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Foreword

I AM ASHAMED TO say that when I was researching the life of Eva Perón, having had the bonkers idea that her story would make a good musical, I did not discover that, in 1947, she had organised the burning down of the Buenos Aires Cricket Club pavilion. This was in revenge for the club’s lack of enthusiasm for her Social Aid Foundation and its various chaotic welfare schemes. We did at least have a go at the foundation in the show.

Nor did I hear about this tragedy when I had the privilege of managing an MCC team on a tour of Argentina in 2006. Mike Gatting was the captain and Andy Flower a member of a top-quality squad that played five matches (a sixth was rained off) in the Buenos Aires district. This included games at the long-established grounds of Belgrano and Hurlingham, both featured in this remarkable book. It was a most enjoyable experience and it was clear that cricket at good club level has a strong foothold in Argentina, despite the rival attractions of Diego Maradona and his ilk over the decades.

So, I jumped at the chance to have an advance gander at Timothy Abraham’s and James Coyne’s study of cricket in all of Latin America. It is a fascinating tale, or tales.

Cricket has migrated to virtually every country of the exotic and extreme continent of South America and the simmering nations of Central America. Maybe in most places it retains only an unobtrusive presence, but the roots are often well established, and as T20 and other more instant forms of the game become more accessible on a screen near you or carried around by you, who would bet against many of these countries moving on to a more visible world cricket stage?

They already have the history, as this marvellous and original work illustrates. It achieves the almost impossible – it fills a gap in the great game’s vast literary tradition.

Tim Rice

Helford, June 2020




Introduction

‘WHAT ARE YOU guys doing here? Just travelling?’ our fellow backpackers would often ask us, spying strange handles peeping out of our rucksacks.

‘As it happens, we are researching a book about cricket,’ we would reply, a little sheepishly.

The eyes would roll. ‘Cricket? In Latin America?! Expect that will be a short book …’

Eighteen countries (plus one overseas department of France) and four years of research later, a small part of us possibly wished some of that was true. There was enough material for three books, let alone one. The sheer scale and amount of cricket played, and its rich history, throughout a region with little obvious modern footprint in the game, was staggering even to us.

British naval, diplomatic and business interests were the driving force behind cricket’s emergence across the Americas in the nineteenth century, and in most cases its decline. The sport’s resolute Anglocentricity was never far from view – even outside the British Empire. There were full-page ads in English, Spanish and Portuguese-language publications from sponsors who were vital financiers of the game: a tin of Nugget White Dressing would scrub up a local cricketer’s buckskin leather boots or pads; for sustenance, Bovril sandwiches ‘will see you through to close of play’; ‘No Pic-Nic is Complete Without Reformer Tongues: easy to open, quick to serve, delightfully appetising’. Behind every brand is a story of British influence in a mainly Spanish-speaking world. On a personal level, it was uncanny how many times we saw references to intrepid merchants from our hometowns of Liverpool and Bedford.

W. G. Grace never visited Latin America, but photographs taken by the great George Beldam of the Doctor launching his friend Arthur Weintrand’s table cricket invention were widely circulated at the end of the nineteenth century: ‘El Cricket de Mesa: Juego Que Promete Popularizarse como el Ping-Pong’ (‘Table Cricket: A Game that Promises to Become as Popular as ping-pong’). The feted Trinidadian historian C. L. R. James did make it, though, spending a month in Mexico City in 1939, where he tried (and failed) to extol the virtues of cricket to Leon Trotsky. The exiled Soviet revolutionary was, it appears, preoccupied with conducting his affair with Diego Rivera’s wife Frida Kahlo while staying at their marital home. Within 18 months the ice axe had landed in Trotsky’s skull, from an agent working on behalf of Moscow rather than Rivera.

But this book is a wider tale of immigration from the Caribbean, Australian colonists, the Indian subcontinent … and, yes, locals from every social background, intrigued by a sport that predated association football in almost every country.

Ah, football. Vast swathes of the region, to quote Pelé, ‘come, dorme e bebe futebol ’ (‘eats, sleeps and drinks football’). Yet cricket had a head-start on football – and on baseball – and it’s not so farfetched to envisage an alternate reality where the Azteca, Maracanã and other football cathedrals we visited are crammed with Latin Americans wildly cheering sixes raining down on them. Cricket, after all, eventually broke though elitist boundaries when Parsis, Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims in India took up the game and turned it into a national obsession. At one time it was assumed that cricket in the Americas would go the same way.

Imagine, for a moment, Lionel Messi as a nuggety middle-order batsman; or Diego Maradona as a crafty leg-spinner, perhaps? Messi, in full Barcelona kit, did try his hand at batting in a TV advert for a nutrition supplement aimed at the Indian market, unfurling a bottom-handed cover drive and a slog to cow corner. Maradona, who grew up in a poor villa miseria of southernmost Buenos Aires, was left perplexed by the nuances of the game: ‘I don’t know why they throw themselves here, or jump head first there … And why do they greet themselves in the middle when the ball doesn’t hit those three sticks? And then the crowd goes wild … I don’t get it. But it brings out the passion in people.’ While football won the battle hands down, that passion for cricket is stirring again now.

Our journey took us through myriad cultures, from Mexico City to Tierra del Fuego at the tip of South America, loosely following the route of the Pan-American Highway, and for some way retracing the tracks of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid on the run. In Quito we even road-tested the effects of playing the ball exactly on the line of the Equator, so if any physicists want feedback they know where to come. We visited many of the first stopping points in the Americas during the Age of Discovery, and headed into the interior when the research called us. But we always seemed to return to the coastal towns and cities for our onward journey, which ended in Suriname and French Guiana, where backpackers and tourists rarely venture.

With the sheer amount of ground to cover we had to impose some limitations. It would have been fascinating to visit the islands of Caribbean Latin America. The reality was that time, budget and space meant we had to bypass Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and others. Someone else may feel a desire to take on that challenge.

Nor have we written specifically about Guyana (former British Guiana), Test cricket’s one foothold in South America … at least until the tour companies decided a few years ago it was not boutiquey enough for modern tastes. Guyanese cricket has been documented as part of the West Indies, so did not really warrant further examination from us. On the flip side, while not historically part of ‘Latin’ America either, we felt the stories of Belize, Suriname and French Guiana were largely untold and connected to the countries around them, so merited attention. We have touched on the Falkland Islands – or Islas Malvinas if you prefer – where it’s relevant to Argentina. You might be able to guess specifically when …

We have documented the journey and our own experiences where it feels important, so there is a travelogue running through the book. The strength, depth and variety of the stories we were telling, however, were so rich that we felt a reticence to get in the way ourselves too much.

Contrary to what some of our friends assumed, it wasn’t all steak, wine and tango until dawn. We survived scorpions, violent political protests and bouts of Montezuma’s Revenge, endured our fair share of dingy hostels – our personal highlight: the backpacker with a French bulldog who left it to defecate freely over the floors in Playa del Carmen, Mexico – and lost count of the number of sweaty overnight bus trips. (One of the few indisputably good British legacies to the region, the railways, has not especially flourished of late.) More than once we were asked in all seriousness if we were undercover spies for the International Cricket Council, sent to check up on a far-flung member. We weren’t, just in the interests of clarity …

A common thread throughout our trip, however, was friendliness and openness from almost everyone we met, not least from the people who put us up in their homes, gave us lifts or ate with us. There are lessons there for those who believe the path to ‘Western values’ is an inherent arc of progression. Although a number of cricket’s pioneers in Latin America suffered dizzying, brutal deaths – indeed, even now, 41 of the 50 cities with the worst homicide rates in the world are in the countries we covered – we should stress that we never felt in any serious danger. That’s not to dismiss the grave challenges at hand across Latin America, or the protests and civil disobedience we witnessed first-hand.

We experienced the thrill of unearthing near-forgotten stories of cricket from people who strained the memory banks to recall great feats or controversies maybe 80 years old, and scoured printed newspapers, magazines and handbooks buried away in dusty archives for decades. Cricket Argentina welcomed our offer to reorganise their chaotic but impressive collection of documents and memorabilia in their offices above the Old Georgian Club in Buenos Aires – as fate would have it, less than a minute’s walk to the Museo Evita and just over a mile away from where she is buried. When cricket-loving Sir Tim Rice visited Evita’s grave at the Cementerio de la Recoleta, he found a well-wisher singing his own lyrics from ‘Don’t Cry for Me Argentina’ in front of her tomb. More on Evita later …

Whenever we came to a border check to have our passports stamped there was a sense of foreboding that our search for historical information on cricket in the country, or city, where we were laying down our bags would prove fruitless. Inevitably, there were quite a few wild goose chases but, after scratching the surface, the deep and varied history came to the fore. Remarkably, we discovered traces of cricket in every country we visited – and the lengths that men, women and children went to play the game in a bygone, less-technological, era were quite astonishing. Sometimes the game was passed on neatly; at other times a whole new group of cricketers would have to start it up once more. The challenges have evolved for the modern custodians of cricket in the region, where the sport hangs on precariously in places. But one thing was clear in every match for which we were invited to pull on our whites (or hastily borrowed coloured kit): the passion and love people hold for cricket are a powerful base from which to reawaken the game in Latin America.

On occasions we laughed at how the quest came to occupy our thoughts. During a tourist excursion to the hilltop home of the great Chilean poet Pablo Neruda in Valparaíso, we scoured his impressive bookshelves to double-check there wasn’t a yellow slab of Wisden nestled among his Hungarian journals and French magazines. Just in case.

We would be lying if we pretended the research didn’t push the boundaries of our patience at times. Nearly a fortnight leafing through dusty newspapers in a chilly windowless basement in La Paz for something, anything, on cricket in Bolivia was time consuming, frustrating and arduous. Then, for a brief moment, exhilarating. That feeling will perhaps strike a chord with anyone who loves this glorious game – and deeply wishes it fully to spread its wings to all peoples of the world.

Timothy Abraham and James Coyne




1

Mexico

After you, Claude

A FEW DECADES AFTER he had first cast curious eyes on them, Ricardo Ludlow suddenly realised what the peculiar stakes in his late grandmother’s vegetable patch were intended for. Ludlow had been studying some historical photographs of the Cornish community in Mexico at an archive in his home city of Pachuca. He was immediately drawn to a picture of men dressed in white out in a meadow. At first, he thought they might be morris dancers, or a maypole celebration, but when he examined the photo in greater detail he realised they were playing a game. ‘Then I saw something and my mind raced back to my abuela’s garden when I was a young boy,’ Ricardo says. ‘I remember they were distinct and carefully crafted pieces of wood, unlike the rest of the sticks she used to grow flowers and vegetables around.’ Ludlow’s grandmother, it turned out, had in her possession the original cricket stumps from the old Pachuca Athletic Club, dating back more than a century.

‘I guess she inherited them,’ Ricardo tells us in flawless English as he reclines on a leather chair inside his pristine office, where he works as an economist. ‘And she was just being resourceful putting them to use in the garden to grow runner beans.’ We had come to meet Ricardo, a slim, bespectacled Mexican of part-Cornish descent in his early fifties, on the outskirts of Pachuca – some 60 miles north of Mexico City – to hear about one of his pioneering ancestors, Christopher Ludlow, whose main interests were mining, Methodism and cricket.

The first significant band of Cornish miners had arrived in Mexico in 1825, half a century before the Ludlow family. They had embarked on a fabled journey from Falmouth to Real del Monte – officially called Mineral del Monte since Mexican independence in 1810, but still usually referred to by its old name – where they had come to revive the silver mines. Denied entry into Spanish-administered ports they landed on a beach in Mocambo, famous for its rum. Sixty Cornishmen schlepped across mosquito-infested swamps, jungles and mountain peaks to the Sierra Madre Oriental. They had slung cricket bats in their bundles alongside their pickaxes and lanterns, and lugged 1500 tonnes of mining machinery over 250 miles using ropes and mules – building roads as they went – during a gruelling 14 months immortalised as ‘The Great Trek’.

Ravaged by disease, 30 of the Cornishmen and 100 of their Mexican helpers would perish by the time they reached Real del Monte in May 1826. What greeted the survivors was a place with the ‘air of a village sacked by a horde of Cossacks. The roofs are falling in, the walls crumbling down, and, in short the whole village converted into a mass of ruins’.

Nearly two centuries later Real del Monte – twinned with Redruth in Cornwall – is a pretty Mexican mountain town. We stroll the quaint cobbled streets with beautiful old Spanish colonial houses splashed in striking pastel greens, yellows and pinks. Nestled among them are unmistakably Cornish-style cottages of sloping double-pitched roofs and chimneys. In the heart of town is the eye-catching Iglesia de Nuestra Señora del Rosario, which has two distinctive towers: one in the Spanish style; the other a deliberate nod to the West Country.

The monuments and museums in Real del Monte are an ode to the Cornish miners. It was in the shadows of the silver mines that stumps were pitched by the first Cornish workers in search of light relief from the cavernous underground. The number of cricketers swelled as new technology from the Industrial Revolution turned the mines in the Hidalgo region into profitable enterprises. Players representing Real del Monte, including Mr C. Rosevear of Camborne, a ‘very creditable round-arm bowler’, jostled with two clubs established in Pachuca, with reports and scorecards from these matches even published in the Cornishman and Royal Cornish Gazette back home.

One of Pachuca’s early clubs – Velasco CC – featured five Cornishmen with the surname Rabling. The veteran of the side was William Rabling, a mine agent who was held hostage in 1863 by Mexican bandits. He published Captured by Brigands – a colourful yarn about a month in the hands of a group of menacing bandidos ‘all as dirty as if they never washed their face or their rags’ brandishing pistols, muskets and knives. Rabling accompanied the ragtag bunch as they plundered towns and farms on horseback, and witnessed armed skirmishes with French Algerian troops. A sleep-deprived Rabling was facing death by firing squad until the Cornish community had a whip-round to pay off his ransom.

The stalwart of Pachuca CC was Francis Rule, an ever-present for four decades, his life a rags-to-riches tale. He had never left Cornwall until sailing for Mexico aged 17 in 1854, arriving without a word of Spanish or a penny to his name (Mexican pesos would not be minted for another ten years). Rule took a low-paid job as a guard on trains taking minerals to Mexico City, and diligently saved his wages. He acquired a mule to visit abandoned mines, which he believed could be revitalised using pumping techniques. Investors were sceptical, but Rule’s youthful enthusiasm persuaded them to inject the capital. He soon struck a good vein and was suddenly a miner in demand. The work was not without pitfalls and Rule survived several scrapes: he was once struck by a large rock, which smashed his teeth to pieces. Instead of complex and expensive dental surgery he had them all removed.

Rule rose to foreman of the Real del Monte mine. His judicious investments, and discovery of the lucrative vein at Santa Gertrudis, helped him accumulate a vast fortune. He was dubbed Rey de la Plata – the Silver King – and owned eight haciendas in Hidalgo and the state of Queretaro (one set aside for cricket, naturally), a house in Mexico City, and a private railway carriage to travel between the capital and Pachuca. He adopted the Spanish variant Francisco, and fathered 14 children, with 6 of his sons turning out for Pachuca’s cricket team.

Rule left his mark on the city, as we discover on our return to Pachuca from Real del Monte. The Silver King bequeathed a number of public works, including the iconic Reloj Monumental in the central square. Designed in a Spanish baroque style, the clocktower was finished in 1910 to commemorate Mexico’s centenary and has the same workings as Big Ben. It has become the city’s symbol and remains the badge of Pachuca’s professional football team. They were managed for a while by Mexico-born Cornishman Alfred C. Crowle, who took charge of the country’s national side in 1935.

Christopher Ludlow, Ricardo’s ancestor, arrived in Pachuca in 1875 to install one of the biggest pumping machines Mexico’s mines had seen, later acquiring several concessions and establishing himself as Don Cristóbal. A pious man, he was instrumental in the building of a Methodist church in Pachuca where he preached to the congregation in both Spanish and English. He once said a prayer with his eyes closed as gunshots were heard on the streets outside – on opening them he discovered all but one of his flock had nervously sneaked out.

Hedley Ludlow and his brother Sydney inherited their father Christopher’s passion for cricket. Hedley was an occasional player, but Christopher’s second son Sydney was an integral part of Pachuca Athletic Club – formed in 1895 when Pachuca, Velasco and Real del Monte, with Rule as president, joined forces to provide a sterner test for Mexico’s other cities. A humble preacher, Sydney skippered PAC for several years, always carrying his bible and a picture of Queen Victoria with him. He learned Otomi, the language of the area’s indigenous people whom he befriended, in addition to topping Pachuca’s batting averages.

Matches played by the Rablings, Rules and Ludlows were extravagant social affairs. Pachuca’s cricket fraternity were synonymous with the most lavish hospitality and, in the manner of home, Cornish pasties were a staple at the tea break. Alcohol was consumed by the barrel-load and Pachuca’s players were partial to a post-match session, especially if they scored rare victories over teams from Mexico City. ‘To say the city is in high glee over the result is the mildest way of expressing things here tonight,’ read a bulletin in the Mexican Herald after a win over Reforma Athletic Club in 1903. ‘Champagne is flowing like water emptied from the Maravillas Shaft by the powerful Cornish pump and we are too gay to send details of the match, which will reach you in sober figures tomorrow.’ Alcohol delayed Pachuca’s arrival for a match in Puebla two years earlier, albeit without a drop of it being consumed, when a train carrying bottles of the famous pulque – made from the fermented sap of the maguey agave plant – blocked the line between the cities.

Sydney Ludlow was among the many Cornish to return to England when the Mexican Revolution broke out in 1910, but his brother Hedley remained, and could count a renowned scientist, a film producer and a flamboyant 1960s bohemian revolutionary among his descendants. Yet the affable Ricardo, fifth generation Cornish-Mexican, has a claim to fame truer to his heritage. The world’s first pasty museum was opened in Real del Monte, and Ricardo took it a step further when he founded Pachuca’s International Cornish Pasty Festival – persuading Prince Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall to be the guests of honour in 2009.

Cricket may have died out in Mexico’s ‘Little Cornwall’, but the humble pasty has endured and there is a shop on every corner in Real del Monte and Pachuca – many with Union Jack bunting or the Cornish flag of St Piran hanging in the window. A short walk from Pachuca’s Methodist church, our stomachs rumble as the familiar smell of oven-baked pastry carries us down the road to La Mina del Paste (The Pasty Mine). The small shop’s walls are covered in black and white photographs evoking Pachuca’s history and a sign outside boasts una delicia de la gastronomia Inglesa para Mexico.

There are a mouth-watering selection of golden pasties on offer, all handmade with the familiar crimped crusts. Distinct from empanadas, widespread throughout Latin America, we discover that Mexican pastes come in a mind-boggling variety of savoury and sweet flavours: everything from sweetened rice and pineapple to tinga (shredded beef marinated in tomatoes and chipotle) to spicy jalapeños and guacamole. ‘Everybody in Pachuca loves Cornish pasties,’ adds Ludlow, as he takes a bite of the conventional beef mince, potato, swede and onion version. ‘A few years ago at the festival we baked one which was twelve feet in size. The world’s longest Cornish pasty was made in Mexico!’

* * *

Hanging in the stately splendour of the Musée Royal de l’Armée et d’Histoire Militaire in Brussels is the oldest surviving photograph of sport in Mexico. Dated 1865, it shows a break in play at a cricket match, and was taken by Frenchman François Aubert. Just behind the stumps is Emperor Maximilian I – Mexico’s second, and final, monarch. He is wearing white trousers, in shirtsleeves and clutching a hat in his right hand. The photograph captures a rare day of respite for Maximilian during a turbulent period in Mexico’s history. The Vienna-born Habsburg prince had been installed in an attempt to legitimise French rule following the Second Franco-Mexican War, with the support of Napoleon III and conservative Mexican monarchists hostile to the liberal presidency of Benito Juárez.

Maximilian, who arrived in Mexico City the previous year, brought with him a conscience for the welfare of the people; appalled by Mexico’s poverty and destitution he implemented measures of social change. He even extended an olive branch to the deposed Juárez, offering him the position of prime minister if he swore allegiance to the crown. Juárez declined, and in October 1865 Maximilian changed tack, issuing the Black Decree to capture and execute 11,000 of Juárez’s supporters.

Tensions heightened and, with the threat of assassination, Maximilian turned to cricket for escapism. His interest had been roused on the occasions he looked down to the lush green fields that surrounded his lofty home at Chapultepec Castle. The grand neoclassical royal residence serves as the National Museum of History today, and offers to us the most spectacular panorama of seemingly endless Mexico City. It was built by the Spanish viceroy on a hill that had been a haven for the Aztec rulers, and from this vantage point Maximilian sighted the British practising their favourite sport on the pastures below.

William Bullock, an English travel writer, ventured to Mexico City around the time Maximilian donned his whites, and painted a colourful picture of a game he encountered on the outskirts of the capital one Sunday:


While croquet goes on at Tacubaya, the neighbouring village of Nápoles is the headquarters of cricket. The district which it traverses consists of meadows as hard as iron, surrounded by hedges of cactus and maguey, or meadows soft as a sponge, surrounded by ditches. I had heard cricket was played in the country, but supposed it would turn out to be the cricket of that degenerate sort which one finds occasionally played by English residents in different parts of Europe. So that when I got to the ground, and found an excellent pavilion, a scoring box, visitors’ tent, the field marked with flags, with the well-known letters MCC (Mexico not Marylebone, Cricket Club) marked upon them, and some eighteen or twenty players in flannels and cricket shoes, I was a little astonished.

The most surprising part of the performance was that the best player on the ground was a Mexican, whose bowling and batting did infinite credit to the training which he received at Bruce Castle School. Among the English players were several gentlemen close upon 60 years of age, who all expressed to me their conviction that they owe much of their health and energy which they still possess having stuck through thick and thin to their Sunday cricket. They assured me they had never allowed political events to interfere with their game which they had pursued unconcernedly, more than once, in view of the fighting going on in the hills around them. Being fully alive to the fact that cricket is nothing without beer, there is always a liberal supply on the ground, of a very excellent quality, supplied by the firm of Blackmore – a name revered, beyond all others, by Englishmen in Mexico.



Maximilian might have brought a touch of regal glamour to cricket, but he was swimming against the tide when it came to preserving the monarchy. Napoleon reduced his forces in Mexico under US pressure and the threat of Otto von Bismarck’s Prussian expansionism. Juárez’s position strengthened after the American Civil War, with support from presidents Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Johnson. Maximilian’s wife, Carlota, travelled to Europe to appeal for help, but it fell on deaf ears.

Napoleon urged Maximilian to leave Mexico, but with 8000 loyalists he fought on. In May 1867, he was captured by Juárez’s men and, despite pleas from prominent liberals Victor Hugo and Giuseppe Garibaldi, was shot by firing squad. Aubert had been there to snap Maximilian on the cricket field, and was present at the Emperor’s death. He was permitted only to sketch the execution, but took chilling pictures of his bloodstained shirt pierced with bullet holes and Maximilian in his coffin.

The Brucian school newspaper, found in the old school building that is now Bruce Castle Museum in Tottenham, London, identifies Emilio Trigueros as the Mexican player of whom Bullock spoke. The school was founded by Rowland Hill, of Penny Black stamp and postal system fame, and active between 1827 and 1891. It was especially popular with the children of diplomats from Latin America, and so their school cricket XIs featured surnames such as Lopez, Rodríguez and Orellana.

Trigueros was the son of Mexico’s finance minister and from a well-known sporting dynasty. Emilio attended Bruce Castle for seven years and opened the bowling for the First XI. Back on home soil Emilio and his brother Juan introduced Mexicans to cricket, which led to one particularly memorable dismissal: ‘Jesus bowled Heaven 1’. The Trigueros brothers also coaxed indigenous workers employed by the family to make up the numbers – conspicuously recorded as ‘Indian I’ and ‘Indian II’ on scorecards.

The elderly players Bullock encountered had been involved in Mexico’s first matches. Among those to arrive in the 1820s, after the Mexican War of Independence, were merchants Daniel and Lewis Price. The brothers retired back to Britain 30 years later, and a pamphlet from the Mexican Union Cricket Club was found in their personal archives. It contained proof that cricket was first played in Mexico’s capital as far back as 1827 – not, as was widely assumed, solely at this time by the Cornish miners in the Sierra Madre Oriental.

Mexico City’s early cricketers were obliged to adhere to the club’s strict matchday attire: ‘The dress or uniform … shall be a flannel jacket, a straw hat, and white pantaloons, and any member appearing on the ground in a match, or playing in any other dress, will be subject to a fine of two dollars.’ There were penalties for tardiness – matches started at 8 a.m. The losing side covered the subsequent drinks bill. Alterations to MCC’s Laws of Cricket were made to cope with the heat and the altitude, and were largely in favour of batsmen. One concerned the length of a Mexican ‘over’, which was 12 balls rather than MCC’s 4 at the time. Law 34 also stated: ‘If any fieldsman stops the ball with his hat the ball shall be considered dead with five runs added to the score.’ The club’s rules around betting were strict – payable only if the match reached a result.

Merchants and diplomats made up the bulk of the players. Charles Tadeau O’Gorman was the British consul-general in Mexico City who, at 42, had married a 14-year-old Mexican girl. George Ackermann, son of London designer and publisher Rudolph Ackermann, also took to the field. In the formative years Latin names were absent but listed among the membership in 1837 was R. González. A season later, J. M. Chávez and J. Durán joined him as the first Mexicans to play cricket. German miners even turned out, but the most interesting club member was Joel Roberts Poinsett. He was the first-ever US minister to Mexico and regarded as rabidly anti-British. The red Christmas flower – the poinsettia – would be named in his honour when he introduced it to the US from Mexico.

Mexico’s cricketers were, as Bullock observed, stoic in the face of death, wars and revolutions, which would later inspire the spaghetti westerns of Sergio Leone and Sergio Corbucci. The Mexican–American War between 1846 and 1848 was no different. Even smelling the Brown Bess muskets of Mexican troops wafting into range, or hearing the whistle of bullets from US soldiers discharging Colt Walker revolvers, did not stop play. War even provided fresh opposition. An XI formed for the Gentlemen of the American Army accepted a challenge of a match at Nápoles in December 1847.

In April that year, Mexico’s first baseball match was also supposedly played by the US Army, in the state of Veracruz, thanks to the ingenuity of Lieutenant Sergeant Abner Doubleday. Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna, who led the notorious attack on the Alamo, was ambushed while he ate lunch in his carriage. Santa Anna had lost his leg in 1838 after it was blown off by cannon fire – the limb was given a funeral and buried with full military honours. Seven years later, he had taken off his wooden replacement to enjoy a roast chicken dinner only to be ambushed. Santa Anna escaped on horseback, although in the rush to get away he left behind US$18,000 in gold and his wooden leg. The gold was turned in, but Doubleday kept the prosthetic limb. The story goes he later gathered enough men together in the plaza of Xalapa, where they played a game using the peg leg as a baseball bat. The wooden leg is now held in a glass case at Illinois State History Museum, despite calls from the Mexican government, and a petition to the White House, for its repatriation.

* * *

The last resting place of Claude Butlin lies neglected.

A short walk from Mexico City’s Tacuba Metro stop, tucked away on an unremarkable street with grey walls stained by graffiti, is the Cementerio Británico. The skyline opposite is dominated by a water tower brandishing the faded logo of Tornel – Latin America’s largest tyre producer. It’s a gloomy overcast day and there are no other visitors. We tentatively creep through brooding cast iron gates flanked by imposing grey brick columns. The surrounding fences have been daubed in racing green, now flaking and peeling. Passing the eerie lines of headstones, etched with British surnames, we step into a modern glass building with fluorescent strip lights where the cemetery’s sharp-suited manager looks puzzled at the mention of Butlin. He has never heard of Mexico’s greatest all-round sportsman, and is none the wiser as to where he lies now.

Eventually we find the headstone, nestled in front of a small hedgerow away from the main path. The bed of Butlin’s grave is overgrown with weeds, while ivy climbs the headstone to the fractured remnants of where a cross used to sit. The inscription reads: ‘Claude Marsh Butlin 1877–1940’. No epitaph. No fanfare. No clue to a remarkable sporting life. His accolades make him Mexico’s equivalent of the renowned sporting polymath C. B. Fry. Yet Butlin has been consigned to a mere footnote.

In the salubrious surroundings of the exclusive Reforma Athletic Club there are subtle reminders of Butlin dotted around, provided you know where to look. Henry Filsinger, the club’s former president, furrows his brow when the subject of the grave is broached after spicy lunchtime tacos. ‘The management of the Cementerio Británico have been in contact,’ he reports with a gravelly American accent before nervously lighting a cigarette. ‘In the world’s largest metropolitan city there is not much room to bury the dead. CMB’s grave needs to be freed up.’ Butlin, it seems, has no living relatives in Mexico, and the club has no power of attorney over what happens to his grave.

* * *

Claude Butlin was born five years after C. B. Fry in Jaffna, British Ceylon, on 17 April 1877. His early years were spent in India where his father Alfred worked as a civil engineer. The Butlins returned to London in the late 1880s and lived in modest terrace houses in St John’s Villas, Archway, and then Letterstone Road, Fulham. Young Claude was sent to board at St George’s College in Weybridge, Surrey, a Josephite school, which more recently produced Adam and Ben Hollioake. Butlin is not listed among their most celebrated alumni.

At the age of 13, along with his father, mother Helen and sister Patricia, Claude moved to Mexico City. Originally built by the Aztecs on an island in a natural lake, the oldest capital city in the Americas was at this time home to just 500,000 inhabitants – a far cry from the sprawling smoggy metropolis we land in today, where 21 million battle congested roads, packed buses and a grubby overstretched underground system just to make it from A to B.

Butlin’s father Alfred brought the family to Mexico having secured work on the construction of the Tehuantepec Interoceanic Railroad, one of the grander unrealised industrialisation projects of Mexico’s Anglo-sympathetic president Porfirio Díaz. Not long after the Butlins arrived, however, the railroad contract changed hands and Alfred was out of work, fell on hard times and plunged into depression. Bitter and heated family arguments ensued.

Matters came to a head in May 1892, during an angry kitchen confrontation at the family home in Cuauhtémoc, the historic heart of Mexico City. Alfred seized a large carving knife and stabbed his wife four times – twice in the left arm, then once in her side and again in the pit of the stomach. The teenage Claude wounded his hand in the melee as he rushed to his mother’s aid. Alfred, covered in his wife’s blood, then pushed the knife into his own chest. He died of his wounds, but his wife survived.

Two months after the tragedy, 15-year-old Claude turned up on the cricket field. He gave a glimpse of the prowess that would see him dominate Mexico’s sporting scene like no one else. He was picked to play for Read & Campbell’s, a cricket team of railway engineers. The fixture was against Zumpango Cricket Club, based to the north of Mexico City and drawn from employees of the British construction firm Pearson & Son. Headed up by British industrialist Weetman Pearson, a friend of Díaz’s, they were digging a tunnel to protect Mexico’s capital from flooding.

What was going through the teenage Butlin’s mind as he marked his run-up following the events of eight weeks earlier is unknown. Pent-up frustration and aggression, a raging fire in his belly? Whatever it was, Butlin’s first 16 overs in Mexican cricket brought him six for 28, five clean bowled. It was a performance likened to Fred Spofforth, Australia’s legendary fast bowler, and Butlin was christened the ‘Demon Boy Bowler’.

* * *

Reforma AC’s archivist unlocks a cupboard and gingerly hands us a faded silver trophy with the appearance of an oversized sugar bowl. It has two metal handles like door knockers and a number of shields – the largest of which, in the centre, is engraved ‘Cricket Challenge Cup’. Between 1896 and 1909 this was the most prestigious prize on Mexico’s sporting landscape, and Butlin would leave an indelible impression on it.

Reforma AC was established in March 1894 with Butlin, aged 17, the youngest founder member. Green spaces in the parks around Chapultepec had long been home to the capital’s cricket. The ground, with the rolling hills leading to pine-clad mountains beyond, was lovingly sown with English grass seed when Reforma moved in. Contested by Mexico City, Pachuca and Puebla, the inaugural Cricket Challenge Cup caused such excitement that a downtown jewellery shop routinely put the trophy on display in its window.

Butlin matured from a precocious talent into the republic’s leading cricketer. He grew into a man of slightly above-average height and build for the era, with a well-proportioned physique. Speed, agility and reactions were his qualities rather than superhuman strength. He cut a dashing figure: slick black hair, moustache curled up at the ends and a serious demeanour.

A devastating spell of nine for 4 in May 1900 against Mexico Cricket Club were Butlin’s best figures with the ball. Among his victims was Luis Amor, an affluent sugar plantation owner from the nearby state of Morelos, and the most influential Mexican national involved in cricket during the era. Amor’s cricket love affair began at Stonyhurst College in Lancashire alongside siblings Alejandro, Victor and Pablo. Two of the Amor brothers were good enough to represent the school’s First XI.

Luis Amor passionately devoted himself to the game. In 1896 he was instrumental in reviving Mexico CC, whose rivalry with Reforma endures to this day. He endlessly sourced equipment, filled countless administrative roles and cajoled Mexican colleagues to don whites. Inspired by I Zingari, the famous nomadic jazz-hat cricket club established in England by Old Harrovians in 1845, he founded Mexican Wanderers. Of the rest of the ‘Amor Fab Four’, Alejandro was a stylish batsman and the most talented cricketer in the family while Pablo seemed to possess the tactical acumen. Victor, it seems, was their Ringo Starr.

The pinnacle for the Amor brothers was in 1902 when Mexico CC foiled Butlin et al. to beat Reforma in a winner-takes-all league decider. The victory owed much to Pablo’s astute captaincy and skill with the bat. But the joy, according to an old sage quoted in the Mexican Herald, was savoured most by Luis. ‘The happiest man in this city tonight is Louis [sic] Amor and he really deserves the pleasure the victory has given him,’ the newspaper said. ‘No man in this country has worked harder for the game than Louis. The Mexico club is to him perhaps the dearest thing on earth. I am sure he wakes in the morning, thinking of the club’s welfare, and he works for its welfare at every hour of the day, and his sweetest dreams are of its success.’

Mexicans, though, were not always afforded the same respect as the Amors by suspicious Brits. A waiter at Mexico CC was arrested after a wallet went missing from the pavilion during a net session. It was never recovered, but the alleged offender was thrown in prison regardless.

Monterrey – nestled close to the Texan border – was a hub of cricket during the Porfirian era, led by a British influx, but the sheer size of Mexico meant Butlin and his team-mates never ventured that far. Monterrey’s cricketers instead struck up relations with counterparts in Porfirio Díaz City (now Piedras Negras) and Saltillo in the desert state of Coahuila. Scottish-born David McKellar had relocated to Coahuila from New Zealand in June 1892 when he bought a farm near Sierra Hermosa de Santa Rosa. McKellar became president of Santa Rosa Athletic Club – nicknamed Los Rancheros – and organised a match against railway employees from Porfirio Díaz City. A grandstand was built on his ranch to accommodate spectators, a supply of ice kept the beer cold and McKellar’s wife and daughter served fresh local melon. After a 65-run victory for Santa Rosa, McKellar hosted a banquet and everyone left in high spirits.

Trouble was brewing for McKellar in the day job, though. A few weeks later he was fencing a section of land, to the scorn of other Mexican ranchers who wanted their cattle to roam freely. Heated exchanges followed and one day, when McKellar was riding back home, he was shot dead by a gunman hired by a rival Mexican rancher. He was far from the only one. The original ground at Nápoles on the outskirts of Mexico City was in a British-run estancia, but cricket would cease there after the death of co-owner Henry Beale. He was murdered on the ranch when 40 banditos attacked it during the Franco-Mexican War.

Not all Brits were on the right side of the law, anyway. Bristolian lawyer A. W. Laurie had skippered Mexico CC for one season during the Amor era. Laurie, a classy batsman, came to Mexico City via New York in 1900 and, calling himself ‘Professor Alfred Laurie’, became renowned on the cricket circuit for liking the sound of his own voice. Laurie’s cogitations at one Puebla–Pachuca match, where he had turned up as a spectator, were particularly pompous. He strolled into the players’ tent at the lunch break, then gave a lengthy monologue on the finer points of the lbw law to both teams, umpires and anyone else within earshot. There was more to Laurie than met the eye. He was masquerading under a pseudonym and had a shady past involving debts from speculation on South African mining stocks. An extradition order was issued by Britain, and Laurie scarpered never to be seen, or heard of, in Mexico again. A few years later an ‘A. G. Lawrie’ turned up in Chile, where he was reported to have made 300 not out in an afternoon match at Valparaíso, before disappearing from their scene too.

Butlin, typically, continued to lead the way with bat and ball. His best knock came against Puebla in February 1901 when he struck 175 not out – a Mexican record at the time. Butlin ‘handled the willow in masterly style’, enthused a report of the innings. ‘He drove and cut the deliveries of Puebla’s best trundlers to the on, and off sides, and behind the wickets.’ Puebla tried ten different bowlers but Butlin could not be moved. He then took seven for 13 in a crushing Reforma victory by an innings and 232 runs.

Puebla & District Cricket Club was established in 1899 by British textile workers. They were supplemented with players from the cities of Oaxaca – now a popular spot with tourists who come to bathe in the natural springs at Hierve el Agua, where the mineral-rich waters produce spectacular rock formations resembling waterfalls – and Veracruz on the Gulf of Mexico. Puebla encouraged a number of Mexican nationals – the surnames of Portillo, del Campo and Villavaso all appeared on scorecards, and José de Velasco was one of their best bowlers. The club played in the middle of the Puebla Velodrome, though not without tribulation. A mole infestation and damage from a French fete twice left the cancha unplayable. The coup de grâce, however, came during Mexican Independence Day celebrations when the locals ‘took it into their heads to hold a cavalry charge over it’. A club outing to Orrín’s Circus – featuring Londoner Ricardo Bell, the republic’s leading clown – afterwards at least lightened the mood.

Before the Challenge Cup took off, Puebla used to organise friendlies with the British employed in the mill towns of Orizaba and Rio Blanco. Orizaba counted upon a clutch of cricketing Scotsmen who played at the Santa Gertrudis Jute Mill, before the Mexico Railway Company inaugurated a new ground next to Orizaba station in 1901. In a large valley, with the green pastures of the Sierra Madre Oriental beyond, it was heralded as the most picturesque cricket ground in Mexico. An artistic pavilion was added a year later, although the club strangely used coconut matting despite the local abundance of jute.

The jute mill’s Scottish cricket contingent included Duncan Macomish, a leading footballer in the early Mexican league and a regular for Orizaba in both sports. His team-mate Percy Clifford was instrumental in the construction of a pretty nine-hole golf course at the jute mill, which still exists to this day. Clifford went on to manage Club América, Mexico’s biggest football team, to back-to-back league titles between 1926 and 1928; his son, Percy Jr, later designed over 40 of Mexico’s golf courses. Orizaba’s idyllic ground, we find out not long after arriving in the city, disappeared when the Cuauhtémoc Moctezuma Brewery, named after two Aztec rulers and now a subsidiary of Heineken, expanded its plant and built on the land.

Mexico’s cricketers were compared in the press to the most famous cricketers of the era. Orizaba’s wicketkeeper C. M. Hodges, for example, was dubbed the ‘Mexican Blackham’ after the innovative Australian gloveman Jack Blackham. Butlin, though, was the stellar name of the Mexican league. He claimed eight for 28 and eight for 5 against Orizaba in successive seasons. No comparisons were needed during his peak: he was a star in his own right. He was the reason Reforma won the Challenge Cup seven times between 1900 and 1909.

Butlin was not a flashy batsman – neither extravagant nor especially stylish with his strokeplay. Observers referred to him as graceful, but effective. Comparable in approach to Jacques Kallis, perhaps, his innings were frequently described as clinical and chanceless. It was his ability to score all around the wicket which elevated him above his peers.

Such a methodical approach ensured Butlin churned out some impressive numbers. In 89 completed innings he made 3082 runs at an average of 34.60, which put him head and shoulders above any other batsman in Mexico. This was in an era of uncovered, often underprepared, pitches, which were sticky one week and lethal the next. Bumped heads and broken bones were part of the game, yet Butlin thrived.

With ball in hand Butlin was devastating: he combined accuracy and variety with lethal pace. In his twenties he bowled long spells, clocked up countless maidens, and with a smooth, well-honed action fired it down much quicker than anyone else in Mexico. Butlin was regarded as simply unplayable by most in the republic. It brought him 463 wickets and he was a fearsome and intimidating prospect. At his peak he would even show largesse and decline to bowl in the second innings, so as not to dishearten opponents and make a game of it.

‘Much of what Claude Butlin did on the cricket field has been lost, destroyed or not properly recorded in the first place,’ says Craig White, not the ex-England all-rounder but secretary and historian of the Asociación de Cricket de Mexico. ‘He probably took well in excess of five hundred wickets and scored between four thousand and five thousand runs, and that’s a conservative estimate.’

Butlin was a colossus of Mexican cricket but the fact he never played at a high standard makes it difficult to judge his place in the global pantheon. The Mexican Herald claimed two of Butlin’s contemporaries had county cricket experience: J. C. Parr reputedly turned out for Essex; while A. J. Simpson had rubbed shoulders with the Grace family in Gloucestershire. Butlin had the measure of both with bat and ball. Yet it was his achievements in a multitude of sports that added to his mystique. Butlin was more than just a cricketer.

* * *

¡Viva Villa! ¡Viva Zapata! ¡Viva la revolución! At the Palacio Nacional in Mexico City on 6 December 1914 Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata took turns to sit in the presidential chair. The two iconic revolutionary leaders watched from the palace balcony as thousands of soldiers from the peasant armies of División del Norte and Ejército Libertador del Sur filed past. In dirtied white clothes, sandals and with unshaven faces they discharged their Winchester rifles into the air in celebration on a joyous victory parade. Three miles away, in the shadow of Chapultepec Castle, the members of Reforma left in Mexico were shifting uncomfortably inside the club’s red-brick pavilion. ‘Villa is a brigand, bandit, murderer, outlaw – absolutely a criminal,’ the Mexican Herald proclaimed in the wake of the execution of William Benton, a British rancher, by Villa’s cohorts.

In 1900, Díaz, an admirer of Butlin’s sporting aptitude and a friend of Reforma, had rung the bell on a gala celebrating 90 years of a free Mexico. The highlights were a bicycle race and a cricket match. Porfirian modernisation and industrialisation, however, were not to everyone’s taste. Oppressed farmers and peasants, angry at exploitation, took up arms and after two stints as president spanning 35 years the white-moustached Díaz was bumped into exile in Paris.

The elected replacement was Francisco Madero, a key figure in igniting the Mexican Revolution but lacking in experience. Britain’s minister to Mexico at this time was the eccentric, bird-fancying Sir Francis Stronge, a member of Reforma and a well-known cricketer. But he paid more attention to his pet parrots than diplomacy during La Decena Trágica – ten tragic days – in 1913.

Stronge ceded influence to US ambassador Henry Wilson, which laid the path for a bloody military coup led by General Victoriano Huerta and Madero’s assassination. ‘Poor old Stronge came in for the most violent criticisms by the British colony,’ wrote Sir Thomas Hohler, another member of the British diplomatic corps, who would gain fame as ‘Mr H’ when he intercepted the Zimmermann telegram proposing an alliance between Germany and Mexico during the First World War. ‘He must have been a quaint spectacle in the midst of the firing, walking about with his head through the middle of a white poncho and his vile parrot perched on his shoulder dropping excrement and nibbling his ear.’

Huerta was himself ousted by revolutionaries, and with fighting now on their doorsteps many of those from Britain and the Dominions, on the advice of Stronge’s successor Sir Lionel Carden, fled Mexico. Butlin held the fort in the family home, but in April 1914 packed the rest of the clan on to a steamer from Veracruz bound for New Orleans.

Dressed in their sombreros and crossbelts studded with bullets, the peasant soldiers occupied Mexico City’s streets, but cricket managed to cling on. Just. ‘Even though the deadly tap-tapping of machine guns and the ruddy rattle of rifles could be heard echoing,’ said the Herald, ‘the flower and beauty of the British colony remaining turned out in force to take part in a mixed cricket match.’

Mexico’s cricketing stalwarts including C. J. Blackmore and H. G. Neumagen were supplemented by women in a fixture bridging the gender divide: ‘There was some sensational slogging of the leather. The top notchers being Miss Honey, Miss Nock and Mrs Griffiths. The ladies played the regular official game but the hombres were handicapped by having to bat left-handed with a baseball bat, and likewise bowl, catch etc in the same manner.’ The Herald, somewhat optimistically, signed off on ‘rumours Pancho Villa will patronise [support] cricket’.

By this time Butlin had already grown weary of cricket’s decline and took a back seat as clubs folded and player numbers dwindled. He relinquished his position as secretary of the Mexican League in 1907, and 1909 was his final full season. He now devoted more time to another love – tennis.

Butlin’s feats with a racket in hand were staggering. With the exception of 1907 and 1908 he won the singles at the Mexico Championship every year from the first tournament in 1897 through to 1927, plus numerous doubles titles. In 1924, at the age of 47, he won Mexico’s first ever Davis Cup point. Three years later he won the country’s first doubles point, against Japan, when the ‘crack old Mexican racquet star’ became the oldest participant in the Davis Cup at 50 years and 105 days – a record that would stand until 1985.

In 1903, Butlin was given his sternest test: three encounters against George Hillyard, one of the leading British players of the time, who would become secretary of the All England Club and spearhead the move to their current site in SW19. Butlin was a ‘court coverer of marvellous ability’ mused the press in the build-up, but he narrowly lost two five-set doubles matches to Hillyard at Reforma. It was honours even in the singles encounter, though. The Mexico champion lost the first set 6–2 but won a thrilling second 8–6 against Hillyard, who would later win Olympic doubles gold for Great Britain. Hillyard was not too shabby a cricketer either. A fast bowler, he played for Middlesex, Leicestershire and the Gentlemen of England, and toured North America with Lord Hawke. Unfortunately, he never locked horns with Butlin on the cricket field.

Indeed, Butlin’s cricket opportunities outside Mexico were scarce. Tentative plans were made for a Mexico XI to tour the US and Canada in 1900. This would have pitted Butlin against the great Philadelphian swerver John Barton King – the greatest US cricketer was in his mid-twenties and in 1908 would top the English first-class bowling averages. The Two Republics even went as far as to name a touring party, proposing green, white and red striped blazers in the colours of Mexico’s flag. Sadly, the tour never materialised.

A relatively late starter, and reluctant convert at 26, Butlin also became the star striker of the early Mexican football league. He won the title six times between 1905 and 1912, lifting the trophy three times as captain. Butlin craftily outwitted defenders and was known for a ‘deadly shot’. He was top scorer in the 1905–6 and 1910–11 seasons, and again in 1913–14 before he hung up his boots aged 36. Of the original amateur football league, the teams from Pachuca, Puebla and Orizaba, which began life as cricket clubs, still exist as top-flight professional teams.

Butlin likewise caught the eye on the rugby field, the baseball diamond and the cycling velodrome. Like C. B. Fry he was effortless with a golf club in hand, and between 1897 and 1910 won ten unofficial national golf championships. He would win the official event five times during the 1920s with the last in 1927 when, aged 50, he beat a 100-strong field.

At Reforma’s annual athletics day, Butlin would routinely sweep the board and would be handicapped to ensure other entrants turned up. He could run the half-mile in two minutes flat, held the record for throwing the cricket ball, and even took the sack race seriously. Fry equalled the long jump world record with a leap of 23 feet 5 inches in 1892, and Butlin could also jump; his hop of 20 feet 4 inches not too far behind. Butlin held Mexico’s high jump record for a number of years with a leap of 5 feet 4 inches and the pole vault record at 8 feet 2 inches. Fry’s party trick, to leap from a stationary position on the floor backwards on to a mantelpiece would, you imagine, not have been beyond the agile Butlin.

Butlin rarely trained, but unlike many of his peers never smoked and, ahead of his time, was very careful with diet and nutrition. He would always be in the XI of the Teetotallers for their cricket fixture with the Partial Abstainers. ‘Speaking for myself, I wouldn’t be happy, and I doubt if I would be as healthy, if I did not play games,’ Butlin said in a rare interview before a Davis Cup tie. ‘I do not believe it necessary for the average man to give up athletics when he approaches middle age if he takes proper care of himself.’

Genes from active parents and experiences from childhood gave Butlin his tireless physique. His father hunted big game – elephants and tigers – and Butlin accompanied him on excursions through the dense Ceylonese jungle. ‘I got quite a lot of exercise climbing because I was too young to carry a gun,’ Butlin explained. ‘When the game was sighted my role was to shinny up a tree and stay there until the shooting was over.’

He was a revelation in duels on the Fronton courts, where he became a champion in the Basque sport of pelota. He regularly beat professionals from the Basque Country and was the poster boy chosen to advertise tournaments in Mexico. ‘If Mexico had been blessed with streams fit to row upon, or had the city been placed where there was good rowing water, then Butlin would certainly have added rowing to his accomplishments,’ the Herald gushed.

Butlin’s diary was so full that he had little time for matters of the heart, but in 1900 he married Mabel Wilson Morris in her home city of Topeka, Kansas. Mabel looked after their three children while Claude worked and played. He was employed initially in the auditing department of the Interoceanic Railway, then as the manager of a lumber company before finishing up as an insurance agent. Mabel would hold afternoon teas at the family house in the Popotla district of Mexico City, play bridge and visit family in the US, leaving Claude to his sporting pursuits. The couple enjoyed roller-skating together.

In 1922, they survived a light aircraft crash in which Claude broke his jaw and Mabel her shoulder, though fortunately there were no long-term complications. Butlin and his wife performed many acts of generosity for good causes, raising money for teachers, hospitals, earthquake victims as well as the hungry and homeless in what was becoming a sprawling city.

As he aged, Butlin grew more distinguished. He was tanned, relaxed, with the moustache a little more clipped and thinning hair neatly parted at the centre. His physique remained svelte and he smiled more. In cricket’s re-emergence after the Mexican Revolution, Butlin, in his fifties, would briefly rekindle the old magic.

The veteran played four final cricket matches for Reforma in 1925, with and against men half his age. He scored 53 and took four wickets against the Aguila Light & Power company and then made 111 against Mexico Wanderers. A five-wicket haul followed in his third game, against the Wanderers, before two wickets and 32 in a swansong appearance versus Aguila Light & Power.

Among the photographs of Butlin we unearth in the archives at Reforma there’s one that really stands out. He is smartly turned out in a tie and tweed three-piece suit. A tennis racket is resting gently between his hands. Gleaming to his left are the staggering 500 trophies, cups and medals he won. A smile of contentment hints at retirement after a remarkable sporting life. Butlin’s achievements did belatedly reach Britain, with a six-paragraph wire story hailing him ‘Claudio the Conqueror’. In 1938, the old boys’ section of the Georgian, produced by Butlin’s former school, announced he had been crowned Mexico’s bowls champion at 61. It was to be one of his final sporting accolades. Two years later, Butlin died.

* * *

Reforma tried to lure Yorkshire’s finest to Mexico in 1897. A letter was sent to the omnipotent Lord Hawke proposing his private side of amateurs sign off their landmark West Indies tour with a trip to Mexico City. The letter either never reached Hawke or it was snubbed, but one of the White Rose’s favourite sons did eventually make it.

To the surprise of Mexico City’s players, Fred Trueman was among the British Airways Eccentrics XI that pitched up for a game at Reforma in the 1970s. The legendary fast bowler had recently retired from first-class cricket, but Lincoln Clarke, who opened the batting for Mexico, tells us he still had plenty of zip: ‘Fred dropped a shorter ball which I tried to hook. It came on a lot faster than I thought it would and went straight over the slips for four. He glared at me and growled, “What kind of bloody shot is that!” So, I replied, “Well, you look at the book, it’s four runs!” ’

Reforma’s current ground in the district of San Juan Totoltepec claims to be the second-highest turf wicket in the world, at 7200 feet (a ground in Chail, India, is a shade over 8000). Reforma moved there in 1961, leaving a site across from the Hospital de la Defensa. Scotsman Walter Irvine, the club president at the time, instigated the switch after snooty members complained about the Mexican government using club facilities for injured soldiers to rest and recover.

Reforma is the only cricket ground in the whole of Mexico City, or ‘DF’ (Distrito Federal) as most of our team-mates insist on calling it when we arrive ready to play for Mexico City Cricket Club in a Sunday lunchtime encounter. Where once the wicket took pride of place, it is now sandwiched between two football pitches and Reforma’s footballers are slowly traipsing off the playing area during the toss. A couple of Mexican employees from Reforma give it a hasty roll. The teams are almost entirely expats from Commonwealth countries but there is one Mexican in our ranks, Rodrigo Martínez, an ex-baseball pro. ‘I really like Chris Gayle because he smashes the ball miles,’ he grins, as his powerful arms essay an aggressive shadow-pull shot. ‘I went to a T20 game on holiday in Australia and was hooked, so found some cricket back here in Mexico.’

As we strap on the pads and wait for our turn to bat, watching the opposition’s steady medium-pacers find an extra yard of pace at altitude, we imagine a cranky Trueman bounding in with his trademark run-up, inspired to his old sharpness in the thin air. Clarke is quick to point out that the locals fared a little better when the BA Eccentrics returned a few years later with former England opener John Edrich. ‘He made all the runs as we lost the first game,’ Clarke recalls. ‘However, a brilliant catch got rid of him in the second match and we bowled them out for 181.’ Clarke, originally from the island of St Vincent and a long-term stalwart of the Mexico City CC, re-founded in 1962, then made an unbeaten 119 to secure victory for the home side and the praise of Edrich. ‘After the match John gave me a bat,’ Clarke adds proudly in his Vincentian lilt. ‘He told me if I ever moved to England, he’d get me a contract to play one-day cricket.’ Reforma, Mexico City, plus newer clubs Aguilas and Aztecs, now battle it out to be the capital’s top side, with the Lincoln Clarke Trophy awarded to the winners.

The England football team used Reforma as their base for the 1970 World Cup. To alleviate the boredom during their acclimatisation to altitude, Alf Ramsey let his players face Mexico’s cricketers in a couple of matches. It would be unthinkable for today’s multimillion-pound footballers to risk injury by playing cricket against a group of enthusiastic amateurs on the eve of a major tournament. Yet Ramsey’s side, holders of the Jules Rimet Trophy, willingly obliged.

England divided themselves up into teams made up of northern and southern football clubs for two matches against Mexico City. The northerners claimed a 61-run win thanks to Keith Newton’s 85 and 38 from Terry Cooper. The southerners – plus Franny Lee of Manchester City, who had joined the squad late – romped to a nine-wicket win. England captain Bobby Moore, a week before the infamous Bogotá Bracelet incident, impressed with his off-spin but Lee, despite four hours’ sleep, was the star performer with the ball – which is no surprise given that he had played Lancashire League cricket. He also made a half-century, while Geoff Hurst and Martin Peters thrilled the crowd with a rain of sixes. Moore and Peters had turned out for Essex’s youth teams, but it was their West Ham team-mate Hurst who was the most accomplished cricketer.

Hurst, ironically, would not have played cricket against Mexico City had his county career panned out differently. A youthful Hurst played a County Championship match for Essex against Lancashire in May 1962 in a side captained by Trevor Bailey and featuring Jim Laker. Up until July 1964, Hurst, a batsman who also kept wicket, felt he had a better chance of cracking it as a professional cricketer at Essex than as a footballer for West Ham until a twist of fate.

Hammers boss Ron Greenwood switched him from midfield to attack in pre-season. It was hailed as the managerial master-stroke that ignited Hurst’s football career, although cricket had unwittingly played a part in his positional change. Because he had been playing cricket for Essex, Hurst was shorn of football match-fitness so Greenwood lightened the load by moving him up front, where he flourished. Four years later, Hurst scored that hat-trick in the 1966 World Cup final.

Mexico City toured Jamaica in 1973, playing against St James at Jarrett Park in Montego Bay with future Test umpire Steve Bucknor in their ranks, before England’s footballers visited again in 1985. This time the cricket-loving Bobby Robson was manager, and wanted his side to get some altitude experience at the Azteca 2000 tournament, featuring Mexico and West Germany, ahead of the World Cup back here a year later.

Wearing an impromptu mix of bucket hats, Aviator shades, polo and dress shirts plus tight-fitting Umbro shorts adorned with the Three Lions, England’s footballers faced Mexico’s cricketers once more. The hosts were bowled out for 93, with Terry Butcher, in a pair of Stan Smiths, the pick of the attack with three for 23 from 6.5 overs. Glenn Hoddle, mid-1980s mane flowing during his delivery stride, claimed two for 27, but it was square-jawed Mark Hateley (two for 19) who left the biggest impression. ‘I was surprised because they were all good cricketers,’ recalls Clarke, who played for Mexico City that day. ‘But I remember Hateley in particular. He was a very good fast bowler, with a nice rhythm, who could generate decent pace.’

England striker (and wicketkeeper) Gary Lineker, gold chain dangling around his neck, hit an unbeaten 45 in the reply of 95 for two with winger John Barnes (24 not out) second top-scorer. Goalkeeper Chris Woods (20) and defender Viv Anderson, for a duck, were the two wickets to fall – both to Mexico City’s Mark Lawrence, who finished with two for 36. England’s footballers romped to an eight-wicket victory to maintain a winning streak unlikely to be broken any time soon. ‘Lineker had done well with the gloves, letting just one bye through,’ adds Clarke. ‘He was also an accomplished batsman and hit quite a few boundaries.’

Lineker retired from international football after the 1992 European Championship, when he was substituted in the decisive final group game against hosts Sweden, which England lost 2–1. A month later he turned out at Lord’s for MCC against Germany, hoping for better luck alongside New Zealand captain Ken Rutherford, England’s first black cricketer Roland Butcher, and Christopher Brown – son of Peru-born ex-England captain Freddie. But G. W. Lineker could only manage a single before he was caught at cover, and quipped to his team-mates after he walked back through the Long Room: ‘I always get one against the Germans.’

* * *

‘One listener is trying to introduce cricket to Mexico,’ Tony Cozier informed listeners to Test Match Special after reading a note passed to him by fellow commentator Jonathan Agnew. ‘But he’s finding it hard as it is very
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