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Introduction

WHY I SPIN

[image: image]

I wish I could say, as George Orwell did, that from a very early age I knew that when I grew up I should be a writer. Given how things have turned out, were it true that might be a source of solace to me now. But the fact is I didn’t. From a rather early age, in fact the age of nine years and eleven months, I knew that when I grew up I should bowl leg-spin.

At least that was my intention. I can trace its origins very precisely. It was 3 June 1993, and I had several hours earlier returned from primary school. It was a ritual of my father’s to watch The Nine O’Clock News, as it then was, and I was in the habit of ignoring all of it until the sport came on. But in the headlines at the top of the programme – I can’t remember the newsreader – I saw approximately one and a half seconds of sport that would change my life.

Shane Warne, an enigmatic young Australian whose peroxide blond hair gave every indication of his being cricket’s answer to Debbie Harry, bowled over the wicket to Mike Gatting in the Old Trafford Test. It was his first ball in an Ashes match. Upon release, the ball swerved viciously in the air from left to right, dipped sharply and then turned dramatically in the opposite direction to hit the off-stump. Gatting was dumbfounded. Dickie Bird, umpiring, was similarly perplexed, and Richie Benaud, commentating, gave it the heavily accented understatement: ‘He’s done it, he’s started off with the most beautiful delivery.’

Nothing would ever be the same again.

I had played Kwik cricket at school, and in long afternoons on Tooting Bec Common, but until that moment I had never understood the potential innate in a cricket ball, or realised the beauty there was in a leg-break. Batting had a rawness to it, as fast bowling did, and other sports had something similar; but spin bowling – beating the bat in the air and off the pitch – that was something new, something calculated, something that could be learned, even if you were obese, as I was (and Warne threatened to be).

The significance of this last point is tremendous. The generosity of my boyhood girth equipped me only for a form of bowling wherein my approach to the crease would be an amble rather than a sprint, and if I was to dream of sporting glory, as I did for the next decade of my life, leg-spin specifically it would have to be.

Having failed through a combination of injury and indolence to become a leg-spinner of renown myself, my motivation here is essentially that of the admiring critic. But it should be mentioned that this book is, in a very fundamental sense, the product of my own failure to warrant a place within the pages to come, alongside these heroes. I devoted my childhood to spin, and leg-spin in particular. I cycled to the nets at my local club, Sinjuns CC in Wandsworth, south London, before school, and ripped the lower part of my uniform climbing over the main gate so as to snatch a couple of overs in which to practise. My portly frame was incongruous with the athleticism of my ambition. Until the age of fourteen, when I remained resolutely more spherical than the newest cricket ball, less supportive parents than mine could have been forgiven for making me choose between leg-spin and the penny sweet cola bottles I gulped by the hundred on a daily basis, ensuring I would remain rotund.

It was this very frame that had led my first coach and mentor, Kevin Molloy, later Director of Sports at Alleyn’s Junior School in south London, to christen me Mushtaq – or Mushy for short – after the great Pakistani Mushtaq Ahmed, when I first turned up at Sinjuns aged ten and a half. This new name caused me to have a very clearly split childhood personality: I was Amol at school, but the real person I wanted to be, the personification of my dreams and ambitions, the person in whom was invested genuine emotion, was ‘Mushy’. So wholly did I embrace this nickname – this persona – that after seven years at Sinjuns, many of my very closest friends and associates, people with whom I had grown up, frequently had reason to ask, when invited by a third party, what my real name was. On a thousand scoresheets of the Fuller’s League in Surrey, I am known to the world as M. Rajan; though if I took a particularly decent haul I made sure the home scorer knew my initial was an ‘A’.

This double life intensified my devotion to spin. Awarded some book vouchers for a modest academic achievement, I escorted my father to Foyle’s in central London, whereupon he had hoped to initiate in his second son a lifelong devotion to literature. I can remember very precisely the look on his face as I steered him away from the section containing Dostoevsky and Conrad, and towards two books that changed the course of my life forever. He didn’t think Peter Philpott’s The Art of Wrist-Spin Bowling and Brian Wilkins’s Cricket: The Bowler’s Art would stimulate the intellectual activity he so longed to see, but his decision to sanction their purchase laid the foundation for a personal agenda of industry and diligence from which I am still recovering.

Wilkins’s book told me about the tradition of spin; Philpott’s told me how to become part of it. So I set to work, paying especially close attention to Philpott’s recommendation for ‘close focus’ exercises. They enabled the bowler capable of really spinning it but lacking in accuracy – that is, the personified globule of mediocrity that was my adolescent self – to land the ball on the right spot more regularly. I even moved to a better club, just down Burntwood Lane.

Eventually I had trials, in an indoor school in Guildford, for Surrey Under-17s. Every kid was late because it was snowing. With my parents watching from the gallery above, I managed by divine providence not only to land a series of deliveries on the mat used for spinner’s nets in indoor schools, but actually to hit a decent length and make the ball perform right angles. This hitherto unknown personal feat led to my selection for the Surrey youth side, so that I would follow in the footsteps of that great medium-paced spinner George Lohmann in graduating from the fields of Wandsworth Common to the Oval.

But no sooner had I attended my fourth net session at the Ken Barrington Centre than the anointed coach ended it by calling me and two other boys over for a debrief. I had been struggling with painful tendons in my finger and, more acutely, in my elbow, for several weeks. I was already hugely intimidated by the presence of all these public schoolboys, with their easy confidence, classical techniques and air of intense competence, so that when this summons came I instinctively suspected ill was afoot. I will never forget being warmly told that it fell to this head coach to reduce the size of the squad, with far too many players having being selected after the trials, and would I and the other two lads, one of whom was at least nearly as fat as me, mind awfully staying at home for next week’s nets. I went upstairs and changed, and haven’t cried like that since.

Weeks later I resolved to prove a point by getting reselected for the Surrey side. But the physiotherapy I was getting for the tendon trouble led to one particularly honest session which concluded with an X-ray – possibly taken just to scare me – and a stern warning from the consultant. If I wanted not only to avoid five decades with an arthritic elbow, but also to own a functioning right arm at all by the time I was thirty, I should give up spin bowling – not cricket, not bowling; spin bowling – immediately, which of course, devastated, I duly did.

The following pages are, then, an extended apology, mainly to the cricketer I might have been. Beyond that pathetic self-pity, two distinct but related propositions form their basis, though there is a broader argument too, which I shall outline in a moment. The first asserts that spin bowling is the most exceptionally beautiful art form within a sport already characterised by elegance. The second asserts that we are living through spin bowling’s greatest age. During this time, not only have Warne and Muttiah Muralitharan, who spin the ball in opposite directions, become the leading wicket-takers in history, but the most exciting bowler in the world, Ajantha Mendis, is bowling unlike almost anybody seen since the 1950s. Meanwhile Twenty20, which many predicted would be the death of spin, is in fact handmaiden to its latest flourishing. And in the 2011 limited overs World Cup, a plethora of spinners opened the bowling (albeit in helpful conditions) to prove their importance in that form of the game.

Both propositions are essentially optimistic, so that while almost all of the literature on spin bowling written in the past thirty years has taken the form of a lamentation, and the tone of elegy, the pages that follow are unapologetically celebratory.

In speaking on and off the record to hundreds of spinners, journalists and fans of the game before settling down to write this book, people whose knowledge of not just spin bowling but cricket in general varied hugely, I soon realised that these pages could be radically enhanced by explaining some of the basics graphically. As a journalist, and here as a lover of the game, my chief occupation is descriptive rather than prescriptive; but expanding on the when, what, why and who of spin bowling to incorporate the how seems a pleasant necessity. This is not a coaching manual (some good ones are recommended in the bibliography); nor is it a detailed investigation into the science of spin (again, see the bibliography); but given that spin bowling is as much an art form as it is a practice, I hope that the Interludes will be of use to those minded to join the spin doctor’s club. Almost certainly it is worthwhile reading the pages to come with a cricket ball perched close to you, and within reach of your spinning hand.

Fittingly, I hope, for a historical book, the Interludes reach their apogee with two deliveries – the doosra and the carrom ball – which are innovations by their most illustrious modern practitioners, Saqlain Mushtaq and Ajantha Mendis, respectively a great bowler and one destined for greatness, and then a delivery that I believe a new generation of Twirlymen will find irresistible once they have mastered it. I call this Rajan’s Mystery Ball.

As an activity, spin bowling speaks to a frame of mind, a spirit and attitude, that is eccentric, manipulative, relaxed about deceitfulness, brave in the face of adversity, curiously obsessed with the twisting motion of spherical objects, and bent on ingenuity (never were disabilities put to better use in able-bodied sport than Muttiah Muralitharan’s crooked arm, or Bhagwat Chandrasekhar’s polio-withered elbow, as will become clear). My concern therefore is not just to explore the art, but the characters conducting it, the cultures from which they spring, and the idiosyncrasies common to all. This I begin to do in my exploration of the Spinner’s Spirit.

My aim is not to produce an encyclopaedic overview of spin bowling; rather, by focusing on the most successful purveyors of a precious art, I hope to chart the vicissitudes of its evolution. All histories must contain some element of chronology, and all chronologies must be susceptible to division into composite parts – that is, eras. I have split spin bowling into eras that bleed into one another, much as the indelible qualities of their characters do. Sydney Barnes, for example, who came closer than any other man before or since to being the complete bowler, could be categorised alongside what I have called the Swift Pioneers – the bowlers of the late nineteenth century who spun the ball at medium pace – but for chronological reasons I have made him the starting point of what I call spin bowling’s First Flourish.

There are three different theoretical approaches which illuminate what I am setting out to do. They come from the spheres of biology, history and literature.

The unwritten sub-headline of this book is ‘A Darwinian Approach to Spin Bowling’ or, if you like, ‘An Evolutionary Approach to Spin Bowling’. Lewis Wolpert, the brilliant scientist, has written: ‘The key evolutionary idea related to our minds is adaptiveness’; and so it is with spinners, too. The Twirlymen of cricket constitute a sub-species, whose survival has been threatened by the remorseless destruction of their habitat by man, and who have been pushed to the very brink of extinction. And yet they have survived, by adapting: whether through the invention of magical new deliveries, the adoption of new approaches more amenable to the latest laws or the rediscovery of old rituals and practices that helped their forebears. What is more, it has often been their very chosen method of adaptiveness that has been a later source of success.

Historians, meanwhile, examine the past with wildly different prejudices about what can and cannot be deduced from their observations. ‘Long ago,’ Simon Schama has written, ‘we were told by the French historians of the Annales School that spectacular events – the storming of the Bastille, the assassination at Sarajevo, and the decisions of individuals, be they Roosevelt or Hitler – were but spume on the crest of history’s waves: that what really shaped the shoreline was the invisible pull of deep tides and currents far beneath the surface. Long-term influences are what change the world.’ But other historians take the opposite line: for them, the acts and decisions of individuals really are the drivers of history, the change-makers that push old forms into modernity, and create the possibility of anachronism. These historians hold that history is best understood through the prism of Great Men, and I suppose the title of this book is a confession of my subscription to that model of historical thinking.

Above all, I believe the art with which we are concerned generously repays consideration, and my starting point is akin to that of T. S. Eliot, in his epochal Tradition and the Individual Talent: ‘No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation, is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among the dead. I mean this as a principle of æsthetic, not merely historical, criticism’ – and so do I. The ghosts of Bosanquet, Barnes, O’Reilly and Iverson look on with pride each time Warne, Muralitharan, Mendis and Vettori approach the crease. It is only by placing modern Twirlymen in the context of the tradition they have inherited, inhabited and updated, that their ostensibly individual achievements can be fully admired, and understood.

Just as great writers borrow devices from ancient texts, occasionally pastiche them, and create a conversation between themselves and the tradition they inhabit, so too are modern bowlers conversant with their forebears. This can take extreme and controversial forms, as when Trevor Chappell in 1981 bowled a pea-roller to Brian McKechnie, doubtless annoyed that spectators and pundits alike failed to recognise his doing so had nothing to do with denying New Zealand a victory in the final of the Benson and Hedges World Series Cup at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, and everything to do with reawakening the spirit of the very first bowlers, who used to ‘bowl’ in the literal sense of sending the ball along the floor. Similarly, when Dilip Vengsarkar bowled an over of lobs in 1984–5, as reported by Graeme Fowler in his book Fox on the Run, he was doing no more than expressing solidarity with the great lob bowlers of the early Victorian era, and possibly even George Simpson-Hayward, the last of the lobsters, who plied his trade in an England shirt at the start of the twentieth century.

There is a canon of great bowlers, I contend, and my irksome task has been not so much to select those who deserve a place in it, as to judge why so many great bowlers don’t. Why don’t Tim May and Bob Appleyard, or Intikhab Alam and Mushtaq Mohammad, get chunkier treatments? I don’t have an answer that will satisfy all. The bowlers I have profiled were exceptional either in their preservation of an inherited tradition, or in their capacity to update it: they helped spin bowling survive through what economists too fondly call cyclical downturns. Many fine bowlers have not made the cut, as it were, and in some cases, when the lesson learned from a bowler’s career is so obvious as to be superfluous to the argument, they have been elided.

As to the basis of that argument, it contains several strands, to which I hope the details to come are convincing appendages. First, it seems to me a far too little observed fact that spin bowling, which hovered on the very brink of extinction so recently, is now in the ascendant, so that we have lived through an age in which not one but two of the very finest spinners ever have been a constant sight, and a dozen or so outstanding Twirlymen have clamoured for our attention, too.

Not many books are written about spin bowling these days. If you look at ones written not all that long ago, their titles and chapter headings tell you how morbid were the prospects for spin even in very recent memory. That classic work, John Emburey’s Spinning in a Fast World (1989), is just one example. Patrick Murphy’s The Spinner’s Turn (1982) asks: ‘What hope for spin?’. And the opening chapter of Trevor Bailey and Fred Trueman’s The Spinner’s Web (1988), ‘Where and Why have all the spinners gone?’, says it all. We have gone from there to living in possibly spin bowling’s greatest age in a mere two decades. This re-emergence seems to have merited little comment; and it is only by returning to the era immediately previous to the present one that we can see how close spin was to virtual extinction, and so appreciate the extraordinary bowlers we have before us today.

Second, this wonderful renaissance has happened despite, rather than because of, the rule changes successive generations of selfish, myopic and lucre-loving administrations have pushed through. Looking over cricket history it seems highly plausible that there was a conspiracy against spinners, because at every stage overlords of the game seem hell bent on making their lives miserable. Shorter boundaries, the advent of pinch-hitting with the one-day game, covered, lifeless wickets, and now, for goodness sake, two-faced bats (which effectively double the batsman’s hitting range), all have worked in the batsman’s favour and against the spinner. In the early years of video technology, spinners were also undone by the fact that opposition batsmen could study their every trick in minute detail. This remains a huge problem, of course, but it has been mitigated by the fact that Hawk-Eye technology, and the consequent willingness of umpires to give more leg-before decisions, has been of some use to spinners, especially English ones such as Graeme Swann and Monty Panesar. Still, the vast slew of legislation enacted over cricket history has been detrimental to the art of spin. That it should still have survived leads me to conclude, in the chapter on the Spinner’s Spirit, that the defining quality of all great spinners, after physical skill, is stamina – a fact borne out by many of their inspirational biographies.

Third, bowling, as it emerged from its very immature beginnings, was in fact dominated by spin. To the modern eye, so accustomed to raw pace and seam and swing bowling, it seems almost unfathomable that bowling attacks should be dominated by spin. The modern Indian spin quartet of the 1970s, like the South African googly quartet of the early twentieth century, show this need never be the case; but it is still refreshing to discover that for the first century or so in which cricket was played, spin was the first weapon of choice, and pace was a mere secondary consideration. This was largely because round-arm bowling – that is, bowling with the arm at 90 degrees to the body – wasn’t legalised until well into Queen Victoria’s reign, of course. But considering the history of the game as a whole, we should welcome the fact that, compared with pace bowling, spin has the longer, deeper heritage. The dominance of medium or raw pace at the top of bowling rankings for roughly the period the historian Eric Hobsbawm calls the short twentieth century – 1914–89 – should, with the aid of this historical knowledge, be rightly understood as a kind of decades-long aberration.

Fourth, in spin bowling as in all spheres of sport, all patents are fraudulent. I document the willingness of spinners to propagandise on their own behalf, and so widespread is the ignorance of spin bowling that whenever a bowler claims to have invented a new delivery, or set of new deliveries, their opponents naively believe them. Ahead of one Ashes series, Warne put it about that he had sixteen deliveries. This could just mean his stock ball bowled from sixteen marginally different positions on the bowling crease. English batsmen, far from taking a moment to think clearly about what was being put to them, were hypnotised with fear.

Throughout the history of mystery, spinners are claiming to invent their own ‘magic ball’ or ‘other one’. In almost each and every instance, the vacuity of their braggadocio can be exposed. This will be a recurring theme: whereas human history is rectilinear, the history of ideas is not. There is no such thing as an original idea. One very useful instance is in the falsity of claims made on behalf of the flipper, where endless devotees of the game who should know better claim it was invented by Clarrie Grimmett. In fact it was being bowled nearly a century before Grimmett used it in a match. The Australian should be credited with reawakening a dormant delivery, not with creating it from scratch.

Neither was the googly invented by the suave Englishman Bernard Bosanquet. And what about the doosra, the ball ‘invented’ by Saqlain Mushtaq? That, I suppose, could be called an original idea – if you erase from history Jack Potter, the off-spinner who went on Australia’s 1964 Ashes tour and had a delivery which went the other way.

Fifth, off-spin, for so long thought of as an ugly duckling in cricket despite the extraordinary achievements of bowlers such as Jim Laker, Hugh Tayfield and Lance Gibbs, remains even today the victim of outrageous slurs. I propose some theories as to why this may be the case in my chapter on the Two Dichotomies that have governed spin bowling. For now, suffice it to say that, at the time of writing, the best spinner in the world is an orthodox English off-spinner, very much in the mould of Laker, whose exceptional success should alone debunk the idea, sympathetic though I was with it in my childhood, that off-spin is at the very best no more than Robin to leg-spin’s Batman.

Sixth, while mystery is temporary, mastery is permanent. Of course the exoticism of the mystery spinners, those unknown and seemingly unknowable bowlers who are the subject of gossip and scurrilous rumour, and who occasionally burst on to the scene from nowhere, is a huge attraction to us. But the intriguing thing about mystery is that it often runs in inverse proportion to success. Paul Adams, the frog-in-a-blender South African, was a mystery spinner who briefly lit up Test cricket in the 1990s. Yet his chief service to the game was to prove indubitably that a bowler will not succeed at the highest level if, at the point of delivery, his head is speared into the ground and he is looking at his front knee. Masterful bowlers, on the other hand, such as Warne and classic slow left-armers like Wilfred Rhodes and Bishen Bedi, owe their longevity at the summit of the game to their complete mastery of the basics. They are supremely orthodox rather than mysteriously unorthodox.

Next to all this, the linear simplicity of medium and fast pace has, I contend, all the romance of genital warts. Spin bowling is just as attacking, just as aggressive, but more intellectually so. Far from being content with such uncomplicated weapons as speed or swing or seam, beautiful as those things may be, the spinner sends down his missives spiced with sinister infelicity. There were, of course, those spinners who, bowling marginally more quickly, sent arrows rather than grenades in the batsman’s direction, and elicited a kink rather than a kick from the pitch. These recur through the eras, but were most prevalent in the age of the great spinning medium-pacers, which I have called the age of the Swift Pioneers. More broadly, the eras bled into each other, so that the archives hum with periods in which bowlers adopted different styles, and the history of mystery is really one long, rowdy conversation between cerebral revellers: a merry band of men, delighting in each other’s company.

We should be thankful, above all, that the conversation is still not over – despite having threatened abrupt closure only recently. In fact, there is a sudden plethora of voices, and they’re talking more raucously than ever. How did we get here?


Chapter One

BRAVE ORIGINALS

[image: image]

The development of bowling from its base form, when it took the meaning of the word in its most literal sense of rolling the ball along the ground, owes as much to revolution as evolution. It should be granted at the outset that the chief agitators in the former category, who by sheer willpower forced cricket into modernity, were bowlers who determined to bamboozle batsmen rather than brutalise them. Between the middle of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a series of spinners would regularly risk the wrath of players and umpires alike, defying convention, custom and courtesy to overcome the resistance of an older, inferior game. That opened the path to today’s sport. Only once this premise has been accepted can the actions of the first spinners – they were spinners, incidentally, genuine tweak merchants rather than merely slow bowlers – be fully understood. They were progenitors not just to modern bowling greats but to all those who had ambitions to put more variation into bowling than was permitted by molehills, hollows, lumps and fox holes.

It was those natural occurrences that in the early days of cricket were a bowler’s best hope. Until around the middle of the eighteenth century, bowling was conducted along the lines of ten-pin bowling: delivered by an under-the-shoulder action, with the ball on the surface almost immediately upon leaving the hand, and the arm swinging through from a crouched position, with the opposite foot outstretched. Both knees were bent, that of the bowling side on or just above the ground. Slow deliveries were called ‘trundles’; quick deliveries were called ‘skims’.

Crucially, the bowling side themselves could choose where to lay the pitch. This was one of few compensations for the bowler, who had to accept what, to modern eyes, is the indignity of his undeserved absence from the scorecards. For many years only wicketkeepers and fielders were credited with dismissals; a bowler’s name would appear on the scorecard only in the event of the batsman having been bowled. But the privilege of choosing where to lay the strip for a game was exploited mischievously by many early bowlers, and purveyors of spin in particular.

It was probably around 1770 that bowlers first started to give the ball air, and there is no record of who was the first to do so consistently. One bowler who did, and who best utilised the freedom to place the strip, was Edward Stevens – known only as ‘Lumpy’ in scorecards from his playing days. A gardener by trade, his bowling was so effective it earned him work on the Walton-on-Thames estate of the Earl of Tankerville, an early patron of Surrey cricket and formulator of cricketing laws. Of Lumpy, who once won £100 for his lordship by hitting a feather with a ball four times in a row, was the verse written:

Honest Lumpy, who did ’low

He ne’er could bowl, save o’er a brow.

And it was his effort, in a single wicket match on 22–23 May 1775, where he beat the Hambledon batsman John Small three times in quick succession, but with the ball going each time between the two stumps that then constituted the wicket, that prompted his patrons to introduce a third (middle) stump, if only to quell Lumpy’s vociferous disgust.

His efforts were best reported by that first and literally foremost of cricket hacks, John Nyren. Our debt to him, as with so many chronicles of cricket, is beyond measure. The son of Hambledon Club captain Richard Nyren, raised in the legendary Bat & Ball Inn, wrote a kind of Plutarch’s Lives for the second millennium when recording his reminiscences of the great players at the turn of the nineteenth century. He wrote of bowlers and batsman alike, though, pleasantly enough for our purposes here, he seemed especially to admire the former. Given that a majority of bowlers in his time were spinners, this preference is to our lasting benefit. His reports go a long way towards compensating for the otherwise scattergun accounts of the period. Prone occasionally (and forgivably) to hyperbole, it is his descriptions that give us our most vivid portraits of the early spinners.

Nyren’s dysphemism for spin was ‘twist’, which moves the focus of attention to the wrist action instead of the revolutions on the ball in the air and off the ground. He was wont to contradict himself in his attitude to the early Twirlymen. Indeed, other than an obvious zeal for the game and a crime reporter’s attention to detail, we cannot discern a coherent ideology of bowling from his writings. At times he seemed fantastically in awe of the possibilities offered by ‘twist’; at others he would warn against its employment at all costs: ‘I cannot approve of his recommending a young player to give a twist to his balls,’ he wrote of William Lambert, ‘for in the first place, there are a hundred chances against his accomplishing the art and ten hundred in favour of the practice spoiling his bowling altogether.’

This caution, as we shall see, stands in direct opposition to the risk-taking innovation promoted by modern greats, from Benaud to Warne, who recommend young spinners try to really give the ball a rip before acquiring accuracy. Lambert, incidentally, was the five-foot-ten Surrey man with giant hands who fell from grace when accused of throwing a match at Lord’s, but not before becoming a spinner of renown.

At other times, a kind of childish exuberance seems to overwhelm Nyren, and he indulges all the devious possibilities of spin with relish, as we see in his account of Lamborn, ‘the Little Farmer’, who played for Hambledon between 1777 and 1781:

Right-handed, and he had the most extraordinary delivery I ever saw. The ball was delivered quite low, and with a twist; not like that of the generality of right-handed bowlers, but just the reverse way, that is, if bowling to a right-handed hitter his ball would twist from the off-stump into the leg. He was the first I remember who introduced this deceitful and teasing style of delivering the ball [my italics]. When All England played the Hambledon Club, the Little Farmer was appointed one of our bowlers; and, egad! this new trick of his so bothered the Kent and Surrey men, that they tumbled out one after another, as if they had been picked off by a rifle corps. For a long time they could not tell what to make of that cursed twist of his

The language here is wonderfully evocative, from the military metaphor (‘rifle corps’) to the almost serpentine sibilance of ‘cursed twist’ and the constant sense of magic, with reference to teases and tricks and deception. Lamborn, we surmise, probably bowled the first under-arm off-spinners, but didn’t know quite where to pitch them, constantly landing them on leg-stump rather than outside off. ‘Ah, it was tedious near you, sir!’ he would shout at the Duke of Dorset every time the ball went down the leg side, and eventually it got boring, so he learned to bowl a better line, something a few English off-spinners in recent times have been reluctant to do, even at Test level. Deprived by time of his forename, despite living to be eighty-five, he was described by Nyren as ‘a plain-spoken little bumpkin’ and ‘very civil and inoffensive’ (read: simple), and learned to spin the ball by hours of practice against a hurdle while tending his father’s sheep. Such ingenuity united Lamborn not only with the likes of Clarrie Grimmett, who trained his fox terrier to fetch balls after he’d bowled an over in his back garden, but with contemporaries such as Tom Boxall, David Harris and Tom Walker, too.

Boxall, who in 1801 published the earliest known cricket manual, Rules and Instructions for Playing the Game of Cricket, was no more than five foot five, and according to Arthur Haygarth, the author of Scores and Biographies (published in fifteen volumes between 1862 and 1879), probably bowled the first under-arm leg-breaks. He had practised them indoors in winter in a specially converted barn built for him by the celebrated Kent patron Stephen Amherst. This indoor training was also the method favoured by David Harris – prompting Simon Hughes to suggest he invented indoor schools – and also Tom Walker, so that we can probably update Hughes and say all three were pioneers of indoor practice. It seems curious to us that indoor practice should have flourished in this humble manner over two centuries ago, but accounts of the time are clear that they did.

David Harris, a potter by trade, became the greatest bowler of his day, but was eventually overwhelmed with gout. He was so dominant that he was permitted to walk to the middle on crutches, complete his over and then rest in an armchair rather than field. Lord Frederick Beauclerk, the irascible gambler who was a leading figure in the game around this period, called his bowling ‘one of the grandest sights in the universe’. Not the least of Harris’s charming attributes is that he is the father of the hat-trick – now hijacked by other sports – having been presented with a gold-laced hat after a game in the mid-1780s, in recognition of his taking three wickets in three balls.

He was, further, a man who owed a significant portion of his reputation to his capacity (literally) to make mountains out of molehills. Like ‘Lumpy’ Stevens, he had a propensity for choosing strips that favoured his unorthodox under-arm delivery, and a penchant for the rough unpredictability of molehills. The other striking feature about his method was the bounce he could generate. Again Nyren is invaluable and, as ever, the clues can be uncovered by looking to the language:

His attitude when preparing for his run previously to delivering the ball would have made a beautiful study for the sculptor. First of all, he stood erect like a soldier at drill; then, with a graceful curve of the arm, he raised the ball to his forehead, and drawing back his right foot, started off with his left. His mode of delivering the ball was very singular. He would bring it from under his arm with a twist and nearly as high as his armpit, and with this action push it, as it were, from him. How it was that the balls acquired the velocity they did by this method I never could comprehend. In bowling, he never stooped in the least in his delivery, but kept himself upright all the time. His balls were very little beholden to the ground when pitched; it was but a touch, and up again; and woe to the man who did not get into [sic] block them, for they had such a peculiar curl, that they would grind his fingers against the bat: many a time have I seen blood drawn in this way from a batter who was not up to the trick.

‘Very singular’ could apply as much to Harris’s unique action as to Nyren’s prose. Spin is conjured up here by the ever-ready ‘twist’, the evocative ‘peculiar curl’, and the slightly revolting but irresistible image of the revolutions on the ball inducing a grinding of batsman’s fingers against bat, and drawing blood. There is more of the magician’s vocabulary (‘trick’) and another military metaphor (‘soldier at drill’). Harris’s ‘upright’ action is an example through the ages, and compares favourably with many later spinners who didn’t make full use of their height (a repeated criticism of Tiger O’Reilly, in fact). Above all, we have received from Nyren an early description of spin causing pace off the wicket, fizzing on to the bat in a manner that O’Reilly himself, and other bowlers in his mould, such as Anil Kumble, emulated.

The other spinner to bamboozle batsman with his pace off the wicket, having practised indoors, was Tom Walker, known as ‘Old Everlasting’. He was described as the first ‘lobbing slow-bowler’ by ‘Silver’ Billy Beldham – an all-rounder so named because of his prematurely greying hair and ranked, in 1997, as one of The Times’s one hundred greatest players ever. It is Walker who is thought to have first stretched out his arm to the horizontal, and consciously bowled round-arm in defiance of the spirit of the game. He did this in the 1780s, and was immediately called for ‘throwing’ – though by use of that term his contemporaries were chastising him not for straightening his arm but for raising it too high. In other words, they thought he was a cheat rather than a chucker – not that such a distinction would be much comfort to the legion of spinners (most notably Muralitharan) to whom both those insults have been attached in more recent times.

In Walker as much as any other bowler we see the revolutionary impulse of the early Twirlymen rear its head. He was an agitator, and proudly, too. Walker was one of a celebrated brotherhood from Thursley, near Hindhead in Surrey. Harry and Tom were described by Nyren as a pair of ‘anointed clod-stompers’, but their brother John played more sporadically. Tom Walker induced mixed feelings in Nyren, who said both that he ‘never thought much of Tom’s bowling’, and later added he was ‘one of the most fox-headed fellows I ever saw’, a nod to his cunning with the ball. Later still Walker would prompt an admiring outburst from Nyren, who was in awe of his ‘hard, ungain, scrag-of-mutton frame’ with ‘skin like the rind of an old oak’, and knuckles that were ‘handsomely knocked about’ but never bled (unlike those of Lance Gibbs, Benaud, and, for that matter almost every other bowler mentioned in these pages). Beldham refuted this last point, saying, ‘I have seen Tom Walker rub his bleeding fingers in the dust!’, but we get a picture of Nyren’s adulation.

It was as an opening batsman of astonishing patience that Tom Walker acquired fame, as well as his nickname, once facing 170 balls from David Harris to score just one run. But his contribution to the development of the game is most profound in relation to that notorious, arm-outstretched delivery in the 1780s. He was far from being simply reprimanded for ‘throwing’; a special council of the Hambledon Club was convened to discuss the matter, and they lamented the foul play. In doing so, however, they gave the incident publicity, so that when later rebels also ate from the tree of cricket knowledge, of whose fruit round-arm and over-arm bowling were especially ripe picks, they cited ‘Old Everlasting’ as an early and shining example.

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, another major catalyst for the development of bowling was, perhaps unsurprisingly, the development of batting. Indeed, new batting techniques were central in forcing the pace of change. That late, brilliant historian and cricket nut Derek Birley attests batsmen were generally from a superior social standing, and thereby at greater liberty to innovate. Around 1765, John Small, from Empshott, just north of Petersfield in Hampshire, had become one of the first to make a habit of playing with a straight bat, and in two senses: first, he used a bat shaped like modern bats – that is, rectangular – rather than the inglorious hockey stick used previously; and second, he actually played ‘straight’, with a vertical rather than horizontal stroke. This gave a new role to the top hand. The Hambledon man Tom Seuter is the first batsman recorded as leaving his crease, and so popular did that technique become that it was quickly adopted as the orthodox method. Harry Hall, the gingerbread baker from Farnham, Surrey, proselytised about the ‘high left-elbow’ method, and Billy Beldham employed it to great effect.

A few decades later, a stylish young man named William Fennex, from Buckinghamshire, bucked the new trend for batsmen to jump out of the crease towards the pitch of the ball, instead playing it by lunging with his front foot while still stationed in the crease. This made him a progenitor of the cover drives that bring such happiness to spectators today. It also caused his watching father to shout in anguish, ‘Hey! Hey, boy! What is this? Do you call that play?’

All these developments had vast ramifications. Eventually the laws of the game had to keep up, and it is here that the myth of Christina Willes springs up. In 1806 John Willes, a Kent player, became the first man to bowl round-arm at Lord’s. Contemporary accounts suggest that he had been inspired by his sister who, bowling in their garden at home, was so inconvenienced by her lead-weighted dress that she raised her arm to waist height, soon to discover that by doing so she obtained the secondary benefit of making it easier to control the ball. Sir John Major, in that invaluable work, More Than a Game, has debunked this account. Hooped skirts, of the kind suggested by the purveyors of this myth, were simply not in fashion at the time of the Napoleonic Wars. Christina’s crinolines couldn’t have come into it.

John Willes attracted opprobrium for this shocking new method, and would on occasion defy certain rebuke to bowl it in matches. He was another proud agitator. In 1816 the game’s first Laws of Cricket, written in 1744, were updated to the following effect:

The ball must be bowled (not thrown or jerked), and be delivered underhand, with the hand below the elbow. But if the ball be jerked, or the arm extended from the body horizontally, and any part of the hand be uppermost, or the hand horizontally extended when the ball is delivered, the Umpires shall call ‘No Ball’.

This they duly did when, with blatant disregard for the new laws, Willes, who had by now been pushing the boundary of the law for close to fifteen years, delivered a round-arm delivery while bowling for Kent against MCC at Lord’s on 15 July 1822. Outraged by the continuing rigidity of the laws, Willes threw the ball down in disgust, called for his horse and promptly rode off into the sunset (literally and metaphorically: he all but retired after that match, ostracised by the cricket fraternity for his outlandish behaviour). For the next thirteen years, round-arm was tolerated unofficially and, in 1828, the MCC moderated Rule 10 to allow the hand as high as the elbow. In 1835 the laws were moderated again: by now the relevant passage was ‘if the hand be above the shoulder in delivery, the umpire must call “No Ball”’. In 1845 this rule was reinforced with the removal of the benefit of the doubt going to the bowler, but so impossible was this to adjudicate that by 1864 the authorities finally succumbed and legalised over-arm bowling.

If, to modern or myopic minds, this eventual permitting of over-arm bowling seems inevitable, it is worth reminding ourselves how far from certain such progress was. It took a full four decades between Willes’s tantrum at Lord’s in 1822 and eventual legalisation of over-arm; and it took just under six if we go back to his first round-arm delivery at the home of cricket in 1806. The intervening period is an extraordinary segment in the history of spin. The taboos surrounding the legality of round-arm encouraged risk-taking and, with it, innovations for which future Twirlymen would owe a debt of gratitude. Yet it was also a period in which the looseness of the laws and their enforcement meant bowlers of several different types flourished at the same time. Cricket matches regularly witnessed the early round-armers bowling their leg-breaks at one end, while from the other, old-school under-armers plied their trade in a more traditional fashion, sometimes reprising the off-breaks pioneered by Lamborn. It made the modern spectacle of almost complete over-arm delivery dominance seem positively monotonous by comparison, and one of the charming aspects to those middling decades of the nineteenth century is that spin bowlers were clearly beginning to develop a sense of self-awareness, of themselves as merchants of mystery, and employers of variation. Of the growing numbers doing this, four stand out. Each was called William.

The first, the aforementioned William Lambert, of whose technique Nyren was sceptical, employed infamously enormous hands to turn the ball sharply from leg. In Scores and Biographies, Arthur Haygarth wrote, that Lambert was ‘one of the most successful cricketers that has ever yet appeared’. Lambert also happened to be the finest batsman of his day, though he never recovered from the accusation that he threw a match at Lord’s.

The second, William Ward, was a Wykehamist who saved Lord’s by injecting it with cash just as it was about to be sold off, an act which led Nyren to dedicate one of his books to him. A director of the Bank of England, Member of Parliament and owner of the record score at Lord’s (278) between 1820 and 1925, he wielded a 4lb bat and once bowled seventeen maiden overs on the trot. Ward opposed round-arm bowling, saying it was too hard for the batsman, though ironically his own success with the bat undermined his argument. He insisted on bowling under-arm, which he did to great effect, spinning the ball sharply from leg to off.

William Clarke thought he could achieve a more substantial break from leg bowling under-arm, and so returned to that method, achieving huge success along the way. He was the Kerry Packer of the 1800s. A one-eyed wanderer referred to as ‘Old Clarke’ (‘old’ was clearly a popular motif in cricket circles of the time), he used to walk around the nets on the morning of a match, watching opposition batsmen and psyching them out, hands always tucked under his coat flaps, counting aloud his wickets in advance, deciphering the ‘exact pitch’ – that is, length – at which a batsman would be most discomfited, and referring to this as their ‘blind spot’. He would have a glass of soda water and a cigar every lunchtime, a combination he described as ‘most satisfying – with no after-effects of indigestion’, which presumably isn’t altogether different from the justification Warne proffered when defending his definition of a balanced diet 150 years later (‘a cheeseburger in each hand’). And he was cantankerous, too: about as cantankerous as the great Sydney Barnes. Once, when a station master asked for a porter’s assistance in forcing the stubborn Clarke to put out his cigar, he responded by stubbing it out on the porter’s hand. Another time, when a grocer asked how he should become a great spinner Clarke responded: ‘Get your fingernails cut.’ Of modern spinners, perhaps only the perennially argumentative Harbhajan Singh could compete in this regard. At night Clarke dined alone, with a penchant for demolishing an entire Michaelmas goose single-handedly.

Clarke learned most of his craft from William Lambert, always wore a tall hat and had sight in only one eye because of an accident when playing fives in his twenties, where the ball hit his right eye on the court behind the Bell Inn in Nottingham. It was in Bunker’s Hill, Nottingham, that he had been born on Christmas Eve, 1798. Intriguingly, Haygarth described his having a ‘cruelly deceptive’ slower ball, launched from armpit height, as his main variation from the under-arm skimmers he usually sent through. Clarke must thereby have been one of the very few under-arm bowlers to slow his pace down when graduating to round-arm. The author James Pycroft wrote that he delivered the ball from around the hip, ‘with a little chuck or fling from the hand’ to impart spin, but he appears to have reverted to under-arm leg-spin when he realised this gave him both more ‘twist’ and better control. It gave him so much of those, indeed, that he is the only player ever to take a first-class hat-trick that included the same player twice – John Fagge, the Kent batsman, being snared over two innings. He had a well-disguised and speedy faster ball, too, and received the rare treat, in mid-nineteenth-century terms at least, of having a book written about him: How to Play Clarke, by Nicholas ‘Felix’ Wanostrocht, a renowned Kent batsman. A totem of the pivotal role he played in popularising not just the round-arm style but genuine spin was his celebrated denunciation of the master at a public school who was trying to coach his pupils to bowl fast. Outraged at the sight of this ‘wild style of bowling’, he described it as ‘cruelty to animals’.

Shrewd in his field placings and use of conditions, he demanded the Pavilion End at Lord’s, so that the slope would counter his sharp leg-spin and help generate bounce. He was said to conquer batsmen by making them overplay their favourite strokes, and left a remark as supporting evidence which has been heard, and acted upon faithfully, by modern bowling greats. Asked how he overcame good batsmen, he said, ‘Nothing easier, sir: I bowl him three balls to make him proud of his forward play, and then with the fourth I pitch shorter, twist, and catch him at the slip.’ It is wonderful to think how, more than a century and a half ago, this giant of the game probably left the cover area vacant, tempted batsmen by goading them into successive drives through that region, luring them into overconfidence, and then bowled a delivery slightly shorter, with more side-spin, and watched enemy after enemy nick it to slip. The best methods are the oldest, and with good reason.

His tactical awareness informed a successful bout of captaincy as well as his later business career, which flourished after he gave up bricklaying for the life of a publican. Clarke married a widow named Chapman and took over the running of her pub, which happened to be the Trent Bridge Inn. He laid out a pitch on the meadow behind his establishment and, caring for its turf obsessively, became the father of Nottingham’s modern Test match venue. After moving up to London, where he was a practice bowler in the nets at Lord’s (an activity that would unite him with our fourth William), he spotted an opportunity to promote an All England XI match. This involved embarking on nationwide, money-spinning tours, taking famous names to small villages in widely publicised fixtures. Though his failure to pay the players sufficiently led to many joining John Wisden’s breakaway group in 1852, Clarke’s vision helped the game expand internationally. It was his successor as manager of the All England XI, George Parr, who embarked on that team’s first tour, to North America in 1859. John Arlott described Clarke as ‘the greatest missionary [cricket] ever knew, or ever can know’. His playing career at competitive level lasted forty-one years, and he took a wicket with the last ball he ever bowled. Clarke’s contribution to the game is remembered by the stand named after him at Trent Bridge, but no tombstone or epitaph marks his final resting place in a Norwood cemetery.

The fourth William is the grandfather to an early cricketing dynasty. F. W. (William) Lillywhite gave his name to the store opened in London’s Haymarket in 1863, and that now occupies a corner of Piccadilly Circus. His sons profited more from it than he did. One of William Clarke’s original All England XI, Lillywhite was like Clarke in being both a practice bowler at Lord’s and a former bricklayer, having originally worked for his father on the Duke of Richmond’s Goodwood estate. (He was unlike Clarke, however, in having an obelisk paid for by public subscription on his grave in Highgate cemetery, just yards from Karl Marx.) He was one of the most rambunctious, truculent, and fat players of all time – and a brilliant spinner. Matched in obesity among the great spinners, never mind players, probably only by Warwick Armstrong, his roundness was accentuated by a diminutive, five-foot-four-inch frame. Nicknamed ‘the Nonpareil’, he rarely batted if he could get away with it, insisting bowlers, the workhorses of the game, exerted themselves sufficiently with the ball in hand. ‘Look here, sir,’ he once said to a recalcitrant captain, ‘when I’ve bowled the ball, I’ve done with hur [sic], and I leaves hur to my field.’ Another time, displaying an arrogance to match his laziness, he exclaimed, ‘I bowls the best balls in England, and I suppose if I was to think every ball, they’d never get a run!’ The trouble for his interlocutors was that such a claim was probably justified.

It has been suggested by Hughes with some plausibility that Lillywhite took a long time to make an impact on the game ‘because he couldn’t get his under-arm past his belly’. Nevertheless, once he did, his record was excellent, even with the caveat that it was only in this period (the mid-nineteenth century) that reliably comprehensive records were being maintained. Over one three-year period, he took 685 wickets, and over twenty-seven seasons obtained at least 1,576 wickets in 237 matches, at an official average of 10.36. His probing round-arm deliveries were referred to as ‘peculiars’, and he had a mesmeric looping ball, probably not far off what we would call a moon ball today, referred to as a ‘tice’, a now anachronistic word for a ball on a tricky length, which doubled up charmingly as a shortened version of ‘entice’, which is exactly what it did.

He and his Sussex colleague Jem Broadbridge were self-styled round-armers who, knowing the greater difficulty of bowling an accurate line with a round-arm action – release it too early and it goes leg-side; too late and it veers to the off – became among the first to popularise going around the wicket. A secondary advantage of this was that they avoided hitting the umpire, something regular and bitter experience of bowling over the wicket had led to. But, having gone round the wicket, Lillywhite’s accuracy was exceptional. It is said he bowled fewer than a dozen wides in his entire career and, responding to a bowler who claimed he could land it on a piece of paper, he said, ‘Yes, but I could shift the paper and still hit it.’ So conscious was he of the need for a good line that he explained, ‘Three balls out of four straight is what we calls mediogrity [sic].’

Lillywhite also left one of the first non-Nyren descriptions of how to impart spin. Coming from a bowler renowned for his mastery of flight and variation, it has especial value. In a handbook published in 1844 he wrote: ‘By holding the ball slightly askew, with the thumb well across the seam, you will find by working the wrist as the ball leaves the hand, it will assist to cut and rick at the wicket, such balls are very troublesome to stop, to get rid of.’ We have no pictorial evidence of this grip, alas, but it is one of the earliest coaching efforts in relation to spin. ‘Working the wrist’ stops tantalisingly short of pronouncing on direction – clockwise for off-spin or (more likely) anti-clockwise for leg-spin? – and it’s noticeable that there is no mention of fingers getting involved. It’s unlikely that the wrist did all the work for Lillywhite, but his emphasis on it gives us licence to call him a wrist-spinner rather than a finger-spinner. The idea of a fiercely spun delivery being difficult to ‘get rid of’, as if it were a lingering odour or an annoying child, puts us in his frame of mind: Lillywhite sought to cause a nuisance as often as possible.

Through such exertions did he take up the baton handed to him by previous Williams, renegades all, and accelerate the development of bowling. Ironically, it was his son, John Lillywhite, who, when umpiring in a game between Surrey and All England at the Oval on 26 August 1862, called the left-arm Edgar Willsher, who always had an unsmooth action, for a no-ball six times in succession when he bowled over-arm. In the same vein as Willes decades earlier, Willsher threw the ball down and stormed off. Unfortunately, he had no waiting horse, but this was compensated for by the action of his teammates who, in a coordinated protest, walked out. Lillywhite Junior was replaced as umpire, Surrey released a statement saying he had ‘fulfilled his duties as umpire according to his honest convictions’ and the correspondent from The Times acquired the view that his actions had been ‘perfectly justified’.

To quell the ensuing palaver, the MCC changed Law 10 ahead of the 1864 season. Now the bowler could bring his arm over at any height, provided it was straight. Dark mutterings were heard suggesting Lillywhite Junior had been bribed, and even (less plausibly) that he had contrived the controversy to speed up the change in the law, and so complete the unfinished business of his father. The later business association between him and Willsher seemed to back this conspiracy theory, but its basic improbability has led several authors (notably Birley) to dismiss it.

One way or another, the work of Lillywhite and his spinning comrades had caused irreversible changes to the game. Other spinners became notorious for their deceptive methods and innovations. Robert Clifford of Kent bowled effective under-arm leg spin in the 1780s, despite a childhood accident causing the two shorter fingers of his right (and bowling) hand to be pressed into his palm. He was regularly lauded for his all-round performances, and Haygarth makes a point of recognising his attention to detail. John Sparks, a small man from Cambridge who bowled under-arm leg-spin, was referred to as the ‘best slow bowler in England’.

The essential point here is that the greatest bowlers during cricket’s infancy had two predominant features; first, a preparedness to be radical; second, a propensity for imparting Nyren’s infamous ‘twist’. Let’s examine them in reverse order.

Throughout this hugely formative period in the game’s history, when it emerged from humble Hampshire origins into modernity, and acquired the laws that make it recognisable today, spin – under-arm, round-arm and over-arm – was dominant. In the grand narrative of bowling history, pace is an afterthought. Spin, not speed, was the favoured weapon of the original bowlers. Of course, this is largely a product of circumstance. It is difficult to generate discomfiting pace bowling under-arm, so other weapons had to be employed. There are only so many molehills in England, which led quickly to the ‘working the wrist’ that later gave the elder Lillywhite cause for glee. These wrists would generally have been worked in an anti-clockwise fashion because, such is the physiology of the arm, it is as natural to bowl leg-spin under-arm as it is to bowl off-spin over-arm. (That is why Lamborn’s first off-break sent shock waves through England: it went against the prevailing orthodoxy.) In part because bowling under-arm places much less strain on the body – in particular the shoulder, which doesn’t have to undergo a huge rotating circle – a striking feature of many of these early spinners is their longevity.

It is a myth that, in the modern game, spinners generally last longer because they somehow exert themselves less over the course of a career than quicker bowlers (ask Shane Warne). But it is true that, in the age of under-arm and then round-arm bowling, many successful bowlers played for decades and conducted their greatest endeavours when middle-aged. David Frith has charmingly suggested that this is because they acquired ‘cunning … pure cunning’ as they got older, in a way that fast bowlers don’t. That is probably true. But it’s also simply the case that, unlike in the modern game where over-arm is so dominant, bowlers’ bodies could cope with the strain of under-arm for many years longer. Even when, as was so often the case during this period, and with Lillywhite in particular, the spinner in question was monstrously fat.

That last point shouldn’t distract us from the overtly cerebral dimension to their play. Few of those discussed above excelled academically, but it is fascinating when reading Nyren and other accounts of the period to note that, as a language of self-consciousness emerges among the bowlers of the game, it is through the vocabulary of cunning, deceit and trickery – that is, a spinner’s jargon – that this development is expressed. Not for nothing did Derek Birley refer to bowlers of this period – spinners, predominantly – as the ‘march of intellect’ bowlers. We should recall that with no professionalised coaches, most of these bowlers learned largely on their own, practising against hurdles, in makeshift barns, anywhere they could find spherical objects and a patch of earth they thought could take spin.

Under-arm leg-spin was to them an emancipation from the tedium of reliance on uneven, molehill-infested strips. And possibly because the laws of the game were not as punitive, and were in any case not enforced as frequently, there was more leeway for a game still finding its way out of infancy. Early bowlers exploited this by trying several different methods to remove batsmen. Lamborn’s off-break might have been a shock, but he kept bowling it, experimenting with different lines, and eventually it had such efficacy as to become part of other bowlers’ armoury, too. As we have seen, other bowlers who imparted spin on the ball were pilloried by fellow players, and forced in some cases (as with John Willes) to abandon the game altogether. But their stamp on history is deep and ineradicable: it was the preparedness of early bowlers – and Twirlymen, at that – to bend the spirit of the laws, which eventually benefited all those who now take an active interest in the game. From Tom Walker’s outstretched arm and Willes’s repeated round-arm deliveries, to Clarke’s persistence in bowling under-arm and Willsher’s consecutive no-balls, it was a spirit of defiance, invariably from purveyors of spin, that led to modern bowling forms and forced the laws of the game to adapt.

This will be a recurring theme of ours. Revolutionaries shimmer through the history of spin: when we come to the First Flourish, we’ll see that the first mainstream googly merchants were lambasted for their officious forwardness, and told to drop their act; and yet they gave cricket a new dimension. At the same time, a curious lob bowler emerged in England, bowling slow moon balls as if teleported from the era we have just considered to one that thought it had said goodbye to old orthodoxies.

All these bowlers were also, simply by virtue of the stage they occupy in the game’s evolution, overtly conscious of themselves as part of a tradition: specifically one in which bowlers of around what we would call medium pace sought to add variation to their bowling by imparting spin on the ball. They were categorically different from those we have just considered, not just in occupying a different era, but in being faster too. But they developed spin bowling, and laid the foundation for bowlers of a similar ilk to flourish later– most strikingly, Sydney Barnes. All this made them what I call cricket’s Swift Pioneers. But before we get to them, and to the two basic methods they sought to deploy and the limits thereof, it’s worth reflecting on what it is that these great men had in common with their modern successors – what it was that animated the spinner’s spirit.





Interlude One
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LEG-BREAK

[image: image]

Grip

[image: image]

Batsman’s Point of View

The basic grip for the leg-break is, as Warne calls it, ‘Two up, two down’. The tops of the first two fingers are across the seam. The spin is imparted by the third finger, which straightens from a bent position. On entering the delivery stride, the back of the hand starts off facing the sky. As the arm comes round, the wrist unfurls in an anti-clockwise direction, or from right to left, so that at the moment of release the back of the hand points towards the bowler’s face. The seam should be spinning along its own axis, which by now points to the third-man region. The thumb can be on or off the seam until release.

[image: image]

If executed well, the ball should drift from off to leg in the air, and then spin sharply from leg to off on pitching.
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