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PREFACE


Eltham, South-East London, 1914


In the spring of 1914, when he was nearly sixty-six, Dr W.G. Grace acquired a new job. ‘I shall have to keep you up to the mark etc.,’ he wrote, with a hint of menace, to the secretary of Eltham Cricket Club, on hearing he was to run the second eleven. ‘Now re ground, it is in a bad state and will want more doing to it than last year.’


Most days W.G. wandered over to Eltham CC’s Chapel Farm ground near his home in the south-east London suburbs. ‘If we do not get some fine weather we shall never get the ground in decent trim,’ he reported back to the club secretary. He despaired of Eltham’s footballers, who had messed up the cricket outfield: ‘I hope you have told them they cannot play next Saturday.’ Worse, a local hockey club wanted to sublet another part of the playing area. ‘The Hockey ground must not be wider than 50 yds or you will spoil the cricket centre,’ W.G. warned in another scribbled note.


At last the ground was ready for Eltham Second XI’s opening game of the season against Lewisham Wanderers CC. W.G.’s team won by 64 runs, with the captain (who scored 2 not out) batting down the order to assess the performance of his ‘colts’, a term he now used for any cricketer younger than about twenty-five. Afterwards, whisky and soda in hand, W.G. probably made his usual early season enquiries about unpaid subscriptions. ‘Very little mercy indeed should be shown to defaulters,’ he advised schoolboys who were thinking of starting a cricket club.


Eltham’s weekend cricketers knew that while W.G. was man aging them, they needed to manage him. For the past four seasons he had been the club’s oldest, keenest and, frankly, most meddlesome player, on and off the field, keeping the committee ‘up to the mark’ on: the state of the pavilion (‘The roof really wants tarring’); an unsightly boundary hedge (‘Only clipped about three parts of the way’); paying the groundsman (‘Please attend to this without delay’); the following season’s fixture list (‘I notice you have Bexley down to play on May 16th, is this all right?’); and much else besides. ‘The best way to tackle the old man is to disarm him with geniality,’ Alfred Jackson, Eltham CC’s club captain, advised Bryan Egerton, the secretary, after another barrage of notes from W.G.


Yet, once he turned up to play for Eltham CC, W.G. expected no special favours for all his hard work. One afternoon a passer-by strolling across a park near Woolwich spotted W.G. sitting patiently on a bench with his team-mates as he waited for his turn to bat, ‘like “a wind blowing out of the past”.’ It was as if, in the same park almost a century later, a spectator were to see Bobby Charlton lining up for the kick-off with a pub football team.


In his day W.G. was more famous than any other celebrity in the British Empire, fêted from Toronto to Sydney. Measuring Grace’s fame is an imprecise science but here are some yardsticks. A search using the term ‘W.G. Grace’ in the British Library’s online newspaper database produces about 43,000 press articles for the period 1850–99, more than double the number for Sarah Bernhardt, hailed as ‘the most famous actress the world has ever known’. In Philadelphia in 1872 the American Civil War hero (and cricket fan) General George Meade sought out the twenty-four-year-old W.G. at a banquet. Grace, not Meade, was the reason why several hundred guests paid to attend the dinner, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man the Philadelphia press described, in capitals, as ‘THE CHAMPION BATSMAN OF THE WORLD’. Arriving at Adelaide in 1891 at the start of a speaking tour, the explorer Henry Morton Stanley waited on board to be greeted by his customary welcoming party. Well-wishers ‘rushed’ the decks of the boat but ignored Stanley in their haste to shake the hand of W.G. at the start of his second Australian cricket tour. Stanley at least had the consolation of knowing that in Australia he, like W.G., would be endorsing Goodfellow’s Coca Water, a ‘medicinal stimulant’ to treat vomiting and alcoholism.


The cricketer who upstaged Stanley was still instantly recognisable in his mid-sixties, when he played his last-ever season at Eltham. By then Grace – who stood 6 feet 2 inches (1.88 metres) tall – had put on so much weight that he was close to 20 stone (127 kilograms). His beard was the giveaway. Now grey, a little straggly, it remained the trademark of the greatest cricketer of all time as he lumbered around the playing fields of south-east London. W.G. was unmistakable, except when people came to judge the man behind the beard.


Half a century earlier Grace posed for a publicity portrait in a photographer’s studio, almost certainly for money (see page xiii). The picture was probably taken in 1866, the year W.G., still only eighteen, scored a double-century at the Oval and, during the same match, won a hurdles race at Crystal Palace; or perhaps in 1867, when he might have died from scarlet fever. This teenage wonder was poised to become the ‘Leviathan’, the ‘greatest cricketer of his or any other age’. Yet W.G.’s posthumous fate was to be patronised and at times actively disparaged.


Born in Gloucestershire, Grace came to be seen as ‘rustic’, or ‘of pure country strain’, as the cricket broadcaster and writer John Arlott described him in 1948 on the centenary of his birth. Curiously, Grace counted no one in his family or immediate ancestry who lived off the land. His people were mostly doctors and teachers from in and around Bristol. Grace’s home village of Downend was a semi-industrialised suburb of the city, while his supposedly ‘West Country’ accent – he pronounced ‘Alfred’ as ‘Allfred’ – was more accurately described as a Bristol dialect.


Arlott was a townsman from Basingstoke who assumed that because W.G.’s roots were in the soil, Grace’s cricket must have been ‘instinctive’. To be fair to Arlott, a great cricket journalist, he was only picking up a theme developed by W.G.’s first posthumous biographer Bernard Darwin. A superb writer on golf, Darwin (Eton and Oxford) initially thought W.G. ‘simple-minded’ and did not adjust his view significantly. From Darwin and Arlott, it was a short leap to Marylebone Cricket Club’s official history, published in 1987, which concluded that Grace ‘had a simple, almost puerile mind’ – an astonishing verdict for MCC to pass on the club’s most illustrious member.


It was all untrue. Grace had a deeply analytical, creative mind, as is instantly plain from his own writing on cricket, as distinct from the turgid, ghostwritten prose that fills out most of his two, often unreliable memoirs. It helps to think of him, just a little, as one of the great Victorian inventors. ‘When you block,’ he told schoolboys, ‘infuse a little power into what you do, and do not be content to stop the ball by simply putting the bat in its way – anyone can do that – but try and score off it too.’


As this passage from a children’s encylopedia indicates, Grace was not merely original. His approach to cricket was consciously subversive, ignoring the coaching manual when he could find a better and quicker way to score runs, take wickets, and win. He was, quite startlingly, modern. The youth who gazed back at the photographer for his studio portrait – holding a pose that bore no resemblance to his dynamic, unorthodox batting stance – would have walked into England’s one-day cricket team today.


The same teenager was conventionally described as the product of everyone else: his mother, hailed implausibly as W.G.’s formative cricket ‘tutor’; his elder brother Ted (E.M.), an utterly different and inferior batsman; and even the Gloucestershire soil that nurtured him, according to the writer Neville Cardus. Yet Grace, like Bradman, was in essence a self-made genius. Apart from early coaching by his Uncle Alfred, W.G. ploughed a solitary cricketing path, relying on brain power rather than ‘instinct’ to reach unprecedented sporting heights. As he wrote in another essay: ‘Great scores at cricket, like great work of any kind are, as a rule, the result of years of careful and judicious training and not accidental occurrences.’


Grace took cricket so seriously that it is easy to accuse him of losing his sense of proportion; a batsman’s innings, after all, is not a Beethoven symphony or a portrait by Rembrandt. Yet Grace’s immense fame demands that he, too, is taken seriously, for his long, turbulent career raised questions at every stage about the nature of sport and its place in life.


The slim, athletic teenager who posed for the photographer grew up in a society in which sport in general, and cricket especially, straddled two contrasting cultures. On one side professional cricketers, mostly artisans and small tradesmen, earned a living in the summer by touring the country, playing beery, uncompetitive games against local teams with as many as twenty-two players to even the odds. Meanwhile, ‘gentlemen’ amateurs from the great public schools and the two ancient universities subscribed to a muscular Christian, Corinthian ethos where cricket was about honour and morality, not winning at any cost. To play billiards or any sport ‘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,’ the novelist Anthony Trollope cautioned in a compendium of British sports and pastimes in 1868. Ever the populist, Trollope knew what his audience wanted to hear.
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Self-made genius
The teenage W.G. takes time off from practice in an early publicity still. ‘I had to work as hard at learning cricket as I ever worked at my profession, or anything else.’
(Mildew Design Ltd/REX)


W.G. exploded both cultures. For him, winning was the only thing that mattered, even at the expense of people he liked. Today his attitude seems remarkably modern; he was indeed, arguably, the first truly modern international sports star. At the time, Grace troubled contemporaries who saw cricket as a ‘manly’, honourable game, because part of the thrill of watching him came from his habit of playing right up against the edge of the rules – and sometimes beyond.


One incident above all captures W.G. at his best and worst, depending on the point of view. On 29 August 1882 Grace, who was fielding, ran out the Australian batsman Sam Jones, who had wandered absent-mindedly out of his ground, thinking the ball was ‘dead’. At issue was whether Grace should have warned Jones not to make the mistake again – normal etiquette in cricket – or successfully appealed for a run-out to the umpire, which he did.


But what happened next, in front of a packed Oval crowd of twenty thousand, was more significant. W.G. electrified the game, triggering several hours of unbearable excitement as the Australian Fred Spofforth produced one of the greatest spells of fast bowling to win the match and gain revenge for Grace’s ‘cheating’. Without Spofforth’s performance, England would probably have won the game; they only needed 85 to win. The London Sporting Times would never have published a mock-obituary for English cricket, and, several months later in Melbourne, some ladies would not have burned a cricket bail, popped it in an urn and presented it to the visiting England captain. On this trajectory, W.G.’s ‘cheating’ was the flame that lit the bail and created the ‘Ashes’, the greatest – and often the most rancorous – of all international sporting series.


Grace presents the same dilemma for sports moralists as John McEnroe, the great American tennis player of the 1980s, who – like W.G. – protested often to umpires when line calls went against him and was compulsively watchable; or the champion jockey Lester Piggott, whose obsession with winning prompted repeated stewards’ enquiries over his rough riding tactics and overuse of the whip.


In Grace’s lifetime few critics outside Australia dared publicly accuse him of outright cheating. Instead, W.G.’s detractors focused on what seems at first glance a more straightforward issue, his ‘shamateurism’. In formal terms the charge is unarguable: W.G. played more or less openly for money while claiming the status of a gentleman amateur.


Behind the charge sheet, however, Grace’s financial situation was altogether less secure than the press or later biographers realised. W.G.’s wife Agnes was the daughter of a bankrupt lithographer with nine surviving siblings. His mother died literally penniless, with a net worth of £0, while his childhood cricket coach and uncle Alfred Pocock lived in later years off his Grace relatives, after being bankrupted by a lead-making venture. W.G.’s anxiety about money had a context.


Many other Victorian gentlemen amateurs were ‘shamateurs’. MCC’s entrepreneurial secretary Robert Fitzgerald wrote cricket books for money, forced the club to pay him a salary, and set up a private Lord’s Grand Stand Company to milk revenues from the ‘gate’. So Grace was not an exception. He was, though, surprisingly incompetent with money for someone constantly accused of avarice.


Unlike the Australian batting genius Don Bradman, or, from another sport, the golfer Arnold Palmer, W.G. was simply no good at business or, even at the most basic level, holding on to the cash in his pocket. He sprayed tips on children who approached him in the street, he bet on the horses and he did not trust himself to invest in the stock market.


Grace needed expert advice and the kind of personal back office that modern sports stars take for granted: at a minimum a secretary to handle his correspondence, a public relations agent to get the press off his back and a professional agent to negotiate contracts, sponsorship deals and endorsements, and advise on his all-important Twitter feed. In the nineteenth century no such job descriptions existed. W.G. was probably the first-ever sportsman to lend his image to a household product that had nothing to do with his sport – a Colman’s Mustard tin. As such he broke new commercial ground, while proving comically inept at exploiting his fame. It is not even certain that Colman’s ever paid him for its cleverly ‘paintshopped’ picture of a slimmer W.G.


The basis for W.G.’s fame can be boiled down to one astounding statistic. By the time he was twenty-seven, Grace had scored fifty first-class centuries. He performed this feat at a time when pitches were so poor, and cricket gear so flimsy, that batsmen risked their lives whenever they took guard. In one match at Lord’s – a ground where he would pick stones out of the rutted pitch – W.G. scored a hundred and then saw another batsman killed by a ball that smashed his head.


Much later an ingenious cricket statistician, Irving Rosenwater, calculated that one had to add up all the hundreds scored by the next thirteen most successful first-class batsmen in the previous decade to match W.G.’s tally of fifty. In cricket it was not until Don Bradman in the 1930s that another batsman achieved W.G.’s towering superiority; and Bradman, unlike Grace, scored most of his runs on good pitches for batting. Even today, the young W.G. still seems the only batsman worth even discussing as comparable to ‘The Don’.


In hindsight W.G.’s first-class centuries were regarded as a triumphal procession, all the way from number 1, for an ‘England’ team against Surrey at the Oval in 1865, to number 126, for his London County team against MCC at Crystal Palace on his fifty-sixth birthday in 1904. The only hiccups were numbers 37 and 63, which many modern cricket statisticians, with some reason, claim were scored in non first-class matches. In truth W.G.’s career almost stalled before it really began, because of the obstacle presented by MCC’s refusal to elect him a member for four years after his first-class debut.


All W.G.’s frustration is summed up by one moment, shortly after midday on Monday, 25 May 1868. At Lord’s the Surrey batsmen Harry Jupp and Thomas Humphrey walked out of the pavilion to open the innings against MCC in the curtain-raiser for the first-class season. Eighty miles down the train line in Swindon, W.G. walked on to the Great Western Railway Club’s cricket field to take on twenty-two railwaymen in a dreary professional game.


W.G. was stranded in Swindon for two specific geographical and social reasons. In 1932 Neville Cardus declared fruitily of Grace that ‘he came from out of the West Country, and though in time his empire stretched from Lord’s to Melbourne, never did he forget the open air of Gloucestershire, and the flavours of his birthplace’. While W.G. loved his county, as a young man he probably cursed the day he was ever born there. Gloucestershire in the 1860s had no first-class county club, and, under cricket’s strict eligibility rules at the time, W.G. could not play for another first-class county side. His only route to regular top cricket was to join MCC, but here Grace encountered another problem. As the son of a provincial doctor, W.G. came from the wrong social background in the eyes of MCC’s aristocratic committee, which approved all candidates for membership. In the end W.G. forced his way into MCC because Fitzgerald wanted to fill his fine new grandstand at Lord’s – as did MCC’s committee, which forcibly repurchased the grandstand from Fitzgerald in 1869, the year W.G. was elected.


And then, just as Grace peaked, he began to wreck his body. By the mid-1870s he had bulked up to about 16 stone (102 kilograms). A decade later he was a bloated hulk who gasped for breath whenever he chased the ball or ran a quick single. Before he turned forty the press and fellow cricketers had nicknamed him the ‘Old Man’ of cricket, an impression reinforced by his grey-speckled beard. W.G.’s startling physical decline prompts an unlikely thought: he could have been so much better.


Sporting legends in disintegration inspire different reactions, from the poignancy of Muhammad Ali’s struggle with crippling disease to the sense of waste surrounding George Best’s alcoholism. In W.G.’s case the feeling left is of someone trying to cope with sustained, occasionally unbearable stress; ‘Good old W.G.’, a kind of latter-day cricketing Falstaff, seems a front to disguise more complex emotions.


As Grace ages the sightings of him at the table or in his cups become unmistakably darker. He wolfs food compulsively, working his way at one banquet through ‘stewed pigeons, saddles of mutton and haunches of venison’ – and that was just the start of the menu. He drinks whisky and soda in the lunch interval to fuel him through the afternoon’s play. His eyes dart around the lunch table, making sure everyone has their glass full and their plate piled high, so he is not eating and drinking alone.


W.G.’s gluttony and semi-secret drinking (the Victorian temperance movement claimed him as a teetotaller) were perhaps a self-defeating attempt to cope with increasing competitive pressure, as a series of brilliant, younger batsmen challenged and then surpassed him in the 1880s and 1890s. Grace may also have been seeking release from deepening private sorrows as he grew older. He could have allowed his troubles to engulf him and so abandon the game he loved. Instead, he took the opposite road and carried on playing cricket, all the way down from his last Test match at Nottingham in 1899 – when a section of the crowd jeered him for being too fat – to his last games at Eltham in the summer of 1914. He did it because he just wanted a game of cricket; after his wife and four children, cricket was the love of his life. Once he was too old and lame to play at first-class level, he was ever available for W.G. Grace’s XI (captain: W.G. Grace), Eltham CC or anyone else who would have him.


Being W.G., he could not help making a point: he showed how cricket or any sport could be a solace for the sorrows and disappointments of life. He descended with dignity into the ranks of local cricket in the years leading up to the First World War, when all around London and the Home Counties cricket, golf and tennis clubs were sprouting up to cater for a new class of weekend sportsmen (and women), who played for fun. ‘It will be a jolly match, do try and come,’ W.G. wheedled a friend in 1914 as he tried to ‘get up’ a side.


The night before this fixture Grace turned up for an MCC banquet during a match to mark the centenary of Lord’s transfer to its present St John’s Wood Road site. To his fellow guests’ amusement, the Old Man had a sticking plaster over his right eye. He had been fielding in a game against Goldsmith’s College, W.G. explained, when a ball bounced and hit him on the eyebrow. Would he be attending the next day’s play at Lord’s? Regrettably, no, W.G. replied. He was off to Woolwich for his jolly’ game against the Army Ordnance Corps.


As W.G. left the banquet his fellow MCC guests were looking at a stranger. W.G. did not want to revel in past glories or celebrate pompous anniversaries. He loved cricket so much that he wanted to play for ever.




1


BECOMING W.G.


At the age of about ten, Gilbert Grace, as he was always known to his family, went to board at Ridgway House school in the village of Stapleton, a few miles north-east of Bristol. Ridgway House was the home of the Reverend Henry Malpas, an Oxford graduate who supplemented his income by running an ‘academy’ for local boys. Like his competitors in the area, Malpas offered a solid vocational education for pupils whose parents lacked the income and social status to send their sons to Eton, Harrow or one of the other public schools. Gilbert and his classmates were generally destined for the army, the navy, farming or one of the professions, and Malpas tailored his curriculum to their needs. At Ridgway House the boys studied military engineering, navigation and ‘agricultural chemistry’, as well as maths, classics and French. More unusually, Malpas employed a German teacher, Herr Adelbert Bertelheim. This education did not come cheap. Malpas charged an annual fee of £60 for boarding pupils, about the same as a Gloucestershire plumber or bricklayer might hope to earn in a year.


Gilbert and his younger brother Fred, who also attended Ridgway House, were set to become doctors, like their father and three elder brothers. This much is certain about Gilbert’s education, which included earlier spells at Miss Trotman’s school in Downend and another boys’ academy in the nearby village of Winter bourne. He learned to write plain, vigorous English in a clear, legible hand, his instantly recognisable prose quite different from the flowery language later used by his ghostwriters. When a subject engaged him, Gilbert also possessed formidable powers of concentration. The proof would lie in his ability to bat for hour after hour on the lethally unpredictable pitches of the 1860s. ‘Patience I found to be my greatest friend,’ he recalled of these early innings, when still in his mid-teens. ‘Perseverance’ was another word Grace used several times to sum up his approach to batting. ‘I had to work as hard at learning cricket as I ever worked at my profession, or anything else.’


It is impossible to say whether Gilbert bestowed the same attention on classwork at Malpas’s academy. According to Methven Brownlee, Grace’s friend and authorised biographer, Gilbert was known at Ridgway House as ‘a steady working lad, accurate at mathematics, with no mischief in him, passionately fond of [collecting] eggs and snakes’. This sanitised picture provides no real guide to Gilbert’s academic ability, despite one former Ridgway House teacher also saying he was good at maths. Since the teacher was David Bernard, who became Grace’s brother-in-law, his testimony was not objective.


It is clear, though, that Gilbert’s village school background did not automatically mean he was poorly educated. His education at Ridgway House was arguably no worse, and possibly better, than the schooling received by his later cricketing friend Lord Harris, who went to Eton and Christ Church, Oxford. By his own account, Harris did almost nothing at Eton in the 1860s except play sport: ‘Very good at racquets & cricket & fencing, swimming & walking; only useful at football, & fair at fives.’ Harris was so backward academically that he failed to get into Oxford, even though his admission ought to have been a formality. ‘I rushed back to London to my father & poured out my sorrow to him, but he was as dear as possible, & told me not to let it spoil my cricket.’ Thanks to a private tutor, Harris scraped into Christ Church on his second attempt, ‘& soon made my mark as a real good rider’.


Grace was not an intellectual in the academic sense, any more than the unscholarly Harris. Yet it was not true that ‘no one ever had a more unanalytic brain’, as another Old Etonian cricketer, Edward Lyttelton, remarked of the young Grace. No one ever had a more ‘analytic’ or inventive brain than Grace on a cricket field, as he dismantled shots in his head and devised new ways to make them more effective, or fooled yet another batsman into believing his gentle slow bowling was as innocuous as it appeared. He just did not choose to parade his knowledge and so lose his advantage over opponents.


Bernard Darwin realised from first-hand observation of Grace in later life that dismissing him as a village school dunce would not do. Some other quality was needed to explain W.G.’s ability to ‘read’ a game or size up an opponent: ‘By instinct or genius – call it what you will – he could form a judgement of a cricketer to which all others bowed … He had that sort of quickness of apprehension that may, without disrespect, perhaps be called cunning, and is often to be found, a little surprisingly, in those who seem at first sight simpleminded and almost rustic.’


Darwin, however, fell into another common misapprehension about Grace, based on his supposedly rural ‘Gloucestershire’ accent and his love of hunting and shooting. Grace’s roots were far too ambiguous to be classified as either ‘rustic’ or urban.


Grace’s father Dr Henry Grace, born in 1808, grew up in the village of Long Ashton, barely three miles from Bristol, where his mother Elizabeth, originally a lady’s maid, ran a small ‘dame’ school for young girls. Meanwhile her husband, also called Henry, remained in service as a butler for the aristocratic Smyth family, which lived some of the time at Ashton Court outside the village. The younger Henry Grace qualified as a doctor in London, returned to Bristol and in 1831 married Martha Pocock, whose father ran a boys’ ‘academy’ on Prospect Hill in the centre of the city. The thoroughly urban Martha Grace (as she became) had no connection at all with agriculture and probably spoke with a Bristol city accent.


Henry and Martha Grace settled in Downend, about four miles north-east of Bristol, living from about 1834 at Downend House on the main street running through the village. It was easy for later writers to be fooled by Downend’s bucolic-sounding name into thinking that Grace grew up in some Gloucestershire rural idyll. W.G.’s recollection of Downend was more dismissive: ‘It was a small scattered village, and tourists when they travelled that way rarely paid it the compliment of staying long in it.’


By the time he was born there in July 1848, Downend was best described as a semi-industrial suburb of Bristol. In one direction the village looked towards the surrounding countryside. In the other direction Downend faced Bristol. As well as his private practice, Henry Grace worked as a Poor Law parish medical officer for an area that stretched all the way into the city. He was also surgeon to one of the coal mines that dotted Bristol’s eastern hinterland.


Downend’s double identity as a suburban village places W.G. in his natural milieu. As an adult Grace seems to have felt most at home with one foot planted metaphorically in the town and the other in the countryside, for he grew up in a setting where the distinction between the two was blurred. A photograph of Grace in the 1890s in MCC’s archive at Lord’s (sadly too faded to publish) sums up his geographic ambivalence. He is waiting with his beloved Clifton Beagles club for the start of the hunt, and is looking down quizzically at the bloodhounds all around him. Clifton’s handsome mid-Victorian buildings loom behind W.G., for this is where the hunt assembled – right in the city centre.


As a boy growing up in Downend, Gilbert would soon have become aware of why his father took any medical jobs he could find. Gilbert’s father was not poor, but he was financially stretched. Dr Grace received an annual salary of about £80 as a Poor Law medical officer and, in total, probably earned at least another £200 per year in the 1850s and 1860s from private patients’ fees and stipends from various posts. This was a solid income, placing Henry Grace securely in Bristol’s professional class, at about the same level as his surviving sister Elizabeth’s husband Walter Pigeon, who was a solicitor. Yet Dr Grace’s large family drained his resources. He sent all five of his sons – Henry, Alfred, Ted, Gilbert and Fred – to private ‘academies’ and then to Bristol Medical School. Meanwhile his daughters – Annie, Fanny, Alice and Blanche – received the kind of village education that would allow them to marry respectably.


Henry and Martha Grace, who had no money of her own, needed every penny he could make. ‘My father had to make his way in life, and was at the beck and call of every sick person within a radius of twelve miles,’ Grace recalled. ‘He had not an hour he could call his own. The early morning saw him riding six miles eastward; at midnight he was often six miles to the west.’


All his life W.G. fretted about money, proving a fearsomely difficult negotiator in any contractual discussions. His detractors looked at the various jackpots that came his way, notably from two Australian tours and two testimonial funds, and concluded that he was naturally avaricious. This portrayal in any case jarred with Grace’s unmiserly habit of spraying half-crown tips wherever he went; he was about the softest touch for any Bristol street urchin in the 1880s and 1890s. It is more likely that his bouts of financial insecurity derived from the memory of growing up in a household that lived on an extremely tight budget.


More alarmingly, young Gilbert would have learned fairly soon that his extended clan included several bankrupts and indigents. When his maternal grandfather George Pocock died in 1843, one of Pocock’s sons, also called George, took over the academy on St Michael’s Hill. By 1847 the younger George had gone bust. He put the school up for sale, while a local brewer and butcher took over his debts in return for interest payments.


In 1851 George Pocock’s brother Alfred, who ran a small lithography shop on Wine Street in Bristol, decided to have another go at marketing the ‘charvolant’, a strange kite-powered carriage invented by their late father. Alfred enlisted his sister Rose, a talented illustrator, to draw sketches of the charvolant in motion, and her schoolmaster husband became the carriage’s London sales agent. The partners failed to sell a single model, with Alfred eventually lugging his own charvolant up the hill from Bristol to Downend for Gilbert and his friends to ride around the village lanes when the wind was up.


‘Uncle Pocock’, as Gilbert called him, married a widow called Mary Johnson in 1857, but when she died soon afterwards, he took to spending much of the time in Downend. By the early 1860s his lithography business was down to just one disgruntled customer, a ‘Mr Chick’, who was fed up with Alfred’s constant absences. In 1862 Alfred sold the shop to a competitor and went back into business with Rose’s husband, who had abandoned schoolmastering and was now settled in Worcestershire. The two partners sunk all their savings in the Patent Blue and Black Lead Works near Kidderminster, convinced that lead-manufacturing was the next big thing. They were wrong, going bankrupt within two years of patenting their unique selling point, ‘a block of black lead’. Rose Gilbert, Alfred’s sister, became her family’s main breadwinner, running a small ‘dame’ school out of their home. Alfred moved in with his Grace in-laws, drifting from one member of the family to the next as a permanent lodger who paid no rent.


Viewed through the young Gilbert Grace’s eyes, it would have been natural to see his various maternal uncles as a little feckless, prone to money-making schemes that never quite materialised. His father was in a sense more troubling as a financial role model, because Henry Grace was not quite what he outwardly seemed: a pillar of the local Downend community.


Some years after setting up his practice in Downend, Dr Grace posed for a photograph (see first picture section), possibly in the drawing room of the family home. The picture speaks of a man who has arrived socially and professionally. Dr Grace holds his silk top hat in his left hand, signalling that he is a person of some substance – just the type, indeed, to appoint as a trustee for someone else’s estate. Henry Grace’s elderly mother took exactly this course in 1849 when she named him as a trustee for her will, in which she left about £400 in government bonds to her daughter Elizabeth. Curiously, she left nothing to Henry, her other surviving child, implying that the elder Elizabeth Grace thought her reliable doctor son could be trusted to look after himself and his growing family. If so, she misread him, for behind the façade, Dr Grace was a bit of a chancer.


In the 1840s he was the proud owner of Cock-a-Hoop, a handsome chestnut horse that he rode with South Gloucestershire’s Berkeley and Beaufort hunts. Top of the market hunters like Cock-a-Hoop regularly fetched more than £50 at auction in mid-nineteenth-century Bristol, or, put another way, most of Henry’s salary as Poor Law medical officer. After Cock-a-Hoop, Henry owned a series of other hunters till the end of his life, keeping his fine horses in the stable with the pony that Martha kept for her trap.


The socially ambitious Henry probably justified Cock-a-Hoop and its successors as a pardonable extravagance, because his regular outings on his hunters brought him into contact with the local South Gloucestershire landed gentry. After the Beaufort hunt Henry and the other riders were sometimes invited back to Badminton House, the seat of the Dukes of Beaufort, ten miles north-east of Downend; and, if Dr Grace were really lucky, he might exchange a few brief words with the 7th Duke, who died in 1853, or the 8th Duke, who would play a significant walk-on part in W.G.’s later life.


As a child Gilbert learned early about his father’s reverence for aristocracy. One of W.G.’s first memories was of standing as a six-year-old with the rest of his family by the roadside in Stapleton while the funeral cortège of the Crimean War commander Lord Raglan, a Beaufort, passed through the village on the final leg of Raglan’s long journey home to Badminton.


Yet Dr Grace had another buccaneering side, closer to the mid-Victorian sporting culture of betting booths and prizefights than the traditions of the Beaufort. In his memoir Cricket, W.G. told a convoluted story about his father playing for the village of Thornbury in a game in 1852 after hearing that the Bristol team, which included his eldest son and Alfred Pocock, had bet £25 they would win the match. ‘Understand now and for good, you boys,’ W.G. quoted his father as saying, ‘I shall not allow you in future 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.’


The first, manuscript draft of this story shows signs of considerable editing by W.G. and his ghostwriter Brownlee, as though Grace was unsure how to frame his father’s behaviour. In the manuscript Dr Grace makes no reference to the harmful influence of gambling, and while he does offer to pay ‘part of the money’ if his son and Alfred Pocock’s team win, he then adds in the first draft (but not the print version) that he has ‘a good mind to keep it out of their allowance’. The story then proceeds in both versions in a way that suggests Dr Grace is very much on for the bet. Grace’s father is furious when Bristol cannot produce the promised cash to guarantee the wager, and, along with Thornbury’s captain, insists that the opposition empty their pockets of gold watches, rings and other valuables before the game can begin. Bristol lose the game, thanks to Dr Grace’s dogged batting, accurate bowling and the Thornbury captain’s underarm ‘grubs’ (daisycutters), a literally underhand manoeuvre making it almost impossible for the batsman to score. ‘To say that the Bristol XI were laughed at, is to express very faintly what took place,’ W.G. concludes.


Aged just four, Gilbert Grace was far too young to understand the source of the amusement, if he witnessed the game at all; it was just a piece of Grace family folklore. Yet as handed down to Gilbert, the story scarcely confirmed the impression the adult Grace later tried to create that his father was adamantly opposed to making money out of cricket.


Henry Grace soon showed his true nature by plunging into a risky cricket venture for far higher stakes than a few gold watches and diamond rings. In 1854, Dr Grace was the initiator and main promoter of a cricket match between twenty-two men from his West Gloucestershire club and the All-England Eleven, a touring team of top professional players. In theory Henry’s cricket ‘speculation’ (the common term for such match-making) had plenty of commercial potential. In the 1840s and early 1850s, so-called ‘against-the-odds’ fixtures between top professional sides like the All-England Eleven (AEE) and local Twenty-Twos reached a peak of popularity. Henry was betting that he could make a profit from ticket sales after all his costs were covered.


Yet the risks were substantial for, as Grace later put it, the AEE ‘were open for engagements anywhere, as long as they obtained their price’. William Clarke, the Nottinghamshire cricketer who founded and managed AEE, typically charged local promoters a team fee of about £70, plus a share of the gate revenues and ‘much hospitality’, according to the mid-Victorian cricket writer James Pycroft. Henry Grace could not possibly afford this outlay, and like promoters for other against-the-odds fixtures, must have recruited fellow investors to help cover costs. One of them was certainly John Wintle, landlord of the Full Moon Hotel in the north Bristol suburb of Stokes Croft, whose field behind the pub was converted into a cricket ground.


An additional danger was the weather, for in the worst scenario promoters could find their anticipated profit literally washed away by rain. Henry Grace and his partners were lucky, because it stayed dry during the fixture’s three scheduled days. Perhaps the biggest risk of all was the one that no cricket lover was yet prepared to admit. Pycroft tried hard to make against-the-odds fixtures sound exciting, but in the end fell back on the idea that such games tended ‘to a healthy circulation of the life’s blood of Cricket, vaccinating and inoculating every wondering rustic with the principles of the national game’.


Behind Pycroft’s medical metaphor lurked the reality. Against-the-odds cricket matches were almost always one-sided contests, despite the home team’s numerical advantage, with the professionals easily beating their hapless local opponents. Often the only suspense lay in seeing how long club batsmen could survive against the professional bowlers. ‘To keep up one’s wicket for half-an-hour, even without scoring, against the best bowling in England, was to create a reputation locally,’ Grace remembered. ‘To score a double figure and be praised by one of those great men, was something to boast of for a lifetime.’


Henry Grace’s against-the-odds game followed the usual dull pattern, as five-year-old Gilbert watched the match from the boundary in his mother’s pony-and-trap. West Gloucestershire’s Twenty-Two, led by Henry Grace, lost by 149 runs. William Clarke took eleven easy wickets with his underarm spinners, even though he was ill, leaving the field at one point for a lie-down. ‘No-one could look on for a quarter of an hour without seeing which way the game must go,’ the Bath Chronicle reported. At the post-match dinner in the Full Moon Hotel, Henry Grace claimed that he had ‘never been so sanguine as to entertain any idea of winning’. He added unconvincingly that the match had been organised ‘from a desire to give the inhabitants of the West of England an opportunity of seeing what the game of cricket was’.


Henry did not mention anything as sordid as money, and it is impossible to determine how much, if any profit Henry and his partners made from the venture. The local newspaper report, possibly written by Henry or another speculator, referred vaguely to a healthy attendance, and based on similar fixtures, it is possible that more than a thousand spectators paid to watch the game on the first day. Henry must have avoided disaster, because he was confident enough to organise another game against AEE in Wintle’s field the following summer, which West Gloucestershire lost as well. There was even talk of a third fixture in the summer of 1857, but it came to nothing. W.G.’s father then gave up his cricket ‘speculations’ to focus once more on his humdrum career as a provincial GP.


Except for his fleeting reference to Clarke’s ‘price’, Grace did not mention money at all in the accounts he left of these AEE games in his ghostwritten memoirs, Cricket (1891) and Cricketing Reminiscences and Personal Recollections (1899). It is a good example of why the books are largely unreliable as guides to his early life. There are moments when Grace’s distinctive, plain-speaking voice breaks through his ghostwriters’ prose, especially in Cricket, produced in collaboration with his friend Methven Brownlee. But even then, W.G.’s memory of distant events from his childhood – some of which he did not witness – was often vague or inconsistent, as shown by his habit of telling the same anecdote in different versions between the two books.


Neither memoir reveals what must have been plain to the young Gilbert Grace by the time he reached his teens. His father’s risky ‘speculations’ and all his hard work as a doctor had failed to make any noticeable change to the family’s material situation.


This point was underlined by a series of property moves which Grace was too young to remember and later described inaccurately. In the spring of 1849 Downend House, Gilbert’s first home in the centre of the village, was put up for sale at auction. Henry Grace had rented the property on short-term leases for the past fourteen years, and there is some evidence that the family’s departure was forced on them by the sale. A notice in the Bristol Mirror announcing the auction stated baldly that the Graces’ leasehold was due to expire ‘at Ladyday’ (25 March).


For the next eighteen months the Graces rented a house and adjoining surgery in the nearby village of Kingswood, an interlude that W.G. – still a toddler – understandably forgot when he produced his ghostwritten memoirs. The family then moved to The Chestnuts, another house in Downend, or ‘The Chesnuts’, as the Graces perversely misspelled it. The forgotten interlude in Kingswood only matters because it casts a slight doubt on W.G.’s claim that the move to The Chestnuts was prompted by the family’s need for a larger home than Downend House.


Set back from the road leading northwards to Badminton, The Chestnuts was reached via a curving driveway, past a lodge at the front gate that served as Dr Grace’s surgery. At the rear of the house were two orchards, one of which the family cut back to allow space for a cricket practice area. The house itself has since been demolished, but contemporary accounts do not suggest it was significantly larger than Downend House, if at all. In 1899 a local antiquarian described The Chestnuts as merely ‘a most compact English home’.


Whatever the truth about the Graces’ move to The Chestnuts, W.G.’s father did not acquire any greater financial solidity in the final years of his life. He almost certainly rented the property on another short-term lease and would eventually die intestate in 1871. This administrative oversight did not mean Dr Grace was broke. His estate was eventually valued at ‘less than £600’, or perhaps twice his annual income – a reasonable legacy to pass on to Martha. On the other hand, Henry Grace – ‘a good upholder of Church and State’, according to his newspaper obituary – did not leave much cash in the bank. Within a week of his death Henry’s family put his latest hunter up for sale to provide Martha with a little more money.


It was not inevitable that W.G. would inherit his family’s general ineptitude with money. Don Bradman, who came from a poorer background than Grace, took to capitalism with such aplomb that he eventually founded his own stockbroking firm. In contrast W.G.’s self-assurance seemed to desert him as soon as he addressed his personal finances. He made cautious enquiries about stock-market tips, returned cheques for better-qualified City types to invest on his account, and worried about house prices and rents.


What the young Gilbert Grace had in common with the young Bradman was more surprising. In his 1950 autobiography Bradman recalled how as a child he improvised a solitary game of ‘cricket’ at the back of his home by hitting a golf ball against a brick stand using a stump as his bat. At first glance Gilbert’s boyhood practice sessions in a cleared patch of orchard behind The Chestnuts look quite different. The scene is crowded with brothers and sisters, his mother and father, ‘Uncle Pocock’ and even the family’s dogs, Don, Ponto and Noble, which retrieve the ball whenever it is hit into an adjacent quarry.


On closer inspection, Gilbert’s early experience of learning to play cricket was more solitary than it seemed. He was not as isolated as Bradman, but he was almost eight years younger than his next oldest brother Ted (E.M.), while his eldest brother Henry was already a qualified doctor by the time Gilbert began practising in earnest as a small boy. According to the family’s rule, the adults and the elder brothers each got fifteen minutes’ batting time, while Gilbert and his younger brother Fred (born in 1850) were granted five minutes ‘or more if time allowed’. It sounds like a token time slot to keep Gilbert and Fred happy as fielders for the grown-ups. When the adults departed for work, Gilbert would round up the stable lad and one or two village boys, chalk a wicket on a wall, and ask them to bowl at him. To increase the challenge of hitting the ball, he sometimes used a broom-handle instead of a bat. The similarity with Bradman’s backyard sessions with a cricket stump and golf ball is unmistakable.


One can push this comparison too far. As he acknowledged, Gilbert benefited greatly from Alfred Pocock’s willingness to bowl at him for hours on end: ‘To my uncle great credit is due for teaching me’. Yet everything that followed Pocock’s early coaching sessions suggests that like Bradman, the precociously focused Gilbert Grace was at heart a self-made genius. Pocock provided him with a platform. Gilbert did the rest.
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THE E.M. PROBLEM


On the first page of his 1899 Reminiscences, Grace said he was ‘born in the atmosphere of cricket’. He did not say that his family made him a cricketer. Eight years earlier, in Cricket, he was particularly keen to correct the impression that his mother Martha had played any part in his cricketing development. ‘Rarely did we practise without my mother being present as an onlooker,’ Grace recalled. ‘My sisters did not play the game, as has been so often stated; but my mother and they fielded the ball if it travelled their way, and bowled a ball or two occasionally to Fred and myself when we were boys. That was the extent of their efforts.’


The classification of his mother as ‘an onlooker’ perhaps betrays W.G.’s impatience with the myth that arose about Martha’s critical early influence as his coach. As Grace knew, Martha never played cricket and never coached him, even as a child. Grace instead singled out his indefatigable uncle Alfred Pocock as the key family member who filled this role. Yet after her death in 1884, W.G.’s busy and bossy mother loomed ever larger in the traditional narrative of Grace’s cricketing life. She became the first woman to feature in the ‘Births and Deaths of Cricketers’ section of Wisden, as the mother of W.G., E.M. (Ted) and G.F. (Fred). Yet her posthumous reputation as a fine cricket coach rests almost entirely on one dubious letter. When Gilbert was twelve, Martha reportedly wrote to the Nottinghamshire professional George Parr, who had taken over the management of the All-England Eleven following William Clarke’s death in 1856. Martha supposedly recommended her third son Ted, born in 1841, to Parr as ‘a splendid hitter and most excellent catcher’, but added that Gilbert ‘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’.


No copy of Martha’s prescient and technically knowledgeable letter to Parr has ever surfaced. Parr told the Nottinghamshire player Richard Daft, who first referred to it, that he had either lost or destroyed the letter. There the matter rested until 1919 when MCC published its quasi-official Memorial Biography of Grace. Sir Home Gordon, the biography’s main editor, cited the letter as proof that Martha was ‘to a large extent’ responsible for W.G.’s cricketing ‘tuition’. Gordon still did not quote the words attributed to Martha, which first appeared in 1948, when John Arlott produced a semi-dramatised radio tribute to Grace on the centenary of W.G.’s birth.


The attention paid to Martha’s fictitious coaching skills obscured a more intriguing question: why was she recommending her sons to the top travelling professional team in the country? It cannot have been for the money. In the mid-1860s a typical skilled labourer or craftsman could expect to earn between £50 and £75 per year, about the same as Grace’s father made from his Poor Law medical officer’s job alone. Most professional cricketers came broadly from this artisan class and returned to their trades in the winter. During the summer leading players like the Sussex and Surrey bowler James Southerton, a barber, or his Sussex team-mate James Lillywhite Jr., a bricklayer, reckoned to earn match fees of just £5 per game. It was a precarious living, especially as they ran the constant risk of injury on the dreadful pitches of the day.


This was not the kind of humble, journeyman career that Henry and Martha Grace had in mind for any of their sons. They wanted to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the lower orders – in Henry’s case especially, as the son of domestic servants.


Martha’s approach to Parr only makes sense as an attempt to address a potentially crippling disadvantage for her two talented cricketing sons. Until 1870 Gloucestershire had no first-class county cricket club. Under the strict residency rules imposed by MCC, it was almost impossible for E.M. or W.G. to appear for one of the seven county sides that played eleven-a-side first-class cricket in the early 1860s: Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, Surrey, Kent, Sussex and, from 1864, Lancashire and Middlesex. To do so they would have needed some close family or educational tie to one of these counties, which they conspicuously lacked.


By the time Martha wrote to Parr in late 1860 or early 1861, the public was starting to lose interest in lopsided against-the-odds cricket matches between travelling teams like AEE and local clubs.Com petitive, evenly balanced eleven-a-side cricket represented the sport’s future. AEE certainly offered a bigger stage for E.M. and W.G. than local Gloucestershire village cricket. Yet Martha would have much preferred to press her sons’ case on Surrey, Nottinghamshire or one of the other leading county clubs.


There was an irony in E.M. and W.G.’s predicament. MCC, the governing body that imposed the eligibility rules, was also the one club that could offer them regular first-class cricket. In the early 1860s MCC had an expanding fixture list, no residency qualification, and the kind of well-heeled, superior membership to satisfy the Graces’ social pretentions. Unfortunately, there was a catch. MCC, the bastion of gentlemanly, amateur cricket, was unlikely to consider the sons of a provincial doctor as suitable candidates for membership.


Since 1814, when the club moved to its present site on St John’s Wood Road, MCC had pottered along at Lord’s, seemingly content with a ground that was little more than an expanse of cleared meadow and a pavilion that resembled a large shack. The committee deployed a herd of sheep to ‘mow’ the outfield, while in the 1820s and 1830s MCC’s honorary secretary Benjamin Aislabie – an enormously obese wine merchant – toddled around the ground on match days, troubling members for their subscriptions. When he had nothing better to do, Aislabie scribbled rude poems about his colleagues on the committee in the pocket notebook he kept in his frock-coat. Roger Kynaston, Aislabie’s successor as honorary secretary, was one such target:






‘Molly Brown & Kitty Green Jane & Kitty Norton


Cannot get a wink of sleep for thinking of Kynaston


They won’t have Lloyd, they won’t have Ward nor any such old Codgers


Not one of them is satisfied unless she has her Roger’








On Kynaston’s fitful watch, the committee’s grip on the club’s affairs weakened to the point where MCC was sometimes unable to raise a team. One member ‘found it impossible to get up an eleven’ to play the Old Etonians in 1857 because he did not have enough advance warning. Kynaston gave way the following year to twenty-seven-year-old Alfred Baillie, remembered by the MCC grandee Sir Spencer Ponsonby-Fane as ‘a very nice young fellow with nothing to do’. Under Baillie, MCC failed to bid for the freehold of Lord’s when the ground came up for auction in 1860, allowing a property developer to acquire the land.


Yet amid this decrepitude, MCC still possessed immense residual power as both cricket’s wealthiest club and its governing body. Sir Spencer Ponsonby (as he then was) and his elder brother Frederick, an equally powerful figure at Lord’s, inherited vast estates in Ireland; the Earl of Verulam, MCC president in 1867, and his younger brother Robert Grimston, president in 1883, owned swathes of Hertford shire and north London. Senior MCC members like the Grimstons and the Ponsonbys were so rich that they could afford to devote all the time they needed to see off various threats to the club in the early 1860s: from the professionals, riven by internal feuds, and, more potently, from several of the larger county clubs which resented MCC’s authority. ‘I suppose we shall never get to the bottom of the various schisms which created so much ill-feeling about that time, and which spoiled so many important matches,’ Grace later commented, ‘and I question if it be worth the trouble to try.’ W.G. had a point. All MCC needed was a better secretary than Aislabie, Kynaston or Baillie.


Robert Fitzgerald, a twenty-seven-year-old MCC committee member, was already doing Baillie’s job when he bumped into Henry and Martha Grace on a Canterbury street in August 1862. Baillie, exhausted by his MCC duties, was on an extended sick leave. ‘Fitz’, by contrast, was looking for an occupation to channel his considerable energies. The son of a landed Anglo-Irish family, Fitzgerald had studied law at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he gained a Blue as an aggressive, but not especially effective batsman. After Cambridge, he showed no interest in the Bar, preferring to use his widowed mother’s London town house near Regent’s Park as a bachelor base. Fitzgerald filled his time playing cricket, going to the races, picking up actresses and chasing fashionable ladies at country house parties; or, as he put it, ‘penetrating into the interior life upstairs’.


Once seen, Fitzgerald was hard to forget. Lord Harris remembered him as ‘the “Beau Sabreur” of the cricket field, a jolly “devil may care”, bearded Irishman, with the gift of the gab, & of the pen …’ The Graces, including ten-year-old Gilbert, had first caught sight of Fitzgerald in 1859 as spectators at two cricket matches at Badminton House, where to amuse the crowd the Beau Sabreur probably performed his party trick. Fitzgerald would get down on his knees in the outfield and scuttle through the grass, pretending to scamper after an invisible mouse.


On this Saturday in Canterbury, Fitzgerald was genuinely agitated, as he explained to the Graces. The city’s annual cricket festival was due to start on Monday, but an MCC-organised ‘All-England’ team (different from Parr’s eleven) was a player short. Could the Graces help? They certainly could. Henry Grace instantly proposed E.M., on one condition: E.M. had to play as well for MCC against Kent in the second match of the week. Fitzgerald agreed, probably after consulting Sir Spencer Ponsonby, who was also down in Canterbury.


That, at least, was one version of the story, as recounted by W.G., who at the time was in Gloucestershire. Grace told two other versions in his ghostwritten memoirs, further evidence of his tendency to get in a muddle about events in the distant past. The only certainty is that Henry Grace got his way. It was the weekend, which meant the telegram summoning E.M. to Canterbury did not reach The Chestnuts until the following Monday morning. E.M. rapidly collected his cricket kit, jumped in his mother’s pony-and-trap and raced down to Bristol Temple Meads station, where he caught the train to London. By the evening he was in Canterbury, having missed the first day’s play of the Kent v All-England game.


What E.M. did over the next forty-eight hours would have a critical bearing on W.G.’s early career. Short, bullish and bristling with aggression, Edward Mills Grace was remembered by Wisden on his death as ‘perhaps the most remarkable player the game has produced’ apart from W.G. This was an exaggeration. E.M. was certainly the finest close fielder in mid-Victorian cricket, crouching so near the batsman at ‘point’ (today’s silly point) that he was sometimes warned to back off. He rarely did, refusing to flinch when the ball was hit and often pulling off improbable catches.


Yet E.M. was not remotely comparable with W.G. as a batsman, either in style or achievement. E.M. swung across the line of the ball like a baseball batter, a method that occasionally achieved sensational results. ‘It has always been a mystery to me how he timed the ball so accurately,’ Grace later commented about E.M.’s approach. ‘Good-lengths, half-volleys, and long-hops were all the same to him. He got them on the right part of the bat, and neither bowler nor fieldsman could tell to which part of the field the ball was going.’ Even so, the cricketing cliché ‘look in the book’ (meaning scorebook) is particularly applicable to E.M. The record shows that in a first-class career lasting more than three decades he scored just five centuries, 121 fewer than W.G.


Fitzgerald knew E.M. well enough to realise he was a liability for MCC, with his ungentlemanly ‘keenness’ on the field and suspected willingness to play cricket for money. E.M.’s playing ability was harder to gauge. He scored huge volumes of runs in local Bristol cricket, but in two representative games at Lord’s earlier in the summer had done nothing much for two ‘Gentlemen’ teams. At Canterbury on Tuesday, E.M. immediately reinforced the sense that he was a chancy slogger when it was his turn to bat for All-England. To his parents’ horror, E.M. swung at his first ball and hit a catch straight to a fielder on the boundary. E.M. did better in All-England’s second innings, scoring a rapid 56, but Kent won easily.


It was now lunchtime on Wednesday, with the next match between Twelve Gentlemen of Kent and Twelve of MCC due to start immediately. Instead, the all-amateur Kent side objected to E.M.’s selection on the grounds that he was not an MCC member and, by implication, a professional mercenary recruited to strengthen the team. Fitzgerald refused to back down. In the end Kent grudgingly allowed E.M. to take the field as an ‘emergency’ replacement for MCC, even though the ‘emergency’ had occurred in the previous game.


Perhaps the fracas was the spur E.M. needed. He started by taking five wickets with a mixture of medium-pace round-arm bowling and slow underarm lobs (still a common style at the time). Next day E.M. scored 192 not out in an MCC total of 344, hitting the ball with such force that he broke one bat. E.M. was still not finished. He took all ten wickets in Kent’s second innings, with the last man, a farmer called Streatfeild, finding an excuse to leave the ground early.


E.M. returned in triumph to Downend and shortly after MCC sent him the match ball, mounted on an ebony stand. The real prize came the following May when the Ponsonbys recommended E.M.’s election to the club. It was a formality, for no one at Lord’s dared go against Sir Spencer and Frederick’s wishes. E.M.’s admission still takes some explaining because according to W.G., their father never made E.M.’s election as an MCC member a condition of him coming to Canterbury.


It is possible that E.M.’s stunning performance against Kent was enough to persuade MCC’s committee that he deserved membership. Yet as W.G. discovered in the coming years, mere weight of runs was not enough to secure admission to MCC if you came from the ‘wrong’ social background. It is more likely that the Ponsonbys wanted to kill any gossip that the club had selected E.M. as a hired gun in a strictly all-amateur fixture. In this narrative it was more embarrassing to have E.M. outside MCC than inside the club.


He was, nonetheless, still a socially inferior oddity, amid all the Old Etonians and Harrovians, Oxbridge Blues and aristocrats who filled MCC’s membership ledger. Worse, from the MCC committee’s perspective, E.M. proved he was a ‘shamateur’ only a few months after his election by joining George Parr’s all-professional tour of Australia and New Zealand in the winter of 1863–4. Officially, E.M. was the team’s sole amateur, but the Melbourne press reckoned E.M. ‘cleared’ £500 on the tour in under-the-table match fees.


E.M.’s flagrant moneymaking was bound to complicate W.G.’s efforts to join the club in the coming years. In MCC’s eyes, a humble professional cricketer by definition could not be a superior gentleman amateur. W.G. did not simply have to demonstrate he was as good a cricketer – if not better – than E.M. He had to show that he was not just another ‘shamateur’ who, like E.M., would flout MCC’s amateur code. Still just a promising young local cricketer, W.G. had good reason to curse his elder brother. For the real drama of the opening seasons of Grace’s first-class career did not concern him ‘wavering’ between the amateur and professional roles, as MCC’s official history suggests. It revolved around MCC’s potential to destroy the prospects of the most talented teenager in the history of the game.
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THE RULEBREAKER


On the morning of 14 July 1864, Gilbert Grace lugged his cricket bag into the thatched pavilion at the corner of Brighton’s Royal Brunswick Ground, right on the seafront at Hove. Four days short of his sixteenth birthday, Gilbert was already around six feet in height, far taller than most of the other players getting ready for this match between the Gentlemen of Sussex and the touring South Wales Cricket Club. Yet he was clearly still just a boy, with a few wispy side-whiskers on his cheeks and a disconcertingly high-pitched voice, even though it had broken.


John Lloyd, South Wales’s captain, knew the Grace family well. A well-connected lawyer from Brecon, Lloyd had played against W.G.’s brothers Henry and E.M. in the Bristol area; they in turn were regular guest players on South Wales’s annual tour of London and south-east England. As he won the toss at Hove and decided to bat, Lloyd possibly felt a bit of a fool. Several days earlier, he had told Henry that he wanted to drop Gilbert for the game against Gents of Sussex.


According to Grace’s recollection in Cricket, Lloyd broke the news to Henry immediately before South Wales’s previous game against Gents of Surrey at the Oval. In this version, Lloyd explained he had the offer of ‘a very good player’ for the fixture at Hove. The South Wales captain really would have looked stupid if he had tried to drop Gilbert after the Oval match, as Grace suggested in his 1899 Reminiscences. By then the teenager had taken five wickets with his round-arm medium-pace bowling and scored 5 and 38: not an outstanding performance, but good enough to merit keeping his place in the team, as South Wales lost heavily.


In any case Henry objected and Lloyd backed down, a decision made easier when Lloyd discovered he was in fact a man short for the Sussex fixture. E.M., down to play at Hove, was still stranded at sea, having delayed his journey at the end of his winter tour of the Antipodes with George Parr’s professional team.


To be fair to Lloyd, he had little direct knowledge of Gilbert’s cricketing ability until the game at the Oval. In what passed for top cricket in the Bristol and Bath area, Gilbert had so far played two games in 1863 for local Twenty-Twos against the All-England Eleven, and once just before joining South Wales’s tour in 1864 for AEE against Eighteen of Lansdown. On the last occasion, Gilbert was helping to fill AEE’s depleted ranks, with most of the northern members of the team (including Parr) playing for Nottinghamshire against Yorkshire. Gilbert had showed a little potential in these games, making a top score of 32, without providing any evidence that he would soon be a far better player than E.M.


Watching Gilbert bat at the Oval, Lloyd would have noticed one critical difference between the two brothers. Unlike E.M., Gilbert had a batting technique that was grounded in coaching manual orthodoxy, playing ‘through the line’ of the ball with a straight bat. To this degree, Gilbert was the product of his long practice sessions with Uncle Alfred in the clearing behind The Chestnuts. ‘Nothing pleased him so much as watching a correct style of play,’ Grace recalled of Pocock. Yet is hard to believe that Pocock had the ability and insight to produce the teenage batting phenomenon who was about to be revealed. Sport yields many examples of mediocre players who go on to be brilliant coaches. In football the Frenchman Arsène Wenger and the Portuguese José Mourinho are conspicuous examples. But Pocock was at an altogether lower level of achievement – a village cricketer who only took up the game in his early thirties and had little opportunity to watch top players beyond the Bristol area.


In paying tribute to Pocock, Grace opened the way for misinterpretation about the extent to which he was self-made. ‘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,’ Grace recalled. ‘The reverse is the truth. I had to work as hard at learning cricket as I ever worked at my profession, or anything else.’ It sounds like he is talking about his sessions with Pocock, but this was only partially accurate. As Grace made clear, Pocock was a cricket purist who wanted him to play strokes directly from the coaching manual. Yet the teenage Grace disdained classical ‘batsmanship’ if he could find a more efficient way to score runs. Gilbert played with a straight bat; after that starting point, any shot was permissible if it achieved the desired outcome.


The Old Etonian amateur Charles Lyttelton, who first played with Grace in 1865, recalled with some distaste W.G.’s ‘clumsy and laborious’ batting style. Lyttelton’s younger brother Edward, also a leading amateur cricketer, remembered W.G.’s ‘digging stroke’ on the off side. Grace executed his strange shot with ‘an awkward heave of the shoulders as he bent right over the ball’; yet ‘the force with which the ball went was astonishing, till one noticed that the movement with the upper part of the body was perfectly combined with a stamp of the right foot’. Acute observers of Grace’s batting also noticed his preternatural calm: ‘There were no fireworks or extravagances,’ the great turn-of-the-century batsman C.B. Fry wrote. ‘W.G. just stood at the crease to his full height and proceeded to lean against the ball in various directions and send it scudding along the turf between the fielders. No visible effort, no hurry; just a roughhewn precision.’


Lloyd put Gilbert at number three in the South Wales batting order for the Sussex match, directly after himself and Charles Calvert, the heir to a London brewing fortune. Calvert was soon out, and with the score on 19 for one, Gilbert walked out to join Lloyd in the middle.


As he adjusted to the light W.G. saw a compact little ground, made even tighter by the spectators hemmed around the boundary. He saw as well that at the southern, seafront end, the light glittered on the waves in the distance, directly behind the bowler’s arm. For their part, the Sussex players might have been puzzled by Gilbert’s batting stance as he took guard. It looked wrong, according to the coaching books, with his front, left foot cocked towards the bowler and his weight firmly on the back foot. Gilbert’s bat reinforced this sense of latent movement, hovering above the block hole like a pendulum waiting to swing. Only his head seemed completely still, his eyes trained on the bowler who now began his run-up.


That raised front foot was a statement of intent. Gilbert was poised to move forward and drive the ball if the Sussex bowlers pitched it up. If they bowled too short, he moved back to cut with equal power. William Napper, a veteran right-arm slow bowler who led the Sussex attack, insisted that Grace should have been caught when he cut a ball straight through the hands of a fielder. As Grace drily recalled, this was the last of four boundaries he hit off successive deliveries by Napper.


Finally, he got too far on top of a cut shot and chopped the ball on to his stumps – ‘to his great annoyance’, the Brighton Gazette reported. Gilbert stomped back to the pavilion, pursued by the crowd, out for a mere 170; he had had a double-century for the taking. A few minutes later Gilbert had recovered his temper sufficiently to thank Lloyd for the souvenir bat that the South Wales captain presented to him in front of the thatched pavilion. Not to be outdone, Bridger Stent, the secretary of Sussex County Cricket Club, gave the teenager a second bat to commemorate Gilbert’s innings.


Later Grace’s 170 at Hove would be seen as his breakthrough, the moment when Gilbert became W.G. At the time it went largely unnoticed. Only the Brighton Gazette covered the game in any detail, which did not count as first-class (a status South Wales CC lacked). It took the Sussex Advertiser almost a week just to print the match scorecard. In London the press ignored the fixture, leaving newspapers in Bristol, Bath and Gloucester to give W.G.’s performance more than a passing mention. To show it was no fluke, W.G. scored 56 not out in South Wales’s second innings, as the game petered out in a draw. Then he travelled all the way home by train for a village game near Bristol.


W.G. rejoined the South Wales team at Lord’s the following Thursday for the game against MCC, the top fixture of the tour. The ground he saw as he dumped his bag in the shabby, cramped pavilion was a world away from today’s sleek stadium. Fitzgerald had just persuaded the committee to renovate the pavilion, on the same site as the present one, but a picture in one of his scrapbooks taken a fortnight later shows that work had not yet begun. Crude metal sidings were tacked to the side of the pavilion, a rough wooden verandah served as a balcony and, inside, there was almost no space to change or wash. W.G. would have been warned about the dreadful Lord’s pitch by Lloyd and the Sussex players. Several months earlier Bridger Stent had informed MCC that Sussex would no longer play at Lord’s ‘in consequence of the bad state of the wickets’. Fitzgerald had sent Stent ‘an indignant but dignified reply’.


On this surface, in grey, murky weather, Grace’s 50 in South Wales’s first innings was an even better performance than his 170 at Hove. He scored his runs against an MCC attack led by the club’s senior ground staff professional, thirty-seven-year-old Thomas Hearne, a tailor by trade who was one of the best medium-pace bowlers in England. W.G., at number four, came in with South Wales’s score on 14 for two, which soon became 17 for three. He prevented a batting collapse, demonstrating his exceptional powers of concentration.


Once again the press scarcely noted W.G.’s performance in a drawn match. Nor did Fitzgerald see Grace’s debut at Lord’s. MCC’s secretary was agreeably detained in Liverpool, playing cricket for the gentlemen’s cricket club I Zingari (meaning ‘the Gypsies’ in Italian) and flirting with the Earl of Sefton’s younger sister Cecilia at Croxteth Hall, the earl’s stately home near the city. Fitzgerald did get a good look at W.G. a week later when South Wales returned to Lord’s to play I Zingari. Grace shared an opening partnership of 81 with E.M. in South Wales’s first innings, and in the second innings made the team’s top score of 47, as I Zingari won narrowly.


Next day, after dashing back to Bristol, W.G. was in Weston-super-Mare, playing for the Gloucestershire village of Hanham.


Still only sixteen, Grace disappeared into provincial obscurity for almost twelve months. Wisden, in its second year of publication, did not mention him at all in its review of the 1864 season. John Lillywhite’s Cricketers’ Companion did better, recognising W.G.’s performance at Hove as ‘one of the greatest batting feats of the great batting season of 1864’. Yet in terms of his prospects, W.G. was still locked into the same career path, seemingly destined like his elder brothers to qualify as a doctor by his early twenties.


For the past two years W.G. had been studying at home under John Dann, a private tutor from Ireland who was taking an external divinity degree at Dublin University. It is not certain why Grace’s father pulled W.G. and his younger brother Fred out of Ridgway House. W.G.’s removal may have been triggered by a potentially fatal bout of pneumonia when he was fourteen. The overstretched Dr Grace may also have felt he could no longer afford the Reverend Malpas’s fees, which came to £120 per year for Gilbert and Fred. Most probably, W.G.’s father wanted him and eventually Fred to follow the same basic medical apprenticeship as his elder sons, with Dann filling in the academic gaps.


In their teens W.G.’s elder brothers had all watched Henry Grace at work in his surgery by the front gate to The Chestnuts. Until the 1858 Medical Act it was possible for the sons of doctors to qualify for the profession by serving formal apprenticeships under their father’s instruction, with both parties’ obligations spelled out in indentures dating back to medieval times. E.M.’s apprenticeship contract, signed in 1857, vaguely committed his father to teach him ‘the art of a Surgeon and Apothecary’ while E.M. – who eventually had eighteen children – promised not to ‘commit fornication’ or ‘play at Cards or Dice Tables’. Dr Grace realised that this training was inadequate and E.M., like his brothers Henry and Alfred, had completed his education with a brief spell at Bristol Medical School.


As W.G. went back and forth between Dann’s lessons and his father’s surgery, his situation differed from his elder brothers in one critical respect. The 1858 legislation had abolished the apprenticeship system, and W.G. knew he would have to attend medical school for a minimum of thirty months to qualify as a doctor. At the end of his studies W.G. would then have to pass the physicians’ and surgeons’ ‘licentiate’ exams to practise as a GP. Compared with medical students today, W.G. did not face a particularly challenging set of academic hurdles. Yet he would take almost eleven years to qualify, raising a question about his commitment to the medical profession.


There is no evidence to support the patronising theory that W.G. was incapable of focused study and was actively averse to book-learning. The slur that Grace never read a book in his life arose from an anecdote told after his death about W.G. chastising a Gloucestershire Varsity amateur for burying his head in a Greek play while waiting to bat. As the witness to this scene made clear, W.G. was making a point about the need to concentrate on the game, not about whether books should be avoided at all times. W.G. would end his life in a house that was full of books; furthermore, he told his grandchildren that he hoped they would ‘always love books’, an odd remark for an alleged ignoramus to make.


The dressing room anecdote actually reveals the real reason why Grace took so long to become a doctor: cricket, not medicine, was the subject that engaged his mind. Grace’s lack of vocational interest in medicine was not particularly unusual for a Victorian GP. Of his three doctoring brothers, only Henry displayed any serious commitment to medicine, delivering a lecture on public health in 1870 following an outbreak of typhoid in Kingswood. W.G. took after his brothers E.M. and Alfred (known as the ‘hunting doctor’) in greatly preferring a day’s sport to a day cooped up in a surgery. By the spring of 1865 he was ready to quit studying and get back to the more serious business of cricket.


‘Cricket in my manhood dates from the year 1865,’ W.G. announced in the first draft of his 1891 memoirs. ‘I hope specialists will not take exception to the heading on account of my youthfulness.’ W.G. then had second thoughts for the print version, pushing his ‘manhood’ forward five years to 1870. Yet his original comment better reflected how he saw himself after his scores the previous summer at Hove and Lord’s. ‘I am justified in using it [manhood] in connection with that period of my life for I was 6 feet in height and over 11 stone in weight. The company I kept that season might also be advanced in its favour.’


As it turned out, the summer of 1865 highlighted all the obstacles that still lay between W.G. and regular first-class cricket. With no first-class county club of his own, W.G. had to wait for the game’s amateur establishment to select him for one of the representative fixtures that filled out the first-class season. His chance finally came in June when Surrey CCC picked him to appear at the Oval for Gentlemen of the South against Players of the South.


This game’s regional flavour indicated another problem for W.G. In the mid-1860s the professionals’ boycotts of each other’s ‘southern’ and ‘northern’ games were at their peak, triggered by issues as petty as a player’s bowling action. W.G. was not alone in being baffled by some of the arguments. In exasperation the MCC committee decided in 1866 that it would only select professionals at Lord’s ‘from those who are willing to play together in a friendly manner’. Fitzgerald’s lofty minute glossed over the fact that whenever a boycott was in force, MCC and Surrey had to substitute ‘southern’ teams for representative ‘national’ fixtures at Lord’s and the Oval, such as Gentlemen v Players.


Even so, the Oval made a fitting stage for W.G.’s first-class debut compared with MCC’s ramshackle ground at Lord’s. Then as now, the Oval was a grittily urban ground, hard up against a gasworks and surrounded by streets of narrow terrace houses. Its appearance was deceptive. Surrey CCC was rich and well organised, with a large membership and an efficient paid secretary, William Burrup, who during the winter ran a stationery shop in Lambeth with his brother John, his predecessor as the club’s manager. The ground, like the club, was to all intents and purposes a professional operation, with the MCC grandee Frederick Ponsonby providing gentlemanly cover as Surrey CCC’s first vice-president.


W.G. failed with the bat, humiliatingly. Shortly after midday on 22 June, with the sun out and several thousand spectators watching, he swung at a ball from the Kent professional bowler George Bennett, missed, and was stumped for 0. He now gave early notice of his ability to force his way into a game, persuading his captain Edward ‘Teddy’ Walker, a wealthy brewer from north London, to let him have a bowl. W.G. won the game, taking thirteen wickets with his round-arm medium pace.


So much was written about W.G.’s slow bowling that it is easy to overlook the quicker style of his youth. The young Grace resembled many other mid-Victorian bowlers loosely described as medium pace, a vague definition that does not indicate the actual speed of delivery. ‘While his delivery was a nice one, it was quite different to what it was in his later days,’ the Essex amateur Charles Green recalled. ‘It was more slinging and his pace was fast medium. He used to bowl straight on the wicket, trusting to the ground to do the rest.’


Like his contemporaries, W.G. learned to bowl at a time when it was still illegal to deliver the ball above shoulder height. MCC eventually dropped this rule in 1864, following a players’ walk-out at the Oval in 1862 when the Kent bowler Ned Willsher was repeatedly no-balled by the umpire for bowling with a high shoulder action. The rule change came too late to save W.G. from an awkward round-arm action that was typical of bowlers of the day; if he had been born a decade later, the tall Grace might have developed into one of the great early over-the-shoulder fast bowlers.


‘What was I doing in the way of bowling?’ W.G. asked of his early efforts to master the discipline. ‘A great deal; though perhaps not giving it the thoughtful attention I bestowed on batting.’ Being W.G., this meant he gave the matter a lot more thought than most bowlers. ‘If you are bowling to first-class batsmen, you are more likely to get them out by trying a dodge or two than you are by bowling straight over after over,’ he later advised schoolboys. ‘Take stock of your enemy and endeavour to outwit him.’


The press did not notice W.G.’s tricks and ‘dodges’, which included a well-disguised slower delivery, as he bowled the Gentlemen of the South to victory. Instead, he got his first taste of how the newspapers, like most batsmen, would underestimate his bowling over the next four decades, while he took a further 2796 first-class wickets. Grace’s ‘good bowling’ was ‘effective’, The Era, a London newspaper, observed coolly, but the teenager was helped by some ‘wretchedly bad’ batting.


In any case bowling was generally regarded as a sweaty trade for professionals like Thomas Hearne and, for that reason, less likely to impress the MCC committee. W.G. needed to make a big score, but his remaining four first-class matches in 1865 were pure frustration. He kept getting out in the thirties and forties, lending weight to the possibility that his 170 at Hove a year before had been a flash in the pan.


It was not as if W.G. had many opportunities to impress MCC’s committee and persuade the club to admit him as a member, following E.M.’s election. W.G. played just five first-class games in 1865, including four for various ‘Gentlemen’ sides and one for an ‘England’ eleven against Surrey. By comparison MCC played eight first-class fixtures, including a match against Sussex at Lord’s, the county having thought better of its refusal to play on MCC’s dangerous pitch.


W.G.’s exclusion from cricket’s top tier was underlined in early August, when the MCC establishment descended on Canterbury for the city’s annual week-long cricket festival. The ‘company’ on the St Lawrence Ground by the Dover Road was ‘numerous and fashionable’, the Kentish Gazette reported. Sir Brook W. Bridges MP was in evidence, with ‘Lady Bridges and party’; so were Sir Courtenay and Lady Honywood and party, the Misses Dickins, Captain King and party, and for some reason the Dean of Norwich. Fitzgerald stuck a pencil cartoon in one of his scrapbooks, showing ‘a catch at leg by Hon. Secretary of the Marylebone Club, Canterbury, 1865’. He leaps backwards over the boundary as the ball just evades his outstretched hand. Behind him six young women, three with babies, scramble to get out of the way. Four have already been up-ended, revealing their bloomers; another flees, clutching her baby; while another drops her parasol and cries, ‘Oh save me!’ It was all great fun, unless you were E.M., who managed just 31 runs from four innings during the week. Far away in Gloucestershire the ineligible W.G. took out his frustration at not being at Canterbury by scoring 80 for J.J. Smith’s Twelve against the village of Knole Park.


W.G. returned to the tedium of watching his father in the surgery at The Chestnuts, interspersed by lessons with twenty-three-year-old John Dann. That winter Dann may have had an additional reason for turning up at The Chestnuts. W.G.’s elder sister Blanche, now aged nineteen, became engaged to Dann some time after 1865 and married in 1869, at the start of Dann’s long career as curate and then vicar of Downend.


Blanche is the only girl identified in Brownlee’s authorised biography of Grace as featuring at all in W.G.’s life before his marriage in 1873. ‘Miss Blanche, in her early days, was associated with many rambles over fence and ditch, and showed that she could hold her own,’ Brownlee wrote, making Blanche sound like a bit of a tomboy. Elsewhere Brownlee launched into a rhapsodical passage when W.G. finally became engaged: ‘There cometh a time to us all when the dreaming of dreams gives place to the mighty longing to have a companion nearer and dearer than the friends of our youth.’


It all sounds very chaste, yet it is quite possible that the teenage Grace had one or more girlfriends. Long after Grace’s death, distant hearsay evidence was produced to suggest that he was shy with girls, perhaps because of his squeaky voice. Yet the contemporary glimpses of W.G. indicate that he was no more gauche than other young Victorian men in an age when courtship rituals were naturally inhibiting. By his early twenties W.G. was certainly an accomplished dancer, as he showed on his tour of North America in 1872; it is hard to believe that he only acquired this crucial Victorian excuse for getting close to girls after his engagement the same year.


If the young W.G. was essentially unpassionate, another posthumous theory, then he was markedly different from his brothers. ‘My own sweet Lee,’ his eldest brother Henry gushed in a letter to his future wife Leanne, ‘What can I wish you this morning more than I have wished you for many years and every day of each? … Oh! that I may spend every succeeding one with you my darling.’


E.M.’s decision to stay on in Australia for two months in 1864 at the end of his cricket tour was probably connected with girls as well as his stated desire to visit relatives. He still found time to sound off from Melbourne about their sister Alice’s recent engagement to David Bernard, one of W.G.’s former teachers at Ridgway House. ‘I really thought that Alice would have had better taste or rather as the Yankees say, look higher,’ E.M. wrote home to his brother Alfred. A decade later Fred Grace – by all accounts the most handsome of the brothers – skipped the last leg of W.G.’s 1873–4 Australia tour to return to Tasmania to meet a girlfriend. Perhaps W.G. felt daunted by his brothers’ pursuit of women and retreated into his shell. But it does not seem very likely.


W.G. started the 1866 season in wretched batting form. He also made a terrible mistake that the MCC committee was bound to regard with distaste.


In June W.G. replaced E.M., who was mysteriously unavailable, as captain of a Nottingham and Sheffield Colts Eighteen against an AEE team captained by George Parr. This fixture in Sheffield could have been designed to present W.G. in the worst possible light as a candidate for MCC membership. He had no connection by birth or residence with Nottingham or Sheffield, and was stunned by his first sight of the Yorkshire city’s steel mills: ‘I felt as if I had got to the world’s end, and a very black and sooty end it seemed!’, Grace had ventured into dangerous territory for an aspiring MCC member. Nottingham and Sheffield were the strongholds of the northern professionals while Parr was the main instigator of the repeated boycotts of southern games at Lord’s and the Oval.


Just by showing up, W.G. confirmed that he was willing to play for money, a cardinal offence in the eyes of the MCC committee. This may have been why E.M., as an MCC member, pulled out at the last minute; following his ‘shamateur’ tour to Australia, E.M. would have risked his MCC membership by playing in Sheffield. Instead he landed his younger brother in an extremely awkward spot. W.G. did his best, scoring 36 in the Colts’ second innings to prevent a complete rout by the much stronger AEE team, which won easily. But his season had gone badly off track, with W.G. continuing his series of low scores in first-class cricket after his misadventure in Sheffield. By late July he had scored just 98 runs from seven first-class innings in appearances for Gentlemen of England v Oxford University, Gentlemen v Players (twice), and South v North.


W.G.’s response to the first real crisis of his cricket career was revealing; he put his inventive brain to work. ‘I had been thinking hard during the season that the arrangement of the field in first-class matches was not quite what it ought to be,’ he recalled. ‘There was a prevailing idea at the time that as long as a bowler was straight the batsman could do nothing against him and fieldsmen were nearly all close. That idea I determined to test …’ Grace decided to hit even a slightly overpitched delivery ‘hard and high’ over the top of the close-set fielders into the wide open spaces beyond. If the bowler dropped short, he would pull and cut ‘hard and high’ as well.


His tactic seems obvious today, and indeed there were other batsmen in the 1860s who regularly hit the ball in the air, such as his brother E.M.; in the print version of his memoir Cricket (but not the original manuscript), W.G. modestly credited E.M. with pioneering this approach. However, E.M.’s tendency to lift the ball was a consequence of his free-swinging, baseball style rather than the result of careful thought. Bowlers knew they always had a chance with E.M. if they continued to bowl straight and on a good length.


By contrast, W.G. aimed at dismantling all the bowler’s assumptions about how to dismiss him, because he was still driving through the line of the ball with an ‘orthodox’ straight bat, or cutting and pulling from an essentially correct initial position. The key was placement. Much later the Bristol cricket correspondent H.E. Roslyn, who first watched Grace around 1880, would sum up W.G.’s approach: ‘He was not so intent on keeping down the ball as upon dispatching it to an unguarded part of the field. Let a bowler dispense with a long-on, and then drop the ball on the leg stump, he would draw himself up and hit it hard, often over mid-on’s head. It looked risky but with him the stroke was perfectly safe.’


In his prime Grace was also utterly assured about his ability to execute such shots. Roslyn remembered an incident when W.G. came into the press tent at Clifton College after making more than half Gloucestershire’s total: ‘An old friend remarked “Not one of your best knocks, Doctor; the ball was in the air too much.” We all sat tight expecting an explosion. But the only reply made was: “Why didn’t they catch it, then?”’


W.G.’s audacity in taking this approach in 1866 was still astounding. He was proposing not just to hit his way out of a deep slump of form but to do so in a manner that was almost designed to offend the principles of elegant batsmanship that defined the gentlemen amateur. Sadly, he could hardly remember anything about his batting at the Oval on 30 and 31 July for ‘England’ against Surrey, except ‘the shouting which followed at the end of the innings’. In a passage cut from the printed version of Cricket, W.G. explained with disarming candour that he had only once kept that ‘mental aberration’, a diary, and ‘there was little in it of cricket doings’. He went on: ‘A diary would have been invaluable to me today, and would have thrown light upon many matches that have become very dim to me.’


The scorebook showed that W.G. scored 224 not out in a total of 521 all out. ‘He played every ball, whether to the off or to the on, with the exception of one which bumped,’ recalled the cricket writer James Pycroft, who watched the innings. ‘This feat seems to me one of the most remarkable of his achievements, and it was rendered the more difficult because Ben Griffith [a Surrey player] was bowling in a very wild manner.’


Pycroft spotted what others would notice in future. Unlike other batsmen, W.G. rarely left the ball without playing a shot, because he had such confidence in his ability to score runs off any delivery, however dangerous. At the end of W.G.’s great innings, ‘He ran from the wicket to the pavilion but experienced great difficulty in reaching his destination as his friends and admirers mustered in great force and manifested their enthusiasm in the correct Surrey manner.’


Yet outside the Bristol area the newspapers made it sound as if any decent batsman could have played the same innings against Surrey’s mediocre bowling attack. W.G.’s double-century provided ‘further evidence this week of the weakness of the Surrey bowling’, the Bradford Observer commented.


It was now Surrey’s turn to bat. W.G. did not bowl, but caught the batsman Julius Caesar (from Godalming, not Rome) as the home side collapsed to 84 for eight wickets at close of play on the second day. W.G. then asked his captain Teddy Walker for permission to miss the final day to compete in a quarter-mile hurdle race at Crystal Palace Park in south London. It seems he simply could not resist a competitive challenge in any sport – and in his teens and early twenties athletics, especially hurdling, was his main game after cricket. Bristol’s sports fans were accustomed to the sight of W.G., in his salmon-pink running knickerbockers, hurdling around the polar bears and lions at Clifton’s Zoological Gardens, which doubled up as a venue for athletics meetings. A month earlier W.G. had won the 200 yards hurdles and the quarter-of-a-mile flat race in a contest at the zoo.


This meeting at Crystal Palace was a far bigger event, organised by the newly formed National Olympian Association (NAO), with a crowd of around ten thousand turning up on the day. It is easy to see why W.G. wanted to compete, but even he was later astonished that Walker let him leave the Oval. Grace also remembered the race as a bit of a non-event, with only one hurdler – himself – finishing the course. It was another case of W.G. needing a diary. Reports at the time show ‘W. Grace of Bristol’ beating Emery (second) and Collins (third). He was not missed at the Oval, where Surrey lost by the huge margin of an innings and 296 runs.


Four weeks later W.G. returned to the Oval to appear for the Gentlemen of the South against the Players of the South. Beneath thick grey clouds, W.G. took seven wickets in the Players’ first innings. The light was even worse when W.G. came out to bat with the fixed intention of hitting everything he could into the Oval’s large outfield. As well as driving the bowlers over their heads, ‘my height enabled me to get over those that were slightly short, and I played them hard: long-hops off the wicket I pulled to square-leg or long-on without the slightest hesitation’. He scored a chanceless 173 not out in a Gents total of 297, batting in the gloom against an attack led by Kent’s Ned Willsher (fast-medium) and Sussex’s James Lillywhite Jr. (slow-medium), two of the best bowlers in the country.
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