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PREFACE





W. G. Grace was unquestionably the dominant personality in Victorian cricket. Some saw him as a classic case of arrested development, a perpetual schoolboy. Certainly he could act the part, as snapshots of him irritating a decidedly unamused Lord Hawke and the Kent captain, J. R. Mason, at the Hastings Festival in 1901, graphically demonstrate (see Plate 25). This is the W.G. of a hundred well-loved anecdotes – irrepressible, child-like, larger than life – and the excuse many writers have taken to produce a caricature rather than a character. For A. A. Thomson, ‘the outsize opulence of his personality made him akin to Mr Pickwick or the jolly Ghost of Christmas Present or Tristram Shandy’s Uncle Toby … or the great Sir John Falstaff … G. K. Chesterton once said that Pickwick was the true English fairy and W.G., that bulky sprite, was a prodigious Puck in a truly English midsummer day’s dream.’1 In this fairy-tale world, Grace ‘was king, and though he was a merry monarch rather than an absolute one, his reign was never challenged.’2


C. B. Fry, who had the advantage of knowing and playing with Grace, was also reminded of the original merry monarch, but was unequivocal about which aspects of Henry VIII he had in mind. ‘Except for his real friends W.G. had a formidable eye and a beetling brow; … he knew who he was and who you were, and he possessed when it came to it, an Olympian dignity.’3 In fact, Grace had what all kings have, power, and the story of his life is largely the story of the exercise of that power.


Perhaps a distinction needs to be made between influence, which Grace unquestionably had, and the daunting personal power that Fry identified. The timing of Grace’s emergence onto the scene in the mid-1860s happened to give him an enormous say in the future of the game, which hung in the balance between, on the one hand, a demoralized MCC and the few amateur-controlled counties and, on the other, the northern professionals who, with their Packer-like touring teams, had the makings of an alternative structure wholly independent of Lord’s. Grace was the pivotal figure in this power-struggle. With his explosive talent, he was the man the crowds wanted to see, and they would have followed him into either camp. In throwing in his lot with the MCC, he effectively headed off a schism which could have seen the amateur and professional elements drift apart, and handed the control of the game back to the Lord’s establishment.


He demanded nothing in return except to be allowed to flout that establishment’s most sacred tenet, amateurism. Grace made far more money from the game than any of the professionals, and although this led to controversy that blew up periodically throughout his career, there was nothing anyone could do about it. This was the pattern of his life. He used his power to get what he wanted, and given his imperviousness to criticism, it has to be said he was remarkably successful.


In addition to causing much friction during his lifetime, Grace’s ‘shamateurism’ has drawn reproof from later writers. Benny Green wonders aloud what Grace thought of the ‘nonsense’ of the amateur-professional divide, and chides him for not renouncing his amateur status and putting paid ‘once and for all to the hypocrisy of a two-tiered social structure in the game which was to endure for a hundred years’.4


The reason why such a course was unthinkable lies with Grace’s family and upbringing. Coming from a fairly humble provincial background, Grace straddled the class lines, but his father, Dr Henry Mills Grace, had no doubts as to the family’s rightful place in Victorian society. For any son of his to have played openly as a professional would have been anathema to him. His death in 1871 came at a crucial stage in Grace’s life, and it is arguable that he would not have adopted such a blatantly semi-professional lifestyle as he did during the 1870s had his father still been alive. Just how much money Grace made in this period is difficult to determine, but in extrapolating from the known facts, I have shown that cricket provided him with a comfortable living while he was qualifying to become a doctor.


Apart from his mother, Martha Grace, and his uncle, Alfred Pocock, who between them took an impassioned interest in his development as a player, the other formative influence in his life was his elder brother, Edward Mills Grace (E.M.). E.M. was seven years his senior, and a brilliant cricketer in his own right. He set a high standard for his younger brother, who trailed in his wake for many years before finally overhauling him. The intense rivalry between the two – indeed, the fiercely competitive atmosphere generated by five excessively keen if variously talented siblings – is at the root of Grace’s extraordinarily combative character.


Grace’s ability to assert himself received a huge boost when he shot up in height as a teenager. He ultimately reached six foot two, and with his enormous beard and the weight he put on in his late twenties, he became a truly imposing physical presence. Unfortunately this went with a violent temper, and there were too many occasions on which he was provoked to actual violence (and was once extremely lucky to avoid ending up in court on a charge of assault). For the man who came to personify cricket, Grace’s behaviour often fell woefully short of acceptable standards, and accusations of sharp practice, trickery, intransigence and bullying ring down the years.


Nowhere were the howls of protest louder than Australia, where Grace was twice welcomed as a hero and twice seen off on the boat home with a sense of relief. With the exception of Douglas Jardine, he is the most unpopular England captain ever to tour down under. This makes his two tours (1873–4 and 1891–2) of particular interest. Never was he subjected to such close scrutiny, and never – as he questioned umpires’ decisions, appealed for catches that he knew were not out, threatened to come to blows with officials, and ran a piratical course through his contractual agreements – was his character shown up in such a bad light. The Australians encountered similar behaviour from him when they came to England. In 1878 he more or less kidnapped a player from their dressing room at Lord’s, and at the Oval in 1882 he so incensed the entire team, and specifically the Demon, Frederick Spofforth, that England suffered a devastating retribution. There is a strong case for saying that Grace was inadvertently responsible for the creation of the whole Ashes saga.


But for all his lack of judgement in the heat of the moment, Grace had the best interests of the game at heart, and did an enormous amount to promote Anglo-Australian cricket. He played a more vital role in setting up the first ever Test on English soil in 1880 than he has normally been given credit for, and even though past his cricketing prime, he established the competitive tone over the next two decades. If sport is war without the shooting, Grace was cricket’s natural warlord, and though his antics sometimes appalled them, the Australians kept coming back with wave after wave of superlative bowlers to try their skills against him. Spofforth and Boyle, Turner and Ferris, Trumble, Giffen, Noble, Jones – his was the wicket they sought above all others. And when the smoke of battle rolled away, there were few grudges. In later years Grace became the best of friends with men like Billy Murdoch and Spofforth, and is mentioned with affectionate admiration in the memoirs of others. For all his faults, Grace was a difficult man to dislike for long, and for the vast majority of his contemporaries, playing with him was a privilege. George Beldam, the brilliant sports photographer; spoke for many when he wrote: ‘To play under him was to worship him … To know him was to love him.’5


Stories of his kindness are legion, and though in money matters he was penny sharp, he was not mean – in 1879 he insisted on giving Alfred Shaw the gate money from his benefit match at Lord’s to compensate the great Notts bowler for the disaster of his own benefit match earlier in the season. His medical skills were often disparaged, but as a humble GP in Bristol he won the confidence and affection of his patients, and many of the poorest testified to his generosity in neglecting to send bills they could ill afford to pay. He was especially fond of children, and they were obviously fascinated by him. In 1995 his grand-daughter, Primrose Worthington, told Cliff Morgan on Sport on 4 how she remembered sitting on his lap as a little girl, plaiting his beard. Grace was a demanding father, perhaps too demanding in the case of his eldest son, who bore his world-famous initials, but he was undeniably devoted to his family, and experienced the agony of so many Victorian parents when he lost two of his four children as young adults.


He had become a legend long before the end of his playing career, but though he could walk with kings – he strolled with two future monarchs – he never lost the common touch, and would readily shake hands with complete strangers if they had the courage to approach him in the street. For all the adulation he attracted, he remained, according to the editor of Wisden, the most natural and unspoiled of men. ‘Whenever and wherever one met him he was always the same. There was not the smallest trace of affectation about him … No man who ever won such world-wide fame could have been more modest in speaking of his own doings.’6


His achievements speak for themselves: 54,896 first-class runs (boosted by his phenomenal scoring in minor cricket to over 100,000 runs in all), and 2,876 wickets. And yet, because of their Victorian provenance, his figures do not seem to carry as much conviction as one would expect. The question I have been most frequently asked while engaged on this book is: Just how good was W.G.? Perhaps the abandonment of England’s first Test against the West Indies in January 1998 can help put his performances in perspective. As a leader in the Guardian pointed out, in Grace’s day, ‘Tests were routinely played on awful pitches and batsmen just had to cope – W.G. Grace was famous for the way he dealt with shooters.’7 The Lord’s wicket of the 1860s and 1870s was far worse than Sabina Park, and if the bowlers weren’t as fast as Ambrose and Walsh, they were certainly quick enough to kill, as the death of George Summer in 1870 proved. In his teens Grace was hitting centuries when fifty was the summit of most batsmen’s ambition, and by the time the wickets had improved in the 1890s and Ranjitsinhji, Fry, Abel and Hayward were vying to break the records he had established, old-stagers reflected that had Grace then been in his prime, the bowlers would simply never have got him out.


The truth is, 150 years after his birth W. G. Grace remains, deservedly, the best-known cricketer in the history of the game.




*





This book had its origins in a radio programme I wrote and presented for Radio 4 in 1995. Not at Dorking took its title came from a remark attributed to the Surrey stonewaller Harry Jupp, when he was bowled first ball in a benefit match in his home town. ‘Ain’t you going out, Juppy?’ the opposing captain plaintively enquired. ‘Not at Dorking,’ replied Jupp, busily putting the bails back on. Grace, who played a lot of cricket with Jupp in the 1860s and 70s, was similarly reluctant to leave the crease, and although the programme was not exclusively about him, he naturally became a leading character. A cast of professional actors was supplemented by Christopher Martin-Jenkins and David Lloyd, who played themselves, and gave a very convincing performance commentating on Grace’s last great innings at the Oval in 1906 while staring out from the BBC commentary box over the empty acres of Edgbaston. My thanks to them and the rest of a versatile team, and to the producer, Viv Beeby.


Among those who heard Not at Dorking was Matthew Evans, the Chairman of Faber and Faber, who put my vague thoughts of exploring Grace and his period further into sharp focus by inviting me to submit a proposal for a biography. I am extremely grateful to him for that initial spur and the commission that followed. I am also indebted to my editor, Julian Loose, and his assistant, Luke Vinten, for their support, encouragement and invaluable criticism. I should also mention Daniel Balado-Lopez, who undertook the demanding task of copy-editing the manuscript. My thanks go to them, and to everyone else involved in the production and promotion of this book.


I would like to thank John Whitworth, Janice Thomson, Ian Smith and Lachlan Mackinnon for their valuable suggestions during the manuscript’s  progress. I am particularly grateful to David Kynaston, who generously volunteered to read each chapter as I wrote it, and gave me the benefit of his expertise, not only on W.G. and nineteenth-century cricket, but on the wider historical background, saving me from innumerable howlers (though, needless to say, the errors that remain are entirely my responsibility).


All biographers are indebted to those who precede them. By and large, Grace has been well served. In addition to the four books which bear his name as author, Methven Brownlee’s biography of 1887 gives an intimate, if uncritical, portrait of him as he appeared to his contemporaries. The Memorial Biography of 1919 is, I think, unique in drawing on the recollections of so many contributors, and remains an invaluable source to this day. Bernard Darwin’s personal memoir of 1934 vividly evokes Grace in his later years, while, for all its tendency to hagiography, A. A. Thomson’s The Great Cricketer (1957) is an entertaining and ultimately moving book. No survey, however brief, should overlook Neville Cardus’s persuasive essays on both the man and his period, and C. L. R. James’s seminal work Beyond a Boundary (1963), which was (in part) an attempt to place W.G. and the game he championed at the centre of Victorian culture. Eric Midwinter’s W. G. Grace: His Life and Times (1981) successfully set Grace in his social context, while, most recently, Robert Low turned the spotlight back onto Grace the cricketer in W.G. (1997).


I have also gained illumination from a number of other publications concentrating on different aspects of Grace’s life and career. In 1989 the Downend Local History Society published Peris Jones’s extensive research into the family background, and Gentlemen and Players is the most thorough account of the early years that I know of. David Kynaston’s W.G.’s Birthday Party (1991) is a masterly celebration of Grace’s 1898 Jubilee Match, and those who took part in it. Derek West’s three scholarly volumes issued by Darf Publishers are essential reading for anyone interested in the background to W.G.’s cricketing life, and The Players (1988) by Ric Sissons is another major contribution to the history of Victorian cricket. David Rayvern Allen’s anthology Cricket with Grace (1990) brings together many fugitive pieces, and I also found much of interest in Bat & Pad (1984), edited by Pat Mullins and Philip Derriman, and Cradle Days (1989), a collection of the cricket writings of T. P. Horan (‘Felix’), edited by Pat Mullins and Brian Crowley. In W.G. at Kadina (1994) Bernard Whimpress produced an exemplary monograph on the most shameful episode of Grace’s career, and I am also grateful to him for allowing me to read his unpublished thesis on the strained relations between Grace and his Australian hosts. W.G. Down Under by Rick Smith and Ron Williams gives a complete account of both Grace tours, while Rick Smith’s ABC Guide to Australian Test Cricketers proved a highly useful reference work.


I found myself consulting Sir Pelham Warner’s Gentlemen v. Players with great regularity, and Bill Frindall’s The Wisden Book of Test Cricket was similarly never far from the top of the volumes heaped around my desk. I am also very grateful to Bill Frindall for compiling the Statistical Survey, and for outlining the controversy surrounding Grace’s record. While accepting the arguments for retaining the traditional figures, I have, perhaps inconsistently, used Derek Lodge’s volume published by the Association of Cricket Statisticians for Grace’s season-by-season aggregates and averages, and take this opportunity to acknowledge this invaluable resource. As far as Grace’s minor cricket is concerned, I have relied upon Neville Weston’s meticulously researched summary, published in a limited edition of fifty in 1973. At last, in this 150th anniversary year, the two halves of Grace’s career will be united in the covers of one book: J. R. Webber has produced the definitive match-by-match account of Grace’s performances in both first-class and minor cricket, The Chronicle of W.G., to be published by the Association of Cricket Statisticians. While I regret not having had access to this treasure trove of 1,100 pages, I am grateful to its compiler for some useful hints and sound advice. For modern monetary equivalents I have used the conversion table at the back of Richard Roberts’s Schroders: Merchants and Bankers (MacMillan 1992).


I have been greatly helped by a number of cricket archivists, librarians and museum curators, in both the United Kingdom and Australia, and would like to thank the following for their courtesy and kindness: Stephen Green and his assistant Michael Wolton at Lord’s, Peter Wynne-Thomas at Trent Bridge, Bert Avery at the County Ground, Bristol, Jeff Hancock at the Oval, and Malcolm Lorimer, Don Ambrose and Keith Hayhurst at Old Trafford; John Wood at the Library of the New South Wales Cricket Association, Sydney, Bernard Whimpress at the Adelaide Oval, and Ross Peacock, David Studham and Jena Pullman at the Melbourne Cricket Ground.


I have also benefited from the generosity of several private collectors. Roger Mann opened his great collection to me and worked tirelessly to supply my requests for photographs; David Frith sent photocopies of his Grace letters along with a selection of photographs; Malcolm Lorimer showed me some of Neville Weston’s scrapbooks; Rick Smith gave me a copy of George Arthur’s scrapbook covering Grace’s tour of 1873–4, along with much other valuable material, including a couple of rare photographs. Roy Barratt and Tony Sheldon also contributed valuable prints. My thanks to all of them. I would also like to thank Brian Bearne for allowing me access to Grace’s collection of cricket books that his firm auctioned in Exeter in 1996. I was given every assistance by Robin Barlow and Richard Bearne to take the fullest advantage of this unique opportunity, and I am extremely grateful to them. Anton Bantock, of the Malago Society, generously loaned me Nora Peache’s diary.


A number of people have shared their family reminiscences of W.G. with me: Julian Lawton Smith, Peggy Gruber, Robert Gretton, Richard Matthews. I am particularly grateful to Colonel G. F. Grace, the grandson of E. M. Grace, for allowing me to listen to an audio cassette he had made of his father’s (Edgar Mervyn Grace’s) recollections of W.G., and to Dr Richard Bernard for showing me round the various family sites in Downend, and discussing his great-great-uncle’s medical career with me. It was with great sadness that I heard of Dr Bernard’s death as the book was nearing completion. Ken and Anne Clarke generously shared the fruits of their meticulous research into Grace’s servant Harriet Fowler, and I am happy to acknowledge the help they have given me in passing on census returns, death certificates and other painstakingly acquired material. Dr Peter Toghill displayed a similar generosity in giving me the benefit of his extensive knowledge of Grace’s medical training, as did Major A. A. Greenwood in providing invaluable details of his father’s time as W.G.’s locum in Bristol.


I am also indebted to the secretaries, librarians or archivists of the following institutions for their prompt and full reponses to enquiries: The Royal Archive, Windsor; The Royal College of Surgeons of England; The Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh; The General Medical Council; The University Library, Aberdeen; The Central Library, Aberdeen.


I did the bulk of my research in the British Library, and was fortunate to experience both the fading splendour of the old British Museum Reading Room and the chaste opulence of Colin St John Wilson’s new St Pancras building. The staff maintained a high level of efficiency and courtesy throughout what must have been an enormously stressful period and I am grateful for all the help I have received from them. I would also like to thank the staffs of the other libraries I visited: The Bodleian Library, Oxford; Grimsby Reference Library; Hull Central Library; The Mitchell Library, Glasgow; Bristol Central Library; Manchester Central Library; The London Library; Devizes Library; Chippenham Library; and the British Library’s Newspaper Division, Colindale. In Australia I used the state libraries of New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia, as well as the town libraries of Ballarat (Victoria) and Launceston (Tasmania).


The hospitality I met with on my Australian trip was quite overwhelming and I would like to thank the following for making my stay as enjoyable as it was productive: Holly Davis and Noek Witzand, Penny and Roger Fenton, Jack Pollard, Richard Cashman, Alfred James, Charles and Audrey Nicholson, Angus Trumble, Simon Trumble, Robert Trumble, Fiona Gruber and Mark Williams, Martin Flanagan, Rick and Leanne Smith.


I would also like to thank the following for their special contributions to the project: Hilary Field set up innumerable contacts as well as producing some invaluable research material; Norman Isaacs trawled Colindale in an attempt to track down what now appears to be apocryphal German war propaganda arising from W.G.’s death; and Jill Grey helped with some late supplementary research. Will Commery was my guide to Elmer’s End Cemetery and the Crystal Palace; David Inshaw was my photographer and beard consultant; Eric Norris quickly helped me build up a working library of Grace texts; Chris Greenwood, Peter Howard and Chris West between them fielded various computing disasters; and my agent, Michael Thomas, has been a similarly powerful force for sanity.


Others who have helped in one way or another are: Mike Adams, Dr Stephen Bailey (Director of Physical Education, Winchester College), Jo Batchelor, Mark Bland, Richard Boston, Daphne Bryant, David Buxton, Gerry Byrne, John Caperon, Wendy Cope, John Cordingley, Oliver Cyriax, Joan Eastwood, Matthew Engel, Trevor Enifer of the Crystal Palace Foundation, Janet Gruber, Penny Gruber, Roger Hamilton, Sophie Hannah, Frank Keating, John King, John Kirkaldy, Owen Kyffin, G. W. W. Laverton, Alistair Lawrence, Jack Long, Tony Lurcock, Sue Maconie, Christopher Martin, David Parkinson, Brian Pearce, Nick Pearson, Gerard Siggins, Martin Smith, Poppy Szaybo, Anne Taylor, Ray Taylor, Richard Taylor, Bill Wallis, Pat and John Winser, Kit Wright, Richard Wright. My thanks to all of them.


All writers demand tolerance and understanding from those closest to them. I have received both in abundance from my mother, Jill Rae, whose great generosity also removed the additional burden of financial worry in the closing stages. Janice Thomson was exposed to dangerous levels of freshly gleaned information over long periods of time, but came through the ordeal with her temper intact, and at a crucial moment boosted morale with the gift of a splendid pub sign featuring Grace himself. My daughter, Albertine Rae, has been forbearance personified. I am deeply grateful to each of them; without their support I would not have completed this book in time for W.G.’s 150th birthday.




 





S. R.                                          


Devizes – Hackney                    


January 1996 – February 1998   
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ONE





ONE of W. G. Grace’s grandfathers was a butler; one of his sons became an admiral. Grace, like his father and his four brothers, trained as a doctor. Though he did not go to public school or either of the ancient universities, he made sure his eldest son did. This steadily rising curve from relative obscurity to moderate eminence may seem insignificant beside Grace’s spectacular leap to enduring and world-wide fame, but it was of great importance to him. As a towering figure on the stage of Victorian England, he was rivalled in terms of public recognition only by the Queen herself and William Ewart Gladstone, but he remained, to a remarkable degree, an ordinary representative of Middle England.


He was born and brought up a West Countryman, and never lost the slight burr of a Gloucestershire accent. Bristol, where he spent his years in general practice, was a major port and a bustling commercial centre, participating fully in the unprecedented economic expansion of the Victorian period, but the surrounding countryside, where he spent his formative years, remained locked in the timeless agricultural cycle celebrated in the novels of Thomas Hardy. Unimpressed – and certainly unintimidated – by metropolitan sophistication, Grace conducted his life with a countryman’s canniness according to a dependable, and unquestioned, provincial code of hard work and thrift.


Typical of his class and true to his regional origins, Grace was undoubtedly also the creation of his family. Some great men appear like cuckoos in the nest, having nothing in common with their parents or siblings. Grace is inseparable from his background, and his success was grounded in a tight-knit family network whose support, values, training, code of discipline and internal rivalries underpinned his personality. It was a hard school, but it generated huge self-confidence. The family was fiercely protective of its own, pulling together instinctively in the face of any external challenge. Grace’s home provided a bastion against the outside world, and a forcing house for his immense talents. What he learned in this family environment sustained and governed him throughout   his life, and his career developed in accordance with the path laid down for him. His strengths and weaknesses were family strengths and weaknesses. His greatness, it might be said, was simply an exaggeration of his Graceness.




*





Little is known about Grace’s paternal grandfather, Henry Grace, and the facts that exist are mainly derived from a court case in which he was posthumously cast in the role of villainous family retainer. Thirty years after his death he was remembered as ‘a great coarse, potbellied, unwieldy man, wholly deficient … in the Grace of God’.1 This vicious portrait is hardly reliable, however. It was part of the testimony of Thomas Provis, who, like the far more notorious Tichborne Claimant after him, concocted a false identity and laid claim to a great inheritance. Provis’s intended victims were the Smyth family of Ashton Court, Bristol.


The case was heard at Gloucester Crown Court in August 1853. Provis appeared as the plaintiff under his alias, Sir Richard Smyth, and presented a ‘last will and testament’ that had turned up conveniently in an old family servant’s trunk. This document purported to prove that he was the legitimate, if unacknowledged, son of Sir Hugh Smyth, who had died in 1825. In it the deceased baronet explains how he came to accept his long-lost heir:




From the circumstances of a family nature, this boy was brought up in private, and through the rascallity [sic] of my butler, Grace, under whose especial charge my son was, he left England clandestinely in the year 1813, and I had been assured by Grace that my son had died abroad, but at the death of Grace I became possessed of doubts of my son’s demise. Now under the impression that my son had died I made a will in the year 1814. That will I now abrogate, annul and sett asside [sic], by this last will and testament, and by the document do acknowledge Richard Hugh Smyth my legitimate son and heir.2





This was a persuasive piece of evidence, if genuine. But as Sir Frederick Thesiger, acting for the Smyth family, pointed out, the only thing it unquestionably proved was that in the later stages of his life, Sir Hugh had developed the same spelling foibles as his supposed son. To the great amusement of the court, a brief spelling test exposed the plaintiff’s ingrained preference for double consonants. Indeed, so effective was Thesiger’s conduct of the case generally that Provis’s position collapsed on the third day of the trial and he was bounced into an ignominious confession of perjury and fraud.


One of the many witnesses called was Elizabeth Grace, Henry Grace’s widow. Although well into her seventies, she made the effort to travel to Gloucester, and the evidence she gave supplies the bulk of what is known about her and her husband.


Elizabeth Mills, as she was before her marriage, was the personal maid of Margaret Wilson (daughter of the Bishop of Bristol), who married Hugh Smyth in 1797. Elizabeth soon followed her mistress into matrimony when she met Henry Grace in 1800 and it was through her that Grace came to be employed, in 1801, at Ashton Court. (This scotched Provis’s claim that Henry Grace had taken charge of him as an infant in 1797.)


As has been pointed out in previous accounts of the case, Elizabeth Grace’s evidence completely cleared her husband and contributed to Provis’s downfall, but the surprising fact is that she appeared not for the Smyth family, but for the plaintiff. ‘Sir Richard’ had been in the Bristol area for some years prior to the court case, testing the water and building up support. He masqueraded as an educationalist (and claimed amongst other things to have shared a study with the great Thomas Arnold at Winchester). It was in this capacity that Elizabeth Grace had met him, as she had been running her own small school in Bristol for many years. ‘Sir Richard’ developed the acquaintance, seeing how useful Mrs Grace could be to him, and doubtless hinting that he would be generous to his friends if he won his case. She agreed to be interviewed by his solicitor and came to court prepared to testify that the new will was in Sir Hugh’s handwriting. However, when the implications of Provis’s position became apparent, she beat a hasty retreat, claiming, ‘I cannot see any writing.’ In a rather candid aside later, she lamented, ‘I was never told, if I came to speak for the plaintiff, it was for a forger and I should be imprisoned.’3 There was no danger of that, but Thesiger subjected her to a rigorous cross-examination which revealed the details of her early life.


The Graces had started a family soon after their marriage, and Elizabeth moved out of Ashton Court to set up home in Bristol. Henry later took out a lease on the house for his own lifetime and that of his daughter, Anne, who was born in 1805. His wages, which were fifteen shillings a week in 1804, proved inadequate, and in 1808, fewer than three weeks before she was due to give birth again, Elizabeth took the drastic step of advertising for pupils in the local papers. She announced the opening of a school for girls under twelve years of age, at her own home, offering board and tuition for eighteen guineas per annum. Her son, Henry Mills Grace, was born on 22 February 1808.


After living apart for several years, Elizabeth and her husband formally separated in 1819. Two years later Henry Grace died, leaving Elizabeth nothing but the lease on the house. She never remarried, and spent the rest of her long life struggling to provide for herself and her children. In addition to Anne, she had two other daughters, Elizabeth and Mary. They remain shadowy figures. The likelihood is that after helping in their mother’s school they left home to become governesses, or slipped quietly into the anonymity of marriage.


Life offered very different prospects for Henry Mills. Surrounded by adoring females from the beginning, and the focus of his mother’s ambitions, he was to escape the genteel poverty in which he was raised and make dramatic progress up the social ladder by joining the medical profession. The process of becoming a doctor was a difficult one for someone from a poor background. The Royal College of Physicians recruited its members almost exclusively from Oxford and Cambridge, and had little interest in widening the social catchment of the profession. Pressure for change came from the Royal College of Surgeons, which by the 1830s had about 200 fellows and 8,000 licentiates. Third in the jealously guarded medical hierarchy was the Society of Apothecaries. It was their desire to raise their members’ standing above that of common tradesmen through a rigorous examination system which made a great contribution to improving standards in the first half of the century. The society required five years’ apprenticeship before examination, and developed the custom of ‘walking the hospitals’ as useful work experience.


This at least would weed out those who fainted at the sight of blood. Hospitals in those days were not for the squeamish. Watching someone having a leg sawn off with no palliative other than a glass of laudanum and a rag on which to bite was guaranteed to weed out those who hadn’t the stomach for it. All five Grace brothers followed in their father’s footsteps through the bloodied sawdust. Though not without compassion, they were not a sentimental family.


With London taking the lead, hospitals began to organize schools of their own to take the place of the unregulated apprenticeship system. The men they turned out were relatively well educated and well trained, though socially beneath the physicians and surgeons. By about 1830 the term ‘general practitioner’ came into use.


This is what Henry Mills Grace aspired to be, though as there was no Medical School in Bristol until 1833, he must have worked towards his examinations as a local surgeon’s apprentice before finishing his training at St Thomas’s and Guy’s in London. He certainly worked hard. His son records that he used to play cricket on the Clifton Downs ‘between the hours of five and eight in the morning’, because that was the only time he could get off.4


Although there was no legal requirement for a doctor to be qualified until the Medical Act of 1858, Henry Mills Grace gained his LSA (Licentiate of the Apothecaries Company) in 1829 and MRCS (Member of the Royal College of Surgeons) in 1830. He set great store by his qualifications, an attitude he passed on to his sons. When he applied to the Westerleigh Parish Vestry committee in 1832 for the post of parish surgeon, he emphasized that he ‘would not presume to propose myself were I not legally qualified’.5




*





In 1830, Henry Mills Grace faced the new decade with the hard-won title of ‘Doctor’ and every prospect of a rewarding career ahead of him. He was an energetic, well-favoured man of five foot ten inches, devoted to outdoor pursuits. Cricket absorbed what spare time he could find in the summer, and in winter he followed the hounds. Although not possessed of a good fortune, he had his health and his profession, and was now clearly in want of a wife.


He found her in the home of one of Bristol’s most prominent, not to say eccentric, citizens, George Pocock. Pocock, like Henry’s mother, was in the education business, running his own school – or, rather, ‘Academy’ – at Prospect Place. His prospectus spoke encouragingly of the ‘airiness and extent of the premisses’, and described a ‘system of education … calculated chiefly for men of business’. This included ‘penmanship, in all its hands, elocution, arithmetic, mensuration illustrated by globes, accompanied by a general view of the commercial world’.6


As viewed from Prospect Place, the commercial world must have appeared full of promise. Bristol was a prosperous city and the country’s second port. A gazetteer of the time gave this thumbnail sketch: ‘Bristol is a seaport, and county of itself, its chief trade is with the West Indies, its manufactures are the sugar refinery, earthenware, soap, and hats; has 18 churches, a cathedral, guildhall, custom-house, and exchange … Steam packets to Dublin, Cork, Waterford, Liverpool, Carmarthen, Haverford west, Swansea, Newport, Chepstow, Ilfracombe, and Tenby.’7 And the city’s communications were soon to be extended by the engineering genius of the age, Isambard Kingdom Brunei, the rising star of the Great Western Railway.


With boarders paying twenty-five guineas a year and day pupils four, the Academy was a success. A measure of Pocock’s worldly wealth can be gleaned from a public audit he printed in 1820 to establish his credentials as a leading supporter of the Methodist community. He had been, he said,




the primary cause under God of raising not less than ten entirely new societies, and eight new chapels, for the erection of some of which he advanced the whole amount, £900 on one, £600 on another, and £300 on a third; [he had contributed] liberally towards the erection of every chapel in the kingdom whenever applied to, and that without a solitary exception; … giving £60 toward the erection of St Philip’s Chapel in this city; [and] lending various sums of money to Trustees of chapels in almost every direction; [while] aiding the funds for the Methodist poor, several of whom are and have been for years the regular pensioners of himself and his wife …8





This catalogue of charitable activity appeared in Pocock’s opening broadside in a vitriolic pamphlet war with the city’s Methodist establishment. The fundamental issue was authority and power. Pocock was an active and energetic man of progressive ideas, and his ambitions to improve the lot of his fellow man were by no means limited to teaching the sons of tradesmen the basics of mensuration. He wanted to extend the benefits of education and religious instruction to those on the fringes of society, and if they would not come to chapel to hear the Word, he would take the Word to them. In addition to its port and other commercial interests, Bristol was also an important mining area. The miners eked out a pitiable existence in slovenly villages or squatter camps, with no provision for schooling or worship. Pocock’s scheme involved travelling round the mining districts and preaching from a tent. The project was a notable success. The colliers were even persuaded to subscribe a pittance towards some basic education for their children. The number of tent preachers rose.


Unhappily, Pocock’s good results, combined with his insistence on keeping the reins of the operation in his own hands, provoked jealousy among the Bristol brethren, and in scenes that could have been lifted from Silas Marner, and which foreshadowed some of his grandsons’ battles, Pocock and his supporters were called to account, roundly stigmatized, and finally ‘excluded’.


Displaying the robust passion for self-justification which became a pronounced family trait, Pocock retaliated. He had the organ he had donated to his local chapel removed. Further fuel was added to an already blazing fire by the appearance of ‘The Methodist Pill’, a defamatory satire on the hypocrisy of Pocock’s opponents (‘the Pill is an excellent discovery for enabling the Preachers’ Wives and Daughters to follow the fashions of the World, and the Preachers to study Politics, instead of Religion, for on the Sunday morning this Pill will cast a sanctimonious smirk on the former, and will work miracles on the latter’).9 Despite Pocock’s denials that the noxious pamphlet emanated from his Academy, a couple of the brethren paid a visit to the printer, as a result of which they were able to denounce two of Pocock’s sons, George Pocock junior and John, as the perpetrators.


Undeflected by this embarrassing filial support, Pocock signed off with a third pamphlet, ‘Facts without a Veil’ (1820), in which he defended the stance he and his allies had taken and roundly condemned the ‘fabric of Methodist Government [which] is tottering on every side, and must eventually fall, unless the disgusting haughtiness of several lordly Preachers be speedily humbled’.10 The rupture with the Bristol brethren was total and irreparable. History does not relate what happened to the organ.


Pocock retired inside the walls of his Academy for a while, but the timetable’s unvarying treadmill could not keep him satisfied for long. Through experimenting with his pupils’ kites on ‘the breezy eminences of Clifton and Durdham Downs’ he stumbled upon a radical new form of transport.


The story of how he developed his kite-drawn carriage is told at exuberant length in his book The Aeropleustic Art (1827). Parts of this make chilling reading for anyone concerned with the development of English cricket. First Pocock launched his third son, Alfred, on a kite-drawn sledge. This was whisked away by the wind ‘with a velocity so great, that all attempts to overtake it were quite fruitless’. The Downs in those days were pitted with quarries and the future coach of England’s greatest cricketer whistled over the lip of one of these, landing ‘(as it happened) in perfect safety’. Pocock’s confidence in his inventions, and his casual attitude to his children’s safety, are demonstrated even more clearly in his next experiment, which involved flight. He proudly records that he allowed his daughter, Martha, ‘the daring honour’ of being ‘the first Aeropleust’, and gaily launched W. G. Grace’s mother-to-be into the sky, strapped into a chair attached to an array of huge kites.11 In one version of the story, Martha was actually sailed across the Clifton Gorge, but Pocock himself, never one to play down the heroics of any member of his family, makes no such claim.


Despite Martha’s inaugural flight, kites could not mount a serious challenge to the hot air balloon which the Montgolfier brothers had pioneered in the 1780s. Pocock, however, persisted with his kite-carriage, or ‘charvolant’ as he called it. Most of the stories about this bizarre experiment have to be treated with suspicion, but it seems Pocock first road-tested his invention in 1822, taking his family from Bristol to Marlborough at speeds of between sixteen and twenty miles an hour, and scandalizing onlookers by allowing his daughters their turn to steer. A more ambitious trip to London in 1827 is said to have caused a sensation in the capital, and the following year it is claimed that George IV demanded to inspect the ‘charvolant’ personally at Ascot in June, but newspaper accounts of the race meeting are silent on the subject, and the Royal Archive at Windsor has no record of any such encounter.12 Nevertheless, there does seem to have been something of a craze for kite-riding among the young men of Bristol at this time, and Henry Mills Grace was one of them, and this is presumably how he met Martha. By the autumn of 1831 a date had been set for the wedding.


Unfortunately it coincided with the worst riot in the city’s history. The whole country was in a volatile state after the House of Lords’ rejection of the second Reform Bill. Sporadic window-smashing in London was followed by more serious disturbances in the Midlands, but by far the worst trouble flared up in Bristol. The immediate cause was the visit of the city’s recorder, Sir Charles Wetherell. Wetherell was heartily disliked for his anti-Reform position, and when he arrived on Saturday,29 October, he was met by large and hostile crowds who stoned his carriage enthusiastically all the way to the Guildhall. By the time he was bustled on to the Mansion House for a formal dinner, the situation was getting out of control. Despite a personal appeal by the mayor, who showed great courage throughout, the crowd would not be placated, and soon rioters broke into the ground floor of the building, seizing among other things Wetherell’s portmanteau. The sight of his linen being ripped to shreds by a jeering mob was enough to persuade him to beat a retreat, and he escaped over the roofs disguised, it was said, in women’s clothing.


Although the recorder escaped with his skin, the city did not get off so lightly. Mindful, no doubt, of the embarrassing carnage of the Peterloo massacre only a dozen years earlier, the commanding officer of the military force on hand deployed his men with great restraint, and at no little personal risk rode about through the mêlée pleading with the crowds to disperse. They would not, and the rest of the weekend was given over to an orgy of looting and destruction. Sunday was particularly bad, with a ragged army tramping in from the outlying districts led, according to several sources, by those same marginalized miners to whom Pocock had addressed his tent ministry.


The mob broke into the prisons and laid siege to the bishop’s palace on College Green. Then, as though ticking off the buildings on the gazetteer’s list, they burnt down the Customs House and several warehouses, from one of which issued a stream of burning rum ‘filling the gutters so fast that the drains could not carry it off’. A ‘hedge of fire’ ignited across a street and several women who ran its terrifying gauntlet were set alight and were only saved by the alacrity of a detachment of sailors who wrestled them to the ground and rolled them about until the flames were extinguished. Floodgates were opened and bridges wantonly destroyed. And through the town, bands of young men lurched from house to house demanding ‘drink or blood’.13 Pocock and his family must have spent an agonizing night looking out over the ravaged city, wondering where the next plume of flame and smoke would spring up, and whether they would hear the heavy blows of a cudgel on the door.


By Monday the whirlwind had blown itself out, but the city presented a dismal spectacle:




Morning dawned on such a scene as had never before been witnessed in this place. The flames, it is true, were subsiding, but the appearance of Queen square was appalling in the extreme. Numerous buildings were reduced to a heap of smoking ruins, and others were … falling in; while around, in various parts, lay several of the rioters, in the last stage of senseless intoxication, and with countenances more resembling fiends than men.14





Pocock’s Academy had survived unscathed (unlike a number of other schools that appeared in the lengthy newspaper lists of businesses destroyed). Estimates of the damage ranged from £200,000 to £2 million; casualties were put at twelve dead and ninety-four wounded. Tuesday and Wednesday saw inquests on some of the charred and mutilated remains, and on Thursday, 3 November, Henry Mills Grace and Martha Pocock were married in St Michael’s Church, just around the corner from Prospect Place. The church was described by a contemporary  as ‘a vicious combination of Grecian and Gothic architecture’, but it seems unlikely that, with much of the city beyond its walls reduced to smouldering rubble, either bride or groom would have been unduly worried by its ‘architectural absurdities’.15
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TWO





HENRY Grace had already decided where he would practise his profession, and, leaving Bristol to bury the dead and start rebuilding, he and Martha ‘settled down in Downend, Gloucestershire, where they lived for the rest of their lives’.1 Although today subsumed into the urban sprawl of Bristol, Downend in 1831 was a distinct village surrounded by countryside. The Graces’ first home was Downend House, North Street, an unexceptional Georgian building with creeper partially covering the façade and two cedar trees in the front garden. When the house was sold after the Great War, the estate agent advertised this ‘old-world Period House where the late W. G. Grace, the Famous Cricketer, was born’ as having six bedrooms, a cloakroom, a bathroom and three reception rooms.2 It sounds spacious, but as their family increased, it gradually began to seem less so.


Like any other community in England, Downend was rigidly stratified in terms of class. There were a handful of powerful and wealthy inhabitants like the Caves of Cleve Hill, who were Bristol bankers and Merchant Venturers, and Robert Lewis of Cleve Lodge, whose estate included property in Wales. Such people would, in all but the most extreme emergency, call on their Bristol physicians for medical attention. There was a small middle-class contingent centred on the vicar and the vicarage, and below them a jealously calibrated scale of tradesmen, servants and artisans engaged in cottage industries like pin-making or candle-making. Below them were the bedraggled ranks of labourers and farm-workers. Times were difficult in the 1830s, and even more so in the 1840s when the ‘Condition of England’ became a major concern with politicians, novelists and social commentators alike. Whatever its eventual benefits, the Reform Act which was finally passed in 1832 did nothing in the short term to alleviate the endemic poverty of the lower classes.


With the prosperity of the High Victorian period still some way off, a young doctor dependent on the fees of his patients had to work hard to make ends meet. Henry Grace would ride for miles at a moment’s notice to visit the sick. The roads were poor, and treacherous at night, and a man on horseback or thrown about in a gig had no protection from the weather. Like the sons he fathered, Dr Grace was exceptionally tough, and he needed to be.


His first son, Henry, was born on 31 January 1833, followed by Annie in 1834. The early years at Downend were taxing as Dr Grace strove to establish himself, and Martha adapted to her role as mother and mistress of the household. But no matter how busy they were, they kept up with the family in Bristol, and would almost certainly have found time to visit Clifton during a momentous week in August 1836, when the British Association for Advancement of Science held its first conference there. The nation’s leading ‘philosophers’, as scientists were then known, gathered for a week of lectures and demonstrations which were enthusiastically attended by the local inhabitants. Among the many peripheral attractions on offer, The Times reported, ‘Mr Pocock will exhibit his kite-carriage daily on Durdham-down’.3


The kite-carriage was, however, upstaged by the dramatic events at the Clifton Gorge where Isambard Kingdom Brunel attempted to establish a fixed link between the two sides as the first stage of his magnificent suspension bridge. This attracted enormous public interest, which intensified when, half-way through the week, a hawser drawing the first solid bar across to the Clifton side gave way. Miraculously no one was killed, but the bar was seriously damaged. The accident was a severe set-back, ‘but Mr Brunei immediately set a great number of hands to work, and feels confident he shall have the bar in its place, uniting these stupendous rocks, on Saturday morning’.4 That confidence was justified, and on Saturday, 27 August 1836 the bar was in place and the foundation stone laid. The Downs were thronged with people, and the river below was filled with jostling boats. A trumpet blast and cheers from crowds on both sides of the gorge announced that Brunel’s great project was truly under way. George Pocock saluted the efforts of a fellow visionary with a sky message reading ‘Success to the Undertaking’, though surprisingly his banner was suspended not from kites but from balloons.


Such high days and holidays would have been few and far between – a village celebration of the coronation of the new young Queen in June 1837 certainly, but there can have been little else to disrupt the hard-working routine as Henry and Martha devoted themselves to their responsibilities. They were to have nine children in all – the same as Victoria and Albert – and in every respect they were the typical Victorian family.


With more mouths to feed, Dr Grace sought ways of increasing his income. The neighbouring parish of Mangotsfield was at the heart of Bristol’s mining area, and, tapping perhaps the old Smyth connection, Henry Grace became surgeon to the collieries of Sir John Smyth & Co., the most important of the Coalpit Heath mines. The lot of the miners had barely improved since the days of George Pocock’s tent mission, and in Bristol, as elsewhere, boys were still sent underground despite the Factory Act of 1833 which had outlawed the employment of children under the age of nine. Pressure from Lord Shaftesbury and others eventually resulted in a Commission of Inquiry into the State of Children in Employment, and a government commissioner, Elijah Waring, arrived in south Gloucestershire in 1841. Henry Grace was one of the doctors Waring interviewed, and he came across as ‘an intelligent practitioner [and] a gentleman of benevolent and considerate feelings’. However, he towed the company line on the dangers of mining and told Waring that accidents ‘were generally the result of carelessness on the part of the miner, in not supporting the roof with proper caution’.5


He may have reviewed his confidence in the mines’ safety standards when he was called to a terrible accident in 1845. Five men died at one of the Soundwell collieries when a rope snapped at the end of a shift. There was only one survivor, and the terrible fall had left him with an arm ‘broken to pieces and his head and back cut in several places’. Dr Grace had the unenviable task of amputating the ruined limb, while his patient, conscious throughout, stoically smoked his pipe. A local rope-maker told the inquest: ‘I never saw rope … in such a bad condition in my life. I have seen better rope brought to my yard as old junk.’6


In addition to his work for the collieries, Dr Grace served as parish doctor, and, after 1848, as Medical Officer for the Mangotsfield Guardians of the Poor, with responsibility for Mangotsfield, Staple Hill and Downend. He was also a consultant at the nearby lunatic asylum, known locally as Mason’s Madhouse, and in 1848 was involved in a case against its owner, Dr Joseph Bompas, on the charge of admitting patients without the proper certificates signed by two doctors. An inquiry was held, but the charges were not substantiated. At some stage his medical responsibilities were further increased when he was appointed Surgeon to the Royal Gloucestershire Hussars, a position of sufficient importance to be inscribed on his tombstone.


On top of his duties as a doctor, he added to his workload by becoming the local registrar, recording the births, deaths and marriages of the parish, and, from 1841, overseeing the census returns. He liked to involve his family in his activities as much as he could, and over the years anyone available was conscripted as an enumerator. Dr Grace exemplified the Victorian values of hard work, ambition and public service, and it is a mark of his success as a father that he instilled the same virtues in his sons.




*





Dr Grace’s best-known legacy to his sons was, of course, his love of cricket (though he was also a keen huntsman, following the Duke of Beaufort’s hounds during the winter months). The most detailed account of how cricket came to dominate life at Downend comes in the two volumes of memoirs written by W.G. – Cricket (1891) and ‘W.G.’ Cricketing Reminiscences and Personal Recollections (1899). Although they were both ghosted, Grace took enormous pains over them, and they certainly tell the story as he wanted it told. He was meticulous as far as facts and figures were concerned, and between them the two books provide an accurate, if unanalytical, record of the cricket of his time and his personal achievements. Though they remain selectively silent on the controversies that dogged his career, there is no reason to doubt their reliability as far as the early years are concerned. The portrait of Dr Grace that emerges from their pages is a loving and appreciative one.


According to W.G., it appears that it was his eldest brother, Henry, who was mainly responsible for the resurgence of their father’s interest in the game. There was no team in the village, and Dr Grace had to be content with ‘running into Bristol now and again, to look at the matches of the Clifton and Bristol clubs’. However, when Henry was sent away to school as an eight-year-old, he became besotted with the game, and ‘every time he came home he would talk of nothing but cricket. My father realised that he would be compelled sooner or later to create time to help him, if he desired to keep in touch with him physically as well as mentally. He was strong in the belief that if you want to educate and influence a boy thoroughly it is as important to play with him as to work with him.’ Dr Grace decided to make a cricket pitch in the garden. ‘It was not much of a pitch, nor was it full size; but it was sufficient to teach the rudiments of the game.’7 That was the start of the family regime of practice and coaching that was to bear such astonishing fruit in the years to come.


Not content with providing practice in the garden, and perhaps feeling that he still had some life as a player left in him, Dr Grace decided to establish a cricket club in the locality. Downend was not large enough to support a club on its own, so he brought in the neighbouring villages which collectively formed the Mangotsfield Cricket Club. The best place to play was a nearby common called Rodway Hill. As its name suggests, it was by no means flat, so once again Dr Grace took the lead in making a new cricket pitch. He had a most useful ally in his brother-in-law, Alfred Pocock, the youngest of Martha’s brothers. Although he had been living at the St Michael’s Hill Academy when his father died in 1843 (he is the witness on George Pocock’s death certificate), Alfred had not followed his elder brother, the scurrilous pamphleteer, into the family education business. In the census of 1861, his occupation is given as ‘Lithographic Artist’. The fact that he was staying at Downend when the census was taken is not surprising. He was very close to his sister, got on extremely well with his brother-in-law, and made the twelve-mile round trip from his home on the other side of Bristol two or three times a week.


The two men who founded the Downend cricketing dynasty were only average players themselves. Alfred Pocock did not take up the game until he was was twenty-three, though he had the advantage of being a ‘first-class racquet player’. It was perhaps this late start and the need to apply himself consciously to acquire the basics of the game that made him such a good coach. Dr Grace was an obstinate right-hand bat, though he bowled and threw with his left. Although he lacked the natural skills of his famous sons, he brought to his game an abundance of energy, enthusiasm and determination. He was also a forceful personality with the power to bend others to his will – an instinctive empire-builder. In 1846 he persuaded the neighbouring West Gloucestershire Cricket Club to amalgamate with the Mangotsfield Club, whose unpromising name passed into oblivion. The control of the new club, however, passed swiftly into Dr Grace’s hands. On the field he was supported by Alfred, and two of Martha’s nephews who came down from London for their summer holidays, William Rees and George Gilbert. And of course his own sons swelled the ranks as soon as they were considered old enough. The West Gloucestershire Club was the launch-pad for three of the greatest careers in nineteenth-century cricket, but once it ceased to be a useful vehicle for the family’s ambitions, it was allowed to die. It played its last match in 1867, the year after Fred, the youngest of the Test-class triumvirate, made his first-class debut.


As Henry and Martha became an established feature of Downend life, the family grew in the approved fashion. Fanny was born in 1838, Alfred in 1840. Edward Mills, known throughout his adult life by his initials, E.M., was born on 28 November 1841, followed by Alice in 1845 and Elizabeth Blanche in 1846. The year 1848 was troubled by revolutions on the continent and sporadic Chartist outbreaks at home, but the Graces were more concerned with Martha’s eighth pregnancy. With seven children as well as servants to accommodate, the house was crowded, and there is a family tradition that Martha moved into the nearby midwife’s home, Clematis Cottage, for her confinement. Whether this happened or not, she gave birth to her fourth son on her own birthday, 18 July, and on 8 August, with his cricketing cousin William Rees as godfather, the baby was baptized William Gilbert. Of the two Christian names he received, Gilbert was the one favoured by his family and close friends, though his mother apparently called him Willie. The rest of the world would know him by his initials, and a range of titles from the Champion to the Old Man, derived in awe and affection from his unique position in the game he made his own.




*





Although he would have known Downend House throughout his childhood, Gilbert can have had no memories of actually living there. In 1850, with another baby expected (George Frederick), Dr Grace decided to move. The new house was called The Chesnuts (‘the dropping of the centre “t” in “Chestnuts” is an etymological freak sanctioned by custom’).8 It wasn’t a big move, as the new house was only a couple of hundred yards away, on the other side of the street.


Downend House still stands, albeit in a rather drab, anonymous condition, its front garden lost to a busy main road, but The Chesnuts has not survived. It was knocked down in the 1930s to make way for a cinema that was never built, and the site is now occupied by a Somerfield supermarket. A contemporary description of the lost building reads: ‘Standing with its back to the high-road, “The Chesnuts” is embowered in fine old chestnut-trees (from which the house derives its name) … and the avenue leading up to the house from the lodge, though short, is exceedingly picturesque.’9 The lodge doubled as Dr Grace’s surgery and boarding accommodation for several young medical students over the years. The property’s distinguishing feature as far as the Grace boys were concerned was the orchard. Now the supermarket’s car park, in the 1850s it became an extraordinary forcing house for cricketing talent.


Aided by Henry, already embarked on his medical studies, and the faithful Uncle Pocock, Dr Grace set about creating his third cricket pitch, assaulting the apple trees with Gladstonian vigour and then mowing and rolling the grass until it was fit to play on. ‘The orchard was about eighty yards in length … On the left of it was a high wall; on the right, Mr Cave’s wood and a deep quarry full of water.’ This pioneering work of 1851 was supplemented by other members of the family. E.M., in particular, devoted much time to improving the wicket as he grew older, and W.G. commented, ‘I cannot remember when it was not in a condition worthy of a first-rate club.’ The best thing about it, though, was its situation: ‘we had only to step out of the house and begin to play, and that to a medical family whose duties took them so far from home was a priceless boon’.10


Well within W.G.’s own lifetime, something of an Arcadian myth grew up around the family cricket practice, with sisters, not to mention Martha herself, gamely bowling at the boys, and the three dogs – Don, Ponto and Noble – gambolling about fielding the ball and barking disapprovingly at E.M.’s cross-batted slogs into the quarry. At the centre of it all, whirling his bat like Excalibur removed effortlessly from the stone, stands the infant Champion himself. Grace was at some pains to dispel the wilder flights of fancy, denying, for instance, that his sisters ever did more than look on and occasionally throw the ball back if it was hit in their direction. As for his own talents, he dismissed the notion that he was ‘born a cricketer’: ‘I believe that cricketers are made by coaching and practice, and that nerve, eyesight, physique and patience, although necessary, would not be of much use alone.’ He allowed, however, that ‘Hereditary instinct is helpful, because it would be absurd to deny that successful cricketers often run in families.’ But Grace tended to back nurture over nature:




I was born in the atmosphere of cricket. My father, who was a keen sportsman, was full of enthusiasm for the game, while my mother took even more interest in all that concerned cricket and cricketers. When I was not much taller than a wicket, I used to wonder what were the hard cuts, leg hits, and long drives, about which my father and brothers were constantly talking. As far back as I can remember cricket was a common theme of conversation at home.11





Unlike his father, who was very much the focus of attention as a child, Gilbert was a relatively minor character in a large and busy household. The 1851 census shows that in addition to the family – and a visitor, Martha’s niece Catherine Gilbert – there was a domestic staff comprising a lady’s maid, a cook, a parlourmaid and a nursemaid. Living in the lodge above Dr Grace’s surgery were Henry Grace junior, another medical student, Stephen Langley and an errand-boy, William Harris of Mangotsfield.


Alfred and E.M. were not included in the census; they were away at school – Goodenough House in Ealing, run by Martha’s brother-in-law, George Gilbert. Alfred was eleven and E.M. ten, so their two-and-a-half-year-old brother would have been of little interest to them when they were home in the holidays. Henry, now eighteen, probably had a cheery word for him when their paths crossed, but as a hard-working medical student would have had little time to stop and play, while Dr Grace was as frenetically busy as ever. Fred was still a baby, which meant not only that he was too young to be a companion, but also that he attracted a disproportionate share of Martha’s maternal attention. Immediately above Gilbert in the family hierarchy were his two sisters, Alice and Blanche. In 1851 they were six and five respectively, and though they may have doted on the infant Fred, it is probably fair to assume that they had a lot more in common with each other than with an importunate toddler. It would be overstating the case to suggest that Gilbert was in any way neglected as a young child, but he must nevertheless have been somewhat isolated within the family structure before Fred came on stream as a serviceable younger brother, and this may have been one of the roots of the shyness he displayed in his teens and as a young man.


This state of affairs did not last long. Gilbert was soon inducted into the ‘rudiments’ of the family obsession, and as soon as Fred was up and running, ‘we played about the garden in a rough and ready way, and used to make the nurses bowl to us’. Gilbert soon graduated from this kindergarten cricket to something nearer the real thing:




I used to chalk a wicket on a wall and get a stable-boy and one or two youngsters from the village to join me. So I got some sort of practice – sometimes with a broom-handle instead of a bat … I consider that a great deal of my quickness of eye is due to the fact that the boys with whom I played bowled a very large proportion of fast underhand ‘daisy cutters’ which used to jump about in a most erratic way, and needed a lot of watching.12





There are parallels here with Bradman’s endless games with a golf ball and a stump behind the wash-house in Bowral. But while Bradman honed his hand-to-eye co-ordination in virtual isolation, Grace’s early and continuing experience of cricket was emphatically social: ‘My father, my brother Henry, and my uncle Pocock practised at every spare moment, and we youngsters fielded for them from the time we could run about.’13 At a moment the scene could be set: Dr Grace at the crease; Uncle Pocock, still warm from his morning walk, preparing to bowl; Henry taking a break from his anatomy books, crouched behind the wicket; E.M. and Alfred poised to race the dogs to field the ball; and the much smaller Gilbert waiting at a safe distance, hoping it would be hit in his direction.


This was W.G.’s template for the game throughout his life. Where possible, wherever he lived, he had a practice net in the garden, and the season started with the first crocuses of March, however inclement the weather, and carried on well into autumn. But although deeply serious, cricket was never a quiet game when played by the Graces. It was a noisy, boisterous, intensely focused activity, generating a great deal of excited controversy, and what the Victorians called ‘chaff’, a rather pointed teasing that ensured the competitive edge was never absent for an instant. This was not necessarily to other people’s taste, but Grace never played cricket any other way. Whether he was taking part in a Test match or a game on the village green, he was always totally involved, highly vocal and fiercely combative.


There were other legacies from these vitally important formative years. Watching his father stripped to his waistcoat for a few balls between visits to patients showed him that enthusiasm took precedence over formality. It also demonstrated that there was no upper age limit for a cricketer. Dr Grace played on right through his middle age, and W.G. played first-class cricket until his sixtieth year, and was still opening the batting for England at fifty. With his father’s example before him, it would never have occurred to him that there was any incongruity involved.


Other attitudes became deeply ingrained from an early age. Having to field for long periods with the scant reward of a few balls at the end of the session (‘a quarter of an hour’s innings for the grown-ups and five minutes for the small ones’)14 taught him the extreme value of being at the wicket. Few cricketers have shown as much raw appetite for batting as W.G. So many of his centuries were big centuries; so many developed into double centuries (indeed, his first first-class century was a double, and a ground record into the bargain). E.M. was another whose reluctance to leave the crease became legendary,* and he too had toiled long and hard as a junior member of the cricket academy before being allowed parity with the men.


Where E.M. and W.G. learned different lessons was in matters of technique. E.M. was always a hitter. With a very good eye, and perhaps a need to draw attention away from his elder brother, Henry, he would happily cross-bat straight balls over the wall into the quarry. Uncle Pocock attributed this dangerous, if exhilarating, approach to the fact that E.M. had been started with too big a bat, but the habit was too strong to be rectified, so he turned his attention to Gilbert. Grace readily acknowledged the debt he owed to his uncle: ‘Nothing pleased him so much as watching a correct style of play; and he would bowl willingly for hours to a promising youngster, and was delighted to see him punish an indifferent ball. He bowled roundarm, medium pace, could break both ways, and was very straight. I have known him hit a single stump six times in twenty balls, and he was not satisfied unless he did it.’ ‘His bowling was not fast enough to frighten us, but straight and accurate enough to enable us to learn the first principles of batting; viz., good defence’, and he made sure that Gilbert had ‘a bat to suit my strength’.15 Pocock’s training was patient and meticulous:




he would show me how to hold the bat so as to use it freely; give me guard according to the side of the wicket he bowled; place my feet in the proper position, and impress on me the need to stand upright. For months, for years I might say, I had to be content with simply stopping the ball, happy if I could keep it away from the wicket.


‘Keep your left shoulder well forward, and get over the ball,’ he kept drumming into our heads; ‘until you do that, you will never do any good. And keep your eye fixed on the bowler, and never lose sight of the ball from the time it leaves his hand. There must be no playing or hitting wildly.’


I did all that – in my own mind – as conscientiously and persistently as any boy works at anything he loves; but somehow I could not make the progress I longed for. Too soon would come a ball on the blind spot, and I was beaten. I should like to be able to say that I had no difficulty in learning, and that proficiency came to me much easier than it comes to other boys. The reverse is the truth. I had to work as hard at learning cricket as I ever worked at my profession, or anything else. Very quickly I learned that there was no royal road there, and that if I wanted to be a good cricketer I must persevere. I was fortunate in having a good tutor, and a strong gift of perseverence; that is as much as I can say to students of the game.16





For the cricket-mad boys the cricket pitch in the orchard was a source of inexhaustible delight, and their parents also found ‘a great charm in the new arrangement, for it kept the entire family together. Rarely did we practise without my mother being present as an onlooker.’17 But there was nothing cosy about this family closeness. Grace’s cricket was fostered in an atmosphere of intense sibling rivalry. Given the age differences between the boys, eight years between Henry and E.M. and another seven between E.M. and W.G., great efforts were required to bridge the gap. E.M managed to overhaul Henry, a capable but by no means outstanding club cricketer, during W.G.’s childhood. Gilbert had a far harder task in catching up with E.M. It took him until he was seventeen.


In the meantime, he had his childhood to get through like anyone else. By all accounts he led a fairly carefree existence at Downend. He was allowed to roam freely, and lived the life of a country boy, with its bird’s-nesting and stone throwing. (He was a great believer in the importance of stone throwing, and in later life blamed the decline in English fielding on the falling numbers of country-bred boys who strengthened their arms by pitching stones at birds in the fields.) Like Tom Brown, he was given to ‘fraternizing with all the village boys, with whom he made expeditions all round the neighbourhood’. And like his fictional namesake created by Richmal Crompton, he had his own gang with whom he regularly got into scrapes. On one occasion they were chased by a bull. Gilbert was carrying a stout cudgel, ‘and, being fearless and quick, he gave the bull a “welt” on the nose that fairly staggered and stopped him’.18


He appeared in a less heroic light on another expedition, when he was allowed the use of a gun for some hare shooting. He shot a fox instead and fell into deep disgrace with his father, who maintained that anyone who could shoot a fox ‘would commit almost any crime’. Gilbert was apparently under a cloud of parental disapproval for several days.19 Even more unpopular, at least with his sisters, was his habit of catching snakes, which he would smuggle into the house, only for them to escape, triggering arias of screaming when discovered. There are no accounts of Dr Grace’s disciplinary methods, but to judge from the photographs of him in stern middle age, it seems unlikely that he had much difficulty keeping his sons in check.


Over even the most carefree childhood the long shadow of the school gates must fall. Grace was a notoriously unscholarly man, who almost never voluntarily read anything in later life (which makes his persistence with his medical training all the more heroic). Details of his education are skimpy, but he started at Miss Trotman’s dame school in the village and was then entrusted to ‘a Mr Curtis of Winterbourne’. Later, as a day-boy he attended the Dickensian-sounding Rudgway House School, run by a Mr Malpas, until he was fourteen. One of the masters, David Bernard, was a friend of the family and had fallen in love with Alice. In true Just William style, Gilbert extracted maximum advantage from this happy turn of events, coming to an understanding that any marbles his future brother-in-law confiscated should come to him. According to his first biographer, Gilbert was the undisputed ‘champion at marbles, on one occasion clearing out the school’.20 Throughout his life, whatever he played – cricket, cards, croquet, golf or bowls – Grace played to win, and he never minded taking advantage of anything that improved his chances.
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* At school, when given out lbw by general acclamation, he took a leaf out of his grandfather Pocock’s book and took the stumps with him.

























THREE





AS the 1850s got under way, Dr Grace must have looked with some satisfaction on the little world he dominated. His eldest son was well on the way to becoming a qualified doctor, his next two boys were growing up strong and active, and the two young ones were showing a healthy interest in his ruling passion; if Annie remained unmarried, there was still time, Fanny was growing up into a useful companion for Martha, and Alice and Blanche were presentable little girls who looked set fair to follow their appointed path to matrimony and motherhood. Beyond The Chesnuts’ boundaries, the cricket club he had called into being had burgeoned, swallowing its nearest rival and giving him almost total control of the game in the locality. But that was by no means the summit of his ambition. Looking into the future, he saw no reason why Gloucestershire should not eventually boast a county side to compete with the likes of Surrey, Kent and Nottinghamshire. It would take time, but he certainly had the dedication to make his dream a reality. As a first step in raising interest and testing the cricketing strength of the Bristol area, he decided to arrange a fixture with the All England XI.


Founded in 1846 by the Nottinghamshire slow bowler and father of Trent Bridge, William Clarke, the All England XI, or AEE, was the first and most famous of a number of professional touring teams which travelled the country playing local sides against the odds. This meant taking the field against numerically stronger sides, usually of twenty-two and often reinforced with one or two professionals as ‘given men’. Games against the odds may seem bizarre to modern eyes, and like the equally alien (and equally popular) single-wicket encounters, they did not survive the nineteenth century.* At the time Clarke started his enterprise, cricket was largely confined to London and the south-east, with Yorkshire and Nottingham the main centres away from the metropolitan area. Clarke capitalized on the growing interest in the game away from its traditional heartlands, and offered to take cricket wherever there was a demand for it. Within a few seasons he had created something quite new, a travelling cricket circus of the best professional players which was wholly independent of Lord’s or any other established authority.


Kerry Packer’s nineteenth-century precursor was a character. During a match he allowed himself only a cigar and a bottle of soda at lunch, but was reputed to be able to polish off a whole goose for dinner. He had lost an eye playing fives, which limited his effectiveness as a batsman, but his under-arm bowling was deadly. Clarke was one of those cricketers who matures with age, and he produced his best cricket after the age of forty. He was rightly proud of the AEE, and paints a rosy picture of his drive to take cricket to all four corners of the kingdom:




These matches bring all classes together; men of all shades congregate, folks of all ages meet, if they can’t join in the game, they can take delight in seeing their relations or friends excelling others. The wealthy and great derive advantage from them as well as those inferior in station: they have an opportunity of seeing that there is good sense as well as good dispositions amongst their poorer neighbours, while these gain by mixing in better society an improvement in manners and morals.1





The suggestion of disinterested missionary intent overlooks the hard commercial motive behind Clarke’s experiment. As Grace remarks bluntly in Cricket, the Eleven was ‘conducted on business principles’, and very lucrative it could be too. Clarke’s basic rate was sixty-five pounds down for the team’s appearance, and at the end of a match he would conduct an old-fashioned army pay parade, calling up the players one by one. He would also call out the sums he was paying them: ‘Four pounds for you’, or ‘Three pounds for you’, or ‘Fifty shillings for you’, depending on performance and seniority. ‘Then, with a smile of profound satisfaction, the manager shovelled the remaining coins into his trouser pockets, adding, “and thirty-seven pounds for me!”’2 There were other ways of dividing the cake, and sometimes Clarke would take the risk of staging a game himself, paying for the hire of the ground and keeping the gate money. Catering was also an important part of the equation, and many of the matches were staged by publicans. But however the deal was struck, the battered old hat-box from which Clarke was inseparable was invariably heavier at the conclusion of the match.


Wherever the Eleven went – and they went most places, helped by the expanding rail network – they were liberally fêted as the star attraction. Richard Daft, an AEE regular, looked back fondly on their matches as ‘the pleasantest I ever took part in, for in all cases we were made much of by the supporters of the teams we played against, who generally did everything in their power to make us comfortable’.3


Confident that Bristol could put on as good a show as any other provincial backwater, Dr Grace wrote to Clarke and secured a fixture with the AEE in 1854. As the British and French armies were gathering at Gallipoli for their campaign in the Crimea, Gloucestershire’s most energetic cricket generalissimo once more marshalled his resources and set to work on a patch of ground behind the Full Moon Hotel, North Street, Bristol. The five-year-old Gilbert was driven over to see the pitch ‘which my father’s gardener and several other men were preparing. It was originally a ridge and furrow field, and had been specially re-laid in the previous autumn. The pitch was first-rate, but the rest of the ground was rough and uneven.’4 On grounds commandeered for a one-off match the changing facilities were non-existent, but even regular venues rarely had pavilions. Instead, tents were erected, both for the players to change in and for any sort of catering. Sanitation was rudimentary.


The match was played over three days – 22, 23 and 24 June – and Gilbert sat with his mother in her pony trap. ‘I don’t remember much about the cricket, but I recollect that some of the England team played in top hats.’5 The modern eye would have been caught by much more than the headwear. The classical uniformity of white shirt and white flannels was still some years off and teams wore a variety of colourful shirts and sashes. The two great Nottinghamshire bowlers J. C. Shaw and Fred Morley wore white and black striped shirts and would have looked more like Newcastle United footballers than cricketers, while the legendary Alfred Shaw sported ‘a checked shirt of large pattern and dark hue’.6 The All England ‘strip’ consisted of red dots on a white background. Footwear was equally variable, with men taking the field in ‘black boots or shoes, [before] brown boots were worn, until everyone by degrees took to wearing white ones’.7 And until the sweater was invented, fielders kept themselves warm with tight-fitting flannel jackets, which, according to Dickens in The Pickwick Papers, made them look like ‘amateur stonemasons’.


There was certainly an air of Dickensian comicality about the game itself as a great horde of men and boys issued onto the field and arranged themselves around the wicket. For a number of years Lillywhite’s  Companion used to print a diagram with the fielding positions for a twenty-two, with such tantalizing possibilities as ‘Deep Cover No.1’, ‘Middle Wicket’, ‘Long Off No.2’, ‘Sharp Long Leg’, ‘Half Leg’, ‘Short Leg Short’, ‘Short Leg Square’ and ‘Deep Long Slip’ (the last line of defence, behind even ‘Long Stop’). Batting in the midst of this forest of fielders was a claustrophobic experience. Grace was to play an enormous amount of cricket against the odds and reckoned that it helped him develop his precision in placing the ball as well as refining his judgement of a run. Without those skills, a batsman could become totally becalmed, unless he resorted to the only alternative, which was to have a heave and hope to clear the outfield. There were no boundaries and every hit had to be run out. A really weighty blow could result in five, six, seven or even more runs.


Bowling had reached the mid-way point in its evolution from underarm to over-arm and was mainly round-arm, though the various bowling styles overlapped. The old-fashioned fast under-arm ‘trundler’, who could generate surprising pace but relied mainly on brute force and the vagaries of the pitch, could still be found, though they were gradually giving way to bowlers of a more scientific approach. Accuracy, whatever the style, was at a premium. As Clarke said, batsmen were often used to receiving only ‘one straight ball in the over’, so any bowler who could keep a half-decent line was guaranteed success. The over was four balls, though many were increased by wides. Indeed, with wicket-keeping in its infancy (a long-stop was regarded as obligatory until the great Australian, John McCarthy Blackham, revolutionized the keeper’s art), extras often proved a more reliable source of runs than the bat.


Batting had not accommodated itself to round-arm bowling particularly well. In the period following its introduction (1828–61) the volume of runs scored declined. Roland Bowen calculated that there were ‘only five season averages over 30’, and Fuller Pilch alone managed an average of over thirty-five in 1834 and 1835.8 Fifty was regarded as a substantial innings, and centuries were exceptionally rare. Batsmen usually fell into one of two schools. Many simply devoted themselves to survival, hovering watchfully over the crease and stabbing down on the ball as it shot towards them. Others would hit out, knowing that one opportunistic slog could produce more runs than half their timid brethren could show for an hour’s poking about. In Clarke’s experience batsmen ‘are most inclined to play back’. Given the uncertain surfaces on which they played, and the low regard for ‘odious padding’, that is hardly surprising.


Of course the most common score among the twenty-two in an odds match was 0.† In the West Gloucestershire match against All England, both Dr Grace and the twenty-one-year-old Henry scored ducks, though Uncle Pocock managed 3. West Gloucestershire scored 43 – which was exactly what George Parr made. Parr, the ‘Lion of the North’, was the leading professional batsman of the day, and Clarke’s eventual successor as player-manager of the AEE. The Gloucestershire men had an equally disappointing second innings. They were routed by Clarke, Caffyn and Willsher, and the professionals were comfortable winners by 149 runs. But it was by no means an ignominious defeat. As Grace commented with mature hindsight, ‘It is doubtful whether nine men out of the eleven could have been excelled.’9


Nothing daunted, Dr Grace invited Clarke to bring the All England team down again in 1855. Clarke did not play on that occasion. He was having trouble with his eyesight and suffering generally from ill health – he died the following year. Although the result was an even heavier defeat, W.G. recalled more of the game: ‘In the first innings my brother Henry was top scorer with 13, and in the second my father with 16. Uncle Pocock made 15. There were no other double figures reached by the West Gloucestershiremen, who made 48 in the first innings and 78 in the second.’10 Their second-innings score was matched exactly by the remarkably named Julius Caesar, a diminutive and neurotic man, but an aggressive bat, and one of the earliest to use the pull shot.


That would have been of particular interest to the fourteen-year-old E.M., who, along with Alfred, had been excused school for three days to play in the match. Alfred made a pair; E.M. managed only 1 and 3, but his courageous fielding at long-stop impressed everybody, including William Clarke, who gave him a presentation bat as a reward. ‘It was,’ says W.G., ‘a great thing then to have a bat given you by one of the All England players.’11 Gilbert had a moment of reflected glory when he was allowed to carry the bat home in triumph.




*





Clarke’s generosity did not stop at giving E.M. a bat. The previous year he had spent some time talking to Martha Grace. He must have exchanged pleasantries with dozens of cricketers’ wives as he made his way around the country, but Martha Grace was special. Richard Daft said she ‘knew ten times as much about cricket as any lady he ever knew’12 and Clarke obviously appreciated her interest in the game. As a token of his respect he brought her a little book, Cricket Notes by William Bolland, to which he himself had contributed an appendix of ‘Practical Hints’. It became a family heirloom, which eventually came down to W.G. He had it on his desk when compiling Cricket and quoted the inscription:




PRESENTED TO MRS GRACE


BY WILLIAM CLARKE,


SECRETARY, ALL-ENGLAND ELEVEN13





It is a fascinating volume, because its two authors, united within one set of covers, were the leading representatives of the two halves of the cricket world. While Clarke was the dominant figure in the professional game, William Bolland was president of the first and most prestigious wandering amateur club, I Zingari. I Zingari (the name derives from the Italian zingaro, meaning ‘gypsy’, to signal the club’s nomadic bent) was founded in 1845, the year before the AEE, to provide continuing top quality cricket for public school and university men, and like the AEE it was prepared to travel widely for its fixtures, though it soon adopted Lord’s as an unofficial home base. But although the two clubs played the same game, that was about as much as they did have in common. IZ, as it was known, was the preserve of the upper crust (including even royalty; the Prince of Wales played a few matches and attended many more as a spectator), and the standard bearer of the amateur game, while the AEE, as its detractors emphasized, played solely for ‘£ s d’.


Grace says that the book was treasured and read avidly ‘by the younger members of the family’, probably concentrating initially on Clarke’s practical tips. ‘Never try to pull a straight ball across you. There are many chances against you if you do. For you have only the width of the ball to hit at, while it may chance to rise suddenly or turn out of its course …’14 might have been written specifically with E.M. in mind, while Gilbert’s difficulties with the blind spot were addressed with reassuring straightforwardness: ‘Never let the ball get you in two minds, if you do it will cause you to play half way.’15 Clarke also made more general points about the conduct of the game: ‘How unjust it is to an Umpire, when he has given his best opinion on some nice point (such as the ball grazing a man’s bat or glove), for the batsman to go away and say he was not out and so create a bad feeling. I said before there are some (and they ought to know better) who never are out, unless the bowler makes the middle stump turn a summerset.’16 This proved a lesson the Graces found particularly hard to absorb.


When they turned to the front of the book, they would have found much of interest in William Bolland’s more expansive depictions of the game they were so desperately keen to play. While other boys were marching at the head of armies or chopping ogres down to size, Gilbert was introduced to the enchantments of Lord’s and the heroic deeds of the previous generation of cricketing giants, such as Alfred Mynn, the Lion of Kent, and his fellow Kent stalwart Fuller Pilch, ‘that host in himself, that model of combined power and grace … the most safe, powerful, and intentional hitter that ever lived’.17 (Pilch had only just retired, and he continued his involvement with the game as an umpire. He certainly stood in a match at Canterbury made memorable by E.M., and is known to have seen W.G. play too, though Grace makes no mention of meeting him.)


Perhaps the passages in Bolland that sank deepest into Gilbert’s consciousness concerned the Gentlemen v. Players match which had produced an almost unbroken string of victories for the professionals. Bolland blew hot and cold about the possibility of halting this depressing trend:




[W]hat a Player can accomplish, a Gentleman can accomplish – why not? We admit the great advantages under which eleven Players meet eleven Gentlemen annually. Year by year they continue in constant practice – they have the opportunity of watching the batting of the men they are to oppose. They cannot be absent from Lord’s – it is their profession for the time to be at Cricket. They bowl in practice, and discover errors of which they afterwards have an opportunity of taking advantage. But look at the reverse of the picture – equally capable of excellence, as we have said, the Gentlemen have one great drawback – incessant change. They have no regular eleven.18





And he concludes, ‘Let the Gentlemen always remember their inferiority, arising from causes before stated; individually there may be an approach to equality; collectively the Players should be superior.’19 In a few short years Grace was to stand that gloomy prognostication on its head, and claim a great deal more than ‘an approach to equality’ with the professionals.
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* Single-wicket matches were so called because only one player batted at a time. They could be between equal teams of anything up to six a side, or cast as ‘odds’ matches, with five or six professionals taking on eleven or twelve opponents.







† Edward Pooley, the England wicket-keeper, exploited this statistical commonplace when touring New Zealand in 1876–7, betting that he could predict each player’s individual score in an odds match. The fracas that ensued when he put down nought for all of them resulted in his going directly to jail, not collecting his winnings, and missing the boat back to Australia for the first ever Test match.

























FOUR 





ALTHOUGH the AEE played a Bristol and District Twenty-Two the following year (1856), there would be no further involvement for members of the Grace family until Gilbert himself was old enough to play against the Eleven nine years later. Dr Grace had taken a measure of the cricketing strength at his disposal and was prepared to bide his time.


Meanwhile there was much local club cricket to be played along with incessant practice sessions in the orchard. In all things Dr Grace led by example, and one match, which earned a place in the family annals, demonstrated both his views on how the game should be played and the stubbornness, not to say cussedness, which became a Grace hallmark.


Henry and Uncle Pocock had played for Bristol against a weak Thornbury side, who were beaten easily. The Thornbury captain, Mr Williams, ‘a player of University reputation’, was piqued at the outcome and, despite the onset of autumn, offered to play a return match for a stake of twenty-five pounds. When he heard this, Dr Grace denounced it as daylight robbery, and further declared he would allow no member of the family ‘to take part in any match which is played for money, as it is introducing a form of gambling into the game, which is wrong and must do harm to it’.1 He then announced that he would turn out for Thornbury.


The game fell on a cold day in October, and the Bristol team was obviously only interested in the pecuniary aspect of the affair. Indeed, they wouldn’t play until they had seen the colour of the Thornbury team’s money. Mr Williams produced his team’s twenty-five pounds, but when the same was required of the Bristol captain, he had to admit he hadn’t got it. Dr Grace’s invective was a good deal sharper than the chill wind that was blowing flecks of snow across the ground, and soon the Bristol team, including Henry and Uncle Pocock, were ignominiously emptying their pockets and pooling their watches.


Honour satisfied, Dr Grace and Mr Williams then opened the batting for Thornbury against the bowling of Henry and Uncle Pocock. While Williams made 45 ‘in brilliant fashion’, the doctor staunchly defended his wicket, accumulating twelve out of the opening partnership of sixty. The rest of the inexperienced batting order fell away disastrously and only another fifteen runs were added, but Dr Grace carried his bat for 17. W.G. continues the story:




With the exception of my father, there was not one of the Thornbury lot who had ever been known to bowl, and it was thought the match would be over by 5 o’clock. It was over earlier than that.


My father bowled the first over, and a good one it was; not a run scored off it. Laughing was general when Mr Williams commenced at the other end. He fell back on the old, old resource when everything else has failed – underhand grubs! There was not quite so much laughing at the end of the over, when he had clean-bowled one man, and the scoring-sheet was still blank.


Snow had fallen during the day, and the wicket cut up badly. My father bowled as steadily and patiently as he had batted; and Mr Williams slung in his grubs, and got a wicket nearly every other over. The match was all over by 4.45, and Bristol had scored something less than 50 runs.





The Bristol team was a laughing stock, but it was even worse for Henry and Uncle Pocock. They ‘were chaffed unmercifully’ when they got back to Downend, ‘and it was many a long day day before they heard the last of that match’.2


W.G. obviously loved this quixotic episode – he gives it three pages in Cricket, rather more space than his second Australian tour gets in Reminiscences – and his admiration for his father shines through every line of it (though he passes no comment on the prohibition against betting on the game). In addition to exposing the dangers of hubris on the cricket field, it illustrates the intense competition between members of the family. Although they would unite as one against a common foe, no quarter was asked or given when they found themselves on opposite teams. WG.’s rivalry with E.M. would provide the clearest example of this, but that was still some way ahead. At the end of the 1850s, E.M. was a phenomenon carrying all before him, while Gilbert was just a little boy hoping desperately to improve enough simply to be worthy to walk onto the same pitch.


His chance came in 1857, on 19 July, the day after his ninth birthday. He played for West Gloucestershire, of course, and their opponents were Bedminster. The match took place on Rodway Hill. Even with his father, brothers and uncle around him, this was a nerve-racking occasion, and Martha must have felt particularly anxious as she watched him walk to the wicket for the first time. Today a boy of nine playing in an adult game would be given an easy one to get off the mark. Whether or not Gilbert benefited from such a gesture, he managed to score three runs in this first innings, and was not out into the bargain. It was a satisfactory start, but he came down to earth in the two other matches he played that season. These were both against Clifton, and in his three innings he managed only a single.


The next year he had seven innings, and managed a total of seventeen runs (with one not out). The most dramatic game was memorable not for its cricket but for the violent incident that brought it to an untimely close. The match was between West Gloucestershire and Redland and took place in July, ten days after Gilbert’s tenth birthday. It started badly when an obstreperous drunk took possession of the pitch. When peaceful persuasion failed, Alfred, the family’s pugilist (though by no means the only one useful with his fists), was detailed to try force. After a brief exchange of blows, the intruder retired hurt and the match began. It had reached an interesting stage later in the afternoon when it was once more disrupted. The original nuisance returned, supported this time by a posse of like-minded roughs. Alfred stepped forward to do battle once more, but single combat was superseded when the invaders lit upon ‘a convenient heap of stones’. Not for the last time members of the Grace family found themselves under attack by a hostile mob. ‘For a while West Gloucestershire and Redland, fighting side by side, had rather the worst of the contest; but, charging shoulder to shoulder with stumps and bats, they drove the crowd from the heap of stones, and assumed the offensive.’ What Grace described as ‘a lively state of affairs’ prevailed for the next half hour, during which Dr Grace rode off and fetched a magistrate to read the Riot Act. ‘Fortunately … so extreme a measure was unnecessary, and the opposition collapsed; but the match had to be abandoned.’3 Gilbert was presumably kept well out of the way of the flying stones, but he would have learned a lesson about standing your ground and meeting force with force.


The fracas did not make the newspapers, but it would hardly have stood out in the catalogue of outrages covered in the following day’s Western Daily Press, which included accounts of a Westbury man ‘dreadfully beaten and kicked on the night of Wedmore Fair’, an old man attacked on Bedminster Down by two ruffians ‘who stole up behind him and filled his eyes with mud’ before relieving him of four pounds, and a ‘Horrible Attempted Murder’ in which the seventeen-year-old vicar’s daughter was subjected to a frenzied knife attack not 300 yards from her father’s vicarage. They were lawless times.4


1859 was a miserable year. Gilbert had twelve innings (three not out) and scored a mere twelve runs; ‘Heart-rending!’ Methven Brownlee remarks in a facetious running commentary on these early failures. In the light of what was to come, these initial disappointments could be treated as an amusing false start, and no doubt the mature W.G. enjoyed the joke himself. But it was no laughing matter at the time, and he must have known some bleak moments as he contemplated his abject lack of success. On the evidence of his first three seasons there was no reason to believe that he would become even a competent club cricketer. All the while E.M. was going from strength to strength, attracting universal plaudits for his electric fielding and his devastating batting. In one game, an inter-club match at Clifton, W.G. and E.M. were on opposing sides. The elder brother showed no mercy: W. G. Grace bowled E. M. Grace, o.


But Gilbert refused to give up. Next year, 1860, he was out in the orchard in March as usual, listening to Uncle Pocock, trying to keep his bat straight, and fixing those sharp-sighted eyes on every ball bowled to him, as determined as ever to prove himself. And at last he did. In a match which in his own words marked ‘an epoch in my cricket career’,5 he scored his first fifty. It was a two-day mid-week game against Clifton starting on Thursday, 19 July, the day after his twelfth birthday. E.M. scored 150, commended by the Western Daily Press for ‘being obtained without his giving a single chance’.6 Uncle Pocock played correctly for 44, so when Gilbert went in at number eight he faced an already demoralized attack. But that is not to take anything away from his performance. He batted ‘very patiently and correctly’7 to the close of play for 36 not out. This was easily his highest score in adult cricket to date, and his father, who sat through the innings with his pads on waiting to go in after him, was overjoyed. Both parents ‘were very proud next day when I carried my score on to 51’. As to his own reaction, ‘I don’t think my greatest efforts have ever given me more pleasure than that first big innings.’8 His was the second highest score, and it helped boost the West Gloucestershire total to an impressive 381, though the wicket was so good that Clifton saved the game quite easily.


Given his triumph in the Clifton match, it is surprising that Gilbert played only four innings in 1860, which yielded a total of eighty-two runs at a commendable average of 20.50. These are the figures given by Neville Weston in his W. G. Grace The Great Cricketer: A Statistical  Record of His Performances in Minor Cricket, and it is of course possible there were other matches which escaped this meticulous chronicler.


1861 did not show any significant improvement – eighteen innings (five not out) for 102 runs – though this was the year when Gilbert, following as usual in E.M.’s footsteps, first became involved with the Lansdown Cricket Club in Bath. Founded in the 1820s, Lansdown CC was the premier club in the area, and could almost claim to be the MCC of the West Country. It attracted the top university players and boasted fixtures against Oxford University and the MCC. Dr Grace had managed to get matches against the club, but they were very one-sided affairs. In one the West Gloucestershire side was terrorized by the Etonian Walter Marcon, whose under-arm deliveries were faster than anything they had ever seen, and in a game in 1847 they had been dismissed for the derisory total of six runs. Thinking that if they couldn’t beat Lansdown, they might as well join them, Dr Grace and Alfred Pocock went over to Bath and became members, starting a family connection that lasted the rest of the century. E.M. played his first match for Lansdown in 1857 at the age of sixteen, and now Gilbert, in his thirteenth year, made two appearances for the club, both away games. Against Frenchay on 5 July he made 13 not out, and later in the month he scored 14 not out and took a catch at Knole Park. Lansdown won both games comfortably.


Gilbert also played against Lansdown for West Gloucestershire, and on 8 August he stepped out for the first time onto their magnificent ground at Sydenham Field. This was described by the Bath Chronicle as ‘admirably adapted to cricket, [while] the scenery it commands is gladdening and panoramic. On the one hand, fields swell upwards, wave upon wave, until the view is bounded by a dark line of hills; on the other, the city rises in a series of terraces, cut in masses of verdurous foliage.’9 Gilbert would have had a fair amount of time to enjoy the view, as he made only 1 and 4 not out. However, the match was a triumph for West Gloucestershire: Lansdown lost on first innings by 100 runs.


Gilbert was now ‘very tall for [his] age, and could get well over the ball’. His height and increased strength also helped his bowling. Uncle Pocock had sensibly started him bowling at eighteen yards rather than the full twenty-two, and ‘a good length was the principle point drilled into our heads’. Gilbert ‘pegged away very perseveringly’ and was finally ‘paid the compliment of being considered the forlorn hope when the regular bowlers of the club had failed’.10 As with his batting, he made a quiet beginning as a bowler, capturing a modest three wickets in 1861.


His performances in 1862 were much better. The tally of wickets went up to twenty-two, and in nineteen innings (five not out), he scored 298 runs. This was the year Dr Grace made his first attempt at raising a county side, and ‘what was undoubtedly the first match of Gloucestershire County was played at Clifton … under the title of The Gentlemen of Gloucestershire v. Devonshire’.11 Gloucestershire won a crushing victory by an innings and seventy-seven runs. ‘We did not lay claim to first-class form; but … we naturally considered that we were not far from it.’ Grace didn’t play – ‘I was not considered good enough’ – but he was picked for the return, ‘the first important match I played in’, and scored 18.12 He is also credited with 24 not out against Corsham (who fielded twenty-two), and 34 not out and 35 not out, both against Lansdown, for Clifton and Bedminster respectively.


As all keen young cricketers with time on their hands discover, availability, especially at short notice, is a great aid to selection, and from this time on Gilbert followed his elder brothers in playing wherever a game was offered. The fact that he was getting games for other clubs shows that he was building up something of a local reputation, if only as the promising younger brother of the notorious E.M.


E.M. was now the best-known cricketer in the Bristol area, though his willingness to heave balls from outside the off-stump across to leg upset purists and bowlers alike. ‘Many of the foremost players of the day found their bowling treated in a high-handed manner to which they were entirely unaccustomed, so that often they lost first their length, then their nerve, and finally their temper.’13 He made his mark on the wider national stage when he played for South Wales against the MCC & Ground at Lord’s. The ‘& Ground’ signified the presence of a professional element in the MCC’s amateur ranks – on this occasion, the famous groundstaff bowlers George Wootton and James Grundy. Professionals were the ‘other ranks’ of cricket: their names appeared in the scoresheet unadorned by initials or title, they had separate and inferior changing rooms, and were generally treated as second-class citizens. But senior professionals, like experienced NCOs, could expect a measure of respect from the younger amateurs. Wootton and Grundy were very senior pros, and pretty set in their ways. It would be fair to say they did not take to E.M. He was obviously a ringer (possibly a paid one) with no obvious qualifications to play for the South Wales team, and his attitude to batting was insupportable. There were certain unwritten rules in cricket, and a clearly defined range of shots to which a batsman was expected to keep. If the ball was straight it should be played straight; to play across the line was like potting an opponent’s ball in billiards. It simply wasn’t done. E.M. seemed unaware of these conventions and carved his way to a carefree 118. At one point, after he had pulled yet another ball from the off to square leg, Grundy could restrain himself no longer: ‘That’s not cricket,’ he protested. ‘But it’s four,’ came the exasperating rejoinder.14*


E.M. was a positive dynamo on the cricket field. At the crease he was ‘a cat on hot bricks’15 and his restless aggression never let the bowlers settle. His bowling, an aggravating mix of round-arm and under-hand lobs, was a force to be reckoned with too. And at some stage in his teens he made the transition from long-stop to point, where he stood suicidally close, poised ‘like an old-fashioned sprinter about to start a race’16 and unflinchingly taking catches off the hardest hits. He became universally acknowledged as the finest fielder ever seen in that position, and his intimidating presence accounted for innumerable wickets over the years. Scores and Biographies† described him as ‘overflowing with cricket at every pore, full of lusty life, cheerily gay, with energy inexhaustible’.17


His breakthrough into first-class cricket came at Canterbury Cricket Week in August 1862. Canterbury Week was the first cricket festival, and the prototype for those that sprang up elsewhere. It was a social occasion, with the St Lawrence ground, then as now, ringed with tents and resplendent with flags and bunting. The cricket was supplemented by a variety of theatrical entertainments put on by the Old Stagers in the evenings, and the whole atmosphere was one of relaxed conviviality. For some years Dr Grace and Martha had made the Canterbury pilgrimage. The Doctor could now afford more leisure and was always keen to extend his network of cricketing connections. On hearing that the visiting teams, the All England Eleven and the MCC, were short of players, he suggested sending for E.M. A telegram was despatched and E.M. hurried down, fresh from scoring an undefeated double century in a club match at Knole Park, to play in the first match for the AEE. In his first first-class innings he was out for a duck (setting a precedent followed by his two younger brothers). This no doubt gave Wootton and Grundy, who were both playing for the All England Eleven, some quiet satisfaction, but E.M. was back to his objectionable best in the second innings, when he made his maiden fifty. His 56 was particularly impressive since there was only one other double-figure score in the innings. But that was as nothing compared to what came next.


E.M. was not at this stage a member of the MCC, a fact that wouldn’t have troubled him in the slightest, but his inclusion in their team for the second match of the week sparked a serious controversy. When the Kent captain, Mr South Norton, discovered E.M. had been picked, he protested strongly, supported by the rest of his side. The MCC captain, R. A. Fitzgerald (who became Secretary of the club the following year), stood firm, and E.M. certainly did not offer to withdraw. The match was only saved by the intervention of William de Chair Baker, the Manager of the Week.


The Kent team took the field, but ‘unwillingly … and under protest’.18 Some men might have felt inhibited by having caused such bad feeling in what was, after all, a friendly festival match. Not E.M. Watched by Fuller Pilch, who was umpiring, he took five wickets in the first innings. Then, exhibiting all the sensitivity of a Norse berserker, he massacred the Kent bowling, hitting 192 not out, the highest first-class score ever seen on the St Lawrence ground. Nor had he finished. Rubbing handfuls of salt into the hosts’ wounds, he proceeded to take all ten of Kent’s second-innings wickets. (It was in fact a twelve-a-side match, but one of the Kent team was absent in the second innings.) South Norton was so incensed that he never played at Canterbury again, and there were mutterings in the MCC as well. Lord Harris, later the doyen both of Lord’s and St Lawrence, sided retrospectively with the mutterers: ‘[T]he MCC, before all clubs, should be specially scrupulous in playing only bona-fide members.’19


Unconcerned by all the attendant brouhaha, the Grace party returned home celebrating their all-conquering hero’s triumph. Even as Kent members were smoothing down their ruffled feathers, E.M. shot to the pinnacle of fame as the most talented amateur all-rounder of the day. This was not the last time the St Lawrence ground would see record-breaking performances by a member of the Grace family, but no one then could have guessed that E.M.’s success would in turn be overshadowed by his younger brother, who was struggling so painfully to put two consecutive scores together in local club cricket.


In fact, Gilbert’s chances of making any mark in cricket, or indeed life, were put in severe jeopardy that winter when he was struck down by an attack of pneumonia. Before the discovery of antibiotics, pneumonia was potentially fatal, and it seems that Gilbert’s life was almost despaired of. However, his father’s medical expertise and his mother’s and sisters’ watchful nursing, aided, no doubt, by a strong dose of Grace wilfulness, pulled him through. His illness seems to have been a turning point in his physical development. He emerged from his sick bed with a renewed zest for life and astonished everybody by suddenly growing much taller. He shot up towards his final height of six foot two inches which lifted him easily above the rest of the family, none of whom topped six feet. Whether there was any connection between the pneumonia and this sudden growth is uncertain. It might simply have been a coincidental ‘pubertal spurt’. It certainly had an enormous influence on his life.‡


His new stature had an immediate impact on his standing in the family hierarchy. Frank Sulloway, cartographer of the rocky terrain of sibling relationships, remarks that ‘prudent laterborn strategies include acquiescing to first born demands’20 and Brownlee notes of Gilbert that ‘a certain submission to the elder brother was never refused, while he had physical as well as moral weight to enforce it’ (my italics).21 But with added height and commensurate strength, W.G. could dispense with prudence, and turn his back on deference. One incident, recorded by Brownlee, overturned the status quo once and for all: ‘Disputing, as brothers will do, and forgetful for the moment of the sacred right, he picked up his elder brother, carried him inside, and deposited him on some wet or hot spot, we forget which. The revolution was complete so far as he was concerned, and cherished institutions received a shock that was felt throughout the family. W.G. was considered beyond the pale of argument, and was left alone for the future.’22 On the verge of manhood, Gilbert had asserted his independence, and throughout the rest of his life he countenanced precious few challenges to his sovereign will.
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FIVE





THE year 1863 saw some important changes in Gilbert’s life. In the aftermath of his illness, his father decided to remove him from school, and he continued his education at home. One of those charged with supervising his studies was the Reverend John Walter Dann, a graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, who came to Downend as curate at the parish church in 1866. His reward for the patient hours he spent with Gilbert and his books was the hand of one of his pupil’s sisters, and he married Blanche in 1869.


As far as cricket was concerned, 1863 was a landmark year. Grace says it was ‘really the beginning of my serious cricket, for then I played in most of the West Gloucestershire matches. In 19 innings I made 350 runs, not against schoolboys, but against the best gentlemen cricketers of that time, many of them Varsity men and capital players.’1 The West Gloucestershire club was at its peak, and although his cousins William Rees and George Gilbert had dropped out, ‘E.M. was a host in himself; Henry, Alfred, and my uncle as good as they had ever been’,2 while W.G., with Fred hard on his heels, improved all the time. Gilbert also turned out for Clifton, Lansdown, Redcliff, Knole Park, Frenchay and Stapleton, and the runs he scored for them pushed up his aggregate to 673 (in forty-two innings, six of them not out). Fittingly, his best score was for West Gloucestershire – 86 against Clifton – and he also made a 74, another fifty, three forties and two thirties. He was coming of age as a cricketer.


It took him a while to shake the last of the sick-room out of his system, and he made a tentative start to the season, playing in two of Clifton’s warm-up games on Durdham Down in May – not getting a bat in either of them. He then had the thrill of being picked, along with E.M. and Henry, for a Twenty-two of Lansdown against the All England Eleven at Sydenham Field. Unhappily, he bagged a pair, caught twice off Chris Tinley’s artful lobs (a disappointment passed over in silence in both Cricket and Reminiscences). E.M. produced the innings of the match, 73 out of a total of 189 in the first innings. Henry only got 3, but proved his worth as a bowler. A collapse typical of odds matches saw Lansdown dismissed for 57 in their second innings (E.M. again top scorer, but this time with only 9). The professionals did not find batting any easier and won a tight match by three wickets.


Sydenham Field was not a lucky ground for Gilbert in 1863. When he returned in August, playing for Clifton, he came up against E.M. representing Lansdown. The outcome was even worse than the Clifton inter-club match in 1859: E.M. dismissed him for nought twice, lbw in the first innings, clean-bowled in the second. He would have known better than to expect a single to get off the mark.* ‘The fact that he was bowling against his younger brother, who was only 15 years old, made no difference to [E.M.], who all through his life played without the least sentiment; he was never known to play otherwise than cricket in the strictest sense; he gave no favours and expected none.’3


Gilbert had a chance to redeem himself when the AEE returned to the West Country to play the Bristol and District XXII at the end of August. He had earned his place with a 52 not out for the Gentlemen of Gloucestershire v. Gentlemen of Somerset at Bath. E.M., who was captain, may have regarded his younger brother as his personal rabbit, but he still considered him worthy of a place in the twenty-two. Gilbert was by some way the youngest member of the team. A contemporary recalls him as ‘a lanky, loose-limbed youth with fuzzy hair already beginning to show on the sides of his face … he had the rugged physiognomy characteristic of the Graces, which made them look more like farmers than doctors, and he was full of life and vim’.4


On William Clarke’s death, George Parr had taken over as the game’s leading impresario. He was having an undistinguished season in 1863, and in fact hardly played after July. He didn’t play in the match on Durdham Down but his All England XI was up to full strength, and included the fast bowling pair Jackson and Tarrant. John Jackson, of Nottinghamshire, was six feet tall and weighed fifteen stone. His nickname was ‘Old Foghorn’ because every time he took a wicket he pulled his handkerchief out and blew his nose. This happened quite often. He was also known as ‘The Demon’ because he was frighteningly fast and belligerent with it. (In the rare event of a batsman standing up to him he deployed a potentially lethal beamer.) He was more than a match for most first-class batsmen and far too good for the lesser fry. At Uppingham, he once bowled six men in seven balls. George Tarrant, by contrast, was a surprisingly small man, but made up for his lack of stature by bowling with such ferocity that he earned the title ‘Tear ’em Tarrant’. He was also a noted pugilist and George Parr’s minder. (On one occasion Parr swung the first blow in a fight then calmly called up Tarrant to finish the business.) Tarrant bowled round the wicket, and his approach to the crease was electrifying: ‘He was all over the place like a flash of lightning, never sparing himself, and frightening timid batsmen. He was the terror of twenty-twos when he played for the All-England Eleven, some of his long-hops bounding over their heads, causing them to change colour and funk at the next straight one.’5 These two were a fearful prospect for grown men, let alone a boy of fifteen, and Grace was understandably nervous.


He was down to bat ten, and it can’t have helped his nerves when the wicket which would have brought him to the crease fell on the stroke of lunch. However, he received succour from an unexpected source. Tarrant, for all his ferocious reputation, was a kindly soul, and he took Grace aside during the lunch interval to bowl to him. He got a poor return for his generosity. On arriving at the wicket after lunch, Grace promptly hit him out of the attack. ‘Whether I had got my eye in during the luncheon hour, or whether he was kind enough to send me down one or two loose balls by way of encouragement, I don’t know; but I knocked him about so freely that he was taken off, and Tinley went on with underhands.’6 This should have set alarm bells ringing, but it didn’t. Flushed with his triumph over Tarrant, Gilbert decided to exact revenge for his pair at Sydenham Field. He hit the slow bowler’s first ball away towards the scoring tent, but then over-reached himself trying to repeat the shot and was clean-bowled. But he had made his mark with a highly creditable 32.


Not only did this make him ‘quite a hero for the rest of the season’, it helped materially to bring about a famous victory. With E.M.’s 37 and two other scores of over thirty, the home team made a very respectable 212. Then, showing the same variety as at Canterbury, E.M. got the professionals on the run and they were forced to follow on. Although that denied Gilbert the chance to bat again, his active participation was not over. In the All England second innings, the Yorkshire batsman Ned Stephenson started to dig in. E.M. called up his younger brother with the instruction: ‘Pitch him one or two well up, and I’ll go and catch him in the long field.’ Gilbert did exactly that. ‘Stephenson hit the very first ball straight to E.M., who never dropped a catch in those days.’7 Bristol and District XXII ran out winners by an innings and twenty runs, to Dr Grace’s great joy. With E.M.’s continuing form and Gilbert’s startling improvement, he could at last see the nucleus of a first-class team emerging.


At some time in 1860 or 1861, Martha Grace had written to George Parr commending E.M. as ‘a splendid hitter and most excellent catch’ (adding that she had ‘another son, now twelve years of age, who will in time be a much better player than his brother because his back stroke is sounder, and he always plays with a straight bat’).8 Whatever influence that may have had, E.M.’s batting at Canterbury the previous year, followed by his performances in 1863, obviously created a favourable impression, and Parr invited him to join his tour to Australia and New Zealand over the winter. This was something of a gamble, both on Parr’s part and on E.M.’s. There had been two previous overseas tours, one to North America in 1859 which Parr had led, and H. H. Stephenson’s to Australia in 1861–2. Both had been all-professional affairs. E.M. would be the only amateur on this third expedition, and the first to go abroad with an English team. But he was a cricketer before he was a Gentleman, and his forceful, outgoing personality (not to mention his medical skills) made him an attractive proposition as a travelling companion on the long and potentially dangerous trip. As though to underline his qualifications, E.M. scored 112 (out of 193) for Fourteen Gentlemen of the South against a scratch side of ‘Eleven Players’ in his last innings of the season, which brought his average up to an exceptional 40. When he went to Australia he was, according to his biographer F. S. Ashley-Cooper, ‘the most talked-of player living’.9




*





The 1860s were a watershed for English cricket. Grace himself called it cricket’s ‘most critical period’, and it witnessed a crucial power struggle for the control and direction of the game (though the parties to this conflict had much in common with Matthew Arnold’s ignorant armies clashing by night). At the start of the 1860s, the professionals were in a position to mount a serious challenge to the Lord’s establishment; by the seventies, the balance of power had swung firmly and irreversibly back to the amateur citadel. The single most important factor in this turn-around was the emergence of Grace himself as a player of unprecedented ability, and his decision to nail his colours to the MCC mast.


When the decade opened Lord’s was in the doldrums. Interest in cricket at St John’s Wood had been declining for some time, and though the great matches, the Varsity match and the Eton-Harrow match still brought in the crowds, few turned up to watch ‘Scratch teams of amateurs’ pitted against the club strengthened by a couple of groundstaff bowlers. Edward Rutter, a committee member in the 1870s, recalled Lord’s as an inhospitable place with ‘no stands or fixed seats of any kind, nothing but the small old pavilion and a line of loose benches running part of the way round the ground [which] in most matches presented rather a dreary scene. To anyone but the Committee … it was becoming evident that the Club was in danger of losing its influence … But the Committee were deplorably lethargic and out of date.’10 R. A. Fitzgerald became Secretary in 1863 and worked tirelessly to change the prevailing culture. But he faced an uphill struggle. In the country as a whole, amateur commitment to the first-class game was half-hearted at best. For most, cricket was simply part of the year-long round of social and sporting pleasures, of no more intrinsic importance than racing, shooting or hunting. Come the Glorious Twelfth, anyone with the means disappeared off to the Scottish grouse moors. Lord’s shut down completely in August, a tradition that lasted until 1867.


Good-quality nomadic cricket held greater attractions for some than the more arduous three-day county game. Alfred Lubbock, just out of Eton in the early 1860s, was frequently asked to play for Kent, but ‘rather preferred one-day West Kent, I.Z., or MCC matches’.11 The problem continued into the 1870s. Surrey was badly plagued by amateurs picking their games and refusing to travel north to play the top professional sides, Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire. In Frederick Gale’s forthright view, ‘the reign of the amateurs ruined the county’.12 The amateur ethos allowed for natural talent, but was hostile to undue application and extreme forms of competition. Anthony Trollope made the point tellingly in his British Sports and Pastimes: ‘To play Billiards is the amusement of a gentleman; to play Billiards pre-eminently well is the life’s work of a man who, in learning to do so, can hardly have continued to be a gentleman in the best sense of the word.’13


At a lower level the game enjoyed a boom in popularity. A plethora of new clubs sprang up, but the improvement of playing standards was not necessarily their main concern. Some cricket historians, falling for the propaganda of Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857), have seen the mid-century expansion of cricket as part of the wholesome spread of muscular Christianity. In real life, high-minded proponents of spiritual service through selfless sporting endeavour were in a minority compared to those who simply saw cricket as one of life’s pleasures.


The 1860S (like the 1960s) saw a new generation enjoying the fruits of their parents’ growing prosperity. Cricket attracted moneyed young men with a hedonistic approach to life, and provided an opportunity for various forms of exhibitionism. The Oxford Harlequins, for instance, disported themselves in caps and shirts ‘quartered brown, blue, and red, with a broad stripe of the same colours down their trousers’.14 R. A. Fitzgerald, writing as ‘Quid’, fired a satiric broadside at young Splasher, ‘a decided dandy’ who leaves one club and forms another in order to carry out ‘the pet object of his ambition by investing his new club in a fiery shirt and sanguineous hose’. Splasher lures other members from his old club, especially those ‘with good calves, [who] were tickled by the notion of the knickerbockers’ and the prospect of showing off their legs to any members of the opposite sex among the spectators.15 There is rather more Flashman than Tom Brown here, and those with the best interests of the game at heart were concerned that the amateurs’ prominent position was in danger of being frittered away. Lord Harris, an ardent advocate of county cricket, and the man mainly responsible for the resurgence of Kent (which was reconstituted under his presidency in 1870), was another keen reformer, but he felt ‘as one preaching in the wilderness’ when he tried to challenge attitudes that had become ingrained during the 1860s: ‘I remember at an MCC dinner being almost laughed at for a vehement exhortation to the Gentlemen to give up their country-house cricket, and support their Counties.’16


Cricket, like the times themselves, was on the move. The whole country was restless with the desire for change, which, on the larger stage, culminated in the passing of the second Reform Bill in 1867. Some of this democratic ferment permeated the world of cricket, and in 1863 the right of Lord’s to dominate the game was challenged when a ‘Cricket Parliament’ was proposed in the columns of the Sporting Life, The agitation continued for two years, and the MCC was pilloried as autocratic and out of touch. ‘It was argued that when the MCC took upon itself the responsibility of being lawgiver for cricket the game was confined to a few of the Southern counties, and that as cricket had gradually extended to the North and was becoming popular all over the country, the regime of the MCC ought to come to an end. To legislate for the vast cricket-playing community was … too great a task for a single club.’ Instead an assembly was proposed, made up of ‘practical and business men from every part of the United Kingdom’ who could speak for their respective constituencies. Looking back, Grace dismissed it as ‘nothing but an attack upon the Marylebone Club’, which, ‘happily for cricket’, came to nothing.17 Although the attempted constitutional coup failed, the North-South, ‘Us and Them’ divide remained, and the regional rebellion was carried on by means of a haphazard guerrilla war pursued by the professionals from their northern strongholds. With clearer aims, better leadership and, above all, with the right allies, this could well have succeeded in wresting power away from Lord’s.


Working men had been paid for their cricketing skills since the previous century, but in the Hambledon heyday of the 1770s and 1780s, the players were bound to the game’s rich patrons by near-feudal ties. Lumpy Stevens, whose habit of sending balls through the old two-stick wicket was responsible for the introduction of the middle stump, was employed as one of Lord Tankerville’s gardeners, the third Duke of Dorset employed three of England’s best cricketers on his estates, and Sir Horatio Mann was not above poaching players to work on his rolling acres and bolster his own eleven.18 When cricket’s centre of gravity moved from Broad-Halfpenny Down to London, the White Conduit Club and, finally, the Marylebone Cricket Club, demand for professional services increased. By 1806 there was a sufficient pool of professionals for a strong team to be selected for the inaugural Gentlemen v. Players match at Thomas Lord’s original ground in Dorset Square. Lord himself had been a ground bowler with the White Conduit Club before becoming the world’s most famous cricket ground manager. But there were few escape routes for the majority of his fellow professionals, and as a class they remained subservient to the clubs that employed them.


The position began to change in the 1840s with the drift of the population away from the land into the towns. The new urban populations needed recreation, especially after the introduction of half-day holidays on Saturday. As the game took root among the working class, there were more openings for professionals, and with better employment opportunities there was a greater prospect of independence. Ric Sissons, the historian of the professional cricketer, also cites the growth of Chartism as a boost to working-class confidence, pointing out that Nottinghamshire, a Chartist stronghold, was the ‘epicentre of professional cricket’.19 And it was there that William Clarke started his All England Eleven.


Clarke’s self-appointed task of taking his team all over England was made easier by two important developments: the expansion of the railway system and the introduction of the penny post. At the same time, cricket began to receive a fuller coverage in such papers as Bell’s Life, which helped to generate more interest in the game and, in turn, more demand for Clarke’s particular brand of it – and, by extension, for the services of professionals in general, as groundsmen, ground bowlers, coaches and umpires. So successful was Clarke’s enterprise that he received three times more requests for visits by his team than he could meet. There was clearly room for more than one professional touring team, and when Clarke’s avaricious ways provoked a split in the AEE ranks, a splinter group under the leadership of John Wisden formed the United All England Eleven (UAEE) in 1852 to challenge his monopoly. Other imitators followed, though many were short-lived.


This upsurge of cricket was part of a wider development of sport. The Football Association was founded in 1863, the Amateur Athletic Club followed in 1866, and the Rugby Football Union in 1871. As C. L. R. James noted, ‘All of a sudden, everyone wanted organized sports and games.’20 The number of professional cricketers that could expect to make some sort of living continued to grow, and the game provided a possible, if uncertain, ladder to lower middle-class respectability and beyond. Some professionals emulated William Clarke and became cricketing entrepreneurs. George Parr, Alfred Shaw and Arthur Shrewsbury all made handsome profits from arranging overseas tours. Professionals who went abroad usually took a stock of cricket equipment to sell, and some, like the Lillywhite clan, developed the sale and manufacture of sporting goods into a thriving business for the home market. The most successful cricketer-businessman was probably the Nottinghamshire professional William Gunn, founder of Gunn & Moore, who left an estate worth nearly £60,000 when he died in 1921.


But if the financial gap between amateur and professional was beginning to narrow, the social divide became, if anything, deeper. At Hambledon the unbridgeable social distinctions were irrelevant once the ball was cracking stockinged shins and nipping blood out of bare knuckles, and the aristrocratic leaders of the game were as happy rubbing shoulders with their cricketing equals as they were debating horse-flesh with their grooms. But the Victorians, with their wearisome snobbery, constructed a system of virtual class apartheid, which was rigorously maintained. While the amateurs travelled first-class and put up at the best hotels, and then submitted large expenses claims to cover the bills, the professionals, who had to pay their way out of their wage packets, travelled third-class and made do with indifferent lodgings. If the weather was fine they would sometimes save money by sleeping rough in a local park. These were not men with whom the amateurs felt they could mix socially. Lord Harris expresses the unquestioned assumptions of his own class when he remarks: ‘In the great matches of the sixties one does not find many amateurs playing for either All England or the United All England, and not much wonder, perhaps; there would have been no companionship at all touring the country with either of those professional teams.’21


Despite their lowly status, the professionals had nonetheless gradually increased their leverage on the game. Clarke himself clashed with the MCC in 1854, refusing to release his stars, or ‘cracks’ as they were known in contemporary slang, for the Gentlemen v. Players match. The Lord’s authorities might bluster but they were effectually powerless. As Kerry Packer demonstrated over a hundred years later, money proves stronger than appeals to ancient loyalties. As the Packer affair also showed, some accommodation can normally be reached once the proverbial dead bodies have been cleared away. Whatever their suspicions of the all-professional sides, the MCC decided it would be better to have them inside the stockade than out, and on Whit Monday, 1 June 1857, Lord’s hosted the first of a series of All England v. United All England matches that continued until 1869. The fixture was a stronger attraction than the Gentlemen v. Players because the two sides were more evenly matched, and huge crowds attended. As well as providing one of the high spots of the season, AEE v. UAEE matches raised money for the Cricketers’ Fund Friendly Society, which aimed to provide the professionals with some insurance cover for injury and limited pension provision.


Although they were given reluctant recognition by the Lord’s authorities, the travelling elevens attracted vitriolic criticism from diehard traditionalists. Anthony Trollope, in the preface to British Sports and Pastimes, fulminated against the ‘arrogance and extravagance of the professionals’, and regarded ‘the so-called England Elevens, which go caravaning about the country playing against two bowlers and twenty duffers for the benefit of some enterprising publican’ as ‘the monster nuisance of the day’.22 Arthur Haygarth punctuated Scores and Biographies with gibes at the professionals’ unreliability, bickering and overriding interest in gate money. And Fitzgerald, writing in 1866, struck the same note, deploring the ‘growing evil, that professional cricket is lapsing into £ s. d. Matches are nowadays becoming speculative, and the cricketer’s hand is not more often in the pocket than his eye is on the gate.’23 While acknowledging Clarke’s pioneering missionary work he now questioned the value of the system he established. But the fact was that the travelling elevens’ fixtures attracted the crowds. Fitzgerald might appeal to the public to boycott what he dismissed as ‘the Pot-house class of matches’, but it was a futile gesture. The professionals had seized the commercial high ground and there was no reason why they should relinquish it. As Fitzgerald admitted, ‘by banding together, instead of being distributed throughout the country, [the professionals] have taken all the plums and left us generally to get on as well as we can with the dough’.24 The only way to retrieve the situation was for the amateurs to rouse themselves, and Fitzgerald issued a ringing call to arms:




It is high time for the gentlemen cricketers of England to assert their position, not only as patrons of the game, but as performers. We think that cricket would recover much of its ‘tone’ if there was a more general fusion of the gentleman with the professional element … Let not cricket descend to the inferior grade of a gladiatorial exhibition – the trained combatant and the pampered spectator. Let the amateur go hand-in-hand with the professional, but with one object in view – the maintenance of our game on its original principle.25







*





In joining George Parr’s tour to Australia in 1863–4, E.M. was anticipating Fitzgerald’s call for ‘fusion’. His experience bore out some of Lord Harris’s doubts about the possibility of ‘companionship’ between an amateur and professionals, and to begin with his presence in the team caused friction. In his account of the trip he wrote: ‘My position with the eleven had been somewhat difficult. It required no extraordinary penetration to see that any little occurrence might raise bad feeling, and at first one or two had almost looked out occasions to try to quarrel.’ However, this did not last, and E.M. was soon accepted for who and what he was, and indeed made some genuine friendships. He decided to stay on for a few weeks at the end of the tour, and when he saw the rest of the team off, ‘two or three shook hands with me with tears glittering in their eyes’.26


The most intriguing aspect of the tour is E.M.’s relationship with George Parr. Parr was a powerful figure, and the natural leader of the professionals had they been able to forget their differences and unite in a common cause. The success of the AEE and the UAEE had proved that there was a healthy market for the professionals’ brand of cricket, and in initiating overseas tours, the professionals had also stumbled upon the path leading to the most important development of the century – international Test cricket, with its potentially huge audience and revenues. There seems no reason to doubt that the professionals, with unity and vision, could have established an alternative structure for the game, as Rugby League did when it broke with Rugby Union. The future was there for the taking. There was one major factor that time had not yet revealed, but if Parr had formed an alliance with E.M., and through him with W.G., the course of cricket history could have been radically different. However, it was not to be. E.M. gives no indication that he and Parr became particularly intimate or that Parr made any suggestion that he should abandon his proposed medical career and throw in his lot with the AEE. The opportunity passed, in all probability unnoticed by either of them.


The team sailed in Brunel’s famous steamer, the Great Britain, and the voyage out took sixty-one days. E.M. proved the value of having a medical student in the party, counselling Julius Caesar on his gout and pulling a tooth for Tarrant. When they reached Melbourne they found freak rainfalls had produced the worst flooding anyone could remember. But they were given a rousing reception and amongst the public demonstrations of goodwill, E.M. was reunited with a familiar face – George Gilbert, ‘looking jolly and well, with his moustache and beard’. He had emigrated some time before and now had three children. He was keeping up his cricket and had recently scored a century.27 After the rains the Melbourne Cricket Ground was soft, but the match against Twenty-two of Victoria went ahead, watched by an estimated 40,000. It was a draw.


The Australians had made some advances since H. H. Stephenson’s trip the previous year, but Parr’s side proved too strong for them and went through the tour winning ten matches with six drawn. All the games were against the odds, and the programme was enlivened by a number of single-wicket matches in which E.M. played, often with Tarrant or Jackson as partner.


E.M. found much to praise in Australia. There was ‘less ignorance, less superstition, and more enterprise among the million of Australians than among the same number taken indiscriminately at home or from any other part of the world. No nation was ever founded under such auspicious circumstances.’28 It was, in fact, a ‘golden land’ and, E.M. went on, ‘I have no reason to believe that there were hidden beneath this glittering surface those festering sores – poverty, ignorance, and injustice, which are corroding the vitals of so many older states.’29 In addition, he revelled in the climate. E.M. ‘more than most men, loved sunshine’.30


But, as his younger brothers were to discover ten years later, not everything was perfect in this antipodean paradise. Travel, by land or sea, was physically exhausting and on occasion positively dangerous. On one trip round the coast the tourists were involved in a collision, and though their ship was not badly damaged Parr, who had a pathological fear of drowning, nearly went out of his mind, while Tarrant suffered a panic attack and had to be manhandled out of a lifeboat being launched to rescue passengers from the other ship which was going down fast. E.M. celebrated his return to dry land by challenging any six local players to a single-wicket match. He was undefeated on 106 at the end of the day.


Taken as a whole, however, the tour was not a great personal success for him. He was hampered by injury – he developed a painful whitlow on one of his fingers – and failed to produce the scintillating form he had been showing for the last two seasons in England. He finished fifth in the tourists’ batting averages with a disappointing aggregate of 269 runs at 13.9. Although he was to produce some brilliant performances in the years to come, he would never recapture his position in the English game. Worse, he was supplanted by his younger brother. Ashley-Cooper states the case baldly: ‘when [E.M.] left England he was the greatest player in the world, but soon after his return he found himself surpassed by W.G.’31
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E.M.’s decision to stay on in Australia after the rest of the team sailed for home in April 1864 meant he missed the first half of the English season, and as his brother records, ‘his absence … gave me my first opportunity to play in a really big match. My brother Henry and I were invited to join in the annual tour of the South Wales team. I do not know what was my qualification for playing for South Wales, but we didn’t trouble much about qualification in those days.’32


Gilbert had already been asked to play for the rump of the All England Eleven against XIV of Lansdown over at Bath earlier in the season. He acquitted himself well with an innings of 15 which ended when ‘an unfortunate mistake of [John] Lillywhite’s resulted in a run out’.33 Now he was to see the wider world for the first time. He travelled up to London with Henry on the Great Western Railway with its seven-foot track, its spacious carriages resplendent in the company livery of chocolate and cream, and the enforced ten-minute stop at Swindon, where passengers were routinely fleeced in the most palatial refreshment rooms in provincial England. They then sped on to London at sixty miles an hour, nearly twice as fast as any other railway, and finally disembarked at Paddington.


The tour involved three matches – against the Gentlemen of Surrey at the Oval, the Gentlemen of Sussex on the Hove ground, Brighton, and MCC at Lord’s. Henry could only commit himself to the Oval match, but Gilbert was down for the first two games. E.M. was expected back any day, and it was hoped he could take Henry’s place at Brighton, and then play in the MCC match. However, the Grace battle-plan hit problems almost as soon as Henry and Gilbert arrived at the Oval.


They had both changed and were ready to start the match against the Surrey amateurs when the South Wales captain, John Lloyd, approached Henry and asked whether he would mind Gilbert dropping out of the Sussex match as ‘he had the offer of a very good player, and he believed their opponents were exceptionally strong’.34 Henry did mind very much, and said so forcefully. Gilbert had been invited to play in both games, and he would play in both – or not at all. And if he didn’t play, neither would Henry, and if Henry didn’t play, none of the Graces would ever play for the South Wales Club again. Gilbert’s name went back on the team sheet for Brighton.


The Oval wicket was one of the best in the country, and proved one of the most productive for W.G. in the years ahead. On his first appearance he showed promise of what was to come with a competent 38 in his second innings to follow his disappointing 5 in the first. (Henry scored 11 and 49.) He also took four wickets in the Surrey Gentlemen’s first innings.


Despite this encouraging start, Gilbert was not entirely happy on the next leg of the tour. He was a boy away from home for the first time, and if, as the evidence suggests, Henry had to return to Bristol, he would have travelled down to Brighton in the company of strangers. Like any cricket touring team, the Welshmen were out to enjoy themselves, and there would have been the usual banter and horseplay, from which Gilbert – ‘quiet and shy in manner’, in marked contrast to the ebullient E.M.35 – would have been excluded. His Gloucestershire accent (which he never lost) may have been a source of not entirely innocent amusement, and the fact that he was playing at the behest of his elder brother would not have made the situation any easier. In manhood he developed as tough a hide as anyone, but at Brighton he was clearly lonely and in need of moral support. He admits as much in Reminiscences when he gives a rare insight into his feelings as he looked forward to E.M.’s return: ‘I desired it eagerly, if only to give me heart. His ringing voice and cheery tones would have been invaluable to me.’ But, despite a promising paragraph in the press in which he was inexplicably described as the ‘Rev. E. M. Grace’, E.M. did not make it in time.36 This left the South Wales team a man short, which was ironic after the unpleasantness at the Oval, and put particular onus on W.G. to uphold the family honour.


He did so, triumphantly. Going in at three, he scored 170 without giving a chance, and to prove that this was no flash in the pan he ran up 56 not out in the second innings. John Lillywhite’s Cricketer’s Companion recorded that ‘Mr J[ohn] Lloyd was partnered by Mr W. G. Grace (the younger brother of the celebrated cricketer), and they were not parted until the score stood at 207 (or 188 runs had been added). Mr Lloyd left for 82, a well-played innings; but young Mr Grace did not leave until he had scored 170 runs, pronounced to be “the finest innings played last season (up to that period, July 15th) on the Brighton Ground”.’ Indeed, the Companion went further, hailing Grace’s performance as ‘one of the greatest batting feats of the great batting season of 1864’.37


It was a magnificent achievement, for which John Lloyd presented him with a suitably inscribed bat. Centuries were far rarer than they became – Frederick Lillywhite’s Guide to Cricketers (1865)† lists just seventy-six ‘Scores of 100 or more made since 1850 in first-class matches’, and only six of these, including W.G.’s, were over 150. Even though it was subsequently denied first-class status, 170 remains a hugely impressive score, and it says at least as much for Grace’s stamina as for his concentration that he batted so long. Alfred Lubbock recalled that in those days, ‘When a batsman had got a hundred … he had generally had enough of it, as boundaries were the exception, not the rule, and everything was run out, so much that players would often get out on purpose.’38 W.G.’s star quality was established beyond doubt, and he looked back on Brighton as a turning point. Identifying his ‘entire absence of nervousness’ as a major factor in his success, he remarked that after the Brighton match, ‘I cannot remember ever again being really nervous, although on many occasions I have felt anxious to do well. I thus started with a great advantage over most batsmen, and to add to this I feel sure I was helped by my determination to get the better of the bowler before he began to get the better of me.’39 Grace had what all great players have, the big-match temperament.


He was naturally invited to remain in the team for the match against the MCC, and to cap an unimaginably successful trip, Grace made his debut at Lord’s against the MCC on 22 July, four days after his sixteenth birthday.


Lord’s in 1864 was ‘practically a country ground, it being almost open country northwards and westwards. An old-fashioned tavern, with trees in front, was the hostelry, and the pavilion was somewhat of a rustic kind, with a shrubbery in front. The tennis court was the only other building on the ground.’40 Apart from hits to the pavilion, everything had to be run out (boundaries were only introduced after a spectator was hurt in a collision with A. N. Hornby), and all-run fives were not uncommon. There was even a nine scored in 1856. On the other hand, hard hits against the tennis court wall (later demolished to make way for the Mound Stand) bounced back into play, often limiting the batsman to a single. The scorers sat elevated on their ‘perch’ with ‘no shelter or covering of any description’.41 But a new scorebox and telegraph were erected the following year. In 1864 the Scoreboard dating from 1846 gave the total, number of wickets and the last man’s score, and on big match days Frederick Lillywhite would put up his printing tent and run off scorecards.


However, the aspect of Lord’s that mattered most to the players was the wicket. It was terrible. W.G. recalls ‘the creases were not chalked out, but were actually cut out of the turf one inch deep, and about one inch wide. As matches were being frequently played, and no pains were taken to fill up the holes, it is quite easy to imagine what a terrible condition the turf presented.’ It was perfectly possible to ‘pick up a handful of small pieces of gravel’42 from the wicket, and Frederick Gale vividly evoked its dangers when he wrote:




Had I been a wicket-keeper or batsman at Lord’s I should have liked (plus my gloves and pads) to have worn a single-stick mask, a Life Guardsman’s cuirass, and a tin stomach-warmer. The wicket reminded me of a middle-aged gentleman’s head of hair, when the middle-aged gentleman, to conceal the baldness of his crown, applies a pair of wet brushes to some favourite long locks and brushes them across the top of his head … The place where the ball pitched was covered with rough grass wetted and rolled down. It never had been, and never could be, good turf.43





The effects were predictably unpredictable: ‘It was no uncommon occurrence in those days to see, out of an over of four balls, three shoot, and the other bump right over the batsman’s head.’44 Although some returfing was undertaken and a ‘ground-keeper’ employed, improvement was slow. It was not until the death of George Summers in 1870 that the problem was taken seriously.


Quite why the square was in such a poor state is a mystery. Thomas Lord had twice had to change the site of his cricket ground, and on both occasions he had gone to the trouble of having the turf transferred, so he at least appreciated its importance. The subsequent neglect was attributable in part to the innate conservatism that prevailed at Lord’s. When a mowing machine appeared in the 1830s, one senior member immediately ‘summoned some navvies … and gave peremptory orders for instantaneous destruction of the infernal machine’.45 It certainly wasn’t a question of money, because the MCC had just embarked on a huge round of expenditure. They renewed the lease for ninety-nine years (and in 1866 raised a mortgage to buy the freehold for £18,000), and plans were afoot to extend the pavilion and improve facilities generally. Somehow the state of the square was overlooked. It made little difference to W.G.. Lord’s soon became one of his favourite grounds, and his ability to overcome the vagaries of the wickets was a cause of admiring astonishment.


By now E.M. was safely back in England, and he opened the batting for the South Wales team. However, the long voyage and lack of practice told, and he was out for a duck. Gilbert, batting at four, beat that by exactly fifty. It was a portentous debut, though there were few to witness it, the attendance, according to The Times, ‘being very scanty’.46 When the MCC batted the two brothers did the bulk of the bowling, E.M. taking four wickets, Gilbert one. Both failed in the second innings, a dismal procession of 79 all out, and the match was left unfinished with the MCC in a strong position. Later in July, they again turned out for South Wales, against I Zingari at Lord’s. They opened together, E.M. scoring 55 and W.G. 34 in the first innings, and 18 and 47 respectively in the second. I Zingari won a close match by three wickets.


The Grace brothers were never invited to join I Zingari. They were regarded by many as provincial upstarts whose amateur credentials would not bear close examination. Not only were they widely believed to make money out of the game, but their whole approach was seen as over-zealous. They were, in Trollope’s formulation, simply too good to be regarded as gentlemen ‘in the best sense of the word’. Failure to penetrate one of the inner sanctums of the cricket establishment is unlikely to have bothered W.G., and it did not prevent his sporting the IZ colours on occasion. In 1895 he even posed for a portrait wearing the club blazer.47


At the end of the season W.G. could look back with immense satisfaction at his first steps beyond club cricket. The distinction between first-class and non-first-class matches was not as clear-cut in the 1860s as it later became. Grace calls the matches he played for the South Wales Club in 1864 first-class, although they are not included in the figures compiled by Ashley-Cooper (see Appendix, page 497). However, they remain impressive, by any standards, for a boy in his sixteenth year. ‘In first class matches I scored 402 runs for seven innings, average 57; and at the end of the season I had an aggregate of 1079. I had played well enough to merit an opinion from John Lillywhite’s Companion, in its summary for the season: “Mr. W. G. Grace promises to be a good bat: bowls very fairly.”’48 During the course of his long career W.G. grew inured to the superlatives lavished on him, but at the outset it was understandably different. That edition of Lillywhite’s was in his library of cricket books and the tops of both the pages recording the Brighton innings are firmly folded down and the relevant paragraphs proudly marked. The pale green cover is signed with his strong signature, underneath which is written ‘To be returned’, heavily underlined.


The Companion’s coverage of the early years of Grace’s career charts graphically the turn-around in the relative positions of E.M. and W.G. References to W.G. as the ‘younger brother of the celebrated cricketer’ dried up very quickly. In 1866 W.G. advanced in Lillywhite’s estimation to ‘A very good bat, and bowls well’, but E.M. still held the senior position with two and a half lines of enthusiastic endorsement: ‘A tremendous hitter; has made wonderful scores; bowls both round-arm, a moderate pace, and “lobs”, and an excellent field anywhere.’ By 1867 W.G. has overtaken him with four lines: ‘A magnificent batsman, with defensive and hitting powers second to none …’ The following year, W.G.’s encomium gets into its sixth line with two ‘magnificents’, one ‘marvellous’ and one ‘a host in himself’. The 1869 edition gives W.G. six full lines and crowns him with ‘the title of the best all-round player in England’. By 1870 he is into a seventh line and ‘Generally admitted to be the most wonderful cricketer that ever handled a bat.’49




*





The Lillywhite monopoly on cricket publishing did not go unchallenged. In 1864 John Wisden brought out his first Cricketers’ Almanack, though it can hardly have looked much of a rival to the long-established Guide. The cricketers’ Bible made an engagingly uncertain start. Clearly influenced by the great omnium gatherum Old Moore’s Almanack, Wisden supplemented his fairly skimpy cricket coverage with a hotchpotch of miscellaneous information – the dates of the Crusades, the battles of the Wars of the Roses, a summary of the trial of Charles I, and, perhaps more suitable for a quiz in the pavilion on a wet afternoon, the winners of the Derby, the Oaks and the St Leger. Filling his pages with more relevant material was not going to be a problem in the years ahead as W.G.’s deeds demanded more and more of his space.


Grace’s first year in senior cricket also coincided with the last crucial development that paved the way for the emergence of the modern game: the legalization of over-arm bowling. This had long been coming, though it generated high passions. (It had been one of the main demands of those pressing for a Cricket Parliament.) Law X, which defined a fair delivery as one bowled from no higher than the shoulder, had long been breached with impunity, but in 1862 John Lillywhite brought the matter to a head by no-balling the main proponent of overarm bowling, Ned Willsher, in a match at the Oval between England and Surrey. Willsher was one of nine professionals playing for England, and they all walked off, leaving two rather bemused amateurs to follow in their wake. The Surrey authorities tried to persuade Lillywhite to relent, and when he wouldn’t, replaced him to allow the match to continue. But his very public stand made it inevitable that the law would be changed, and in June 1864 all reference to the height of the hand was dropped.
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