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At one match in ten thousand the ritual cricket equation of runs–wickets–time resolves itself into the pattern of complete drama. When that happens, it is not necessary to know cricket to correlate all this data, to feel that its ingredients, like the elements of the Greek drama, have compelled a balanced perfection of construction. It is in the air.

John Arlott





Chapter 1

The Demon

England v Australia (Only Test)

28–29 August 1882; The Oval, London

Australia won by seven runs.

The second Test match ever played in England was one of the most thrilling games of all time. It ended in two days, as the result of some of the most devastating bowling in the history of the game. The Australian fast bowler Frederick Spofforth, known appropriately as ‘The Demon’, took seven wickets in each England innings. He finished with 14–90 in a match which produced only 363 runs in four completed innings. The highest score was a hard-hit 55 by Australian opening batsman Hugh Massie. The Ashes came into being as a direct result of this match, which was the first England had lost at home, in England.

Before we get into the match itself, the story of the Ashes must once more be told. A day or two after England’s defeat at The Oval, the Sporting Times published a mock obituary notice proclaiming the death of English cricket and ending by saying that the body would be cremated and the ashes taken to Australia. The following English winter, the Honourable Ivo Bligh took a side out to play a series of three official matches against Australia. The first two were played in Melbourne, Australia winning the first and England the second. On the Sunday after the second match, the England players were invited to lunch by the Clarke family in Sunbury. Two spirited ladies who were daughters of the house burnt a couple of bails and who knows what else, put the resulting ashes into an urn and presented it to Bligh, although at that point the series stood at one-all and it was therefore a romantic gesture.

England then won the third official Test, in Sydney, and a fourth match was then decided upon, also in Sydney, which Australia won, to level the series. For this match, they experimented by using a new pitch for each innings. In 1927, on the death of Bligh, who had by then become Lord Darnley, his family presented the urn as a gift to the MCC. It was not until England visited Australia in 1902–03 that it became generally accepted that the Ashes was what the two countries played for, even though they have remained permanently in England, first as the property of Lord Darnley and then of the Marylebone Cricket Club.

In 1880, England had beaten Australia by five wickets at The Oval principally, it seemed, because Spofforth had been unable to play because of an injured finger. Two years later, the Englishmen discovered how lucky they had been, for Spofforth was an extraordinary bowler. He had started his cricketing life as an underarm lob bowler. He had then watched the England players who visited Australia in 1863–64 and had been impressed by the fast bowling of George Tarrant and decided that was where his future lay. He was ideally built for the job, being a big man who stood six foot three inches tall. He was also slim, strong and extremely fit.

While Spofforth relied on sheer pace at the start of his fast-bowling career, it was not long before he revealed that his real genius lay in his ability to adapt his style and perfect subtle variations. One of his main strengths was his ability to change his pace without in any way altering his frenetic action. It was reckoned he could bowl at three very different speeds without signalling his intentions. He also bowled what were known in those days as break-backs, which later were called off-breaks. He could turn the ball the full width of the stumps given any help from the pitch. His accuracy was remarkable and he had an almost unplayable fast yorker. No other bowler has ever clean-bowled such a large proportion of his victims. From his short run-up – less than ten yards – he went into his delivery stride with a huge leap. The action itself was all whirling arms and legs and he had a long, straight follow-through which damaged the pitch on a good length at the bowler’s end, although in those days no one worried too much about that. Spofforth was a fearsome spectacle.

He is described by a contemporary as having ‘a swarthy complexion, black moustache and steely brown eyes which conveyed an unmistakable aura of hostility’. Another said he had a ‘Mephistophelian cast of countenance and a catherine-wheel action which was all legs, arms and nose’. Spofforth had an impressive aquiline nose. In his introduction to Richard Daft’s Kings of Cricket, Andrew Lang wrote of Spofforth’s action, ‘It has withal a something truculent and overbearing.’

In the late 1870s, Spofforth was reckoned to bowl as fast as anyone had ever done. It is surprising, therefore, to find that the first wicket he took for Australia, against England at Melbourne in 1876–77, the batsman, Alfred Shaw, was stumped, as were another 18 of his first-class victims. His principal victim, rather surprisingly, was W.G. Grace, whom he sent back 19 times in first-class matches. In that first match at The Oval when Spofforth was not playing, Grace had made 152. One of Spofforth’s habits was to stare belligerently at batsmen as they walked out to bat and took guard. W.G. would not have enjoyed that.

At this distance in time, it seems strange that Billy Murdoch’s side of 1882 should have come all the way from Australia for one solitary representative game against ‘All England’, in late August. They had begun their first game, against Oxford University, on 15 May and played 25 first-class matches before this all-important contest at The Oval. England, who had never been beaten at home, confidently expected to win a match scheduled to be played over three days. They were captained by Albert ‘Monkey’ Hornby, who also played rugby for his country. The Oval was full for the two days needed, with more than 20,000 people packed into the ground. Although with so few runs being scored, the pitch can hardly have been a batsman’s paradise.

Murdoch won an important toss for Australia on a damp morning, for there had been much recent rain, and decided to bat. Amid great excitement, the start, which was delayed because of the weather, was made at ten past twelve. The Australian innings was then opened by Massie and Alick Bannerman – whose brother, Charles, had played an innings of 165 out of 245 in what eventually was considered to have been the first ever Test match, at Melbourne in March 1877. Those two had put on only six when a yorker from George Ulyett hit Massie’s leg stump. The score had reached 21 when Murdoch played Edmund Peate’s left-arm spin onto his wicket and one run later Richard Barlow removed George Bonnor’s middle stump. W.G. Grace then held on to a pretty good one with his left hand low down at point when Bannerman cut at Peate. Australia had lurched to 26–4.

It was hard and there was a succession of maiden overs; Bannerman had batted more than an hour for nine, which says much for England’s bowlers, but maybe not too much for the state of the rain-affected pitch. The crowd were loving every moment, for although it was generally expected that England would win the match, this was a brilliant start. And on it went. Four runs later, Tom Horan lost his leg stump to Barlow and, before another run had been added, George Giffen was bowled by Peate, who then had Tom Garrett well caught, much to the delight of the crowd, by Surrey’s Maurice Read at long off. Soon after lunch, there was a short break for rain and then Peate and Barlow quickly finished off the innings. Australia had only themselves to blame for being bowled out for as little as 63 after ‘The Demon’ Spofforth had struck a solitary, but perhaps meaningful, four.

After this extraordinary start, an air of confidence settled round the ground as the crowd sat back to watch England, who were batting by 3.30 on this first day, take full control of the match. This confidence soon proved to be misplaced. England had scored only 13 when Spofforth, much to his delight, got his bunny, yorking W.G. with a beauty. Five runs later Barlow was picked up by Bannerman at what, in those days, was called forward point, a sort of close cover point in front of square, and England were 18–2. The spectators were being made to realise that this was going to be a closely fought contest. Every ball now seemed threatening and as a result every run was enthusiastically cheered. For all the formal Victorian clothes and outfits, everyone in the crowd was now completely involved with what was going on in the middle. The atmosphere was electric. Alfred Lucas and George Ulyett played some exhilarating strokes, taking the score to 50 after only half an hour’s play. Soon afterwards, Ulyett, known as ‘Happy Jack’, jumped out to drive Spofforth, yes Spofforth, and was easily stumped.

The amazing thing about this was that Spofforth must surely have started off by bowling fast, with Jack Blackham standing back. Now, after only half an hour’s play, Spofforth had his wicketkeeper standing up close to the stumps. It is one thing to vary your pace, but quite another to alter your style of bowling, which Jack Blackham’s position now suggests. Spofforth and Blackham were an important combination, just as Dennis Lillee and Rod Marsh were to become almost a hundred years later. Blackham had a hand in a great many of Spofforth’s dismissals.

Two runs later, at 59, Lucas got a thin edge to Harry Boyle and Blackham was in business again. When Spofforth hit Charles Studd’s bails one run later, England had lost half their wickets for 60 and were still three runs behind. With the scores level, Alfred Lyttelton pushed uncertainly outside the off stump, giving Blackham his third dismissal and Spofforth his fifth wicket. It was only an eighth-wicket stand of 26 between Maurice Read and Allan Steel that enabled England to reach three figures and a lead of 38 runs. Spofforth finished off the innings, getting rid of Hornby and Peate and taking, in all, 7–46 in 36 overs. England were all out for 101, five minutes before the close of play on the first day. It had been an amazing day’s entertainment for the big crowd and what a match they now had on their hands. Another factor which makes this seem even more extraordinary for readers today is the fact that no fewer than 151.3 overs were bowled during a day on which 20 wickets fell.

It rained heavily during the night and again Australia did not begin their second innings until ten past midday, although in a book he later wrote, Dick Barlow said the pitch was not fit for play. The bowler’s footholds were completely waterlogged. Massie and Bannerman took full advantage of the conditions as Massie went for his strokes while Bannerman made sure he stayed in at the other end, and for the first time in the match, the bat was in charge. After only 28 minutes’ play, 30 runs were on the board and Hornby had already made two bowling changes. By 2.45, England’s lead of 38 had been knocked off. They had put on 47 when William Barnes took over from Studd, and off his first ball, Lucas made a mess of a straightforward catch at long off from a lofted off drive which had not come quite out of the middle of the bat. Immediately after this, W.G. was seen to be pulling thoughtfully at his beard. Massie was then 38 and the 50 came up immediately afterwards in only 40 minutes. Massie played some thrilling strokes, much to the crowd’s enjoyment. Sixteen runs later there was great jubilation when Massie hit across a straight half-volley from Steel and was bowled. He had made 55 out of 66 in 57 minutes, hitting nine fours in the most commanding and entertaining innings of the match. The crowd were generous in their appreciation.

Massie’s place was taken by Bonnor and four runs later his middle stump was clinically removed by Ulyett. Bannerman’s patient innings came to an end before another run had been scored. He drove Barnes to extra cover, having batted 70 minutes for his 13 runs. W.G. Grace soon picked up Horan with a good catch close in on the off side and when Giffen was immediately out in exactly the same way, Australia were 79–5, only 41 runs ahead. With the clouds gathering, Blackham now joined Murdoch. Without too much difficulty, they had taken the score to 99 when it began to rain and so lunch was taken.

A second shower delayed the restart until a quarter to three and before another run had been scored, Blackham was beautifully caught behind the wicket by his opposite number, Alfred Lyttelton. Sam Jones, who had gone in at number ten in the first innings, now came in eighth. He and Murdoch had taken the score to 114 when a most unfortunate incident involving W.G. Grace caused Jones to be run out. Murdoch had played a ball gently away to leg and Lyttelton, the wicketkeeper, set off in pursuit. He returned the ball to the stumps and Jones, having completed the easy single, imagined the ball was now dead and moved out of his crease to tap down a spot on the pitch. Grace, who was always a fierce competitor, happy to push the Laws to the limit and perhaps even to indulge in a spot of sharp practice, was holding the ball. Seeing that Jones was out of his crease, he immediately broke the wicket and appealed. Bob Thoms, an experienced umpire, was standing at square leg and had no option but to give Jones out. It may have been the letter of the Law, as W.G. will have known only too well, but it was certainly not the spirit.

Understandably, the Australians and most particularly Murdoch, who was playing a wonderfully patient and important captain’s innings, were extremely upset. When the immediate high feelings had cooled down a little, one member of the Australian side, no doubt a diplomat at heart, which is not always a major attribute of his fellow countrymen, admitted that he would have done the same if he had been in Grace’s place. One inhabitant of the pavilion was reported to have said, surely with his tongue in his cheek, ‘Jones ought to thank the champion for teaching him something.’ Spofforth, who now joined Billy Murdoch, was also visibly upset. I wonder if anyone else on the England side that day would have behaved as Grace had done. Grace’s reputation is such that I rather doubt it. Heavily bearded, of course, and supremely confident, he believed he could do almost anything and get away with it. He was an incomparable cricketer, but perhaps not an incomparable sportsman. These incidents leave a nasty taste.

Spofforth’s middle stump soon became a lost cause and Murdoch’s splendid defence was ended when he was run out by some smart fielding from Hornby, helped by Charles Studd and then Lyttelton. Boyle, the last man, soon perished to Steel and Australia were all out at 3.25 for 122. Edmund Peate, a Yorkshireman who had opened the bowling for England with his orthodox left-arm spin, had taken 4–40 in Australia’s second innings to add to his 4–31 in the first. He had bowled beautifully and Lord Hawke, his county captain, said that he was blessed with the most perfect action one could ever wish to see.

England had been left to score 85 to win and they must have felt reasonably confident of getting them, even though it was far from being the best of pitches. No one could have foreseen the drama and the excitement that was to come. There was probably only one man in the ground who was certain England would not win and he was in the Australian dressing room. As the players were preparing to go out into the field, Spofforth spoke loud and clear when he said, ‘Boys, this thing can be done.’

England began the final innings of the match at 3.45 when W.G. Grace went out with his captain, Hornby, who, curiously, had batted at number ten in the first innings. They put on 15 in the first 15 minutes before Hornby, who had made nine of them, had his off stump knocked over by Spofforth, whose hostility and determination was easy to see. Barlow took Hornby’s place and his first ball beat him for pace and bowled him. Some excitingly adventurous strokeplay from both Grace and Ulyett took the score to 51, when Spofforth changed ends. Ulyett played for a break-back and when the ball went straight on, it took the edge and he was brilliantly caught by Blackham behind the stumps.

England now needed 34 with seven wickets in hand. Surely they could not lose. This brought in Lucas and, after tucking a ball neatly away for two, Grace drove at Boyle without getting to the pitch of the ball and Bannerman held a simple catch at mid off. Lyttelton now joined Lucas and adopted a purely defensive role while his bustling partner made more of an attempt to keep the score moving. Even so, the game came almost to a standstill and 12 successive maiden overs – four balls each – were bowled by Spofforth and Boyle. Spofforth now hatched a plot with Boyle and arranged a piece of deliberate misfielding by Bannerman at mid off which allowed the batsmen to take a single and change ends. This meant both the bowlers had a different batsman to work on. The tactic worked. After four more maiden overs, Spofforth took his fourth wicket when he bowled Lyttelton and England were 66–5, needing only 19 more to win, with five wickets left.

The cricket was as tense and exciting as anyone on the ground could remember. The crowd cheered every run to the echo, but the force was with the Australian bowlers, led by the incomparable Spofforth. Lucas hit a four, but Steel fell to Spofforth’s slower ball, which was almost impossible to spot. He would let his slower ball go with seemingly the same speed of arm action he used to bowl his fastest deliveries. Steel played too soon and spooned up an easy return catch to the bowler who, in anticipation, had run far across to the leg side to take the catch. The whole ground now vibrated with excitement, but, before another run had been scored, Spofforth, bowling maybe with much the same determination as Bob Willis showed all those years later at Headingley, blasted one through Lucas’s defence and spreadeagled his stumps. This brought in Barnes, who scored a somewhat fortunate two. Then came three byes which were greeted with thunderous cheers, as they took the score to 75. Ten were now needed. The tension had been such that already one poor, unfortunate spectator had died from a heart attack. Another was busily chewing his way through what must have been a highly indigestible umbrella handle.

Lucas had been in a long time for his five and was doing the important job for England of making one end safe. Suddenly, and for no obvious reason, he played Spofforth, against whom he had been defending with some ease, into his stumps. Moments later, with Studd as his new partner, Barnes gave a simple catch to Murdoch off his glove, which made it 75–9. Peate, who was the last man, turned Boyle to square leg for two before being comprehensively bowled by the next ball. Australia had won an astonishing game of cricket by seven runs in less than two days. It was hugely appropriate that such a dramatically exciting game as this should have led directly to the founding of the Ashes. The urn could not have been given a more inspirational baptism. Maybe it was also appropriate, in view of the result of this match, that the urn which carries the Ashes should have then come from Australia.
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Chapter 10

Records Galore

England v West Indies (1st Test)

30 May – 4 June 1957; Edgbaston, Birmingham

Match drawn.

Few Test matches have produced such remarkable and contrasting cricket as the first between England and the West Indies in 1957. For the first three days of Edgbaston’s first Test match for 28 years, England seemed to be heading for a massive defeat, mainly at the hands of Sonny Ramadhin, whose spin bowling, along with that of his left-arm team-mate, Alf Valentine, had destroyed England’s batting in 1950, when the West Indies had won their first series in England. Ramadhin now took 7–49 in England’s first innings of 186. Strangely, on the morning of the match the West Indian tour selectors had decided not to play Valentine. He was certainly no longer the bowler he had been seven years before, but the psychological advantage of having him at the other end to Ramadhin at the start of the series would surely have been important. He was also the first West Indies bowler to have taken a hundred Test wickets.

Their batsmen then took the West Indies to a first-innings lead of 288, whereupon Ramadhin took two England second-innings wickets. They had reached 113–3 when, after 20 minutes’ play on the fourth morning, Colin Cowdrey came out to join his captain, Peter May. The next wicket fell eight hours and 20 minutes later, when Cowdrey holed out to long on, by which time the two of them had put on 411 runs, the third-highest stand in the history of Test cricket at the time, taking England to 524–4. May’s declaration half an hour later then left the West Indies with 140 minutes’ batting and by the end, at 72–7, they were struggling to hold on for a draw. It was an extraordinary turnaround.

A game like this tends to become submerged in a mass of statistics as endless records are broken. Ramadhin was the joker in the West Indies pack, but now without Valentine, he found he was not able to do it on his own. Ramadhin was a small man with a round, open face which did not give much away. His shirt sleeves were buttoned to his wrists, which helped his inscrutable air, and he twinkled up to the wicket with a quick, short-stepping run-up. His arms came quickly into his action and England’s batsmen were mesmerised. They could not read him from the hand and he allowed the batsman little time to see the ball before it left his grip and they found it difficult to tell which way the ball was going to turn. If Ramadhin had played in modern times, his action would surely have raised eyebrows, for there were occasions when it looked as if he threw the ball. The spotlight was not so bright in those days.

After the first innings at Edgbaston, the West Indians will have felt sure that history was about to repeat itself. Their captain, John Goddard, will not have been worried by Valentine’s absence. This general feeling of West Indies superiority was forcibly backed up by a brilliant innings of 161 by O.G. ‘Collie’ Smith. This was mainly responsible for taking them to a total of 474 and a lead of 288. Clyde Walcott, one of the famous three Ws who had done so much for West Indies cricket after the war, made an important contribution of 90, but early on, when going for a quick single, he pulled a muscle in his leg. He was in such pain that he fainted and he needed a runner to enable him to continue batting. Walcott was tall and a big man with it, and for a time he had made an unlikely wicketkeeper for the West Indies. Frank Worrell, another of those Ws, was a right-handed batsman and a left-arm bowler, and was all grace and elegance. He now made 81, but he too hurt himself during his innings and also needed a runner. Everton Weekes, the third W, was amazingly quick on his feet and the best batsman of the three, with a flawless technique, but he had only made nine when he was bowled by Fred Trueman.

The unlucky man who found himself running between the wickets for both Walcott and Worrell was opener Bruce Pairaudeau, who had made just a single before he too had been bowled by Trueman. He had to run for Walcott for three and a quarter hours, but this was no more than a warm-up act because he then had to be on duty for another five hours for Worrell. Talk about having your nose rubbed in it.

There has to be a strong element of sadness in any description of Collie Smith’s genius, for he was tragically killed in a car crash just two years later. He was a Jamaican who had burst on the scene in similar fashion to Garry Sobers, with whom he was great friends. Smith had made 104 in his first Test, against Australia in 1954–55 in the West Indies, when he coped brilliantly with the pace of Ray Lindwall and Keith Miller. This 161 at Edgbaston was followed by 168 in the third Test at Trent Bridge. Like Sobers, Smith had a face full of what seemed a slightly naive youthful enthusiasm, although there was nothing in the least naive about their style at the crease. Smith was known affectionately by his team-mates as ‘Mickey Mouse’, which probably came from his looks, or ‘Wayside Preacher’, because he enjoyed reading the lesson in church.

He was a wonderfully instinctive and fearless strokemaker and who knows what the future might have brought him. In 1959, he was playing in the Lancashire League for Burnley and in early September, he and two of his West Indian team-mates, Sobers and Tom Dewdney, were driving to London to play in a charity game. At 4.45 in the morning, near Stoke-on-Trent, Sobers, who was driving, was blinded by headlights and they ran into a ten-ton cattle truck. Smith, who was sleeping in the back, died in hospital three days later. John Woodcock, who described both those two big innings Smith played against England in 1957 for The Times, later summed him up perfectly when he said, ‘He was a true West Indian batsman.’ You never knew quite what was coming next, but it was bound to be exciting as he flashed his bat after his quicksilver feet had shimmied into position.

At the time, his 161 at Edgbaston looked as if it would make sure of a West Indies victory when it took them to such a big first-innings lead. If further confirmation of the West Indies dominance was needed, it came when, early in England’s second innings, Ramadhin removed Peter Richardson and Doug Insole in successive overs. Brian Close’s Yorkshire grit kept him there until soon after the start the next morning, and then a more streamlined Colin Cowdrey than the one who years later stretched out on the benches of the House of Lords joined his captain, who had been successfully sheltering behind his impeccable technique. Although both these two young men – May was 27 and Cowdrey 24 – were outstanding strokemakers, they now had a match to save, and how they buckled down to it.

After Ramadhin had taken seven wickets in the first innings, a good deal of thought and conversation will have gone into trying to work out the best way to cope with him. He did not turn the ball a great deal, but if the batsmen were unable to read him, this did not make it any easier. The middle of the bat is no great distance from the edge and he turned it enough to locate the latter if given the chance by faulty strokeplay. May had already been using his pads more than usual and the general idea was to thrust the pad out at anything Ramadhin pitched wide of the stumps. There was much appealing, but Emrys Davies and Charlie Elliott, like most of their colleagues in those days, were not inclined to give batsmen out if they came onto the front foot. When the ball pitched on the stumps, May and Cowdrey then used their exemplary forward-defensive strokes to smother any spin – ‘the prod’, as it became known. It did not require high science to work this out, but it required great concentration and judgement to put it into action for long enough to save the situation.

Ramadhin tried to counter this by bowling both quicker and shorter, but both batsmen were up to that. May and Cowdrey were not strangers to this type of innings, for, as we have seen, they had both made heroic hundreds in Australia in 1954–55 which had helped England to win two close Test matches, in Sydney and Melbourne, and then the Ashes. They had all the technical requirements that were needed and they now put them to full use, without ever losing their concentration. It was not a glamorous or exciting partnership in terms of execution, but the situation made it increasingly dramatic, exciting and tense as this fourth day progressed, and their batting was greatly appreciated by a crowd which grew as the day went on.

On the last day, the crowd realised England now had a good chance of salvation and they watched the continuation of this colossal partnership with growing excitement. It was a day when spectators were forever working out the sums of runs needed and minutes left as they willed England on to safety. In the end, the amazing statistical evidence, as one record after another was broken, gave it all an increasing glamour and a tinge of romance too. The prospect of a Ramadhin-inspired West Indies victory became more and more unlikely, before vanishing altogether on that final morning.

Peter May, still arguably the best batsman England has produced since the war, was slim, tall and upstanding and beyond doubt the product of a public school. In his case it was Charterhouse, which has always produced good cricketers, and in May’s time they were coached by George Geary, a fast-medium bowler who played 14 times for England and for Leicestershire. May often paid tribute to the importance of the coaching and the advice he received. May was a beautifully fluent strokemaker who hit the ball with an almost clinical precision. It would be difficult to imagine a more perfect stroke than a cover drive by May. Like all great players, he seemed to see the ball earlier than most, his footwork was swift and sure and he was a wonderfully clean striker of the ball. His hallmark was the shot he played off the back foot whipping the ball wide of mid on.

Cowdrey was another batsman who had obviously learned his game at a public school, Tonbridge, and, like May, he made the most of the luck he had to learn the game on true pitches. He was also the most elegant and unruffled of batsmen, although with a mind which sometimes seemed to make the game more complicated for him than it need have been. For such a great player, he allowed himself, especially later in his career, to become becalmed at the crease when he had the skill to break free in ways that mere mortals would have been unable to do. At his best, there was no more felicitous timer of the ball. As they showed at Edgbaston, both their games were based on impeccable defensive techniques. In the second half of the 1950s, England’s batting revolved around May and Cowdrey.

Well before the end of the fourth day, captain John Goddard, although a tough, four-square man not often worried by doubts, will have been thinking wistfully of Valentine, who had taken 33 wickets to Ramadhin’s 26 in 1950. At the end of every over from Ramadhin which they had safely negotiated with a combination of bat and pad, May and Cowdrey must have been delighted to have an over’s respite before starting all over again. If the ball had instead been going straight into Valentine’s hands at the other end, the memory of what had happened seven years earlier may have played on their nerves. Even though he did not take a single wicket in the next four Tests, it may have been unwise to leave him out for the first. There must have been a chance too of him producing the occasional unplayable one, and his very presence would surely have been a help to Ramadhin, which would have been important.

Alf Valentine could hardly have been a more different figure from Ramadhin, even though he was just as inscrutable – his sleeves were also buttoned to his wrists. He was a tall, thin Jamaican with a long, narrow, bland and essentially kind face. He had big ears and a wispy moustache above a mouth which occasionally broke into a wide if rather shy smile, revealing a set of front teeth which had the odd gap. He was brisk for a spinner, turning the ball an unusually long way for an orthodox left-arm spinner, and with great accuracy in 1950, in spite of an extraordinary action. He bowled round the wicket without any real delivery stride. It was as if he let the ball go in his run-up, and for the batsman it appeared in a curious and rather puzzling manner from behind his left ear. His delivery looked a little bit like the culmination of a conjuring trick, and there should have been a loud fizz when the ball left his hand.

The essential statistics were that May and Cowdrey’s stand of 411 was, at that time, the highest ever in Test cricket for the fourth wicket, as well as being only the third ever of over 400. May’s 285 not out was the highest score by an England captain and, with Cowdrey making 154, both batsmen made their highest Test scores. The individual statistics of the two innings show it was unrelenting hard work for both of them. May took 250 minutes to reach his hundred while Cowdrey saw it as his job to drop anchor at the other end. It took him 220 minutes to reach his first fifty and this shows exactly how two wonderful natural strokemakers had to discipline their games.

The West Indies badly missed Worrell’s accurate left-arm seam bowling, and his ability to bowl spinners if wanted may have prompted Valentine’s omission. They were further handicapped when Roy Gilchrist had to pull out through injury after bowling 26 overs. England had reached 378–3 by the end of the fourth day, with May 193 and Cowdrey 78. The job was not yet done, for a couple of quick wickets by Ramadhin early on the last morning would have raised all the old fears in the England dressing room. As it was, Ramadhin did not get another wicket and finished the innings with the extraordinary figures of 98–35–179–2. No one had ever bowled so many overs in one innings of a first-class match: not a record Ramadhin will have dwelt on in the circumstances.

As it was, May and Cowdrey continued on their way, with both batsmen beginning to play more like their normal selves. Once again, May was the more expansive of the two and was now playing his strokes with the greater freedom, while Cowdrey went resolutely on to a hundred which took him a little over seven hours. It was then that he suddenly changed gear and his next fifty arrived in only 55 minutes as he began to drive the ball as only he could. The score had reached 524 when, after batting for 500 minutes, which was also the length of the partnership, Cowdrey lifted Collie Smith to long on.

May decided to bat on. This was understandable, for no captain who has managed to save a game as May had done wants to give his opponents the remotest chance of getting back into the match. He and Godfrey Evans added 59 in half an hour before the declaration left a demoralised West Indies to score 296 in 160 minutes. May will soon have been sorry that he had been so cautious with his declaration. After Trueman had dismissed both openers and the West Indies were 9–2, Jim Laker and Tony Lock took over and, turning the ball sharply on a worn pitch, took five wickets between them. Sobers, Walcott and Worrell soon went. Smith followed and Weekes was out 40 minutes before the end, but the later batsmen just managed to hang on, with the captain, John Goddard, batting for 40 minutes without scoring.

The record for the fourth wicket is now held by Adam Voges and Shaun Marsh, who put on 449 for Australia against the West Indies in Hobart in 2015–16. At Edgbaston, May and Cowdrey had not only saved the game for England, they had also transformed the summer. Although they were held to a draw in this first Test, England went on to win the series 3–0 and the ghost of Ramadhin and Valentine had been finally laid to rest. After taking nine wickets in this Test, Ramadhin took only five more in the next four matches, while Valentine remained wicketless throughout.
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Chapter 11

The Judgement of Solomon

Australia v West Indies (1st Test)

9–14 December 1960; The Gabba, Brisbane

Match tied.

It had to happen, but it was a long wait. Not until the 502nd Test match, which was played between Australia and the West Indies in Brisbane, did one end with all the wickets gone and the scores level: match tied. This extraordinary game, which has every right to be regarded as the greatest ever played, was inspired by the attitudes of two outstanding captains, Frank Worrell and Richie Benaud, who were determined to settle for nothing less than victory, at whatever cost. And by 20 other players prepared to give their all in pursuit of victory without ever once considering a draw was a reasonable option. It was, too, a game played in a wonderfully competitive yet friendly atmosphere, for which both captains must take great credit.

After five days of brilliant cricket – as alive, vibrant and exciting as it would be possible to imagine – it all came down to the last over on the last day, and the like of it may never be seen again. Most of the play was of an exceptional standard too. Australia needed six runs from these last eight balls to win the first Test match of the series and the West Indies needed to take three wickets. This, at a time when Test cricket was fast sinking all round the world in a sea of boredom inspired by a generation of players who never appeared willing to try and shake off the ignominy that defeat brings with it. This was a match which flatly refused ever to lie down and die or to bow to contemporary attitudes.

Worrell was the first black West Indian to be asked to captain the side in a full series. George Headley, the only other black man to have captained the West Indies before Worrell, had been appointed for the first Test against England at Bridgetown in 1947–48, but politics and injury meant that this was the only time he led the side. Worrell was the longest-lasting of the famous three Ws. Worrell was supremely calm at all times and was the ideal man to lead this remarkable side, which he was able to forge into a team, holding them together at the tensest and most dramatic moments, the last few overs of this first Test being the tensest of all. His captaincy had a great deal to do with the success of the tour and so did his all-round ability as a player. In Brisbane he made 65 in each innings and, sharing the new ball at just above medium pace with Wes Hall, bowled 46 overs at just under three runs apiece.

In those days the Gabba was a happily ramshackle ground. None of the stands were that tall; the spectators even lay down on the grassy banks of the Hill with its big scoreboard standing in the western corner of the ground. The stands, even at the pavilion end, were delightfully higgledy-piggledy; there were trees on the eastern side of the ground, where the nets stood way behind the boundary. There was a greyhound track running all the way round the boundary and the pavilion was situated underneath the rambling Queensland Cricketers Club, which provided excellent lunches for those lucky enough to find a seat.

The scene was set after Worrell had won the toss and decided to bat. Alan Davidson was a superb all-rounder, and he and Pakistan’s Wasim Akram were the two best fast left-arm-over-the-wicket bowlers I ever saw. Bounding in off a strong attacking run, he had, in a terrific opening spell, reduced the West Indies to 65–3 when Frank Worrell came in to join Garry Sobers, who was in brilliant form. Sobers’s batting against both Davidson’s pace and Benaud’s leg-spin was as good as it gets. There was a magisterial elegance about Sobers at the crease. He always had so much time to play his strokes and he never made an awkward move. He played all the strokes, scoring many of his runs square of the wicket on the off side, giving himself room to force off the back foot or to play an elegant square cut. His driving, too, was always fluent and rhythmic. Worrell saw it as his job to make the other end safe and give Sobers as much of the strike as he could, although he also drove and cut in fine style himself.

Sobers’s fifty came up in only 57 minutes, a remarkable rate of scoring for the first morning of a Test match against a good Australian side that had just taken three early wickets. These two put on 174 for the fourth wicket and Sobers went to his hundred in just over two hours and batted in all for only 29 overs while making 132. It was as good an innings as he can ever have played. Later, Solomon made an excellent 65 and at the end Wes Hall contributed 50 runs with a variety of invigorating strokes not often seen in a Test match. His frantic running between the wickets was, on its own, worth the price of the ticket. He took the West Indies to 452 before attempting a primeval slog against Lindsay Kline’s left-arm spin.

Australia were given a good start by Colin McDonald and Bobby Simpson with an opening stand of 84, and Simpson reached 92 before becoming Sonny Ramadhin’s only victim, but the innings really revolved around Norman O’Neill’s 181. This stocky, belligerent strokemaker may not have batted as well as he had done at the Gabba against England two years earlier, but since then he had let his previous extrovert intentions be sucked into the cautious, safety-first approach which had come to dominate Australia’s cricket at that time. In this innings, the Australians did not score their runs at the same speed as the West Indies, but they still came at a good rate. There was a pleasingly positive and enjoyable approach to their batting, very much in keeping with the spirit of this game. It was enjoyed by the packed crowds on the Saturday and Sunday and it brought a first-innings lead of 52 – which was just not quite enough.

The West Indies set off at the same helter-skelter pace in their second innings, but wickets kept falling and they were soon in a perilous position. Davidson again bowled superbly and took advantage of a certain amount of happy Caribbean strokeplay. Conrad Hunte, always solidly dependable, played some handsome drives at the start and the Australians will have been glad to see him go when he was second out, at 88. He was caught at slip trying to get after the canny medium-paced seam of Ken ‘Slasher’ Mackay outside the off stump. By then, Rohan Kanhai was playing some good strokes without looking especially safe. The West Indies will have hoped he would be steadied by the calming presence of his captain, Frank Worrell, at the other end.

They had moved the score along to 114 when Davidson bowled Sobers with a beauty which swung in late to the left-hander, and at 127 Kanhai reached outside the off stump at Davidson and was caught behind. This brought in the small figure of Solomon, who was to make such an impact on the match before the end. He and Worrell put on 83 runs for the fifth wicket, with both batsmen going on from where they had left off in the first innings. Worrell, with his sure judgement and unflappable temperament, was always in control, and, just as he had done in the first innings, he brought the best out in the small, chirpy yet determined figure of Solomon, submerged in his large maroon West Indian cap. Even so, neither was able to go on and make the hundred which would have made the game safe for the West Indies.

Davidson remained a constant threat and so too did the skilful captaincy of Benaud, whose thoughtful bowling changes and clever field placings kept the pressure on the batsmen. It was a fascinating battle. In the end, the West Indies were able to set Australia such a tantalising target only because of a most unlikely and amusing last-wicket stand of 31 between the last two batsmen, Wes Hall and Alf Valentine. Hall batted, as always, like a runaway windmill, while his partner looked more like a venerable and mildly lugubrious lamppost. They ran furiously between the wickets, while Hall’s exuberant strokes were a delight until he tried one drive too many against Davidson.

Australia’s target was 233 in 310 minutes, which translated to 69 eight-ball overs at a rate of just under three and a half runs an over. Australia will have fancied their chances, although not as much as they would have done today when the influence of the one-day game has made similar targets much easier to reach than they used to be. Australia could hardly have made a much worse start, however, and it was the irrepressible Hall who was their chief executioner. Working up a great pace from his long and furious run-up, with his arms and legs flying everywhere, he took four of the first five wickets to fall and reduced Australia to 57–5. The other wicket, appropriately it seemed, was taken by Worrell.

Hall’s innings appears to have fired him up in the most remarkable manner. ‘I was fresh, marvellously fresh. I hurtled into the attack with a vigour which even I found a little amazing. I seemed to be propelled by a jet during the early onslaught,’ was how he put it in his autobiography. He found the edge of Simpson’s bat in the first over and Neil Harvey’s soon afterwards, to leave Australia wobbling at 7–2. McDonald and O’Neill then clawed their way to 49, when O’Neill reached out to drive at Hall and was caught behind. Before another run had been added Worrell, who had been ambling up to the wicket in his economical way and always doing just a little with the ball, threaded one through McDonald’s defensive stroke and bowled him. Australia were 49–4 and the crowd, which never quite reached 5,000 on this unbelievable last day, were stunned into as near silence as an Australian crowd ever gets.

Australia’s hero of the match, Alan Davidson, now strode out to join Les Favell. In the two West Indies innings, Davidson had taken 11 wickets for 222 and he had made 44 invaluable runs in the first innings. There has never been a much
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ENGLAND v AUSTRALIA (Only Test)
AtThe Oval, London, on 28-29 August 1882 (three-day match).
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AUSTRALIA v WEST INDIES (1st Test)
At Woolloongabba, Brisbane, on 9-14 December 1960.
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ENGLAND v WEST INDIES (1st Test)
‘At Bdgbaston, Birmingham, on 30 May — 4 June 1957.
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