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  INTRODUCTION




  The batsman appears almost airborne. Only the instep of his back foot remains grounded; the front foot hovers in space, destined never to land. Yet there is no sense of strain

  – only energy and expectation.




  His figure is spread, as if involved in a Vitruvian exploration of batting’s physical limits. His bat, slim, loosely gripped, is at the commencement of its downswing. The muscles of his

  left forearm are taut with pent-up power. His cap is tugged low, accentuating the precision of the gaze.




  His clothing is generous, yet contoured to the hips and shoulders, expressing their purposeful geometry. His sleeves are folded just so, distinctively below the elbow, a personal signature. His

  legs are lightly sheathed in slatted pads, but they’re purely for form’s sake. All that matters is the imminent interaction of the bat with a ball we’re left to imagine. Nor are

  there fielders, stumps, crowd. Rather is he fringed by a full-grown wattle, in the corner of a vineyard.




  For I am regarding not a photograph but a statue. A hundred years after the death of Victor Trumper, I’ve inched my way along Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula to Red Hill in search of

  a 2.5-metre-tall bronze cast of him – to be precise of an image of him, perhaps the most famous image in all of cricket, and certainly the image famous longest.




   

    

      
[image: Bronzed Aussie: Trumper by Louis Laumen.]




        Bronzed Aussie: Trumper by Louis Laumen.


      


    


  
 

  

  Crafted in 1999 by the sculptor Louis Laumen at one and a quarter times lifesize, it was acquired through the auction house Christie’s by a successful bookmaker, David McLachlan. For

  almost as long as he has been the owner, McLachlan has been wondering what to do with it. He has no interest in cricket; he acquired it as an investment, during a dabble in collecting. Having twice

  failed to sell it, he lent the statue to a developer friend, Neil Bryson, who owned a vineyard with its own little cricket ground. For a few years it provided a talking point for guests at an

  annual match for Bryson’s friends. The statue moved to its present whereabouts, by truck and crane, when that property was sold.








  Other plans have come to McLachlan’s quicksilver mind from time to time. Some have been grand, such as placing it in the forecourt of a residential development to be called Trumper Towers.

  Some have been more rococo, like drilling a hole in the sculpture’s head and turning it into a swimming-pool water feature. More recently, he’s thought differently. ‘For a while,

  I was a bit embarrassed about it,’ McLachlan says. ‘I’d bought it to make a few grand and it was kind of a failure.’ Then a note of surprise enters his voice. ‘But

  I’ve got to admit, I’ve fallen in love with it.’




  •




  For more than a century, cricket’s votaries have been doing the same, at first because of who the image depicted in its original two dimensions, increasingly because of

  what it has become – according to sources as diverse as Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack and Wikipedia, an ‘icon’.




  Victor Trumper would have been an iconic figure anyway. He was the first truly Australian sporting hero, in the sense of having an actual nation to represent, and being the best at the sport

  that to his countrymen mattered above all. He also formed part of a profound moral and aesthetic revaluation of cricket, an awakening to its potential beauties, an invitation to appreciations

  deeper than runs and wickets, victory and defeat. And after his death, he became the first Australian athlete around whom a truly lasting legend was built, remaining lodged in public affection even

  through decades of Bradmania, despite there being no significant book about him, no public monument to him of any description, no all-encompassing mass media to inundate the senses with messages of

  his greatness.




  What existed, however, was this photograph – the most durable, and still among the most popular, of a great sportsman in action. Trumper remains accessible through certain canonical

  writings – moving elegies in the autobiographies of teammates Monty Noble and Frank Iredale, lavish panegyrics among the works of Sir Neville Cardus and Jack Fingleton. Yet Trumper is the

  earliest sporting luminary to have been, in the main, visually bequeathed: he is as much his picture as Sir Donald Bradman his statistics, and perhaps even more so, as what first illuminated then

  complemented Trumper has almost replaced him altogether, culminating in its final transfiguration into an art object, inspiring paintings, prints, plates and figurines, helping to sell beverages

  and bands alike.




  Despite this, the achievement of the image’s creator, George Beldam, an accomplished amateur batsman and self-taught photographer, has languished in near-total neglect. He was the first

  skilled practitioner to devote concerted attention to sport, speaking of ‘Action Photography’ decades before the expression enjoyed widespread usage, and his picture of Trumper predates

  by generations those Australian sporting images that vie with it for fame, such as the climax of the Tied Test (Ron Lovitt), Norm Provan and Arthur Summons at the SCG in 1963 (John O’Grady)

  and Nicky Winmar at Victoria Park thirty years later (Wayne Ludbey).




  By subordinating text to illustration, Beldam’s books Great Batsmen and Great Bowlers and Fielders, in which Trumper and scores of his

  contemporaries go through their paces, completely reversed sport’s traditional descriptive economy. Then, almost as quickly, Beldam diverted his autodidact’s gaze to competing

  enthusiasms. A photogravure of what was originally ‘Plate XXVII: Jumping out for a straight drive’ on page 124 of Great Batsmen hangs in Australia’s

  National Portrait Gallery; artworks derived from other of his photographs hang in Britain’s. Yet Beldam’s oeuvre remains uncurated and uncatalogued; a sizeable proportion of his plates

  have never even been printed.




  Partly in consequence, it remains a mystery how the paths of Trumper and Beldam originally interleaved. None of the photographs Beldam took of Trumper are dated; neither man recorded impressions

  of the experience; the original of ‘Jumping Out’ appears to have been destroyed, accidentally, by Beldam’s youngest son. Mind you, when versions have reached the scale of a

  quarter of a tonne of silicon bronze reinforced by steel rods, that loss hardly seems so injurious. And that the image marks no special innings and relates to no particular match may account for

  some of its durability: it conjures an era, an attitude; it both harks back to cricket’s first visual imaginings of itself and anticipates a present day where action can be arrested by a

  keystroke. That front foot is still to land, just as there is always, in cricket, something about to happen.




  •




  Although this book has biographical elements, it is not a biography of Trumper. Three biographies give chronologies of his life, collate reportage of his innings and sentiment

  about his personality. Stroke of Genius is instead, for want of a better word, an iconography, a study of Trumper’s valence in cricket’s mythology and imagery.

  E. B. White famously likened humour to a frog: ‘Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process.’ The same risk may be thought to apply to sporting legend.

  That’s far from my purpose: on the contrary, Trumper’s is a legend to which I have been attached as long as I can remember.




  Like many people, I encountered Trumper and ‘Jumping Out’ simultaneously – in my case on page 89 of one of my earliest cricket books, a slim paperback called Great Australian Cricket Pictures (1975). The reproduction was poor, the caption terse and uninformative. But to it I went back and back, as can be judged from the fact that my copy

  today falls open at exactly that page. Such a dashing stroke. Such a vivid image. Such a musical name, too. Neville Cardus wondered aloud about the rightness or otherwise of cricketers’ names

  after reading an evening stop press of a good score by a Worcestershire wicketkeeper called Gaukrodger: ‘With such a name he ought never in this world to have been permitted to score 19, let

  alone 91.’ It gave him a renewed appreciation of his schoolboy hero: ‘Had Trumper been named Obadiah he could scarcely have scored a century for Australia against England before

  lunch.’*




  Fittingly, it was Cardus whom I first read at length on the subject of Trumper, which again I can date exactly: a chapter from Cricket: The Great Ones (1967)

  republished in the souvenir program for 1977’s Centenary Test. ‘I have never met a cricketer,’ began Cardus, ‘who, having seen and played with Victor Trumper, did not

  describe him without doubt or hesitation as the most accomplished of all batsmen of his acquaintance.’ No doubt or hesitation in Cardus’s assertion either, nor in this later personal

  cameo:




  

    

      

        As a schoolboy I at once worshipped him. He looked so like every schoolboy’s idea of the perfect batsman, not too muscular; he was actually slender of build, but

        good looking of face, and of graceful movement. The problem which worried me as a schoolboy arose from the fact he was an Australian.




        Every schoolboy is fanatically eager to see and to know England has beaten Australia. I would pray at my bedside at night for an England victory. Yet I always hoped Victor would play a

        great innings every time. A predicament! Inspiration descended on me, solving my problem. I prayed thus: ‘Please God, let Victor Trumper score a century against England

        tomorrow . . . out of an Australian all-out score of 124.’


      


    


  




  To an impressionable eleven-year-old, this passage opened worlds. I was a schoolboy eavesdropping on the thoughts of another schoolboy three-quarters of a century earlier. I was

  also encountering, for the first time, the notion of the cricketer who defies the obvious bounds of affiliation, whose success is transcendently enjoyable. In hindsight, despite being a diffident

  mediocrity of a cricketer, as unlike Trumper as it is possible to be, I was well on the way to naming my cat after him twenty years later.




  Revisiting those foundational documents of my interest in Trumper, I am struck by different things. In Great Australian Cricket Pictures, ‘Jumping Out’ is

  the only photograph of a cricketer in motion before Bodyline: a comment on the abiding challenge of reviving athletes long dead and spottily recorded for a modern visual audience. In that

  well-thumbed Centenary Test Souvenir, I can see that four cricketers were deemed worthy of profile articles: Sir Donald Bradman, W. G. Grace and Sir Jack Hobbs as well as

  Trumper, all batsmen, all at least thirty years or so out of the game. The programme depicted their modern heirs more strikingly in advertisements: breaking up Cardus’s black-and-white

  Trumper was a full-colour page of Tony Greig eating Nutri-Grain. This tension ‘twixt old and new was uneasier than the game’s governors understood. A few months later it would be

  revealed that Greig among many others had been recruited during the Centenary Test by the agents of Kerry Packer for a brash new private venture, World Series Cricket. The first public act of the

  captain of Australia’s ‘establishment team’, Bob Simpson, was to place a New South Wales Cricket Association (NSWCA) wreath on the grave of Victor Trumper, on the occasion of the

  centenary of his birth, 2 November 1977.




  It went unnoted that this gesture, apparently affirming of cricket’s loftiest traditions, contained an acute historical irony. For the second half of Trumper’s career, he and his

  leading contemporaries had been at more or less permanent loggerheads with the NSWCA, which dominated Australia’s inchoate Board of Control. The association at one stage banned recalcitrant

  players, including Trumper, in much the same way as the authorities in 1977 banned those players aligned with the Packer organisation. Far from being a period innocent in the ways of commerce,

  cricket in the time of Trumper could be as rapacious and fractious as our own.




  Yet historical ironies are eluding us all the time, for it is not facts we find compelling so much as ideas, not the matter of achievement so much as the manner. Australians are expert at

  creating continuities, sidestepping complications, refurbishing traditions that suit us, neglecting those that do not. And what lingers vestigially in ‘Jumping Out’ is Australia’s

  oldest cricket myth – Trumper was an idol figuratively long before he became one literally, and was acquired by a man who had never heard of him.




  •




  Trumper, as we shall see, is an elusive historical figure. He left no memoirs. He left no papers. He gave next to no interviews, made few public statements. Basic biographical

  information about him is missing. He was lauded as the most exhilarating batsman of his time, and loved as the foremost sportsman, described by contemporaries in almost Christlike terms for his

  modesty and selflessness. This subtly deepened his enigma. ‘He was a hard man to know, because he made you so indebted to him for many kindnesses extended,’ thought his teammate Frank

  Iredale. It also left nothing to adulterate or distract from his sporting reputation. Part of Beldam’s success lay in capturing an image of comparable purity, full of what his Great Batsmen collaborator C. B. Fry referred to as Trumper’s ‘generous abandon’. The expressive photograph, argues the philosopher John Berger, works dialectically:

  it both ‘preserves the particularity of the event recorded’ and ‘chooses an instant when the correspondences of those particular appearances articulate a general idea’.

  Beldam captured the idea of Trumper for generations to hand on, and it has endured into the era of Instagram.




  It has had, as we shall see, numerous admirers, from Dennis Lillee to Steve Waugh, Sir Donald Bradman to Sir Michael Parkinson, all of whom hung it on their walls – Bradman’s

  contemporary Jack Fingleton, his era’s leading Australian cricket writer, would argue that ‘Jumping Out’ should hang in every cricket pavilion in all the world, an essay in

  elegance, an injunction to action. Its ubiquity persists. During the writing of this book, perhaps for having half an eye out for it all the while, I have seemed to encounter it everywhere –

  in the headquarters of the cricket equipment maker Gray-Nicolls in Melbourne’s Cheltenham, on a museum wall at The Oval in London, in the pavilion at the Cricket Club of India’s

  Brabourne Stadium in Mumbai, in a meeting room at the investment company Wellington Management in Boston. In October 2015, Cricinfo published a lengthy profile of A. B. de

  Villiers, probably the world’s most admired cricketer, illustrated with a photograph of de Villiers from side-on, taking a huge stride, bat upraised. ‘Victor Trumper would have been

  proud,’ read the caption: few readers would have needed further elaboration. Now I recall a reproduction hung in the chambers of my late friend Michael Shatin QC, who recruited me for the

  cricket club where I’m now a life member. Now I recall . . . who knows on what we might stumble in rummaging the locker of memory?
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	Insta-Vic: Trumper via the National Portrait Gallery.


  




  If David McLachlan knows precious little of cricket, John Goff, now a retired farmer in Tamworth, knows a good deal. He can remember when it started, too. In June 1948, he was a boy at Chatswood

  West Public School whose class had just graduated to ink pens. His teacher Miss Pennington, a small but severe spinster, was encouraging their efforts by caning everyone who made a blot. John was

  in line for encouragement again one day when he raised his hand so she could not reach, and for this was sent for additional chastisement to the headmaster’s office. A kindly man, the

  headmaster limited the penalty to John’s having to sit outside said office at lunchtime for a week.




  On the opposite wall was a photograph, old and faded but thrilling, of a batsman jumping out to drive. There was nothing for seven-year-old John to do but stare at that photograph, the storming

  front foot and the brandished bat against the murky skyline, and the faded name underneath it: ‘Victor Trumper’. It sounded vaguely familiar: a pavilion bore the same name at nearby

  Chatswood Oval; in fact, Trumper had been a local resident and player. Well, whomever he was, John decided, that was the way to bat, with a hawk eye and a headlong launch.

  At Chatswood West Public School, cricket was played with a crude bat and a tennis ball, and special fame awaited anyone who could hit over a two-storey building that segregated the boys’ play

  area from the girls’. When next he was free to do so, John succeeded. It earned him another week outside the headmaster’s office. More time to study the photograph – till he knew

  every lineament and shade.




  Chatswood West shaped John Goff’s life. He became a teacher, headmaster and administrator, dedicating forty-two years to the New South Wales Education Department. He also never forgot

  Trumper’s pictorial example. Whether in the bush on his early teaching rounds, or during the more than 300 games he played for Lane Cove CC in Sydney’s Shires competition, he hit hard,

  straight and often. His son Jeremy, who introduced us, has childhood memories of watching his father hit six after soaring six at suburban parks on the North Shore through the 1970s. ‘I

  always thought that was the way to play cricket,’ said John when we talked. And despite never having done it that way, I had to agree.


  




  *  Others have liked the name too. Characters called ‘Trumper’ appear in works by cricket-loving novelists George Lamming

  and Jeffrey Archer. More recently, ‘Victor Trumper’ was a villain in the BBC’s Victorian melodrama Ripper Street (2012), a wink from cricket-loving

  creator Richard Warlow.


   Cricket-loving composer Tim Rice has made two uses. ‘Victor Trumper’ was his pseudonym for an American novelty single with MCA, ‘The President Song’ (1974), in which Rice recited the name of each president to a backing track, leaving a brief echo-laden silence after each one who had died violently. MCA’s enthusiasm waned when a Boston radio station interpreted the silence after the name of Richard Nixon as inciting an assassination attempt. Rice’s American champion in the musical Chess (1986) was then ‘Freddie Trumper’, while his right-hand man, ‘Walter de Courcey’, was named for Jimmy de Courcy, Australian batsman of the 1950s.
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  ‘THE MEMORABLY


  PERCEIVED PHASE’




  

    

      ‘My great aim is to discover whether this splendid game is or is not connected with some of the beautiful laws of motion as to deserve the appellation

      of a science; and if so to institute a few inquiries to ascertain what are the laws that regulate such honourable appellation.’




      – NICHOLAS FELIX, Felix on the Bat (1845)


    


  




  Cricket was devised to be played, not watched. Much of the action occurs very fast, almost all of it very far from the spectator. In the twenty-first century we take for

  granted television’s enrichment of our visual experience, how it effectively imbues us with superhuman powers of perception: the profusion of powerful cameras that draw us into the centre of

  the action from every angle, including from through the middle stump and the umpire’s hat; the pitch microphones that permit our eavesdropping on every grunt and oath; the multiplicity of

  replays that turn back and slow down time for our delectation; the super slo-mos that decrypt the most complex skills, and are now used so indiscriminately that fielders simply bending down to pick

  up a ball can appear to have been choreographed by Sam Peckinpah; above all, perhaps, the Decision Review System, augmented by Hawk Eye, Hot Spot and Snickometer, now forming cricket’s

  ultimate appeals court. But the chief purpose of the foregoing is to counteract the obstacles that speed and distance place in the way of watching, interpreting and adjudicating cricket.




  Now consider cricket without all this. To obtain a sense of it, a good place to begin is at Lord’s. In the collections of the Marylebone Cricket Club is a single 28 cm × 33 cm page

  from the notebook of a Surrey cricketer, George Shepheard Snr, featuring watercolour sketches of a dozen prominent players of about two and a quarter centuries ago. They are the oldest surviving

  images of cricketers involved in an actual match, striking what the artist has called ‘characteristic attitudes’, such as taking block, crouching in the field, leaning on their bats.

  The only hint of technique is in the cameo of the eminent Hambledonian David Harris, who appears to be taking aim preparatory to an underarm delivery. The images are precious precisely because of

  their rarity; they also attest the elusiveness of cricket ‘action’. The colours are soft, the brushstrokes quick and delicate. But hits, deliveries, catches? For even the raciest

  recording media, these were too fleeting and far off. In his enchanting chronicle of Hambledon, Cricketers of My Time (1832), Richard Nyren paused over Silver Billy

  Beldham to elucidate the visual treat of his batting: ‘It was a study for Phidias to see Beldham rise to strike. The grandeur of the attitude, the settled composure of the look, the piercing

  lightning of the eye, the rapid glance of the bat, were electrical. Men’s hearts throbbed within them, their cheeks turned pale and red. Michael Angelo should have painted him.’ But he

  didn’t. Nobody did.




  Because it was difficult to capture moments, artists preferred to gather up games in topographic views, positioning cricketers in meadows, on greens, by churches and cathedrals; then, as cricket

  began drawing crowds, amid onlookers too. By the 1830s and 1840s, as illustration was democratised by new printmaking technologies and ‘art’ ceased to be the prerogative of the wealthy,

  these conventions in cricket were well established. In probably the finest and certainly the most popular example, ‘A Cricket Match between the Counties of Sussex and Kent, at Brighton’

  (1849), the game is a backdrop to the crowd – although what a crowd. Brainchild of W. H. Mason, an occasional cricketer who expanded his Brighton stationery premises into a ‘Repository

  of Art’, it features portraits of no fewer than seventy-one individuals – selected, interviewed, sketched, painted separately then grouped together by artists William Drummond and

  Charles Basebe, and finally engraved on copper by George Henry Phillips. Six years in the making, some of the subjects were dead by the time it appeared.






    

      

        

          [image: Madding crowd: Mason’s ‘A Cricket Match’.]


        


		Madding crowd: Mason’s ‘A Cricket Match’.


      


    




  



  It is as much a social as a sporting study. While the XIs represent the finest flower of their era, we are left in no doubt that the likes of bowler William Lillywhite, a bricklayer, and batsman

  Fuller Pilch, a tailor, appear by the grace of the Earls, Sirs, Hons and Esqs posed languidly in the foreground. The detailed skyline, meantime, attests Brighton’s burgeoning as a seaside

  resort thanks to royal patronage and rail service. Yet the most fascinating feature of ‘A Cricket Match’ became its sheer ubiquity, in original and pirated versions. The antiquarian

  Alfred Taylor, who spent a lifetime researching the print and its variations, noted its hanging in ‘every clubhouse in the kingdom’ and beyond, from ‘the wilds of northern

  Canada’ to ‘the wastes of Western Australia’. His classic monograph, The Story of a Cricket Picture (1923), rejoiced in tales of its fame:




  

    

      

        A Brighton youth wishing to experiment in a newer and brighter land was financed by his parents and packed off to Australia when immigration was at fever heat. Sad to

        relate, misfortune dogged his footsteps; but one eventful day he entered a saloon in Ballaret [sic], with scarcely a sou in his possession, and noted the familiar engraving in a prominent

        position. Only natural that he should be lost in contemplation. ‘Good old Brighton,’ he muttered. ‘Know it?’ queried the proprietor. ‘Know it! My people live

        within the shadow of that church,’ he said, pointing to the edifice of St Peter.




        The rest can be gathered. A freemasonry was established, and the traveller helped on his way. This time he made good, and in after years returned to Brighton a wealthy man, where he spent

        the remainder of his life, and where he never tired of telling the story related.


      


    


  




  What enchanted Taylor most was his tale’s testament to public suggestibility. For the match depicted never took place: that is, while the players all represented their

  respective counties, they never took the field against one another in these specific formations. Yet due to its sheer familiarity, Taylor encountered an ‘astonishing number of old

  gentlemen’ who claimed to have been eyewitnesses to the occasion – adamantly so, and in spite of all evidence to the contrary. One man wrote claiming to have inherited the ball; another

  claimed that his father had been at all three days of the match, and enclosed ‘a cutting from an old newspaper’ to prove it. Taylor recalled: ‘Modesty forbade me to mention that

  same was from the defunct Sussex Evening Times of thirty years ago, had nothing to do with the imaginary match, and was penned by yours truly.’ Even when the image

  was relatively scarce, perhaps even because it was relatively scarce, visual ‘evidence’ already had a cut-through to which print could only aspire. In its way,

  then, ‘A Cricket Match’ also anticipated ‘Jumping Out’, which likewise would decorate pavilions round the world, and likewise convince observers of its absolute

  verisimilitude.




  •




  While action lurked beyond the reach of illustrators, some groped for it, introducing a semblance of animation to their artworks by concentrating on what the historian Alexander

  Sturgis has called the ‘memorably perceived phase’ of motion – that is, ‘when the direction of a movement changes’. You do not, observes Sturgis, illustrate a

  pendulum’s swing halfway through, when it is pointing downwards; you illustrate the instant at which it begins reversing. In a batting stroke, these ‘memorably perceived’ phases

  are the beginning and the end. A bat upraised, exuding possibility, was to become a recurrent motif in cricket art, thanks in large part to one of the figures in the foreground of ‘A Cricket

  Match’.




  Nicholas Wanostrocht was a polymath schoolmaster from Blackheath who rejoiced in music, languages, art, science and cricket. His nom de plume, Felix, was a nod to Virgil’s Georgics:

  Felix, qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas (‘Fortunate is he who is able to know the causes of things’). He invented the original batting glove; he invented the

  first bowling machine; above all, he invented the study of cricket technique. There had been tutors before him, but none so comprehensive and matter-of-factly ambitious: ‘My attempt is merely

  to prove that we may treat the subject with the same courtesy as any other scientific or skilled inquiry, and not ascribe to bad luck all that happens to the chance-surrounded batsman.’




  In his explorations, Felix had an unlikely collaborator: painter and sculptor George Frederic Watts, pre-Raphaelite master in the making, but then the teenage son of a friend. From Watts, Felix

  commissioned pencil sketches demonstrating different shots, which were published as a series of popular lithographs, then adapted for Wanostrocht’s masterwork Felix on the

  Bat (1845). They remain strikingly informative. In ‘Play’, for example, the batsman takes his stance, looking over his left shoulder, knees slightly bent, bat on the ground, feet

  at ten-to-two. The images of action then concentrate on ‘memorably perceived’ phases. In ‘The Cut’, ‘Leg Volley’ and ‘Leg Half-Volley’, the legs are

  wide apart and the bat being flourished; in ‘Forward’, ‘Home Block’ and ‘The Draw’ the stroke has been carried to completion. The comparison Felix draws in the

  text is between a right-handed batsman and a left-handed fencer moving between defence and attack. But he doesn’t just tell – thanks to Watts, he also demonstrates.




  

    

      
[image: Felicitous: Watts’ ‘The Leg Volley’ and ‘The Cut’.]




        Felicitous: Watts’ ‘The Leg Volley’ and ‘The Cut’.


      


    


  




  Watts’ images had a remarkable afterlife, informing almost every depiction of cricket action for the rest of the nineteenth century: as talented an artist as John Corbet Anderson, for

  instance, simply mimicked them when he assembled ‘Cricketing Postures’ in 1860. And when George Beldam captured Victor Trumper in ‘Jumping Out’, how did he convey potential

  drama but by a bat flamboyantly flourished?




  •




  ‘A Cricket Match’ and Felix on the Bat are fruits of a period of great, if chaotic, growth in cricket, thanks to a long peace, the

  ceaseless spread of industry, the growing reach of rail, and the expansion of education, literacy and the franchise. Cricket was so busy expanding, in fact, that it had no particular need to

  cohere, and came under three overlapping spheres of influence: that of the emergent counties like Sussex, Kent, Surrey and Nottinghamshire; that of amateur Marylebone, the country’s most

  prestigious club; that of the professional All-England XI, the country’s most illustrious team. The amateur was not yet quite the hegemon he became; the professional still enjoyed the stature

  of a semi-independent artisan; some cricketers, like Felix, flitted between categories. If anything, the great travelling troupe of the All-England XI predominated, thanks to the energy and avarice

  of its impresario William Clarke. The summit of the amateur and professional rivalry, the Gentlemen v Players match at Lord’s, regularly reiterated professional superiority, being won by the

  amateurs only seven times in forty-six matches between 1831 and 1865.




  Except that professional cricket was a house growingly divided. After Clarke was succeeded on his death by George Parr, the All-England XI found itself rivalled by defectors and epigones

  competing for the same fixtures. Amateur talent emanating from the public schools reinvigorated both the indolent MCC, which had traditionally abbreviated its season so members could head for the

  moors in August, and the counties, whose controllers craved gentility in the newly industrialised landscape. Above all there loomed the figure of Dr W. G. Grace, who would seek the privileges of

  amateurism and the profits of professionalism, and contrive, such were his gifts, to secure them both. By the late 1850s and early 1860s, as professional cricketers clambered over one another in

  search of new markets, a new technology, the steamship, abruptly placed them within reach. In October 1861, a dozen venturesome professionals led by H. H. Stephenson of the All-England XI and

  Surrey boarded the SS Great Britain, whose screw propulsion and iron hull had halved voyage time to Australia. And in the spirit of newness they first paused in the

  stableyard of the Anglesea Hotel in the Haymarket, put on their creams, blue waistbelts and bow ties, and posed for a photograph.
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        Pioneers on parade: Stephenson’s 1861 Englishmen


      

    


  




  •




  Twenty years since Fox Talbot’s patent of the calotype and Louis Daguerre’s launch of the daguerreotype, photography had been thoroughly popularised – and,

  some felt, utterly debauched. Like cricket, it strained to distinguish amateur from professional. Its amateur pioneers had been a tight circle of gentleman scientists, antiquarians and artists, who

  debated photographs as well as taking and exchanging them, especially whether it was the purpose of the medium ‘to avoid awkward forms, and to correct the unpicturesque’, or merely to

  capture the ‘beautiful and unconscious pose’. Wet collodion had then brought photography within reach of professionals with rudimentary knowledge, in particular those who specialised in

  cartes de visite, a genre of small images on albumen paper pasted onto cards so stunningly popular that their vogue was called ‘cardomania’. Queen Victoria and

  Prince Albert bestowed their patronage when Roger Fenton founded the Royal Photographic Society in January 1853, and commissioned from him a dozen private works; but their greater royal impact

  would be participating in carte de visite portrait albums that sold in hundreds of thousands, especially after Albert’s death. The versatile Fenton, a barrister with

  sufficient artistic pretentions to train as a painter in Paris, would experience tugs both ways.




  In March 1854, Britain slid into a murky, maladministered war in the Crimea, joining an allied force that besieged Sebastopol. Prime Minister Lord Aberdeen was in turn besieged by the columns of

  the Times correspondent William Howard Russell describing dreadful casualties and indicting incompetent leadership. Whether for profit, public spirit or both, Fenton

  turned on the war his mechanical and chemical eye. It was as yet a blinking eye. His horsedrawn wagon of apparatus and ten-second exposure times were unequal to the action; his collodion dried in

  the heat almost as soon as he spread it on the plate; his Victorian sensibilities precluded his photographing casualties. His 350 usable negatives were thus mainly landscapes and panoramas,

  portraits of commanders and vignettes of soldiers well behind the lines, plus one cameo of a brooding Russell. Yet, seemingly independent and unmediated, these foundational ‘war

  photographs’ were critically acclaimed as ‘actualities’.




  Returning home, Fenton embarked on six frenetic years photographing an astonishing range of subjects: landscapes and lightscapes, still lives and stately homes, archaeological artefacts and

  orientalist tableaux. Striving to be neither dilettante nor hack, he found himself increasingly out of sympathy with his old amateur colleagues, who opposed members having ‘any connexion with

  photography as a commercial speculation’, and out of step with the customs of professionals, whose proliferation had caused the price of photographs to plunge. When the organising committee

  for the 1862 International Exhibition decided to bump photography from its accustomed place among the arts to among the lowlier crafts, otherwise reserved for machinery, tools and instruments,

  Fenton gave up: as Stephenson’s team toured Australia, he was in the process of selling his equipment and portfolio.




  In the meantime, however, Fenton had started something else. During 1857, when he was otherwise busily documenting the Elgin Marbles, cathedrals in Ely, Peterborough, Lincoln and York, and the

  crags, ravines and valleys of North Wales, he paused on 25 July at Islington’s Artillery Ground and took five similar pictures of the Royal Artillery Cricket Club playing Hunsdonbury Cricket

  Club: cricket’s oldest surviving photographs. It’s unclear why Fenton did so when in his whole career he took no more than a handful of photographs of activities that could be called

  recreational. The Artillery Ground, too, was well past its heyday a century earlier; it more closely resembled a village green, rimmed with mature trees. Perhaps, like those painters who had

  incorporated cricket in their landscapes, Fenton regarded the game as straightforwardly scenic; perhaps he simply knew some members of the Royal Artillery XI from the Crimea.




  In any event, Fenton faced similar perplexities to those earlier illustrators: unable to freeze the action with his camera, he had to curtail it by request; unable to ford the boundary, he had

  to make the best of his distance. Some effort was made at simulating action: the batsman stooped over his blade; the fielders faced toward the centre. But the chief activity around this photograph

  would have been Fenton’s: first coating the plate with emulsion in his portable darkroom, hurrying to insert it in the holder, exposing it for five to ten seconds, then hastening to process

  the negative in its silver bath before the emulsion dried, all the while trying not to inhale too much ether vapour from the collodion, and this on a summer’s day to boot. For Fenton, then,

  cricket and the Crimea posed surprisingly similar challenges.




  Nor, it had to be said, was being photographed other than an ordeal, which accounts in some degree for the solemnity of Victorian portraits. ‘Many people have remarked to me that George

  Parr had rather a morose and sullen expression as judged from the portraits seen of him,’ recalled teammate Richard Daft of his All-England XI captain:
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        Black and white green: Cricket’s oldest photograph.


      

    


  




  

    

      

        But I can assure the reader that he had a much pleasanter expression in reality than that which he often assumed when standing to be photographed, especially in those

        portraits taken of him with the rest of the XI, on which occasions the long time it took to arrange our positions, and the length of time we had to remain perfectly motionless, was most

        trying on the nerves . . . The local photographer would generally appear on the scene when we were at breakfast at an hotel, and send the waiter to request an interview with Mr

        Parr to make arrangements for our photos to be taken later in the day.




        ‘Mr Parr, the photographer’s here,’ the waiter would announce.




        ‘What, again!’ George would exclaim with a look of disgust as he would reluctantly leave the table.


      


    


  




  Soon enough it would be an ordeal there was no avoiding, wherever in the world you were.




  •




  There is a regularly published but still remarkable sepia photograph of a stagecoach containing H. H. Stephenson’s Englishmen pulling up in Melbourne’s Bourke Street

  on Christmas Eve 1861. Taken by a local specialist in theatrical cartes de visite, William Davies, it shows the cricketers perched atop the vehicle, purportedly the

  largest in the colony, which seems to be bobbing in a sea of hatted heads. Onlookers seeking better vantages prop on steps, peer out windows, mass around a lamppost, and in one case perch atop a

  sign advertising pantomime at next door’s Theatre Royal; from the facade, broken by Tuscan columns, blare the names CAFE DÉ PARIS and THE

  VESTIBULE.
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        Englishmen abroad: Stephenson’s team arrives.


      

    


  




  In this very first image of English players in Australia, then, are discernible two distinctive characteristics of colonial cricket: giddying public enthusiasm and brash commercialism, for the

  Café and the Vestibule signify the premises of Spiers & Pond, the tour’s sponsor. It could hardly have been further removed from Fenton’s tranquil scene with its sylvan

  fringe, but nor, really, could the Antipodes. Here lay few traditions – in cricket or illustration. Australia’s oldest surviving cricket image dates from 1834, a rough pencil drawing of

  a batsman and bowler from the field book of a surveyor operating north-east of Perth. Among a large collection of local views and streetscapes by John Rae, Sydney’s first town clerk, are

  three 1842 watercolours of cricket on Hyde Park. But with the advent of intercolonial competition in the 1850s, artists had to turn for inspiration to the best-known depiction of the nearest

  English equivalent, Mason’s ‘A Cricket Match’. It became a model for factual depictions such as the coloured lithograph by Joseph Fowles and the watercolour by S. T. Gill of the

  inaugural intercolonial between New South Wales and Victoria on the Domain in January 1857, in which the crowd is foregrounded, the players distant. In further homage to Mason’s print, Fowles

  provided explanatory listings, Gill an outline of the advancing conurbation.




  



  Photography, however, was already well established in Australia, where none were troubled by England’s occupational distinctions: they photographed what they could sell. When Victoria won

  the 1859 intercolonial, the team was captured in collodion by the brothers Freeman, William and James, in front of a painted background of Sydney Harbour. At the intercolonial a year later in

  Melbourne, Barnett Johnstone took the first photographs of an actual Australian cricket match – two of them now residing unassumingly in a box at the State Library of Victoria.

  Johnstone’s first subject was the crowd, lying thick on the slopes surrounding the undeveloped Melbourne Cricket Ground, and moving in some instances too fast for him – the foreground

  is stalked by the ghostly passers-by, the view of the play largely obscured by trees. His second subject was the players, who stood still for roughly a minute, through which the crowd excitedly

  cheered, enjoyment enhanced by New South Wales being nine for 26 chasing 111 in the fourth innings. Johnstone’s self-deprecating annotation suggests he was lucky to obtain any image, thanks

  to the hot northerly wind blowing: ‘The governor of the colony [Sir Henry Barkley] was present in his Box in the Stand, and the game was stayed in situ for the photograph – but the

  Silver Bath not in an amiable mood just then!!!’ Barkley’s shape and gubernatorial regalia can be discerned at dead centre.




  The epoch-making English visit two years later was extensively recorded at the MCG by the prolific government and police photographer Charles Nettleton, and on Sydney’s Domain by Freeman

  Brothers and a Pitt Street rival, Thomas Glaister. An engraving of the Freemans’ 22 cm × 32 cm image published in the Illustrated London News in May 1862 was

  probably the first glimpse of Australian cricket seen abroad; Glaister’s 2.7 m panorama, which was actually six photographs conjoined and reliably reported as ‘the largest photographic

  picture yet produced in the colony’, unfortunately does not survive. Yet in their entwined ambitions, cricket and photography in Australia already made a cheerfully outsized pair.




  •




  A subgenre of the visual documentation of Australian cricket has today more pathos. These are the images of cricket played by Indigenous Australians, which are surprisingly

  profuse, given that this cricket was usually so isolated and temporary, though that, perhaps, is the point – by making a record, by providing ‘proof’, those responsible could

  demonstrate progress, fire enthusiasm.




  Quite what they evince can be ambiguous. John Crossland’s famous 1854 portrait of wistful Nannultera is Australia’s earliest painting of a cricketer. Yet records are too scant for us

  to know whether the star pupil of the Poonidie missionary institution near Port Lincoln actually played the game, or whether he was required to pretend that he did for illustrative purposes. Nearly

  two decades later, the mission’s team was photographed in the field during a game against St Peter’s College, an encounter that Adelaide’s Anglican archbishop Augustus Short

  flourished as proof ‘that the Anglican aristocracy and England and the “noble savage” who ran wild in the Australian woods are linked together in one brotherhood of blood –

  moved by the same passions, desires and affections . . .’ These exchanges, however, were shortly to cease.




  Images were integral to the best known of all Indigenous cricket strivings – the talented team hailing from Victoria’s Western District, whose journey from Edenhope to England made

  them the first Australian cricket tourists, a decade in advance of an official team. The team’s station-owner organisers, William Hayman of Lake Wallace and Thomas Hamilton of Bringalbert,

  substantiated their application for a match with the Melbourne Cricket Club by sending a handsome set of studio photographs of the team members, dignified and resplendent in their whites, taken by

  J. C. A. Kruger of Warrnambool in March 1866. By the time these photographs were used as the basis of a promotional engraving by Samuel Calvert in the Australian News nine

  months later, one of the players, Sugar, had actually died. But he rejoined his comrades one last time around a set of stumps beneath an imagined pennant for the ‘A. C. C.’ – the

  Aboriginal Cricket Club, perhaps.




  Ahead of their Boxing Day fixture, the team sat for a real team photograph, since widely reproduced, encased this time in jackets and waistcoats, white pot hats doffed. To the left stands King

  Cole, leg propped on a chair, elbow resting on a knee, almost parodic of the leisured gent. In the back row stands the coach provided by the club, Tom Wills, left hand at his breast, perhaps a

  touch uncomfortably, for this coming-together is as artificial as it is hopeful. ‘These men are literally and truly the last of their race,’ Hayman prophesied confidently in

  The Australasian, ‘and in a few years the aboriginals [sic] will have ceased to exist in the West Wimmera district.’ The first plan to mount an Aboriginal tour

  of England fell foul of a con man. The second was regarded with deep suspicion by the Central Protection Board. They made their way in England by playing up to the exoticism of a second team

  photograph, taken by Warrnambool’s Patrick Dawson, featuring half the members with bats and balls, the other half with hunting implements: their games were punctuated by displays of athletic

  prowess and tribal skills featuring traditional weapons, some of them left behind at Lord’s and Exeter’s Royal Albert Memorial Museum. Also left behind, in Victoria Park Cemetery, were

  the mortal remains of King Cole, he of the languid stance, after his death from tuberculosis in Guy’s Hospital.
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        Men apart: Aboriginal cricketers at the MCG, 1866.


      

    


  




  Not long after the team’s dissolution, an English naturalist, Henry Nottidge Moseley, was seeking wildlife north-east of Melbourne, near present-day Healesville. Though he could not

  persuade the ‘incorrigibly lazy’ Aborigines to aid him in his quest, he was a fascinated observer of both their cricket prowess and their phrenological endowments, which he undoubtedly

  regarded as linked:




  

    

      

        We found the cricket party in high spirits, shouting with laughter, rows of spectators being seated on logs and chaffing the players with old English sallies: ‘Well

        hit!’ ‘Run it out!’ ‘Butter fingers!’ &c. I was astonished at the extreme prominence of the supraciliary ridges of the men’s foreheads. It was much

        greater in some of the Blacks than I had expected to see it, and looks far more marked in the recent state than in the skull. It is the striking feature of the face. The men were all dressed

        as Europeans; they knew all about Mr W. G. Grace and the All-England XI.


      


    


  




  Moseley had encountered one of the most remarkable of all Aboriginal settlements, Coranderrk, created in June 1863 after leaders of the Kulin met Sir Henry Barkly at a birthday

  levee for Queen Victoria and successfully petitioned for 150 acres (61 hectares) of land around the Yarra’s meeting with Badger Creek. Over the next decade, the station became more or less

  self-sufficient, growing wheat and running livestock, surrounding a school and church with fifteen cottages, and playing sport. By the time Moseley visited, however, their land was attracting

  covetous pastoral eyes, and the classic 1877 image that endures of Coranderrk cricket is an artefact of their response. Fred Kruger, an accomplished photographer from Berlin, was commissioned by

  the Protection Board to document features of daily settlement life, emphasising their European clothing, Christian rectitude and civilised pursuits. That cricket was the only recreation Kruger

  chose to feature says something of its status among both the subjects of the photograph and the intended audience. Much effort has gone into the participants’ poses – the back-leaning

  umpire, the forward-leaning non-striker, the alert fielders, the orderly spectators. Cover point, by contrast, stares at the camera, probably out of curiosity, but almost through it as well, as if

  to make eye contact with posterity.
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        The quivering arm: Aboriginal cricketers at Coranderrk, 1877.


      

    


  




  For all the contrivance, the image retains a disarming intimacy. Kruger has taken advantage of the game’s informality to draw comparatively close; you can imagine events in progress before

  the erection of his tripod and proceeding after his scurrying retreat to the darkroom. The batsman looks like he knows what he’s doing; the bowler seems to be aching to roll his arm over.

  Look closely and you can detect a blur, in all likelihood from the effort of holding his arm out straight for the period of the exposure – it feels like both the strain of the mimetic

  exercise and of photography’s trembling on the brink of motion.




  Eighteen seventy-seven itself was a brink: the year of the inaugural Test match, at the MCG, and of the first game at the Association Ground, later to be renamed the Sydney Cricket Ground. It

  was the year of the first total of 500 and the first seasonal aggregate of 1000 runs in any class of Australian cricket. It was the year in which Dave Gregory’s Australian cricket team

  commenced the lengthy preliminaries to a journey that would take them to England, climaxing in a game that changed cricket history. And it was the year Victor Trumper was born.




  •




  To a greater degree than at any stage in its history, cricket at the time of Trumper’s birth could be condensed to a single figure. Not yet thirty, W. G. Grace was in the

  process of transforming batting from a precarious occupation on surfaces of sometimes lethal unreliability – he had been involved in the 1870 game at Lord’s when a delivery rebounding

  from a pebble on the pitch struck George Summers a mortal blow – into a practice of skill, power and patience. In doing so he was securing for batsmanship a priveleged status. Boosters such

  as Rev. James Pycroft in The Cricket Field (1851) and Thomas Hughes in Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857) had already ascribed the game certain

  moral excellences; as Grace traversed England setting record upon record, he was establishing ‘the batsman’ as the hero of its pageant. Batting contained values with a deep Victorian

  appeal: the authority of the strong; the endurance of the stoic; the defiance of the outnumbered. By identifying with Marylebone, moreover, Grace seized that prestige for the amateur creed. Not a

  public schoolboy, and the graduate of an unglamorous medical school rather than an elite university, Grace was hardly the stuff of which amateurs were usually made. But he was reinforcing a set of

  class relations that would outlast him for generations, whereby batting was perceived as an occupation commensurate with gentlemanliness, bowling a trade in the nature of skilled manual labour.




  In 1877, Grace was at one of multiple peaks in his fifty-year career. He and his brothers had made their native Gloucestershire into a leading county. His renown in this imperial heyday had been

  extended by visits to Canada then Australia. Gluttony was beginning to take its toll on his physique, initially lithe and athletic; yet this growing bulk, along with his luxuriant beard, would

  enhance his visual identity. The spectator arriving at a county ground might struggle to distinguish one distant cricketer from another, but there was no mistaking ursine, hirsute, appealingly

  rustic Grace. That year he became the first cricketer to be sketched by Vanity Fair; his features adorned the first issue of the All-England Cricket and

  Football Journal. Its spread unimpaired by notions of commercial copyright or intellectual property, his image was widely appropriated by advertisers and promotors. In perhaps the most

  famous representation, he filled a pavilion gate, ready to advance, Marylebone colours artfully tinged to correspond with the relevant condiment: ‘Colman’s Mustard Leads the

  Field’.




  That visual identity did not, however, extend to representation of his actual skill. W.G.’s image makers were engaged chiefly by his presence and reputation, reflecting the preferences of

  his journalistic chroniclers, only a handful of whom addressed Grace’s technique in other than plain and rather uninformative terms. Descriptions of Grace went on emphasising his

  monumentality, his assuredness, his steady pervasion of the crease, his avidity for great scores, his zeal for competitive advantage; he was, in other words, interpreted heroically rather than

  aesthetically; now and again, in fact, an admirer confided to posterity that his batting appeared rather cumbersome, power vested in broad shoulders and brute strength. By the time MCC commissioned

  his portrait, Grace was over forty, weighed about 140 kg, and took months to coax into the Chelsea studio of artist Archibald Stuart Wortley, where he stood stiffly, weight anchored on the back

  foot, a cocked left toe and cautiously lifted bat the only accommodations with action, superimposed on a background copied from a painting of a Varsity match.




  Grace is survived by his figures – and astonishing they are, stretched across decades. But cricket’s descriptive grammar, written and pictorial, had as yet no real means of

  distinguishing players on the basis of style. Grace himself was a practical cricketer, who shed little light on his methods. His official biographer later described the painful business of

  extracting his reflections. Asked how he had felt during this innings or what he had thought during that, Grace would reply in puzzlement . . . why, he’d been watching the

  bowling, the fielders, hadn’t he? That left no scope for feeling or thought. Against new and mettlesome opponents especially, one could hardly afford such distraction.




  •




  The eleven Antipodean cricketers who stepped forth in London on 14 May 1878, their capacious canvas ‘caravan’ of equipment marked in whitewash with the legend

  ‘Australian Eleven’, did so in a spirit of pure colonial bravado. Their impresario, journalist John Conway, promoted them as a team ‘thoroughly Australian in character’ of

  ‘the best cricketers in Australia without respect to colony’ under ‘the Australian flag’ – and assembled six New South Welshmen, four Victorians and a solitary

  Tasmanian under a flag fluttering nowhere but in the imagination. They had no backing from any of the fledgling cricket associations of the fissile colonies, who scorned an enterprise so obviously

  commercial, in that the team members were stumping up £50 each to defray expenses then splitting gate takings at the end. They lacked even the backing of Conway’s newspaper,

  The Australasian, which said severely: ‘It cannot be denied that it is nothing more than a speculation which the promotors hope to carry through without a loss and

  possibly with a fair margin of profit.’ But speculation was part of the colonial way of life, of gluts and scarcities, of booms and bigger booms. Conway was selling cricket as others sold

  wool, wheat, copper and gold, and struck lucky. For just a fortnight after arriving, the Australians beat mighty Grace-led Marylebone on a hectic afternoon of 105 runs and thirty-one wickets,

  eleven of these wickets for 20 to their Mephistophelean opening bowler Fred Spofforth, eight for 17 to his henchman Harry Boyle.




  It wasn’t the original Australian sporting triumph. Two years earlier, Ned Trickett had overpowered Englishman James Sadler in the World Sculling Championship on the Thames stroking a boat

  called Young Australia. But he had been a New South Welshman, bound to engender twinges of jealousy in other colonies; in Australian cricket’s first foreign triumph,

  three colonies could claim a share. The effect was magnified by a new miracle of the age, the telegraph, which, as yet succinctly because of its expense, encapsulated events abroad almost as they

  happened. Amazingly, readers of Melbourne’s Argus learned of the rout within a day of its occurring.
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  THE AUSTRALIAN CRICKETERS IN ENGLAND.




  [BY SUBMARINE CABLE.]




  (FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT.)




  LONDON, MAY 27.




  

    

      

        To-day the Australian cricketers played against an eleven of the Marylebone Club on Lord’s ground. There was a large attendance at the match, which excited

        considerable interest. The result of the play was as follows: -




        Marylebone Club, first innings . . . 31




        Marylebone Club, second innings . . . 19




        Total . . . 50




        Australian Eleven, first innings . . . 41




        The Australians in their second innings obtained the requisite number of runs with the loss of one wicket, and therefore won the game by nine wickets. The bowling of the Australians was

        very effective.


      


    


  




  International cricket? Not quite, but it felt like it. ‘Australia is advancing, indeed in sports as in everything else,’ said The World.

  ‘She has beaten the country on the Thames and now she beats England at Lord’s. [my italics] At the present rate we shall soon have nothing left of our boasted

  athletic pre-eminence.’ The response of Vanity Fair was to accord Spofforth the honour of being caricatured by ‘Spy’ that among cricketers had only

  previously been accorded Grace, reinscribing him in an English narrative: Spofforth, it reported reassuringly, was ‘of a good English family’, and ‘like all the better kind of

  Australians . . . not distinguishable from an English gentleman’.
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