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‘This is a deeply impressive work, a truly global history of cricket, that draws on a wide range of sources and is itself elegantly written. This is both sports history and social history, as Heller and Oborne analyse the influence of class, gender, race and empire on how cricket has been played in different times and different places. The book is celebratory when required, yet does not shirk from drawing attention to the darker side of cricket (and of some well-known cricketers). Full Circle deserves, and shall surely get, a wide readership among cricket fans all across the globe.’
Ramachandra Guha, author of The Commonwealth of Cricket

‘A proper, meaty history, independent in perspective, global in its sweep and trenchant in its judgments.’
Gideon Haigh, journalist and author

‘A remarkable account of cricket’s fascinating journey from its origins, capturing all major events which have shaped the game and its governance, to the present day.’
Ehsan Mani, former President of the ICC

‘This encyclopaedic journey through the history of the game confirms the romanticism of cricket’s self-anointed purists as completely delusional, if not outright dishonest.’
Fazeer Mohammed, cricket commentator and journalist

‘Original, informed and beautifully concise, this most readable general history moves beyond tired colonial tropes and conventions to help us understand the dynamic changes the global game has experienced in the past 100 years.’
Professor André Odendaal, author of The Story of an African Game and project co-ordinator of The History of South African Cricket Retold, 1795–2025 series
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To all my family, especially all those who discovered how to straight drive when I bowled at them. To my cat Theo, who occasionally left his favourite sleeping place on my computer to allow me to work on the manuscript. To all the cricketers worldwide who taught me, an American intruder, to love cricket, even the early ones on the school playground who said ‘Oh no, it’s your turn to have him’ when teams were selected.

Richard Heller

 

To all those teachers at Eagle House School who taught me to play and love cricket, including the maths teacher Mr Murray, the Latin teacher Mr Mitchell and Paul Wootton, headmaster. Without them, I would never have written this book.

Peter Oborne
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There can be no summer in this land without cricket.
NEVILLE CARDUS

I tend to think that cricket is the greatest thing that God created on earth.
HAROLD PINTER

In the soft grey silence he could hear the bump of the balls: and from here and from there through the quiet air the sound of the cricket bats: pick, pack, pock, puck: like drops of water in a fountain falling softly in the brimming bowl.
JAMES JOYCE, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man




NOTE ON NAMING CONVENTIONS

We have not been consistent in naming cricketers. This is deliberate. Conventions change over time. Modern players tend to be known by their first names (Harry Brook, Denis Compton). In the Victorian era, initials were favoured (W. G. Grace, C. B. Fry). M. C. Cowdrey, also remembered as Colin, was (characteristically) ambiguous. We have chosen in each case whatever usage seemed to us most familiar and natural.

Roughly the same applies to cricket statistics. Garry Sobers hit six sixes in one over off the bowling of Malcolm Nash against Glamorgan in August 1968. However he claimed 6-21 for the Rest of the World in the Lord’s Test 1970. We have chosen whatever form looks most natural to the reader.




INTRODUCTION

Two matches played on a single day, 6 April 2024, encapsulate almost all of cricket’s history.

One was the opening fixture of the English County Championship at Lord’s between Middlesex and Glamorgan. For about a century, such matches were a great day in the cricket calendar, not just for England but for the world of cricket. At their peak, they attracted more than 15,000 live spectators.1 But that calendar has been progressively elongated, and so this first-class County Championship was being played at a time that would previously have been thought outlandish, forced back into the chill of early April to accommodate a fixture list crammed with other competitions that were more commercially attractive, especially to television.

The prime viewing month of August was given over to a short-form tournament called the Hundred, confected to create new and sellable cricketing assets. The season’s Test matches – traditionally at the apex of the English cricket season – were shunted around the calendar to accommodate the upstart tournament. The Lord’s Test match against the West Indies, steeped in history since their famous victory in 1950, began on a Wednesday in June during the school term, making the weekend – the peak viewing days for live spectators, especially families – the fourth and fifth days, thus automatically robbing them of excitement and quality. As it happened, a weak West Indies team lost in three days, so all those who had planned for a special day on the weekend at the ‘home of cricket’ did not see any play at all.

The few hundred who braved a chilly Lord’s on 6 April 2024 saw something memorable. Sam Northeast, the Glamorgan captain, recorded the highest individual score at the ground: 335 not out. Another 20,000 or so watched at least some of the innings on the YouTube streaming channels of the two counties concerned. About 24,000 watched highlights online provided by the England and Wales Cricket Board and the MCC.

In times past, Northeast’s achievement would have dominated the sports pages of national newspapers and perhaps been mentioned on the BBC’s main news bulletin. He might have been offered opportunities for endorsements and his value as a cigarette-card hero for swaps would have risen exponentially. In 2024, the coverage was spotty, terse and generally local. After a brief round of interviews, he went back to the day job, leading players whose total wage bill was estimated at about £1.75 million, at the lower end of the permitted range of £1.5 million to £2.5 million.2 Glamorgan’s highest paid player (more likely its overseas star Marnus Labuschagne of Australia than Northeast) earned just short of £60,000.3 He and his Glamorgan team were sponsored by a Cardiff printer.4

That same day, 4,000 miles away from the self-anointed ‘Home of Cricket’, another English batter, Jos Buttler, was drawing considerably more attention than Sam Northeast by playing in the Indian Premier League. All in, thirteen English players missed the start of the home summer to take part in the IPL. Seven of them would play no first-class cricket in the County Championship in 2024 and only one, Sam Curran of Surrey, played in more than half of his county’s fixtures. Lancashire alone lost four of its brightest lights. Buttler, who has played sixteen T20s and no other cricket for the county since the start of 2020, could be considered to be closer to a club ambassador than a member of the playing staff.

Yet here he was, a Rajasthan regular, putting bowlers to the sword. Every Buttler smash was greeted with roars of approval from the 20,000 spectators5,* crowded into the Sawai Mansingh Stadium. The stands were decked out in Rajasthani pink; thousands of Royals-branded flags fluttered in the sky.

The Royals ‘represented’ Rajasthan in only the loosest sense. Owner Manoj Badale – born in Maharashtra but raised in West London – had assembled a gang of globetrotting mercenaries: coaches from Sri Lanka, Zimbabwe and New Zealand; players from England, New South Wales and the West Indies.6 Their sole Rajasthani player, Kunal Singh Rathore, remained on the bench all season.7

Nonetheless, the noise was deafening, whereas for much of Northeast’s innings, you could hear a pin drop. The IPL is beamed into living rooms in every corner of the earth – in India alone, five years’ worth of TV and streaming rights sold for $6.02 billion.8 The County Championship has long since abandoned its quest for commercial broadcast partners.

The most salient difference was in player pay. Buttler received about £900,000 for IPL 2024.9 Across the season, he faced 255 balls – far fewer than Northeast batted away in the Championship’s opening match. Still, by IPL standards, he might be considered a bargain: Australia’s Mitchell Starc was paid £2.35 million for his services,10 well in excess of Glamorgan’s salary total for their entire squad.

In this book we peer into cricket’s prehistory in a family of stick-and-ball games with a multitude of local variations, flirting with the idea that it was not invented in England, as maintained by cricket historians from H. S. Altham onwards. By the late sixteenth century it had acquired enough basic identity to be referenced in the English language and in legal proceedings, and later in the political and religious battles of the early Stuart era.

After the Restoration, it became organised as a commercial entertainment, to attract spectators into public houses and induce them to buy food and drink. It developed its first symbiotic relationships with media, promoted by local newspapers and helping to sell them. Although still played with countless local variations in rural communities it also became a more organised leisure pursuit for aristocrats, providing a pretext for entertainment, the display of property and wealth – and above all for gambling. It acquired its first Laws to settle bets.

By the early nineteenth century, cricket had acquired enough popularity to be exported by Englishmen away from its rural heartlands in the south-east into London and the new urban centres created by the Industrial Revolution, and overseas by conquest and commerce and settlement. It had also generated enough revenues to become a minor industry that sold books and merchandise and provided a largely itinerant profession for the best players. It had also acquired the semblance of national governance through the Marylebone Cricket Club or MCC, a preserve for the landed upper class leavened grudgingly by the admission of new money and entrepreneurship, and later granted a layer of moral authority by the rise of a class of teachers at public schools of whom Altham was an outstanding manifestation. For all these advances, cricket remained ‘only a game’ – a leisure pursuit with enough following to give it some commercial salience.

In the Victorian era, however, cricket evolved from a game into an ideology. It came to teach the values that were thought necessary to build an empire: grit, determination, self-sacrifice, restraint. It tried (without complete success) to purge itself from betting, corruption and dissipation. Victorian cricket also became an agency for patriarchy, social hierarchy and, as it expanded into British Dominions, racism.

Most sports embody a creative but unstable conflict between the individual and the team. English cricket, like a regiment, put the team first. ‘Team player’ was one of many cricketing metaphors, along with ‘straight bat’, that entered the English language and came to embody the British approach to government. The grand viziers who controlled cricket created structures that rewarded these values, above all the long-form county game and Test matches. Three days minimum became the marker of first-class status. These structures also suited the leisure hours of the English upper classes both at home and when they exported themselves to their imperial possessions and their commercial empire.

The system was challenged, at first by itinerant professional teams, and later by Saturday leagues based in the thriving cities of the industrial north. These leagues pioneered short-form structures much closer to association football than cricket, and anticipated the dominant form of the game as it is played today. They were more successful commercially, but subverted the control of cricket by the ruling classes, and as a result had to be beaten back. Only by recruiting the greatest paid cricketer of the age and pretending that he was one of them did the amateur controllers manage to do so.

The long (‘first-class’) form of the game originally established in England was exported across the Empire. Over time, the Dominions (Australia, South Africa, New Zealand) and the colonies (India, West Indies, Ceylon – as Sri Lanka was known while under British rule) would copy the structures, and internalise the values, of the English game. By the 1930s these values were starting to break down. Douglas Jardine, England’s captain in the Bodyline series, used ‘unsportsmanlike behaviour’ – the ultimate crime – to win a Test series (see chapter 19). Political and commercial pressures at the highest level were needed to preserve cricket as an imperial bond.

The Second World War democratised British society and extinguished the Empire. Nevertheless control of cricket by the British ruling classes continued as if nothing had happened. They eventually yielded control reluctantly in the face of national and global political, social and commercial forces too strong to resist. The past twenty-five years have seen revolutionary change. The structures of English cricket, and the assumptions that lay behind it, are being washed away. Test match cricket has been consigned to near irrelevance and the English cricket establishment is now set on the destruction of the traditional county game. The changes have been driven by money, reflecting a power shift to media owners and the men who finance them. India has replaced Britain as cricket’s hegemon.


In the process, cricket has come full circle. T20, the dominant short form of the sport, has more in common with the Georgian game. Now as then it is dependent on wealthy benefactors, with Bollywood stars and industrialists replacing landed English gentry as patrons of teams and employers. As in the Georgian era, betting and corruption have become a major feature. The links to communities, and even to the nation state, have been wiped out by franchise tournaments. Although commercial forces in world cricket are inescapable, we will argue that these ill-effects are not inevitable.



_________

* There are no official figures, but the average home attendance at Jaipur is said to be 22,119.





Part One

ORIGINS

Village cricket spread fast through the land. In those days before it became scientific, cricket was the best game in the world to watch, with its rapid sequence of amusing incidents, each ball a potential crisis!
G. M. TREVELYAN, English Social History, 1942

Of all the inventions that ever worked a revolution in cricket, nothing had more effect than the heavy roller and the mowing machine.
R. H. LYTTELTON, 1892

Once in my heyday of cricket,
One day I shall ever recall!
I captured that glorious wicket,
The greatest, the grandest of all.
ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE
(on dismissing W. G. Grace), 1922





Chapter 1

BORN IN OBSCURITY

Most of cricket’s history can be found behind a small shopfront in a quiet suburban street in Surrey, forty minutes on the commuter train service from London Waterloo. John McKenzie, England’s premier cricket bookseller, has been in the business for over fifty years. On our visit, he claimed ruefully that he was overwhelmed by his ever-expanding stock of cricket books and memorabilia across two floors and eight rooms. But we were certain that he could put his hand to any one of the 10,000 or more volumes on his shelves, each numbered and catalogued. Sure enough, like a conjuror, he pulled out two of his treasures.

The first was an edition of Britcher’s Scores – a precursor of Wisden. Its full title is A Complete List of All the Grand Matches of Cricket That Have Been Played in the Year 1799. At this stage, bowling was still underarm; pitches, even at Mr Lord’s first ground in London, were rough and ready – 10 was a fine individual score and 50 a respectable one for a whole team. Scoring was still done by notches and sticks, and Mr Britcher must have gone to pains to reconstruct the match details.

The other treasure was an 1804 edition of T. Boxall’s Rules & Instructions for Playing at the Game of Cricket, the first English cricket manual. It included instructions for measuring the pitch as 22 yards, running up and holding the ball and from where the bowler might deliver it, and the latest Laws (from 1800) including the limit on bat width (4¼ inches) to frustrate the ingenious Mr White who played with one as wide as the stumps.


Quietly, McKenzie dropped his most startling fact. ‘At that time, only I think about four hundred books were published each year.’ The appearance of Britcher’s and Boxall’s titles therefore showed that a market for cricket had already developed in Georgian England, when the game had no organisational structure and was barely codified.

If an obscure medieval reference can be trusted, English cricket was first recorded in 1299–1300, when King Edward I paid £6 to one Lord John of Leek for helping his teenage son, Prince Edward, play games with his friends.1 The only game mentioned by name is ‘creag’. Major Rowland Bowen, the eccentric scholar who produced a comprehensive and radical history of cricket, wrote magisterially: ‘No one, scholar or other, has ever come up with any other explanation than that “creag” was cricket.’

It would be nice to believe this, for it would make Lord John the earliest recorded cricket coach.2 He was hugely well-paid by today’s standards. Six pounds in 1300 would have bought him seven horses or thirteen cows, and represented 600 days’ wages for a skilled tradesman.3

There are glimpses of bat-and-ball games that might be cricket in Church sources even before the mysterious ‘creag’. These references date from what might be called the pre-history of the game. A stained-glass window at Canterbury Cathedral around 1180 showed a ‘Boy/Man with curved stick and ball’ as part of the Six Ages of Man. In 1344, Flemish artist Jehan de Grise illustrated the Romance of Alexander. He produced the first image of something that looks like an organised game of cricket. Now in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, it shows a nun about to throw a ball at close quarters to a left-handed monk swinging a bat. Her delivery looks easy to hit but there is a quartet of monks and nuns waiting for a nick in the slips.4

It is striking how many women are playing this game, but they disappeared from any published narrative or illustration of cricket or any game like it for the next 400 years.5

In 1369, Edward III banned something called ‘pila baculorea’ because it was interfering with archery, the foundation of his military effort in the wars against France. It is usually translated as ‘club-ball’ but there is no description of the game concerned and the term could refer to any number of local games in which people hit a ball with a stick.6

The earliest history of cricket is therefore almost totally speculative. It relies on interpreting terms such as ‘creag’, or ‘pila baculorea’, including ‘wicket’ and ‘bail’, which of course survive into cricket today, in documents scattered across many places and long distances.

According to Bowen, the first reference to ‘cricket’ comes from present-day France. In 1478, a letter to King Louis XI from a traveller to Thérouanne, a town in the Pas-de-Calais, complained about a disagreeable encounter with some locals playing a game called ‘criquet’. This ended in a riot, which resulted in the first cricket-induced death. It was little use complaining to the French king since the cricketers were subjects of the independent Duke of Burgundy.7 This is the source of the claim that the French invented cricket.8

There are also representations from the Netherlands, Belgium and Ireland,9 and from present-day Asian countries, especially Iran, Pakistan and India. The latter claims the surviving game of gilli-danda is the origin of all games in which a ball is hit with a stick, asserting that this concept reached Europe in the tenth century ce through gypsies and traders.10 This theory gains some plausibility from the fact that no ancient Greek or Roman game looks anything like an ancestor of cricket.

All of these theories are entertaining studies not only in sport but in chauvinism, but they each founder on imprecision. At this distance we do not know what games people played with stick and ball, and whether they can be regarded as proto-cricket, proto-rounders, protohockey or proto-golf. The one certainty is that specific references to cricket first appear in England in the Elizabethan period and with a growing frequency unmatched in any other country. The references are thickest in the south and east of England, especially around the Weald of Sussex, Surrey and Kent. In London young Prince Edward played ‘creag’ and other games under Lord John of Leek in 1300.


The first formal record of cricket, in a court case of 1598, identifies it as a game played at the Free School in Guildford around 1550. The following year, Signor Florio mentioned cricket in his English– Italian dictionary in terms that suggest a shrill game played by chirping boys.11 Oliver Cromwell was reputed (on admittedly slender evidence) to have played cricket at school and then at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge.12 John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, may have played it at St Paul’s School.13

Intriguingly, the boys of Stonyhurst College, founded in 1593 as a Jesuit school for exiled English Catholic families at Saint-Omer in northern France, played a distinctive version of cricket there; single-wicket, one batter at a time rather than a pair. This survived the school’s relocation to England into the age of photography. The boys may have taken this form with them from England, but it is equally likely that they absorbed it from the local French population. It feels significant that Saint-Omer is fewer than ten miles north of Thérouanne, scene of the riot in 1478.14

Both Rowland Bowen and Derek Birley, the social historian of English cricket, make a suggestive negative inference about the status of early English cricket. They note that other monarchs followed Edward III in proclamations banning sports and pastimes for a variety of reasons, especially public order, policing the Sabbath day, striking at privileged pre-Reformation clergy, and the protection of archery. England’s longbow- and arrow-makers were as skilful in lobbying as modern military contractors long after their contribution to national defence had faded. They had particular influence on Henry VIII. Conversely, in 1616 James I courted popularity among sports lovers resisting Puritanism by allowing a list of sports to be played on Sunday so long as they did not interfere with divine worship. Cricket does not appear in any of the lists of banned or permitted sports. That would make sense if cricket was considered unimportant, as a children’s game or a sporadic local entertainment.15

In this context, it is significant that there is no reference to cricket in the entire works of Shakespeare – although he uses images from fifty other sports and pastimes, including football, real tennis, hunting, hawking, cards, chess, dice, bear-baiting and many childhood games.16,* One can only assume that a cricketing image would have meant little to Shakespeare’s adult audiences, whether royal, noble or lower-class ‘groundlings’.

The start of organised cricket

The early Stuart period sees the first evidence of English cricket as an adult entertainment in organised matches between villages. A 1640 court case records a match at Chevening in Kent about thirty years earlier.17 The first recorded on-field death was recorded in 1624 at Horsted Keynes in Sussex. The dead man was a fielder, Jasper Vinall, hit on the head by a cricket bat. The batter was making a then lawful attempt to prevent a catch by striking the ball a second time.18 A generation later, in 1647 another fielder, Henry Brand, met a similar fate, though the exact circumstances are not clear.. A further hundred years would pass until the Laws of Cricket outlawed the lethal practice of hitting the ball twice.19

Some records show cricket being drawn into religious conflict. Chichester, in Sussex, seems to have been a hotbed. In 1611 in the nearby village of Sidlesham, two cricketers were prosecuted for not going to church. Eleven years later in the nearby village of Boxgrove, six men were prosecuted for playing cricket in the churchyard – traditionally a place of rural recreation but during this period a religious battleground. At East Lavant in 1628, ten cricketers were not only fined the standard shilling (roughly a day’s wages for a skilled tradesman) for missing church but also forced to make a public confession of their sin.20


A case in Kent the following year is interesting because the defendant was a curate. In the first recorded case of social elitism in the game, Henry Cuffen, of Ruckinge, on the edge of Romney Marsh, justified his rush to ‘go and play at Cricketts’ immediately after evening prayers because the game was played by gentlemen of ‘repute and fashion’.21 In 1646, a match in Coxheath, Kent, ended up in court in a dispute over betting. The stakes involved were modest enough by later standards.22 Nevertheless it was an augury of the future of cricket.

Sport in this period was local. An early stagecoach managed at best 5 mph, without suspension on rutted unmade roads.23 Any long journey carried the risk of foul weather, robbery or plague. Villages played their neighbours and agreed conditions and umpires without any central body of laws and regulations. But Rowland Bowen, based on scattered evidence and inference from the impact of later changes, identified some common features of the games known as cricket at the time. In particular he asserts that the basic game was double-wicket (that is, a pair of batters24,*). The ball was bowled all along the ground and a batter had to defend a wide low wicket of two stumps with a curved bat. There were three main modes of dismissal – bowled, run out and caught (the ball often popped on rough surfaces) – and, as noted in the cases of Vinall and (possibly) Brand, a batter could frustrate an attempted catch by hitting the ball twice.25

Both Bowen and Birley have argued that cricket may have been a beneficiary of the English Civil War.26 The victorious Parliamentarians cracked down on almost all amusements in London and other large towns. Some Royalist landowners suffered confiscation but most were allowed to sit out the Interregnum on their estates. With no conventional courtly amusements they might have turned to cricket, already the pastime of their tenants.


Cromwell’s repressive measures against popular entertainments ceased with the Restoration. These did, however, leave two lasting legacies that favoured cricket above competing attractions. One was the Puritan hostility to bear-baiting and other pastimes that involved cruelty to animals. The other was Cromwell’s linkage of sports with public order.27 As we shall see, eighteenth-century matches would produce occasional brawls and riots, but cricket was easier to control than cockfighting, bare-knuckle boxing or wrestling (a property that would later favour its take-up by English public schools). Partly for this reason, cricket did not recede after the Restoration ended the crackdown on established pastimes and introduced some new or revitalised ones (yachting, ice skating and horse racing).

Cricket began to develop its long-standing connection with alcohol. Sir John Major, in his superbly researched history of cricket’s early years, shines a light on a court case in Maidstone in 1668 where the judge refused to give excise men (local treasury officials) the right to extract taxes from brewers who sold beer at cricket matches.28

In 1676 came the first known export of cricket to, of all places, Aleppo in Syria, then part of the Ottoman Empire, by English sailors. The game would take more lasting root in India, where it was first planted by sailors of the East India Company in the early eighteenth century.29 It’s important to realise that the English were not the sole exporters of cricket: the French exported a version of their own to their West Indian colony of St Lucia and the Dutch may have introduced a version years before 1676 to New Amsterdam, later New York. English colonists and visitors are recorded as playing cricket in the American colonies, but not till 1709.30

In 1677, the first aristocrat entered cricket’s history as a spectator: the Earl of Sussex, married to Lady Anne Fitzroy, one of Charles II’s bastards, watched a match at the Dicker ground near his estate in Herstmonceux.31 By now cricket was embarking on a period of dynamic growth based on three forces that influence it to this day: drink, media and, most eye-catching of all during this period, gambling.



_________

* In The Two Noble Kinsmen, Shakespeare’s last play, a collaboration with John Fletcher, there is a reference to stoolball, which has been described as a cousin of cricket and baseball.

* We use the term ‘batters’ because women may have taken part in early village matches although no one saw fit to record them.





Chapter 2

THE RISE OF THE LEISURE CLASS

In 1710, Zacharias von Uffenbach, a visiting German, watched a cockfight. He noted with concern: ‘The people, gentle and simple, they sit with no distinction of place, act like madmen and go on raising the odds to 20 gns [guineas] or more.’1 Twenty guineas in 1710 was more than a year’s wages for a farm labourer.

Uffenbach had witnessed the new frenzy for gambling in late Stuart England: part of a cult of masculine fortitude to make enormous wagers, not only at cards but also on crazy events, and to accept huge losses with equanimity. The politician Charles James Fox lost £140,000 at cards in three years and calmly read Herodotus after each loss. The biological sex of the transexual Chevalier d’Éon attracted bets of £120,000 and a court case, unresolved because the Chevalier refused to provide the evidence. Massive wagers also included pointless feats of physical daring and immense bouts of drinking.2

Cricket might have been invented for this new culture. A noted patron, the Earl of Tankerville, gambled £100 that his gardener ‘Lumpy’ Stevens could land the ball, underarm, on a feather placed on a good length. Tankerville won the bet. Lord March in 1758 bet that he could not post a letter over a certain distance within a set time. He won by having the letter sewn into a cricket ball, which was then thrown by relays of players.3

Early cricket, like modern versions, offered multiple contests: early gamblers would bet not just on the result but on the outcome of a single delivery or stroke, leading to practices today known as spot-fixing.4 In the first half of the eighteenth century, single-wicket challenge matches were popular: two men bowling and batting against each other with a limited number of fielders and no runs scored behind the wicket. But these matches did not give so many opportunities for skilful, informed gambling, and crucially were more vulnerable to fixing.5 Moreover (like world heavyweight boxing contests), they often required protracted negotiations between the challengers about match conditions. In the next century a match between two champions, Fuller Pilch and Thomas Marsden, took five years to set up.6 These factors helped convince gentlemen players and gamblers to favour a team version of cricket with preset rules.

In 1697 came the first newspaper report. The Foreign Post, a beneficiary of the end of newspaper censorship, covered a ‘great match’ in Sussex of eleven a side. Significantly, it gave no details of the play, only of the stakes – 50 guineas a side. (It would be characteristic of early newspapers to focus on the stakes and any eminent spectators.) In 1718 a cheating controversy ended up in court after a match at London’s White Conduit Fields between eleven ‘gamesters’ (the name is meaningful) of London and eleven of Kent. The latter were accused of walking out of the match to save the loss of half a guinea per man; the Kent men rejoined with an accusation of forgery. The dispute gave rise to £200 in legal costs, without resolution.7

However, shortly afterwards, such stakes became petty as aristocrats promoted ‘great matches’ as gambling vehicles. The first serious patron was Charles Lennox, Duke of Richmond, grandson of Charles II. In the 1720s, he began regular matches. One of these, in Surrey in 1727 against a Mr Brodrick, was significant for two reasons. The captains agreed a set of rules in advance, including conditions for the selection of players, specifically to pre-empt disputes over bets.

Later the duke also selected a local all-rounder, Thomas Waymark, and paid him nominally as a groom but in reality as a cricketer. Waymark became one of the very first professional cricketers (or perhaps even the first ‘shamateur’). When Waymark established an independent cricket career, the duke hired a talented replacement, Richard Newland, a member of one of England’s leading cricketing families. His two brothers were outstanding cricketers, but Newland is especially important for coaching his nephew, Richard Nyren, a leading light of the future Hambledon Club and the first cricketer among many to be celebrated in nostalgic literature.8

Another landmark in cricket history was the match staged at the Artillery Ground in Finsbury, where ‘At the request of two gentlemen who have laid a very great sum of money [our emphasis] the ground is to be staked where all gentlemen are desired to keep to the outside of the rope which will be round the ground.’9

An even more exalted patron than the Duke of Richmond now entered the scene: Frederick, Prince of Wales, heir to King George II. ‘Poor Fred’, as he was called in a celebrated obituary poem, was a mediocrity whose driving force was the well-reciprocated loathing of his father. Fred tried to position himself politically and culturally as a patriotic Briton against his Hanoverian father. His adoption of cricket may have been part of this; if so, it is significant that cricket should already have become a marker of English identity. With a base at Kennington, site of the future Oval, which he owned as Duke of Cornwall, he led star-studded teams in two matches against Kent sides led by the sons of the Duke of Dorset for the colossal stake of £1,000 (about £150,000 in today’s money) a side. He lost them both but recouped 500 guineas by beating a team led by the Duke of Marlborough. Poor Fred died in 1751 before inheriting the throne – according to some accounts as the delayed result of a blow from a cricket ball.10

He and his brother, the Duke of Cumberland, attended ‘the greatest match ever known’ at the new Artillery Ground in 1744 between Kent (led by Lord Sackville’s gardener) and ‘all-England’, led by Newland.*


That year saw the publication of the first set of Laws intended to govern all cricket matches. These laid down a 22-yard pitch, a low set of two stumps, a ball of 5 to 6 ounces, and no limit on bat size. There was no leg before wicket (LBW) law – this was long before pads, even underarm bowling along the ground could be painful and this was thought a sufficient deterrent. The Laws were drawn up by a committee of ‘noblemen and gentlemen’ in the Star and Garter club, an informal meeting place in Pall Mall. This took place at roughly the same time as a similar effort for horseracing by the more formally constituted Jockey Club. The description as Laws rather than rules is significant.11 The most important Law of 1744 provided for umpires to be given jurisdiction over disputes. A feature that survives in cricket to this day, uniquely in major sport, is that the umpires give decisions only on appeal from a player.

The 1744 Laws did not last long, being revised in 1774 and 1788. The revisions reflected a search for a game that could be played anywhere, by any group of people, without having to reinvent it each time. All the versions of the Laws were impelled to allow the settling of wagers, but they also had to accommodate a remarkable period of innovation in playing techniques – and to frustrate methods that threatened the game with extinction.

English cricket in the late eighteenth century continued to rely heavily on aristocratic patronage. The death or insanity of some of these patrons, especially Frederick, Prince of Wales, the Duke of Richmond and Lord John Sackville, therefore produced a temporary eclipse and a retreat of cricket to rural parishes. One newspaper suggested in 1767 that cricket would be replaced as a fashionable pastime by golf, another in 1771 spoke of cricket’s ‘expiring fame’.12

But new aristocratic players and gamblers revived ‘great’ matches. Two deserve special attention. One was the Earl of Winchilsea, for his role in the formation of the MCC with its private ground created by Thomas Lord. The other was the Duke of Dorset, son of the keen cricketer Lord John Sackville. Not only was he a better player than Winchilsea, he was more progressive. He brought distinction to the first overseas excursions. The first, in 1786, produced an exhibition match in the Champs Élysées. The Daily Universal Register, soon to be renamed The Times, reported this in chauvinistic terms, which would become characteristic of British sports coverage: the French ‘cannot imitate us in such vigorous exertions of the body’.13 The second tour was more formal. Dorset, as ambassador to France, secured the foreign secretary’s approval for a goodwill tour to cement the Peace of Paris of 1783. This was aborted by the French Revolution, and England forfeited the chance to absorb France into its cricket system, as it later lost the USA.14

This period saw the rise of independent cricket promoters and professionals. Two especially important examples were the Artillery Ground and the White Conduit Club, just beyond the fringes of contemporary London. The White Conduit Club had a rule that ‘only gentlemen may play’, although they were allowed to hire professionals, especially as practice bowlers. But there were no practice batters: an early example of a long-running division in English cricket, exported overseas, especially to hot countries. Upper-class amateurs preferred to bat and left it to the professionals to bowl and assume the more toilsome or dangerous positions in the field.* The Artillery Ground, run by George Smith, landlord of the Pyd Horse Inn, charged 2d to spectators at matches and gave them the chance to drink his specially brewed ales all day and to bet. Unruly elements prompted a short-lived hike to 6d, abandoned when crowds fell from 7,000 to 200.15


One can trace the beginnings of a recurrent motif in the efforts of the amateur patrons to make use of the essential talents of the promoters and professional cricketers without yielding any of their own control over the game. Despite some eras of weakness and near-oblivion their chosen instrument, the MCC, would dominate the administration of both domestic and later international cricket for 200 years until its abrupt decline at the end of the twentieth century.

The Hambledon Club in Hampshire has been mythologised as the cradle of English cricket. This myth-making was acerbically challenged by Rowland Bowen.16 But Hambledon was significant. First, it was an especially successful example of a cricket promotion: the game was championed there by its leading player, Richard Nyren, to entice trade to his inn, renamed the Bat & Ball Inn instead of the Hut. Second, it gave its leading players a good income from match fees, attracting fine players from further afield and enabling them to work as independent cricketers. The club competed for £30,000 (broadly equivalent to £3.5 million today) in stake money between 1770 and 1790, of which the hired players won over £22,000.17 Third, these concentrated talents produced dramatic innovations in batting and bowling, which fed off each other, generated new Laws to keep up with them and made the game better to play and watch.

These players were the first to generate a recurring myth of a past golden age. This was the result of the prodigiously successful memoirs of John Nyren, Richard’s son (brilliantly assisted by a professional writer, Charles Cowden Clarke), first published in serial form in 1832, long after the club’s demise. With Mary Russell Mitford’s Our Village (which also contained cricket scenes, more accurate than Nyren’s book) it promoted a wave of rural nostalgia in an England that was becoming increasingly urban and industrial.

Major talents launched by or associated with Hambledon included David Harris, Tom Walker and ‘Lumpy’ Stevens. Instead of rolling the ball along the ground, they ‘pitched’ the ball underarm in the air (one description of Walker’s action suggests that he might have discovered round-arm, which was still unlawful).18 These techniques imparted to all subsequent bowlers the virtues of line and length, while opening up the weapons of flight, spin and swerve. Cricket balls developed by the firm of Dukes in Penshurst, from layered cork and yarn encased in leather with six seams, gave new opportunities to bowlers. Bowen notes that red is ‘the opposite end of the spectrum from green’ and thus the ‘perfect colour’ for cricket balls. Dukes’ early success indicates demand for a specialised ball for an organised game: the firm would expand greatly in the railway age.19

The new bowling techniques inspired a permanent change in bat design. Hambledon’s John Small, removed the curve at the bottom, thus creating a flat surface with square shoulders. Small was the first recorded batter to discover the virtue of a straight bat, presented in line with the ball rather than across it, and became renowned as unbowlable. This reputation was assisted by the two-stump wicket. In one match a series of deliveries from Stevens passed harmlessly through the middle and inspired the addition of a middle stump. The first major match with three stump wickets took place on the Duke of Dorset’s home ground in 1778.20

Thomas White of Reigate went too far in 1773 by using a bat as big as the wicket, prompting a sequence of limitations on bat size.21 Other important revisions of the Laws included provisions for rolling, watering and mowing the pitch with the consent of both captains, tossing a coin for innings, and in 1811 the provision of penalty runs for wides. All these changes were designed to make the game more attractive to players, spectators and gamblers, especially the last after a match that became becalmed when bowlers bowled deliberate wides, which the batters refused to hit. These revisions were all made by the new MCC, which, with great speed, established itself as the vehicle for regulation of the game.

Romantic accounts of early cricket hail its supposed breakdown of class barriers. The Whig historian G. M. Trevelyan conjured the spectacle of the local squires playing in the same team as their tenants. If only the French aristocracy had done the same, mused Trevelyan, the French Revolution might never have happened. In fact, English nobility lived in constant fear of the mob and any outbreak of popular feeling was likely to send them scuttling away from any sort of open public gathering into their private homes and clubs, and other places they could fortify. When the Duke of Richmond was manhandled by a crowd in 1731 at one of his great matches (out of disappointment primarily induced by gambling), he concentrated on building a team in the orderly village of Slindon, near his estate at Goodwood.22

This fear, which deepened after the French Revolution, was a factor in the demise of Hambledon, which was too open and isolated for nervous aristocrats. Hambledon may have acquired a radical reputation, as is suggested by an unusual visitor to one of its final matches – Tom Paine, defying a conviction for treason that carried a death sentence.23 Paine may have been the most left-wing cricket lover in England until H. M. Hyndman, a hard-hitting batter for Sussex, who claimed that he became a leading Marxist theorist in disappointment at not getting his cricket blue at Cambridge. Paine and Hyndman started a tradition that stretches through the great post-war Labour prime minister Clem Attlee to the playwright Harold Pinter.

The export of cricket

By the end of the eighteenth century, cricket was established in some form in almost every county in England, except in the far north and west. Fraser Simm, historian of Scottish cricket, dates the first recorded match near Alloa in 1783. Cricket may have been exported to Scotland by English soldiers in the occupying Hanoverian army and later by English workers in Scotland’s textile, paper and iron works during the Industrial Revolution.24

Historian Dr Andrew Hignell gave us the first reference to cricket in Wales in 1771: a complaint about boys and youths swearing while playing cricket on a Sunday. Until the mid nineteenth century, cricket in South Wales was primarily rural: landowners organised frequent ‘country house’ matches. Railways and British soldiers en route to Ireland gave cricket a stimulus, as did the arrival of the steel industry in the early nineteenth century.25

The first recorded match in Ireland was played in 1792, when Dublin Garrison beat All-Ireland by an innings. Arthur Wellesley, future Duke of Wellington, was one of the players.26 British commerce exported the game to the Netherlands, Denmark, Portugal (through the port wine trade in Lisbon and Oporto*) and Naples: although played mainly by expatriates it was strong enough in Europe to continue when contact with England was lost during the Napoleonic conquests. Seamen of the East India Company played cricket in Calcutta, Bombay and Seringapatam.† Surviving versions of cricket in France had been exported to its West Indian colony of St Lucia and later to its colonies in Quebec.27 From the end of the eighteenth century, cricket was recorded at British bases and among British garrisons in the West Indies, the Cape (taken from the Dutch in 1796) and the first British settlers in Australia.28

British settlers planted the game in their American colonies. Always tenuous because of distance and communications, contact between American and English cricket was weakened after independence and the new United States missed most of the great innovations in techniques and Laws mentioned above.29

The game was regularly reported in newspapers, and the early emphasis on betting and titled patrons was beginning to yield to reporting of events on the field.30 Significantly, the old system of scoring, by making notches in sticks, was being supplemented by detailed pencil and paper accounts with details of individual events and performances.31 At the very end of the century, a market developed for books of scores of leading matches, especially Samuel Britcher’s sixteen-year series.32 Cricket’s insatiable appetite for statistics was under way.

The year 1801 saw the first instructional book about cricket, by successful professional Thomas Boxall.33 Many of Boxall’s readers were probably upper-class boys at independent schools. The boys organised matches themselves in defiance of authority, which often generated anarchic and alcoholic revelry, punished by mass floggings.34 A notable example was Byron’s Eton v Harrow match at Lord’s in 1805.35 But public schoolboys would continue to play cricket more responsibly at university and in later careers as landowners, officials, parsons, army officers and colonial administrators. They would be an extra force for codification of the game (to allow them to challenge each other and form teams after school). Dr Thackeray, headmaster of Harrow from 1746 to 1760 and an ancestor of the novelist, foreshadowed the Victorians by encouraging cricket as a civilising force.36

At this point English cricket fell victim to a multiple squeeze. The French wars drained away manpower into militias and regiments or the press-ganged navy. Aristocratic patrons were removed from the game to act as officers or enter public service (although the Duke of Richmond, as a general, was famous for playing cricket with his men, including a game on the eve of Quatre Bras). The upper classes were impoverished by wartime taxation, including Mr Pitt’s shocking and supposedly temporary introduction of income tax at 2d in the pound. Fear of the mob and sedition not only inspired fierce legislation37 but also accelerated the aristocracy’s retreat into private recreation.

Agricultural enclosures accelerated and removed recreational land. Modern manufacturing destroyed cottage industries, sucked labour from the countryside and truncated leisure hours, since expensive new machinery could not be left idle.

Cricket itself became less attractive to players, spectators and gamblers as the result of gamesmanship and betting scandals. The result was years of stasis, unblocked eventually by the next great invention, round-arm bowling, and galvanised by railways and public schools.



_________

* It was celebrated in ‘Cricket, An Heroic Poem’ by James Love, a poet and actor. The poem opens with a long panegyric on cricket as a glorious manly British game, the start of an enduring cultural archetype. The poem is written self-consciously in the ‘mock-heroic’ tradition of Pope, Swift and Gay where some (perhaps not all) of the ‘manly’ narrative is deliberately overblown.

* This tradition was still prevalent in the late twentieth century at the MCC. Members could drop into Lord’s and ask for a ground staff member to bowl at them. Some would have encountered Ian Botham in this role in the early 1970s: they are probably still giving imaginary accounts of their performances against him to their grandchildren. Parliament’s team, the Lords and Commons, founded in the 1840s, was run in much the same way until a Labour takeover in the 1990s: MPs and peers tended to bat and field close, staff and other ‘hired help’ tended to bowl and work in the outfield.

* The Oporto Lawn Tennis and Cricket Club still thrives, but the cricket is dominated by English expatriates.

† Now known as Kolkata, Mumbai and Srirangapatna respectively.





Chapter 3

TECHNICAL CHANGE

The Eton–Harrow match was revived at Lord’s in 1818 (it had been suspended after Byron’s post-match revelries in 1805) and became an annual commercial success after 1822. Harrow produced a crop of fearsome early fast bowlers who went on (perhaps in atonement) to become clergymen. The future Reverend W. Marcon smashed one opponent’s bat and wicket with his first ball, and broke another batter’s unpadded leg.1

Marcon and his Etonian colleague Harvey Fellows had a wicketkeeper standing well back and three long stops behind him. In official history, they bowled underarm. It seems impossible for them to have created such terror with pure underarm pitching, and it is likely that they experimented, like other bowlers, with the possibilities of a raised arm, assisted by a clumsily drafted MCC Law and the compliance of umpires.

Round-arm bowling differs from underarm in being delivered at shoulder height. It allows a much faster and fuller arm motion, and gets more advantage from a run-up. For those who could control its direction, it allowed not only more speed and bounce but brought swing into play (curving the ball in the air as late as possible). In modern times, its dynamic possibilities were revived by the self-taught Sri Lankan Lasith Malinga, much imitated by young players in defiance of coaches. In the nineteenth century, with uneven pitches and unprotected batters and wicketkeepers, it was lethal.

After the professional Tom Walker’s early experimentation with round-arm, which earned him an outright ban at Hambledon, the next major experiment was by the Kentish amateur John Willes. There is an enduring legend that he learned round-arm in imitation of his sister, Christiana, who could not bowl underarm because of her hooped skirts. This has been much debunked, since hooped or otherwise-voluminous skirts were unfashionable in Christiana’s time. The debunkers do not allow for the possibility that she might have discovered round-arm independently without such prompting.

For the next decade or so a characteristic battle broke out between cricket’s old guard of administrators and players, and innovatory bowlers and their followers. As with modern battles, it was fought out in sporting media as well on the field and in committee rooms. In the media the main supporters of the old guard were William Denison, cricket correspondent of the Sporting Magazine, and John Nyren (and his ghostwriter). The innovators were two Sussex players, William Lillywhite (the ‘Nonpareil’) and James Broadbridge. They were supported by a Kentish bowler who was also an unusually forward-looking member of the MCC, G. T. Knight.

Knight arranged some ‘experimental’ matches allowing the use of round-arm, which provoked a rebellion by traditionalists (yet more precursors of later times). The MCC clung to its unworkable ‘hand-below-the-elbow’ Law. Lillywhite and Broadbridge and a host of local imitators exploited this to use their own methods, and the MCC eventually capitulated. A momentous revision of the Laws legitimised round-arm using Knight’s formula: the ball was to be bowled, not thrown or jerked, with a straight arm at or below shoulder height.2

Three early superstars

An examination of scorecards in this period shows how hard it was to score rapidly or even at all on uneven pitches and rough, barely cropped outfields. It was common to see four completed innings of fewer than 100. Ten was a good score for an individual batter. The advent of round-arm bowling slowed matters still further. Study of the batting averages of the three greatest players of the age – Fuller Pilch (18.61); Nicholas Wanostrocht, known as ‘Felix’ (18.15); and Alfred Mynn (13.42) – shows the difficulty of scoring runs.

Round-arm gave rise to a technical revolution in the invention and use of protective gear by batters and wicketkeepers. This was stimulated by a terrible injury to Mynn in a major match in 1836. He characteristically ignored the battering of his unprotected leg by the new round-arm deliveries to score his only first-class century, then collapsed in pain, was carried away and narrowly escaped amputation.3

In underarm days, Robert Robinson had experimented with boards of wood strapped to his legs. The derisive laughter when these were hit led him to abandon them. Wicketkeepers and even long stops experimented with sacks of straw and thick leggings in the 1820s. Round-arm saw an immediate revival of pads, initially concealed under trousers for fear of looking unmanly. In the 1840s they were advertised extensively, generally made from cork, although Felix recommended them in the form of longitudinal rubber strips within stockings. He also promoted his own invention of gloves with finger stalls but gave the patent away before he made much money from it. The 1850s saw specialised wicketkeeping gauntlets and the earliest advertisements for ‘boxes’ to protect the genitals, the first described as a ‘cross-bar India rubber guard’, the second as ‘Palmer’s Patent Groin Protector’.4,*

Round-arm had a permanent influence on bat technology. English willow became the preferred wood, yielding the right balance of strength and lightness, and separate cane handles were spliced into bats to absorb the shock of the new fast bowling.5

No new technology changed cricket more than the lawn mower. In 1830, Edwin Budding of Stroud invented a cylindrical push mower, and soon after gave a manufacturing licence for it to the firm of Ransome’s of Ipswich. In 1854, Mr Shanks found a way of getting the machine pulled by a horse (giving rise to the expression Shanks’s pony) and in 1859, Thomas Green improved mower design still further by incorporating a rake.6

Rollers were widely used from the round-arm era onwards, drawn by horses. Horse boots then had to be invented to stop them from cutting up the pitch.7 By the 1860s, rollers, horse boots and mowers were being advertised extensively.8 The resulting improvements in pitches hugely benefited batters, especially Grace, rewarding footwork and placement.

Characteristically the MCC resisted the new technology and pitches at Lord’s remained terrible, under the care of scythes and sheep. When James Dark, its owner, borrowed one of the new mowing machines, a reactionary committee member, Robert Grimston, enlisted a gang of navvies to smash it.9,* But Lord’s eventually caught up with the new science of pitch preparation and appointed its first full-time groundsman in 1865.10 A generation later the noted all-round sportsman R. H. Lyttelton wrote in the 1892 Wisden: ‘Of all the inventions that ever worked a revolution in cricket, nothing had more effect than the heavy roller and the mowing machine.’11



_________

* One invention that failed was Mr Emanuel’s inflatable gloves, although in the 1930s the eccentric cricket patron Sir Julien Cahn used pads inflated by his butler for fielding.

* Grimston, an old Harrovian, coached many boys at the school in the same spirit. In fairness to him, the Dictionary of National Biography dwells on his work as a pioneer of the electric telegraph.





Chapter 4

A STRUGGLE FOR POWER

By the start of the Victorian epoch, Britain was changing at incredible speed from a slow-moving agrarian society to an industrial powerhouse. New cities and towns were springing up, while the railways had developed as the first external technology to transform cricket. The old class divide between a landowning class and subordinate village labourers and craftspeople for the time being survived. But an increasingly prosperous middle class was on the rise and, with it, an avid market for entertainment, especially in towns.

To grasp the nature of the conflict within cricket at this pivotal moment, it helps to recall that similar arguments convulsed other areas of public life. The middle class demanded political representation, and achieved it through the Reform acts of 1832 and 1867. At Westminster, the Conservative Party split over a battle between the landowners, championed by Benjamin Disraeli, who demanded protective tariffs against imports of foreign wheat, and manufacturers who demanded cheaper food, marshalled by Robert Peel. That momentous argument was ultimately won by the free traders.

In cricket, the leader of the rebels was a portly, one-eyed bricklayer who supplemented his income by playing professional cricket in Nottingham. After marrying Mary Chapman, owner of the Trent Bridge Inn, William Clarke enclosed the field behind the pub, and established the Nottingham Club for paying spectators. Clarke would enjoy a proud place in cricket history as the founder of one of England’s premier Test match grounds if he achieved nothing else. However, in the mid 1840s, he could not make Trent Bridge compete with the free cricket available elsewhere in Nottingham, so he delegated the venture to his stepson and sought employment as a ground bowler for the MCC.

There Clarke, already forty-seven, showed his playing conservatism by continuing to bowl underarm although the new round-arm action had been legal and usual for ten years.1 However, in one respect Clarke was an insurrectionist. His often unplayable on-field lobs were accompanied by a volley of loaded comments and his off-field behaviour, especially in business matters, was abrasive.

Through the MCC, Clarke met leading players, including Alfred Mynn, Felix and Fuller Pilch. This was his eureka moment. He hit on the idea of combining all of England’s major cricketers, including himself, into one permanent touring eleven. The one-eyed bricklayer had spotted a new market. Like Kerry Packer more than a century later, he exploited the fact that professional cricketers were underpaid and could be enticed away from their existing employers.

Even when in work at Lord’s or the Oval, ground staff rarely, if ever, earned in a week the £4 that Clarke offered his players per match. That sum represented nearly a month’s wages for a skilled tradesman. The players, initially, did not object to Clarke collecting a guaranteed £70 a match himself, and often a good share of receipts and sponsorship income on top.

Clarke took his team away from London and the south-east to British industrial centres. In 1847, the team’s venues were Leicester, York, Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Leeds, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Stockton-on-Tees and Stourbridge, all hubs of new manufacturing wealth. In 1848, the touring itinerary expanded to include Derby, Bradford, Coventry, Sunderland, Darlington, Chelmsford and Southampton.

On the playing side, Clarke enlisted established stars such as Felix (like Mynn, a nominal amateur but glad of Clarke’s match fees as ‘travelling expenses’), William Lillywhite (in his fifties still the ‘Nonpareil’ of round-arm bowling), the grandly named but depressive Julius Caesar and England’s best wicketkeeper-batter, Tom Box. Clarke also introduced new talents, including the fast-scoring George Parr and John Wisden, a devastating bowler who would later become more famous for other reasons.

The team were received by civic dignitaries on arrival and given banquets at the end of their matches, where Clarke liked to devour an entire goose after confining himself to a cigar and a glass of soda water during play.2 They played against local talents who were often ready to pay for the privilege. Their matches attracted crowds of thousands (in which local newspapers regularly noted the presence of fashionable women), providing great opportunities for local caterers and bookmakers who had been driven out of Lord’s and other amateur-controlled centres in the 1820s. One match in Manchester attracted more than £40,000 in betting turnover.

Clarke’s success was built upon Britain’s new railway network. He realised that with meticulous planning, trains (some reaching the incredible speed of 50 miles an hour) could take his team to many more matches in new cricket centres than had ever been possible before. Clarke’s son, Alfred, was in his eleven; although not much good as a player, he was a master of railway timetables and fare deals, and therefore the organiser of its tours.3 To Clarke senior belongs the disgrace of the first recorded act of sporting hooliganism on a train, in 1846. It was narrated by a later famous Victorian cricketer, Richard Daft. Asked by a porter to stop smoking his cigar in a nonsmoking compartment, Clarke extinguished it on the porter’s hand. It is an unpleasant story, made worse by Daft’s treatment of it as a jolly joke.4,*

Railways are a golden thread in the history of cricket, making national competition possible in every current Test-playing nation (with the exception of the West Indies and Afghanistan). In later years, we will see railway workers as exporters of cricket to Scotland and Wales and beyond to Britain’s formal and informal commercial empires. We will see enduring railway-based teams, including in Pakistan the winners of cricket’s most comprehensive first-class victory. We will see more examples of railway hooliganism, especially by white cricket tourists against local people. We will see railways used to reinforce class distinctions in cricket: in India, visitors travelled first-class and local players third-class. We will see a great cricketer nearly murdered on a train.

The introduction of the penny post, which travelled by rail, galvanised the organisation of cricket fixtures by providing for the first time a reliable national service, paid by the sender.5 It hugely increased the power of cricketers and spectators to share their experience with others. The railways also enabled the second ingredient that facilitated Clarke’s tours: the rise of the national sporting press. As we have seen, cricket was occasionally reported in eighteenth-century papers, but almost invariably in the context of fashionable spectators or betting rather than the cricket itself. By the 1840s a specialist press had become the main source of information about forthcoming fixtures and new club formation. Classified advertisements in cricket-related media were the main labour exchange for professional cricketers, coaches and ground staff.

Bell’s Life was the major source of cricket reporting in this period, and it grew thicker and more vivid. In 1838, it covered 130 matches over five weeks. In 1843, the total rose to 230 over a longer period; in 1848, 400 and by the 1860s about 500, by which time it was facing much greater local competition. There was also a spate of cricket statistical reference books: Haygarth’s Scores and Biographies, Bat’s The Cricketer’s Manual, Denison’s The Cricketer’s Companion, The Young Cricketer’s Guide by Fred Lillywhite (William’s son), and finally Wisden’s first Almanack itself, in 1864 (padded out with non-cricketing information, including astronomical events and historic anniversaries).6 With the betting market for cricket in sharp decline, these books were bought for pleasure rather than as a form guide. The period also saw a wave of instructional books, most famously Felix’s eponymous study Felix on the Bat. Clarke produced one of his own: almost his last act was to give a copy to the mother of a very young spectator – W. G. Grace.7

Cricket and Victorian morality

Clarke’s peak season was 1851. By this stage he was running a highly successful commercial cricket enterprise under professional leadership. That year his team played thirty-four matches, mostly in the north. These contests were a response to the hunger for entertainment generated by the commercial exuberance of early Victorian Britain.

Suppose that at this juncture a time-travelling Kerry Packer could have surveyed English cricket. He would probably have concluded that Clarke’s tours foreshadowed a future for the sport based in the urban centres where most people lived, a sport moreover adapted to their leisure hours. Clarke’s vision could have reshaped Victorian cricket completely and displaced its amateur organisers, as would later happen with association football. So why did this not happen with cricket?

In 1852, Clarke’s star bowler, John Wisden, walked out on him and formed a rival team with its own circuit: the United All-England Eleven. In 1854, Clarke lost another key player, the all-rounder Billy Caffyn. Clarke himself died in 1856, having taken a wicket with his last delivery in first-class cricket.8 Yet these setbacks were not in themselves the reason for the failure of the project to commercialise cricket. More profound forces explain why the landowning establishment, against all the odds, would emerge as unlikely victors.

At the start of the nineteenth century cricket was governed, insofar as it was governed at all, by the more sporting elements of the Georgian aristocracy. They viewed cricket as a vehicle for betting and needed an even playing field to avoid disputes. They entertained no generous view of the larger interests of the game.

This landowning aristocracy were in retreat socially and politically even before Victoria became queen. The rising middle class were determined to wipe out what it viewed as the ‘old corruption’. But reformers did not look to entrepreneurs such as William Clarke as the means. They were intent on keeping his commercial values out of cricket. While it is true that Clarke was the first to professionalise the game, he can also be understood as the last gasp of the publican promoters who sponsored cricket in the Georgian era.

As the political philosopher David Marquand brilliantly set out in his masterly Decline of the Public, the early Victorians invented what he calls the ‘public domain’. Writing in the 1990s of this ‘gift of history, and of fairly recent history at that’, he argued:


It is literally a priceless gift. The good of the public domain cannot be valued by market criteria, but they are no less precious for that. They include fair trials, welcoming public spaces, free public libraries, subsidised opera, mutual building societies, safe food, the broadcasters of the BBC World Service, the lobbying of Amnesty International, clean water, impartial public administration, disinterested scholarship, blood donors, magistrates, the minimum wage, the Pennine Way and the rulings of the Health and Safety executive.9



Most of these things did not yet exist in the 1840s, but it is fair to say that this was the decade that cricket became public property. Marquand notes that ‘in the public domain, market power is overridden, and private clientelism forbidden’. That is exactly what happened to cricket. Aristocratic power was defeated, but free market capitalism kept at bay. The game became part of what H. C. G. Matthew, biographer of the standard-bearer of Victorian morality William Gladstone, refers to as part of a ‘vast network of voluntary organisations’ animated by active citizens, involved in local affairs and in charitable organisations of all sorts. Cricket became part of Britain’s public space and very quickly part of its language. This improbable outcome would shape not just the sport but also the British sensibility for more than a century.


The rise of the public schools

In the 1820s and 1830s, numbers at England’s boarding schools, including the so-called seven ‘great schools’, had gone into sharp decline, a reaction to appalling living conditions and discipline that veered from anarchy to sadism. Their narrow syllabus provided a smattering of classical learning to the sons of landed aristocracy who would never expect to use it, and who taught themselves more, in their own time, about drinking, gambling and abusive sex.10

These schools were particularly unappealing to families with new wealth. They wanted their sons to learn useful skills for business or public administration, and they did not wish them to
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