
Cricket is a resilient game, having survived many crises through its rich and
varied 260-year history as a codified sport. These crises ranged from accus-
ations of racism, illegal bowling actions, drug abuse, and boorish player
behaviour, to match fixing, inept management, corporate takeovers, and
political boycotts.

During the early 1950s a crisis of confidence infected Australian cricket.
This crisis of confidence centred on the way the game was played. In short, it
was feared that the game was becoming overwhelmingly dull, and losing its
hold over the hearts and minds of sport followers.1 The antidote for this crisis
was seen to be brighter cricket. This paper traces through the sources of this
crisis of confidence, the effect it had on the administration of the game, and
the extent to which it mirrored a 'real' decline in cricket's popularity and
profitability.
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Post War Reconstruction
Between 1945 and 1949 the reformist Chifley government reconstructed
Australia's post war economy by pursuing a policy of planned development,
economic regulation and social support.2 Production levels rose sharply,
culminating in 1948 with the launch of the 'Holden', Australia's first mass-
produced car. For many citizens, this vehicle signified 'Australian progress
and independence', despite General Motors Holden being a wholly owned
subsidiary of General Motors in the United States.3 Rural exports increased in
value, and the level of unemployment fell to just below 3% of the workforce.4

Notwithstanding these achievements, the Chifley government was replaced in
1949 by a more socially conservative Liberal-Country Party Government,
under the leadership of Robert Menzies. They rejected 'deadly' Socialism in
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Over the same period, Australian cricket's governing body, the Australian
Board of Control for International Cricket, reconstructed its interstate and
international cricket programs, having discontinued first-class matches
during World War II.11 This reconstruction of first-class cricket built upon the
strong foundation established during the 1930s, when cricket was Australia's
most popular spectator sport, and had positioned itself as the 'national
game'.'12 Australian Rules football, which had extensive spectator support in
southern and western Australia, was not popular in New South Wales and
Queensland, while Rugby League, which drew good crowds in Sydney and
Brisbane, was ignored by the rest of Australia. Cricket on the other hand, was
played and watched throughout the country.13 England-Australia cricket
matches were particularly popular with the public, as well as being highly
profitable. Previous Australia-England encounters had attracted large crowds,
the 1936-37 series being the best attended in Test match history. The
aggregate match attendance was just over 900,000, which averaged out at
36,500 per match day.14

The Australian public had been starved of international matches during
the war and a combination of pent up demand and post-war euphoria created
widespread enthusiasm for a series of matches against the 'mother country'.
Cricket was a powerful symbol of the ambiguous relationship between
Australia and England. On one hand, cricket expressed their common
political and cultural traditions, and was seen as a vehicle for cementing
relationships. On the other hand, cricket expressed a deep-seated rivalry
between the two countries. While England used it to reinforce its political and
cultural dominance over the 'colonies', Australia used it to establish a sense
of national identity and independence. To beat England at cricket was to have
both confidence re-established, and be 'restored to the bosom of the mother
country'.15
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Cricket’s Resurgence

favour of a climate of 'thrift and self-sacrifice' that enabled people to be
independent and industrious.5

Unlike England and most of continental Europe, Australia was quick to
regain its pre-war living standards.6 Australia's Gross Domestic Product per
person was 33% above the average for Western Europe.7 This was not
surprising, since the war had killed 42 million Europeans, and their 'transport
system had collapsed'. In Britain, price controls and rationing were 'stiffer
than anywhere else',8 but Australia's only major rationing problem involved
petrol.9 The forty hour week had become the industry standard, and most
people were not required to work on Saturday afternoons. As a result, there
was 'time for a variety of pursuits' and the money to enjoy the cinema, the
beach, and the mountains 10
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It was therefore not surprising when England was invited to tour Australia
soon after peace had broken out. In the meantime, an Australian team toured
New Zealand between February and April, 1946.16 Although a representative
team had toured New Zealand on ten previous occasions, this was the first
tour to include an official Test match, which Australia won convincingly.

During the 1946-47 season, Donald Bradman led Australia to victory
against the touring England team. The Australian team repeated its winning
home performance in England in 1948, and consolidated its position as
world cricket champions. While there were many reasons why Australia
outplayed England during the early post war period, the major factor was the
dominance of Bradman, who continued to score runs in relentless fashion.17

Although Bradman was not universally liked, particularly by some of his
playing colleagues, he was unquestionably the world's best batsman.18 The
relative weakness of England was compounded by the loss of thousands of
young soldiers during the war, and the poor state of the British economy
immediately afterwards. Material conditions were sufficiently depressed in
the mother country for each of the state cricket associations in Australia to
send food parcels with Bradman's touring party in 1948. Two hundred cases
were handed over to the British Minister of Food for distribution to the
British public, which underscored the relatively high living standards that
existed in Australia at the time.19 Australia's cricket successes were also linked
to a broad participation base, and school cricket programs which 'reached a
very high standard, with hundreds of well coached, talented cricketers being
channelled into district clubs from both government and private fee-paying
schools'.20

Expanding Profits
In each of the 1946-47 and 1948 international series, attendances and gate
receipts were high, and confirmed Test cricket's reputation as Australia's
major international sporting event. While the 1946 and 1947 Davis Cup
tennis finals against the United States of America captured the public
imagination, and attracted an average daily crowd of 14,000 over each of
three days of competition, the aggregate attendance for the 1946-47 Test
cricket matches was 847,000, just over 31,000 per day.21 The gate takings for
the Test match played in Melbourne exceeded that for any previous game
played between Australia and England.22

The 1948 tour of England was also hugely popular, and proved to be the
most profitable 'away series' in history. The financial return to the Australian
Board of Control for International Cricket totalled 75,000 pounds, twice the
previous highest profit.23 Both the second Test at the Lord's ground in
London, and the third Test at Old Trafford in Manchester, attracted record
crowds of 132,000 and 133,740 respectively. International Test cricket
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matches were therefore both well attended and commercially successful
during the 1940s, as Table 1 shows.

Year

1946

1946-47

1947-48

1948

1948-49

1949-50

Opponent/
Place

New Zealand/NZ

England/Australia

India/Australia

England/England

No Tours

South Africa/SA

Total
Attendance

-

847,000

388,000

-

-

-

Avr. Daily
Attendance

-

31,400

18,400

-

-

-

Gate
Receipts

-

£124,000

£51,000

-

-

Profits to
Board of Control

£75,000

-

Table Two: Sheffield Shield Daily Attendances: 1946-49

Season

1946-7

1947-8

1948-9

Attendance

155,000

254,000

292,000

Days
Played

43

59

61

Avr. Daily
Attendance

3,600

4,300

4,800

As the 1940s unfolded, Australian cricket consolidated its 'national sport'
status. Cricket authorities not only gained substantial financial returns from
first-class matches, but also obtained nationwide radio exposure. The 1948
tour of England was broadcast by short wave radio, and Test match
descriptions captured more than 50% of the Melbourne and Sydney radio
audience.25 It confirmed that cricket was an important vehicle for the
expression of national sentiment,26 and provided 'a peculiarly intense form of
national drama'.27 Winning against the old 'colonial masters', created a

Source: Cashman, Australian Cricket Crowds.

Source: Cashman, Australian Cricket Crowds; Board of Control, Minutes of Annual
General Meeting, 1946-48.

Although attendances at interstate matches, or the Sheffield Shield, as it was
officially known, were lower than anticipated for the 1946-47 season, by the
late 1940s, crowds had increased. Whereas the 1946-47 matches attracted only
155,000 spectators, the 1948-49 competition generated a total attendance of
292,000, or nearly 5,000 spectators per day.24 The figures for total attendances,
days played and average daily attendances are provided in Table 2.

Crickets Cultural Resonance
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Table One: Test Match Fixtures Involving Australia: 1946-49

- -

-

-

-
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An initial cause for concern was the inability of the Sheffield Shield to be
self-sustaining. While the Queensland Cricket Association (QCA) broke even
on Sheffield Shield games played at its home ground in the 1950-51 season,
the interstate, or southern, tour as it was more colloquially called, produced
a net loss of 468 pounds.29 The commercial outcome for the Victorian Cricket
Association (VGA) Sheffield Shield fixtures was no less dismal. A loss of
254 pounds was incurred on matches played at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground (MCG), while interstate travel expenses totalled 3,014 pounds,
thereby producing an accumulated loss of 3,268 pounds.30

Officials were so concerned about the declining profitability of interstate
games that at the end of the 1951-52 season the Board of Control considered
a proposal to reduce Sheffield Shield matches from four to three days on the
grounds that losses were incurred on the last day of each game. Games played
in Perth produced the largest loss, with receipts of 23 pounds and expenses
of 123 pounds resulting in a fourth day loss of 100 pounds.31 The fourth day
losses in the Melbourne and Adelaide games were 52 pounds and 42 pounds
respectively.32 This matter was discussed at the 1952 Interstate Conference,
the managing committee for the Sheffield Shield, where New South Wales
Cricket Association (NSWCA) delegates proposed that Shield matches be
reduced from four to three days, which replicated the duration of English
County cricket matches.33 The proposal was defeated,34 but in its wake the
Conference resolved to organise a restricted 1954-55 season by having each
side play only four matches instead of the usual six.

On-Field Performances
A second cause for concern was the morale-sapping losses by the Australian
team, especially against England. After having comprehensively defeated
England in the 1950-51 home series it was expected that Australia would easily

Sheffield Shield Finances

Explaining the Malaise
However, in the 1950s the optimistic mood surrounding Australian cricket
quickly evaporated when a number of officials became concerned about the
game's capacity to engage the public and attract spectators. The retirement of
Bradman in 1949, poor international performances by the Australian Test
team, an increase in negative play, and a perceived loss of public interest in
cricket, led commentators to conclude that Australian first-class cricket had
entered the sporting doldrums. There was a general feeling that fans had drift-
ed away from the game, and gravitated to sports like tennis, surfing and golf.28

strong feeling of national self esteem, and Australia's ambivalent, but feisty,
relationship with England always generated high match-day crowds and large
radio audiences for Test matches.

47



Negative Tactics

defeat the touring South African team in 1952-53, but this was not the case.
The South Africans won two Test matches and Australia won two, leaving the
series drawn. The 1953 tour of England by Australia, while successful from a
financial viewpoint, was a disappointment in every other respect, since
England defeated Australia by one game to nil. England had therefore
regained the 'Ashes', which Australia had held since 1934.

Australian cricketing standards took a further beating when, in the
1954-55 series at home, the visiting English tourists defeated Australia, three
games to one. This was a euphoric result for England which had finally
rebuilt its economy, and re-invigorated its cricket system, but was devastating
for the Australians. Johnnie Moyes, a leading cricket commentator at the
time, commented that the Australian batting was feeble, it had 'no solidity,
no technique, no capacity to fight back', and was 'shockingly futile'.35 Overall,
there was a 'touch of hopelessness'.36 The morale of Australian cricket
collapsed in 1956 when, as the touring team, it suffered another humiliating
loss to England. The Australian cricket fleet had touched 'rock bottom'.37
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A third cause for concern was that cricket had slowed down, and lost its
adventurous spirit. Many commentators believed that the fundamental cause
of the malaise in Australian first-class cricket during the early 1950s was its
negativism, drop in tempo, and consequent dullness. That is, first-class
cricketers were adopting negative tactics in their attempts to avoid losing.38

Moyes described the 1950-51 home series against England as 'mediocre' and
argued that 'negative field placing' and a 'permanent leg slip' was a 'menace'
to bright and exciting cricket.39 He went on to say that the 'time taken to bowl
an over was often ridiculously excessive', and that the slow scoring rate that
resulted was compounded by the poor mental attitude of the batsman.40

The Board of Control also referred to the need to 'combat negative
cricket',41 and early in 1952 under the guidance of Donald Bradman, sought
to amend the rule covering 'leg before wicket' (LBW).42 It was proposed that
a batsman could be given out if the ball was likely to hit the wicket if spinning
into the stumps from either side of the wicket.43 The existing rule allowed for
a dismissal only if the ball was turning from the 'onside', that is, from a
position on the same side as the batsman's legs. As well as making things fairer
for all players, it was also anticipated that the new rule would 'brighten up
cricket' by discouraging batsmen from 'padding up' to the ball rather than
playing a stroke. The Bradman amendment was put at the September 1952
meeting of the Board, but was defeated when Victoria, New South Wales and
Queensland voted against it because they believed it would put an unfair
burden on umpires.44

The matter of defensive cricket was also discussed at the September 1952
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A fourth cause for concern was the fear that Australian cricket would adopt
the dour and defensive tactics of many English players. Notwithstanding the
team's international successes during the early 1950s, Colonel R. S. Rait-Kerr,
secretary of the Marylebone Cricket Club, expressed his deep concern at the
plight of English cricket. He blamed the dullness of cricket on the increase in
the number and duration of Tests with a resultant 'decline in tempo' and
technique that was copied in other levels of cricket, and the preoccupation of
the batsmen with defence, largely dictated by bowlers.52 Rait-Kerr went on to
say that the remedies were clear. They included convincing players that their
livelihood depended upon making the game attractive to the public, the
preparation of faster pitches, and, as Bradman had proposed, an amendment
to the LBW rule.53

It was noted that cricket became particularly dull and defensive whenever
Australia played England.54 According to one English commentator, 'the
modern game was gripped to the point of suffocation in an iron band
imposed by the gospel of containment'.55 From the Australian point of view,
the main culprit was Trevor Bailey, the English all-rounder.56 During the 1953
series in England, Bailey developed the habit of slowing down play by

Transmission of the English Disease

meeting of the Interstate Conference. New South Wales delegates tabled
proposals aimed at improving the standard of cricket,45 and a senior delegate,
F. M. Cush, urged other States to mount efforts 'to brighten the game'.46

Cush indicated that the NSWCA had promoted games in schools and
teachers' colleges, and all district clubs had been asked to prepare better
practice and match wickets. A scheme for 'youngsters had been put in place',
and the country committee had begun to seek out outstanding players
of promise and 'develop their abilities'.47 Cush finally noted that his
association had set up a 'special publicity committee' with the purpose of
effecting closer co-operation with representatives of the press. Cush's report
was enthusiastically received, and the Conference resolved that copies of the
NSWCA proposals should be forwarded to all other State cricket associations
for possible adoption.48

However, the Cush program did little to allay the concerns of many
officials and commentators. The VCA, in its review of the 1953-54 season,
agreed with the Board of Control that the 'vexatious question of negative
bowling' needed further discussion,49 while the Board of Control, when
previewing the 1954-55 season, again noted its concern about negative
cricket, and resolved to survey 'all interested parties'.50 Donald Bradman
retorted that the problem existed in 'both Australia and England',51 thereby
implying that the solution was not just to be found in tampering with the
domestic competition.
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The Demise of the Amateur

deliberately increasing the time to bowl an over. At one point Bailey took
eight minutes to bowl a six-ball over.57

In England, in 1956, a special committee under the chairmanship of
R. A. Altham, President of the Marylebone Cricket Club, was set up to
consider the development of the game, with a specific brief to see how the
'tempo' could be improved.58 Among its recommendations were limitations
on field placements, and the introduction of two day, knockout compet-
itions.59 The Bradman proposal on the LBW rule was rejected on the grounds
that it would be too difficult to enforce.60 Meanwhile, in 1957, the editor of
Wisden Cricketers' Almanack concluded that a lack of colour in batting was
making a good deal of cricket 'so tedious to watch'.61

A fifth cause for concern was the growing professionalism of the game. For
many cricket administrators and indeed some players, it was both the enemy
of tradition and the source of corruption.62 Supporters of amateurism
believed that it preserved the fun-loving dimension of cricket,63 whereas
professionalism was seen to lead to a defensive, dull approach to the game,
where the emphasis was on 'safety first'.64 According to this view, only amat-
eurs could play exciting cricket.65 It was for this reason that Australian players,
who were part-time 'amateurs', were seen as far more adventurous than their
dour, and mostly professional, English counterparts. Paradoxically, this view
was mostly put by English officials, where the professional player was an
integral part of the cricket scene, and where the adventurous and dynamic
batting came from two of its best known professionals of the 1940s and 1950s,
Len Hutton and Denis Compton.66 Australian officials were less critical of the
'professional' approach, but they generally preferred amateur values. Neil
Harvey, who was a star batsman during the 1950s, concluded that 'all games
must suffer when money comes into the situation',67

In other words, the problems of modern cricket lay with the professional
cricketer, who had become preoccupied with defence, and was compounded
by the gradual disappearance of the amateur.68 The 1963 edition of Wisden
Cricketers' Almanack asserted that by doing away with the amateur, cricket was
in danger of losing the 'spirit of freedom and gaiety' which the best amateurs
brought to the game.69 It was argued that cricket should be made 'less of a
career and more of a sporting pastime'.70 According to D. Rait-Kerr, the
Marylebone Cricket Club archivist at the time:

If the MCC strove to keep the true amateur in first class cricket, it was
not for the sake of the old school tie, but was the sincerest desire to
regain and preserve the unfettered spirit of high adventure, which
since the golden age, had been the amateur's priceless contribution
to cricket... Enterprise was now a 'sine que non' for survival. 71
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James contended that tinkering with the rules would not change the
character of modern first-class cricket. Cricket could only regain its former
glory if it was removed from the specialised first-class player and 'returned to
the community'. Under these conditions it could once more become an
artistic expression of life where cricketers play 'for the fun of it'.73 English
cricket writer, Neville Cardus, shared James' concern, and lamented that
cricket had changed from a sport and 'aesthetic spectacle' to a 'competitive
materialistic encounter'.74

James concluded that the curse of modern cricket was not professional-
ism, but rather the adoption of mechanistic work practices. The fundamental
problem was the techno-bureaucratic society in which players conducted
their daily lives.75 Coincidently, James could have been referring to Bradman,
since R. C. Robertson-Glasgow, the English cricket writer, concluded that:

... above all Bradman was a business-cricketer. About his batting there
was to be no style for style's sake. If there was to be any charm, that
was for the spectator to find or miss. His aim was the making of runs.
He seemed to have eliminated error, to have perfected the
mechanism of stroke. No other batsman, surely, has ever been able to
score so fast while at the same time avoiding risk. He was, as near as a
man batting may be, the flawless engine.76

However, not even James would claim that Bradman's techno-bureaucratic
technique could not draw crowds. Indeed, the opposite was the case. Dull
cricket was more than a function of the 'nanny' state.

The cricketers of today play the cricket of a specialised stratum, they
are functionaries of the welfare state. When many millions of people
all over the world demand security and a state that must guarantee it,
that's one thing. But when bowlers or batsmen, responsible for an
activity essentially artistic and therefore individual, are dominated by
the same principles, then the result is what we have. 72

The Changing Social Context
However, the idea that a good dose of amateur values would save the game
was not convincing to other cricket commentators. An alternative view was
put forward by the West Indian commentator, C. L. R. James. While agreeing
that cricket during the Edwardian age was superior in most ways to the cricket
being played in the 1950s, he disputed the claim that the game's dullness was
due to the post-war dominance of the professional cricketer. He pointed out
that amateurs had been no less drab, cautious and defensive than their
professional colleagues. James believed that the cause of the negative
approach to cricket was the social environment in which modern cricketers
lived and played. According to James:
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This increasing tempo and independence of modern life was exemplified in
the explosive growth in motor vehicle ownership. It provided a degree of mob-
ility that had never been experienced before, and became a 'decisive influence
on the Australian way of life'.81 Weekends could now be spent outside the city,
either in the 'bush' or at the beach. Touring to more remote destinations
became a popular pastime for more people as the number of licensed motor
vehicles increased from 700,000 to 2.5 million between 1946 and 1958. By the
end of the 1950s the motor car had 'become both the symbol of prosperity and
the assurance of mobility'.82 Jack Fingleton, ex-Test cricketer, and sports
journalist, suggested that the lure of the motor car in combination with the
'keen interest' that young men took in the opposite sex 'worked against an
interest in cricket'.83 Keith Miller, another ex-Test cricketer, agreed, noting that
the motor car, the beach and modern roads had taken young people away
from cricket. He concluded that it was 'hard for an Aussie to convince his wife
or even himself, that a day at the cricket match would be more fun.'84

The Accelerating Pace of Modern Life
For other commentators, cricket's major structural weakness was its inability
to guarantee constant drama in a world that increasingly demanded
excitement and 'quick' results. Team captains could easily drop the tempo of
a game by making a defensive team placement here, and ensuring a slow over
rate there. Unlike other team games like Australian Rules football and
Rugby League, which involved the concentrated expenditure of energy in
a compressed time frame, cricket evolved as a 'rural entertainment contrived

The Lure of the Motor Vehicle

Changing Patterns of Leisure and Spending
Other explanations of cricket's malaise focused on the changes taking place
in society rather than the changes taking place in cricket. For example, Benny
Green, an editor of Wisden Cricket Anthofogies, suggested that changing social
conditions meant that 'cricket could no longer claim a captive audience'.77

In other words, cricket had to compete with an expanding number of leisure
options in an increasingly 'mass consumption' society.78 In Australia, these
options included not only sporting activities like golf, squash, tennis and
ten-pin bowling, but also consumer products like kitchenware, record-players,
television and drive-in cinemas.79 The independence that Robert Menzies
talked about in 1949 was strongly reflected in people's spending patterns in
the 1950s. Summer time activities were increasingly centred on the family
outing, the beach holiday, and television, which was introduced to Australia
in 1956. Television in particular gained a strong foothold in a short space of
time. Whereas only 74,000 households held television licences in 1957,
by 1959 it has grown to 995,000.80
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By the middle of the 1950s many cricket officials believed that first-class
cricket was losing its appeal, and changes had to be made to ensure its
standing as the national game. In the light of the Australian team's poor
performance in England in 1956, concern about the slow tempo of first-class
cricket, and the Sheffield Shield's chronic financial problems, Australian
cricket officials again reviewed the state of local cricket. Particular attention
was given to time-wasting, bowlers with suspicious actions, the duration of
Test matches, and defensive field placements.91 The proposed rule which
restricted the number of leg-side fieldsmen behind the 'popping crease' (that
is, positioned behind the batsman) to two, was given considerable attention,92

since it was seen as a way of encouraging more attractive batting. And, batting
was, for most commentators, the way to brighter cricket.93

The home series against England during the summer of 1958-59 was
surrounded by controversy over the issue of illegal bowling actions.94 Despite
the hyperbole and hostility, many commentators judged these Test matches
as dour affairs, and concluded that cricket was still 'caught in a tide' of tedious
negativism. An English journalist reporting the first Test at Brisbane,
described it as 'one of the dullest cricket matches ever played'.95 Roy McLean,
a South African journalist, responded in the same way to the 1957-58
Australian tour of South Africa. He trusted that cricket followers, would in the
future, 'have forgiven the players, and more still, will have forgotten how slow
it all was and how utterly boring much of it proved to be'.96 Ian Johnson,
former captain of the Australian team, also complained about the dullness of
Test cricket in general, and slow over rates in particular. He noted that
whereas more than 120 balls per hour were bowled during the 1920s, no
more than 100 balls were bowled per hour during the 1958-59 Tests against
England. Neil Harvey, who also played in the Australian Test team during the

to fill a long summer's day'.85 Cricket was a game conceived to occupy rather
than defeat time.86 While, on one hand, cricket's aristocratic and rural
traditions created a romantic attachment to the game, it also eliminated the
need to get a speedy outcome.87 According to Fingleton, cricket's great charm
was its capacity to provide a soothing antidote to an 'uneasy and hysterical
world'.88 This point was more critically addressed by the Marylebone Cricket
Club president, R. A. Altham. He noted that when ranked against the
increased tempo of modern life, cricket was 'a rather slow moving activity'.89

As far as Moyes was concerned, Australian cricket needed a 'shake-up', not
just because it would attract enterprising play, but also because the cricket
public wanted entertainment as well as skill. Moyes concluded that if
players continually 'bored the public', their patronage would be lost, and
international cricket would 'fade out of existence'.90

The Responses
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1950s, concluded that throughout this period, cricket, 'especially in the Test
sphere, got duller and less imaginative each season'.97

In 1959 the NSWCA once more proposed the elimination of the fourth
and final day of Shield matches on the grounds that 'it was frequently devoid
of interest, and also involved expenses which were seldom recouped by the
day's gate takings'.98 While the proposal was not approved, there were further
complaints about negative play, and concern that the recent introduction of
television might lead to a fall in first-class match attendances.

As a result, a 'brighter cricket' campaign was mounted. A number of rule
changes were discussed and initiated in an attempt to make cricket more
attractive to the public. At its September 1959 meeting, the Board of Control
was concerned that in many first-class matches players were deliberately
wasting time in order to secure a tactical advantage over their opponents. Law
46 (Note 4) was consequently amended to read 'bowlers taking excessively
long time to bowl will be disciplined by being taken off.99

State associations were also concerned about the slowness of play, and in
1960 the QCA, at its June gathering, held a lengthy meeting on the issue and
produced a discussion paper entitled 'Stimulating the Public Interest in
Cricket'.100 V. Shaefer, a member of the QCA Board, claimed that cricket was
'not offering the entertainment value it must have to bring people along in
numbers to view it'. Apart from the general recommendation that cricket had
to become 'brighter', the QCA also proposed the establishment of a
supporters' club, more junior coaching programs, the introduction of an
advertising and public relations campaign, and the importing of overseas
players to add some 'dash and excitement'.101

A Question of Tempo
In short, for most commentators, cricket's problems at this time centred on the
growing gap between the tempo of cricket and the tempo of modern life. It
was universally agreed that Australian cricket had been infected by the disease
of negativity and slow play. At the same time, Australian society was becoming
more complex, affluent and mobile. This meant that traditional and time-
absorbing games like cricket had to compete with many more leisure activities.

The solutions to the problem of negative cricket also revolved around the
widening gap between the tempo of cricket and the tempo of modern life.
Critics like D. Rait-Kerr and Cardus believed that the solution centred on the
elimination of negativity. Cricket would be better off if it discarded its
modern, restrictive, and increasingly professional pretensions. It could then
return to its pre-modern and 'gentleman-amateur' antecedents where
playing for its own sake was dominant, and where the need for external
reward was irrelevant. In other words, that there was nothing wrong with first-
class cricket that a good dose of character, adventurous spirit, and enterprise
could not fix. Other commentators, like Green, Shaefer and Altham, believed
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At first glance there was evidence that cricket was losing its grip over the hearts
and minds of Australian sport fans during the 1950s. In other words, it seemed
that the crisis of confidence that had infected Australians had indeed been
associated with a real decline in the game's popularity and profitability. For
example, there was a gradual fall in Sheffield Shield attendances during the
early 1950s. In the 1948-49 season, sixty-one days of Shield Cricket attracted
296,000 spectators, but by the 1951-52 season, only 178,000 fans watched the
sixty days of play. For the first time since the turn of the century the average
daily attendance had fallen below 3,000. The changing attendance patterns
are summarised in Table 3.

Period

1949-50

1950-51

1951-52

1952-53

1953-54

1954-55

1955-56

1956-57

Total
Attendances

296,000

222,000

178,000

216,000

269,000

144,000

285,000

265,000

Average Daily
Attendance

4,852

3,524

2,967

3,661

4,638

4,966

5,182

3,397

Days
Played

61

63

60

59

58

29

55

78

However, there are two points to be made about Sheffield Shield attendance
during the 1950s. First, the falling attendance in the early 1950s can be partly
explained by an increasing number of international cricket tours into
Australia during this period. At the completion of the 1951-52 season the
Victorian Cricket Association noted that 'interest' in the Sheffield Shield has
diminished during the past two seasons due to the relegation of these
matches to secondary importance through visits of international teams.102

Between 1946 and 1952, England toured twice, and India, the West Indies,
and South Africa once each, a total of five tours in six years. By contrast, in the
five years between 1933 and 1938, only one overseas team toured Australia.
Second, the fall in Sheffield Shield attendance was not sustained, and by 1956

Source: Cashman, Australian Cricket Crowds.

Table Three: Sheffield Shield Attendances: 1949-56

The Consequences

that the changing conditions of modern society were making traditional, and
more particularly, negative cricket, increasingly unattractive to many people.
Therefore cricket would have to change its structure, playing time, and
playing culture if it was to maintain its status as Australia's national game.

Bob Stewart The Crisis of Confidence in Australian First-Class Cricket in the 1950s
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average match attendance increased to 5182, the highest since the 1930s.
Attendance patterns for Test matches displayed similar anomalies. On

one hand, a number of Test attendances were disappointing. For example,
the 1952-53 tour of Australia by South Africa attracted average daily crowds of
only 15,500, while the 1951-52 West Indies tour attracted a marginally higher
average daily crowd of 18,000. On the other hand, the 1950-51 tour of
Australia by England generated a daily match attendance of just under 30,000
that was, by any measure; impressive. Moreover, even when Australia lost to
England in the 1953 and 1954-55 cricket seasons, these Test matches were
commercial successes. The first Test match of the 1953 away series against
England at the Lord's ground generated the highest level of gate receipts ever
taken at a cricket match. Total receipts for the Test series also set a record.
Although the tour of England in 1953 resulted in a defeat for the Australian
team, it provided substantial profits for the state cricket associations. The
QCA and VCA recorded profits of 9,600 pounds and 4,820 pounds
respectively.103 The 1954-55 tour of Australia by England was also a
commercial success. The third Test, which was played at the MCG, was even
more profitable than the 1953 Lord's Test match, and produced gate receipts
of 48,000 pounds from an attendance of 300,270.104 Test match figures of the
1950-56 period are listed in Table 4.

Season

1950-51

1951-52

1952-53

1953

1954-55

1956

Opponent/
Place

England/Aust

W. Indies/Aust

S. Africa/Aust

England/England

England/Aust

England/Aust

Total
Attendance

612,000

396,000

388,000

-

703,000

-

Avr. Daily
Attendance

29,200

18,800

15,500

-

30,600

-

Gate
Receipts

£100,000

£66,000

£56,000
-

£127,000

-

Profits to
Board of Control

-

-

-

£85,000
-

£52,000

Australia also regained its cricketing pride during the 1957-58 and 1958-59
seasons when it defeated South Africa and England respectively. Even though
the home series against England was accused of being exceedingly dull, it
gained significant public attention, with 766,000 people paying 185,000
pounds to watch the matches.105 The aggregate attendance was the highest for
a Test series since 1946-47, while the gate takings exceeded all previous figures.
Australia cemented its position as the world's most powerful cricketing nation
by defeating the popular 'happy-go-lucky' West Indian team in 1960-61.106

Source: Cashman, Australian Cricket Crowds; Board of Control, Minutes of Annual
General Meeting, 1950-56.

Table Four: Test Match Fixtures Involving Australia: 1950-56
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While the West Indies tour was one of the most exciting and evenly contested
in the history of Australian first-class cricket, crowds were actually smaller than
that for the 'exceedingly dull' 1958-59 tour by England.107 The gate receipts
of 174,000 pounds for the West Indies tour exceeded expectations, but was
still below the record 1958-59 gate receipt figure. Test match details for the
1957-60 period are contained in Table 5.

The crisis of confidence that infected Australian cricket during the 1950s
reveals a number of interesting features about the development of the game
over this period. It was clear that cricket had become caught in a web of
collective anxiety resulting from a number of factors that originated from
both the game itself and the wider society. The game-related factors included
the retirement of Donald Bradman, a fall in Sheffield Shield financial returns,
a bevy of negative tactics, a general slowing down of play, the demise of the
amateur, and the loss of the Ashes to England in 1953. The wider society-
related factors included more leisure and sporting options, the seductive
attraction of television and cinema, the lure of the motor vehicle, and the
increasing speed of modern life. The view that cricket had become dull was
exemplified in the Trevor Bailey incident in which he took eight minutes to
bowl a six ball over. By the late 1950s there was general agreement that the
game was dour, tedious, and less imaginative.

However, despite this collective anxiety, concern about the game's fall in
tempo, and the speeding up of society, there was no serious loss of public
support for first-class cricket during the 1950s. While there were claims that
other sports had taken away much of its supporter base, the financial position
of cricket was still sound. There was no dispute that the Australian team had
frequent international failures during the mid-1950s, and that the South
African and West Indies and teams did not attract large crowds. However,
there was no firm evidence to support the view that cricket had 'declined

Season

1957-58

1958-59

1959-60

1960-61

Opponent/
Place

S. Africa/S. Africa

England/Aust

India & Pakistan/
India & Pakistan

W. Indies/Aust

Total
Attendance

-

766,000

-

735,000

Avr. Daily
Attendance

-

28,400

-

30,600

Gate
Receipts

-

£185,000

-

£174,000

Profits to
Board of Control

-

-

£49,000

-

57

Table Five: Test Match Fixtures Involving Australia, 1957-60

Source: Cashman, Australian Cricket Crowds; Board of Control, Minutes of Annual
General Meeting, 1956-60.

Conclusion
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tremendously',108 suffered a 'sharp decline' in popular support,109 or reached
the stage where crowds had dwindled alarmingly.110 While the standard of
play at the international level was often disappointing to commentators and
spectators, the increasing negativity had only a marginal impact on the
commercial development of the game during this period. As early as 1952
the president of the QCA reported that the season 'was quite a good' one,
indeed, 'one of the best we have had'.111 Moreover, the 1954-55 daily Test
match attendance of 30,600 was only 800 below the massively supported 1946-
47 tour. Finally, the 1958-59 series generated more match day receipts than
any other post WWII-domestic tour. The view that cricket had 'entered a
period of stagnation'112 was more myth than fact.

The ability of Australian cricket to insulate itself against the growing gap
between the tempo of the game, and the tempo of daily life, can be explained
by its cultural resonance. Specifically, the passionate rivalry between
Australian and England meant that every Ashes series continued to attract
large crowds during the 1950s, with average daily attendance oscillating
between 28,000 and 30,000. Even when it was seen to be dull and dour, it was
still able to engender strong national sentiment.

On those occasional cases where attendance and gate receipts did fall,
they resulted from weak cultural resonance as much as in a fall in Test match
tempo. The poor crowds for the 1951-52 and 1952-53 seasons can be
explained by the fact that England was not participating. And, even when the
West Indies tour of 1960-61 produced some of the most exciting cricket in
Australian first-class cricket history, total gate receipts could not match that of
the 1958-59 tour by England.

Throughout the 1950s the prospect of dour and dull games against
England was outweighed by the prospect of a win against the old colonial
masters. Neither the use of negative tactics, nor the growing complexity of
Australian society, failed to quash the cultural resonance of Anglo-Australian
Test matches. The drawing power of the 'Ashes' ensured cricket's status as
Australia's national sport.113 In short, while the crisis of confidence in
Australian cricket during the 1950s was real, there was no firm evidence that
the game had become either significantly less popular or less profitable.
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