either side was England’s 184 at Sydney. Pitches were dreadful during this period, which partly explains how George Lohmann and J.J. Ferris finished up with the two lowest bowling averages in Test history.

1887–88: 1 TEST
ENGLAND 1–0



	G.A. LOHMANN (ENG.)

	5–17
& 4–35




	R. PEEL (ENG.)

	5–18
& 4–40





England dominated another low-scoring match thanks to Lohmann and Bobby Peel. A slow left-armer and fast drinker, Peel went on to take 101 Ashes wickets before he famously turned up drunk for a Yorkshire match in 1897 and was banned by Lord Hawke. Some witnesses even claimed that he peed on the pitch.

1888: 3 TESTS
ENGLAND 2–1



	R. PEEL (ENG.)

	24 wkts at 7.54




	C.T.B. TURNER (AUS.)

	21 wkts at 12. 42





England came back strongly after losing the first Test on a turning track at Lord’s. Peel was again their match-winner, the sharpest point of a lethal trident completed by Briggs and Lohmann. No batsman reached 100 runs in the series.

1890: 3 TESTS
ENGLAND 2–0



	F. MARTIN (ENG.)

	12 wkts at 8.50




	J.J. FERRIS (AUS.)

	13 wkts at 13.15





Frederick Martin came out of nowhere to take 12 for 102 in his first and only Ashes Test. Those figures would stand as the best on Ashes debut until Bob Massie’s 16 for 137 at Lord’s 82 years later.






THERE WAS AN OLD MAN WITH A BEARD

Ivo Bligh’s rescue mission of 1882 was the start of a dominant period for England. They would monopolise the Ashes for eight consecutive series – a record which seemed unassailable until the modern Australians equalled it in 2002–03. Thank goodness for Andrew Flintoff, otherwise Ricky Ponting’s mob would have made it nine.

England’s reign ended with Grace’s second tour of Australia. After demanding a tour fee of £3,000 (close to £150,000 in today’s money), ‘the Old Man’ became a divisive and unpopular figure within his own team, let alone the opposition. The 1891–92 series was dogged by controversy. England lost at Melbourne, where they batted like hyperactive lemmings, then again at Sydney, where Grace refused to let the injured Harry Moses have a fielding substitute. Even a consolation win at Adelaide was soured by a row over the umpires, and by the time Grace left Australia, he stood accused of every crime save highway robbery.
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Lord Sheffield’s XI in Australia, 1891–92. Grace, the old goat, charged a tour fee equal to the rest of the players’ salaries put together



‘Grace is … a bad loser,’ wrote Tom Horan, Australia’s leading cricket reporter, ‘and when he lost two of the Test matches in succession he lost his temper too, and kept on losing it right to the finish.’ Grace’s standing in the eyes of Australia was so low that many people were convinced by a spoof letter, originally published during his first visit in 1873–74, which was circulated again on his departure. This fabrication had Grace telling a friend that Australia ‘is a fine country, but wants steeping for 24 hours in the sea to rid it of the human vermin crawling all over it’.

Such libels may explain why Grace was the target for another famous fast-bowling salvo in 1896. Ernie Jones was Spofforth’s successor, the second great speedster to come out of Australia. And like Harold Larwood after him, he was a coal-miner with a knack for hitting the seam.

The way Jones introduced himself to Grace has passed into legend. It was his first game in England, on a ropey wicket in Sussex, and one particularly fast delivery took off like a startled hare. When Grace threw his head back, the ball parted his beard, Moses-style. A pale-faced Grace burst out: ‘Here, what is all this?’ in his distinctive high-pitched voice. Jones’s reply was memorably disingenuous: ‘Sorry, Doctor, she slipped.’ From this moment, Grace always referred to him as ‘the fellow who bowled through my beard’.

Jones was one of those bowlers whose action became suspect when he searched for extra pace. His first ball of the Lord’s Test was reported in the newspapers as ‘a shie’, and ‘very difficult to distinguish from a throw’. Again, Grace was the recipient, and again he was caught off guard: the ball deflected off the top of his bat handle and flew over the wicketkeeper’s head for four.

According to the journalist Home Gordon: ‘The veteran looked volumes, [and] was so seriously discomfited that he took some time to recover his composure and then only after having made some observations to the wicketkeeper, while the 12,000 spectators positively hummed, so general were their audible comments.’

From the fury of these exchanges, one cannot help wondering if Jones had read that fake letter. When they met at Lord’s in 1899, Jones singed Grace’s beard yet again – this time without bothering to make the ball bounce. His head-high full-toss constitutes the first recorded beamer in Test history.

Jones was something of a pioneer in the dark arts of fast bowling. During the 1897–98 Ashes series he had also become the first Test bowler to be no-balled for throwing. He was called both at Adelaide and Sydney, by an umpire – Jim Phillips – who considered himself the witchfinder-general of chuckers. But his embarrassment was nothing to that of England’s batsmen, who fell to him 22 times during the course of the series. Needless to say, Australia regained the Ashes.





1891–92: 3 TESTS
AUSTRALIA 2–1



	J.J. LYONS (AUS.)

	287 runs at 47.83




	C.T.B. TURNER (AUS.)

	16 wkts at 21.12





Australia finally won back the Ashes after a lapse of nine years. England squandered a first-innings lead of 163 in the decisive second Test, collapsing to the medium-paced duo of Charlie ‘The Terror’ Turner and George Giffen. According to one contemporary account, ‘The crowd howled and yelled, and cheered themselves hoarse.’

1893: 3 TESTS
ENGLAND 1–0



	A. SHREWSBURY (ENG.)

	284 runs at 71.00




	J. BRIGGS (ENG.)

	16 wkts at 18.31





A summer of fine weather produced an absolute run-glut, by the standards of the time. Shrewsbury was one of four England batsmen who averaged over 50.

1894–95: 5 TESTS
ENGLAND 3–2



	T. RICHARDSON (ENG.)

	32 wkts at 26.53




	G. GIFFEN (AUS.)

	475 runs at 52.88
& 34 wkts at 24.11





The series began in riveting fashion when England came from behind to win the Sydney Test by 10 runs (the only time, until Headingley 1981, a Test was won after following on). When Australia reached the fifth-day close on 113 for two, needing just 177, some England players assumed the worst, drinking late into the night. But when overnight rain turned the pitch into a ‘sticky dog’, England captain Andrew Stoddart stuck Bobby Peel in the shower to sober up. He proceeded to bag four of the final six wickets.






THE GOLDEN AGE – OR WAS IT?

‘You do well to love cricket, for it is more free from anything sordid, anything dishonourable, than any game in the world.’ So said Lord Harris, a snobbish aristocrat who captained England, governed Bombay, and generally did his best to get through life with his pads on.

As we have already seen, Harris was quite wrong. But if he was ever right, it must have been during cricket’s ‘Golden Age’. This halcyon era is generally agreed to have stretched from the turn of the century to the First World War – or, to put it another way, from Grace’s last Test (1899) to the appointment of Warwick Armstrong, an equally large and uncompromising figure, as Australian captain in 1920.

During the Golden Age, fair play was the only kind of play. Bowlers pitched the ball up, batsmen placed artistry above dogged accumulation, and the lion lay down with the lamb. It was an era not only of spotless sportsmanship but of teeming talent. England’s team for the 1902 Edgbaston Test is widely considered the strongest in history, featuring Wilfred Rhodes (who had a Test batting average of 30.19) at No. 11.

If there was one man who captured the debonair spirit of the age, it was the ultimate dasher – Australia’s Victor Trumper. While Trumper’s statistics – 3,163 runs at 39.04 – might not seem exceptional, his worth can be measured in the admiration of his peers. A.C. MacLaren, not a man lacking in self-esteem, once said with a snort: ‘My best innings compared with one by Victor was shoddy – hack work!’


[image: ]

Victor Trumper, the acme of elegance. According to one contemporary, he even folded his shirt-sleeves in a ‘trim and artistic’ sort of way



Len Hutton told a story that summed up Trumper’s approach to cricket – and life. During a tour match at Headingley, he refused to play any attacking strokes at a young collier making his Yorkshire debut. His thinking was
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CHARLES III AND THE MAHARAJAH
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SYDNEY BARNES: CLASS WARRIOR
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THE FIRST GREAT SERIES
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