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As has long been recognised, cricket is a team game where the path to victory involves overcoming a series of individual encounters. One thing I have come to realise is that the first encounter to overcome, the first battle to win, usually takes place within. These first battles manifest themselves in a variety of forms: struggles with technique, with self-doubt, with form, with injury, or in coping with the vagaries of selection. Talk about a corridor of uncertainty!

These internal conflicts mean that a professional cricketer is often in search of information: to improve his game, to inform his choices, to bolster his confidence, or to help him find his way back to his own best self. But in modern professional sport, where information is never in short supply but quality is, finding the right information is rarely straightforward.

Historically, as now, cricketers in search of that information could reflect on their own experience, listen to trusted coaches and other players, or fall back on the game’s received wisdom. Now though, in addition to those sources, they have another resource. One that has increased and enhanced our understanding of the game as never before.

Since the release of the seminal book and motion picture Moneyball, the role of data in sport has grown exponentially. In doing so it has not only increased the knowledge and tools available to coaches and players, but it has also created a new market for tech-savvy, sports-loving number-crunchers. Sports that I enjoy, such as American football, golf, rugby, horse racing as well as cricket, have led the way in presenting an alternative approach to analysis.

This method of 360-degree assessment has helped open the sport to a new audience and provided a market for more data-driven coverage and insights. And consequently, as a player, there are even fewer corners in which to hide!

When Nathan Leamon joined the ECB back in 2009, it was at a time when the landscape of data, the crunching of numbers and deciphering of cricket’s code was still in its infancy. My generation of players – and the one above – were probably quite stubborn, a bit more rigid in our ways when it came to the technological advances that the game was evolving towards.

If you cast your mind back to that golden era, England had regained the Ashes and were on the cusp of an ICC World T20 title in the Caribbean the next year. The team was winning; we had a squad packed with international talent and the seeds of identifying specialists across the three various formats were being sown.

Nathan would have known the talent that was in the England changing room and the personalities involved, spread right the way across the career spectrum. Don’t underestimate how big a challenge it must have been, coming from a school environment into an international dressing room full of high-end, professional athletes largely set in their ways, where he had to build trust and implement his ideas.

In the years since, the demand for more insights and greater understanding of each nuance of the game has intensified. The analyst – in all his or her various roles – has become integral to the success of a team.

Be it as a quasi-coach, mentor, organiser, nurturer, sounding board or even therapist, the role of the analyst has evolved in recent years to such an extent that they have as significant an input as more hands-on, on-field coaches.

The modern cricketer has access to so much footage and data that it is becoming increasingly challenging to find new ways to overcome opponents. Unlocking data, embracing change and being resourceful and open-minded about the advances of the game has helped me enormously. And I am sure it will help me further over the coming years as I transition from my playing career to a coaching one.

I am indebted to people like Nathan who, throughout my career, have helped me fulfil my potential, both as a batsman and as a captain, and in doing so helped to unlock the unknown. As a man he is empathetic, pragmatic and resourceful, someone who understands the game and the psychology of dealing with players.

The analyst is often a key buffer for players and their respective coaches. There can be uncomfortable truths, but the level of trust is such that the players can have full faith that the analyst, in our case Nathan, knows their game and is able to bring clarity and insight to enable them to deliver.

During a typical international series, we are in constant contact, either in person, by phone or e-mail, sharing thoughts and insights or simulating games. In and around match days it is invaluable for me to have a pragmatic sounding board like Nathan: emphasising key points, discussing potential match-ups, reiterating our game plan, providing a fresh, alternative captain’s perspective, or just there to bounce ideas off.

In this book, Nathan and Ben Jones lift the curtain and give you a tour of the ideas and understanding that modern analytical techniques make possible. They show you patterns and mechanisms within international cricket that you have probably never noticed.

This book also gives a fascinating and insightful account of the role that analysis played, alongside our medical, coaching and other support staff, to help drive the England team towards new standards over recent years. Success is a journey rather than a destination, but by embracing change and being open-minded about new methods, I believe that it helped England deliver that inaugural ICC Cricket World Cup title in the summer of 2019.

The beauty of cricket is that it tests you emotionally, physically, tactically and technically. You have to think fast, and you rely heavily on the information you have about your opponent, the pitch, weather conditions etc. to try to gain a competitive edge. It is one thing to have the information; it is another to implement it.

We spend so long charting courses, analysing strengths and identifying weaknesses, strategising and using best practice methods to engage and inspire. We are all chasing that nth degree. The extra 1 per cent. There is a time to analyse and a time to go with your gut. And, at all times, it is a balancing act between keeping one eye on the present and another on the future.

Cricket, like much of life, is ever-evolving. The moment one problem is resolved, another emerges.

But that is the thrill of the chase, the reason why we keep coming back for more. That appetite for learning and continuous improvement shapes our identity. Hopefully it will continue to inspire us in the future, for the rest of our careers and beyond.

Eoin Morgan, December 2020
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Introduction: Counting Matters
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It is 2004, and a young boy is watching Ashley Giles bowling for England. There is no obvious reason why it is Giles who becomes an inspirational figure for him, but something clicks. Perhaps it is the rhythm of the approach or the whir of the arms that’s appealing; perhaps it’s just the sunglasses.

When the boy learns to bowl, it is Giles’s action he copies. Mirrors, because the boy is right-handed. He wanders up to the crease, raises his non-bowling arm and pulls it right across his body, looking to the left of the forearm. He bends his left wrist right back, so the palm faces the sky, just like his hero. As the action unfurls, the bowling arm is high, and brushes his ear, just like you are always told it should.

Then in 2005, Shane Warne comes to England along with the rest of the Australian team. It is cricket’s Golden Summer. The year the nation falls back in love with the game, when cafés hum with the sound of Test Match Special, ‘Jones . . . Bowden’ and ‘That. Is. Very. Good’ fills the air. But for the boy all the pageantry and redemption is irrelevant – the summer is about Warne.

He watches the way Warne bowls with confusion. The amount of spin he gets on the ball is absurd; the way no English batsman is able to predict what will happen feels almost unfair, like it should be against the rules.

The way Warne approaches the crease, level, slow and precise, is the opposite of Giles’s vertical hop, skip and swivel.

Watching wicket after wicket fall to Warne, the boy thinks he might be on to something. Perhaps – but only perhaps – this is a better model for a young leg-spin bowler than Ashley Giles.

So he goes out into the garden, with a notebook and a pen, a ball and some stumps. He bowls delivery after delivery at the stumps with the old action, Giles’s action, noting down whenever he hits the stumps. Then, after he’s bowled 100 deliveries with that action, he switches (the distance between the two sets of stumps is 20 metres).

Now he bowls 100 deliveries with the new action, Warne’s action. This low, slow, round-armed approach, twisting the wrist. Every time he hits the stumps, he marks it down.

Wandering back up the garden path, the notebook is telling a clear story. The rain may have made the ink run, but the results are obvious. The new changed action is more effective.

Armed with the new Warne-inspired action, Ben turns out for his cricket club Under-11s in the next match . . . and takes a hat-trick. (From memory, the third and final victim, having never played the game before, was out stumped having wandered down the pitch unaware of the rules.)

It’s a vindication for science! And somewhere in Ben’s head cogs have started to turn. Counting can make you a better cricketer! Collecting evidence can tell you things you didn’t know.

The same summer that Ben is counting leg-breaks, Nathan is counting too. Counting steps, dropped passes, missed tackles, down in Tonbridge, Kent.

In September he starts his second season coaching the school’s Rugby First XV. He spends the holidays pulling apart every training drill, every practice, reorganising, redesigning. Every footstep is counted, every metre run.

Distances and running lines are adjusted to get the maximum possible impact from the minimum possible distance covered and energy expended. Timings and number of players per station are tweaked to optimise recovery.

Videos of old practices are dissected so that the number of dropped passes, successful and failed attempts can be adjusted, tuned into the magic sweet spot that will maximally accelerate skill acquisition.

Every stray stride is cut, every ounce of unnecessary effort carved away, until the whole training programme is as lean and efficient as he knows how to make it.

Again, there is a vindication of sorts. The team goes on to win every match they play for the next three years. Indirectly, it leads to him being recruited into Andy Flower’s England cricket set-up.

And at the same time that we were both counting in our different ways, other people had started to count too. That counting and the things they started to count are ultimately where this book began. Because it is around that time that the collection of serious data on international cricket started in earnest.

For the first time, there was a concerted effort to record the details of every ball that was bowled in any high-level cricket match anywhere in the world. At the same time, ball-tracking technology in the form of Hawk-Eye started to provide hitherto undreamed of levels of accurate data about the raw mechanics of Test match and white-ball cricket.

This book is the story of that data, and what it can tell us about how cricket really works.

IT TOOK THE WHOLE HISTORY OF CRICKET TO PRODUCE VIRAT KOHLI

There is an old Buddhist fable that we have used in the past to explain how many aspects of cricket work and why. That is, in ways that don’t always seem to make sense. It goes like this.


High, high in the Chinese hills there was once a monastery where a distinguished Taoist guru lived with his disciples.

In the evenings the monks would gather in the Great Hall to listen to their leader’s teachings and to meditate. But there was a stray cat that had adopted the monastery, and each evening it would follow the monks into the hall. It would mewl, scratch and generally be annoying throughout their silent meditation.

It did this every night until the great teacher became so irritated by it that he told his followers to put a collar on the cat and tether it on the far side of the monastery each evening.

This worked well, and for a while, teacher, cat and monks all went through their nightly routine.

One day, the learned teacher died. But the monks continued to tie up the cat each evening.

More years passed.

And eventually the cat died.

So the monks went down to the nearest village, found a replacement cat, and tied it up each evening instead.

Two centuries later, religious scholars write learned essays on the importance of tying up a cat prior to evening meditation.



This is how cricket works.

There are many Tethered Cats in cricket, habitual actions that have outlived the conditions that created them. It is the case in most sports, but cricket seems to be particularly well-resourced in that regard.

More recently we discovered a second story, that we see as a counterpoint to the story of ‘The Tethered Cat’ – well, if not quite a counterpoint, then certainly a companion piece – and that story concerns ‘Chesterton’s Fence’.

G. K. Chesterton was a writer, lay theologian and arch-conservative thinker. He used the story to illustrate the importance of ‘small c’ conservative thinking.


There was once a man who had a long way to walk to work, and every day he had to go well out of his way because a large hedge blocked the most direct route. Every day he walked over a mile further in the morning, and again on his way home in the evening because the hedge was in his way.

Day after day, he looked at the hedge and thought, If that hedge wasn’t there, I could save myself an hour of walking every day.

Eventually he had had enough and decided to make a hole in the hedge so that he could walk the shorter route and save himself time. And that was the day that the bull who lived on the other side of the hedge killed him.



Chesterton used the story to illustrate his principle that you should not be allowed to remove a rule or a tradition unless and until you fully understand the reasons why it was first put in place, and all the effects that its presence has.

Modern cricket is a nest of Tethered Cats and Chesterton Fences. Every aspect of the game from technique and tactics to selection strategy is guided by traditions and received wisdom, some of which goes back decades. Some of those tenets, while universally accepted, turn out to be wrong. Others that are not accorded the same reverence are more important than most people realise.

The game has evolved over hundreds of years, sometimes at random, sometimes by design. And the beautiful, maddening, fascinating game that we love in turn shapes with unseen hands the cricketers and teams that play it. It pushes here, it pulls there. With one hand it allows some things to work, with another it stops other things from being effective at all.

A hawk is shaped by the environment it lives in, every muscle and ligament perfectly tuned by the forces of evolution to survive and succeed in the world it is designed for.

‘It took the whole of Creation / To produce my foot, my each feather’ as Ted Hughes puts it in ‘Hawk Roosting’.

In the same way, every player and team evolves under the forces created by cricket itself. Technique, tactics, selection, everything is shaped by what works and what doesn’t work. We do some things because they work, we don’t do other things because they don’t. And just as ‘It took the whole of Creation’ to create a hawk, it took the whole history of cricket to produce Virat Kohli. If you had changed the laws of the game 30 years ago then Kohli would not now bat the way Virat Kohli bats.

There are other unseen hands at work. As human beings, brilliant but endearingly fallible, we share a set of strong subconscious biases – the unconscious mistakes that we all tend to make in predictable ways. We all suffer from confirmation bias, for example. We are all loss averse.

We also share certain physiological limitations. There are things none of us can do. No matter how hard we train, none of us can react to something in less than a tenth of a second.

And just as cricket shapes cricketers, cricket itself is shaped by the inbuilt biases that all cricketers have. That all of us have. Closely examine the decisions coaches and players make at the highest level and you can detect the unseen hands that guide our behaviour, for good or ill.

For example, if human beings were not loss averse then the game of cricket would look different; bowlers would bowl different lengths, captains would make different choices at the toss.

If our reaction speed as a species was slightly faster, then the optimum length to bowl in Test cricket would have to be fuller, and it would change the comparative advantage that left-arm seamers have over their right-handed brethren in T20 cricket.

Every cricketer at every level of the game is shaped by the unseen hands, influenced by their own physiology, psychology and by the underlying structure of the game. But as you climb upward through the levels from club cricket, to First Class, to internationals, those forces grow stronger and stronger.

As the air becomes more rarefied and the margin between success and failure becomes smaller and smaller, the more important those small advantages become and the harder it becomes to work against the unseen hands.

So, while 20 per cent of club batsmen bat left-handed, in county cricket this figure is over 35 per cent, and in Tests nearly 50 per cent. The size of the relative advantage doesn’t change, but the importance of that slight edge increases.

That is what we will explore in this book. We will lift the lid on international cricket and explain its hidden workings and dynamics. We will look at the forces that shape cricket and, in turn, the cricketers who play it. We will uncover the unseen hands that determine which players succeed and which fail, which tactics work and which don’t, which teams win and which lose.

Fifteen years ago, no one could have written this book. Although the theories, the ideas, the questions and the debates have been around forever, there simply wasn’t a way of answering those questions, of settling those debates definitively.

But then the counting started, and with it came an explosion of new information. The advent of modern sports analysis techniques means that now data is collected on every detail of every ball in every First Class or List A cricket match in the world. For many of those matches and for all internationals and major T20 leagues we also have Hawk-Eye (or Hawk-Eyestyle) ball-tracking data.

And ball-tracking data transforms everything. Every ball is tracked to within millimetres, its release point, speed and bounce point are measured, as are how much the ball swings, how much it deviates off the pitch, the exact height and line that it passes the stumps, and multiple other variables.

The effect of this in terms of our ability to understand the game is profound. Every ball bowled becomes an independent experiment into how cricket works. After 15 years, we now have the results of millions of such experiments, which contain within them everything you could want to know about international cricket. To discover what we wish to know, all we need do is ask the right questions.

This book will take you on a whistlestop tour of modern cricket and sports analytics. We will uncover the unseen hands that have shaped the game and those who play it. Hopefully, we will solve some puzzles you have pondered for years and introduce some others you have never considered. It will be a little complicated in places, and it will be as geeky as you choose to make it. But it will be fun, and you won’t look at cricket in the same way afterwards.

We will answer questions that have been asked for 100 years – ‘Why is a good length a good length?’ – and questions that have never been asked before – ‘Why don’t Indians bat left-handed?’

We will ask and answer the perennial commentators’ bugbear, ‘Why don’t they pitch it up?’

We will look at left-handedness and talk about its advantages and disadvantages. Should you turn your young, right-handed child round and turn them into a leftie? Well, it turns out that that depends on where you live.

We will discover why the ball swings, swerves and dips in the air, how bowlers use it to their advantage, and how batsmen counter it.

We will look at how the stadium bands of Sri Lanka differ from England’s Barmy Army and discover what that tells us about those two countries’ cricketers, but we will first examine how the same ideas help professional poker players manage risk.

We will explore the new world of franchise cricket where Billy Beane wannabes try to ‘Moneyball’ their way to success.

And we will get you fully up to speed on T20 cricket, its techniques, tactics and strategies. We will take you to the cutting edge of the format that has evolved so rapidly it has left coaches and commentators in its wake.

Lastly, we will look in detail at the stats behind some success stories: how England won the World Cup; how the Multan Sultans are breaking new ground in innovation, recruitment and tactics; and how England became the only Test team to win a series in India in the last 15 years.

And along the way, we will make the invisible visible. We will show you the unseen hands that shape cricket and help make it the greatest game in the world.




Part One

Mechanics of the Game


OEBPS/images/pub.png
»

CONSTABLE





OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
AGAI NST L= (emesp)
THE SPIN G

HOW CRICKET  /\/AlL"
REALLY WORKS | INEEZ/SHE. o






