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1


The cricket bag


MY GRANDFATHER’S CRICKET bag lived in the rafters of the garage at my parents’ house, amid the clutter left there to slowly gather dust. Its leather, once russet brown, was now weathered and worn. I don’t know when I first noticed it; it seemed to have been there for as long as I could remember, jutting from the edge of a beam, almost as if it wanted to be seen. Even then I knew it was special and that this was an inglorious resting place for a bag that had been to the other side of the world and back, a bag that had travelled on ocean liners, in the luggage racks of old steam trains.


Jack Mason, the famous Kent and England cricketer, had been dead for more than four years but, if I scrunched my eyes shut and concentrated very hard, I could almost picture him. How his eyes crinkled with kindness when he smiled, the way they took me in. Sometimes I could smell the oddly comforting aroma of his pipe tobacco. More often than not, like the bits and pieces stashed in the rafters, he got pushed to the back of my mind. When I did think of him, it was not his face I saw – I could not even recall the sound of his voice – it was something else, an energy, an essence of goodness, that stayed with me. What I remembered was the way he made me feel when I was around him.


Although our lives touched only briefly, I spent my first few summers in his company, visiting or staying at Kismet, his home at Cooden Beach in Sussex, where he lived with his youngest daughter, my aunt Daphne. I was his first grandchild, and my mother was determined that we should spend as much time together as possible. When I look at those old black-and-white photographs of us now, I am struck by how immaculate he was: always a jacket and tie, and with a silk handkerchief in his top pocket, like every day was an occasion.


My grandparents moved to Kismet in 1939, just before war broke out. They sold their house at 35 Bromley Road, Beckenham, where they had lived since 1912, to the council and traded suburbia for the sea. A year later they had to be evacuated when an officer from the nearby army base knocked on their door and was aghast to find them living there. ‘The Germans might land at any time,’ he informed them. ‘You can’t stay here.’


They locked up the house and moved inland, where almost every night they listened to the bomb raids on Balcombe viaduct, one of the main arteries between London and the south coast. Within two months they had returned to Kismet – ‘we just drifted back there; no one seemed to notice,’ my mother recalls – arriving in time for Christmas 1940. The following spring a German fighter took a potshot at my grandmother while she was tending her beloved rockery, the machine-gun fire ricocheting down the beach. Amazingly, she emerged unscathed.


Kismet, from the Turkish qismet, meaning fate or destiny. For me the name will always conjure the sound of the sea and days that burned as only the summers of childhood can. Its garden ran down to the pebble beach, traversed by a narrow, twisting path at the corner of the rockery. The waves thundered up the pebbles, making that strange gurgling sound as they retreated, and at low tide the beach was transformed into miles of golden brown sand. A small road ran past the front of the house, leading to a straggling row of bathing huts. There was a railway line with a high wire fence on the other side of the road, a golf course beyond. I can remember watching the trains with my grandfather, my face pressed against the wire as they went screaming by, leaving a hot gush of air and a storm of dust and paper in their wake.


Then one day, out of the blue, my aunt came to live with us. My grandfather had died. There would be no more visits to Kismet. My aunt brought with her as many of his belongings as she could: his pictures, his books and, of course, the cricket bag.


I was no more than eight or nine when curiosity finally got the better of me and I decided to see for myself what was in the bag. It wasn’t difficult getting up there. I clambered on to the roof of our new Vanden Plas Princess, grabbed hold of a beam with both hands and hauled myself aloft. Moments later I was crouching in the rafters, surrounded by what appeared to be the contents of an abandoned house strewn from one end of the garage to the other. There were tea chests piled high with books, trunks, bundles of yellowing newspapers, all strung with cobwebs and preserved beneath a thin coating of dust. Old clothes billowed out of an upturned suitcase, and there was even an ancient wind-up gramophone, the records scattered around or piled up like broken dinner plates beside it.


The bag was within touching distance. I traced a line through the dust on the leather before releasing the rusty metal clasps at either end. It opened slowly, as if exhaling. I tugged on the two grips and peered inside. Underneath crumpled tissue paper I uncovered a blazer in red and black with bleached gold stripes. On top lay a faded blue cap, a rearing white horse on the crest. I put it on, and the peak fell over my eyes. I pulled out two bats. They weighed a ton and still smelt of what I would later learn was linseed oil. One had blackened binding around the bottom of the blade; both were studded with little splinter marks around the middle and edges, which had almost lifted away from the wood. I retrieved a pair of white batting gloves with spongy, brown chamois material on the fingers, which looked like chocolate éclairs. I tried them on, my hands wriggling in the space. I didn’t do the same with the pads, which would have come up to my chin, or with the size 11 white boots, which must have belonged to a giant. Finally I discovered a ball at the bottom of the bag. Its leather was scuffed and bruised, and I remember how heavy it felt in my hand.


I don’t know what I had expected to find. Magic potions from the Orient, perhaps, a cache of gold coins, even a secret compartment. But, disappointed as I was, I replaced everything as I had found it. I folded the blazer, placed his cap on top, smoothed the tissue paper, closed the bag and carefully fastened the clasps. I never went into the rafters again after that. There was nothing up there for me. It is only now that I recognize the magic that must have rubbed off on me that day. Not the magic an eight-year-old boy could understand, but the kind that takes effect much later. Years later.


My family sold my grandfather’s cricket bag some time during the mid-1960s, when I was too young to care or even notice that it had disappeared from its spot in the rafters. The empty space soon got filled. There were few of his possessions left in the house to suggest that he had once been one of the greatest cricketers of his day.


So it was with curious symmetry that almost forty years later, while helping my aunt clear out a few of her things, I discovered an old shoe box containing a wad of letters bound in thin red ribbon. They had been written by Jack Mason on board the RMS Ormuz, bound for Australia in 1897 to defend the Ashes with A.E. Stoddart’s England team. No sooner had I read the words on the crisp, white notepaper bearing the smart insignia of the Orient Line than the decision to travel to Australia in his footsteps was formed. It was as if I had always known I would go. The letters were the gold I had once hoped to find in my grandfather’s bag.


What were left of his possessions amounted to a stash of sepia-tone photographs, an original Spy cartoon of him signed by Leslie Ward, a battered leather-bound scrapbook and a wallet that contained a photograph of him and his fellow England tourist Norman Druce on the outfield at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. The rest, including his cricket bag and its contents, were brought by a local dealer, who specialized in cricketing artefacts or what are colloquially known as ‘cricketana’. They were subsequently sold on to Roger Mann, a collector and connoisseur of what is lovingly referred to as the Golden Age of cricket, who lived in Torquay.


My family have always been strangers to organization and, although they would never admit it, sentimentality. No records of anything sold were ever kept, and as their memories of that time are now hazy at best, it is possible that other precious items may have slipped through the net or been lost for ever. The first step in my journey would be to track down Roger Mann. He was not difficult to find.


He seemed genuinely pleased – not in the slightest taken aback – when I introduced myself as Jack Mason’s grandson and explained the purpose of my phone call. ‘I’d be delighted to let you see your grandfather’s things,’ he said. ‘We’ll have much to talk about.’ I told him about the letters I had found, and promised to bring some photographs with me that might interest him. We discussed my grandfather for a while, and then he told me about his discovery. ‘I might have a bit of a surprise for you, too. You know he was asked to captain England once, don’t you?’ Of course I didn’t, but he hardly waited for my reply. ‘Not many people do, it’s a bit of an intrigue really. I’ll show you the evidence when I see you.’ I tried pushing him further, but he suddenly seemed keen to preserve the sense of mystery, adding only that the letters which revealed the information had come from my family years before.


The Great Western was eight minutes late pulling out of London Paddington on the way down to Torquay a few days later. My mind raced along the track as we sped past the graffiti sprawl towards Reading. I wondered why no one in my family had ever mentioned the story of the England captaincy. I knew that modesty strictly precluded my grandfather telling any cricketing tales – he had always played everything down, that was his way – but I found it strange that I had not heard anything of it until now. I felt sure of one thing, though: whatever hidden door was about to be opened into his life, his reputation would be enhanced, not diminished, by what I was to learn. The landscape soon started to stretch out beyond Reading, the fields of Wiltshire tumbling away into the distance, and, with more than two hours to go before changing trains at Newton Abbot for Torquay, I started to reflect on my grandfather’s life – or as much as I knew of it.


John Richard Mason was born in Blackheath on 26 March 1874, one of seven brothers and three sisters. His father, a keen cricketer, distinguished himself for Worcestershire before the inception of the county championship, and a brother, James Ernest, played once for Kent in 1900. Jack Mason attended Winchester College, where he spent four years in the first eleven. Because of his age and size he was known in his early days as ‘Little Mason’, and it was not until he was seventeen that he grew to his full height of 6 feet 2 inches. Between 1890 and 1893 he scored 1,818 runs and took 150 wickets. It seemed he had already been marked out for greatness and was hailed as the best batsman ever turned out by the school, a supremacy that might later be contested by Douglas Jardine, fellow Wykehamist and England captain on the infamous 1932–3 ‘bodyline’ tour of Australia.


Within days of leaving school he made his début as an amateur for Kent. Primarily a front-foot player, he drove with a fluent swing of the bat and a rare sense of timing. As an opening or first-change bowler, he used his height to generate pace and awkward lift, and was regarded as a brilliant slip fielder. Jack Board, the Gloucestershire and England wicket-keeper, when once asked for his finest cricketing memory, singled out Jack Mason’s slip catching in Australia in 1897–8. It was said that he could reel them in so fast that the ball was often returned to the bowler before the scorer even knew who had caught it. By the end of the 1893 season he had shared in a great victory over the touring Australians at Canterbury. These were halcyon days for Kent cricket and for my grandfather in particular. During the wet summer of 1894 he scored his maiden first-class century, against Lancashire, and represented the Gentlemen against the Players for the first time. Wisden’s Cricketers’ Almanack, never given to flights of fancy or exaggeration, predicted ‘a great career before him’. It was only a matter of time before he was picked by England, and the call duly came when he was selected to tour Australia with Stoddart’s ill-fated expedition. Mason was one of Wisden’s five cricketers of the year for 1898 and returned home that spring, older and wiser, to inherit the county captaincy from Frank Marchant.


Cricket was thriving, unrivalled in its popularity as a sport, with the convictions of late Victorian and early Edwardian England coursing through its veins. The exploits of W.G. Grace had been trumpeted throughout the land, and a new generation was taking up the standard. Cricket was played in a robust, fearless manner, as befitted the national sport, and the game reflected the social climate: amateurs (Gentlemen), who were usually public-school- or university-educated and who played the game for a pastime, emerged on to the pitch from pavilion steps, while professionals (Players), who played for a living, entered through a side gate. Segregation was encouraged, amateurs and professionals kept separate dressing rooms, and on the scorecard the amateur was distinguishable from the professional by having his initials before his name. To be a cricketer, amateur or professional, was seen as a high calling, and they were feted wherever they went, their fame proliferated by cigarette cards, souvenirs, photographs and cartoons. In the age before the motor car people streamed through the fields and suburbs, sometimes walking for miles to watch their idols play. Cricketers were the first sporting celebrities, and W.G. Grace the undoubted superstar.


In 1902 my grandfather was named among a possible England fourteen to meet Australia in the first Test at Edgbaston (he had turned down the chance to tour Australia again the previous year), and was widely expected to make his home début. His failure to play a Test match in England until then had had more to do with the brilliance of the Yorkshire all-rounder George Hirst than with any reluctance on the part of the selectors, although, in an age that was not without its bombast or potential for self-seeking glory, Mason’s modesty and natural reserve may have been mistaken for a lack of ambition or desire. Amid great anticipation his father travelled by train to Birmingham. But when the teams were announced on the morning of the match, Mason’s name was not to be found in the starting eleven.


At first it seemed he had fallen prey to the whims and vagaries of the selectors. However, a faded copy of the July 1912 edition of The Daily News and Leader, carefully pressed between the pages of the family scrapbook, told a different story. Under the heading ‘J.R. Mason: Personal Impression by “Astral” of a Great Kent Cricketer’ I read the following:


It is the very natural ambition of every cricketer to play for England, and I happen to know that in 1902, when Mason was left with the barren distinction of ‘reserve’, he was rather keen on turning out for his native country. He knew that circumstances might interfere with his cricket career, and that his chances of playing for England would thereby be lessened in the future; but although he must have been disappointed at having to stand down, I believe it was partly through his own recommendation to the selection committee, that another player might be fitter than himself, that he did so.


It soon became apparent what those ‘circumstances’ were. By 1902 the demands of business were laying first claim on my grandfather’s time and, after five happy and successful seasons, he relinquished the county captaincy at the end of that year to become a full-time solicitor.


From 1903 onwards Jack Mason played for his county only in August, when he took his annual holiday from the office, or whenever business commitments allowed. He belonged to that elite class of cricketer for whom practice was not a prerequisite. He helped Kent to their first championship title in 1906, and his batting during the final weeks of the summer of 1909, when he scored three centuries in successive innings to top the national averages, proved a telling factor as they again won the championship. He married Mary Powell, an international golfer, in 1912 and, the following season, played his part as Kent carried off their fourth title, The Globe recording that ‘had he been playing regularly he would be captaining England this season’.


The onset of the First World War, which engulfed Europe in darkness in August 1914, precipitated the closure of that season. The cricket grounds of England fell silent, pavilions everywhere were shuttered and bolted and the decorations put away for another time. It was the end of the Golden Age, that era of supposed innocence and cricketing chivalry when runs flowed and crowds flocked in their thousands. My grandfather, who had now turned forty and was therefore ineligible for active service, joined the Royal Naval Voluntary Reserve. But those cricketers who were young enough went off to fight, spurred by W.G. Grace’s echoing words in The Sportsman urging them to ‘set a good example and come to the aid of their country without delay in its hour of need’. Those who survived the carnage to return home in the late autumn of 1918 found a very different world from the one they had left behind. Not only had some of the greatest names from the Golden Age perished, but the game had also lost its figurehead. Grace, the seemingly indestructible Champion of England, had died after suffering a heart attack on 23 October 1915. Jack Mason, whom he had played alongside on several occasions, was one of several cricketers, including Prince Ranjitsinhji, Pelham Warner, A.C. MacLaren and the two grandees of the game, Lord Harris and Lord Hawke, who attended his funeral on a suitably bleak day in Beckenham three days later.


By now my grandfather had a family, as well as a business to run. His third daughter, Daphne, was born in 1920, after Sara in 1915 and Virginia (my mother) in 1917. He played his last first-class match in 1919, for L. Robinson’s eleven, and closed up his bag for good. In 300 matches for Kent he had scored 15,563 runs at an average of 33.98, with 31 centuries. His highest score was 183 against Somerset, and in 1899 he made an undefeated 181 against Nottinghamshire, when he and Alec Hearne shared a partnership of 321. He reached 1,000 runs eight times in a season, his best being in 1901, when he scored 1,561 and took 118 wickets to achieve the ‘double’, the first Kent player to do so. He claimed 769 wickets for his county, once taking four wickets for 1 run against Surrey on the day of King Edward’s coronation, and 360 catches.


Frank Woolley, the revered Kent professional and England player, whose career was to span the Golden Age and beyond, wrote in his book The King Of Games: ‘Jack Mason was a greater all-round cricketer than the world ever knew.’ Woolley was as bold a selector as he was strokemaker, and, choosing only from players with or against whom he had played, he appointed Jack Mason as captain of his notional ‘world eleven’, alongside Victor Trumper, Jack Hobbs, Ranjitsinhji and Harold Larwood, to challenge a ‘second eleven’ that included no less a name than Sir Donald Bradman. ‘I know the best leaders are not necessarily the most popular ones,’ Woolley added, ‘but if we in Kent have a voice in cricket, I know I am speaking with it when I say that the Kent XI, who knew Mr Mason better than anyone, would have done anything for him.’


My grandfather remained a familiar figure at Canterbury, and in 1938, with war clouds gathering over Europe once more, he was elected president of Kent County Cricket Club. It was during the final Ashes series before the Second World War, when Bradman brought his team to Canterbury to play Kent, that my grandfather struck up a warm friendship with Jack Fingleton, the New South Wales opening batsman who had borne the brunt of the bodyline onslaught five years earlier. Opinions came easily to Fingleton, who could be as witty and charming as he was cussed or forthright in his views. It was an unlikely match in many ways, but the friendship between the two families was to endure for another four decades, until Fingleton’s death in 1981.


After he retired as a player, Fingleton became one of the game’s most respected commentators, and he regularly stayed with my parents while covering Ashes tours for The Times and Sunday Times, bringing the clatter of his typewriter and his raw Australian humour to our house. It was during one of those visits – I would have been about ten – that, after much badgering, I finally persuaded him into the garden to face my bowling. My first two balls passed harmlessly into the nettles, as he crouched over a bat that was three sizes too small for him, his trilby pushed back at a jaunty angle. However, my third ball hit a divot, deviated off a length and rapped him painfully on the ankle. He hurled down his bat and, cursing loudly, hobbled back indoors, retired hurt.


I never got the chance to meet my grandmother. She died in 1950, two years after the loss of her eldest daughter, Sara, who was thirty-one when diagnosed with kidney disease. At that time there was no cure for what is now known as Nephritis Syndrome, and she died a slow, hopeless death. My grandmother never recovered from the shock and passed away after a stroke, aged sixty-five. My grandfather, who never missed a day through injury or sickness, either on the cricket field or in the office, carried on working well into his eighties, belying his years by commuting daily to his office in Westminster and walking the ten minutes from Kismet to Cooden Beach station and back. When he caught a bad cold and was advised by his doctor to take a few days off work, no one thought anything of it; he was always so fit and healthy, still swimming in the sea every morning during the summer. Within a week the infection had spread to his chest; his heart and lungs became affected and he died surrounded by his family at home a few days later on 15 October 1958. He was eighty-four.


The train was now running along a low sea wall, the fast-moving slide show of fields and trees suddenly giving way to flat, grey ocean with the occasional white cap breaking the surface. The tide was so close it seemed to be flowing under the wheels. We passed Dawlish – bedraggled palms and pastel boarding-houses swathed in mist – and Teignmouth, with its miniature Victorian pier, once famous for its segregated bathing, before pulling into the workaday surroundings of Newton Abbot.


We had made up time somewhere along the way, and I had only a couple of minutes to wait for the connection, but before I could board it there was a slight delay. The driver refused to open the doors until the throng of schoolchildren pressed up against the platform’s edge stood back to allow departing passengers off first. I noticed that the train was only four carriages long and wondered how on earth we were all going to squeeze into it anyway. Eventually the driver came down the platform to deliver a few stern words to the children. Satisfied with his lecture, he trudged back to his cabin to press the switch that released the doors. No sooner had he done so than the children swarmed on, pushing anyone who was trying to get off further back inside. A woman standing next to me in the crush explained that this stand-off took place every day, and with exactly the same result.


Fortunately there was only one stop, and some fifteen minutes later we were in Torquay. The first thing I saw as I left the station was a cricket ground nestled behind some trees and set back from the road that ran along the seafront. Its palatial wooden pavilion and stand lent it grander proportions than the typical club ground. Normally I would have given it only a passing glance, but today I saw it as a sign. I walked along the front, past the palms and ornamental gardens, to the royal pavilion with its cobalt blue domes, where Roger Mann had agreed to meet me.


He was instantly likeable, with a relaxed and genial manner. I judged him to be in his late fifties or early sixties, but he had an enthusiasm and openness that made him appear almost ageless. We quickly fell into conversation as we drove off and the road started to climb, leaving the seafront behind us. I had made up my mind I wouldn’t ask him about his discovery right away. He would tell me when he was ready. Instead, I asked him about Torquay’s cricket ground.


‘They used to hold a regular festival there during the 1950s,’ he said. His car crested the hill and we turned into a shady, tree-lined residential area. ‘All the big names of the day came down to it. Here we are.’ We drew up outside a spacious modern house, with a lush garden and crow’s nest view of Torquay.


Roger Mann kept his cricket collection in two rooms on the lower ground floor. The first was no more than an annexe. It contained shelves bowed with the weight of Wisdens on one wall and a frieze of vintage cricket bats along another, a county cap hanging above the handle of each blade. I spotted the distinctive maroon of Northamptonshire, the navy blue of Sussex, the green of Leicestershire with its yellow fox.


We passed into the main room, and the years melted away. There straight ahead of me was the bag. I recognized it at once, although I had expected it to be smaller. He handed me the gloves. They still looked like chocolate éclairs, but this time when I tried them on they fitted. There was only one bat, though: a Gunn & Moore Autograph, the popular make of the era. I was sure there had been two that day I had climbed into the rafters. ‘The other bat was auctioned for charity,’ Roger interjected, as if reading my mind. ‘I gave it to a friend of mine, and he took it back home with him to South Africa. It raised £2,500.’


I replaced everything in the bag, just as I had done that day in the rafters, and looked around. There was a writing desk by the window with a view of the garden; a bust of W.G. Grace stood atop a wooden chest next to it. I followed his stern, bronze gaze into the far corner of the room, where another bat stood propped up against a wall.


‘W.G.’s,’ Roger said, picking it up and adopting the great man’s stance. He tapped the bat a few times in an imaginary crease before replacing it close to my grandfather’s bag, the two blades that had once forked lightning together resting a few feet apart. Above a sofa a huge painting of a cricket team dominated the back wall, the bright reds, yellows and golds of the blazers and caps, which once defined an era, glowing like a fire. There were glass display cabinets crammed with cricketing exotica, and shelves laden with trophies. I was shown a coin presented to my grandfather by Grace, struck in honour of his fiftieth birthday, given to each member of his team during his Golden Jubilee match between the Gentlemen and the Players at Lord’s. Roger picked out a pair of solid gold cufflinks, the white horse of Kent set against a deep red background, with Jack Mason’s name inscribed along the bottom.


‘These were awarded to the Kent side that won the championship for the first time in 1906,’ he said, returning them to the cabinet with almost exaggerated care. ‘And I don’t mind confessing I’ve worn them out to dinner on a couple of occasions myself.’


There were original photographs too – hundreds of them, collated in fat green leather-bound albums. I traced Jack Mason’s rites of passage from shy-looking schoolboy in his first season with Kent to acclaimed amateur to county captain, admired and distinguished, the embodiment of the Gentleman cricketer. Roger pointed out a wonderfully evocative sequence of photographs of my grandfather and W.G. Grace, taken at Hastings Festival in September 1901. They are seated together under the canopy of a cream marquee, and Grace, his beard powder grey, is playing up to the photographer with his head on Mason’s shoulder, a childlike mirth in his eyes, so at odds with our image of the Victorian autocrat. My grandfather, chewing on his pipe and staring fixedly ahead, is a study in how to avoid the camera’s gaze. But he was not to get off so lightly. In the next photograph the two men are standing in the outfield, and there is the same mischievous glee in Grace’s eyes. This time, before the shutter opened and the sulphur flared, he slipped his arm into Mason’s, catching my grandfather off guard. The Champion of England had not lost his timing.


After that the photographs of my grandfather became fewer and fewer. ‘He starts to get a little older from here on,’ Roger said, the transparent protective paper rustling with the passing of the years. Finally he closed the album and returned it to the shelf. ‘Now, I promised you a discovery, didn’t I?’ He produced two letters from a drawer in his desk and, saying nothing, handed me one written on blue notepaper, before leaning back in his chair and looking out into the garden. It was dated 27 June 1905 and addressed to my grandfather by the eminent England cricketer Pelham ‘Plum’ Warner. It was in such perfect condition that it might have been written only the previous week.


Dear Jack,


I have been asked to take a team to South Africa. Would you come? What you said at Christopherson’s the other night rather led me to think that you might. We should set sail about Dec 2 and be back in the middle of April. All expenses paid, including washing and drinks in moderation. The tour will cost you nothing as even the tipping will be paid. It would be delightful if you would come. Teddy Wynyard and Fane are going. I hope you will be able to manage this. Answer at your leisure and think the matter over well before answering.


Yours ever,


Plum.


The other, dated a week later, 4 July, was from Mr F.E. Lacey, then secretary of the MCC.


My Dear Mason,


At a committee meeting yesterday, the hope was expressed that you might be able to visit South Africa with the MCC team, and I was desired to ask you if you would captain the side.


Yours ever,


F.E. Lacey.


Roger Mann broke the silence. ‘They’re dynamite, aren’t they?’


‘I’m puzzled,’ I said. ‘Why would the MCC ask Jack Mason to captain the team to South Africa if he,’ and I picked up Warner’s letter again, ‘had already been appointed?’


He smiled, as though it was a question he had asked himself many times before. ‘Perhaps he only assumed he would be captain. He’d have every right to. After all, Warner had just led the first official MCC team to Australia and won the Ashes. Against all the odds, too.’ He glanced at me. ‘Have you eaten yet? Come on, I’ll explain my theory over dinner.’ The Italian restaurant was only five minutes away by car. ‘It’s in the part of Torquay that tourists never get to see,’ he laughed. It was packed, and we grabbed the last table.


‘It’s true Pelham Warner was obviously under the impression he was going to captain the side to South Africa,’ Roger continued, raising his voice above the din of a birthday party next to us. ‘But, as the letter shows – and, incidentally, there’s no public record of this – Mason was clearly the MCC’s preferred choice. What makes these letters so fascinating is that Warner had always been an MCC man through and through. You know how the first official MCC tour of Australia came about, don’t you?’ He didn’t wait for my response but carried on. ‘Warner was asked by the Melbourne Cricket Club to captain the England team to Australia in 1903–4. “Ask the Marylebone Cricket Club, they are the proper people to send out a team,” Warner told them. Those few words ended the tradition of private tours and paved the way for the MCC to select and send England teams on tour. Warner not only captained the club on the field, but went on to become deputy joint-manager, deputy secretary, trustee, president and life vice-president. The ultimate establishment man, you might say. The only problem was the MCC weren’t very good at playing the loyalty card.’


Why would the MCC have approached Mason in such an insidious way, while all the time giving Warner every indication that they expected him to captain the team, I wondered? I knew that my grandfather would have wanted no part in such duplicity, but suppose for argument’s sake he had said yes. Were the MCC then prepared simply to rescind Warner’s invitation as though it had never existed?


‘Is it possible the MCC could have misdated the letter?’ I asked at last.


‘I doubt it, and even if they had, it wouldn’t make any difference. Mason was still their first choice. No, my theory, for what it’s worth, is that the MCC saw Warner as someone who could be used or dropped on a whim. Warner was expendable and, I suspect, without any fear of repercussion.’ He recharged my glass. ‘They were prepared to act pretty unscrupulously if they had to. It wouldn’t have been the first time.’


‘But that still doesn’t explain why they wanted Mason.’


‘He was a much admired figure. Respected solicitor, good ambassador for the game, a man of principle,’ he smiled. ‘They were to find out just how much of one, too. Stanley Christopherson, who is mentioned in the letter, was a former Kent player who later became president of the MCC. I suggest that, having formed the same opinion as Warner about Jack Mason’s interest, he then went back to the MCC and lobbied strongly for him to take the side to South Africa.’


What had Mason said at Christopherson’s that had made them think he would be available to tour again? And why, after sacrificing so much of his career, would he suddenly declare an interest in going to South Africa? It was unlikely that both Warner and Christopherson would have misunderstood or misinterpreted him. After all, Jack Mason was not a man who used words injudiciously. The questions abounded.


‘He had all the qualities they wanted,’ Roger continued. ‘They favoured front-foot players, and Mason was still one of the best exponents. The MCC were sticklers for style, and Warner’s precise back-foot play wasn’t noble enough for them. Remember, this was only three years after the Boer War – it was their first tour to South Africa – and they were desperate to send out the right signals. If they couldn’t get Mason,’ he shrugged, ‘well, they always had dear old Plum.’


‘So there was still a Test career for Mason, if he wanted it,’ I said, thinking aloud. ‘But he was only a semi-committed cricketer, surely?’


He nodded. ‘Which tells us how high his stock was at that time. No, the question’s never been about how good Jack Mason was; it’s always had more to do with his commitment. How much did he want it? I’ve always sensed that he was someone who knew cricket for what it was. Don’t get me wrong. He loved it with all his heart, but it was still only a game to him – no more. But it does make you wonder, doesn’t it? What would have happened if he had accepted the offer?’ He let the question linger in the air for a few seconds.


‘Instead of which, he refused both offers and never breathed a word of it to anybody,’ I said.


‘Exactly.’ He raised his glass. ‘Perhaps a toast to Jack Mason would be in order.’ And so, with the slurred chorus of ‘Happy Birthday to you,’ ringing out from the table next to us, we drank to my grandfather. It was 11.15 by the time the coffees arrived, and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t checked into my hotel.


We drove past the brightly lit maze of restaurants and guest houses along the seafront and Roger dropped me off outside my hotel. I thanked him for his hospitality, promised to stay in touch and said goodbye. I was half-way across the road when he called out to me.


‘The tour to South Africa. Pelham Warner’s team. They lost the series 4–1.’


The following morning I decided to walk to the station. It was only ten minutes from my hotel, and I had much to occupy my mind. On the train back to London I started to draw up my plans for Australia. I intended to use the England team’s 1897–8 tour itinerary as my blueprint, but with one exception. My trip would start in Melbourne, and not Adelaide as theirs had done. Melbourne would be a stopover, a chance to catch my breath and make some phone calls before catching the night train to Adelaide. From there I would follow in their footsteps. I didn’t know what I would find, if anything at all, or what would be left from those far-flung days that was not now buried beneath concrete, but that in itself would be part of the adventure. After the discoveries of the past few days, though, my hopes were high.


My point of reference in Australia would be Dick Mason, my godfather, who was Jack Mason’s nephew. It was Dick who had further piqued my imagination by telling me that my grandfather had left his bat behind at the Melbourne Cricket Ground in 1898, after being made an honorary life member of the club. Dick had emigrated more than forty years ago and now lives in Sydney, but he had stayed with Jack Mason and his family at Kismet for a while after being orphaned as a boy. If anyone could tell me about my grandfather, it would be Dick Mason. But before then I had one more appointment to keep.
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A run-in at Lord’s


IT WAS A mocking sun. It lit the tops of the trees and bounced off the windscreens of the slow-moving traffic on St John’s Wood Road, but it was sun without the promise of summer. The poster advertising Middlesex’s final games of the season was already more than three weeks out of date. No crowds milled around the Grace Gates, no buzz of urgent conversation hung in the air and, over by the nets at the Nursery ground, the crack of leather on willow had been replaced by an orchestra of hammers and a drill. Lord’s was like a ship being prepared for dry dock.


I told the security guard I had an appointment with the curator and he pointed me past the Harris Memorial Garden towards reception, while still managing to make me feel like an intruder. Between the Tavern and Allen stands I paused to take in the square, cut like green mosaic and sloping away towards the grandstand. I had not come to Lord’s expecting any momentous finds. The visit was supposed to be nothing more than a starting point to my journey, a way of setting everything in motion, of oiling the wheels of fate.


‘Nothing too earth-shattering, I’m afraid,’ Stephen Green, the Lord’s curator, had kindly informed me when I had phoned him to ask what he might be able to turn up on my grandfather. It had taken the best part of a week, and several unanswered messages, to get through – a fact he cheerfully attributed to an aversion to telephones: ‘I try to avoid using the things whenever possible.’ He explained there were no possessions of J.R. Mason’s at Lord’s, but the library was well stocked with books that made mention of him. He would look out what he could.


Sure enough, my grandfather’s warm but knowing eyes stared up from a pile of books, some the size of ledgers, opened at the relevant pages and stacked in no particular order across a reading table. The room was light and airy, with a functional feel to it, not a bit like the country house library I had half-expected. It was virtually empty apart from an elderly assistant librarian busying himself in the corner, and an MCC member, in his garish egg and tomato tie, hunched over a microfiche screen. All around there was the air of a great clock winding down.


It wasn’t difficult to lose myself among the books, and I was interrupted only by the hushed tones of the librarian, asking me not to return any to the shelves – ‘Someone put Hammond and Hutton back in the wrong order the other day. We can’t have that’ – and by the curator, in a wonderfully crumpled suit, who stopped by my table to show me a bat from 1902 that was being flown out to Australia that night. ‘It’s going to the Bellerive Oval,’ he said, weighing the dark honey-coloured blade in his hands, ‘Hobart, Tasmania. We loan it to them for two years and then they’re supposed to fly it back to us,’ and he punctuated the sentence with a wistful little shake of the head. ‘Well, that’s the idea anyway.’


What was written about Jack Mason amounted only to a few paragraphs here and there, but they contained all the gilded phrases I had come to expect and learned to take for granted. His inherent charm and modesty were his trademark – as recognizable as his off-drive – while his popularity was ‘proverbial’, not just on his home turf of Kent but wherever he played. ‘Mason always returns to the memory from the opening years of the century as one of the most accomplished of amateur cricketers, and one of the most attractive of men. There was some indefinable atmosphere of class about him,’ The Times wrote in his obituary.


But nowhere among all this was there any explanation as to why, at the comparatively young age of twenty-eight and at the peak of his powers, Jack Mason should have joined the family firm of solicitors and abandoned whatever ambitions he had left on the field. Of course, it was not unusual for amateurs to retire young – the very nature of the word suggests impermanence – and in many cases, though not all, their cricketing lives were meant to be nothing more than a dashing interlude between leaving school and going into the family business. But I have always found it hard to reconcile Mason’s willingness, if that is what it was, to curtail his cricketing career and settle for the life of a city gent, and particularly so now in the light of my recent discovery. ‘If Mr Mason had been able to devote the whole of his time to cricket, it is more than likely that the history of the game during recent years would have been very different … and his place in the England team would have been assured,’ Cricket: The Weekly Record of the Game remarked. I had not expected to solve that particular mystery here; what I did discover, though, was that Australia was not, as I had always believed, the full extent of his tours abroad.


Kent visited North America in 1903 after accepting an invitation from the Philadelphia cricket team, who had played in England that summer. Pioneering expeditions to this part of the New World, where the game ‘flourished for a brief but glorious span of twenty years’, were not uncommon at that time. However, this was the first by a county side. My grandfather had managed to get leave from the office for the tour, which started in early September and took in four matches: three in Philadelphia and one on Staten Island. It was an adventure that was not without its perils. The team were barracked by English mill workers in Philadelphia, while their third match, at Staten Island’s Livingstone Ground, was played on a wicket that held more dangers than a Wild West saloon. There were sightseeing trips as well: to Atlantic City, Niagara and New York, where the men of Kent must have turned heads with their straw hats, blazers and Old World manners. I was still mulling this over when I chanced upon a record of something much more significant: W.G. Grace’s fiftieth birthday party.
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