FH AYRES and his CRICKET COMPANION

Arthur Haygarth died on 1 May 1903, a year after the inaugural volume of Ayres’ Cricket Companion had been published.  As it was a very modest[footnoteRef:1] pamphlet, he may not have been very interested, but certainly had he lived longer he would have been an enthusiastic supporter and a prolific contributor because it became just the sort of book, full of small details and detailed descriptions of the important matches of the early part of the 20th century, that he would relish.  His friends FS Ashley-Cooper, JN Pentelow, Charles Plairre and WR Weir, if their huge contributions to it are anything to go by, obviously valued the Companion enormously.  It is an important resource but unfortunately is not typically consulted by historians of the game.    [1:  42-pages costing 3d with flimsy card covers measuring 3⅜ by 4½ inches.  It contained only one photograph with a biographical note, ‘Brief instructions to young players’, a list of the ‘Principal Fixtures’ for 1902, the Laws of Cricket, A Cricket’s Chirps (which are a few humorous quotes) and curiously an essay concerning ‘A famous lawn tennis ball’.  The latter is an advertisement for the Ayres’ tennis balls which were used at the Wimbledon championships at this time.  This is a very rare booklet, one coming up at auction in 2015 having sold for £2,300, but the last entry about the tennis ball sums up what was perhaps the initial intention of the publication, to advertise the products of FH Ayres Ltd. 
] 
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Description automatically generated]FH Ayres Ltd had produced a large collection of sporting postcards advertising their products which, besides everything for cricket, included Billiard Tables, equipment for Croquet, Lawn Tennis, Golf, Bowls, Archery, Chess, Badminton, Bicycle Polo, Football, Lacrosse, &c. In 1899, and subsequent years, the company printed the official Laws of Lawn Tennis.  These appear to be an early venture into publishing but the Cricket Companion was the first of what became a regular series.  It was in 1908 supplemented by Ayres’ Lawn Tennis Almanack (substantial books of over 600 pages) which ran until 1938.  Besides all the sports equipment Ayres also produced what is now regarded as the ‘Rolls Royce’ of Rocking Horses.   In the decade to 1910 these toys were particularly popular; they are now much sought after and can command prices up to £10,000.‘Rolls Royce’ of Rocking Horses

From the cricket historian’s perspective, the Cricket Companion provides a mine of interesting information far beyond the public school profile which has caused it perhaps to be dismissed as an irrelevance.

Frederick Henry Ayres was born on 24 January 1834 in Clerkenwell, sixth child and fifth son of Thomas Ayres and Mary Ann Lawrence Sellers.  There were two further children.  His father was born in Frome on 28 June 1797 and, although it is known that an Edward Ayres was making cricket bats as part of a general wood turning business in 1810 at 28 Great Bath Street, Clerkenwell and that Thomas was living at that same address in the 1841 and 1851 censuses, the dates as can be seen do not fit.  Thomas was recorded as a Master Cabinet Maker on both occasions.  There must be a familial link which I have been unable to establish.  However, the preface to the 1911 edition of the Cricket Companion states that the ‘issue coincides with the completion of one hundred years’ existence by the firm who publish it’.  Upon the death of his father on 15 December 1855, FHA had to relocate and the 1861 census sees him lodging at 37 Margaret Street W1 where his occupation is put as a turner.  Four years later he can be found at 10 Baldwin Place, Leith Lane, Wood Green and the next year, 1866, at Baldwin’s Place, Holborn, at which time he married Elizabeth Bacon.  It seems FHA himself commenced trading in 1865 as the company held its 48th Annual Dinner in 1913.

A year later they removed to 18 Henry Street, Pentonville and on 10 June they produced a son and christened him with the same names as his father, Frederick Henry, as was the custom at this time.  They eventually had eight children, three girls[footnoteRef:2] and five boys[footnoteRef:3].  Sadly, two of the daughters died in childhood but the remaining children all survived their father.  The boys were eventually all involved in the business and the censuses generally put their occupations as ‘Manufacturers of Sports and Games’.  In 1869 FHA opened his business at 71-75 Red Lion Street, Holborn, specialising perhaps as a croquet manufacturer if the 1871 census is anything to go by, and 1877 saw him remove the business to 111 Aldersgate Street, Farringdon, where it remained until the Second World War.  [2:  May Elizabeth (1869-72), Florence Edith (1871-1878) and Elizabeth Violet (1883-1931)]  [3:  Frederick Henry (1867-1915), Sidney Frank (1873-1908), Rupert Stanley (1875-1943), Horace Shirley (1877-1935) and Clarence Montague (1879-1951)] 


FH Ayres Limited was incorporated in 1895 and at that time was employing more than 600 people at its Aldersgate Street works.  That year saw them produce The Manual of Cricket, a 57-page booklet (Padwick 401) about the game’s technique, which was it seems their first cricket publishing venture.  In 1899 the company was probably the leading sports and games equipment manufacturer in Britain.  It seems that after his wife died in January 1891, FHA moved to 245 Essex Street, Islington where he died on 11 December 1906.  He was a very wealthy man and left £275,000 which in today’s terms is more than £32 million.  The company continued trading, although it was reported to be struggling in the 1920s, up to the Second World War when the factory was repurposed to manufacture war items which abruptly ceased when on 15 September 1940 it was bombed in the Blitz. 

Another well-known sports company, H Gradidge in Woolwich, also suffered the same fate.  It had been taken over by Slazenger (Ralph Slazenger had opened his business in Cannon Street in 1881) in 1931 and what was left of the Ayres business fell to the same fate in 1943.  A year earlier Slazenger had acquired William Sykes Ltd, the large northern sports business created by William Sykes (1852-1910) at Horbury in Yorkshire, and the new company was renamed Slazenger, Sykes, Gradidge and Ayres. Slazenger itself was acquired by Dunlop rubber in 1959 and in 2004 the organisation was purchased by Sports Direct.

The second edition of the Companion in 1903, with price doubled to 6d[footnoteRef:4], was considerably different to the initial effort, measuring 6½ by 4¼ inches with 80 pages and with far more content, in particular a lengthy historical essay ‘A peep into the past’.  It had a card cover as did the next whose 128 pages included many more biographies.  The contents tended to vary with every edition but basically they cover the schools and the important matches of the day, together with fixture lists and statistical information relating to the previous season for both first-class and minor cricket.  Most editions include a detailed historical account about one of the principal schools and these are particularly important for any historian.  There are almost 1300 biographical entries, many with photographs, ranging from one line to several pages in a few instances.  The 1905 edition was the first to have board covers and this format continued until the series ended in 1932, although this latter book increased in size to 7¼ by 5 inches with 340 pages.  This final edition includes mainly information on school cricket but besides some bits and pieces relating to how to play the game, there is also a section entitled ‘Who’s Who of World Cricketers – Thumbnail sketches of nearly every first-class player’ which was a continuation of the listing in the 1931 edition. [4:  This price remained till 1919 when it increased to 1/-.  1921 saw it increase to 1/6 and a year later 2/-.  In 1923 it went back to 1/- and did not increase until 1931, when it cost 1/6 again.  The last volume in 1932 cost 2/6, which perhaps explains its demise] 
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The Ayres family: standing left to right Clarence, Horace, Elizabeth, Rupert
Seated Frederick, Frederick (father), Sidney (courtesy Philippa Brett)

The majority of the 31 editions was edited by WR Weir.  We now know this was a pseudonym for William Robinson Wright (1857-1931) who was very prominent in the cricket publishing world and in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in partnership with CW Alcock, owned probably the largest cricket printing and publishing business of the period.  For a long time, he printed and published[footnoteRef:5] the Oval scorecards and for the first 13 years of its existence did the same for the Cricket newspaper.  He was manager of the business in 1881 and three years later joint partner, with Alcock, but all this ceased around 1894/5 when there were some disagreements, and the partnership was dissolved. From this point it seems his publishing was limited to works by his close friend Albert Craig[footnoteRef:6] and his own writing under the Weir[footnoteRef:7]  pen name.  He was also advertising manager for Cricket and in an advert in 1888 Wright & Co. were described as ‘Publishers, Booksellers and Advertising Agents’. Ayres’ advertisements were regularly placed in his publications, which included the Free Advertiser[footnoteRef:8]  and English [image: A person in a suit

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Sports[footnoteRef:9] and Wright must have been a logical choice of FH Ayres Ltd. as editor for their new annual.  At some point he was also a bookseller, having ‘the largest stock of scarce cricket books in London’ and he was still dealing in them as late as 1928.  His knowledge of the game was clearly deep and his contributions to the annual were extensive, particularly about the histories of the various public schools which are an important feature.  He was also ‘Surrey Scribe’, another of his pennames that he used in the annual.  Wright penned the majority of the 23 school histories which are of considerable importance to the historian and provided details of about 300 schools in the 31 Companions.  Some have entries every year but others only a single entry as Wright had to rely on submissions from the schools themselves.  He also collated the information from hundreds of clubs but again had to rely on the information coming to him from the club secretaries.  He provided forms[footnoteRef:10] for them to fill in but then as now many officers were unreliable. [5:  Wright and Co., Cricket Press and All England Publishing Co., were imprints used]  [6:  The longest biographical entry is Craig’s obituary in the 1910 Companion]  [7:  He also used WR Ferguson-Weir for some publications, particularly in four works of fiction]  [8:  A monthly paper distributed in South London from 1890 till 1892 which ‘guaranteed 10,000 readers’]  [9:  A short lived and little-known newspaper first published 21 May 1892]  [10:  There was one for the school captains and another for the club secretaries. ] 
William Robinson Wright aka WR Weir


The year 1927 saw the last edition edited by Wright whose health was failing and the well-known historian and writer John Nix Pentelow (1872-1931) assumed the position.  He was a prolific author of juvenile fiction and some dozen stories with cricket as the theme appeared under various pseudonyms but his reporting and writing on cricket, which were even more extensive than his fiction ventures, appeared under his own name.  He had written hundreds of articles in Cricket after 1892 and from 1911 till 1913 owned and edited that newspaper.  Pentelow had contributed to the Companion since 1913 and with his background was the obvious choice as the second editor.  His articles were always very detailed as he was more comfortable examining a subject in depth and this suited his new role.  He did not materially change the format and his four editions resembled the previous twenty-six editions.  He, however, discontinued showing the Lord’s matches involving Harrow, Eton, and Winchester, and also any information regarding the University encounters, although there is a description of the 1928 match in the 1929 edition.  His main contribution was the introduction of a section of 76 pages ‘A Cricketer’s Who’s Who: First-Class Players of To-day’ which he compiled with FJC Gustard in his last Companion in 1931.  This was continued, although compiled by John Davis of Reuters, in the final volume in 1932 when the editorship was taken over by John Slee, who had been the sports editor at Reuters.  Slee also reintroduced the full scores and reports of the Lord’s matches together with the University encounters. 

Besides the editors, the list of principal writers who contributed to the Companion throughout its life is most impressive.  FS Ashley-Cooper (thirteen lengthy essays, including two on cricket in Turkey under the pseudonym Historicus), AD Taylor (four) and PF Thomas (two as Hippo Pott-Thomas) need no introduction but by far the biggest contributor other than the editors was Charles Plairre (1862-1938) whose 58[footnoteRef:11] references included 26 verses[footnoteRef:12] as ‘The Picnicker’.  His twenty descriptions regarding the County Championship are exceptional and the Companions are important for this reason alone.  Plairre described himself as a ‘printer’s reader’ but he was more than that, being a prolific contributor to many journals and newspapers on many subjects and not just cricket.  Other prominent contributors were William Sapte as ‘Coverpoint’[footnoteRef:13] providing four entries, Sam Apted, the Surrey groundsman, with three articles, and CG Macartney (three essays.)  There are several essays from players of the era such as Lord Harris, Harry Boyle, Don Bradman, Herbert Strudwick, and Herbie W Taylor.  FJC Gustard provides interesting reading with articles on Worcestershire and Somerset but his main contribution is with the ‘Who’s Who’ in the penultimate annual.  Each book contains much detail about the activities of the public schools.  Most of these appear to fall within the province of the editor but seven of them are provided by AM Latham of Wellington College.  There are essays about cricket in Holland (AS Turner), the Australian aboriginals (W Shepherd), garden cricket (Eustace Miles), and the temperament required to play the game (CH Taylor.)  AW Lane-Joynt, from Radley, provides essays on Northamptonshire cricket and international cricket statistics, and Albert Craig contributes ‘A Voice from the Cricket Field’.  With all the small items that proliferate on most pages there is something for every reader. [11:  There may be more as not all accounts are given an appellation]  [12:  Six are signed CP]  [13:  Identified by Guy Curry as evidenced in his pamphlet A brief Inquiry] 


That there were no further editions after 1932 is disappointing but it seems, although Plairre was still writing, it was perhaps the demise of the main driving forces, Wright, Pentelow and Ashley-Cooper, who all passed away in 1931, that signalled the end.  The Companions provide a great deal of information that has eluded some of the more illustrious publications.

There was an albeit short, index compiled by Desmond Eagar which was published in The Cricketer Annual of 1960-61 pp. 487-8, and my much more comprehensive one appeared earlier this year.

[bookmark: _Hlk77065933]I am grateful for the input of Tony Laughton and his work A Guide to Cricket published by Christopher Saunders in 2013, which provides much biographical information about Wright, Pentelow and Plairre.  He has also allowed me to reproduce the only known image of Wright.  Philippa Brett, a descendant of FH Ayres, Guy Curry, Malcolm Lorimer, Richard Miller, Philip Defriez, Roger Packham and my wife, Sally, have also been of considerable assistance.   
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