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1

The Copper and the Delinquent

FOR ONCE the sun was shining in an otherwise dismally wet 
season at the Kennington Oval on the morning of Wednesday, 16 
May 1956 as the opening pair of Ian Johnson’s touring Australian 
side went out to bat against Surrey . Irrespective of who should win 
or lose it, the three-day match seemed to be set for a run feast . The 
captains had thumbed the wicket in a listless sort of way before they 
tossed, but Johnson didn’t hesitate to bat when he won . Earlier in 
the week the tourists had scored 547/8 declared against a strong 
Nottinghamshire attack at Trent Bridge . At one stage in the match, 
Colin McDonald, on his way to a score of 195, had unleashed a 
stinging cover drive that had hit the pavilion fence and bounced 
back almost to the bowler’s hand . On its ferocious passage from 
the bat, Nottinghamshire’s substitute fielder Jack Kelly had rashly 
put one of his hands in the way of the ball and was so bruised by 
the encounter he played no more cricket for a month .

Surrey had chosen to rest their stalwart medium-pacer Alec 
Bedser, down with gastric trouble, for the Australian match . 
Broad-shouldered, huge-handed and consistently accurate, Bedser 
had returned figures of 7-41 and 7-28 for his county in a fixture 
earlier in the week against Glamorgan . His absence was keenly 
felt that bright spring morning at The Oval . As Keith Miller 
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strode through the ground’s Hobbs Gates shortly before ten 
o’clock, he remembered looking down to see a newspaper hoarding 
proclaiming ‘ODDS ON AUSSIES’, and, on a neighbouring stall, 
‘STERLING CRISIS: LATEST’ – ‘two of the classic headlines 
of the England of that time’, he later remarked, and perhaps both 
still as pertinent today as they were nearly 70 years ago .

Apart from the overall balance of power between the two teams 
that morning, it has to be said that Surrey’s 34-year-old Jim Laker 
was an unlikely candidate as the destroyer of the highly regarded 
opposition batsmen . A somewhat lugubrious figure at the best 
of times, Laker had arrived at the ground after a sleepless night 
helping to nurse both of his infant daughters through a bad case 
of the flu . After inspecting the wicket he’d gone on to announce 
that his arthritic spinning finger was giving him particular gyp 
that day, and that on the whole he would prefer not to play . Not 
for the first time in their long association, his captain, 38-year-old 
Stuart Surridge, had had to talk him round . In the event Surridge 
threw Laker the ball after just 50 minutes’ play, at which point the 
tourists’ score stood at 60 without loss . He kept bowling unchanged 
for the next four and a half hours, at the end of which the visitors 
were all out for 259 and his own analysis read 46-18-88-10 . It was 
only the second time in cricket history that an English bowler 
had taken all ten Australian wickets in an innings, and the last 
occasion, also at The Oval, had come in 1878 .

Even in the midst of the rapidly unfolding drama, with crowds 
racing in to the ground to see possible history in the making, 
Laker contained his excitement . The Times’s correspondent left an 
enduring picture of the off-spinner’s essentially stoical approach to 
his craft . ‘He came on to bowl, broad of beam and red-faced, and 
he continued to the end, completely unemotional, his shoulders 
hunched . Always he hitched up his trousers, always he licked 
his fingers . His run-up never varied, his legs hardly bending at 



The copper and The deLinquenT

15

the knees, his strides short .’ Laker was briefly troubled by Miller 
during the afternoon session, but even then he failed to be rattled . 
‘I wasn’t unduly worried since Keith tended not to linger on these 
occasions .’ Surrey gained a lead of 88 on the first innings, due in 
part to Laker’s score of 43, including two fours and a six in one 
over bowled by the Australian captain .

The tourists came out to bat a second time . They managed 
just 107 all out . Laker contented himself with 2-42, while his 
26-year-old slow bowling partner, the left-handed Tony Lock, took 
7-49 . Critics often remarked on the striking difference between 
Surrey’s so-called spin twins, in attitude as well as technique . ‘As 
soon as Lock began to bowl straighter and to a fuller length,’ E .W . 
Swanton wrote in the Daily Telegraph, ‘he had the Australians in 
continual distress . There was venomous spin, a stark Spofforthian 
hostility, and threatening fielding to his own bowling .’

Keith Miller once said that facing Laker and Lock had been 
like interacting with a well-groomed Crufts champion at one end 
and a rabid pit bull at the other . Miller also remembered that at 
one stage at The Oval he’d been taking guard against Laker while 
Stuart Surridge was ‘bollocking Lock as they stood there in the 
leg trap, telling him to bowl tighter the next over, and after about 
the third flying fuck-you of the exchange I pulled back from the 
wicket and told the umpire I wasn’t going to bat with that sort of 
language ringing in my ears’ . And this was a former Aussie Rules 
football player and wartime bomber pilot . Perhaps it was all just 
an astute bit of man-motivation on Surridge’s part . 

Surrey duly won the match by ten wickets, becoming the 
first county to beat an Australian touring side since C .B . Fry’s 
Hampshire in 1912 . No one invaded the pitch, nor showed any 
particular emotion at the result . In due course Surrey’s president 
Lord Tedder presented Laker with a cheque for £50 and the match 
ball . The News Chronicle in turn signed him up for a series of 
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instructional articles, and the manufacturers of the sports drink 
Lucozade splashed his face on advertising posters up and down the 
country, over the slogan, ‘Sunny Jim takes 10 wickets for 88 runs . 
How’s that for sustained energy?’ In his quiet way, Laker admitted 
he was ‘quite pleased’ by it all .

Lock was not . For his own efforts against Australia he collected 
only his standard match fee of £17, or roughly £160 in today’s money . 
There were no ghosted newspaper articles, and no advertisers came 
calling to solicit his services . More to the point, Lock was vocally 
unhappy to again take what seemed to him a subordinate role to 
Laker, and particularly so when the press came to compare their 
first-innings returns against Australia: no wickets for 100 and all 
ten for 88 respectively . At one stage in the proceedings, Lock had 
been wheeling away from the less desirable Vauxhall End to Keith 
Miller, and Miller hit him high and hard straight to Surrey’s all-
rounder Dennis Cox at deep extra cover . The score at that point 
was about 230/9, and Laker had taken all nine . Cox later admitted 
that he’d taken a moment to assess the situation as the ball hung in 
the air above him, and then decided to drop the catch in as subtle 
a way as possible . Lock was not amused .

‘There were strong words spoken in the dressing room,’ Cox 
admitted, still wincing at the memory many years later . ‘To say 
Lockie was disgruntled would be a major understatement . The 
man’s competitiveness ran off the chart . I saw him with Jim on 
many occasions when they had what appeared to be a perfectly 
normal and amiable conversation . After Laker left, Tony would 
say to me, in effect, “I certainly set that bugger straight,” or, “I let 
him have it .”’

It seemed to both Cox and others that whenever Lock so much 
as pulled on a pair of whites and went out to play either for Surrey 
or England, knowing that Laker was in the same team and that 
‘Sunny Jim’ would as likely as not be the centre of attention, his 
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attitude went beyond mere insecurity and touched what Cox called 
‘almost straitjacket heights’ . In the course of a long dinner in May 
1989, Lock genially informed me, ‘Jim and I sometimes competed 
with each other as much as with the other buggers [the opposition],’ 
but that on the whole this had been a ‘bloody good thing’ for both 
them and their team . Other contemporary reports tend to support 
this view .

Certainly 1956 was another highly successful year for Surrey, 
who had already won the County Championship the last four 
seasons running . By a happy coincidence, it also happened to be Jim 
Laker’s benefit year . The county’s programme had got off to a brisk 
start in late-April Cambridge, where they quickly disposed of the 
university side . The 20-year-old Ted Dexter was making his first-
class debut for the students, and was bowled for nought early on the 
first morning, possibly contributing to the poor impression Laker 
had of him for much of the next ten years . Surrey then went down to 
Lord’s and fell to a strong MCC side, drew at home to Derbyshire, 
somehow lost away against lowly Northants, but then recovered to 
beat Glamorgan, the tourists, and Leicestershire in quick succession . 
Following that they surprisingly lost to Nottinghamshire, Lock 
taking figures of 8-81 and 5-63, but Surridge showed his mettle 
as a captain when he promptly called his team together and told 
them, ‘There’s one column in the championship table that means 
everything . Far better to have 100 points in it and a few defeats 
thrown in than 90 points from the same number of matches and 
an unbeaten record .’ Lock interpreted this remark as a mandate to 
‘always attack the fucking batsman’, a credo of which he needed 
little further persuasion .

Surrey then went on to not so much beat as annihilate 
Gloucestershire, whom they bowled out on their own field for 52 . 
In their first nine matches of the season, Laker and Lock had taken 
43 and 48 wickets respectively, or roughly five each per match . Just 
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by way of comparison, Somerset’s highly regarded left-arm spinner 
Jack Leach took a total of 17 wickets in his ten first-class matches 
in the 2021 home season, and a further 27 in six overseas Tests 
against Sri Lanka and India, for an overall success rate about half 
that of his two England predecessors .

June 1956 ushered in the rain, and England began a five-Test 
series with Australia to which we’ll return later . Over the next ten 
weeks Surrey played 17 more three-day County Championship 
matches . They won 13 of them, lost two and drew two . In the 
middle of June the county hosted Yorkshire at The Oval in Laker’s 
testimonial match . It rained torrentially on the first day, and 
neither side’s batsmen loitered for long after that . Laker took six 
wickets in the match and Lock nine . They both faced a gauntlet 
of admiring schoolboys when arriving at the Hobbs Gates for each 
day’s play . Surrey had batsmen of the calibre of Peter May, Bernie 
Constable and 25-year-old Ken Barrington at their disposal that 
season; Peter Loader and Alec Bedser were in charge of the seam 
bowling; and in Arthur McIntyre they enjoyed the services of a 
classically neat wicketkeeper and a controlled cyclone with the bat . 
Some critics thought Surrey’s strongest card was their never-say-
die captain, but Lock didn’t agree . With his lifelong tendency to 
see himself as a victim of authority, he frequently thought Surridge 
guilty of bullying him . ‘I’ll miss him more in the field than as a 
skipper,’ Lock wrote by way of a tribute on Surridge’s retirement . 
‘Apparently his theory was that Jim Laker as a bowler responded 
to the kid-glove treatment whereas I needed the “hammer” . He 
thought I bowled better when angry . I can’t say I agree .’

Surridge himself confirmed at least some of this suspicion when 
he later said: 

If you wanted Tony to go you had to give him a few swear-
words . But with Jim, one harsh word and he was finished . 
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I swore at him only once and he couldn’t bowl for an hour . 
Couldn’t bowl . Had no idea what was going on . With Jim 
you had to encourage him – ‘Come on, Jim . Get it going .’ 
He wasn’t so much angry that I had sworn as upset . He just 
couldn’t stand that sort of approach at all .

In April 1956 the Brylcreem company, latterly popularised by Denis 
Compton, had announced it would award a silver cup and a cheque 
for £100 for the best bowling performance by an Englishman that 
season . Laker must have thought the prize was all but resting safely 
in his pocket after his haul against the Australians, but then just 
three weeks later Nottinghamshire’s 28-year-old off-spinner Ken 
Smales went on to take all ten Gloucestershire wickets for 66 in 
a match at Stroud . Following that Lock in turn found himself 
bowling for Surrey against Kent on a damp wicket at Blackheath . 
Laker was again resting his spinning finger that game, which was 
played on a pitch The Times described as ‘offering the bounce of a 
capricious trampoline’ . Lock helped himself to a return of 6-29 in 
the first innings, and 10-54 in the second . That might have seemed 
to settle the issue with Brylcreem – not a natural patron, it has to 
be said, for the balding left-armer – but just 19 days later Laker 
went out to bowl for his country in the fourth Test at Old Trafford . 
His second innings analysis read 51 .2-23-53-10 . It was the fourth 
all-ten return by an English spinner in just over two months, and it 
meant that he’d won the sponsor’s money by the margin of a single 
run . Shortly afterwards, Lock wrote, ‘Naturally, I was disappointed 
by my own lack of success at Manchester, but Jim’s triumph, and 
England’s great win made amends … As we walked off our captain 
Peter May came alongside me and said, “Well bowled, Tony . Forget 
the scorebook . You played your part, too .”’ 

Could this be the moment for some gracious word of thanks on 
Lock’s part, one victorious England cricketer to another, or even 
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for a becoming acknowledgement that Laker had been the better 
bowler on the day?

Not quite . ‘Drop dead,’ Lock informed his captain . 

* * *
Laker was unable to overcome his suspicion, particularly ingrained 
in him after his wartime service in the army, that no matter his 
achievements on the field he would always remain one of cricket’s 
other ranks, essentially there to take orders from his social superiors . 
Such individuals would never accept him as an equal, still less see 
him in the light in which he saw himself . Laker referred to Errol 
Holmes, his first captain at Surrey, as ‘the biggest snob I ever met’ . 
Holmes, a former Royal Artillery officer, had a receding chin, 
a bluff leadership style, an upper-class accent so fruity his men 
could barely understand his commands, and a travelling wardrobe 
when playing in away matches that included both a black and 
a white dinner-jacket . Holmes wore a Harlequin cap while in 
the field, and tended not to actively encourage a spirit of folksy 
egalitarianism, preferring to take decisions by unilateral fiat rather 
than a democratic show of hands . Later in life, Laker’s wife Lilly 
confirmed that her husband ‘didn’t like being told what to do’ . Like 
Lock, his basic distrust of authority figures strengthened one of 
his characteristics, recognised by those who came across him even 
in his early days, his self-sufficiency and preference for his own 
company . He was essentially a rebel of the right, and in some ways 
the classic loner .

Laker was a hard man to get to know, then, and one who didn’t 
always forgive and forget . Over the years he acquired an impressive 
list of fellow cricketers for whom he didn’t much care . There was his 
sometime Test captain Len Hutton, for instance . ‘He “flapped” on 
the field [and] made wrong decisions under pressure,’ Laker wrote, 
or Hutton’s successor in office Peter May, whom he described as 
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‘aloof and distant’ with an aversion to the press that was largely 
his own doing for having once written a ‘tactless and ill-timed 
series of articles that brought him a lot of grief ’ . And those were 
just the players whom Laker at least admired for their peerless 
batting skills . There were several others who drew his ire for their 
technical shortcomings as much as their personal foibles . ‘Brian 
Close, I am afraid, has gone as far as he is going,’ Laker wrote in 
1959, proving himself an only modestly gifted predictor of events 
in view of the fact that Close went on to be a highly successful if 
controversial captain of England, and was still turning out for his 
county nearly 20 years later . Or there was Denis Compton, whom 
Laker provoked almost to the point of a libel action when he wrote, 
‘I did not consider [him] to be specially bright .’ Of his England 
bowling colleague Johnny Wardle he said, ‘He is a selfish player, a 
man who gives his captain an immense amount of trouble’ – a classic 
case of projection on Laker’s part, some critics felt .

The above list is far from exhaustive . In fact when coming to 
assess the number of times Laker went into print to rubbish his 
colleagues, a biographer finds himself somewhat spoilt for choice . 
Of Colin Cowdrey, he wrote, ‘I don’t think much of his captaincy 
– it can sometimes be a puzzle, [and] the same is also true of his 
batsmanship .’ Even this was mild compared to his assessment of 
Ted Dexter, whom he variously thought a ‘festival cricketer’, of 
‘nowhere near the necessary class’ and, perhaps most damning of 
all, ‘the poor man’s Trevor Bailey’ . Bailey was very much the sort 
of man Laker admired – classless, tough, hungry for the fight, 
but happy to share a convivial drink with his opponents at the 
close of play .

Just as Laker’s bowling was famously thrifty and precise, so 
something similar applied to his manner . After a particularly 
thrilling passage of play, he might express his sense of glee with 
the words, ‘Enjoyed that .’ He was a traditionalist, as opposed to a 
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narrowly ideological conservative, often remarking on the declining 
standards of behaviour in cricket and elsewhere . Appearing as 
a player-coach in New Zealand when he was still just 29 years 
old, Laker was appalled by the dress code of some of his junior 
colleagues, calling the parade of casual trousers and gaudy shirts 
an ‘extraordinary display of colour’, and harrumphing, ‘There is 
no excuse for not wearing the correct clothes when [they] come 
to work .’ He rated ‘temperament’ as the single greatest ingredient 
of success, defining it as equal parts ‘steady nerves, 100 per cent 
concentration, and raw courage’ . He wasn’t embarrassed in later 
life to speak of his admiration for Margaret Thatcher . Whatever 
one thinks of the results, both individuals emphasised the merits 
of private enterprise, sound fiscal policy at both the family and 
national level, and the primacy of personal responsibility over 
reliance on the state . Both were a strange mixture of parts, steeped 
in tradition but allergic to the sclerotic English class system . In 
Laker’s case, at least, a cold exterior belied a man given to warm 
and lasting friendships with those earning his trust . 

That Laker was a cricketer of the highest rank the following 
pages will, perhaps, again demonstrate . He saw his primary role 
on the field as to do a job rather than to entertain either the crowd 
or himself . Playing cricket was a perfectly proper and dignified 
profession – or at least it should be, he always informed anyone 
who asked – and he acted accordingly . John Arlott said of him, 
‘He [was] never a demonstrative player .’ But he was a studious one . 
‘Laker always strolled back to his mark at his characteristically 
constabulary gait,’ Arlott wrote, ‘look[ing] up to the sky as he 
turned and then jogging the approach he used artfully to vary, 
constantly changing the number of steps [to] defeat the batsman’s 
timing .’ He never went into a war dance of fury when things 
went wrong, and similarly restrained himself when things went 
right . There’s a photograph of Laker walking off the field at Old 
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Trafford just after having set a bowling world record unlikely ever 
to be beaten; he wears his usual studded boots, baggy whites, and 
a slightly bored expression; he looks calm, mildly embarrassed, 
and thoroughly English . Later that night Laker stopped off for 
a drink in a pub where the other customers stood around the bar 
watching a replay of his triumph on the television news . He didn’t 
say anything to draw attention to himself, and no one recognised 
him, which was how he liked it .

For all that, Laker was fiercely competitive . Some of his 
descriptions of opposition players were almost flattering compared 
to his reaction to team-mates . Over the years he thought Tony Lock 
to be ‘full of potential’, ‘excessively plain-spoken’, a ‘bit of a character’ 
– not necessarily a good thing in Laker parlance – and ‘his own 
worst enemy … when things weren’t going well I saw him, too often, 
try to bowl faster and faster – and drop shorter and shorter . To [the] 
batsmen, it was the bowling equivalent of a blank cheque .’ 

Later, in his post-retirement career, when he became 
something of a writer, Laker would often favour the ironical or 
satirical approach . His puckish side came out when, in his first 
autobiography, he displayed two photographs of Lock and himself 
taken in 1948 and 1958 respectively . Lock’s hair has noticeably 
receded in the second photo, while Laker looks exactly the same . 
The caption reads, ‘Who changes more in ten years?’ In fact they 
had little in common but their ability as cricketers . Between them 
they appeared in 1,104 first-class matches and captured a total of 
4,788 wickets . ‘I would take a lot of convincing,’ Laker remarked 
towards the end of his life, ‘that as a bowling combination, we ever 
had any serious rival .’

* * *
Perhaps the best way to approach the career of that sometimes 
infuriating, always compelling and infinitely combative character 



Laker and Lock

24

Tony Lock is to ask the question: What is it about English slow 
left-arm bowlers? Cricket never seems boring when they’re around . 
Considering they represent one of the game’s most refined arts 
it’s curious how often they seem to be of the scrappy, belligerent 
type as personalities . A former well-known English cricketer who 
later went into the psychology field once told me that it was as if 
such men were weighed down by what he thought might be an 
inferiority complex . ‘Maybe it’s the classic case of a fast bowler’s 
mind being trapped inside a slow bowler’s body,’ he speculated . 

Yorkshire and England’s inimitable Hedley Verity, for one, is 
rightly remembered today as being among cricket’s great Renaissance 
Men, and ultimately as a fallen war hero, but the second he put on 
whites friend and foe alike quickly came to appreciate that Verity’s 
qualities also included a ruthlessness bordering on sadism . A 
generation later, Yorkshire’s Johnny Wardle, after battling stoically 
through recurrent injuries to capture 1,846 first-class wickets over 
the previous dozen years, brought off the rare double of getting 
himself both sacked by his county and disinvited from an England 
tour of Australia for having put his name to a particularly tart 
series of articles in the Daily Mail . Nowadays he’d be a highly 
marketable commodity, with his own ghosted newspaper column 
and a bestselling memoir under a title like Sex, Lies and Surgical 
Tape or Original Spin; but in the late 1950s he was a pariah .

Then there was Kent and England’s Derek Underwood, an 
extremely affable soul of whom I once wrote, ‘The archetypal 
“nice guy”, he hates most of his opponents while on the field .’ 
Underwood promptly rang me to complain . ‘It should have been 
“all his opponents”,’ he said . Phil Edmonds’s career, in turn, was 
punctuated by various – to put it no stronger – misunderstandings 
with authority in general and the Middlesex captain Mike Brearley 
in particular . Around 1976 and 1977, Edmonds would revel in 
the name ‘Margaret’ – leader of the opposition – in his county’s 
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dressing room . Coming up fast behind him at Lord’s was a certain 
Phil Tufnell, nowadays a national treasure but 30 years ago a staple 
figure of the tabloid press, including the famous story involving his 
girlfriend, their love child, and a brick to the head that reportedly 
made the chairman of selectors’ gin slop from its glass .

More recently there’s been Mudhsuden Singh ‘Monty’ Panesar, 
an exemplary servant of English cricket, if not one without his 
occasional lapses, for instance the time when he chose to urinate 
on a doorman following his eviction from a Brighton nightclub, 
or more broadly speaking his decision, however arrived at, to play 
for no fewer than three first-class counties in just over four years . 
Meanwhile, the prodigiously talented Surrey and England left-
armer Zafar Ansari elected to retire from competitive cricket at the 
age of 25, shortly after making his Test debut, in order to work for 
a legal charity supporting young people with immigration, housing 
or school issues – an entirely laudable career move on his part, if 
one that seems to further enhance the typical left-arm spinner’s 
reputation for independence of thought . We’ve already touched on 
the excellent Jack Leach, the indomitable batting hero of England’s 
Headingley Test win against Australia in 2019, and by all accounts 
one of those sporting eccentrics, not infrequently hailing from the 
West Country, whom the British seem to take to themselves .

For volatility, aggression and sheer bloody-minded front, 
however, none of the above could hold a candle to Tony Lock . 
Nor for determination: like Johnny Wardle, Lock often needed to 
strap himself up like a mummy even to get on the field, and there 
are numerous accounts of him spinning his fingers raw, the blood 
dripping down his forearm in his delivery stride . Tom Graveney, 
who played with and against Lock for 20 years, called him ‘the 
angriest bowler in cricket history’ . He ‘hated’ batsmen and, until 
the arrival of Phil Edmonds, was the only spinner known regularly 
to employ the bouncer . To Neville Cardus, Lock was ‘a fellow 
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of total antagonism, ready to get you out of the way, back to the 
pavilion almost before you knew where you were … If he didn’t 
happen to be bowling when you were taking your first ball, as 
likely as anything he’d catch you out at close short leg, a pickpocket 
of a catch, bare-faced daylight robbery .’ Rarely content merely to 
take the half-chances, Lock would add flourishes – a somersault, 
possibly, or a cartwheel or two – for good effect . Perhaps he really 
did have an inferiority complex, or perhaps he was what we would 
now call bipolar . 

Lock’s Surrey team-mate Ken Barrington said of him, ‘Tony 
could be the nicest guy in the world, loved kids and animals – 
nothing was too much trouble, he’d give you the shirt off his back 
– or he could be leaping around like a nutcase . A flying headbutt 
in the dressing room counted as a friendly “hello” by his standards .’ 
Either way, it’s agreed Lock was a peerless left-arm bowler, arguably 
the greatest ever to represent England, and at all times much more 
than merely Jim Laker’s foil .

Part of the contrast with Laker was physical . ‘Uncle Jim’, as 
his younger colleagues knew him, was suitably avuncular-looking, 
solid and neatly dressed, with a good head of crinkly hair . Lock 
was wiry, folically challenged, and with something of the air of 
a malign scarecrow . Cardus once described him bowling at The 
Oval while still only in his mid-20s with the sun ‘gleaming off his 
balding brow’, making him look ‘decidedly evil – almost a torturer 
of the opposition’ . Others thought he had more than a dash of 
schoolboy impishness about him, as if he’d just run away from 
ringing some grown-up’s doorbell . Never too fastidious about his 
appearance, Lock often made do with a baggy white cricket shirt, 
sleeves habitually rolled down, greying old trousers, and a pair of 
out-sized Chaplinesque boots, the soles all but detached from the 
uppers, f lapping rhythmically on the grass as he ran in to bowl . 
For much of his career he seemed to survive largely on a diet of 
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cigarettes and heavily sugared black coffee, and Ken Barrington 
fondly remembered the ‘slipstream of stale fag smoke’ that followed 
in Lock’s wake . He left school at 16, unqualified, and apart from 
two years’ National Service made a living out of cricket for the 
rest of his life, eventually describing himself as an ‘international 
consultant’ in the sport, and coming to be a popular children’s 
coach in his adopted home of Australia until his involvement with 
his young pupils came to an abrupt end . It would be fair to say 
that Lock was no rocket scientist, but that he possessed a certain 
native shrewdness . He was also earthy, gruff, and kissed up to no 
one, including the average English cricket committee as it was 
constituted in the 1950s . Like Laker he was essentially a loner, but 
capable of deep and lasting loyalty to those he trusted .

‘I don’t think Tony did a day’s work in his life,’ Peter May once 
told me . ‘For about 20 years all he did was bowl his heart out all 
day, field like a tiger, score runs, chivvy the side along and generally 
do everything in his power to undermine the opposition . In other 
words, all he did was enjoy himself doing the things he loved . 
Tony was born to play cricket . You could never see him sitting in 
an office or taking orders from on high . I was his captain and I 
tried once or twice . It was like talking to a wall . As a rule I found 
it best just to turn him loose on the opposition and let him get 
on with it . You almost felt sorry for the poor batsman when Tony 
came running in to him, teeth bared, muttering away at him under 
his breath .’

People who had played with or against Lock still marvelled at 
his hostility years later . It consumed him . Perhaps the most obvious 
example of it – apart from his bowling – was the way he fielded . 
Lock favoured the backward short leg position, crouching there 
almost indecently near the batsman’s hip pocket, but failing that 
anything close to the action was fine by him . It wasn’t only that 
he had the reflexes of a highly caffeinated panther, he was utterly 
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fearless with it . In the Headingley Test against the West Indies 
in July 1957 he caught the left-handed Garry Sobers in the first 
innings after Sobers played an authentic leg glance off the seamer 
Peter Loader and the fielder made about three yards to catch the 
ball one-handed – right-handed – a bare two inches off the ground . 
No one else in the side would have considered it a chance . 

In the second innings, the same batsman smashed the bowler 
off the back foot for a shot that seemed destined to pierce the gap 
between deep point and cover for four . ‘Sobers made off down 
the pitch, never suspecting that Lock would cut off the ball,’ The 
Times reported . In fact he not only cut it off, he swept it up and 
in one fluid motion snapped it back 20 yards to break the wicket 
and beat Sobers’s suddenly despairing lunge to the finish line . It 
proved to be one of the key moments in a rapidly accelerating West 
Indies collapse, and for some time afterwards the visitors’ batsmen 
competed with each other to be the first to shout ‘No!’ whenever 
the ball came anywhere within Lock’s sphere of influence . It was 
like playing against a team with at least 12 men in the field, Sobers 
once ruefully noted of the match, which the tourists duly lost by 
an innings . ‘Whatever happened to British fair play?’ he asked .

Six years later, again at Leeds, the same batsman had just posted 
a chanceless century against an England attack spearheaded by 
Fred Trueman and Derek Shackleton when Lock came on to 
bowl . To again quote The Times, ‘Sobers promptly struck a straight 
drive as good as any in the day . Lock, throwing himself to his 
left, held the ball one-handed as he fell, before emerging to whirl 
both the ball and himself in the air and thence to begin a sort of 
Cossack dance of ecstasy . The batsman was transfixed, as though 
disbelieving what he saw … Many in the crowd must have shared 
his sentiments .’

Whether you were actually in the middle with Lock, or 
merely watching him from the comparative safety of the stand, 



The copper and The deLinquenT

29

you soon got used to the sight of the truly spectacular catch or the 
seemingly impossible run-out followed by that familiar split second 
of shocked silence before the crowd started applauding and the 
unhappy batsman recovered himself to plod his weary way home 
to the pavilion . Perhaps the spirit of competition just ran in the 
family . One day when Lock was just 12 he was picked to represent 
his local village side in Surrey against a Services XI, and his own 
father, who was on the other team, clean-bowled him second ball . 
No quarter was ever given, and none was asked . Lock senior once 
watched his wife and his son play a Sunday afternoon game of 
tennis and in between sets he sidled up to mutter to Tony, ‘Your 
mother has a weak backhand . Use it .’

So when the moment came Lock had no trouble in convincing 
himself that as a first-class cricketer he was really involved not so 
much in a friendly sporting contest as he was in a death struggle 
that pitted him against not only the other side but quite often 
his colleagues and team-mates as well . We’ll return to his unique 
rivalry in this context with Jim Laker . Perhaps Lock’s next most 
obvious antagonist was Johnny Wardle, with whom he often 
competed for the England selectors’ affections . The two left-armers 
did not greatly care for each other . Lock found himself bowling for 
Surrey against Yorkshire one hot afternoon in July 1957 in Wardle’s 
benefit match at Bradford . There was a full house, and as usual 
in these encounters between the northern and southern counties, 
a certain edge had crept in to the proceedings . In due course, 
Peter May, Surrey’s captain, in keeping with cherished cricketing 
tradition, told Lock to give the beneficiary one off the mark . Lock 
was not happy, but after some further debate on the subject he duly 
floated one down outside Wardle’s off stump, which the batsman 
gratefully clipped for a single . Under other circumstances, that 
might have satisfied honour to all parties’ satisfaction . But Wardle 
had a puckish side to him, too, and after quickly completing the 
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run he turned at the crease and loudly called his partner for a 
second . This was taking charity altogether too far for Lock’s taste, 
and seeing what was happening he took off like a gazelle into the 
covers, scooped up the ball and turned, ready to fire it back in 
at the stumps, just as he did with Sobers in that month’s Test at 
Leeds . But before he did so he looked up and saw Wardle now 
leaning on his bat at the non-striker’s end, convulsed with mirth 
at having discomfited his spin-bowling rival . The crowd lapped 
it up, too, and there was a lot of laughter . It may have proved 
counter-productive, however, because in the end Lock had figures 
of 4-43 in the first innings and 4-44 in the second, with Bradford’s 
Telegraph & Argus newspaper reporting, ‘He sent it down with 
undisguised venom, at genuine medium pace . It was like watching 
an executioner .’

Laker caught some of the essential Lock duality when he wrote 
of him in 1959: 

How shall I remember him? The fiery, determined Lock, 
putting every ounce of himself into his bowling between 
my own overs? Or the schoolmasterly Lock, whom I once 
listened to coaching in the nets at The Oval, ‘Come forward 
… with your leg and pad together …’

That was another point of contrast . Laker rarely if ever practised, 
let alone deigned to pass on any advice, and as a rule had to be 
forced to turn his arm over in the nets . Like most English cricketers 
of the day, he basically trained on a regime of cheese sandwiches 
and cigarettes . Reporting back from their winter lay-off, the players 
tended to just turn up, sign in with their county secretary, and 
then drift down the corridor for a cup of tea and a natter in the 
dressing room . Laker took the game seriously, but he seems to 
have played it with the clear conviction that there might ultimately 
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be more to life than propelling a hard red leather ball at a man 
holding a lump of wood in his hands . Even as he was more or less 
single-handedly winning the Ashes, Laker’s England team-mates 
widely suspected him of being guilty of subversive activities such as 
reading books or forming his own opinions on the political issues 
of the day . ‘Jim would stay up late quietly arguing his case . He 
was always boning up about philosophy and history, while the rest 
of us settled for a beer and a shag,’ Godfrey Evans reminisced of 
the 1958/59 MCC tour of Australia . Lock, by contrast, was more 
narrowly focused . The first line of his only book (Laker wrote at 
least five of them) reads, ‘As long as I can remember, cricket has 
meant everything to me .’

In their older age, both men tended to be more charitable to one 
another . Laker said of Lock’s protracted Indian summer as captain 
of Leicestershire, ‘Tony’s enthusiasm was infectious, and he led by 
example … He imbued the side with the belief that they were as 
good as any other and taught them never to give up hope . It was 
an astonishing performance .’

Lock’s matching tribute to Laker was both fulsome and 
contained an air of faint bemusement: 

He never said whether he was pleased or sorry about his 
bowling . The odd slight grin, or shrug of the shoulders, 
would be the only indication that he had any opinion at all 
about what had just happened . I was different .

He was; and like most men of character he had strong prejudices, 
perhaps even more so than Laker . Errol Holmes cast a superbly 
languid eye over both young players when they joined the Surrey 
staff in 1946 . Laker, he informed his committee, was already 
a ‘finished cricketer [and] good trier, if a little unpolished – a 
thorough Yorkshireman’, while Lock was ‘very young and very 
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pleased with himself, full of wind, but has possibilities’ . Laker 
as a rule saw the wisdom in Kipling’s lines about taking triumph 
and disaster in one’s stride, while Lock appeared to be on some 
permanent audition for the sort of film role made popular around 
that time by Jerry Lewis at his most antic: loud, brash and slightly 
exhausting . Whether bowling or catching, his manner in the field 
often appeared to be artificial and over-emphatic, as though he 
really were acting a part, his gestures theatrical, his movements 
jerky and awkward . When appealing for a dismissal, Richie 
Benaud wrote, ‘Laker was apologetic, Lock a demander .’ Peter 
May added, ‘Jim remained serene, and sometimes just a little too 
detached from the proceedings for his own good,’ while ‘Tony 
was a high-maintenance character,’ and at times ‘like a child 
who wanted your constant attention as captain and got huffy 
if you didn’t respond’ . In a crisis, where Laker’s nerves were 
steady, Lock was at the mercy of his . Ken Barrington said, ‘Jim 
remained calm if the umpire happened to turn him down . Tony 
behaved like a lit firework .’ Lock was also a pioneer of the sort 
of syncopated war dance that typically accompanies each fall of 
wicket in modern-day cricket – colleagues knew that unless they 
took swift evasive action they could expect to be roped in for a 
full-bodied communal hug by the successful bowler, if not more 
than that, and that his fist-pumping antics on these occasions as a 
whole were often even more impressive than the actual dismissal 
they celebrated .

* * *
How should we assess the value of a great bowler? Crunching the 
numbers of their wickets is one obvious method, but it’s not the 
whole story . Simple accountancy doesn’t capture the worth of the 
true bowling artist . That’s down to the intimidating effect his mere 
presence on the field has on the batsmen .
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Stuart Surridge commented on the happy coincidence of having 
both Laker and Lock simultaneously at his disposal in the all-
conquering Surrey sides of the 1950s, when he said, ‘If a batsman 
wanted to get away from Jim, as they generally did, then they had 
Tony to deal with at the other end . They got no respite . As their 
captain I was also in the position of knowing that if one of them 
got a hatful of wickets in the first innings the other one would be 
bloody sure to try and top it in the second .’ Surridge also fondly 
remembered that Laker and Lock had always competed to be the 
first to pass the 100-wicket mark for the season . Lock himself 
acknowledged this symbiotic aspect of the relationship when in 
his 1957 autobiography, after blithely picking himself for his own 
fantasy World XI, he wrote, ‘To bowl spinners alongside me, there 
is only one man – Jim Laker . Further comment on his bowling 
skill is superfluous . From my point of view, it’s great to have him 
at the other end .’

Laker in turn readily appreciated the merits of having a bowling 
partner who could be expected at all times to tie down, stif le and 
generally harass the batsman . He once took Lock aside during their 
early days together at The Oval . ‘We discussed things, and I told 
him he ought to bowl quicker,’ Laker recalled . ‘I spent the better 
part of two weeks in the nets’ – a singular occurrence in itself – 
‘showing him how to spin the ball, explaining that he had to get 
his fingers round it and really turn it .’ It was an act of kindness, 
if not one wholly untainted by self-interest . Surridge said, ‘Jim 
chipped away at the batsman, often happy enough just to contain 
him . Tony’s constant belief [was] that he was going to take a wicket 
with every ball . I lost track of the number of times a man got out 
to one of them because he was frustrated by the other one, and did 
something stupid as a result .’

Surridge conceded that having two world-class spinners 
operating in tandem on the uncovered – and frequently 
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underprepared – Oval wickets of the 1950s ‘didn’t exactly harm’ 
Surrey’s prospects during the club’s unparalleled run of County 
Championship-winning seasons . It’s widely agreed that Surrey’s 
groundsman Bert Lock (no relation, although he might as well 
have been) worked miracles in transforming the ground from 
the unused but fully equipped wartime internment camp it 
remained until November 1945, with barbed wire strung across 
the playing area, into an arena fit for top-class cricket, with a 
marked receptiveness to spin, just six months later . Laker and Lock 
weren’t only wonderfully skilful professionals, then, but were also 
supremely lucky to do most of their work at The Oval under the 
playing regulations of the immediate post-war years . As Neville 
Cardus wrote, ‘Laker, in particular, was clever to begin playing 
cricket and bowling off-spin after the alteration of the lbw rule 
dangerously penalised batsmen who had brought to a fine art the 
use of pads to brilliant off-breaks pitching on the stumps and 
cutting back like a knife .’ 

With all this f lair and success on his native field, Laker himself 
used to frequently make the point that he was just as effective when 
bowling away as he was at home, and the statistics partly bear him 
out . While he took 687 first-class wickets at The Oval at around 
17 .30 apiece, his average (if also his number of dismissals) was 
significantly lower at the likes of Worcester, Old Trafford and 
Hove, to give just three geographically far-flung examples . 

While Lock was figuratively and quite often literally at the 
batsman’s throat, Laker was more contained on the field and more 
laconic, even sphinx-like, off it . ‘Jim learned to conceal his feelings 
with that deadpan expression which became second nature to him,’ 
Surridge said . Lock summed it up this way: ‘Jim and I were not 
always the greatest of friends, or for that matter friends at all, for 
he was a very hard man to get to know, very deep and quiet .’ Apart 
from their peerless bowling, they had little personally in common . 
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Laker was more than seven years older, a product of the industrial 
north and a notably difficult childhood . Lock was a country boy 
with the twin advantages of a cricket-loving father with access to 
the idyllic ground at Oxted in Surrey, and the early patronage of 
Sir Henry ‘Shrimp’ Leveson Gower, the county club’s president 
throughout the 1930s . Neither man was especially generous when 
it came to sharing the credit for his achievements, and they had 
few words of real warmth to say about each other in their various 
books . In later life Lock went on to live happily in Australia, which 
he described approvingly as a ‘raw, untamed country’ of the sort 
where it’s somehow difficult to imagine the more fastidious Laker 
wishing to settle . Surridge said, ‘Tony was tense and truculent, 
and frequently highly vocal with it,’ and added, ‘The mere idea of 
Jim showing emotion was absurd .’ But despite Laker’s trademark 
inscrutability, hot fires evidently smouldered just below the surface . 
His bridge-burning post-retirement autobiography eschewed the 
usual leisurely stroll through past matches and instead offered 
an energetically sustained rant against Peter May and others of 
the ‘traditional Oxbridge elite’, the results of which shattered the 
prevailing tone of sepulchral calm in the committee rooms of 
Lord’s and The Oval with much the same force as a well-aimed 
hand grenade . 

Laker is probably the more familiar of the pair, simply because 
his achievements in 1956 at Old Trafford are inextricably bound 
up with first impressions: many children of the 1960s, whether 
cricketers or not, would have grown up hearing of his name, and 
even people who would never think of attending a Test match 
are vaguely aware that he did something special . Lock himself 
was painfully alive to this imbalance in their popular stature, and 
he sometimes took it in his stride and sometimes didn’t . People 
who knew him best refer to his self-sufficiency, determination, 
irritability and capacity for ingratitude, qualities common to many 



Laker and Lock

36

great public performers . More than Laker, he was fanatically 
devoted to the craft of being a professional cricketer . In a further 
contrast, as a rule Lock considered himself supremely lucky just to 
be getting paid for doing what he loved best . The domestic game 
was going through one of its cyclical crises in the late 1950s, with 
many first-class cricketers and their county committees calling for 
fewer matches of the full two-innings variety and an extended mid-
season break in the interests of the players’ fitness and enthusiasm . 
Lock was having none of it . ‘I am not convinced that cricket six 
days a week is too much,’ he wrote in 1957 . ‘People in other walks 
of life have to work just as hard for six days as we do, without 
complaining about feeling stale . If they did, they would soon be 
reminded by the boss on which side their bread was buttered .’

The other pertinent themes in Laker and Lock’s lives were 
their mutual aversion to the neo-feudalism of English cricket in 
the days before the abolition of ‘gentleman’ and ‘player’ status; 
their ability to both exasperate and inspire their team-mates; their 
capacity for intense friendships and undying hatreds; their innate 
conservatism, at least as it might strike us today, in Laker’s case 
grounded in a childhood filled with the last vestiges of a Victorian 
way of life – pea-soup fogs, bowls and pitchers for bathing, and 
potted meat covered with a thick coat of yellow animal lard – and 
memories of actual survivors, too . He grew up in the Bradford of 
J .B . Priestley, to a soundtrack of clattering trams and the thought-
annihilating thunder of factory presses blasting day and night, 
where Lord Hawke in his 1880s Cambridge blazer, like some 
comic but also faintly sinister Gilbert and Sullivan grandee, was 
still the hands-on Yorkshire club president, famously telling his 
county’s AGM in 1925, ‘Pray God, no professional cricketer shall 
ever captain England .’ 

Perhaps it would simply be fair to note that there was something 
of a generation gap between Laker and Lock, not only in their age 
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but also their fundamental outlook on life . In January 1950, just 
as both men were finding their feet as professional cricketers, a 
classic police drama called The Blue Lamp presented two British 
archetypes of the new decade in the film’s lead roles . One was 
the solid and stoutly conventional London copper George Dixon, 
of later Dock Green fame, played by 54-year-old Jack Warner . 
Superbly pragmatic and efficient, he dealt briskly with the day’s 
issues and then went back home again to his pipe and slippers in 
the modest suburban lodgings he shared with his dutiful wife . 
He was dry, stoic, and gently humorous, and while you could 
safely count on him for a sympathetic hearing of your problems 
in life, you probably made a mistake if you sought him out solely 
for a therapeutic natter about your feelings of low self-esteem or 
alienation . Born in 1922, Laker was squarely in the Dixon tradition .

By contrast, The Blue Lamp’s other chief protagonist, the 
brooding hoodlum Tom Riley – as portrayed by 28-year-old Dirk 
Bogarde – seemed to herald the coming plague of rock and roll, 
with its preferred working environment of smoky cellars and richly 
aromatic espresso coffee bars, and a clientele who increasingly 
shunned the old Utility uniform of baggy grey flannels and sensible 
lace-up shoes for an ensemble of black, gold-threaded ‘Teddy 
Boy’ jackets and elastic-sided, crepe-soled boots of suspiciously 
continental design . By and large, this generation was impatient to 
dispense with the privations of war and the conventions of army 
life, both of which loomed large in the national consciousness of 
the early 1950s . Of course, neither the young nor the old of that era 
were the abstractions they’re sometimes presented as by historians . 
They were made of f lesh and blood like us, and with comparable 
feelings of love and hatred, resolve and doubt, with fears like us, 
too, even if what occasioned those fears was different . It would be 
a stretch to claim that Tom Riley and his real-life counterparts 
were part of some broader, cohesive revolution underway against 
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the Britain of It ’s That Man Again, with its grinding conformity 
and interminable queues at the local butcher’s shop . In short, Jack 
Warner and Dirk Bogarde may not always have been the stock 
personality types they sometimes appear to be in The Blue Lamp . 
But in so far as the older of the two men could be said to evoke the 
dour, self-effacing, commonsensical British male ideal of the 1940s, 
and the younger of the two anticipated the ornate, self-obsessed 
age of the 1960s, you could make a case for saying they double for 
Jim Laker and Tony Lock respectively .

* * *
On Wednesday, 1 August 1956 the touring Australians arrived at 
The Oval to play Surrey for the second time in just nine weeks . By 
then they must have been heartily sick of the sight of Laker, who had 
already taken 51 wickets in the course of his five previous meetings 
with them that summer . It was raining at the scheduled start of play, 
as it would do with depressing frequency that month . Despite the 
weather, the ramshackle but in its way lovely old ground with its 
gasometer backdrop was full to the rafters . Laker himself appeared 
prominently on the back pages of the morning newspapers being 
sold at the gate . The front pages were dominated by the developing 
crisis in the Middle East . Five days earlier, just as England and 
Australia were settling in for the fourth Test at Old Trafford, 
the Egyptian president Gamal Nasser had seen fit to nationalise 
the Suez Canal Company, not only in breach of the 1888 Treaty 
of Constantinople, but also, of more practical concern, posing a 
serious threat to Britain’s oil supplies . As at Munich in 1938, if on a 
smaller scale, it was a case of whether Britain should make a foreign 
dictator’s transgressions a casus belli, or seek to negotiate instead . 
Fuel rationing soon returned, and was seemingly accepted without 
a murmur of complaint, although it might conceivably have resulted 
in some marginal increase in the hatred for politicians .
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Anthony Eden’s Conservative government eventually chose 
the more belligerent of the two options . Unfortunately, the hoped-
for American support in the matter never materialised . In fact 
President Eisenhower’s ire with the British was sufficient for 
Eden to remember having picked up the hotline in Downing 
Street one morning to hear a f low of soldierly language at the 
other end so furious that he had felt it best to hold the instrument 
away from his ear . It was all a ‘regrettable lapse’ in the ‘special 
relationship’, the PM was forced to admit, as the roof fell in on 
the Atlantic alliance, Britain hurriedly withdrew her troops, and 
the Soviet Union threatened to launch retaliatory nuclear strikes 
on western Europe .

It’s worth dwelling on the tragicomic humbling of the British 
establishment at Suez for a moment, if only because it marked the 
moment when the Anglo-American balance of power came to 
assume its modern tone, with London essentially acting as a branch 
office of its Washington headquarters . As Elvis Presley appeared 
on British television screens for the first time that same month, 
John Osborne’s socially eviscerating play Look Back in Anger gave 
rise overnight to the kitchen sink school of public expression, and 
the retailer Tesco opened the nation’s first self-service supermarket 
in St Albans, it’s arguable that what we now call ‘modern’ Britain – 
or even ‘the 1960s’ – really began in the wet late summer of 1956 .

In the event they never got on the field for the first day’s 
scheduled play at The Oval . On the second day the Australians 
managed 143 all out, Laker taking four of the wickets and Lock 
just one . Surrey did marginally better, declaring at 181/9 . When 
Laker came in to bat with the score on 86/6, the visitors’ fast 
left-arm bowler Alan Davidson generously announced that he 
would give him one off the mark . Laker duly swung at the first 
ball, which was slow but straight, and was clean bowled . Lock 
in turn threw the bat for a brisk 39, and after that the match 
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dissolved into one of those cheerless stop-start affairs punctuated 
by umpires’ inspections and an occasional half-hearted chant from 
the free seats of ‘We want cricket .’ The Surrey professionals each 
received their standard £17 fee for the match, which ended in the 
inevitable draw .

Under normal circumstances it might seem that midweek 
county matches played in a damp August, particularly with the 
Australians still around, would be in the nature of an anticlimax 
for spectators and players alike . But this conspicuously wasn’t the 
case with Surrey in 1956 . They towered above all their domestic 
competition, and there were often long queues at the Oval gates 
before the start of each day’s play . Admittedly the county’s next 
home match, with Nottinghamshire, could be called only partly 
successful; Surrey managed just 87 in the first innings, but then 
pulled themselves together and fought the game out to the last 
blow for another draw . They then disposed of Essex at Clacton in a 
little over two days, made equally short work of Middlesex at The 
Oval, and earned another rain-affected draw – but also 12 bonus 
points – at home to Sussex . Meanwhile, Laker and Lock were 
steadily piling up the wickets, and under Surridge’s captaincy the 
atmosphere on the field was generally as keen as in a Test match . 
‘The skipper threw himself 100 per cent into the team effort,’ 
Lock allowed in print, before adding somewhat cattily, ‘Nothing 
else mattered to him, [and] why would it? As an amateur he had 
no cares about his personal performance, and no worries about 
maintaining his form or keeping fit for Test matches, as happens 
with others of us .’

By the time Surrey went up to play Middlesex again in the 
middle of August, this time at Lord’s, they were in sight of their 
fifth consecutive County Championship trophy . Their rivals just 
to the north were among their strongest challengers, along with 
the likes of Lancashire, Gloucestershire and Northamptonshire . 
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There was a certain edge to encounters between the two London 
sides at the best of times, which makes it slightly curious to read 
in Lock’s memoir For Surrey and England, ‘Even Jim Laker, in 
his record-breaking season, was once left out when he was fit to 
play . This was against Middlesex at Lord’s . As the home team 
were breaking all precedent by granting a financial collection 
to a professional from another county, in recognition of Jim’s 
achievements in his benefit season, England’s off-spin hero was 
not exactly pleased .’

Here some discrepancy exists between Lock’s account and those 
of several other Surrey players who noted that Laker had shown a 
marked reduction of offensive spirit after taking a certain amount 
of stick from the visiting batsmen in the recent match against 
Sussex, and had declared himself unfit for duty the following week 
as a result . John Murray, the Middlesex wicketkeeper on the day, 
told me, ‘We had a whip-round for Laker in the dressing room, just 
before the start . You wouldn’t normally do that except it was his 
benefit year, and of course he’d stuffed the Aussies bloody nearly 
single-handed in the Tests . So we passed the hat . Twenty or 30 
quid, it was, which wasn’t bad when you consider we were making 
about a tenner each, 15 if you were lucky, for the full three-day 
match . Well, the Surrey boys duly turned up at the ground that 
morning, but no Jim . They said he’d hurt his finger somehow . Very 
bitter about it, they were . You heard a few harsh words uttered in 
his direction in those days . Lovely bowler, though .’ Surrey won 
the match at Lord’s, where Lock took 12 wickets, and retained 
the title in the process .

When all the figures were added up, Laker earned about 
£11,000, tax-free, from his benefit season, which was serious 
money for an English county cricketer in 1956 . He estimated that 
he added a further £200 from ghosted newspaper articles, and 
exactly £100 by selling 1,000 signed copies of the Old Trafford 
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Test scorecard at two bob apiece . Towards the end of the season the 
Rothman’s tobacco office in Sydney offered him a contract worth 
£3,000 a year for three years to be their roving PR representative 
in New South Wales, a notable act of magnanimity on their part 
to Australia’s tormentor . Laker thought about it, but turned them 
down . As we’ve seen, he then added another £100 when he pipped 
Lock by a single run, 10-53 against 10-54, for the best English 
bowling analysis of the year .

Perhaps the Oval pitches were poorly prepared or even doctored 
in 1956 to give the county’s spinners an advantage, but taking the 
season overall it still seems that the right side ended on top . Laker 
bowled 959 overs in first-class play, fully 364 of them maidens, 
and took 132 wickets at 14 .43 apiece . Lock sent down 1,058 overs 
with an even more frugal 437, or well over 40 per cent of them, 
maidens, finishing with 155 wickets at 12 .46, and throwing in 44 
often gravity-defying catches . Of course, statistics such as mere 
dismissals are absurd for such men . You might as well review a 
book by counting the number of words in it . Later in September, 
Surrey organised a modest press conference for their victorious 
team at The Oval, and one of the national correspondents asked 
Laker, who was sitting there in his customary neat grey flannels 
and blazer, with a pen sticking out of the breast pocket, what 
particular qualities a spinner needed to be successful in English 
conditions . 

Without hesitating, Laker said, ‘A good sense of humour .’ 
There was an appreciative ripple of laughter . After that the same 
individual turned to Lock, who was not so much sitting in a 
wooden chair as sprawling in it almost full-length, legs crossed, 
the picture of self-contentment, a cigarette dangling between his 
gnarled spinning fingers . ‘Can you tell me,’ the journalist enquired, 
‘what you consider to be your greatest success and your greatest 
failure this season?’
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Lock took a few more leisurely drags of his cigarette, casually 
f licked some ash on the nearby rug, and exhaled a cloud of smoke 
before replying . ‘Sorry, mate,’ he said . ‘I don’t quite understand 
your second point .’

It brought the house down .


