Durham & North East – Roger Heavens  – Michael Gauntlett reports:



An audience of forty welcomed Roger Heavens, bookseller and publisher - specialising in historical books - to their  March meeting.  He is perhaps best known for his work on Arthur Haygarth’s ‘Scores and Biographies’ which were originally published in fourteen volumes from 1862 and covered the game from its beginnings until 1878. F.S.Ashley-Cooper added another volume in 1925 and Roger produced the sixteenth in 2003, one hundred years following Haygarth’s death – both taken from Haygarth’s manuscripts.

Roger’s subject for the evening, however, was on collecting (cricket) books. He launched into the fact that apparently one in three people in the western world is reckoned to be a collector. He recounted how – back to the ancient Egyptians and Romans - collecting was an all-consuming itch to obtain porcelain, portraits, marbles and statutes. He analyzed what is considered as ‘books’ and felt that his own interest developed from his great Uncle Charlie who was, reportedly, chief proof reader for publishers, Methuen.

From an early age, Roger lived in Sussex and stayed with relations at Hove. Sussex cricket was a regular topic of conversation – from the days of Ranji, Duleep, Pataudi and Melville through to Dexter, Parks and Snow. Whilst he enjoyed watching county cricket, ‘true’ cricket however had been left to the village green and it was there that his enthusiasm really flowered.

Roger joined Cuckfield Cricket Club in mid-Sussex, first as a scorer. Over the years he developed a strong connection and eventually became secretary; also captain of the 2nd XI and he inaugurated a Taverners’ XI that encouraged local hostelries to raise teams and play the Club. Later, Roger was involved in club cricket in Hertfordshire and now lives in Lincolnshire where his energies are devoted to researching, writing and publishing works concerning the history of the game.

Roger’s  first cricket book purchase was, inevitably, a Wisden Almanack – 1964 edition - for 25/-. He promptly threw away the dust wrapper, as it got in the way! For the whole of April that year, Roger read his copy from cover to cover, again and again. He discovered the delights of reading the articles of the great cricket writers – Cardus, Arlott, Robertson-Glasgow, Swanton and C.B.Fry. 

He needed to know more but resources were limited and so he kept up to date by scouring the columns of ‘The Times’ newspaper – particularly those by John Woodcock.

In 1981 he managed to acquire more Wisdens from a fellow Cuckfield member who was moving house. These included some pre-WWII versions - ‘in a box of bits’- which Roger had rebound. He now has a complete run of every year from the first - 1864.

Turning   to what Roger described as a personal view, he referred to a booklet he had produced, copies of which he circulated to the audience. This is a bibliography of titles – many rare or on unusual subjects like James Coldham’s ‘German Cricket: a history’ and ‘Scorebook of the Stockton Club 1847’ by M.Dark.

Book collecting does not need to be expensive. Not everybody collects for value perhaps as a hedge against inflation – many collect for the information contained in the words. However, to a serious collector, condition is everything. A dust wrapper can more than double the value of a book, yet a copy with public library markings is usually much reduced. Many modern publications are heavily remaindered and often offered for a quarter of their original price, while rarer first editions are often republished at far cheaper prices.

Part of the fun of collecting books is looking in bookshops, new and secondhand – although there are fewer of the latter now; also book fairs, charity shops and auctions. The beauty of the shops is that bargains may be found – Roger remembered buying a £100 book for £5 on one occasion.  Catalogues are still issued but the internet is becoming ever more attractive for ‘key word’ search. Categories like Coaching, History, Poetry, Country are accompanied by themes such as: Suicides, Bodyline, Durham and Ashes.

The major category continues to be Wisden. Roger noted 1941 Wisdens are trading in excess of £500 each and a 1916 getting on for double that. W.G.Grace and A.E.Stoddart both had the bad luck to depart from this world that year and the war did not assist in preserving a great many copies. A full set in mint condition might fetch at auction some £100.000. Recently early volumes have changed hands for several tens of thousands of pounds each.

Paul Murphy proposed a vote of thanks to Roger for a most interesting and detailed presentation which was enjoyed by all present.

