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Forty-three Patrick Eagar photographs taken in the



summer of 1975 and appearing in this book are num-​



bered 1 to 43. All other photographs, by Eagar or others,



are preceded by the year.
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.“And I spent a fortune on” –



Patrick Eagar is rewinding forty-seven years to the last



job he ever had, working at a consumer rights magazine



called Which?, testing stuff – “testing electric blankets.



I think it was a record amount. Project officer one was



called. I’d get told to test whatever the thing is that



I’m testing and next work out how to test it and find a



laboratory somewhere to do the testing and supervise



the purchase of everything needed for the testing and



test it. Things like blankets, there was a British standard



they had to get to, so we built a machine which simu­-​



lated elbows and knees over a ten-year period to try



and destroy the electric blankets.”



After that job all Eagar did was photography. One



late-winter/early-spring evening in 1975 the TV was



going in Kew where he, his wife, their baby and tod-​



dler lived in a house of three bedrooms with a partition



slicing down the middle room to form a darkroom.



Probably the TV was turned to BBC2. A cricket high-​



lights show came on covering the just-finished Ashes



series in Australia. In it was a slo-mo sequence of



Thomson, a bowler, and within this footage lay some



microsecond fragment, a tic, or sleight, of Thomson’s



bowling action, something about the lateness with



which Thomson’s bowling arm stayed hidden behind



his back – on the Eagar sofa this seemed new, startling.



Something else weird, he got an eyeload but couldn’t



hold it, was in there too.
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Boffins near the bottom of the earth welding scientific



theory to photosonic cameras would shortly conduct



the world’s first semi-accurate inside-the-stadium



testing of fast bowlers’ speeds. Eight months ahead



of them Eagar was hatching his own system. Coming



up to his fourth season shooting international cricket



he was only now turning thirty-one, possessed of an



older photographer’s seriousness maybe but his energy



felt big and ideas were hitting his skin in clean lines,



ideas which wrongwayed ordinary thinking, like this



speeds experiment thing. It occurred to him he could



sit facing the action sideways with two cameras next



to each other both photographing the same ball, only



one of the cameras would go off fractionally late. Back



home he’d position a sticky thin white paper strip on



his record player’s turntable. Photograph it spinning.



That way he’d calibrate the second camera’s time delay.



Which was 0.045 sec. Next, measuring the distance



traversed by the ball between the first and second



photo­graphs, based on the solid assumption a cricket



pitch is twenty-two yards long, and culminating in



some straightforward multiplying and dividing, he’d



deliver an historic speed estimate.



In his head Eagar was roughing and mapping his system



out around February/March/April – about the time



that highlights show went to air, exact programming



details are hazy.
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Then in May he photographed fourteen days’ cricket,



county games mostly. Bournemouth, Hove, Oxford,



The Saffrons, The Oval (four times), Canterbury. He



grooved tyre marks into the roads round England’s



south. In Southampton he shot Roberts of Hampshire



bowling. He flipped to the back of the Roberts con-​



tact sheet, which is a first proof, like a rough draft, and



wrote 83/85 mph. It wasn’t anything stupendous. But



Roberts had a busted finger. On the 13th of the month,



a Tuesday, the Guardian’s wine and cricket correspon-​



dent John Arlott noted Eagar “renders cricket such a



service as no one else in his field has ever done before”.



Fourteen days of shooting in May plus a day in and out



of the darkroom after each of those days to develop the



film and sort it. Twenty-eight days that added up to,



and on the 29th an Australian cricket squad landed at



Heathrow with tanlines hanging out of their shirtnecks



to play in an eight-team World Cup followed by four



Test matches against England. Thomson ­disembarked



wearing a caramel-coloured suit jacket. Blue-eyed



and clean-shaven, he was like a pig farmer shackled



in an LA lawyer’s get-up. On London streets he signed



autographs.



That highlights show from Australia: Eagar was there.



He followed that tour around three out of five main-​



land state capitals, photographing Thomson at each
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stop. He depicted the before, during, after and after-​



math – batsmen numbed, stung, winded, prostrate,



upended and writhing like insecticided cockroaches –



of Thomson’s bowling action. Six stages Eagar got,



starting with Thomson’s knuckles dangling low nearly



scraping pitch crust during the cocking of the catapult;



then, drunk-eyed at the point of release; mouth agape



post-release; Thomson on the follow-through, a bour-​



bon smoothness; Thomson yawling an appeal at an



umpire; Thomson enquiring after Fred Titmus’s health



lest he’d knocked old sod Titmus’s knee out of its socket.



Still Eagar felt his man had given him the slip.



Next morning, a bitter freezing morning, the 30th, was



his next chance. The Australians were holding their



first training and momentarily Eagar set up behind



the Lord’s practice nets catching Thomson front-on,



right knee braced and a jetlag snarl. Pretty striking



photograph. But Thomson’s bowling hand’s sawn off –



concealed, under the cuff of a long-sleeve jumper he’d



wrapped on top of an additional sleeveless jumper.



So, another day’s sorting and developing film, six to



seven minutes per roll, and eight rolls could be done at



once, after which they went in the fixer followed by a



thirty-minute wash and then they had to be dried and



the drying could take up to three hours, quicker if you’d
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used metho, but dry them too quick and they’d curl



up, and the day after that Eagar with his two cameras



returned to Lord’s. The terraces and the balconies and



the nooks and the posh seats and the uncomfortable



seats were half filled. Middlesex and the Australians



were staging a 35-over friendly match on a shrunken,



misshapen playing area, the pitch too close to the



­tavern-side boundary, helping account for the Austral­-​



ian batsmen’s seven six-hits, four of those sixes landing



on the road, the umpires fishing replacement balls out



of their coat pockets, a collection that whipped round



the crowd raising £ 1,092 for Middlesex’s veteran wick-​



etkeeper, Murray, that’s how friendly things got.



Then Thomson bowled. On a slow pitch. Him whirling



in off his full-scream run-up. Wide ball to start with.



Numerous times he overstepped the creaseline. No



no-balls got called. Brearley, batting, couldn’t tell if



Thomson







.   was flatout but



knew enough to know Thommo scary-ish was scariest.



Speed was also preoccupying Eagar. He photographed



Thomson’s second, fourth, sixth, eighth, tenth, twelfth,



fourteenth, fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth and eigh-​



teenth deliveries, twice each ball, once on each camera,
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doing similar for another bowler, Lillee, down the



opposite end. The bowler in these photos was mini­-​



ature as a bug on a flywire. Taking a magazine-worthy



action picture was nowhere among Eagar’s priorities.



Eagar’s absorption was pure and total in his speed



meas­uring experiment. And abruptly another instinct



took over and he went looking for the moment or thing



on TV he had seen. Except he hadn’t. Except . . . which



moment? Thomson turned and began his fourth over.



Making his camera go in closer on Thomson, Eagar



photographed all six balls, and one of the balls two



times, the whole while hoping without knowing.



Frustration – Thomson’s fourth over proved the last of



his spell – was directed silently at Chappell, the captain



who’d dragged Thomson off, plunging to deep disap-​



pointment later as Eagar pored over the negatives, still



wet. Travelling round Australia, he lamented, he had



been photographing Thomson a twitch too late and it



only made this fresh different stuff-up harder to take.



He pored and regretted. He counted to six. Gone too



early, too early, 1, 2. Again, hell’s teeth, the elusive



moment blown, 3, 4, 5, and on the thirty-second frame



of the contact sheet, which was a photograph of the last



ball of Thomson’s final over before his captain replaced



him, was this,










1 Jeff Thomson bowls, Lord’s, 1st June 1975
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showing what sports photography – live, unstaged, not



cooked up between a photographer and a performer –



could do, be.



Patrick Eagar is a laughing man whose laughter book-​



ends his sentences and cushions their middles. It is a



gentle, cultured, often self-effacing, kindly laugh. He



really likes to laugh. In 1975 when he was still wearing



glasses his face was a scientist’s face unscarred by sun



and not chipped at by the elements. Not a photog­rapher



of the outside world’s face. Lips that looked strict when



pursed. Skinny – his 1.8-metre body is still in good



shape – he sat low with his two long legs tucked under



and in between and colliding with the tripod’s three



legs. The way some laughing people’s laugh reveals



them, in his laugh there are clues.



The Thomson photograph was an instant hit. It ran in



the Sunday Times of London. Eagar then airfreighted



a big copy as requested to Melbourne’s Age and seven



months later visited that paper’s office hunting for Ron



Lovitt’s photograph of the 1960–61 Gabba tied Test



climax. The original Lovitt negative, Eagar was duly



informed, was lost or broken but a copy sat in a safe



where the newspaper kept its most treasured images
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from history and would he fancy a squiz? Eagar was



chaperoned to the sacred safe. And look, pointed out



this Age staffer, there’s the tied Test photo, this one’s of



the 1972 Elizabeth Street flood, here’s a Jeff Thomson



action shot taken recently by us . . . 



Bright cloudy days were Eagar’s favourite, the sun not



too high overhead, creating a soft, diffused light. In this



instance, soft sunshine illuminates Thomson’s action



at the moment of maximum exertion with the face a



thrilling accident, sinewy, bony, grotesque.



The Times and Radio Times TV guides of the time say at



no time was any Ashes highlights show broadcast.



Timing was everything: the ball materialising ghostlike



between Thomson’s thighs. It took slo-mo, or slower –



a photograph – to see that.



“Without that,” says Eagar, “the photograph was



nothing.”



“Let me,” I say, “show you another.”



“Go on.”












2 Thomson from the Vauxhall End, The Oval, 14th June 1975










“Thirteen days later was a World Cup group game, Aus-​



tralia playing West Indies, you took this . . .”



“Again I am replicating,” Eagar says, “what I’d seen on



television. It is exactly the same moment. You could say



one was looking for the forward leg at its peak stretch.



I’m absolutely certain, now, that what I’d seen was the



ball and his hand in that extreme position between his



legs which you never saw any other bowler do.”



“So on this second occasion did you specifically go



trying to capture it from the reverse angle?”



“Um, look what you haven’t seen are all the



errors.”



“Because what it put me in mind of was George



W. Beldam photographing Victor Trumper.”



“The stepping-out-and-driving one? Oh no. Oh,



OK.”



“Almost like Beldam was thinking Got



him, now I’m going to get him from behind.”



“Sure,” says Eagar.



“That’s what you and Thomson put me in



mind of. Am I delusional?”





1905 Victor Trumper by George Beldam
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“With positions,” he says, “when you got to the ground



there were certain places you were allowed to go and



you’d select where based on, OK, the action that might



follow but also the lighting, the background. So at



The Oval I often went to that position. Nice for back-​



grounds, nice for lighting and it was different from



other grounds so you got variation. Then as Thommo



bowled I would have said ‘OK, I’ll look for this’. I don’t



think I would have had in mind it was going to yield



exactly that picture. But, you know. . .”



A week later, another echo. This one was a pre-echo



and also a cross-referencing self-echo – some kind of



visitation dictating Eagar’s movements except that is



logically impossible although . . . 










3 Clive Lloyd drives, Lord’s, 21st June 1975
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“Lloyd,” says Eagar. “World Cup final, 1975.”



“With Dickie Bird umpiring there at square leg.”



“Yes.”



“See, to me it feels almost like a prequel to your Steve



Waugh photograph of 1989 with . . .”









1989 Waugh blocks,



Lord’s, 24th June. By Patrick Eagar
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“. . . Bird,” I say, “in very similar position.”



“Bird. Yeah. Great. At Lord’s this was quite a good



position to work from, beside a scoreboard and with



no competition from the public or other media. It’s one



of the positions formerly used by Sport & General” –



the photo agency that co-hogged, with Central Press,



the exclusive photography rights to Test matches in



England until 1972 – “but when Sport & General gave



way to everybody the MCC were a bit concerned about



where photographers were allowed to go at Lord’s. You



know, not too many in the pavilion. Not too many
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