

The Batsman
as Hero

Mike Brearley introduces his book On Cricket with an anecdote about opening the batting with Geoffrey Boycott in Harare in 1964. Boycott played out the last delivery before tea and took off for the pavilion without waiting for his partner. Brearley caught up with him and said, ‘cheerfully, I think, but perhaps also sarcastically, “Are we going to the same place?” He turned on me, snapping, “None of your egghead intellectual stuff …”’

Boycott, undeniably great but famously self-absorbed, realised perhaps that Brearley’s question was open to interpretation. Boycott and Brearley were both going to the same place, the pavilion, but their destinations in cricket and in life would be quite different. Brearley’s question could also be read a third way: were these two opening batsmen having the same experience while batting? Were they going to the same place, the strange hinterland where cricket exists in the mind? 

The psychology of batting is vast but it has a fulcrum, a central tenet. One mistake excludes a batsman from the game, a threat that hangs over every innings, every ball, every moment of existence on the field. This single fact has made players compulsive, ritualistic, obsessive, depressed, inhibited, cautious, scared. It has built and destroyed egos, attacked the sense of self. It has forced them to formulate defences both physical and psychological. It is the tyranny of a professional batsman’s daily life, when a run of low scores can destroy a career. 

Brearley, who became a psychoanalyst once his playing days were done, compared being dismissed to a series of little deaths: ‘Cricket more than any other sport helps a person work through the experience of loss by virtue of forcing its participants to come to terms with symbolic deaths on a daily basis’, he wrote. And as a batsman, Brearley was intimate with failure. He was by his own admission disappointed with a Test career of thirty-nine matches in which he averaged 22.88 and didn’t make a hundred. His outstanding value was as a captain, where his understanding of the game and its players turned him into cricket’s éminence grise: a man who so bewildered Australia and Australians that one of their defeated skippers, Kim Hughes, moaned, ‘He had nothing going for him except that he was intelligent.’ In particular, Brearley’s role in the resurrection of Ian Botham during the mythical – for England at least – 1981 Ashes gave rise to his legend.[fn1] He was deeply scholarly, holding a first in classics and a 2:1 in moral sciences from Cambridge, but wore it lightly, as easy in his friendship with the straightforward, quixotic Botham as he was in working with the complex and insular Boycott or the highly strung and quirky fast bowler Bob Willis. All three would play major roles for England under Brearley. In all of cricket history, perhaps only Douglas Jardine was remembered in the way that Brearley was, firstly as a captain, and then as a player.[fn2] 
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Yet in 2013, more than three decades after he played his final Test match, Brearley admitted that he still reflected on his failings. ‘I wake up thinking about ways I got out in Test matches, in stupid ways, when I probably wouldn’t have got out to the same ball bowled by the same person in a different match.’ 
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Mike Brearley was at least superficially serene. Cricket made up just one strand of who he was. Geoffrey Boycott was quite different, a man whose identity was so bound up in his success as a batsman that he once said he would give up the rest of his life for five more years of playing at his best,[fn3] and who admitted that it was too painful for him to touch a cricket bat once he had retired as the old emotions would flood through him. He could be scathing, capricious, self-serving, yet he was also brave, driven and unbreakable: a player who evoked a sliding scale from frustration to loathing in some, but also deep admiration and unshakeable loyalty in others. 

At his peak, he occupied a place in the national psyche that went beyond cricket. In the winter of 1983, his supporters at Yorkshire, his county team, rose up and overthrew the committee who had voted not to extend Boycott’s contract, beginning a civil war that raged for months. It was a polarising argument that began over a single innings played the previous August, in which Boycott was accused of batting too slowly.

There were few batsmen as singular as Boycott; and yet all batsmen, ultimately, stood alone. From the moment that ‘Silver Billy’ Beldham, ‘a beau idyll of grace, animation and concentrated energy’ in the Regency era, stepped out to the crease and made batting beautiful, it became the aesthetic and psychological heart of the game. And the game itself demanded that the batsman be subject to its existential forces, that he become the hero of his own story. It was this state most of all that Geoffrey Boycott understood and embodied. A batsman was a self-reliant entity in a hostile universe. His problems could be solved by him alone, but he was subject not just to his eleven opponents, but the fates of luck, both good and bad. He had one chance. He hung by that single thread, the destiny of the team bound up with his own.

The great batsmen across history embraced this. They did it in their own way, with their own style. Boycott’s mastery was based on his technical skill and endurance. Viv Richards oozed a primal, alpha power that enabled him to dominate opponents from the minute he stepped onto the field.[fn4] WG Grace had cowed bowlers in a similar way, by force of personality. Brian Lara was like a great duellist, quicker than anyone else; Ricky Ponting an Australian gunslinger as implacable as Clint Eastwood in a spaghetti western. Don Bradman, the greatest of all, simply destroyed all hope with his weight of scoring.

What they had was a way of imposing themselves on the game that went beyond simply their skill with the bat. Like boxers, they constructed a personality that acted as a force field around them, protection from the endless little deaths they all faced.

It was a necessary thing. Boycott took each dismissal deeply personally, and he could brood for days over one. He once said, ‘For a long time I found it very difficult to discuss getting out with anybody. Basically it was because I felt shame … I cannot bear failure.’ Everything he did was designed to avoid it, and he was, and is, far from alone in that quest. 

All batsmen journeyed to the place that Mike Brearley’s anecdote suggested, a hinterland where they came to terms with what the game asked of them. Each took that journey in a different way. Statistics showed that even the best failed to make their average score in two out of every three innings. It meant that success, when it came, could be overwhelming, an adrenaline surge that nothing outside of cricket could replace. 
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Like all sport, cricket demanded authenticity. Nothing could be faked, and the results, good or bad, were obvious. Without a hiding place and alone on the stage, those who could somehow command that space had the game and those watching it in their grasp.

    Geoffrey Boycott

    1962–1986

    48,426 runs; 151 hundreds




99.94

He had batted in front of vast crowds all his life, and he had shown them things that no-one else had ever been able to do. Now he was sixty-nine years old and hadn’t played in decades, standing at the end of a grass net in a backyard in Adelaide one Sunday afternoon in January 1978. He wore glasses and had no gloves, pads or box. The backyard belonged to Dr Donald Beard, who had been the South Australia Cricket Association medic and a prodigious bowler in Grade cricket. Beard had the net laid by Les Burdett, the curator at the Adelaide Oval, but even so, it was a backyard strip not a Test match pitch. The other players were Beard’s teenage sons Matthew and Alistair, and one of the lunch guests, Jeff Thomson, Australia’s opening bowler. 
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Thommo was halfway through a Test against India.[fn1] He had twanged a hamstring during the game, but announced, ‘if Bradman’s batting, I’m bowling.’

And it really was him, Sir Donald Bradman, at the far end of the net, ready to take strike. Neither Thomson nor the Beard boys were born when the Don had last batted. Thomson had already decided that he would bowl leg breaks as he didn’t want to be responsible for any damage to a national icon about to enter his seventh decade, but as Bradman began to bat, Thomson found his run-up getting longer, his arm turning over more quickly. The Beard boys, being youngsters, bowled however they liked. And it all came the same to Bradman. Describing what happened, Thommo told his teammate Ashley Mallett: 


It was as if Bradman was wearing a suit of armour; he was invincible. That little old guy in glasses was suddenly transformed into Don Bradman, the human thrashing machine. He did not play a false shot in twenty minutes of the most amazing batting I’ve ever seen.[fn2] [When Thomson got back to the hotel, he recounted the story to the rest of the Australian team.] I said: ‘Why isn’t this bastard playing for us tomorrow?’ He was that good.
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Over lunch, Bradman told Thommo: ‘You know Jeff, I enjoyed that knock, but I’ll never do it again’, and it seems that he never did. The greatest cricketer of them all, perhaps the greatest sportsman ever born, ended his days with his mystery and his mastery intact. The mastery has been pored over again and again. The mystery is less examined and yet unsolved, even though Bradman himself challenged cricket to do so (see here, ‘Virat Kohli, Steve Smith and the Unknowable Future’).

If that long-off afternoon in a sunlit garden was the end of Bradman as a batsman, it was an extraordinary one, as remarkable as the last Test innings he had played at the Oval in 1948, when he needed to score four runs to end his career with a batting average of 100. Instead, he had made the most famous duck of them all, bowled second ball by Eric Hollies,[fn3] and left behind cricket’s most meaningful number, 99.94.

Bradman was anti-hype, beyond ego. His dominance was brutal and inexorable. There was something alien about it as it happened, and there still is now. Bradman’s final Test appearance came in the 303rd such game ever played. Over the next seventy years there were two thousand more, and yet among the many records that Bradman still holds are those for the most runs in a single day’s play (309); the most times scoring a hundred in a single session of play (six); and the fewest innings to reach 2,000, 3,000, 4,000, 5,000 and 6,000 runs. During the innings that Bradman regarded as his best, his 254 against England at Lord’s in 1930, he began with his fastest Test match half-century. Neville Cardus, in situ to observe the phenomenon up close, wrote: ‘It was the most murderous onslaught I have ever known in a Test match.’ These records highlight not just the weight of his scoring, but its speed – and the two are related. Bradman made 974 runs in the 1930 series – another record that stands today – and he would not have had the time to score that many had he not scored them as quickly. Bradman batted long before limited-overs cricket was conceived of, and long before the current revolutions in technique and equipment, but he has not been outscored.[fn4]

99.94. 

Where did he come from?

It wasn’t just his talent that was opaque and mysterious, in many ways it was Bradman himself. There is something about ability that isolates; in that respect it can act like the overwhelming amounts of fame or money that often accompany it. Consciously or not, Bradman closed parts of himself off in an act of self-preservation. Teammates and others thought of him as cold, aloof. He was teetotal, unclubbable and unknowable from the moment he recused himself with his obsessive childhood stump game. In his book Farewell to Cricket, you could almost hear him sniff as he wrote: ‘I was often accused of being unsociable because at the end of the day I did not think it my duty to breast the bar and engage in a beer-drinking contest.’
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The truth is probably that he lacked that social instinct so prized in cricket and other team sports. Writing for Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack on Bradman’s retirement from the game, RC Robertson-Glasgow acknowledged it: ‘When cricket was on, Bradman had no private life. He paid for his greatness, and the payment left some mark. The informal occasion, the casual conversation, the chance and happy acquaintance, these were very rarely for him, and his life was that of something between an Emperor and an Ambassador.’ 

He published an autobiography at the age of twenty-one and was the subject of the umpteenth biography at eighty-seven. His story was well rehearsed in the Australian mind. He was the country boy who made it in the big city, a national symbol, a player greater than any ever produced by the mother country, birthplace of the game. John Howard, Australia’s prime minister at the time of Bradman’s death and a man who once described himself as ‘a cricket tragic’, mythologised the Don’s story above all others: ‘He reminded Australians they were capable of great things in their own right. He was the greatest, no-one will be anywhere near him.’

One of Howard’s predecessors, Malcolm Fraser, described a visit to Pollsmoor Prison in Cape Town in 1986 to see Nelson Mandela: ‘Mandela’s first words for me were, “Fraser, can you please tell me, is Donald Bradman still alive?”’ On seeing Bradman across a room during the tour of 1948, Winston Churchill said: ‘Is that Don over there? I would like to be introduced.’ Richie Benaud called him ‘probably the most important Australian of all time’.

There are eight city thoroughfares in Australia named after him. His face appears on coins and stamps. The PO box number of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation is 9994. In 2000, a law was passed preventing businesses from registering a connection with Bradman if one didn’t exist. And he probably received, and answered, more mail than any single individual ever – he is estimated to have sent more than one million handwritten replies. 

As a figure from another age Bradman stood apart from contemporary fame, but whatever he was took its warping effect. In a piece for the Australian newspaper, David Nason reported that a nephew of Bradman’s had said: ‘Don Bradman only ever cared about Don Bradman.’ Bradman’s son John had for a time changed his surname to ‘Bradsen’ to alleviate its weight. 

But there was, as one of Australia’s foremost writers Gideon Haigh observed, a ‘deferential incuriosity’ about Bradman’s life beyond cricket, perhaps because what Bradman came to represent was so important to Australia’s vision of itself. ‘Read most Bradmanarama and you’d be forgiven for thinking that his eighty Test innings were the sum of him’, Haigh wrote. ‘His family is invisible. Precious little exists of his three decades as an administrator. There is next to nothing about his extensive business career.’[fn5]

And perhaps the way to think of him is to imagine a pebble thrown into water. The outer ripples, wide and growing wider, are all of the cultural stuff, the iconography and its translations. Further in is the cricket, perfect circles that contain great deeds, and at the centre, providing the energy for everything else, 99.94. 
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For decades and decades, no-one could touch it. The distance between Bradman and the rest was unbridgeable. The highest average attained by anyone playing more than twenty innings in their Test career was Graeme Pollock’s 60.97, almost 40 per cent less than Bradman’s. Then, in June 2015, Australia went to play West Indies in Dominica. Included in their team was a thirty-five-year-old from Perth named Adam Voges. Although Voges had enjoyed a solid career at State level, making 12,000 runs with an average in the mid-forties, and had scored a hundred for the Aussie one-day side, he was yet to make a Test debut, held at bay by a generation of stellar players. He’d achieved his late-career call-up on the back of a domestic season in which he’d averaged a Bradmanesque 104.46, but even so, no-one was quite expecting what followed. 

Voges made 130 in Dominica, and became the oldest player to make a century on Test debut, a quirky record and one that had a certain melancholy about it. He retained his place for the 2015 Ashes but made only 201 runs in five matches, and by the time Australia played New Zealand at Brisbane a few months later, probably needed a score or two to hold on to his place. He made an unbeaten 80-odd there and then a second hundred in the next game on his home track at Perth, but both were contextualised by the really high-scoring matches they were made in – five centuries scored in Brisbane and two individual innings of more than 250 in Perth – and so Voges was, with an average that stood at 54.41 after ten games, doing well but far from exceptionally. 

And then it began. 

West Indies came to Australia, and Voges made scores of 269 not out and 106 not out. Australia travelled to New Zealand a month later, where, in the first innings at Wellington, Voges made 239, meaning he’d scored 614 runs since he was last dismissed, a world record. In the next game at Christchurch, he played the 20th and 21st innings of his Test career, scoring 60 and 10 not out. Beyond the twenty innings threshold that admitted a player to the record books, his batting average was now 95.50, as close as anyone had ever been to the Don. 

Australia did not have any Test cricket scheduled for almost six months, when they would travel to Sri Lanka. For those months cricket had to consider a new reality. Sure, Voges had not approached the Don’s weight or consistency of scoring. He was barely in the foothills of such freakishness. And no-one on earth thought that Adam Voges was the second-best player to have held a bat. He wasn’t even the second-best player in the Australian team. And yet here it was, 95.50, a number that may somehow compromise Bradman’s eternal dominance. 

How would history regard it? Did 99.94 not hold the meaning that we thought? There was even a chance – unlikely, sure, but a chance – that Voges might make another double-century and retire ahead of the Don. What then?

As it was, a natural order restored itself. Voges stayed clear of injury and retirement and went to Sri Lanka, where he made scores of 47, 12, 8, 28, 22 and 1 as Australia lost the series three–nil, and then played Tests against South Africa, in Perth and Hobart, where he scored 27, 1, 0 and 2 in two more heavy defeats, and that was it. Steve Smith, Australia’s new captain, said he was embarrassed by the losses and called for change. For the final match of the series, three of the top six batsmen, including Voges, were dropped, and at 36 there was no way back. The world had rebalanced itself, and Voges retired with the second-best Test average of all time: 61.87.[fn6] Like everyone else who’d ever pushed against the game’s glass ceiling, he was almost 40 per cent below the Don.
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The years have shaded the meaning of 99.94. In 1998, a study tried to contextualise Bradman’s mark by taking account of improvements in fielding and changes in playing conditions and opposition and calculated that he would average 77 in the modern game.[fn7] And then, in August 2008, a scientist turned statistician called Charles Davis uncovered what he thought might be the Don’s ‘missing’ four runs, the boundary that would produce that perfect, round average of 100.00. Davis was not sensation-seeking: his was an endeavour of forensic, almost thrilling, nerdiness. He spent some years re-scoring Bradman’s entire career, and found along the way that there were many small anomalies in the books. He was diligent enough to confess that there were several plausible explanations for the Melbourne error, of which Bradman notching an extra boundary was just one. ‘At least one resolution involves transferring the boundary to Bradman’, he wrote. ‘If so, a Holy Grail of statisticians has been found … Is it really possible? Well, yes it is, but unfortunately it is unlikely.’

His regret was understandable from the view of a statistician panning his numbers for years on end awaiting that sliver of gold in the mud, but the truth was, the best thing about 99.94 — aside from its ability to inspire awe — was its imperfection. Contained within it was the story of that last innings, when the Don, with watery eye, let one from Hollies slip through. Along with everything else he was human, too. And Bradman deserved — he needed — to be remembered as that.

‘Ninety-nine point nine four’, when spoken, alliterates; anyone can remember it. While ‘one hundred’ might have its glassy, unapproachable sheen, the reality is that had Bradman survived that first over from Hollies, he was unlikely to have made just four. We would have been left instead with something like ‘100.32’ or ‘101.09’ or another figure that lacked both the lyrical fragility of 99.94 or the roundness of 100.

Buried now by time, unalterable, monolithic, we don’t often stop to think about 99.94. 

It just is. 




The Wood that
Makes the Bats

I once met a bat maker who told me about his greatest fear. His name was Chris King. We were standing outside in the yard where the newly felled willow was kept. Huge, fresh-cut trees were stacked on their sides, their bark the colour and texture of elephant hide. The trunks showed their ferocious capacity for growth: they had gone from the height of a toddler to sixty-five feet tall in less than twenty years. As a piece of natural engineering they were awesome. The giant trunks were actually a network of slender tubes designed to draw water from the roots to the leaves as rapidly as possible. They thrived in moderate climates and damp ground, and the corners of a few farmers’ fields in England were perfect for them. 

The trees that make cricket bats are one of four hundred varieties of willow, a genus called white willow — Salix alba — named for the colour of the underside of its leaves rather than the wood. Humans have used Salix alba for ten thousand years because it is tough yet pliable and doesn’t splinter easily, rendering it perfect for weaving baskets and making tools. Tannin from the bark was used for tanning leather. Willow charcoal was a component in gunpowder. The Greeks and the Romans believed in its medicinal power to reduce fever, and they were right: Salix alba’s bark extract, salicylic acid, is a metabolite of aspirin. Within the genus there were many cultivars and hybrids that grew across Europe and Asia. In England, Salix alba var. caerulea, which had a single, fast-growing stem of a trunk, became the wood that made every high-grade cricket bat in the world.

The bat maker’s greatest fear was a simple one: that Salix alba var. caerulea would one day fall victim to a plague or a blight like Dutch elm disease or ash dieback that had destroyed other species. It was a bit like the meteor strike on the dinosaurs. It would happen eventually, and the meteors were out there, orbiting – watermark disease, willow anthracnose and who knew what else. Cricket was uniquely vulnerable because only bats made from caerulea offered the precise balance between bat and ball on which the game survived. 

Bat makers had tried to make bats from other types of Salix woods. Kashmir willow was the closest match, and produced a perfectly serviceable bat. But because it had lived with less moisture, it had a deadening hardness to it. In batter’s parlance, the ball wouldn’t ‘ping’ in the same way from Kashmir willow, and so a bat made from Kashmir sold for a tenth of the price of one made from high-grade English willow. Other woods had been tried too, mainly ash and poplar, but none performed in the same way. Cricket and English willow were inextricably bound together.
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To one side of the yard lay the drying shed, a high-ceilinged barn containing rack upon rack of shelves that held the willow once it had been cut into clefts roughly the shape and size of a cricket bat. The clefts looked superficially similar, but judgement of them was the real art of the bat maker. The shaping and pressing of a cricket bat was, for someone as skilled as Chris, not difficult. He could make one in a couple of hours. But each of the clefts drying in the shed was an individual thing. Although they were cut to the same size, they could vary in weight by as much as twenty per cent due to the water content. Clefts cut from the centre of the trunk may have darker heartwood on them, which some players liked and others didn’t. Some had little marks in the grain called ‘butterflies’, which meant they had to be downgraded. The grain itself was another issue. Each of the tree’s annual growth rings formed a vertical line along the cleft, a little darker than the rest of the wood. Although the number of grains across the face had no effect on how the bat would perform, there was a fashion for the very highest grades of willow to have the closest and straightest grains from the trees that had grown the slowest. 

Aesthetics were a consideration, but the major one was performance. And where aesthetics and performance met lay the rarest clefts of all. These would make the top-range bats that retailed for five hundred pounds and more. The first consideration was a cleft that had dried out but retained volume, which would enable Chris to keep the size of the bat imposingly big while reducing the weight; and then there was its density, which would affect how the ball rebounded from its surface.

From the thousands of clefts in the drying shed, Chris might find a couple of hundred each year that he would reserve for the bats used by professional cricketers. These clefts were engineered like racing cars, to perform at the very limits of the willow. And like racing cars, they weren’t suitable for the regular punter, the amateur, because they might break at any moment. Chris took me inside to his workbench and showed me a bat so light and dry it felt like balsa rather than willow. It was an extraordinary thing, but it had split after a few innings by the player for whom he’d made it, a part of the spine shearing away and held in place by an elastic band that Chris had wrapped around it while he worked out if it could somehow be saved. 

For bat manufacturers, having their stickers on the bats used by pro players, especially famous internationals, was important for their business. A player making a Test match century may be on screen for almost an entire day holding their product. The company that Chris worked for, Gray-Nicolls, had been producing bats since 1876. In their offices was a letter from WG Grace lamenting the loss of his favourite bat, made by them. But now that cricket had become so big internationally, and specifically in India, where the top players had the same commercial clout as Bollywood film stars and publicised everything from mobile phones to milk, giant sportswear companies had entered the market too. They would pay some of the best players vast sums to use their bats, or at least to have their stickers. It wasn’t because Nike or Adidas thought they could make much money from selling cricket bats – they couldn’t – but because it raised awareness of their training shoe and sneaker brands. In the game, there were always lots of rumours about who really made such-and-such player’s bats, which were then stickered to the order of his sponsors. It was the bat makers’ grassy knoll, another quirk of a fragile and insular industry that had limited ways of appealing to its market. 
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In 1972, a South African golf club engineer called Arthur Garner, and his business partner, Barrie Wheeler, who designed courses, approached Gray-Nicolls with an idea for a cricket bat based on something that had proven effective in golf. The backs of a set of irons had been hollowed out, which created a much larger sweet spot on the club face and made them more forgiving for the amateur player. They thought the same theory might work in a cricket bat, so John Newbery, who worked with his father Len as a bat maker at Gray-Nicolls, shaped a prototype. 

Enter next Robert ‘Swan’ Richards, who was charged with expanding Gray-Nicolls’ Australian operation. He made a Scoop, as the bat would become known,[fn1] and somehow got it into the hands of the Australian captain Ian Chappell, who used it in a Test match against England in the 1974–75 Ashes. Chappell’s dashing younger brother Greg began using one too, and something old was made new again. The atom had been split, imaginations fired. Cricket bats no longer needed to look exactly like cricket bats always had. Stuart Surridge produced the Jumbo, a sort of anti-Scoop with a lump of extra wood added to the spine, and Viv Richards and Graham Gooch made the Jumbo as famous as the Scoop. Duncan Fearnley came up with the Magnum, a fearsome club used by Ian Botham. John Newbery, who left Gray-Nicolls to start out on his own, created the Excalibur, which had the shoulders shaved off to make it look more like its deeply evocative name. Dennis Lillee became involved with the ComBat, which was made not of willow at all, but of aluminium, and had a sticker of a rifle on the back.[fn2]
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The truth was that the Chappells and Viv Richards and Graham Gooch would have been brilliant with whatever bats they used. But the new shapes and designs were objects of fetish, in the same way that guitars or motorcycles were, and they had brought into the light something that had been hidden in the folds of the game — the emotional relationship between the batsman and his bat, between player and willow. 

Although cricket was a team game, the batsman was essentially alone, ranged against the bowler and ten fielders. And everyone in a team had to bat. In this hostile universe, batsmen of all abilities had one thing in common: the bat itself. It was more than just a tool of the trade. In a drawer at the workshop, Chris King kept a series of what he called ‘blanks’, which were models of the type of handle that the pro batsmen he made bats for wanted. Each was a study in psyche: some round, some oval, some thick, others slender, some with extra grip points added on or shaved away. They all pointed to the intimacy between object and user.

Around the turn of the millennium, as cricket was about to undergo one of its futuristic shivers with the invention of a new format, Twenty20 cricket, the bat evolved once more. It perhaps began in India, where a trend began for bats that had a flatter face, thicker edges and a deep bow to the blade. Indian bats looked somehow broader, more weaponised. Bat makers changed the way that they pressed their bats, reducing the amount of compression to allow them to shape blades with long, sweeping lines and giant edges. They took weight from the shoulders of the bat and left it further down, rebalancing them. Within a few years the new-look bats had allied with a new mentality among batsmen to launch
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About This Book

Which Laws of cricket remain unchanged since Elizabeth I sat on the throne? What is a reverse sweep? What is a googly?

Chronicling the evolution of the sport since its earliest years and highlighting transcendent moments as well as tragedies, Jon Hotten lifts the seemingly impregnable veil from the Laws, 
batting strokes, types of bowling and the sometimes absurd names given to where fielders stand, allowing anyone 
a pathway into enjoying the sport, and an introductory immersion into its long history.

This book is divided into the three parts that make up the fundamental elements of cricket: bat, ball and field. Their harmony produces cricket’s unique environment; their centuries-long conflict provides its innovation, adaptability and vast psychological hinterland. These sections unite to map out in a completely original way the story of the sport that began as a country pursuit and is now followed by billions across the world.




About This Author

Jon Hotten is the author of four books, including Muscle and The Years of the Locust, and he writes the popular cricket blog The Old Batsman. He co-wrote the award-winning documentary Death of a Gentleman, and his collaboration with the former England bowler Simon Jones, The Test, won the Wisden Almanack’s Book of the Year award in 2016.
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A GALLERY OF FACIAL HAIR

By their beards shall you know them ...
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COMPARING AVERAGES

CRICKET

Don Bradman
(1928-1948)

9994

AC Vogues
(2015-2016)

61.87

SPD Smith
(2010-2021)

61.80

Bradman is 38 per cent
ahead of any other player.

MEN’S 100 METRES

0
Usain Bolt
9.58 seconds

T,
Tyson Gay / Johan Blake
9.69 seconds

Bolt would have to run 100 metres in 6.1 seconds to match
Bradman’s margin of dominance over the field.

WOMEN’S MARATHON

&

Brigid Kosgei

2 hours 14 minutes 04 seconds

T
@
Paula Radcliffe

2hours 15 minutes 25seconds

Kosgei would have to run the marathon in I hour 24 minutes
tomatch Bradman'’s lead.

_Z TENNIS — MAJOR CHAMPIONSHIPS /"

0

Margaret Court
24 Major Singles Titles

Serena Wi
23 Major Singles Titles

iams

To surpass Court by Bradman’s margin,
Serena would need to win 33 majors (10 more than current).
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KIT OF THE BATTER

There is an old cricket joke: the first box was used in cricket in 1874
and the first cricket helmet was used in 1974 ~ it took men 100 years
to realise that their head was also important.
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HOW TO MAKE A CRICKET BAT

2
—l The rounds are split
The trees are felled after into clefts, which are rough-sawn

and seasoned in drying sheds

for up to nine months.

1215 years of growth and

the trunks cut into rounds.

The dried clefts are milled into a basic shape,
and graded by the bat maker. Grading takes into account
the potential durability and performance of the cleft,
along with its appearance.

The clefts are machined into their more recognisable blade

shape, with a variety of saws and planers used to create the

length, width and depth, the bat maker judging which area
of the cleft should form the various parts of the bat.

6 {7
The blade is
The handle, made of three | pressed several times The bat is shaped
G|

sections of cane separated | during the shaping by hand using the
with rubber, is spliced into | process to compact the | draw knife, spoke shave

the blade and glued. fibres of the willow, and block plane.

increasing durability.

The handle is rasped into its final shape
and then bound using twine.

0]

The blade is finished by

The blade is burnished

sanding using a variety of coarse with wax, the handle covered
and fine papers, up to eight with a rubber grip and the
times before the final finish. manufacturer’s stickers applied.

The toe is usually protected
with a rubber guard, glued into place
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A CRICKET SCORE CARD

This sample scorecard is of a real match, the first Test between Australia and England
inthe 1994/5 Ashes series. This card shows Australia's first innings, after two overs
have been bowled.

AUSTRALIA ENGLAND
BATSMEN AT . WOOLLOONGABBA |NN|[1]IGS OF AUSTRALIA DATE .25/1/1994 fHOW OUT| BOWLER Total
M) SLATER A A A
' |

MA TAYLOR &l S:mr hit lAh‘e ﬁrsl ball A
DC BOON
ME WAUGH Adelivery from which  four. The shot appears

MalBE The batiing team
SK WAUGH (Australia) in the Hence the phrase, the bowler's analysis
1A HEALY order they will bat ‘dot ball, used below* The runs count In this match, the final text to go in this.
5K WARNE aperilae, regularlyin for Slater and against e

¢J MDERMOTT commentary. Defrenasthe ceniral CT Gatting | Gooch 1176

oA AT andbater |
GP McGRATH ‘
RANDALL/MITCHLEY WIDES

ER: | BYES | in this section.

PLAY COMMENCED !-90 STUMPS DRAWN 6-0 || LEG BYES .

RESULT:-

Slater's long innings s not fully shown
no runis scoredis inthe batsman’s runs’ here, but once dismissed, the way he was
o out, ismissed him, and

B0 N o 1A N —

E

WICKETS [@ [® [®

At this moment in this scorecard,
9 runs have been recorded.

THE “AUTOADD” SCORER | s

DRAW A CONTINUOUS LINE THROUGH 1-100

o R L L

P

'WHEN A WICKET FALLS NOTE THE 201 - 300

NUMBER OF IT IN LAST SQUARE 301- 400
.

BOWLERS s 6| g | fuNsscoReD ovees aons] 410 | wioes |, 24t2, | suws weers| s

DEFREITAS [
I~ *Bowler's analysis as A A4

mentioned above. T

McCAGUE

GouGH Again, DeFreitas’ entire
31

TUFNELL but once the innings is

complete, his final
HICK

analysis will appear here.
Inthis match, thetop |
row indicated will read:
England’s bowlers 31181-1-1186110212

are listed here.
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STRIKE RATES

BATTING

BOWLING

A batting strike rate expresses
the number of runs scored per 100
balls faced. Like average, it can be
used over a season, tournaments or
a career, but also a single innings.
It's calculated by dividing the number
of runs scored by the number of balls

faced and then multiplying by 100.

A bowling strike rate expresses
the average number of deliveries
abowler needs to take a wicket.
It’s calculated similarly to average,
by dividing the number of balls delivered
by the number of wickets taken,
and can be used over any scale
from a single innings to a career.

CHRIS GAYLE
IN T20 CRICKET

RASHID KHAN
IN ONE-DAY INTERNATIONALS

MATCHES | INNINGS
400 392

BALLS FACED
13,152

MATCHES |DELIVERIES WICKETS
n 3558 133

1352 = 8,944 = 14704
x100 = 14704

Gayle will score 147 runs per
every 100 deliveries he faces

in T20 cricket.

3558 +133=267

Khan will take a wicket
once every 27 deliveries,

or every 4.3 overs he bowls.

ECONOMY RATE

MATCHES OVERS
n 593

WICKETS
133

Abowler’s economy rate is taken

alongside their strike rate for an overall
measure of their effectiveness. Economy
rate measures the average number of runs 2467 593 = 416
Rashid concedes 4.16 runs
per over bowled in

ODl cricket.

conceded per over bowled. Again in

Rashid Khan’s ODlI career:
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HOW TO CALCULATE BATTING
AND BOWLING AVERAGE

BATTING

BOWLING

A batting average is calculated by
dividing the number of runs scored
by a player over a particular period

(a tournament, a series, a season,

ayear, a career) by the number of

times they have been dismissed.

Career average is the standard
measure of a player’s value.

Bowling average follows the same
principle, with the average arrived at
by dividing the number of runs
conceded by the number
of wickets taken.

CALCULATING BRADMAN’S
TEST MATCH AVERAGE

CALCULATING SHANE WARNE’S
TEST MATCH AVERAGE

MATCHES | INNINGS | NOT OUTS
52 80 10

RUNS
6,966

RUNS | wickeTs
(concepen)| 500

17995

MATCHES | INNINGS
145 273

Bradman batted 80 times, but the
not out innings are deducted from
the number used to divide the
number of runs scored.

So Bradman'’s average is

6,996 + 70 = 99.94

17,995 + 708 = 25.41

Warne conceded 25 runs
for each wicket he took,
the standard measure of a
bowler’s value.

In the stats-driven modern game, an
average, whether batting or bowling, has
become a blunt tool. While it’s a strong
indication over a Test or first-class career
of where a player stands in relation to
their contemporaries and to history, it
doesn’t drill far enougl'i down into
performance. In the shorter formats of the
game, the ability to measure ball-by-ball

outcomes and break them down into a

variety of conditions and circumstances
has become more valuable analytically.
Effectiveness for batters can be measured
in strike rate, which can be used to reflect
not just performance ina single innings,
but analysed in detailed sub-categories
against different forms of bowling. For
bowlers, economy rate can be key

indicator of value at various points of the

T20 game.





