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Books are apt to beget other books. Early in 2021, I was re-reading Cyril Pearl’s Morrison of Peking, a biography of the Sinophile, when I noted a sentence concerning a 1919 letter to G. E. Morrison from his masseur Arthur Robertson: ‘Mr Robertson, who was a great gossip, told Morrison that G. F. Vernon, one of the Ivo Bligh team of cricketers, had a son, a man of violent temper, who in a fit of jealousy had murdered a white companion on a Queensland station, smashing his head with a cricket bat.’ Hmmm. Interesting. Before moving on, I dog-eared the page as worth returning to.

Some years earlier, I had read Clive Powell-Williams’s Cold Burial about the reckless polar explorer Jack Hornby, son of A. N. ‘Monkey’ Hornby, England’s captain at the Oval 1882. I’d wondered then about the children of those eminent Victorian cricketers, those who’d followed their fathers and those who had not. G. F. Vernon had sailed to Australia just weeks after that epoch-making Test to retrieve the Ashes lost by Hornby’s team. The XI, famously led by the Hon Ivo Bligh, had met with signal success. But who was his son, and why had he taken up a cricket bat to such a different end? Opportunity to investigate presented itself as 2021 degenerated into a recycled 2020, and I wearied of describing cricket matches I couldn’t attend and cricket personalities I could not meet. Studying 1911 was certainly more fun than enduring Dan Andrews one hundred and ten years later. A short book was called for, which I hope you enjoy.

GIDEON HAIGH

September 2021






PROLOGUE

On the afternoon of Friday 21 July 1911, a young man bearing a bundle of papers knocked on the frosted glass of an upstairs door in Odhams House in Long Acre. Eyes turned as he entered. When someone arrived at John Bull, London’s most salacious weekly, it could mean anything. They might be remonstrating about a libel; they might be complaining of an injustice; an asylum inmate once arrived brandishing a razor. Regularly the visitors were process servers, acting for the numerous creditors of its financier proprietor Horatio Bottomley MP – against him, over the years, more than 250 petitions for bankruptcy were filed. The offices had been configured with this in mind. The door with the brass plate reading ‘Mr Bottomley’ opened to an empty bogey hole; Bottomley’s actual lair was behind this, separated by another locked door. Thus could especially importunate visitors be parked while Bottomley slipped down a back stairway out an emergency exit fifty metres down Anne Street.
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This visitor seemed harmless enough, and it happened that the edition had gone to press, so a private secretary admitted him to the editor’s plush inner sanctum, all oak partitions and green leather. On one wall was a framed copy of the first John Bull front page, showing the English archetype in the company of a lugubrious bulldog; on another was an image of The Dicker, the editor’s country retreat. Rows of black deed boxes lettered in gold bore the names of legal adversaries, albeit that these were mainly for show, being mostly empty. On the mantelpiece was a life-sized cream bust of the late Charles Bradlaugh MP, the militant atheist, secularist, republican and free thinker – Bottomley took pleasure in the widespread rumour, almost certainly false, that Bradlaugh was his father. On the desk was a photograph of the man himself, posing heroically with a sheaf of papers in hand, as though proclaiming the publication’s motto: ‘If you read it in John Bull, it is so.’

Behind the desk, fleshy and imperious, reposed Bottomley. He was a man capable of great magnanimity and utter unscrupulousness. Once a worker who had lost his legs in a lift accident hobbled all the way from Dulwich on two sticks to tell his story. Bottomley gave him two pounds, had his chaffeur drive him home, and pursued the story until it was satisfactorily resolved. On another occasion, he was visited by a well-known peer who having been made a minister of the crown suddenly craved popularity. Bottomley held his hand out: ‘How popular would his lordship like to be?’ Better at making money than keeping it, Bottomley was prone to quixotic generosity. Told by his assistant that a favourite railway attendant of his was in prison, he responded: ‘Why, we must send money to his wife at once.’ Advised that the man was in prison for bigamy, he adjusted: ‘Well, we must send money to both his wives.’

Bottomley now sought to appraise his visitor, who introduced himself as George Vernon. He was short, stocky, brown-haired, clean-shaven, well-attired, in his mid-twenties. His accent located him among the well-to-do. So Bottomley was surprised when George Vernon divulged the reason for his visit. The reason was murder.

Surprised, and also delighted. Bottomley liked murder. Before John Bull, he had owned London’s Sun, turning it from a rather staid and sober news sheet into something more popular and, for the times, vulgar. Its approach to violent crime was often original. Bottomley opened an appeal for the daughter of Bennett the Yarmouth murderer, whom he had made a ward in chancery after her father’s execution; he fought to save Gardner the alleged Peasenhall murderer from a triple jeopardy trial, after two hung juries. On the day in July 1903 when Samuel Dougal, the Moat Farm murderer, was hanged at Chelmsford Prison, the Sun printed a facsimile of his confession – nobody knew if it was genuine but, of course, its authorship could no longer be challenged.

Most notoriously, in September 1910, John Bull had pulled off the coup of publishing a confession by the infamous poisoner Dr Crippen, although its provenance had quickly become controversial. Bottomley had been surreptitiously subsidising Crippen’s defence on the understanding that John Bull would receive the accused’s final testament exclusively. ‘Brother, how came you to do it?’ Bottomley asked Crippen by letter. ‘What demon possessed you? Relieve your burning brain, confiding to me the name of your accomplice.’ But when the plan had been thwarted by the prison governor, Bottomley had dictated a ‘confession’ himself.

Crippen’s solicitor Arthur Newton had just been suspended from the rolls for attesting the confession’s veracity; Bottomley, unpunished and unchastened, now seemed to be in proximity to another such story. Was it true? Was it false? Did this matter? When the young man explained that he wished to make a statement, Bottomley excitedly took up his pen. His first job had been as a court stenographer; he had excellent shorthand. Giving his name as George Valentine Jeffray Vernon, the visitor commenced: ‘I am the son of the well-known Middlesex cricketer. I was at the time I speak of under twenty-five years of age. My life had been a stormy one…’






1 ‘A HARD MAN’


On the face of it, George Vernon’s life should not have been stormy at all. On the contrary, he had been born with what appeared a host of advantages, including the patrimony to which he drew Bottomley’s attention. George grew up idolising his father and adoring his mother – and not without good reason.

That father, George Frederick Vernon, was known all his life, in newspapers and correspondence alike, by his brisk, brusque, businesslike initials, G. F. He was the beau ideal of an English amateur athlete. He was tall, lean and active. He shot, fished and hunted. He was hard to beat at racquets and billiards. He played the eponymous sport of his school, Rugby, well enough to enjoy a long career at Ravenscourt and Blackheath, and to earn five caps for England as a nimble forward. Above all was G. F. a cricketer, an enterprising batsman and earnest competitor, stern and unsmiling in every photograph, individual and joint, that survives from his lengthy first-class career. ‘He was a hard man, but he loved music and his Yorkshire terrier dog,’ recalled Lord Hawke in his memoirs. It is a slightly strained tribute, as though reaching for qualities to excuse someone’s general severity – and Hawke, Yorkshire’s great martinet of amateurism, who famously prayed that England should never stoop so low as to be captained by a professional cricketer, was scarcely one to bestow the tag of ‘hard’ lightly.
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G. F. was born in Marylebone on 20 June 1856, the only son of an artillery captain who had served in India, George, and his wife, Emily nee Speer. He grew up in the environs of Lewisham and Greenwich, and attended Yverdon House in Blackheath, where he was captain of the XI. He also excelled at cricket when he entered Rugby in September 1870, and the school’s records are a pageant of his triumphs, climaxing in his leading the school to victory at Lord’s against Marlborough, their traditional rivals. He belonged to that generation of amateurs, before the regular publication of averages, who scorned the acquisition of runs for the sake of style. The scrivener of Cricket: A Weekly Record, W. A. Bettesworth, commented approvingly: ‘To see Mr Vernon well set at the wickets is one of the greatest pleasures which can fall to the lot of a cricketer.’ Boldness redeemed a certain unsoundness: ‘For hard and clear hitting it would not have been easy to find Mr Vernon’s equal. He relies greatly on a keen eye, and the angle of his bat when he played the ball would have seemed positively shocking to a school coach.’

Biographical data on G. F. is limited. We know that at eighteen he joined the freemasons, that at nineteen both his parents were dead, that at twenty-three he was called to the Honourable Society of the Middle Temple. Cricket, mainly for Middlesex and the Gentlemen, soon eclipsed other distractions, though his record was merely respectable until an extraordinary two days in September 1882 when G. F. put on 605 for the second wicket with A. H. Trevor for the Orleans Club, a pedigree amateur outfit, against an unlucky mob called Rickling Green. Vernon made 259 and Trevor 338 in an all out score of 929, not quite ten times their hosts’ total. It was the biggest partnership in the biggest innings total in history, and prompted Vernon’s recruitment by the Hon Ivo Bligh for a majority-amateur tour of Australia – that and Vernon’s good breeding, public school background and field sport aptitude.

The tour became the fons et origo of the Ashes. But it was also a kind of social breakthrough for the colonies. These were not the workaday English professionals of 1876-77 who had played in the inaugural Test match; Bligh’s men represented the cream of English sporting society. As one Australian newspaper introduced them on arrival: ‘They are a genial, gentlemanly set of men, who put no ‘haw-haw’ airs on, and who can play cricket. Rich bachelors are included in the team…’

A love match was therefore almost fore-ordained. Bligh fell for Florence Morphy, the companion of Lady Janet Clarke, to whose husband Sir William’s Rupertswood estate the amateurs paid regular guest visits – including the fabled occasion on which the Ashes were created as a token for a muck-up game in December 1882. Vernon enjoyed only moderate on-field success, but was sufficiently enamoured of Australia to remain for two months after the tour, and to return to Australia the following summer – some thought permanently. Rockhampton’s Morning Bulletin reported that ‘G. F. Vernon, the cricketer intends to engage in pastoral pursuits in Queensland.’ The Sydney Mail then reported that ‘it is considered likely that Mr Vernon will take up his residence in Victoria.’ Vernon was certainly conspicuous as groomsman at the Bligh-Morphy wedding, the social event of the Melbourne season, on 11 February 1884, with its 200 guests arriving by steam train, for a lush ceremony at Sunbury’s St Mary’s and lavish reception at Rupertswood – an event that uniquely commingled the beau monde of England and colonies. The Clarkes, probably Australia’s wealthiest family, had invested heavily in lifting Florence onto a social level nearer par with Bligh, in line to inherit the earldom of Darnley. Vernon’s fellow groomsmen were Walter Clarke Warrington, private secretary to the governor of Fiji, and Lord William Beaudromp Neville, son of the Marquis of Abergavenny and a former aide-de-camp to the Viceroy of Ireland. Though a very minor peer at home, Neville had since coming to the colonies for his health achieved the status of a social lion. ‘He is a tall, graceful, but somewhat delicate young fellow, with an expressive, kindly, and intelligent face,’ reported the Town and Country Journal. ‘He has visited a number of estates in Victoria, and been well pleased with his observations.’

Vernon gave a toast at the wedding on behalf of Bligh’s former cricket comrades, and it was all very plush and jolly, with much talk in the speeches of Bligh having made a ‘wonderful catch’ and a ‘winning match’, and Lady Clarke’s uncle complaining light-heartedly that such events would make it difficult to lure English cricket teams to Australia. ‘It was easy enough to get professional players, but the mothers of the gentlemen cricketers put their veto against their sons coming to Australia on the score that they would be sure to bring home a Victorian wife,’ he said. ‘Then he told of a conversation he had with an English cricketer belonging to the last team, who declared that the reason they all lost their hearts to Australian girls was because they were so unsophisticated.’

One wonders if this was Vernon, because it was on what he would set his heart – marrying one of Florence Morphy’s bridesmaids. It’s probable Vernon was engaged to comely twenty-two-year-old Marion Jeffray before returning to England; they went to the altar two months after the Clyde brought him back to Melbourne in January 1885. Like Bligh’s, Vernon-Jeffray was an advantageous union, the groom offering social cachet, the bride financial security. For the Jeffrays were wealthy. Patriarch Robert, the son of a Dumfries clergyman, had prospered in the colonies as a stock and station agent, and loved cricket, supporting a local club team, Devorgilla, for whom Vernon turned out. Scots Church was the scene, rural money the theme as the couple wed on 3 March 1885. ‘Talk about wool kings,’ said the Sydney Mail, ‘the church was crowded with them, to say nothing about the wool queens and the wool princesses. Everybody was very gorgeous, downwards from the bride, who was literally a blaze of diamonds.’ On the last of several such engagements, the ubiquitous Lord William Nevill was again the best man – there is the hint here, indeed, of something slightly more.

The following month, Nevill unexpectedly quit the colony, bound for Rome, where he converted to Roman Catholicism, amid talk he would join a monastery and/or take holy orders. Rumour had it that Nevill had been ‘deeply smitten’ with a Melbourne girl who had gone and ‘married the scion of another noble house’, leaving him bereft – it’s not unlikely that the girl was the blue-eyed charmer Marion Jeffray. Nevill would not be down long. Although estranged from his father by his religious vagrancy, he zeroed in on another wealthy bride – the daughter of a Spanish banker who would bankroll Nevill’s adventures as a wine merchant. Such were the vagaries of the Australian marriage market: Robert Jeffray’s next daughter, Helen, shortly married the brother of the archetypal imperialist Cecil Rhodes, Ernest. And what could be more romantic than giving birth in a Scottish castle?

Marion appears to have been what her taciturn husband was not. Lord Hawke called her ‘a pretty, charming Australian lady’, and she followed G. F. devotedly, which meant, as she neared full term of her pregnancy, accompanying him to the shores of Cromarty Firth in Ross-shire. G. F. loved shooting in Scotland: the 1881 census had found him at Dalvina Shooting Cottage in Farr with his Middlesex teammates Alexander Webbe and Sherwin Pearson. Foulis Castle, ancestral seat of the clan Munro, was regularly let to visitors, promising a 5000-acre estate rich in grouse, partridge, woodcock, hares and trout all within half a mile of the railway station.

So it was that George Valentine Jeffray Vernon first saw the light of day on 19 December 1885; one imagines his father celebrating with a bag of partridges; his godfather was G. F.’s hunting, shooting, fishing and cricketing pal Webbe. The scrapbooks of Foulis Castle contain mementos of the Vernon’s tenancy, albeit with imprecise scribblings in the hand of the current clan leader’s great aunt. A photograph of G. F. bears the pencilled annotation: ‘Australian cricketer.’ A photograph of Marion and George, she buttoned into a dress with an improbably cinched waist, his fat fingers on the handle of a tennis racquet, carries the caption: ‘This baby was eventually hanged for murder in South Africa, killed a man with a cricket bat in a fight.’
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‘This baby’, for the time being, seems to have done little to restrict his peripatetic father. Over the next seasons, G. F. played his best and most consistently successful cricket, including his highest score of 160 against Oxford University, and a celebrated partnership with Timothy O’Brien helping Middlesex score 280 in three and a half hours to beat Yorkshire. He took an interest in cricket at Rugby, recommending the appointment as coach of the venerable old pro Tom Emmett to counteract its decline. He indulged a love of alpinism, routinely skipping the last few county fixtures to scale peaks on the continent. Then, in January 1887, G. F. was approached by Major Ben Wardill, secretary of the Melbourne Cricket Club, to recruit another majority amateur team of English cricketers for a tour of the antipodes: his bride, after all, almost made G. F. an honorary Australian.
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The enterprise was ill-starred, for also in the works was a tour by a mainly professional English team organised by the trustees of the Sydney Cricket Ground. Nothing much went right. G. F. failed to tempt cricket’s chief box office draw, Dr W. G. Grace, with an offer of £2000 plus expenses; his fall back as captain, Hon Martin Bladen Hawke, a twenty-seven-year-old old Etonian and Cambridge blue descended from the British naval hero, was then doubtful because of the ill-health of his father, the sixth Baronet, til a last-minute acceptance. The twenty-six players of the two teams actually travelled on the same Orient steamer, Iberia, mixing freely, even staging a play together: the Sussex amateur C. Aubrey Smith, later Hollywood’s go-to Englishman in films like Lives of a Bengal Lancer, played the lead in Byron’s Old Soldiers. But on arrival G. F. injured himself by falling down a companionway, and his team lost its opening match, to New South Wales, by a big margin.

Performances stabilised – from there, in fact, G. F.’s ensemble would not lose again. But its luck never improved. Three weeks before Christmas, Hawke looked up from writing a letter home to see G. F. arm-in-arm with Surrey amateur Walter Read ‘in deep consultation’. So instant was his foreboding that when G. F. walked in five minutes later, Hawke said: ‘You need not tell me, my father is dead’. Two days later he would be en route home to become the seventh Baronet. A still graver tragedy then befell the team’s brilliant professional all-rounder Billy Bates, who during a joint practice session at the MCG on 21 December was struck by a drive from Bill Newnham, an amateur member of the other team, batting in the adjacent net. Loss of the sight of his left eye effectively cost Bates his livelihood. Devastated, he would try cutting his throat on the way home. As stand-in skipper, G. F. probably did a good job maintaining his team’s morale. But ‘the summer of the two tours’ was a financial debacle for its respective backers. ‘Probably there never was such a prominent case of folly in connection with cricket,’ averred Hawke.

Marion Vernon not only returned to Australia with her husband, but accompanied him the following winter on the first English tour of Ceylon and India, again gathered by G. F., again led by the young buck who had now become Lord Hawke. She and the wife of the amateur George Lawson-Smith were the only women on the trip. British India offered inferior cricket but better hunting and richer hospitality than Australia. To the Bombay Gazette, Hawke spoke of ‘a trip round India, doing some shooting and having a few games at cricket on our way’. In fact, G. F. had to assume the captaincy when Hawke promptly fell ill, and saw little of the country unrelated to cricket and to killing. ‘Almost the only sights I saw in India were the Church and Memorial Wall at Cawnpore and the Taj Mahal,’ G. F. would recall, although he liked it well enough to go on a second tour there three years later.

Where, all this time, was young George? There is no mention of him, and a cricket tour that was barely a place for a woman would scarcely have been a place for a child. Based on G. F.’s cricket calendar, not to mention his legal work and field recreations, he must have been a classically distant Victorian paterfamilias – ever more distant, in fact.



In July 1893, G. F. embarked aboard the Austral for the fledgling gold fields of Coolgardie and Murchison. These were then the world’s most alluring, and would in a decade yield more than £10 million of gold. ‘Heaps of it!’ exclaims the prospector of Nat Gould’s The Miner’s Cup (1896). ‘Gold, gold, gold! Pure solid gold! Millions of it!’ Miners, diggers, carters and teamsters erected a town ‘as if in a night’, striking claims with such names as ‘Croesus’, ’Brilliant Reward’ and ‘Wealth of Nations’. Among them, as warden, was G. F’s old Rugby schoolmate, John Finnerty; also the incorrigible fabulist William Carr-Boyd and Lord Alfred Douglas’s brother Percy. G. F. himself enjoyed a pale fame amid the fossickers and financiers. ‘Our City Man’ in The British Australasian described ‘the once renowned cricketer’ in December 1894 as giving ‘a thoroughly coherent and impartial account’ of the various mining prospects.


Mr. Vernon thinks very highly of the Golconda, which was floated here a few weeks back. The Kinsella, he also says is on a good line; whilst Abbott’s he has heard very highly spoken of, though he has not investigated it personally. Yalgoo, Mr Vernon is also a believer in, so that shareholders in the Emerald may look forward to their investment with undiminished confidence. Mr Vernon is a fine manly specimen of a type which it would be very well to see multiplied amongst the exploiters of Western Australia. He talks of going back to the Murchison at an early date, and if any one wants trustworthy advice as to how best to invest his money in what it is the general opinion will prove hardly second to Coolgardie as a gold-producer, he could not go to a better source.



In fact, the Golconda quickly petered out, to the disillusionment of London shareholders; so did a nearby mine, Vernon’s Pride, which may have been named for G. F. But why did a London barrister converge on a gilded fly-speck in the Australian wilderness? A man only undertakes such a journey for one reason, and that is money – which G. F. did not make.

Ironically, Marion’s family had gone from strength to strength: her father Robert was now on the board of the Australian Pastoral Company, one of the biggest owners of freehold land in Queensland. But the 1890s were hungry decades for those members of Britain’s leisure society without secure fortunes. When they inherited the Darnley estate, the Blighs would find that it had been picked clean by his schizophrenic brother and an improvident younger wife; the Nevills would be left high and dry by the South American railway bust. Lord William was chagrined to end up selling insurance, complaining: ‘It is absurd to expect that I should work on the same terms as ordinary agents, as my name and position must be worth something.’ Ten years after having been the colonies’ suavest bachelor, his lordship served five years in prison for conning another man into signing five promissory notes.
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