
[image: cover]


[image: The Shorter Wisden 2022]


Contents

	Preface

	Part One – Comment

	Wisden Honours

	Notes by the Editor

	Wisden aligns with the ACS by Lawrence Booth

	Five Cricketers of the Year

	Jasprit Bumrah by Nagraj Gollapudi

	Devon Conway by Mark Geenty

	Ollie Robinson by Vithushan Ehantharajah

	Rohit Sharma by Anand Vasu

	Dane van Niekerk by Tanya Aldred

	The Leading Cricketer in the World in 2021

	Joe Root by Scyld Berry

	The Leading Woman Cricketer in the World in 2021

	Lizelle Lee by Raf Nicholson

	The Leading Twenty20 Cricketer in the World in 2021

	Mohammad Rizwan by Alan Gardner

	Cricket’s racism scandal

	Who do you think you are? by Azeem Rafiq

	Arms folded, eyes shut by David Hopps

	Cricket and language 

	Changing the subject by Emma John

	Last man in? by Alex Massie

	Afghanistan and the Taliban

	A love that dare not speak its name by Tuba Sangar

	Last flight out of Afghanistan by Shadi Khan

	John Woodcock 1926-2021

	The Sage of Longparish by Mike Atherton

	Pub lunch, choc ice, dog walk by Graeme Wright

	The extra mile by Henry Blofeld

	Woodcock’s Notes by the Editor

	MCC Cowdrey Lecture by Stephen Fry

	England’s rebel tours by Andrew Miller

	The pitch debate by Andy Bull

	A history of selection by Richard Hobson

	Women’s cricket during the war by Raf Nicholson

	Cricket and knattleikr by Kit Harris

	A. B. de Villiers retires by Daniel Gallan

	Dale Steyn retires by Telford Vice

	Philip Larkin and cricket by Charles Barr

	John Lennon and cricket by Timothy Abraham

	Wisden’s writing competition winner, 2021




	Part Two – The Wisden Review

	Cricket books in 2021 by Vic Marks

	Cricket and the media in 2021 by Jon Hotten

	Cricket podcasts in 2021 by James Gingell

	Cricket and social media in 2021 by Dave Tickner

	Cricket and blogs in 2021 by Brian Carpenter

	Cricket on film and television in 2021 by Gary Naylor

	Cricket and technology in 2021 by Liam Cromar

	Cricket and the environment in 2021 by Tanya Aldred

	Cricket and the weather in 2021 by Andrew Hignell

	Cricketana in 2021 by Marcus Williams

	Cricket people in 2021 by Kit Harris

	Retirements in 2021 by Jack Shantry

	The Laws of the game in 2021 by Fraser Stewart

	Cricket and the law of the land in 2021

	Chronicle of 2021

	Two hundred and fifty years ago

	One hundred and fifty years ago

	One hundred years ago

	Fifty years ago

	Obituaries




	Part Three – English International Cricket

	The England team in 2021 by Tim Wigmore

	England players by Lawrence Booth

	Sri Lanka v England, 2020-21

	Review by Rory Dollard

	First Test by Vithushan Ehantharajah

	Second Test by John Etheridge

	India v England, 2020-21

	Review by George Dobell

	First Test by Ali Martin

	Second Test by Anand Vasu

	Third Test by Lawrence Booth

	Fourth Test by Andrew Miller

	England v New Zealand, 2021

	Review by Simon Wilde

	First Test by Andy Bull

	Second Test by Phil Walker

	England v Sri Lanka, 2021

	Review by Will Macpherson

	England v Pakistan, 2021 

	Review by Julian Guyer

	England v India, 2021

	Review by Jonathan Liew

	First Test by James Coyne

	Second Test by Lawrence Booth

	Third Test by Kit Harris

	Fourth Test by Hugh Chevallier

	Fifth Test by Chris Stocks

	Australia v England, 2021-22

	Review by Gideon Haigh

	First Test by Geoff Lemon

	Second Test by Daniel Brettig

	Third Test by Lawrence Booth

	Fourth Test by Dean Wilson

	Fifth Test by Simon Wilde




	Part Four – English Domestic Cricket

	LV= County Championship in 2021 – Review by Neville Scott

	Bob Willis Trophy 2021 by Paul Edwards

	Vitality T20 Blast in 2021

	Review by Nick Friend

	The final by Richard Gibson

	Royal London Cup in 2021 

	Review by Kit Harris

	The final by Elizabeth Ammon

	The men’s Hundred in 2021 

	Review by George Dobell

	The final by Matt Roller

	The counties in 2021:

	Derbyshire by Mark Eklid

	Durham by Simon Sinclair

	Essex by Paul Hiscock

	Glamorgan by Edward Bevan

	Gloucestershire by Alex Winter

	Hampshire by Pat Symes

	Kent by Fred Atkins

	Lancashire by Paul Edwards

	Leicestershire by Richard Rae

	Middlesex by Kevin Hand

	Northamptonshire by Andrew Radd

	Nottinghamshire by Jon Culley

	Somerset by Richard Latham

	Surrey by Richard Spiller

	Sussex by Bruce Talbot

	Warwickshire by Paul Bolton

	Worcestershire by John Curtis

	Yorkshire by Graham Hardcastle




	Part Five – Overseas Cricket

	World Test Championship, 2019-21

	The final by Hugh Chevallier

	The men’s T20 World Cup, 2021-22

	Review by Lawrence Booth

	Data analysis at the men’s T20 World Cup by Matt Roller

	The final by Tim Wigmore

	Afghanistan in 2021 by Mohammad Ibrahim Momand

	Australia in 2021 by Daniel Brettig

	Bangladesh in 2021 by Utpal Shuvro

	India in 2021 by Sharda Ugra

	Ireland in 2021 by Ian Callender

	New Zealand in 2021 by Andrew Alderson

	Pakistan in 2021 by Osman Samiuddin

	South Africa in 2021 by Colin Bryden

	Sri Lanka in 2021 by Sa’adi Thawfeeq

	West Indies in 2021 by Vaneisa Baksh

	Zimbabwe in 2021 by Liam Brickhill

	The Leading Associate Nations in 2021

	Cricket Round the World in 2021

	Overseas Franchise Cricket in 2020-21 by Freddie Wilde




	Part Six – Women’s Cricket

	Women’s cricket in 2021 by Melinda Farrell

	England Women v India Women, 2021

	Review and Test report by Kalika Mehta

	England Women v New Zealand Women, 2021 by Raf Nicholson

	The women’s Hundred in 2021 

	Review by Isabelle Westbury

	The final by Raf Nicholson

	Rachael Heyhoe Flint Trophy in 2021 

	Review and report on the final by Syd Egan

	Charlotte Edwards Cup in 2021

	Review and report on the final by Syd Egan




	eCopyright













PREFACE

John Woodcock, who died last year aged 94 – on W. G. Grace’s birthday, and three days before the start of The Hundred – was the first of the modern-era Wisden editors, and an inimitable cricket correspondent of The Times. A few years ago, in spidery script on headed notepaper (“The Old Curacy, Longparish”), he good-naturedly berated me for tweaks to a piece he had written for the Almanack. After recalling how telephone copytakers would occasionally mangle his prose – “beautiful for dutiful, rarely for really, cedar fences for sea defences” – he said how much he had enjoyed the latest edition. It was typical Wooders: both forthright and charming.

Wisden lost other friends. David Foot wrote lyrically for us, often about Somerset, always with an eye on the person behind the scorecard, while for many years Geoffrey Wheeler was our Gloucestershire correspondent. We were saddened, too, by the sudden death of Douglas Henderson, who had diligently compiled the schools section since 2006; a full obituary will appear next year.

Three long-serving county correspondents have stepped down: Mark Pennell covered Kent for 17 editions, Mark Eklid Derbyshire for 12, and Andy Stockhausen Gloucestershire for nine. We also say goodbye to Abid Ali Kazi, who had supplied reports from Pakistan since 1986.

After much consideration, the Almanack has aligned its figures with those of the Association of Cricket Statisticians and Historians, with repercussions – outlined in these pages – for W. G. Grace, Wilfred Rhodes and others. (If you thought it agonising that Jack Hobbs had finished with 197 first-class centuries, things just got worse.)

The editorial team handled another busy year with their usual verve. Co-editor Hugh Chevallier kept the show on the road, and Harriet Monkhouse remained the last word on accuracy. In his 36th year as a Wisden employee, Steven Lynch settled into semi-retirement, but will remain indispensable. Kit Harris has arrived as assistant editor, and made an instant impact. Thanks, too, to Matt Boulton, our production co-ordinator, to Christopher Lane, our consultant publisher (and much more), to Richard Whitehead, one of our chief obituarists, to Charles Barr for his proofreading, James Parsisson for his typesetting, and Philip Bailey and Andrew Samson for their statistics.

At Bloomsbury, Katy McAdam was a generous boss, and we’re grateful for the hard work of Lizzy Ewer and Katherine Macpherson. My colleagues at the Daily Mail and The Mail on Sunday – Marc Padgett, Paul Newman, Richard Gibson and Mike Richards – were understanding about my other job.

Heartfelt thanks go to my wife, Anjali, after a winter like no other. One moment, we were set to spend most of it together; the next, I was answering a late call to cover the Ashes. Fortunately, and despite my new grey hairs brought on by England’s performance, she and our daughters, Aleya and Anoushka, still recognised me.

LAWRENCE BOOTH

Barnes, February 2022
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COMMENT







Wisden Honours


THE LEADING CRICKETERS IN THE WORLD

Joe Root

Lizelle Lee

The Leading Cricketers in the World are chosen by the editor of Wisden in consultation with some of the world’s most experienced writers and commentators. Selection is based on a player’s class and form shown in all cricket during the calendar year, and is guided by statistics rather than governed by them. Players may be chosen more than once.

THE LEADING TWENTY20 CRICKETER IN THE WORLD

Mohammad Rizwan

This award exactly mirrors those above, but is based solely on performances in Twenty20 cricket, both international and domestic – and may be won by a male or female player.

FIVE CRICKETERS OF THE YEAR

Jasprit Bumrah

Devon Conway

Ollie Robinson

Rohit Sharma

Dane van Niekerk

The Five Cricketers of the Year are chosen by the editor of Wisden, and represent a tradition that dates back to 1889, making this the oldest individual award in cricket. Excellence in and/or influence on the previous English summer are the major criteria for inclusion. No one can be chosen more than once.

WISDEN BOOK OF THE YEAR

Who Only Cricket Know by David Woodhouse

The Book of the Year is selected by Wisden’s guest reviewer; all cricket books published in the previous calendar year and submitted to Wisden for possible review are eligible.

WISDEN’S WRITING COMPETITION

was won by Peter Hobday

Wisden’s Writing Competition is open to anyone (other than previous winners) who has not been commissioned to write for, or has a working relationship with, the Almanack.

Full details of past winners of all these honours can be found at www.wisdenalmanack.com













NOTES BY THE EDITOR



Can there ever have been a bigger gap between what English cricket hoped to be, and what it was – between reality and fantasy? Early in 2022, a long-planned assault on the Ashes ended with all-out surrender: Hobart was England’s tenth defeat in 14 Tests, their most abject sequence in nearly 30 years. Before that, a racism scandal brought to light by the courage of Azeem Rafiq made the game look unwelcoming, and worse. There was little to cherish.

Hammerings in Australia are nothing new, but the latest felt especially futile. The players were sent out with one hand tied behind their back, by a domestic structure that takes the red-ball game for granted – 12 weeks between June 7 and August 29 found room for eight days of first-class county cricket – and by an international schedule that reduces athletes to husks. For all the talk of the pandemic, both issues long pre-dated Covid. Did the ECB really expect anything other than an Ashes thrashing, or imagine it was sensible to allow Yorkshire to mark their own homework on Rafiq? Delusion ran through the game like the Australian attack through the English batting.

Only when Joe Root’s side lost 4–0, and only when public opinion turned against Yorkshire – and by extension the ECB – were reports promised and 12-point plans devised. The damage, though, had been done. Early in the new year, the Test team were deep in crisis, while old white administrators peddled racial stereotypes. It might have been the 1980s.

In one respect, times had changed. For overseeing the launch of The Hundred, ECB chief executive Tom Harrison and a few lucky colleagues stood to share a bonus of £2.1m. As the annus horribilis took shape, this felt more and more wrong. Harrison, remember, had presided over 62 job losses; he had used procedural excuses to defend his failure to intervene at Yorkshire; and, the Ashes up in smoke, he had blamed the domestic structure on the (usefully anonymous) Professional Game Group, and the international calendar on administrators in faraway lands. Of his own shortcomings, he had less to say.

Shocked by what they had learned about racism in cricket, the parliamentary Digital, Culture, Media and Sport select committee threatened to withhold public funds unless the English game “cleaned up its act”, and ordered Harrison to appear before them every three months. It was one thing that – after a pay cut to prove we were all in it together – his basic salary topped half a million. But an attempt to justify the bonus as a fact of corporate life was the soulless logic of the suiterati, who regard cricket as a business, not a sport, measured in pounds and rupees, not runs and wickets.

In early February, Harrison – bonus not yet banked – insisted he would not be “running away from the challenges”, as if taking one for the team. And though those challenges occurred on his watch, it was others who paid for them: Ashley Giles was sacked as the men’s team’s managing director, Chris Silverwood as head coach, Graham Thorpe as his assistant. Eight members of the Ashes squad were dropped for the Test series in the Caribbean, including James Anderson and Stuart Broad. The ECB had no full-time chairman, after Ian Watmore came up short; the acting-MD, Andrew Strauss, was passing through. We were down to the bare bones.

The ethics of the bonus scandal were as bad as the optics. But there was an exit strategy, if only Harrison would recognise it: the bonus should either be returned, allowing the ECB to re-employ some of the staff whose work still had to be done, or used to broaden the game’s diversity. If, by now, he has resigned or refused the money, we applaud. If not, the African-Caribbean Engagement programme is doing vital work on behalf of the very demographics the ECB say they care about. There is still time to undo at least part of the damage.

Sorry, not sorry

On the second morning of the summer’s first Test, against New Zealand at Lord’s in June, Ollie Robinson returned to fine leg, earning applause from spectators in the Mound Stand: less than rapturous, more than polite, it sounded like a show of support. The previous evening, he had read out an apology after old tweets surfaced in which he insulted Muslims, women and Asians. And a few hours before that, he and other England players had lined up on the outfield wearing anti-discrimination T-shirts. For the ECB, scrambling to be on the right side of history, the timing was horrific.

Yet this wasn’t about the ECB, and it shouldn’t have been about Robinson. Because if your first instinct was to wail about freedom of speech, or bemoan the excavation of tweets, rather than appreciate their impact on those they mocked, then you were – unconsciously or otherwise – part of the problem. The applause was as revealing as it was disquieting.

His apology and suspension ought to have been the end of it. But others saw their chance to co-opt cricket into their own battles. They called the suspension a ban – a cancellation by the woke mob. Culture secretary Oliver Dowden said the ECB had gone over the top; prime minister Boris Johnson agreed. The Establishment were rumbling into action. It showed why English cricket’s race relations would deteriorate before they could improve.

As Yorkshire’s mishandling of the Rafiq affair went from bad to abysmal, the scale of the crisis became clear not through solecisms from the past, but clumsy attempts to navigate the present. Gary Ballance, a former friend and county team-mate, apologised for calling Rafiq a “Paki”, then suggested he might feel just as bad “about some of the things he said to me”. Ryan Sidebottom – hired as an interim coach at Headingley – said the club should “try and forget”, and never mind “all the politics”. The problem was not confined to Yorkshire. Middlesex chairman Mike O’Farrell told the DCMS committee in January that diversification of the dressing-room had been hampered by an Anglo-Caribbean love of football, and Anglo-Asian preference for education. Both Sidebottom and O’Farrell said sorry. There were a lot of apologies in 2021; a few were heartfelt.

The effect of all these comments was insidious, and the message to those on the game’s margins unambiguous: cricket’s mainstream remained tone-deaf, even after Black Lives Matter, Michael Holding, Ebony Rainford-Brent, Rafiq and countless others who had been emboldened to speak out. And if they weren’t paying attention on a subject as important as this, what else had they missed? With Mehmooda Duke, until November the only non-white county chair, leaving Leicestershire, and Vikram Solanki, the only non-white head coach, leaving Surrey, the need for diversity – a collection of different perspectives, not the tokenism some imagine – has never felt more urgent.

Weasel words

In “You Guys Are History”, a Sky Sports documentary, the former England and Gloucestershire fast bowler Syd Lawrence mentioned the banana skin left outside his hotel room by a county team-mate. Gloucestershire contacted him straight away, issued a statement in which they “apologised unreservedly”, and thanked him for going public. It wasn’t difficult.

Yorkshire – under pressure to release the findings of a law firm’s investigation into Rafiq’s claims – showed the world how not to do it. On the day the media were swamped by the cancellation of the Old Trafford Test, Headingley smuggled out a press release. It offered both an olive twig (“Azeem Rafiq was the victim of racial harassment”) and a slap in the face (his sacking was not for “anything other than cricketing reasons”). It admitted to instances of racist language and jokes about religion, but said there was not enough evidence to say Yorkshire were institutionally racist. It was a game of semantics, the work of a club passing judgment on themselves.

In October, Yorkshire were still trying to brazen it out, and issued another press release in which the seventh word was “pleased”. No one, it said, warranted disciplinary action; the issues raised by Rafiq had become part of the club’s “continuing journey”. Despite all this, chief executive Mark Arthur soon resigned, after “eight fantastic years”. Second on his valedictory list of achievements was a “new contract giving YCCC a 50% share of catering” at Headingley. Fifth was a “six-year South Asian engagement programme”.

Five days later, Rafiq spoke from the heart in front of the DCMS committee. Poignantly, he said he didn’t want his son “to go anywhere near cricket”. Roger Hutton, having stepped down as chairman 11 days earlier, said he feared Yorkshire were indeed institutionally racist. More accusations followed, at other counties too. The situation was made messier by the alleged involvement of Michael Vaughan, who denied making a racist remark before a county game in 2009, even as Naved-ul-Hasan and Adil Rashid supported Rafiq’s claim that he had. (Ajmal Shahzad said he could not remember.)

Rafiq experienced the fate of many a whistle-blower: canonised by friends, then castigated by foes. Stories emerged of his own tainted past, to the delight of those who believed they invalidated his testimony. If anything, the mud-slinging helped prove a more profound point: this wasn’t about one man – it was about a sport’s response to a social problem. And while cricket couldn’t solve racism, it could at least get its own house in order.

Thanks to Rafiq’s determination, the support of sections of the media, the scrutiny of politicians, and the resolve of Kamlesh Patel, Yorkshire’s new chairman, to break with a toxic past, there is hope. But it has taken some shameful kicking and screaming – and suffering – to get there.

Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble

Before the New Zealand series, it was still just about possible to blame England’s implosion in India a few months earlier on minefields masquerading as pitches. The past, after all, was a foreign country – and Joe Root had fixed his gaze on a greater prize. The best preparation for the Ashes, he said, was to win seven home Tests out of seven against New Zealand and India. No matter that these teams would soon contest the World Test Championship final, or that England’s Ashes obsession was blinding them to the task under their nose, or that it was all completely delusional.

It didn’t take long for actions to speak louder than words, when England declined to chase 273 in 75 overs on the last afternoon at Lord’s. Their feebleness set the tone: of the summer’s six Tests before India’s early departure, they won one. Again, no matter: in Australia, Root repeatedly insisted, England could “do something special”.

Once there, rather than treat the Ashes like the climax they had depicted, they kept preparing for a future that never arrived. From Brisbane to Hobart, no tactic was too ill-conceived, no plan too half-baked. Stuart Broad, terroriser of David Warner in 2019, was left out at the Gabba, where Root batted in glorious conditions for bowling (and Warner made 94). James Anderson was absent, too, which meant both new-ball veterans were missing for the first time since October 2016 at Mirpur. That was also the last time Chris Woakes had bowled England’s first over: sure enough, he did so again now. Spinner Jack Leach was ignored all summer, then picked for a Gabba greentop, and mauled for eight an over. Mark Wood, a menace at Brisbane, was rested at Adelaide to ensure readiness for Melbourne, by which time it was 2–0. And at Adelaide, as four years earlier, England picked a bunch of right-arm seamers of similar speed, perhaps keen for a second opinion on a terminal diagnosis. Their only draw, nine wickets down at Sydney, was rain-assisted.

In a crowded field, this was one of England’s most hapless tours. Even the few successes were qualified: Ollie Robinson averaged 25 with the ball, only he was not fit enough; Jonny Bairstow scored a century at Sydney, only to miss Hobart with a busted thumb; Dawid Malan began well, only to fade away; Root scored three half-centuries in his first five innings, only to make none in his second five.

Yet even a well-rested team, full of high-quality players and afforded a better warm-up than two rainy weeks in a biosecure bubble, would have struggled. England ticked none of those boxes. Between the start of the Test series in South Africa in December 2019 and the end of the Ashes, their all-format schedule included 187 days of cricket – 37 more than India, who were next on the list, and 83 ahead of Australia, who had not played an overseas Test since September 2019 at The Oval. In the same period, England had played 17 abroad. They were knackered.

The administrators knew this, said the right things about mental health and duties of care, and ploughed on. Before the Sydney Test, Ashley Giles admitted the priority during the pandemic had been to keep the show on the road, an uninspiring ambition that betrayed the ECB’s primary goal – the need to protect their income. It left the cricketers feeling like pawns. By the end, they were almost too exhausted to mouth sound bites about putting pride in the badge or throwing punches at the bowlers. These were the exhortations of the school field, not a strategy to regain the Ashes.

Things won’t get any quieter. England were due to play a three-Test series in the Caribbean in March. After seven Tests this summer, plus the usual white-ball games, they will embark on another winter apparently designed to break spirits. We may look back on 2021 as the glory days, when they kept the show on the road.

Barely a leg to stand on

For Root, it was a disorientating time. In August, he had become England’s most victorious Test captain, in December their most defeated. His batting was often sublime, though it couldn’t make up for his team-mates’ inadequacies, or his own as a tactician (to choose the worst of many examples, India won at Lord’s because he sanctioned some witless bowling to the tourists’ tail). He had been mainly calm, occasionally angry. He had defended Silverwood, against his better judgment. Now, in a corner of Hobart’s Bellerive Oval, a field regarded as foreign even by some Australians, he was trying to solve English cricket.

Asked what changes to the domestic structure might benefit the Test team, he replied: “How long have you got?” The points he made – about a lack of batsmen capable of long innings, and of genuinely fast bowlers or world-class spinners – were hardly controversial. But one deficiency couldn’t be laid at county cricket’s door. Like England’s Ashes points haul for the World Test Championship – minus four, thanks to a terrible over-rate at Brisbane – many of their batsmen had gone backwards.

Dom Sibley, after averaging 47 the previous year, became a sitting duck. Zak Crawley hit 267 against Pakistan, then averaged under 11. Haseeb Hameed scored two sixties against India on his comeback, then suffered six single-figure dismissals in a row at the Ashes. Rory Burns was Player of the Series against New Zealand, a flurry of nerves and limbs thereafter. Ollie Pope shone in South Africa in early 2020, then flopped in Australia.

Since Jonathan Trott’s debut in 2009, the only newcomer to average over 40 has been Root, which helps explain England’s results on the toughest tours: from the start of the 2013-14 Ashes, they have won one Test out of 28 in Australia, New Zealand and India, and lost 22.

An absence of quality in the county game was compounded by the England set-up: the sight of Burns and Hameed batting on one leg in the Melbourne nets was not immediately reassuring. It was right that Silverwood went, and not simply because of the coaching. He lost the faith of the players, and his public utterances invited ridicule. He is a good man, but he was out of his depth, thrown into the open sea with a deflated lifebelt. It was right, too, that Giles went with him, having lumbered Silverwood with the extra burden of selection in an era of multi-format cricket – and Covid. The further England moved from Ed Smith, sacked as national selector in April, the cosier the dressing-room became. He had not been to everyone’s taste, but he was bright and – crucially – independent. Root and Silverwood, whose shared placidity deprived the selection process of creative tension, allowed things to drift.

It said little for the county game that there was no obvious successor to Root, and no Englishman crying out to replace Silverwood. ’Twas ever thus: the men’s sides’ greatest achievements in the era of coaching have all come under a foreigner – the 2005 Ashes (Duncan Fletcher), the No. 1 Test ranking in 2011, sandwiched by wins in Australia and India (Andy Flower), and the 2019 World Cup (Trevor Bayliss). Can England really succeed only when an outsider, unencumbered by the English way of doing things, comes in and shakes things up?

Most importantly, it was time to end the fiction that one man could do it all. Not only is there too much cricket, but England’s teams have become different beasts. While the Test side are light years adrift of their main competitors, the white-ball teams have led the way. The case for separate coaches has never been stronger.

Who did you say they dropped?

If saving the Sydney Test proves the last thing James Anderson and Stuart Broad do together on an England tour, it will be a symbolic exit – two old bowlers bailing out their batsmen one final time. Of those dropped for the West Indies, they alone had good reason to question the selectors’ sanity. Andrew Strauss has got much right during his career, but this smacked of England’s favourite mistake: they wanted a glimpse of the future before the present had run its course.

Anderson, in particular, has reached the point where an opponent’s first thought is survival. In 2021, his Test economy-rate was 2.12, his lowest in a calendar year since he started in 2003. Only one other Test regular was meaner, by a fraction – Indian spinner Akshar Patel, who played only at home.

Broad is less of a natural athlete, but even more of a competitor. Left out at Brisbane and Melbourne, he responded with a five-for at Sydney (in a total of 416 for eight) and six wickets at Hobart. He reads the game more instinctively than Root, and talks about it with passion, not in platitudes.

If these two were dropped with one eye on the next Ashes tour, in 2025-26, more fool England: injuries last year to Jofra Archer and Olly Stone confirmed how easily circumstance can scupper the best-laid plans. But they can’t have been dropped for performance reasons, and it’s a nonsense to punish them for their age, since younger team-mates aren’t nearly as fit. Yet again, England placed a vague vision of the future over the needs of the here and now.

The people’s champions

Things seem so much simpler for New Zealand – fewer players, less cricket, a domestic structure not drawn up by a sadist. And, with a fraction of the resources available to the English game, their men’s team keep reaching finals. After the 2015 and 2019 one-day World Cups came two more last year: the World Test Championship, where they won a seam-bowling shootout against India at the Rose Bowl, and the T20 World Cup, where they lost a vital toss to Australia in Dubai. With a scintilla of luck, they might now be champions in all three formats, and their captain, Kane Williamson, even more loved. They won friends in defeat, too. At Mumbai in December, India beat them by 372 runs, though not before New Zealand’s left-arm spinner Ajaz Patel became the third – after Jim Laker and Anil Kumble – to take all ten in a Test innings. He wasn’t picked for their next game, which barely raised a murmur. New Zealand have cricket in perspective. There’s a lesson in there somewhere.

You say “jump”, we say “how high?”

England stayed in India during a Covid spike, and never considered leaving Australia, where the virus was a constant threat. But a white-ball trip to Bangladesh was easily ditched, and so was a goodwill tour of Pakistan. In both cases, the reasoning was hazy.

The Pakistan fiasco generated plenty of heat, since England were snubbing a team who had visited them twice during the pandemic, and had just seen New Zealand cry off at the last minute because of unspecified security concerns. England’s decision was one of the most ungrateful they have ever made. Ramiz Raja, the energetic new chairman of the Pakistan board, gave them both barrels, and didn’t waste a shot.

The Bangladesh decision had shed light on England’s kowtowing to India. Their tour of Bangladesh clashed with the delayed second half of the IPL – a problem for the BCCI and so for the ECB, who didn’t want to jeopardise a treasured scenario: the participation of India’s male stars in The Hundred.

It would not be the last time England fell into line. A month later, Virat Kohli’s Indians pulled out of the Fifth Test at Manchester only hours before the start, ostensibly because of a Covid scare. It just happened to be a game they never fancied playing in the first place, since its scheduled finish was only a few days before the restart of the IPL. According to Dinesh Karthik, the former Indian wicketkeeper whose ear was close to the ground, they were “tired”. Then, as if on their behalf: “How many more bubbles can they do?” And so India left for another six-day spell in isolation in the UAE, just in time for the IPL.

Economists shrugged: the IPL was reckoned to be worth £400m to the BCCI, a lone Test £40m to the ECB. Tom Harrison said he did not believe “for a second” that the IPL was behind the cancellation. If he fooled anyone, it was himself. And when Sunrisers Hyderabad were soon struck by a Covid outburst, everything carried on as normal – because of course it did.

Spheres of influence

It used to be said you could walk between Oxford and Cambridge on land owned by their universities. Now that the IPL has expanded to ten teams, it won’t be long before franchise cricket can plot an unbroken path from January to December – with devastating consequences for the international game.

Harrison’s reluctance to analyse Manchester was not the only symptom. In the West Indies, three Caribbean Premier League franchises have been subsumed by IPL teams – the cricket equivalent of the Belt and Road Initiative, China’s global land grab. Trinidad & Tobago Red Steel became Trinbago Knight Riders after investment in 2015 from Red Chillies Entertainment (parent company of Kolkata Knight Riders). Last year, St Lucia Zouks became St Lucia Kings (after Punjab Kings), and Barbados Tridents became Barbados Royals (after Rajasthan Royals).

This is where cricket’s cutting edge now resides, where the money circulates. Rashid Khan, the Afghanistan leg-spinner, earned almost £1m for 56 overs in last year’s IPL; for nearly 100 in the Second Test against Zimbabwe at Abu Dhabi in March, he picked up roughly £1,000. Unless you receive a handsome central contract from one of the richer boards, there is no reason beyond loyalty or pride to make the international game your priority. The schedule tells a similar story: in this year’s Wisden, only one Test series not involving England (South Africa v India) comprises more than two matches. Remember that, next time an administrator stresses the sanctity of Test cricket.

Yes, she can

For those in search of good news, it helped to be at The Oval on July 21. Admittedly, the first ball of the women’s Hundred did not bode well: Oval Invincibles’ Marizanne Kapp sent down a wide which wicketkeeper Sarah Bryce fumbled; in between, Manchester Originals opener Lizelle Lee fell over. After that – all the way to the final a month later – the ECB hit the jackpot.

Fears that spectators might be unmoved by the contrivances of the new competition gave way to something rather wonderful: girls in the crowd, told for so long that women were cricket’s second-class citizens, could watch their heroines on the big stage. By the end of the evening, they were jumping around – for a home win, yes, but also for the realisation that someone had taken them seriously.

Covid restrictions encouraged double-headers, which brought the men’s and women’s events closer together, and drew bigger crowds. New faces embraced the spotlight: 16-year-old Alice Capsey blazed a fifty at Lord’s while she awaited her GCSE results; peroxide-blonde Isabelle Eleanor Chih Ming Wong charged in for Birmingham Phoenix; team-mate Abtaha Maqsood, the Scotland leg-spinner, wore the hijab with pride. It felt like a game for everyone.

Similar claims had been made four years earlier when England won the women’s World Cup, but the impact of that victory, obscured by the satellite paywall, dribbled away. The recent Ashes series was a reminder of how far England’s women have fallen behind Australia: Heather Knight’s team came close to victory only once, after a generous declaration by Meg Lanning.

But The Hundred showed what was possible, and research by the Women’s Sports Trust highlighted the benefit of even part-time free-to-air coverage. All domestic women’s sport in the UK last year was watched by nearly 33m, of which free-to-air TV accounted for 19m; cricket alone made up 41% of viewing hours. And a quarter of those who watched the women’s Hundred did not watch any men’s cricket: the competition can help the women’s game achieve autonomy. Then again, the revelation in December that The Hundred’s best-paid female cricketer would only now earn more than the worst-paid male underlined how far there is to go.

Another truth from the opening night at The Oval was even simpler: cricket is a damn good game, more so when staged at the height of summer, backed by expensive marketing and cheap tickets, and broadcast freely. Of the Royal London Cup, which began next day, not a peep was heard. And that’s why some of the claims made on behalf of the men’s Hundred, mainly by commentators and executives with vested interests, wouldn’t have been out of place in North Korea.

Shots routinely seen in the T20 Blast were hailed as groundbreaking, players nurtured by the counties as unearthed gems. There was little attempt to attract newcomers to other domestic competitions. On the day of the final, the tournament’s Twitter handle posted a photo of a couple of players languishing in a dugout, and the comment: “When #TheHundred is over and you don’t know what to do with yourself for the next year.” Still to come was the climax to the England–India Test series and the County Championship, the men’s and women’s T20 finals day and the second half of the Rachael Heyhoe Flint Trophy. So much for the gateway drug.

The Hundred’s appointment-to-view format, with a game per gender per night, certainly encouraged a narrative stronger than an 18-team county competition can manage. But instead of working out how better to present the Blast to the public, the ECB tried on the emperor’s new clothes: why say “over” when you can say “set of five”? And, at a stroke, they compromised the first-class, 50-over and T20 formats. They believe The Hundred will one day be sold abroad, protecting them from a collapse in broadcast rights for international cricket. By the time anyone is daft enough to cough up, the impact on our men’s game could be incalculable.

Not forgotten

Last year’s Almanack was 1,248 pages, roughly 20% down on the norm – because of Covid. This year’s edition is its usual chunky self, though that doesn’t tell the whole story. The obituary section in Wisden 2021 included at least 16 who died, as far as we know, because of coronavirus. In Wisden 2022, that figure rises to 24 (and probably more). Cricket and many of the countries who play it did their best to move on, but the pandemic wasn’t for budging.

Jargon neutral

In 2003, Wisden put a photo on the cover. This upset a few, then became a talking point, and finally an honour. Its unveiling on social media is part of the Almanack’s cycle. That’s the thing about change: it’s ensconced before you can remember why you objected. Language evolves more quickly. Some felt replacing Man of the Match with Player of the Match was, well, political correctness gone mad; now, it seems normal to use a phrase that works for both genders, and harms no one. The same outrage has greeted batter, even though it is the perfect linguistic companion to bowler and fielder. Nightwatcher has already been road-tested; third man may be for the scrapheap; Sussex and Gloucestershire recently advertised for a groundsperson. There’ll be spluttering. But the game will go on, and future generations will wonder what the fuss was about.

The odds couple

William Goldman had the film industry in mind when he said “nobody knows anything”. But the County Championship can make mugs of us, too. The bookies offered 16-1 on both Warwickshire and Sussex. Warwickshire won the title, Sussex the wooden spoon.

And having writ, they moved on

It’s hard to imagine three more contrasting cricket writers than David Foot, Martin Johnson and John Woodcock, who all died last year – and were masters of their genre. Foot explored the human condition, Johnson cracked high-class jokes, Woodcock watched the game with a discerning eye, and reported in 24-carat prose. Asked if The Times troubled him during the long boat trips to Australia, he would reply: “They wanted 200 words by Ceylon.”

How might they have fared if starting out today? Rolling deadlines and shrinking budgets have created a breed of cricket journalist expected to write match reports, features and news stories, for paper and web, while tweeting and podcasting. It is the age of the all-rounder – and homogeneity. Thank goodness Footy, Jonno and Wooders could play to their strengths.













WISDEN ALIGNS WITH THE ACS

The Great Accord

Lawrence Booth



In late September 1873, W. G. Grace helped knock off the runs against Kent at Gravesend’s Bat and Ball Ground. It was his last innings of the summer in a so-called “great or important match”. At 25, he was already a celebrity – his team’s name was “W. G. Grace’s XI” – and there would be more special treatment to come.

WG finished the season with 1,805 runs at 72 in great or important matches (the term “first-class” did not become established until about 1880). It was, in the language of the time, an uncommonly good haul. But it also presented a problem. Two seasons earlier, he had notched up 2,739 – an eye-watering 1,671 clear of the field – and attained stardom. It suited everyone in cricket, maybe even his opponents, to keep him there. And it might help if he topped 2,000 again. Would anyone object if those extra runs somehow materialised? The fixture list was so messy – and the County Championship still 17 years from a settled structure – that a spot of creative accountancy might slip through unnoticed.


And slip through it did, thanks to James Lillywhite’s Cricketers’ Annual, which added six more innings from four more games: 47 and 26 for MCC against Hertfordshire at Chorleywood; 67 for MCC against Staffordshire at Lord’s; 152 and five for the Gentlemen to Canada Touring Team against MCC at Lord’s; and 37 not out for South v North at The Oval. WG’s aggregate was now 2,139. He had done it again! (Better still, an extra 31 wickets lifted his haul to 106: doubly good.)

Until now – and with the exception of Wisden 1981 – those four games have been included in the Almanack’s tally of Grace’s first-class runs. But there have always been elephants in the dressing-room: Hertfordshire and Staffordshire have never been first-class counties; the MCC XI who took on the touring team to Canada were actually a XV, including so many weak players they felt the need to be bolstered by a professional, Arnold Rylott; and the game at The Oval was a one-innings affair, tagged on to the end of a match that had finished early. To make matters more dubious, WG was the only player in those four games whose runs were recorded as first-class. Not for the first time, it was one rule for W. G. Grace, another for everyone else.

In all, the Association of Cricket Statisticians and Historians – founded in 1973, partly to bring clarity to the sport’s rich and varied numerical past – believe Grace’s figures in the Almanack include ten matches unworthy of first-class status. So while Wisden has said 54,896 runs and 2,876 wickets, the ACS have gone with 54,211 and 2,809. Drops in the ocean, maybe, but enough to cause ripples.

In 1981, Wisden’s statistician, Michael Fordham, brought the Almanack’s records into line with the ACS; in 1982, Wisden’s editor, John Woodcock, explained this had been done “because Mr Fordham thought, mistakenly, that he had cleared them with me”, and changed the numbers back again. In a typically eloquent piece, Woodcock said he preferred “to leave the great man’s figures as they have been for as long as anyone cares to remember”. He added: “Then, as now, contemporary opinion was the best criterion.” Hence the impasse: Wisden in one corner, deferring to the WG exceptionalism of Victorian England; the ACS in the other, preferring rigour.

But Wisden has crossed the ring, and aligned with the ACS. It has always been faintly ludicrous that a player of Grace’s standing did not possess universally accepted figures, and the ACS have done more than anyone to determine which games should and should not be first-class. However wedded Wisden might have become to its own version, there remained a simple choice: massaged reputation or statistical coherence. The time has come to accept that the Almanack should be more concerned with record than romance.

This will not please everyone. Among WG’s lost 685 runs are two hundreds – that 152 at Lord’s, and 113 for Gloucestershire against Somerset at Clifton in 1879 (Somerset are regarded as first-class from 1882 to 1885, then from 1891). That means his haul of centuries falls to 124, though he remains 11th in the all-time list, between Graham Gooch (128) and Denis Compton (123); he also retains fifth place in the list of leading run-scorers. The effect on Grace the bowler is more pronounced: he slips from sixth to tenth, beneath Alex Kennedy, Derek Shackleton, Tony Lock and Fred Titmus.

Some may feel all this diminishes the occasion of, say, WG’s 100th hundred, celebrated at Bristol in 1895, when Somerset’s captain Sammy Woods had, in his own words, “the satisfaction of giving him a full pitch to get to his hundred, not that he wanted any help”. Grace went on to make 288. But history is full of tweaks, and most are more significant. Nor does it dilute WG’s essence: he was, and still is, a giant.

Alignment with the ACS brings other changes. Jack Hobbs gains two hundreds, taking him to 199, because the ACS give first-class status to matches played on a tour of India and Sri Lanka by the Maharaj Kumar of Vizianagram’s XI: either side of Christmas 1930, Hobbs made centuries in Colombo against Dr J. Rockwood’s Ceylon XI. (Hobbs, it must be said, disagreed, and felt those two innings shouldn’t count.) Herbert Sutcliffe was on the same tour, and scored two hundreds, taking him to 151, equal fifth on the all-time list, with Geoff Boycott.


The record of another Yorkshireman, Wilfred Rhodes, has a net gain of three matches. He adds two each in Bombay and Lahore in 1922-23, when he turned out three times for the Europeans and once, intriguingly, for the Hindus & Muslims against the Europeans & Parsees. And he loses one from a tour of South Africa in 1909-10. It’s perhaps a good thing he’s no longer around to learn that his bowling average has been adjusted from 16.71 to 16.72, and his batting average from 30.83 to 30.81.

One long-standing team record has changed. For years, Wisden decreed that the lowest total in first-class cricket was 12, an ignominy shared by Oxford University and Northamptonshire. Now, what was once a footnote to the list of lows has been promoted to the top of the table. In 1810, at Lord’s Old Ground in Marylebone, The Bs were bowled out in their second innings by England for six. There were three scoring shots, including a four by John Wells, one of two players whose surname did not begin with the appropriate letter.

That game is one of over 300 to have taken place between 1772 and 1815 reckoned to be first-class by the ACS. The Almanack’s cut-off point had been 1815, “after the Napoleonic War”. We hope readers will agree Wisden hasn’t reinvented the wheel, but tightened a few nuts. With any luck, the whole thing will proceed more smoothly.














FIVE CRICKETERS OF THE YEAR



The Five Cricketers of the Year represent a tradition that dates back in Wisden to 1889, making this the oldest individual award in cricket. The Five are picked by the editor, and the selection is based, primarily but not exclusively, on the players’ influence on the previous English season. No one can be chosen more than once.



Jasprit Bumrah

Nagraj Gollapudi

Anger, says Jasprit Bumrah with a smile, used to come naturally to him – and on the last morning of the Second Test at Lord’s, he was angry. On the third evening, India’s fielders had exchanged words with James Anderson. Bumrah had just bowled him a ten-ball over, including four no-balls and plenty of short stuff. Anderson was unimpressed, India unrepentant.

On the final morning, as Bumrah walked out to bat with the Test tantalisingly poised, he knew his arrival would stir things up. But instead of facing the forensic Anderson, he was confronted by the ferocious Mark Wood, who sent three bouncers his way. And instead of breaking through, England lost control. Despite having reached double figures only once in 30 Test innings before this series, Bumrah added an unbroken 89 for India’s ninth wicket with Mohammed Shami, not much of a batsman either. The momentum had shifted.

Bumrah is just happy that, unlike England, he kept his emotions in check. “I don’t get intimidated,” he says. “When I started playing cricket, I used to be ready for a fight. So this was like playing a game when I was a child. I just wanted to be in the moment, and not forget I had a job to do. It’s not a wrestling competition. So, yeah, emotion got the better of them.”

But his batting, important though it was, was a bonus: it was his bowling that unsettled England. At Trent Bridge, his match haul of nine wickets might have led to victory had rain not washed out the last day. Now, at Lord’s, where England needed to survive 60 overs, Bumrah and Shami picked up a wicket each in the first two. Bumrah removed Root in the first over of the final session, but Jos Buttler and Ollie Robinson knuckled down. Bumrah put his T20 thinking cap on, and went round the wicket to Robinson. “I thought he was expecting the yorker, so I kept in mind that he will not be expecting a slower ball.” He was hit on the pad and, after a review, out lbw. “That opened the door,” says Bumrah. Next over, Mohammed Siraj charged through it, sealing a memorable win.

Fast forward to the last afternoon of the Fourth Test at The Oval. With the series all square, Bumrah turned it in India’s favour with another unforgettable spell. England had begun resolutely in pursuit of 368; the sun was out, the pitch a road. But he pushed himself to counter the conditions. His key weapon, other than high pace, was the reverse swing he had learned during long spells for Gujarat in the Ranji Trophy. Now, in successive overs, he burst through the defences of Ollie Pope – making Bumrah the fastest Indian seamer to 100 Test wickets, in his 24th game – and Jonny Bairstow. Once again, he had opened the door to victory.

JASPRIT JASBIRSINGH BUMRAH was born on December 6, 1993, in Ahmedabad, the capital of Gujarat, on India’s western flank. When he was eight, his father, Jasbir, passed away following a sudden illness; Jasbir’s family immediately cut ties with Bumrah’s mother, Daljit. A teacher, she stretched her schedule to fit in one-on-one tuition, and make ends meet for Jasprit and his sister, Juhika. At 13, Bumrah asked Daljit to allow him to pursue his cricketing dream. She was uncertain, but had seen her son watching the game, transfixed, on television, and endlessly hurling tennis balls against the wall in their small apartment. Knowing his greatest strength was his self-belief, Daljit crossed her fingers – and agreed.

In 2010, Bumrah was spotted by a local Gujarat Cricket Association administrator, Anil Patel, who encouraged him to join the state Under-19 side; the following year, five days before he turned 18, he was playing for them. Team-mates, coaches and selectors wondered who this stick-thin fast bowler was, with speed and an action they could barely comprehend. In 2013, he made his debut – a T20 game – for Gujarat’s senior team. Watching his second match was former New Zealand captain John Wright, then head coach at Mumbai Indians. “Real wheels,” he told ESPNcricinfo.

Bumrah joined Mumbai Indians that season. Hit for three boundaries in his first four balls on IPL debut by Virat Kohli, he trapped him with the fifth, on his way to three for 32. He produced yorkers at will, and flummoxed batters with his underwhelming, though unique, approach to the crease – described by one writer last summer as resembling a “dressage horse being put through its paces” – his sleights of hand, changes of pace and ramrod-straight arm. He soon became one of the world’s best death-over specialists, often unhittable. Above all, he turned himself into a lethal fast bowler.

He has also played a crucial part in India’s improved record abroad. Between his Test debut at Cape Town in January 2018 and the premature end of the series in England, no bowler in the world had come close to his 97 wickets away from home (Shami was next, with 76). Indeed, until he was selected against England at Chennai in February 2021, he had not even played a Test in India, the result of rest and rotation, plus a back problem; by then, he had earned 17 caps away from home. But an average of 22 suggested he has relished the various challenges posed by overseas conditions, with five-fors in Johannesburg, Nottingham (twice), Melbourne, Antigua and Jamaica. And like all great fast men, Bumrah creates a buzz, a sense of an impending event. In his own words, he enjoys conjuring “something when there is nothing”.

V. V. S. Laxman has compared his variations to those of Wasim Akram, but Bumrah says: “My biggest strength is not any skill I possess. My biggest strength, I feel, is my mind: if I am in control of everything – of what I’m thinking and how I’m evaluating a situation – then I feel I am in a very good space. Nobody can enter that bubble, and nobody can cause any trouble.”

Devon Conway

Mark Geenty

Devon Conway’s patience had already been tested when he strode through the Lord’s Long Room to make his Test debut on a sun-drenched June morning: only a few weeks short of his 30th birthday, he was playing his 109th first-class match, having qualified for New Zealand nine months earlier. And he was opening the batting, which he had rarely done before.

More suspense ensued as Conway – calm on the outside, a bundle of nervous energy within – watched Tom Latham face the first 18 balls of the series, from James Anderson and Stuart Broad. Conway recalls: “The over before, Broady said really loud, ‘Is this going to be the longest someone has not faced a ball on debut?’ My biggest memory is him running in – he swung it away and I let it go by. Then I thought: ‘I can see the ball, it’s not too unfamiliar.’”

Over the next day and a half, the left-handed Conway did not simply announce himself to the cricketing world: he shouted through a megaphone. It came as no surprise to those who had watched him gorge on runs ever since arriving in Wellington from Johannesburg in September 2017. A checked drive off Broad soon fizzed through extra cover, the first of 22 fours in almost ten hours. Watertight defence and clinical accumulation occasionally gave way to flamboyance, notably when Conway swatted Ollie Robinson through square leg to raise his century. Next day, he pulled Mark Wood for his only six of the innings to bring up the first double-hundred by a Test debutant in England. Four balls later, he was last to go, run out by Joe Root at the second attempt, for exactly 200.

But he was not done. A knock of 80 helped set up New Zealand’s first Test win at Edgbaston, and a first series victory in England in 22 years. Then, in the inaugural World Test Championship final, against India at the Rose Bowl, Conway’s first-innings 54 proved the game’s highest score in tricky conditions, and paved the way for a historic New Zealand triumph. At Taunton, Somerset unfurled the red carpet for their new import, who had previously played six seasons of league cricket in England for five different teams, including Taunton Deane. He averaged 61 from eight T20 Blast innings, and 40 from three in the Championship.

Not everything, it’s true, went his way. Back at Lord’s, this time for Southern Brave in The Hundred, Conway broke a finger, which meant eight weeks without gripping a bat, including 14 days in an isolation hotel back in New Zealand. Then, in the T20 World Cup semi-final at Abu Dhabi in November, after tormenting England once more, he instinctively punched his bat in frustration when he was stumped for 46. Next day, in an emotional address to team-mates, he revealed he had fractured a bone in his right hand. He was out of the final against Australia, and the subsequent two-Test tour of India.

It meant another gloomy flight home, though Conway soon lifted his spirits by writing a summary of the 12 months since his international debut, a home T20 against West Indies. By the end of 2021, that format alone had brought him an average of 50 and a strike-rate of 139 (in three ODIs, all against Bangladesh, he averaged 75). “I jotted down all these really cool things that had happened – the first time in my life I’d written things down. Along with that, there are the lows that balance things out. But it was nice to take that moment to reflect on everything.”

DEVON PHILIP CONWAY was born in Johannesburg on July 8, 1991, the youngest of Denton and Sandy Conway’s three children. His parents ran an office-products store, and Devon and his sisters, Candice and Charne, grew up on a plot of land near the airport. Among the farm animals, he played cricket and football, hit golf balls and rode quad bikes. Denton’s sporting passions were kart-racing and football, but he coached Devon’s cricket team; his first representative side were Gauteng Under-13. At King Edward VII Preparatory School, he was one year ahead of the future South African wicketkeeper Quinton de Kock, still a close friend, but they parted ways when Conway earned a sporting bursary to nearby St John’s College. “That was probably the best decision my parents made for me,” he says.

At 14, he chose cricket ahead of a potential career as a central midfielder; at 17, he made his first-class debut for Gauteng in March 2009, against Easterns at the Wanderers (he was out for a duck). It was there, eight years later, that he signed off from South African cricket with a double-century against Border. Conway had made up his mind to leave, having raised the prospect during a round of golf with his partner, Kim. She urged him to chase his dream, and they agreed to start a new life in New Zealand. The young couple sold their car and three-bedroom house in Bedfordview, a well-to-do suburb of Johannesburg, and booked the flight.

“It was two things,” he says. “A better opportunity to play international cricket, and a better lifestyle in a different country. We had really good feedback from friends, who said New Zealand was a safe and beautiful place to live, so we thought let’s give it a go.”

Wellington had seen a few South Africans come and go, but Conway was on a different level. His new team-mates at Victoria University Cricket Club were struck by his humility and good nature, and watched open-mouthed as he batted in the nets. In October 2019, he plundered 327 not out off 352 balls against Canterbury in a Plunket Shield match – the highest score both for Wellington and at the Basin Reserve. That summer, he topped the domestic run-charts in all three formats, and murmurs grew louder around the city of a Test-cricketer-in-waiting – three years of waiting, in fact, to satisfy the ICC’s residency rules.

The New Zealand coach, Gary Stead, had seen enough. In May 2020, three months before he became eligible, Conway was named among the country’s 20 contracted players. He made his debut, at Auckland, then won the public’s hearts with a whirlwind 99 not out off 59 balls at Christchurch to help secure a T20 win over Australia. After being bafflingly passed over for home Tests against West Indies and Pakistan, he made up for lost time at Lord’s – one of cricket’s all-time memorable debuts.

Ollie Robinson

Vithushan Ehantharajah

Ollie Robinson was sitting on the edge of a bath in the Lord’s dressing-room at the end of his first day as a Test cricketer. It had begun with the presentation of his cap by England bowling coach Jon Lewis, a guiding influence at Sussex, as his family leaned over the advertising boards to get as close as Covid protocols allowed. Now alone, staring at a wall, he wondered if his international career was already over.

A few hours earlier, while taking the first two of his 37 Test wickets in 2021, a series of offensive tweets he had sent between the ages of 18 and 20 were catching fire. Only at stumps was he informed: head coach Chris Silverwood and media manager Danny Reuben gave him five minutes, then told his team-mates, who that morning had – like Robinson – worn anti-discrimination T-shirts on the outfield. The Cricket Discipline Committee called the tweets “racist, sexist, disablist, Islamophobic and offensive”, and banned him for eight matches (three already served, five suspended). He was fined £3,200, and had to undergo training from the Professional Cricketers’ Association.

Robinson returned against India, and took 21 wickets, the most on either side. It was a nod to a future beyond James Anderson and Stuart Broad. Yet the stain of those tweets feels indelible. “I know it is always going to be there,” he says.

OLIVER EDWARD ROBINSON was born in Margate, on December 1, 1993. As a two-year-old, he was gifted a bat and ball by his grandfather Rex, who along with his father, Ian, form a generational lineage at the local club. At five, Robinson was representing Thanet District Under-10. “There’s a cutting I have, and the ball looks humongous in my hand,” he laughs, pretending to hold a beach ball. The reason for the press coverage? He had taken a hat-trick. A childhood infatuation became an adolescent’s dream when, aged 13, he joined the Kent Academy. He started as an off-spinner, and turned to pace only at 16, after a growth spurt (he is now 6ft 5in). Still, a handful of his 320 first-class scalps are from off-breaks, and he even twirled a few overs during the Second Ashes Test at Adelaide in December. But he relished the aggression of speed. “I like to get in the battle. As a spin bowler, I found it quite hard. You can’t bowl bouncers, can you?”

Kent decided against a full-time deal, but his stepfather, Paul Farbrace, then a coach at Headingley, engineered a move to Yorkshire. Jason Gillespie, who later oversaw Robinson’s progress at Hove too, handed him a one-day debut in 2013, but he was sacked in 2014 for what the club described as “a number of unprofessional actions”. Essex offered a route back, but Sussex head coach Mark Robinson called with a better one. His first-class debut came at Durham in April 2015: he scored 110 from No. 9 and took four for 71. The joy of 46 wickets that summer, however, was tempered by an operation to alleviate compartment syndrome in his shins. He spent two seasons recovering, before taking 74 Championship wickets in 2018, and 63 in 2019.
Robinson’s craft relies more on manipulation than miles per hour. “People started calling me ‘Glenn’ [McGrath]. I was thinking, lads, I don’t feel I’m that good. And they were saying: ‘Well, you don’t miss.’” Gillespie and team-mate Steve Magoffin reinforced an appetite for off stump; Lewis and Sussex bowling coach James Kirtley polished the mechanics. In early 2021, his reputation grew on the tour of Sri Lanka and India. By the summer, Joe Root knew exactly the qualities Robinson would bring.

Underpinning it all was self-sufficiency. He developed a fascination with South Africa’s Vernon Philander: “He’s not very tall, he doesn’t get a lot of bounce – how is he doing it?!” Between the Third and Fourth Ashes Tests – by which time he was England’s leading wicket-taker, with nine at 26 – Robinson watched India’s Mohammed Shami against South Africa, and tried to mimic aspects of his action in the nets.

But back to that day at Lord’s. Robinson collected his thoughts, emerged from the bathroom, and said sorry to team-mates. “That was the hardest thing. I stood up and got that choked feeling straightaway. I said I hoped they’d all forgive me.” By then, the ECB had drafted a statement for him to read out. “In hindsight, I probably should have gone off the cuff, and apologised from the heart.”

The crowd gave him a generous reception next day. He finished the match with seven wickets, before going dark to avoid the storm. It soon arrived at his door: journalists showed up at his father’s house, then at the home of his girlfriend’s parents, while he was inside. Robinson even had to message a family WhatsApp group to plead calm, following arguments on social media.

“Two days after the match, I was watching the news, and the first thing was comments about me from Oliver Dowden [the culture secretary]. I realised I can’t get away.” He was the epicentre of a culture war; some even championed him for the tweets. “I was living a bit of a drunk life back then,” he says. “My parents had divorced, and I was going out three or four times a week with my mates, joy-riding at night, living a different life to that person I feel I am now. I understand why people were shocked.

“When the tweets resurfaced, I felt like I was different already. But I looked at myself and thought: ‘Do I still have those views? Am I still that person?’ I might have turned a corner four or five years ago, but have I really got better? Are there bits of those tweets that are still in me?” Reassurance came from team-mates and friends, some from backgrounds he had mocked. “It was nice I had their support. They told me that’s not who I am. I was having doubts – that I was the worst human ever.”

Following a break, he took five for 85 against India at Trent Bridge, then five for 65 at Headingley. The Ashes reinforced his worth, but also highlighted issues. “I know I need to be fitter to maintain spells at my ideal pace of 82, 83mph. I get that little bit more off the wicket. If I can do that consistently for five days, instead of being 80, 81 the first two days, then 78 the last few, it would mean batters don’t feel they are getting as much relief.”

The introspection and desire for self-improvement are in keeping with the main themes, painfully learned, from Robinson’s first year as a Test cricketer.

Rohit Sharma

Anand Vasu

A man who has every shot in the book, and plays three – pull, cover-drive, back-foot punch – to perfection, put them away last summer in single-minded pursuit of one of Test cricket’s toughest challenges: opening the batting in England, a job he had never done. The results were a triumph. In four matches, Rohit Sharma faced 866 balls, scored 368 runs at 52, and helped India to a 2–1 lead before the Covid-related postponement of the final game.

He had set the scene in the Second Test at Lord’s, where he batted beautifully for more than three hours to make 83 in an opening stand of 126 with K. L. Rahul. But his defining hand came in the second innings of the Fourth at The Oval. India, who had just been thrashed at Headingley to make it 1–1, had conceded a first-innings lead of 99, but Rohit refused to buckle, facing 256 balls for 127. Set 368, England got nowhere near.

His consistency was all the more remarkable because his record had been skewed so heavily towards performances at home. He had begun in November 2013 with 177 and 111 not out from No. 6 against a weak West Indies – Sachin Tendulkar’s final series. He then went 19 Tests and four years without another century, even as his limited-overs stock rose, both at international level and in the IPL with the all-powerful Mumbai Indians, whom he led to all five of their titles. In Tests, though, he was often the subject of cruel memes, some dubbing him “No-hit”.

But when he turned himself into a Test opener for the visit of South Africa in October 2019, his fortunes rocketed: he made 176, 127 and 212. Late last year, he replaced Virat Kohli as India’s white-ball captain, recognition not just of his success in 50- and 20-over cricket – he holds the world record for the highest score in one-day internationals (264), and has three of the format’s eight double-centuries – but also a hat-tip to his reading of the game and management of players. In February 2022, his ascendancy was complete, when he was appointed Test captain.

Throughout, a question remained: could he replicate his home Test numbers in overseas conditions? England, with its early swing and seam, presented a particular challenge. But Rohit had his eye on the ball. “I’ve always thought about how I can be effective and produce results, rather than whether I can establish myself in the team,” he says. “That thought I left behind a long time ago. If I think about establishing myself, that is an additional pressure.”

He puts his performance in England down to preparation. “Luckily, we had about 25 days to get ready after the World Test Championship. I focused on what I would be facing from Anderson and Broad. I wanted to prepare very specifically. I never thought about what would happen after 20 overs: my first goal was to bat 20 overs. I asked the throwdown guys to bowl up to me, swing the ball away from me in front of my pads, and occasionally bring it in.”

The Indian team had for a while travelled with at least two throwdown specialists: Raghavindraa, a right-hander, and Nuwan Seneviratne, a left-hander. Rohit used them extensively. “What I’ve seen in England is that people get out more to the fuller ball than the short ball or back of a length. My front-foot defence would be challenged.” He knuckled down, looking at the clock not the scoreboard. “I wanted to play time, bat as long as possible, and get the bowlers tired. The trick is to be there when they are in their third spell, when they will give you balls you can pounce on. The first two spells are for them, and in the third I will take my chances.”

This was not an easy adjustment, but Rohit says it is one for which all senior players should be ready. Working out the opposition bowlers’ plans was crucial. “I know, with the ability I have, I can get runs, but I never felt at any stage that I needed to score more quickly. In England, bowlers think: ‘Just bowl maidens, frustrate the batsman, force a mistake.’ So I wanted to think alike, and transfer the pressure back on to them.”

It was not only in England that Rohit tormented them. When Joe Root’s side toured India earlier in the year, and won the First Test in Chennai, they were served up a rank turner in the Second. Batsmen on both teams struggled to survive, but Rohit batted as though on another surface, making 161 off 231 balls in India’s first-innings 329. “Scoring runs on that pitch was tough,” he says. “In the last few years, conditions in India have been extreme. It’s often more challenging to play there than abroad.”

ROHIT GURUNATH SHARMA was born on April 30, 1987, in Bansod, near the central Indian city of Nagpur. He spent his infancy in Dombivli, an eastern suburb of Mumbai. The first child of Gurunath, who did odd jobs, and Purnima, a home-maker, Rohit spent much of his childhood with his grandparents and uncle in Borivali, a western suburb of the city, and occasional weekends with his parents. He has a younger brother, Vishal, who did not follow him into cricket.

Aged 12, he was playing in a summer-camp tournament, where his team were thrashed by Swami Vivekanand International School. But Dinesh Lad, Swami’s coach, saw something in Rohit – who had been bowling off-spin – and asked him to report for trials.

When he did, accompanied by his uncle Ravi, they were dismayed to learn that the monthly fee was Rs275, which they could not afford. But Lad prevailed upon a trustee to waive the charge, allowing Rohit to enrol in an institution that took cricket seriously. Even then, he continued mainly to bowl spin, and when Lad, some months later, saw an unusually correct batsman knocking up in the outfield, he wondered who the kid was. He was taken aback; young Rohit had been too modest to tell his coach that he batted, as well.

He first played for India Under-19 at the age of 17, and for Mumbai at 19. His ODI debut, at Belfast

Dane van Niekerk

Tanya Aldred
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