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INTRODUCTION

What do they know of cricket, who only cricket know?

CLR James

Welcome to a wonderful world. Right from the start we’ve got to get something straight – cricket is not a sport. Sport is something that needs skill, training regimes and athleticism. Ok, so that’s something that cricketers at the highest level need as well, but for the rest of us, the people who watch from the comfort of an armchair, a deckchair or a stand, even the people who spend their evenings or weekends playing the game itself, it is just that. A game.

So why is that distinction important? Well, firstly because games are typified by rules – except in cricket they’re called laws – and these can be read, understood and analysed by anyone, from players to spectators to officials, which makes everyone’s participation very active. It’s a game because anyone can play it, at any level, using even the most basic equipment. It’s a game because people love it, and because it becomes part of life. It’s a game because it doesn’t have to matter – which is what makes it matter even more.

That’s what this book celebrates; the game from root to branch, from its basics to its complexities and from its highs to its lows. You’ll find all the essentials explained in these pages – from the laws of the game, to the right kind of kit, to the right way to behave on and off the field. You’ll also find a full explanation of all the terms of reference and nicknames that appear like a secret code to a newcomer to the game. But most of all you’ll find a wealth of information, hints, tips and background which will immediately draw you into the ranks of the cricket lover if you’re not there yet. Or it will underline your passion for the game if you’ve already given it your heart.

This book offers more than simply guidance on how to play, it also takes a closer look at the history and playing records of the teams at the top of the game, at their star performers and their grounds, at their notorious scandals and exhilarating victories. It looks at the relationship between cricket and the world around it – in the political world, in books, on film, even in music – and at how the way we watch and play cricket is changing.

For me, cricket has been a lifelong partner – and while it hasn’t been one I’ve had the smoothest relationship with (best bowling 4–12, best batting 20) at least I’ve always tried to understand and respect its ways. That’s not always an easy task, but I know this book will give you a head start. So enjoy what you find in here. I hope it’s the start of something beautiful. But if not, don’t worry. It’s only a game, after all.

Greg Vaughan

Important note: Throughout this book, the male pronoun ‘he’ has been used to refer to cricketers, but there is nothing in this book, nor in the laws or spirit of cricket, that does not apply equally to women as it does to men.
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THE HISTORY OF CRICKET

Cricket: a sport of which the contenders drive a ball with sticks in opposition to each other.

Definition in Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, published 1755

ORIGINS OF THE GAME

As the above quote shows, it’s pretty hard to sum up the richly textured and much-loved game of cricket in a single, simple sentence. And as you might expect it’s equally hard to pinpoint the where, when and why of the sport’s genesis and transformation into the worldwide phenomenon we recognise today.

What we do have, however, is the knowledge that by the time Johnson was putting together his dictionary, cricket was a firmly established sport throughout society – and all around the world.

There are many different theories about the origins of the sport – references to bat and ball games played in medieval Holland, France and even Scandinavia all point to the existence of a form of the game in the 13th century, but there’s no definitive evidence laid down until 1598, when John Derrick, a coroner from the town of Guildford in Surrey, noted in an official document that he had played cricket as a boy on a patch of land in the town as far back as the 1550s.


Stoolball – cricket’s older brother?

The game of stoolball is closely linked to cricket and many people believe the two games have the same roots. But while both sports became popular in the south east UK counties of Kent, Sussex and Surrey 500 years ago, cricket has become an international sport while stoolball has remained local to that area.

The word ‘stool’ has nothing to do with seating – it is an old Sussex dialect word for a tree stump. Like cricket, stoolball has teams of 11 players and boundaries, runouts and fielders, but there are some differences:



• The bat is small and round, more like a table tennis bat than a traditional cricket bat, and the ball is softer, like in baseball.

• The target is a wooden panel on a stake and the ball must be bowled underarm and cannot hit the ground after it is bowled.

• There are eight balls in an over.



Stoolball is still widely played in Sussex and Surrey, where competitive amateur leagues keep the old game alive and well.



THE FIRST GAME: WHERE, WHEN AND WHO WON

After John Derrick there are a handful of references to cricket over the following 50 years but most of these relate to unofficial matches played on Sundays, which met with the disapproval of the church authorities and fines or penance for the unfortunate players involved. The first ‘official’ match on record was played at Coxheath near Maidstone in Kent on May 29 1646.

This first game was played on common land with two players on one side and four on the other. The ball was bowled underarm and the bat was a curved club, while there were only two stumps. It was a simple and unrefined game. Samuel Filmer, a noted royalist sympathiser in an era of Cromwell-inspired rebellion, was on the winning side.


Pocket Fact

The game at Coxheath was also notable as bets were laid on the outcome – cricket’s growing popularity was closely linked to the massive increase in gambling after the restoration of the monarchy in 1660.



ORIGIN OF THE WORD ‘CRICKET’

As we’ve already seen, cricket has a fairly sketchy history, so it’s not surprising that the word itself has a range of different potential sources. Here are some of the more popular theories:

• Krick. Old Dutch ‘a stick’ or Cric, old English for ‘a staff’. Both of these words relate to the bat and its shape and may be the origin of the game’s title, while some histories claim that the name comes from the Dutch krickstoel, which was a low stool used for kneeling when praying in church, and which was similar in appearance to the early stumps.

• Crekett. This is the word used by John Derrick in the first recorded account of the game.

• Creag. This word relates to a game played in the court of King Edward I way back in 1299, but may just be a corruption of the Gaelic word ‘craic’ which was used to describe pastimes in general.


Pocket Fact

When cricket was first played on rough and uneven common land it was a pretty dangerous pastime with no pads or other protection for the batsman. The first recorded fatality on the cricket pitch was Jasper Vinall, who was hit by a bat while fielding in 1624.



THE FIRST ESTABLISHED CLUBS AND GROUNDS

As cricket became more established in the 18th century, so it became more organised and teams sprang up, leading to the creation of venues for these teams to play at. Here are some of the most important pioneering clubs and the grounds they frequented.

The clubs

• Slindon. A Sussex club supported by an aristocratic patron, the Duke of Richmond (1701–1750). The club attracted a number of high profile players and often represented the whole county of Sussex in games.

• Hambledon. If Sussex had Slindon then Hampshire trumped them with Hambledon, a team which effectively rewrote the history of the game – partly by dominating for many years and partly thanks to the stories of John Nyren, son of Hambledon legend Richard Nyren (see here). Nyren’s tales were recorded in The Young Cricketer’s Tutor, a book which described the rural idyll of Hambledon in such romantic terms that it became a popular myth that cricket had been invented at Hambledon.

• White Conduit Club (WCC). A short-lived but vital club that emerged at the beginning of the 1780s (and ceased to exist when incorporated into the MCC in 1787) from the gentlemen’s clubs of London – specifically from the Star and Garter Club which was patronised by the Prince of Wales. The team played its cricket at White Conduit Fields in London and employed a number of the leading professional cricketers of the day.

• Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC). The reason for the short life of the WCC was its absorption into a new club based at Dorset Square, Marylebone. Many WCC members became part of the MCC and the new club, formed in 1787, has gone on to be among the most influential in world cricket history. The MCC picked up where the Star and Garter Club left off in 1774, as the self-appointed lawmaker in the early – and fairly lawless – days of the game. Although the MCC was mainly a cricket playing club, it continued in the role of lawmaker without question or comment for almost 200 years, until the power of the game’s policing body – the International Cricket Council (ICC) – grew to such an extent that the MCC now fills a role as keeper and publisher of the laws rather than the actual enforcer. See Chapter 2 for more on the MCC, its role as cricket’s first real law enforcement body, and its relationship with the ICC.

• Calcutta Cricket Club. English ex-pats had formed the CCC in India by 1792. The club is still in existence and is one of the oldest sporting clubs in the world.


Pocket Fact

As mentioned above in the case of Slindon, the earliest games had a county versus county focus, which is believed to be the main inspiration behind the English format of county teams rather than town or city based teams.



The grounds

• Artillery Ground. An existing ground in Finsbury in north London which was often used for first-class games from the 1730s to the 1770s.

• Moulsey Hurst. West Molesey, Surrey. Another of the great early grounds and the setting for the painting Cricket at Moulsey Hurst which hangs at Lord’s. The first recorded match to be played there took place in 1726.

• Broadhalfpenny Down. The home of Hambledon Cricket Club in Hambledon village in Hampshire.

• Bishopbourne Paddock. The ground at Bourne House near Canterbury, Kent, owned by one of the game’s early patrons, Sir Horace Mann. Many professional games were played here in the latter half of the 18th century.

• Lord’s. The home of the MCC and the cradle of all cricket. Its origins are not so romantic – it was founded by cricketer and property speculator Thomas Lord, who had operated several grounds in London before settling on a site at St John’s Wood in London in 1814. Lord hoped to develop for profit, building houses around the ground but the plan never came to fruition and while Lord faded into the background his name stuck.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE GAME AND ITS LAWS

With the game taking on legitimacy in society and with clubs and grounds set in stone, it became vital for the game to further develop its own laws and regulations. Here’s a brief outline of some of cricket’s major milestones.

1727: The Duke of Richmond and a Mr Brodrick establish articles of agreement before a match – the first written ‘laws’ of the game.

1744: The London Club (based at the Artillery Ground) produces the first version of the laws of cricket, establishing certain key rules, including the set length of a pitch as 22 yards.


Pocket Fact

In the early 1770s, a Surrey-based player Thomas White came out to the crease carrying a bat as wide as the stumps. The furore from this incident led to a regulation size for bats which continues to this day.



1771: Bat width is set at four and a quarter inches.

1774: The law of leg before wicket (lbw) is introduced.

1775: The middle stump is added.


Pocket Fact

John Small of Hambledon survived against the great bowler ‘Lumpy’ Stevens (see here) after the ball passed between the two stumps on numerous occasions. A third stump was soon added and another loophole was closed.



1787: The MCC is formed.

1788: The MCC issues a revised version of the laws of cricket.

1804: The first official reference to cricket being played in Australia.

1828: Round-arm bowling (in which the player’s hand is level with his elbow) is finally permitted by the MCC following a 20-year struggle to have it recognised.


The great bowling debate

When cricket first became popular, the ball was rolled underarm along the ground. The quality of cricket fields made this dangerous for the batsman and erratic for the bowler. It soon became clear that bowlers could be more effective if they pitched the ball through the air, as the extra ‘flight’ would make the ball move or behave in a less predictable way.

In 1807, John Willes pioneered a new form of bowling in which the hand was level with the elbow and the ball was delivered in a round-arm action. It was regarded as dangerous – as the ball could be released at much greater speed – and was eventually banned by the MCC in 1816. However, Willes continued to bowl in this way, and won many supporters to his cause. After a series of campaigns by high-profile players, who could see the improvements round-arm bowling was making to their game, the MCC’s nerve finally broke in 1828 and round-arm bowling was accepted. By the time overarm bowling was accepted in 1864, the traditionalists had lost some of their influence and the transition was smoother – although round-arm and overarm techniques were both used right up to the end of the 19th century, with WG Grace (see here) a particularly great exponent of the round-arm delivery.



1830s: Pads are introduced for batsmen.

1832: First official reference to cricket being played in New Zealand.

1844: The first international match takes place – between Canada and the USA.

1846: All-England XI founded.

1850: Wicketkeeping gloves are introduced.

1864: MCC approves overarm bowling.

1877: Australia play England in the first test match. Australia win by 45 runs.

1889: South Africa play their first test match.

1900: The number of balls per over is changed from five to six.

1910: The definition of a ‘six’ is changed to any hit over the boundary that does not touch the ground.

1928: West Indies play their first test match.

1930: New Zealand play their first test match.

1931: Stumps are widened and heightened by one inch (to 28 inches and nine inches respectively).

1932: India play their first test match.

1948: The length of test matches is set at five days.

1952: Pakistan play their first test match.

1963: The first one-day tournament in cricket – the Gillette Cup – is launched in England.

1969: One-day Sunday league cricket begins in England.

1970: South Africa is banned from international cricket due to the government’s apartheid policy.

1971: The first one-day international takes place. Australia beat England by five wickets.

1975: The first limited overs World Cup takes place. West Indies beat Australia in the final.

1978: First time a helmet is worn in a test match – by Graham Yallop of Australia.

1982: Sri Lanka play their first test match.

1991: South Africa are readmitted to international cricket.

1992: Zimbabwe play their first test match.

1993: The MCC splits from the ICC (International Cricket Council).

2000: Bangladesh play their first test match.

2000: The laws of cricket are revised.

2003: Twenty20 Cup launched in England.

2007: First Twenty20 World Cup held in South Africa.

2008: Indian Premier League – the world’s richest cricket tournament – begins.

EARLY PIONEERS

Great clubs, great grounds and an ever-growing list of laws and regulations didn’t make the game great alone – that honour fell to a select band of pioneers who, in various ways, took the game to a new level of skill and professionalism. Here are some of the key players in the earlier days of the game.

Richard Nyren (1734–1797)

• His claim to fame: One of the leading players of Hambledon, the club which dominated cricket for so long in the 18th century. Nyren was less noted for his cricket than for his ability to spot talent and nurture his team. He also ran the celebrated Bat and Ball pub in the village.

• Legendary status: 9/10. Assured of his place in cricketing literature as the the main character of his son John’s bestselling book The Young Cricketer’s Tutor (see here).

Edward ‘Lumpy’ Stevens (1735–1819)

• His claim to fame: The finest bowler of underarm ‘shooters’ – a fast, almost unplayable ball that pitched perfectly nearly every time – Stevens was also one of the earliest examples of a professional player. Employed by his patron notionally as a gardener but mainly as a demon bowler, Lumpy played the game well into his fifties.

• Legendary status: 7/10. His portrait hangs at Knole House in Kent and his employer commissioned a gravestone on his death – not bad for a simple working man.

William Clarke (1798–1856)

• His claim to fame: He was a bowler of great ability, but his major feat was to assemble an All-England XI, effectively the first incarnation of any national cricket team anywhere in the world. He also created the famous Trent Bridge cricket ground.

• Legendary status: 8/10. A wily businessman, Clarke was a true visionary who saw the potential for the game as a spectator sport.

Fuller Pilch (1804–1870)

• His claim to fame: What Lumpy Stevens did for bowling, Pilch emulated with the bat. Pilch totally dominated the game from 1830–1850 and was the finest batsman in England by a huge margin. He introduced the idea of playing on the front foot, a great advantage on the uneven pitches of the era. He scored 10 centuries in his first class playing career at a time when high scores were almost impossible on rough pitches.

• Legendary status: 9/10. A pioneer, whose supreme batting ability overcame the limitations of the poor quality early pitches.

John Wisden (1826–1884)

• His claim to fame: Wisden was part of Clarke’s XI for a time and is notable for the extraordinary achievement of taking all 10 wickets in an innings for North v South England. But his principal claim lies in his extraordinary records of the scores, averages and records of cricket, which continue to this day in the shape of Wisden’s Cricket Almanack – otherwise known as ‘the bible’ (see Chapter 10).

• Legendary status: 10/10. Alongside Thomas Lord, Wisden is a name that will forever be associated with the game of cricket.

WG Grace (1848–1915)

• His claim to fame: Grace was the first superstar cricketer. A larger-than-life character, he was simply a better player than anyone who came before – especially with the bat. But Grace was also a great showman who had the capacity to command huge crowds (and huge fees) when he played. The fact that he turned cricket into a commercial success as a player – rather than simply as a betting supporter – helped to bring the game’s standards into the 20th century. Cricket grounds began to resemble their modern-day equivalents because of the money that followed in Grace’s wake.

• Legendary status. 10/10. An icon of the game. With more than 54,000 career runs to his name and nearly 3,000 wickets, he was much more than a mere circus act.


Pocket Fact

England suffered a 45-run defeat in the first ever test match (against Australia in 1877) and when the fixture was repeated exactly 100 years later England lost again, by exactly the same margin.
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