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OPENER: STANDARDS TO UPHOLD

In many ways, 20 June 2023 was a typically English summer’s day – mild and mellow, not exactly hot, but not cold either, an occasional hint of blue emerging from behind long spools of silver cloud. The kind of day that would have had club cricketers, up and down the country, trying to decide if the short or the long-sleeved jumper would suit best. Rain had been around that morning – thin rain, English rain, a light persistent drizzle. It had been enough to delay the start of the final day’s play at Edgbaston, in the first Ashes test.

But at just after 6 p.m. that evening – in the darkening light – England were two wickets away from a dramatic victory.

Australia needed fifty-four to win. They had no specialist batsmen left. All their dwindling hopes seemed to rest on captain Pat Cummins – a dangerous customer, in the agricultural style, but who only had two test half-centuries to his name. At the other end was Nathan Lyon, who had never made any. It was England’s game. Their brash declaration on day one – with fewer than four hundred on the board – had been widely criticised as foolish, evidence that their hyper-aggressive ‘Bazball’ philosophy lacked balance and sense. But it looked like it was going to pay off.

Ball by ball, though, the Aussie batsmen chipped away at the total. With the situation so precarious, some presumed they would play it safe and block out for the draw. But defence was not the plan. Cummins clubbed two Joe Root half-volleys over mid-off for six. Lyon nurdled, swung, and rode his luck. One top-edged pull flew out to Ben Stokes at deep square leg – who dived backwards, jabbed at it with one hand, juggled it, and watched it flop to the ground. It was a tough chance – but for someone of Stokes’ superhuman prowess, something of a surprise mistake.

As things went down to the wire, echoes surfaced of the famed finale at the same ground, eighteen years before. On that occasion, England had managed to snaffle victory with two runs to spare. But this time round, they were losing control. The bowling grew more erratic. Even Lyon found some confidence, smiting Stuart Broad for two imperious fours – an improbably elegant off-drive and a lofted thump over mid-wicket. When a thick edge from Cummins oozed down to the third man boundary, it was all over. Lyon was being hoisted by his captain in a triumphant bearhug. England had lost.

The brilliance of the match, though, had deeper implications. The whole thing had been an explosive justification of test cricket’s pre-eminence. At a time of unprecedented paranoia about the speed of cricket – and the need for newer, faster forms of the game – the nerve-shredding finish to the first Ashes test showed that no other format could begin to match such levels of theatre. Social media was immediately awash with exhilarated responses from pundits and players. ‘Test cricket is best cricket,’ affirmed legendary India batsman Virender Sehwag. ‘If this is the cricket we will get this summer, then yes please,’ wrote former England fast bowler Alex Tudor. ‘Kids at school asking for the score every five mins … trust me, test cricket [is] still No.1’.

The English summer of 2023 was developing a special kind of significance, in a reclamation of test cricket as the sport’s untouchable pinnacle. A fortnight later, Ben Stokes was at the crease on the final day of the second test. He had taken England from a hopeless position – 190 for 6, chasing 371 – past three hundred with the kind of innings he had made his signature; a defence-minded initial phase, sprouting into a transcendent atom bomb of attacking batsmanship under the most extreme pressure. A total of nine sixes were hammered into the Lord’s stands. But just as he was beginning to look invincible, and an impossible victory inevitable, he botched a drive high into the air and was caught. England would fall just short – this time by forty-three runs. In a series of tiny margins, with neither side deserving to lose, England had lost again.

The drama of the second test, though, had a very different feel. By this point a miasma of hostility had fallen between the two teams. The match had been electrified by some of the most controversial incidents in Ashes history – incidents that raised fascinating, complicated questions about patriotic loyalty, national character and the so-called ‘spirit of the game’.

The first happened close to the end of day four. Ben Duckett – fifty not out – gave himself some room, Bazball-style, for an audacious lofted flick to third man. But there was extra bounce from hulking all-rounder Cameron Green and the ball found the top edge. It swirled down towards fine leg and the dependable dinner-plate hands of Mitchell Starc – who took the catch comfortably, moving to his left, before skidding along the turf and pumping his fists in triumph.

The umpires, though, were not sure about something. Replays showed that after taking the ball, Starc had slid it along the grass, as if trying to wipe it clean. There was no question that the ball had touched the ground – but had he been in control of his body at the time? After some consultation, the big screen at Lord’s showed the third umpire’s verdict: NOT OUT.

To say the very least, the Australians were not happy.

‘That is the biggest load of rubbish I have ever seen,’ raged Glenn McGrath in the commentary box. ‘If that is not out, then every other catch that has ever been taken should not be out.’ And it was followed by an even more pointed claim. ‘If that’s England taking the catch, that’s out’ … the implication was clear. It was not a fair contest. Corruption was at work.

Starc’s disputed catch had brought acrimonious spice to the fray – but in the end, it turned out to be nothing more than an amuse bouche ahead of one of the most controversial cricketing incidents of the twenty-first century. The next day, as lunch approached, Jonny Bairstow was at the crease alongside Ben Stokes. England were 193 for 5 – on the back foot, still nearly two hundred adrift, but just about in the game. A lot depended on this particular partnership between the last two recognised batsmen.

The final ball of Green’s eighth over was a tired-looking bouncer that Bairstow easily ducked. It would, in truth, have been a forgettable piece of cricket, if it were not for what happened in the moments that followed.

Bairstow looked down at the crease and – in an apparent acknowledgment that the over had ended – marked his ground with the spikes of his boot, before ambling up the pitch. But over had not been called. Carey threw the ball straight at the stumps. The Aussies appealed, and Bairstow was given out.

The boos from the crowd boomed round the ground for the rest of the day. The customary, decorous hum of Lord’s had gone; in its place was a riot of ill-feeling. But the real astonishments happened in the Long Room itself. As the Australians came through for lunch, a mob of members stood waiting. There were boos, jeers, chants of ‘Cheats!’ and ‘Shame on you!’ Usman Khawaja was upset enough to offer a few words back in response; David Warner had to be restrained by some attendants.

‘Do I contradict myself?’ Walt Whitman once wrote. ‘Very well then, I contradict myself. (I am large, I contain multitudes.)’ Well, there was certainly contradiction at Lord’s that day, amid the blazers, jackets and ties. Because what those members were claiming – as they bayed for Australian blood in such unseemly fashion – was the moral high ground.

There was no doubt at all that the stumping of Jonny Bairstow was within the laws of the game. The point of contention was murkier: was such a sneaky move consistent with the ethics of the game? In his book Spirit of Cricket, former England captain Mike Brearley explains, ‘What falls under spirit is harder to pin down than what is prescribed or proscribed by law … Virtue and grace in life raise deeper questions than doing one’s duty. We need clear rules, but we also need to question them. Spirit is broader than simply obeying the letter of the law.’ The laws and the spirit of cricket are connected – but they are not the same. Had Australia contravened the ‘virtue’ and ‘grace’ that should underpin all cricketing action?

Former England opener Geoffrey Boycott certainly thought so. ‘If you want to win at all costs,’ he claimed, ‘then cricket should not be for you. We want people to play hard and fair – but surely there are standards to uphold? When batsmen are not trying to take an advantage then you should not follow the letter of the law.’ Even journalist and presenter Piers Morgan weighed in on the matter, arguing that the stumping – while ‘perfectly within the laws of cricket’ – was ‘also entirely against the spirit of the game’.

The summer was no longer just an advert for test cricket; it was a battleground for cricket’s honour. Perceptions of national character were under scrutiny. Old xenophobic stereotypes wormed their way into the mentality of England fans: ‘Same old Aussies, always cheating!’ had been the words ringing round Lord’s that fateful day. Pat Cummins was unrepentant. Ben Stokes, meanwhile, was tersely aggrieved (‘Would I want to win a game in that manner?’ he said on Test Match Special. ‘The answer for me is “No”’). Amazingly, even Prime Minister Rishi Sunak felt the need to comment. ‘The PM agrees with Ben Stokes,’ explained Sunak’s official spokesperson. ‘He said he simply wouldn’t want to win a game in the manner Australia did.’

The hypocrisy written into the English stance of moral superiority was easy enough to see. The boorish chanting of fans was hardly an example of civilised respect for a visiting team. And the ugly scene in the Lord’s Long Room – ultimately resulting in a member being banned for life – was hardly an example of refined conduct at the home of cricket. England, one might say, was showing itself to be what it always had been – a meeting place of truth and fiction, where lofty ideals of cricketing integrity collide with a much more defective, down-to-earth reality.

In this way, the Jonny Bairstow stumping was just the most recent example of an old English claim, a claim as enduring as it is fanciful – that it is England where cricket really belongs, where its spirit is protected and kept alive. As journalist Jonathan Liew observed,


There is a common thread running through England’s new vibes-based style of cricket and the piqued outrage that has greeted Bairstow’s stumping. Both, ultimately, are grounded in an idea of impunity and presumption: an assertion that England and England alone gets to adjudicate on what is good for the game. We get to say what constitutes entertainment. We get to decide how Test cricket must be saved. And, by extension, we get to judge what is sporting and fair, the norms of behaviour that our opponents will be expected to follow. You can keep your silly rules. We stand for more.



For hundreds of years, in fact, the English have claimed ownership of cricket in such fashion. As an expression of noble conduct – so the argument goes – cricket is also an expression of England.

However outlandish it might be, it is a belief that sits at the heart of the relationship between cricket and the English imagination. No other game has enchanted artists and writers like cricket has and no other game has been so wrapped up in that most treasured and tenuous of dreams, the dream of the precious stone set in the silver sea, the blessed plot of England.

‘There can be no summer in this land,’ wrote Neville Cardus, ‘without cricket.’

It is, perhaps, the most famous line from the most celebrated cricket writer in history. Evidently, it is a grand claim to make – but it is not the only time he argued such a thing. ‘A wonderfully English game is cricket,’ he wrote in 1929, before going further:


The fact is, cricket is more than a game. For one thing, it is part of summer. How many of us have gone home after watching cricket and taken with us no impression more likeable than that we have seen during the day the sun climb up the sky, pause over us for a while in beneficent noon heat, and then descend towards evening while the field turned a softer and softer green?



Cricket, for Cardus, is interwoven with its surroundings – so much so that it becomes indistinguishable from the colour and light of the day itself, the warmth and movement of the sun. Cricket does not just happen on a summer’s day: it is a summer’s day.

For all its lyricism, this is a view open to critique, even to ridicule. Is it not, in fact, a sanitised picture – a dishonest fantasy, detached from the reality of English life? Maybe so. But Cardus was far from alone in harbouring a belief that there is an essential quality to cricket in England.

According to his son Tom, J. B. Priestley ‘thought cricket was a part of England and part of English character. Losing it would have diminished England somehow.’ Poet and novelist Edmund Blunden wrote of ‘cricket, that ever changeful, changeless game which some even among the English view as the prime English eccentricity’. John Major claimed, ‘Cricket is an English invention – an export as potent as the English language itself.’ Michael Henderson, in his elegiac lament That Will Be England Gone, wrote, ‘An English landscape without cricket on the green between April and September is inconceivable.’

The persistence of such claims show that something is at work: a dense web of associations, links and memories. Throughout the ages, the aesthetics of cricket have been as vital to the English landscape as the hills and meadows immortalised in the art of Gainsborough, Constable and Turner. The game has inspired a library of literature so vast it dwarfs that of any other sport; according to historian Benny Green, ‘It is almost as though the game itself would not exist at all until written about.’ Cricket, in other words, has flourished not just in history, but in the fires of the imagination. In every direction – visual art, poetry, fiction, drama, film, television, photography and music – it has played a part in the story of English creative endeavour.

This is a book about cricket and the art it has inspired; but it is also a book about England – about the disorderly workings of the English imagination, its visions and ideals as well as its vexed relationship with the blunt reality of life.

And for models of English spirit, there is no better place to start than with two icons of English cricketing greatness. In many ways, they can be thought of as parallel figures in cricket history – a hundred years apart, but nevertheless somehow linked, heroes of the English cultural imagination who were often seen not so much as real people than as transcendent stars of myth and fable.




I

ICONS

Lord’s. June 1984.

For Ian Botham, the media scandals had been punishing. The recent tour to New Zealand had been blighted by allegations of louche behaviour. One story claimed that Botham, along with Allan Lamb, had holed himself up in a hotel room with girls and bags of cocaine. Another alleged that Botham and others had been smoking pot in the middle of a test match, stuffing towels at the bottom of their hotel doors to contain the fumes. Tales abounded of players boozing in bars until the early hours; debauched parties had been reported with Elton John and his entourage. It was to go down in history as the sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll tour.

No one, not even Botham, could remain unaffected by such trials. Many observers felt that, at the age of twenty-eight, his best days were already past. But amidst the chaos, a gift for inspiration remained.

It was the second test of the summer, against a formidable West Indies side that had not lost a test match for over two and a half years. And against a line-up stuffed with legends, Botham produced something sensational – a virtuoso display of swing and seam bowling, burning his way through the opposition more or less on his own. He took all the first six wickets, and eight in total. It was vintage stuff, Botham moving the ball both ways in the air and off the seam at will, a conjurer of confusion and surrender.

He seemed able, somehow, to conduct the script entirely to his liking, magically manipulating events like a cricketing Merlin or Prospero. One minute he was charging in mightily with the ball; the next he was blowing kisses to the Lord’s crowd. Even his great friend Viv Richards succumbed to the spell – Botham smilingly goading him after a bouncer skimmed his cap, before trapping him l.b.w. Everything, including Botham’s bad balls, seemed fated for success: a tame leg-side long hop was top-edged by Jeffrey Dujon straight to mid-wicket. It was a reminder of something special and precious about the man – something numinous, a rare instinct for miracles …

… Lord’s. July 1867.

W. G. Grace, just nineteen years old, had already been tagged as the finest player in England. The previous summer, he had averaged over fifty with the bat – including an innings of 224 not out, the highest first-class score for nearly half a century – as well as taking thirty-one wickets at an average of fourteen.

But this had been a tough season, to say the least. Throughout May and June, he had been laid up with an ankle injury before suffering a bout of scarlet fever. His batting had been badly compromised. But in the ‘Gentlemen v. Players’ fixture, he produced some brilliance with the ball – taking eight wickets for twenty-five runs in the second innings. His teammate Alfred Lubbock marvelled at the feat – wondering how Grace’s deliveries, while ‘never above what might be called a modest medium pace’, were so destructive. Grace’s bowling, he noted, seemed to ‘puzzle them entirely’. It was as if there was something else about the man, some kind of inexplicable magic – perhaps even something numinous, a rare instinct for miracles …




1

‘THERE HAS NEVER BEEN THE EQUAL’: IMAGES OF W. G.

[image: ]
The gaze is intense, searching. Fires of white light burn in the heart of the eyes. The beard, of course, is magnificent, a vast expanse of chocolate brown that sits somewhere between unruly and coiffured – the edges wild, but the moustache and sideburns carefully shaped and oiled. The body is nothing but a giant sea of white, giving the impression not just of physical size, but of otherworldliness, as if this particular individual is something beyond the human. On the top of the head, the cap flaunts the familiar egg-and-bacon stripes of the MCC.

The painting of Victorian England’s most famous man, by Archibald Stuart-Wortley, was made between 1885 and 1905 and hangs in the National Portrait Gallery. It is far from the only image of W. G. Grace that emphasises his larger-than-life qualities. In 1877, the following picture appeared in Vanity Fair:

[image: ]
It is signed by ‘Spy’ – the nom de plume of Sir Leslie Ward, who worked for the magazine for over thirty years. The image is a hybrid mix of orthodox portrait and caricature. Grace gazes at the viewer, face fixed in a confident grin. He is padded up, gloves in his hands – ready to go out to bat. But the torso is oversized, the arms bloated with bulging muscle – affording him the look more of a strongman or a bodybuilder than a cricketer. The padded legs look pencil-thin beneath the heft of brawn.

Even more dramatically, in a famous sketch of 1895, Max Beerbohm presents Grace as a towering giant:

[image: ]
It is certainly true that, by this time, Grace was a hefty physical specimen, not far off twenty stone. But Beerbohm’s sketch puts less emphasis on flab and more on muscle, giving Grace massive forearms and thick biceps that appear to be on the verge of bursting through the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt. Once again, everything here is designed to suggest something superhuman. The feet are enormous. The torso is an engorged globe, the face veiled beneath a rich jungle of beard. In one hulking hand, he grips a bat between his fingers as if it were a teaspoon or a toothpick.

In the top corner of the image, the text reads ‘Portrait of dear old W.G. – to the left is the Grand Stand, to the right, the funeral of one of his patients.’ The twin undertakings of his life, cricket and medicine, are thus presented, though the depiction of a patient’s funeral hints at which lay closer to his heart. In his right hand, he grips a cheque – a nod towards a thirst for money-making for which he had become notorious. It bears the name of Edward Lawson, editor of the Daily Telegraph, who in 1895 organised a trio of testimonials for W. G. to celebrate him scoring a thousand runs in May. The fund brought Grace a cool ten thousand pounds – in today’s money, about £800,000.

Images such as these reveal how Grace was seen not simply as a cricketer, but as a transcendent being – an English cricketing god. And it must be said that the facts of his career make this a pretty understandable conclusion.

His achievements were astonishing. In an era of lethal wickets – when bowlers ruled, batting was perilous and big totals were rare – Grace redefined what was possible. When he reached his fiftieth first-class century, in 1875, only 109 other centuries had been made in the entire history of first-class cricket. He had made over 30 per cent of the total number; the tally of the next thirteen top centurions was needed in order to equal him. In the middle of one of his greatest summers, that of 1876, he made 344 (a first-class record), 177 and 318 not out in three consecutive innings – a total of 839 runs at an average of 419.5. He finished that season with over 2,500 runs, at an average of 62 – twice the runs and twice the average of any other player.

He was not only prolific – he was a visionary. Grace spectacularly transformed the art of batting, introducing undreamt of sophistication and range. Before him, players developed restricted techniques to suit their strengths. There would be ‘back players’ or those who batted in the ‘forward style’. Grace cast all this into the fire. He would play forward or back as it suited him, with equal comfort and skill. He would attack or defend, depending on the circumstances or the state of the pitch. He could advance down the wicket and belt the ball out of the ground – or he could block vigilantly, surviving on pitches where the ball might fly at your head or at your toes within the same over. A famous story tells of the Lord’s crowd rising to their feet in order to applaud his masterful blocking of four ‘shooters’ in a row. ‘W. G. discovered batting,’ wrote K.S. Ranjitsinhji, one of the greatest batsmen of the generation that followed. ‘He turned its many narrow straight channels into one great winding river … Those who follow may or may not get within measurable distance of him, but it was he who pioneered and made the road.’

And that is just his batting, the aspect that gets the most attention. He also took nearly three thousand wickets, at an average of less than eighteen. On a total of ten occasions, he took over a hundred wickets in a season. No other cricketer in history, besides Donald Bradman, has gone so dramatically beyond the achievements of his rivals. Grace was not just the world’s best cricketer; he was a miracle, who had somehow made the impossible real.

Victorian writing on Grace invariably seeks to capture this mythical quality about him. In 1872, R. A. Fitzgerald captained a pioneering MCC tour of North America; the following year, he wrote a memoir about the trip called Wickets in the West: Or, the Twelve in America. The touring party included some fine cricketers, such as A. N. Hornby, Lord Harris and Arthur Appleby, but there was no doubt that Grace was the star of the show. Fitzgerald characterises him as a kind of omnipotent folk hero, capable of godlike feats. At the end of their torrid transatlantic voyage, the author casts himself in the third person, struggling his way into a sleep that is peppered with Gracean dreams: ‘The Captain was the last to sleep, as he revolved in his mind the various chances of the game, but he fell asleep at last like his less thoughtful comrades; and dreamed that W. G. was not out, 1,000, he couldn’t tell where, but he awoke refreshed.’

Fitzgerald refers to Grace via a range of monikers – ‘The Mammoth’, ‘Gilbert the Great’ – to stress his superhero status. Without the star quality of Grace, the North American tour may well have not happened at all. It was, after all, Grace that people came to see. Many turned up purely to witness the genius at work:


It is admitted by the oldest admirers of the game that for patience and judgment, for strength of play, and precision of placing the ball, there has never been the equal of Mr W. G. Grace. He has arisen as a phenomenon in the game. Against all bowling, and on all grounds, he has left his mark. All who are acquainted with our metropolitan grounds cannot have failed to notice the anxiety of the public on its arrival on the ground to ascertain which side had won the toss. On learning that Mr. Grace’s side is going to the wicket, the public to a man remain; should it be otherwise, a large majority apply for their ‘pass’, and return some hours later on the chance of seeing the ‘Leviathan’.



Here was Grace, cricketer as leviathan, a mythological being brought to life. Watching him was like being given the chance to watch Achilles or Heracles, a figure from the realm of the imagination who had somehow entered into the world of men.

Unsurprisingly, Grace became a hero to boys across the land. The Boy’s Own Paper of 1880 delivered an affectionate profile that highlighted his achievements. ‘England has no more popular game than cricket,’ it begins, ‘and cricket has had no greater exponent than William Gilbert Grace. For the last seventeen years his position in the cricket world has been unique … few bowlers have surpassed him, few fields have equalled him, no batsman has approached him.’ And then, with a familiar touch: ‘He is the very leviathan of scoring.’

But the profile goes on to stress other things – an integrity and a strength of character – that existed as an example to all. ‘Let all our readers remember that if a thing is worth doing it is worth doing well; in work or in play earnestness is never wasted. The secret of Dr Grace’s excellence has been his thoroughness.’ Former cricketer and Whig politician, Lord Charles Russell, is then quoted: ‘Looking at Mr Grace’s playing, I have never been able to tell whether that gentleman is playing a winning or losing game … just as he plays one ball so he plays the game; he is heart and soul in it.’ Grace, in other words, was not just a great cricketer – he was a living embodiment of Victorian English virtue. Hard-working, dedicated and motivated by noble instincts, he was a moral as well as a sporting paragon.

It has now been amply documented that this romanticised view of Grace is some distance from the truth. The statistical transcendence of his career is undeniable; the numbers speak for themselves. But other elements of the man sit less well with the caricatured superman image. Even his imposing physical size, so suggestive of hypermasculine power, does not quite tell the whole story. As his biographer Simon Rae noted, ‘For so large and so obviously virile a man,’ his voice ‘was remarkably high-pitched.’ It was the source of self-consciousness and some embarrassment for the great man. On one occasion, he had a proposal of marriage rejected ‘because of his high, squeaky voice’.

Beneath the simplified vision of Grace as folk hero lies a much more complex story, one that is tangled up with the intricacies of Victorian England’s class struggles. Notoriously, he operated as an amateur whilst happily pocketing fees dwarfing those of any professional. It was a hypocrisy lampooned by illustrator Alfred Bryan, in an 1883 edition of the Entr’acte theatrical review:

[image: ]
Surrey and England batsman Bobby Abel makes a plea on behalf of his fellow professionals: ‘Look here, we players intend to be sufficiently paid, as well as the so-called gentlemen!’ In real life, Abel was a diminutive figure – just five feet four inches – but here he is absurdly tiny, a mere child or cricketing homunculus. The half-closed eyes may allude to his dodgy eyesight, which prematurely ended his international career; but it looks more like he is wincing, unable to look directly at the chilling figure of Grace looming above him. W. G., like the Colossus of Rhodes, stands with hands in his pockets, supremely unconcerned as he frowns down at his foe. The comical David and Goliath mismatch makes the balance of power perfectly clear.

A doctor, and the son of a doctor, Grace’s middle-class West Country origins were an iffy fit for the aristocratic clique of the MCC. But once he was made a member in 1869 – on the strength of his already formidable reputation, at the age of twenty – he remained the club’s loyal servant. In fact, his relationship to the professionals he played against and alongside was often fractious. And nowhere was this more apparent than on the inaugural 1873 tour of English players to Australia.

The three-month trip was beset with problems. Travelling conditions were grim, and the Australian pitches often unplayable (Grace later recalled in disbelief how, on a Stawell pitch recently converted from a ploughed field, one ball jammed in the dust and never made it to the batsman). But most striking of all was the ill-feeling that developed between the England party and their Australian hosts. The team was greeted with excited cheers and large crowds upon their arrival in Melbourne; but the positivity did not last.

In particular, the Australian public were shocked by some of the snobbery they witnessed. A light was suddenly cast on England’s class divides – and it uncovered some ugly truths. ‘In the colonies,’ ran a column in the Sydney Mail, ‘I have always been led to believe that the cricket-field levels all social distinctions, but in England … a line is drawn between gentlemen and professionals, and in many cases the latter are made to feel their social position somewhat acutely.’ Another columnist was more withering:


The gentlemen cricketers … trading on the professional cricketers of the team and endeavouring to secure for their genteel selves as much of the three thousand five hundred pounds of colonial money as they can … They will not even lodge at the same hotel with them! … The consequence of all this is what might be expected – insubordination in the ranks, a divided team, and humiliating defeats. We were not prepared to find such wretched specimens of snobbery as these amongst British gentlemen cricketers.



The writer concluded by denouncing ‘the vulgar pretentious species of gentility set up as the Grace standard’. So-called ‘Victorian English values’ were nothing more than a sham – a veil for nastiness and arrogance. Before the tour, Grace had claimed that his team would have a duty ‘to uphold the high character of English cricketers’. Instead – as both captain and their greatest player – Grace was being pinned as the figurehead of English hypocrisy, an incarnation of Perfidious Albion.

And there were even darker accusations in the mix. Rumours circulated that the English team were throwing games in a ploy coordinated by Grace himself. The Sydney Mail avowed that ‘the play of Grace and his team is looked upon with the utmost distrust, and even when they score an easy victory the public think they have all the more reason for saying that previous performances, where they were less fortunate, were not fair and above board’.

Grace had arrived on Australian soil as an idol and a legend. But by the tour’s end, things had turned sour in astonishing fashion. He was now pilloried as a puppet-master of sleaze and trickery. ‘Instead of his brilliant and skilful play being remembered with profit and pleasure,’ explained the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘his name will become a synonym for mean cunning and systematic fraud.’

Such stories as these give Grace the great Victorian an awkward, double-edged quality. Heroic feats and underhand tactics sit alongside each other, in a doubtful mixture of light and dark. In Beyond a Boundary, C. L. R. James explored the way in which, in Grace, honour and skulduggery coexisted:


It would be idle to discount the reputation he gained for trying to diddle umpires, and even on occasions disputing with them. He is credited with inducing a batsman to look up at the sun to see a fictitious flight of birds and then calling on the bowler to send down a fast one while the victim’s eyes were still hazy. Yet I think there is evidence to show that his face would have become grave and he would have pulled at his beard if a wicket turned out to be prepared in a way that was unfair to his opponents.



There were also, of course, occasions when the gamesmanship of Grace backfired. None is more famous than the moment when, in the 1882 test match at the Oval, Australian batsman Sam Jones wandered down the wicket to pad some divots, thinking the ball was dead. To the horror of the Australians, Grace whipped off the bails and ran him out. The echoes of the Jonny Bairstow stumping incident of 2023 are hard to ignore – but on this occasion, it was the great icon of English cricket visibly failing to uphold the spirit of the game. ‘In strict cricket no doubt Jones was out,’ reflected Australian batsman Thomas Horan, before adding, ‘I do not think it redounds much to any man’s credit to endeavour to win a match by resorting to what might not inaptly be termed “sharp practice”.’

What followed now sits at the summit of cricketing legend. An enraged Spofforth steamed in to take 7 for 44, winning the match for Australia by seven runs and motivating a journalist at the Sporting Times to create a nugget of immortal satire involving the cremated body of English cricket. As Grace’s biographer Richard Tomlinson notes, ‘Grace’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.’

The attributes of Grace the man might for ever remain the source of conflicting views – but the revolutionary brilliance of his batting can never be disputed. And it is as a batsman that he is appears in the most famous of all Gracean portraits. In 1890, Archibald Stuart-Wortley depicted him poised at the crease:

[image: ]
For all its fame, though, it is a surprisingly wooden image. Grace looks stiff, even bored. ‘At first glance,’ laments Tomlinson, ‘he looks in danger of toppling backwards on to the stumps.’ Grace had been reluctant to sacrifice much of his time for the project. The fact that he was having to pose contributed to his awkward, leaden stance. And it has to be said, too, that his substantial physical bulk, by this point in his life, gave him a rather unathletic air.

The dynamic nature of Grace’s technique comes more vividly to life in portraits that show him in the act of mid-match batting. A memorable example is S. T. Dadd’s sketch of Grace playing against Australia at Lord’s in 1896:

[image: ]
It is true that there is an element of the idealised here – what we might, in modern times, call airbrushing; Grace’s unfeasibly slender frame implies that Dadd was less interested in accuracy than in recalling an earlier phase of his career. Nevertheless, it is a portrait of technical batting excellence that transcends changes in technique across the ages and could easily be taken from a much more contemporary coaching manual; the great man watchfully plays a forward defensive with the flawless orthodoxy of a Geoffrey Boycott, Rahul Dravid or Virat Kohli.

Only a single, brief film of Grace’s batting survives. It was made in 1901; by this time, he was in his fifties and well past his best. The footage shows him practising in the nets. As he waits for each ball, his front foot is cocked, toes in the air; a hint of this technical quirk is visible in Stuart-Wortley’s painting. But as the ball approaches, his lifts the bat with a wiggle, and his body comes alive; he is seen playing a front-foot drive, then a back-foot push through the covers, then a flick to mid-wicket. The stroke play all looks rather casual – oddly so, as if he is not paying full attention and not worried about where the ball might go. It is hard, though, to come to any firm conclusions. The images are bleached and blurry; the unfamiliar frame rate makes the movements seem warped and alien.

But it does not matter. These few hazy seconds of an ageing W. G. are just as compelling as any cricket that has ever been captured on film. It is a tantalising window into a lost age; a momentary glimpse of a mercurial genius who still, to this day, might well be the greatest English cricketer of all.
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