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Lord’s
17 June 1966

‘Shove over,’ he told them.
Dutifully, his team-mates shuffled along the bench to make room 

for him. They did so, unhesitatingly, unthinkingly, for two reasons. 
Tom Graveney, at 39 years of age, was the senior player in the team. 
And he was next in to bat.

The dressing room at Lord’s is spacious and well appointed – 
‘unlike a few others I could mention’, he thought grimly – but by 
contrast the balcony is small and does not permit all 11 players at 
the same time to sit out there and watch the cricket. That is, if they 
want to. Graveney had a habit of not watching proceedings until he 
was next in and then he would go out and sit on the end – always 
one of the ends – of the bench until it was time for him to enter the 
fray.

He was superstitious, in common with many cricketers, a man of 
unyielding habit and routine, and as he was batting at number three, 
he went straight out, once he had put on his pads, to watch the first 
ball of England’s innings. He was pleased to be at three. Your best 
batsman usually occupies that berth and he was sure that he was 
England’s best batsman. He was in the form of his life and he was 
confident that three was where he should be.

In the past, during his long and chequered career at international 
level, he had never been entirely convinced that the selectors and 
the captain were wholly persuaded by his value to the team, despite 
his weight of runs, so he had been shifted up and down the batting 
order, as if no one quite knew where to put him.
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Once, in New Zealand, Hutton had told him, right out of the 
blue, ‘Come on, Tom, you’re opening with me.’ He hated opening. 
But what could you do, he reasoned at the time – you do what your 
captain tells you. Today, however, he was at three and that suited 
him fine. He felt grateful to Colin Cowdrey, who had just been made 
captain, for this gesture of confidence.

He sat down at the end of the bench, balanced his bat carefully 
against the wrought iron railing, checking that his chewing gum was 
exactly where it should be; stuck on to the splice at the back of the 
bat.

The first over of an innings is always a tense affair, especially 
for those watching on the team balcony. Even those who could 
not squeeze on to the balcony were peering anxiously through the 
windows. The one or two who were deliberately not watching had 
their ears pinned back. A shouted appeal and a roar from the crowd 
usually meant bad news; what everyone wanted was a nice, quiet, 
uneventful over.

There was perhaps a touch more anxiety and anticipation than 
usual. Everyone remembered what the West Indian fast bowlers 
had done to England the last time they were here in 1963. Four of 
this England team – Barrington, Cowdrey, Parks and Titmus – had 
been playing in that famous Test. Wes Hall had broken the arm of 
Cowdrey, who came to the wicket for the last over of the game, arm 
in plaster, with all four results still possible.

So, let’s see if Hall and Griffith are as fearsomely quick as they were 
three years ago. Hello! Garry’s taking the first over from this end. That’s 
a bit of a surprise. Since the last time the West Indies were in England, 
Sobers’s new-ball bowling had increased in effectiveness; he was 
now the genuine article as an all-rounder. So, perhaps it was not so 
much of a surprise to see him marking out his run. 

‘Let’s hope he bowls lots and lots of overs,’ said Tom, to no one in 
particular. 

‘Why’s that, Tom?’
‘Then he’ll be too tired to bat.’
‘Don’t you believe it.’
‘Well, at least we wouldn’t see him until lower down the order.’
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Conversation lapsed as they watched the first over, negotiated 
without alarm. Now it was Hall from the Nursery End. Had he lost 
pace over the past year or so, they wondered. The first few balls 
settled the matter. No, it seemed he was as quick as ever, careering 
in like a runaway train off that long run of his, all flailing arms and 
wicked intent.

Graveney’s mind flitted back to another Test match at this same 
ground, against the Australians in 1953. He was batting with Len 
Hutton. As it happened, he bowed to no one in his admiration for 
Hutton as a batsman, ‘a great player’ he would say, ‘even after the 
war, with one arm shorter than the other’. But on this occasion, he 
felt that he played every bit as well as Hutton.

Together, the two of them had put the Australian attack – 
Lindwall, miller, Johnston, Davidson, Benaud – to the sword, in 
an exhibition of batsmanship that Wisden described as ‘glorious to 
behold’. Even now, Graveney savoured the memory. At the close of 
play they strode off, masters of the situation, Hutton unbeaten on 83 
and Graveney on 78. The next morning, ‘Len being Len, he told me I 
mustn’t get out and that we should build up a big lead.’

upon resumption, Lindwall immediately bowled Graveney. 
‘Len rarely showed his emotions but I knew he was furious,’ Tom 
repeatedly recounted afterwards. ‘But I tell you it was the best ball I 
ever received, a fast in-swinging yorker. I jabbed down on it and hit 
it quite hard actually, but it squeezed in underneath and castled me.’ 
Later, Lindwall confirmed that he had never bowled a better delivery.

Tom smiled to himself. ‘That was 15 years ago! Then, I was playing 
with Hutton. Now it’s Boycott out there. I’ve straddled two generations. 
Two generations? It feels like two centuries.’

He took a deep breath. He was nervous, he didn’t mind admitting. 
All batsmen are nervous before they go into bat, he knew that as 
well as anyone, but this was different. After a three-year gap, during 
which England had played 37 Test matches, he had been recalled to 
the side.

The news had come like a bolt from the blue. After a disappointing 
Ashes tour to Australia in 1962/63, he had been dropped. He 
believed that his international career was at an end. At his age, he 
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was unlikely to earn a reprieve. He had long since given up any hope 
of it and had instead concentrated on scoring runs – lots of them – 
for Worcestershire.

The irony was that he felt that, in spite of the fact that he was in his 
late 30s, he was batting better than ever. This Indian summer of form 
he could ascribe to nothing other than a conviction, at last, of his 
being valued in the team as the number one batsman, someone upon 
whom everybody else relied. He preferred to have this responsibility 
thrust upon him; it gave him a sense of his own worth and he enjoyed 
having to rise to the challenge. Hitherto, he had never felt totally 
trusted by a succession of England captains, from Hutton down to 
Dexter. Now he had the opportunity, albeit a little late in his career, 
to put that right and he had jolly well better not squander the chance.

He took a deep breath. Come on, have confidence in yourself. You 
love this ground, you’ve played here often enough and scored runs. You 
normally do well against the West Indies. What about that 258 you scored 
against them at Trent Bridge in 1957? No need for nerves. Not now, of all 
days. It was your birthday yesterday. Take that as a good omen.

The trouble with waiting to go into bat, unlike a trip to the dentist, 
is that you never know when the precise moment will come when 
you are called. It could be in the next few seconds; it could be hours. 
I could be up here all afternoon and evening. And I probably will be, if 
Boycott has his way. He likes to ‘book in for bed and breakfast’, as he 
never tires of saying. Tom rather hoped that would not be the case and 
that he would be batting sooner rather than later. Not that he wanted 
a wicket to fall.

He didn’t have long to wait. With only eight runs on the board, a 
great shout went up from Wes Hall and the rest of the West Indian 
fielders, milburn was the batsman and the umpire’s finger went up. 
Immediately, Graveney was on his feet, picking up his bat, popping 
the chewing gum into his mouth and putting on his gloves.

As he made his way across the dressing room floor to the 
door, he donned his blue England cap, vaguely aware of muttered 
expressions of good luck from his team-mates as he exited the room. 
most people associate cricketers coming downstairs with the clatter 
of studded boots on concrete. But Lord’s is different. There is an 
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almost funereal hush as the footsteps are muffled by carpet and 
rubber underlay. usually, at the bottom of the stairs, Tom would 
have turned right into the Long room. For Test matches, however, 
the England team occupied the home dressing room, normally the 
domain of middlesex, and it was on the other staircase. He turned 
left, quickening his stride. He wanted to get out there as quickly as 
possible. 

The Long room was jam-packed, as it usually was for Test 
matches. On this occasion, the members were all on their feet, 
cheering loudly. Tom had never heard that before and was for a 
moment nonplussed. Why are they making such a din? It then dawned 
on him that they were cheering him. Embarrassed, he put his head 
down and stepped through the throng, which dutifully parted to 
make way for him, applauding and acclaiming him all the while. 
What’s going on? MCC members just don’t do this. At best, it’s just a 
smattering of polite clapping.

He strode through the open French windows and down the steps 
and became aware that the whole pavilion, members in their blazers 
and egg and bacon ties, were on their feet, clapping and cheering. 
The attendant at the bottom of the steps was standing back, holding 
the gate ajar as Tom walked through, a ridiculous grin splitting his 
face. 

Like all cricketers who play at Lord’s, Tom experienced that 
familiar frisson of pleasure and anticipation as he set foot on the 
grass, no longer taken aback by the pronounced slope, left to right, 
of the outfield, as he was on his first outing on this ground, way back 
in 1949.

He was aware that every single spectator in the ground on that 
Friday afternoon was on their feet, applauding his every step to the 
middle. My God, what a reception! And I haven’t even scored a run yet. 
He gulped, trying to get rid of that lump in his throat. England were 
8/1 and he needed to concentrate. He touched and tugged at his cap, 
familiar gestures to Graveney watchers.

As he took guard, he was aware of Seymour Nurse racing from 
slip to have a word with Wes Hall, the bowler. It was a long sprint. 
Hall started his run-up from the boundary’s edge, it seemed. It often 
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looked as if he was pushing off from the sightscreen. I know what 
you’re saying to him, Seymour. You’re telling him I’m a front-foot player 
and that he should test me with a short one. As if Wes doesn’t know that 
by now! Right then, let’s get straightaway on to the back foot.

It is always a gamble to second-guess a bowler’s intention but sure 
enough, Tom was correct in his prediction. First ball, Hall sent down 
a rapid bouncer and Tom was ready for it, swaying out of the way.

At the end of the over, the two batsmen sauntered down the 
wicket, with every appearance of studied nonchalance, to exchange 
a few words.

‘Flippin’ ’eck!’ said Boycott, tapping down a few imaginary divots 
with the heel of his bat. ‘That were a helluva reception you got there, 
Tom. What’s oop, your birthday or summat?’

‘No. But it’s bloody terrifying, Geoffrey.’
‘Good look.’
‘Don’t worry, I will.’
Boycott shook his head and wandered off, once again enveloped in 

his cocoon of single-minded concentration. Then Tom realised that 
he might have misunderstood his Yorkshire partner. I think probably 
he said ‘good luck’.

For the first few overs or so, Tom played well within himself. He 
was seeing the ball well enough but he was being cautious. Then he 
leant in to a couple of drives, which found the middle of the bat, the 
ball streaking across the outfield most satisfactorily for four, and he 
was away. His feet were moving well and he seemed to be timing the 
ball nicely. All initial nerves melted away and he believed that he was 
set for a big score, provided he didn’t do anything stupid.

Jim Parks, England’s wicketkeeper, remembers the innings very 
well. ‘I was at the other end for a while. Tom was such an elegant 
batsman. He seemed to have so much time to play the ball. He made 
it look effortless and easy. And the West Indies had the best attack in 
the world, don’t forget. He was like Colin Cowdrey – he didn’t have 
to smash the ball to the boundary, he just eased it off the face of the 
bat with enough timing for it to reach the boundary without hitting 
the boards and bouncing halfway back to the wicket. And this was 
his first Test back after a break of three years. Amazing!’
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Tom lost his partner Boycott for 60 just before the close of play, 
with the score at 123, but there were no further setbacks before 
the umpires removed the bails. He was batting so well that he was 
a little sad that he couldn’t continue but he was happy enough with 
his 65 not out as he walked off. The ovation that he received from 
the crowd was every bit as warm as his reception when he came out. 
This time, he raised his bat to acknowledge the applause and hurried 
up the pavilion steps to seek the sanctuary of the dressing room. At 
least I’ve done myself justice and not let the supporters down.

Later, soaking his tired muscles in a hot bath, he allowed himself a 
sigh of deep satisfaction. He was in good form and he had managed 
to transfer that feeling of confidence to the grand stage, which was 
an immense relief. He had also wrested the initiative away from his 
opponents and he knew only too well how that West Indian attack 
could rip apart an innings once they got within sniffing distance of an 
opening. He and Boycott had slammed shut that opening. Hopefully, 
we can consolidate tomorrow and build up a significant lead. And I want 
a hundred, I really do. 

But most of all, he was thankful once again to be in the 
international arena, where he felt he belonged.

He reached for his towel. Yes, it’s good to be back.

Lord’s
19 June 1969

‘morning, Tom.’
‘Good morning, sir. How are you?’
‘Fine, thank you. Good luck today.’
He knows why I’m here, thought Tom Graveney, as he walked 

through the Grace Gates. Tom had always got on with the gatemen at 
Lord’s and had never been refused admission, which is almost a rite 
of passage for cricketers, of whatever country or team. They always 
seem to recognise me. He might have added had he thought about 
it that gatemen the length and breadth of the country recognised 
Tom Graveney. He was that sort of man, always prepared to share a 
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cheery word with even the most humble of staff members. Doormen, 
barmen, waitresses, stewards, groundsmen, paper sellers, dressing 
room attendants… You would be hard pressed to find anyone who 
worked at a cricket ground who had a bad word to say about him. A 
man of the people, you might say.

But not of mCC, it seemed. The gateman knew, the doorman at 
the entrance to the pavilion, he knew too, judging by the look on his 
face, the steward who escorted him upstairs, he knew too – ‘everyone 
bloody knows why I’m here,’ thought Tom, bitterly.

In the lavatory – It’s funny that I didn’t know where it was, seeing 
that I’ve played here countless times – he checked his tie in the mirror, 
trying to stem a rising tide of panic as he contemplated what was 
ahead of him. Lindwall and Miller – I could cope with them. Heine and 
Adcock too. Hall and Griffith. They held no terrors. But committees, 
legal people, MCC bigwigs, all articulate and slippery, well, that’s not 
my cup of tea. I prefer to play the game, when your opponent is visible 
and in front of you, not all this political stuff, when you don’t know who 
is your enemy and who is your friend.

He took a deep breath, opened the door and made his way to the 
committee room, affecting a nonchalance that he did not feel. Usually, 
in this building, I’m in my whites and everything is fine. Whenever I have 
to wear a suit, I seem to be in trouble. Once more, he nervously fingered 
the knot of his tie.

For the umpteenth time, he went over in his mind the events that 
had led to this state of affairs. Worcestershire had agreed to grant 
him a benefit for the 1969 season. Every professional cricketer had 
need of the money raised during his benefit year (that is, if he was 
lucky enough to be awarded one); cricket was not a lucrative trade, 
neither was it a lengthy one.

Tom was 42 and had been fortunate to survive so long in the game 
but he had to think of the future; he had a wife and two children, he 
had no qualifications outside cricket and he couldn’t go on playing 
for ever. His benefit was important to him. Through mutual friends, 
he had been introduced to Tony Hunt, the chairman of Luton Town 
Football Club. He was a sports fanatic and wanted to organise a 
charity match in Luton, with a number of guest celebrities in the 
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two teams. Knowing that it was Tom’s benefit year, he offered him 
£1,000 to take part.

These benefit matches, usually on a Sunday, were a familiar 
feature of the cricketing landscape hitherto. Professional cricketers 
played two three-day matches during the week, with Sundays 
off, thereby freeing them to take part in these harmless, though 
lucrative, jamborees. The trouble was that this year, 1969, saw the 
inauguration of the new Sunday League. Consequently, the number 
of free Sundays had become severely restricted.

One of the two Sundays when Worcestershire did not have a 
match was Sunday 15 June. That was the date scheduled for the 
Luton match. However, herein lay a problem. It fell on the rest day of 
the first Test match against the West Indies and Tom was likely to be 
playing. He was in a quandary and unsure what to do.

But they know all this. They won’t be quizzing me about the 
background. All they will be interested in is what happened between Alec 
and me in that phone call.

Alec Bedser was the chairman of the England selectors. He and 
Tom knew each other well. They had played in the same England 
team in the early 1950s. Tom had immense respect and admiration 
for Bedser. He carried the England bowling almost single-handedly 
in those difficult post-war years. What a bowler! What stamina! What 
courage! I’ll always say that – and I mean it.

Though they were not bosom pals, Tom considered that they 
were good friends and understood each other. Accordingly, when 
the clash of dates became apparent, Tom rang Bedser to seek his 
advice. Bedser told him that he would not be able to play in the 
benefit game as it was in the middle of a Test match. Tom explained 
that financially he could not afford to say no and that in fact he was 
already committed. Bedser once again voiced his disapproval and 
urged Tom to withdraw. ‘Well, if that’s the case,’ said Tom, ‘don’t 
pick me.’ I said that. I know I said that. I couldn’t have made it plainer.

When the team was announced for the first Test, Graveney’s 
name was included so he assumed that the selectors had come to 
some sort of accommodation about his commitment to the Luton 
game and that he was free to play. 
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Tom turned up at Old Trafford for the Test and no one, not Bedser, 
nor any of the other selectors, nor ray Illingworth, the captain, 
mentioned Luton. England won the toss and batted. Progress was 
slow, Boycott occupying the crease for much of the day in scoring 
128. It was strange seeing Geoffrey out there without glasses. Still, a 
hundred proves that he can see just as well through those new contact 
lenses of his.

Tom was 53 not out at stumps and felt that he had played pretty 
well, though he would be the first to admit that the West Indian 
attack was not as fearsome as it was when Hall and Griffith were in 
their pomp. He was lying in the bath, soaking his tired limbs as he 
always did, when Bedser came in and told him that he was not, under 
any circumstance, to play on the Sunday at Luton.

I now regret swearing. I shouldn’t have lost my temper. But it was a 
shock. I was bitterly disappointed, I have to admit, and conscious that 
only trouble lay ahead. I had to go to Luton and that was the long and 
the short of it. 

The next morning, perhaps distracted by the coming storm, 
Graveney only added 24 to his score before being bowled by Holder. 
Hmm, Vanburn did me. That’s gratitude for you, especially after I had 
arranged for him to come and play for us at Worcester! Still, I’ve made a 
mighty good signing there. I’m sure he’ll take a lot of wickets for us.

On the rest day on Sunday, Tom travelled down to Luton as 
arranged and played in the benefit match, as he had promised. 
Despite his gloomy mood, Tom smiled at the memory. Richie Benaud 
and Bob Simpson were bowling to me – gentle leggies! I don’t think I 
could have got injured if I tried. He returned to the team hotel in 
manchester in good time and hardly battle-weary.

The next morning, Bedser informed him that he had reported 
him to Lord’s and that he would be expected to attend a disciplinary 
hearing on the 19th of the month. And here I am. I’m really not looking 
forward to this. The MCC will find against me, I know they will. They 
always do. We players don’t stand a chance. What rights have we got? 
None!

At the time, when Bedser had told him that he had to report to 
Lord’s, he hadn’t been too worried. He had expected no less. But 
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what happened that afternoon really rankled. Whoever it was who 
made that announcement on the Tannoy when we were in the field that 
T.W. Graveney would be attending a disciplinary hearing at Lord’s on 
the 19th of June, should be shot. I could have been underneath a catch – 
and then dropped it.

He hadn’t been underneath a catch at the time but he was 
certainly under a cloud. All his team-mates knew about Luton and 
his brush with Bedser but whatever they had thought about Tom’s 
actions, they had been appalled that he had been subjected to such 
public ridicule. People in the crowd had booed at the announcement, 
but whether that was in support of Tom or not, he really didn’t know. 
I bet that damned announcer doesn’t get hauled over the coals, just like 
I’m about to. His mood of dark foreboding had intensified. He felt 
sure that he was about to be hung out to dry.

He was ushered into the committee room. He remembered all 
too vividly the last time he was escorted into a Lord’s committee 
room. On that occasion, mCC officials were also sitting in 
judgement of him, his cricketing future in their hands. He felt 
equally powerless then as he felt now. It was in 1960 and they 
were banning him from county cricket for one year, as a period of 
registration, because he had wanted to move from Gloucestershire 
to Worcestershire, after his home county had sacked him as 
captain. How long will it be this time? Because they’re bound to take 
Alec’s word and not mine.

It was 11am sharp when he was shown into the committee room. 
He counted eighteen members seated around a large table. Eighteen! 
That’s more than a cricket team. Some of the members he recognised 
– Doug Insole, Donald Carr and one or two other familiar faces. 
Some looked downwards, attentively shuffling their papers. Others 
regarded him with interest.

He knew that curious stare well; he almost expected them to 
come over to ask for his autograph. ‘For my grandson, Tom. Not for 
me, you understand.’ The chairman of the committee swiftly called 
the meeting to order and politely invited Tom to give his version of 
the story. Tom did, as clearly and as concisely as he could, omitting 
nothing but taking care not to embellish either. When he had 



t ouched by gre atne s s

26

finished, the chairman thanked him and asked him to leave the room 
while the committee members pondered what he had said.

Tom went and sat on the balcony outside. A match was taking 
place. He noticed the players, recognised a few and remembered 
that it was a county game between middlesex and Lancashire. An 
extraordinary match was unfolding. This he knew because his 
customary scrutiny of the cricket scores in the paper had told him 
that both sides had been bowled out on the first day for 91.

They don’t seem to be making much of a better fist of it second time 
round. Oh that’s out! Come on, umpire; it hit him plumb in front. He’s 
not going to give it. Not out. Well, well, well.

Gloomily, he pondered the fact that this would be just about 
the first time since he was a kid that he could remember watching 
a county game that he wasn’t playing in. I’d much rather be batting 
out there than sitting up here. Wicket’s doing a bit. That would be a 
challenge. I’d back myself though. Much more than I would back myself 
in there.

Although Bedser had not spoken, Tom had been aware of the 
looming presence of the man as he gave evidence. Once again, he 
reflected on his decision to tell the truth to the committee. In spite 
of everything, he felt sorry for his friend and former team-mate. 
The conversation between them on the phone had taken place and 
he had told Bedser not to pick him if he wasn’t to be allowed to play 
at Luton.

He guessed that Bedser had forgotten to inform the other selectors 
what had happened (Alan Smith, Billy Sutcliffe and Don Kenyon had 
all expressed surprise when it became clear that he was committed 
to play at Luton on the Sunday) and that the matter had just drifted 
until it was too late. I could just say that it was a misunderstanding, that 
the conversation with Alec hadn’t taken place, and I’ll just take whatever 
punishment they dish out. It would save all this bother and get Alec off the 
hook. But as he went through that scenario in his mind yet again, he 
knew that he couldn’t have done it. It wasn’t the truth. It wouldn’t be 
right.

He was aware of a figure beside him. It was Donald Carr, who 
told him that the committee were now ready to see him. The 
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chairman told him that they had made their decision. I recognise him 
now. It’s Edmund King, chairman at Warwick. He looks as if he’d rather 
be anywhere than sitting in that chair.

King told Tom that they had found in favour of Alec Bedser 
and that he, Tom Graveney, had been informed at practice on the 
Wednesday before the start of the Test that he would not be allowed 
to play at Luton and that he had disregarded this plain instruction. 
Of the telephone conversation, not a word was said. Silence. Tom 
realised that that was it. He had been found guilty and now he was 
expected to leave.

He stood up. With as much composure as he could muster, he 
said, ‘That’s not true,’ and walked out.

Lord’s
5 October 2004

‘mr Graveney?’
‘Yes.’
‘Your car is ready, sir.’
‘Thank you. I shall be right out.’
As he stepped out of his modest home in Cheltenham, Tom 

Graveney gave a little shiver. It was half past six in the morning, not 
yet quite light and the October weather had turned chilly. He had 
made sure to wear a cardigan under his blazer, for he was now 77 
and felt the cold. He had never put on much weight even after he had 
stopped playing; he was still tall and upright and his frame was spare. 
But the shiver could not be wholly ascribed to the brisk morning; he 
had to confess to a little frisson of excitement too.

The traffic was reasonably light at this time in the morning. The 
meeting that he was going to was scheduled for half past eight, an 
early start, he thought, but he didn’t mind; he had always been a 
man of punctuality, first in the dressing room before play, never late, 
always prepared. Two hours. We should be there in plenty of time. He 
settled down and watched the familiar landmarks pass by.

The gateman leaned forward, the better to see the occupant of 
the car. Tom pressed the button and the window noiselessly opened. 
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The gateman recognised Tom immediately. ‘Good morning, mr 
President.’

Tom gave a little laugh. ‘Good morning, sir. A little early I think 
but you’ll let us in, I hope. I need a quick net.’

The Grace Gates were obligingly opened and the car purred 
through. 

‘You can pull over, just on the right here,’ he told his chauffeur. 
‘That’ll be fine.’

To Tom’s surprise, the chauffeur ignored his instructions and 
headed for a parking bay with the word ‘President’ clearly displayed 
on the wall. Fair enough. At least now I haven’t got to worry about 
finding a parking spot. An mCC member of staff was holding open 
the door for him. Stiffly, he got out.

‘Good morning, mr President.’
‘morning. Thank you.’
I think I could get quite used to this.
‘The pavilion is out of use,’ said the liveried mCC attendant. ‘The 

meetings are held in the Warner Stand. Shall I escort you there?’
‘That’s very kind of you but I don’t think that will be necessary. 

I’ve been here a few times, you know.’ So often, it’s become almost my 
second home.

He made his way around the back of the pavilion. refurbishment 
work had started the day after the last game of the season and the 
sound of sawing and hammering could clearly be heard as he 
approached the Warner Stand. upstairs, he was greeted by roger 
Knight, the mCC secretary. Tom got on well with him. Tom got on 
well with most people.

‘Good morning, mr President,’ beamed Knight. ‘Good trip up?’
‘uneventful, roger,’ he replied. ‘Very like my presidency, I hope.’
Knight laughed. No doubt he hoped so too. Coffee was served 

and quickly the room filled. Some of the faces Tom knew but many he 
did not. Ever since the announcement that he was to become mCC 
president had been made public in April, he had been attending 
these meetings ‘to run you in’, as Knight had said to him, but he was 
still surprised how many people were present, all with their different 
jobs and areas of responsibility. I’ve only got a year. How on earth 
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am I going to get to know them all? He may not have been able to put 
names to faces but they all knew him and almost without exception 
they came up to welcome him as their president and to wish him well. 
I wish they’d stop calling me Mr President. Plain Tom will do.

As the chairman, Charles Fry, called the meeting to order and 
everyone slowly took his seat, Tom allowed himself a glance out of 
the window, towards the pavilion to his right. The familiar Victorian 
frontage was covered in green tarpaulin. Tom had taken a peek at 
what was going on during a previous visit and been taken aback by 
the mess and the shambles that assailed his eyes. And the beginning 
of the 2005 season was only six months away. They’ll never finish it in 
time. And the Aussies are here next year.

He tried to make out where the bench was where he had sat 
watching middlesex play Lancashire all those years ago while a 
disciplinary committee determined his fate. He smiled to himself. 
And now I am president of that institution that treated me so badly. Well, 
well, well – wonders never cease.

The invitation to become president had been a total surprise. He 
had met Charles Fry in Bombay and had got along with him very well. 
The appointment of the next mCC president is entirely in the gift of 
the outgoing president and Fry had asked him. He was dumbfounded 
but greatly honoured. Not only on his own behalf, though that was 
a source of great pride to him, but for all professional cricketers up 
and down the land. The distinction between gentlemen and players 
had long since been abolished but Tom still counted himself as one 
of those who came from the professional ranks.

The presidents of mCC since its inception had traditionally come 
from the ruling class, the great and the good of the country. Tom had 
looked up the list of his predecessors. He had counted nine barons, 
six viscounts, one duke, one lord, one prime minister, one High 
Court judge…and Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh. And now 
plain old Tom Graveney. The world has truly changed. Indeed it had. 
In recent years former cricketers had served – mike Brearley, Colin 
Cowdrey, Ted Dexter, Peter may, Tony Lewis to name a few – but 
their status was what Tom would still call ‘amateur’. I am the first 
professional president of MCC. Once more he had to pinch himself.
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He was roused from his reverie by the voice of Charles Fry as 
chairman welcoming Tom Graveney in his official capacity for the 
first time, saying how pleased everyone was to see him there and 
wishing him well in his term of office. A murmur of appreciative 
endorsement went round the table. I ought to say something here. He 
took a deep breath.

‘I’ve only got 12 months in the job but I promise I’ll do the best I 
can.’

Will that do? That is my intention, after all. Yes, I think it’ll do.
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Early Days 1927–45
‘Did you ever smoke, Tom?’

 ‘Yes, I did. Gave up when I was five.’

‘Yer gan oot tha dor, oop tha rerd an farl in tha hurl.’ 
I beg your pardon, Tom?
‘Yer gan oot tha dor, oop the rerd an farl in the hurl.’
I had no idea you could speak Anglo-Saxon.
‘It’s Geordie, mun. A lot of people forget I was born in North-

umberland.’
A lot of people forget; in fact I would go as far as to say that a lot 

of people didn’t know that Tom Graveney is actually a Geordie, born 
in riding mill, a small village between Hexham and Newcastle, in 
1927. I guess that most people, myself included, had it in their mind’s 
eye that Tom Graveney, with his ruddy cheeks, his open face and his 
genial demeanour, was the archetypal West Countryman, his roots 
deeply embedded in the green grass of Gloucestershire’s cricket 
grounds.

‘I supported Newcastle united as a boy,’ he said by way of 
affirmation. ‘Still do, in fact.’ Fair enough. I wasn’t going to take 
issue. They are all a bit emotional and volatile up there, especially 
where their football is concerned.

It transpires that Tom does not actually come from old 
Northumberland stock – ‘To tell you the truth,’ he confessed with 
a grin, ‘those are the only words of Geordie I know’ – but from 
antecedents firmly based in London.
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His father, Alfred John, known to everyone as Jack, was actually a 
chorister at St Paul’s when a schoolboy, and it is difficult to imagine 
a more London background than that. Jack married comparatively 
late in life, to mary Bella Strachan, who was 15 years his junior. She 
came from a solid country background – her father ran a local pub – 
and was a brilliant cook, according to her son.

We all think that no one can cook as well as our mother, isn’t that 
so, Tom? But Tom had a faraway look in his eyes as he told me this 
and seemed disinclined to enter into any metaphysical discussion on 
mothers and sons and Sunday roasts. ‘She was a strong woman, you 
know,’ he said at length. ‘must have been to have five children in 12 
years. And we were a pretty lively bunch. Sport all day, every day.’

The five in order of age were margaret, Ken, Tom, maurice and 
Dorothy. margaret died many years ago, maurice died in 2008 but 
three are still alive at the time of writing. Dorothy married a rugby 
player, Gordon Lovell, who was for a while scrum-half for Bristol, 
and now lives in south Wales. maurice was a good cricketer and 
played club cricket to a reasonably high standard but was three years 
younger than Tom and therefore not as close to him as his other 
brother, Ken, who was only two years older. By all accounts, Ken and 
Tom were inseparable as children, and they remain close to this day, 
sharing a love of all games, particularly cricket.

Of course, in the world of county cricket, Ken Graveney is almost 
as well known as his brother, having played for Gloucestershire, 
becoming captain in the 1963 and 1964 seasons. Necessarily, 
he features large in this account of his brother’s life owing to 
their parallel careers in cricket and to Ken being such a formative 
influence on Tom, especially when they were younger. ‘Ken is a 
great man,’ Tom said, and then he fixed me with a droll grin that 
I soon came to recognise as a characteristic expression, ‘but very 
naughty! Whenever we came home after playing outside, and I was 
trailing along ten yards behind, mum would immediately know 
he’d been up to mischief.’

Were you ever in trouble yourself? ‘Oh no,’ he said virtuously. ‘I was 
a good boy.’ And again, there was that comical wince, as if to suggest 
that he wasn’t going to admit to anything, whatever others might say.
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It seemed to me at this point that it would be a good idea to 
contact brother Ken to confirm these boyhood memories and to 
give a different perspective on Tom’s early life. That was easier said 
than done. He lives in Texas and is of course elderly now – two years 
Tom’s senior – and not in the best of health.

To help me, I enlisted the services of Ken’s son, David. He and 
I are old friends, our association going back many years to when 
we used to play cricket against each other. In fact, on my first-class 
debut for Hampshire against Gloucestershire, the scorecard makes 
dismal reading: murtagh ct Graveney b Sadiq 0. He has never let 
me forget it. David of course went on to have a successful career 
for Gloucestershire and Durham and latterly became chairman of 
selectors of the England team.

‘Ah, nephew David,’ said Tom fondly when I told him I had 
contacted him, ‘Gloucester had a terrific record with the Graveneys 
as captains, you know. Sacked all three of us!’ Hmm, now there’s a 
story for a later chapter, I thought. ‘That’s right,’ confirmed David. 
‘my father got the bullet too. He’s had three wives, you know, so you 
could say that Dad has had a…full life!’ 

So it came to pass that a transatlantic telephone conversation 
was scheduled and a slightly tremulous but unmistakeably Graveney 
voice came on the line. ‘Those games of cricket we used to have 
outside the back door,’ said Ken. ‘You know, I could never get the 
little blighter out!’ It was abundantly clear to the elder brother that 
the intransigent batsman at the other end of the pitch was possessed 
of a rare talent, even at that early age.

‘He had a level of hand-eye coordination that was exceptional. 
It allowed him to play the ball off the wicket. He would hook the 
world’s fastest bowlers off the front foot! I remember once when…’ 
He then went on to marvel at some of the innings that Tom played in 
his career, all of which will be appraised in later chapters.

I gently tried to steer Ken back to their childhood. ‘I was the 
rebel, you know.’ I had guessed as much. ‘Tom was the gentle one. 
He wasn’t as competitive as me.’ Now that surprised me. Of course 
Tom was competitive. You can’t become one of the world’s best 
batsmen without competitive blood coursing through your veins. 
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But Ken was adamant. Perhaps it was just a question of degrees, 
not absolutes.

‘All three of us were very different, you know,’ Tom told me. He 
paused, and I expected him to give me a thumbnail sketch of each 
brother, his strengths, weaknesses, personality traits and emotional 
contrasts.

But no. Listen to this quick analysis of the Graveney boys: ‘Ken 
bowled fast, right hand and batted left-hand. maurice was a slow left-
armer and batted right-hand. And I bowled and batted right-handed. 
Curious, eh?’ I laughed out loud. If ever there was any doubt in my 
mind that here was a man whose whole life had been informed by his 
love of cricket, then it was banished in that instant. And that suited 
me down to the ground. It reminded me a little of me, as it happens. 

Jack was an engineer who worked for Vickers Armstrong, situated 
on the Tyne, which explains the move up north from London. ‘He 
made the 16-inch shells for the battleships Rodney and Nelson,’ 
said Tom proudly. ‘Look – one’s over there.’ I cast my eyes around 
his small, cosy sitting room in his house in Cheltenham but could 
see nothing that resembled an instrument of death and destruction. 
Trophies, cups, silver salvers, cricket memorabilia abounded but no 
ordnance from a mighty ship of the line.

‘There,’ he pointed, ‘the lamp stand.’ There it was indeed, bronze, 
diligently polished and gleaming in the morning sun, acting as a 
base for a lamp, a thing of strange, stark beauty, notwithstanding its 
deadly function. I was impressed. Of course it wasn’t a 16-inch shell 
– they are nearly as big as a man – but a three-and-a-half-inch shell 
used for a smaller gun but it looked lethal enough.

maybe HmS Rodney had not fired this particular shell during 
her pursuit of the German battleship Bismarck in may 1941 but she 
must have fired many similar ones in one of the most famous naval 
engagements of the war. I fell into a reverie. Sink The Bismarck was 
the first ever film I had seen and as a young boy I had been fascinated 
by this story and other accounts of momentous clashes of iron 
leviathans at sea.

‘Keen sportsman he was. Golfer, cricketer, anything.’ Tom 
brought me back to the here and now. Idly, I assumed he was not 
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referring to Prussia’s Iron Chancellor, or to the brave commander 
of HmS Rodney, but to his father. ‘Never without a fag in his mouth, 
rolling it from one side to the other.’

Did you ever smoke, Tom? This was not such an odd query as it 
might seem. Extraordinary to relate, especially from the perspective 
of these disapproving and health conscious times, many first-class 
cricketers did smoke in those days. ‘Yes, I did,’ he replied, without 
missing a beat. ‘Gave up when I was five!’

I looked up from my notepad. His eyes were twinkling. ‘It’s true. 
Five I was when I had my first drag and there and then I decided it 
wasn’t for me. It was all Ken’s fault.’

What had happened was that their father had decided to pay 
the two boys a visit when they were away at Cub Scout camp in 
Wallsend. He was clearly a man of style because he arrived in a sleek, 
chauffeur-driven Armstrong Siddeley. What other car would it be 
for an employee of Vickers Armstrong?

With carefree benevolence, he handed the two boys 6d each, for 
sweets he naively believed. Ken had other ideas. He immediately 
went to the nearest tobacconists and purchased five Woodbines 
for tuppence. With commendable fraternal consideration, he 
encouraged his younger brother to light one up. It was not a success. 
‘He did me a favour really,’ Tom said, ‘I never touched another 
cigarette again.’ 

Another early memory he has is that the two of them used to have 
wrestling matches at home in front of guests before they went in to 
dinner. ‘We were the cabaret, you could say, the warm-up act.’

Who won? He wasn’t saying. ‘But I do recall the golf match we 
had to play, with a brand-new golf bag from my dad as the prize.’ He 
remembered who won that tussle all right. They played with special, 
cut-down clubs and Ken won – two and one. ‘He got the bag and I got 
nothing,’ Tom said ruefully.

An important lesson learnt early – first is first and second is 
nowhere. Any professional sportsman has to embrace this ruthless 
philosophy to succeed and Tom did not score 4,882 Test runs without 
having the cold glint in his eyes of the hired gun. The trick that he 
mastered, and this conundrum I hoped to tease out of him over the 
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succeeding months of our conversations, is that he managed to do it 
with such an easy-going and good-natured personality. His enemies 
in the game were apparently thin on the ground. And how did he 
manage to convince even his brother that he wasn’t competitive?

He ran away from school. I seized upon this proffered piece of 
information with eagerness as evidence perhaps of a future rebel and 
an anti-authoritarian figure. ‘It was my second day, at break time. 
Hated it.’ He remembers running home in a desperate race with his 
brother, who had been deputed to keep an eye on him, to reach the 
comforting and enfolding arms of his mother before Ken caught up 
with him. But it was but a blip on a generally happy childhood; he 
maintains without irony that his schooldays were enjoyable ones. 
‘How could they be anything else,’ he averred, ‘with all that sport?’ 

The family moved to a bigger house in Jesmond, a suburb of 
Newcastle, near to Northumberland Cricket Club, where a lot of 
good minor Counties cricket was played. He remembers being 
taken to watch visiting touring teams at Sunderland, including India, 
South Africa and Australia and was struck by players such as ‘Chuck’ 
Fleetwood-Smith, Len Darling and Bill Woodfull.

One incident remains firmly fixed in his mind. The fielders 
applauded the Australian captain, Woodfull, to the wicket (this must 
have been in 1934) and immediately retreated to give him one off the 
mark.

Did they do that to all the incoming batsmen? ‘No, only the 
captain. A gesture of sportsmanship, I suppose, a mark of respect. 
Extraordinary. Wouldn’t happen nowadays.’

Something else that probably wouldn’t happen nowadays was 
that if one of the five Graveney children caught any of the childhood 
diseases of the day, such as mumps or chickenpox, they were all 
unceremoniously bundled into the same room in the hope and 
expectation that the germs would be unselfishly portioned out, the 
better to build up resistance. It seemed to work. What with all the 
sport and physical activity, they were a pretty healthy family. 

With the exception, that is, of their father. Inevitably, his heavy 
smoking took a terrible toll and he died of cancer of the lungs at the 
age of 51, when Tom was only six. Tom remembers the funeral and 
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his bewilderment that everyone seemed to be laughing and getting 
drunk. His father was a respected and popular local figure and he 
could not get his young head around the adult concept of seeing 
off a good friend with a pint or two and a few cheerful memories. 
Funerals were meant to be sad and solemn affairs, he thought, and 
somehow laughter seemed inappropriate.

How did you get on with your dad, so far as you can remember? ‘Oh, 
very well,’ he answered without a hint of hesitation. ‘He was strict 
but fair.’

By this time, the family had moved to Fenham, on the Gosford 
road. The house backed on to the moor and the two boys, Ken and 
Tom, helped by their father, used to cut and roll, with great ceremony 
and labour, a cricket pitch on the grass outside the back door. Endless 
hours were spent bowling and batting – and fielding, presumably, as 
the ball needed retrieving after any good shot – while hotly contested 
matches took place.

What were they? England v Australia? Yorkshire v Lancashire? 
Northumberland v Durham? He grinned. ‘No, just me against him. 
Tough enough.’ Were you at all aware at this stage of your latent talent? 
He shook his head. ‘Never gave it a thought. All I wanted to do was 
play – all day if possible.’ 

The death of his father did not seem to impact too gravely on 
the six-year-old. At least, if it did, any emotional repercussions have 
clearly dissipated over so many years. In any case, the mind at that 
age is not given to introspection and the water soon closes over 
unpleasant memories. That is if the family environment is a happy 
and caring one, which it evidently was.

The period of mourning in the household was not a protracted 
one. A distant cousin took a shine to their mother at the funeral 
and in no time at all, it seemed, had taken on the whole family. 
Bob Gardner was his name. Immediately, a quotation from Hamlet 
floated into my mind, ‘The funeral bak’d meats / Did coldly furnish 
forth the marriage tables.’

Was Tom, I wondered, equally consumed with resentment of his 
new stepfather, and his o’er hasty marriage to his mother, as was the 
eponymous hero of Shakespeare’s most famous play? Not a bit of it. 
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Tom was very fond of uncle Bob and got on with him famously. In 
fact, he is full of admiration for him for looking after the family so 
well.

‘To take on my mother, together with five kids, was quite an 
undertaking. I don’t know how we would have coped otherwise.’ Tom 
has nothing but good memories of the man. ‘He treated us all very 
well. I liked him. He was no games player himself but he encouraged 
us and supported us.’ Plainly, there were no family skeletons rattling 
in this cupboard. 

Schooling was at the royal Grammar School, Newcastle. Tom 
had no problems settling in and coped well enough with his studies. 
He spoke fluent Geordie then, he maintains, though there is no trace 
of the accent left now, of course. ‘I’m pretty good at accents, you 
know,’ he told me. ‘You should have heard my Queensland accent 
when I was playing for them!’

Perhaps this talent to mimic accents tells us much about his 
ability to blend in with his surroundings, to feel comfortable and 
at home wherever he found himself – schools, barracks, dressing 
rooms, social gatherings, commentary boxes, committee rooms, 
pubs. He has always been clubbable man. When I asked him about 
the masters at rGS and what influence they had on him, he started 
to giggle. And then out came this, ‘Buggy Little did a piddle on the 
coast of France. Bertie tried to do the same but did it in his pants.’ 
The tears were rolling down his cheeks. ‘They were masters at the 
school,’ he gasped. ‘Everyone used to sing it. Silly, isn’t it? But it 
still tickles me.’

I assured him that as a former teacher I was well aware of the 
paroxysms of mirth that naughty little ditties can give rise to in the 
young. ‘Don’t put that in,’ he implored me. ‘Nonsense,’ I assured 
him, ‘no one can possibly be offended. mr Little and Bertie won’t 
come back from the grave and put you into detention.’ By then his 
chortles had got to me and we had to pause for a while.

The family then moved across the country to Fleetwood in 
Lancashire where their mother and new stepfather opened a shop, 
selling anything and everything, from sweets to knitting needles. 
Tom attended Arnold School, where presumably he soon adopted 
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a Lancashire accent and quickly settled into the sporting ethos of 
the place, which counted England footballers Jimmy Armfield and 
George Eastham among its old boys.

It was at this time that his mother suffered a horrific car accident. 
She was rushed to hospital in manchester where she remained 
unconscious for four days. Tom’s memories of this time are hazy – 
he was only seven – but he does say, with sadness in his voice, that 
though she survived, she was never quite the same thereafter. 

By this time, war clouds were beginning to gather over Europe, 
something of which the young Tom was aware but not so much that 
it interfered with games. uncle Bob was a very good accountant 
and had got a job in the building trade, cranes and suchlike. This 
explained yet another move for the family, this time to Avonmouth, 
Bristol, in 1938. In the ensuing conflict, which seemed to be fast 
approaching, cranes were going to be of the utmost importance in 
Britain’s docks and Bristol was of huge strategic importance to the 
country.

Tom was sent to Bristol Grammar School. He was now 11 years 
of age. The first problem was into which of the school’s houses he 
was going to be placed. One of the housemasters gave him a little 
quiz. If you can spell Strachan House (pronounced ‘Strawn’, as it 
happens), then you can come here. Tom knew the answer; of course 
he did. mary Bella Strachan (also pronounced ‘Strawn’) was his 
mother’s maiden name. He rattled off the answer and the die was 
cast – Strachan House it was and he never looked back.

Was your housemaster a helpful influence on your early life? 
Sometimes, you know… ‘Lovely man. He was a good housemaster 
and I liked him.’ His indulgence of his new pupil must have been 
sorely tested very early on. First days at a new school did not seem 
to have a happy effect on Tom. You will remember that he didn’t 
even make it to break on the second morning at primary school. This 
time he had a fight, with a boy whom he considered was throwing his 
weight around too much and bullying some poor unfortunate.

Who won? Tom grimaced. ‘A score draw, I think you could call 
it.’ He then went on to say that his opponent in the schoolyard scrap 
later became his best friend. I looked at him but there was no hint of 
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irony in his eyes and not for the first time I wondered at the warm-
heartedness of the man. Was there no limit to his affability?

I knew that there had been moments of controversy and bitter-
ness that had stalked his career but it was a mystery to me how 
any disagreeableness could loiter outside his door – it was always 
so hospitably wide open. No doubt the telling of the story would 
eventually unravel the puzzle.

In the meantime, let us delight in a young boy enjoying the 
opportunities to play sport that came his way at Bristol Grammar 
School. rugby was the main winter game and he had never played 
rugby. He was a round ball man so he was sent to join the spear-
carriers on a side pitch, well away from the main stage, for a 
peripheral game of football. He scored six goals before half-time.

A passing master spotted his potential and he was immediately 
drafted into the prep school team as scrum-half, a position it was felt 
best suited his diminutive stature. So it was no more football for him. 

rugby became his game and as he made his way up the school, 
and he began to shoot up, he was moved into the centres and then 
to blindside flanker, finally ending up as full-back for Bristol. 
‘Gloucester soon put paid to that,’ he said ruefully. ‘They didn’t 
want one of their players getting injured in the off-season playing a 
dangerous game.’

Early on, he learned to kick with both feet. He used to enjoy 
breaking away from the scrum and making darting runs, going for 
drop goals if ever he was in range. Naturally, he took all the kicks. He 
played in a good side. Eight of them went on to play for Bristol, and 
one, Bobby macEwan, became a Scottish international hooker.

The fixture list was impressive, it has to be said. Opponents 
included Prior Park, KES Bath, Queen Elizabeth’s Hospital, Bristol 
and Cotham School (who counted among their alumni future team-
mates Arthur milton, David Allen and John mortimore). The cricket 
was of a good standard too, he reckoned, and of course he was in the 
first XI at a young age.

Were you the captain? ‘No, a chap called David Dalby was the 
captain, and a very good one too. He later went on to become the 
chief executive at Kent.’
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How many hundreds did you score at school? He shook his head. 
‘None, surprisingly enough. I was more of a bowler then, an out and 
out quickie. Well, I thought I was fast!’

Do you remember any of the masters? Your cricket coach? He 
laughed. ‘mr Tulloch! He had a whistle tied to a length of string 
around his neck. If you did anything wrong, he’d wheel it around in 
his hand and catch you on the backside! Good coach though. In fact, 
I got on well with most of the masters.’ Now, there’s a surprise.

And how were you academically? ‘All right. I was quite bright and 
coped well enough.’ He failed his School Certificate, as it happened, 
because he narrowly missed out on the pass mark for one of the 
subjects – English Language – and as the rules applied then, that 
wiped out the whole exam but he put that right the next term and 
passed with five credits.

I wondered how the family had managed to pay the fees. His 
father, with commendable foresight, had set up a trust before he 
died which funded his education. ‘I thoroughly enjoyed my time at 
school,’ Tom said, finally. ‘They were good times and I made many 
friends in all the teams I played.’

I believe in the truism that team sport engenders friendship and 
camaraderie. And if you’re good at playing games, unless you are a 
thorough going scoundrel, of course, the respect that you are afforded 
is usually assured. This may seem unfair to social commentators 
and champions of equality but it does seem to be an inescapable 
fact of life. Tom Graveney is patently a case in point. Certainly his 
childhood was remarkably stable and carefree.

This idyll came to a shuddering halt in September 1939, when 
war with Germany was declared. Or, to be more precise, it was in 
November of 1940 when the Luftwaffe turned its attention on the 
city of Bristol. It was an obvious target, not only for its docks but 
also because of the nearby aerodrome at Filton, home to the Bristol 
Aeroplane Company, which manufactured the Blenheim, Beaufort 
and Beaufighter aircraft, among others.

For the next six months, Bristol took a fearful pounding. Indeed, 
it was calculated that the city was the fifth most heavily bombed 
target in Britain during the war, behind London, Hull, Birmingham 
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and Southampton. After one particularly heavy raid, the Lord mayor 
of Bristol said, ‘The city of churches in one night became the city of 
ruins.’

Tom was now 13, still not of an age when much introspection is 
going on but old enough to see and understand what was happening 
all around. He didn’t believe all the good stories and the propaganda 
pushed out by the news and information services. Coventry had 
been severely bombed just ten days previously and it had been widely 
reported by the newspapers. Fearing a disastrous collapse of public 
morale, the government chose not to make known the full extent of 
the blitz on Bristol, referring vaguely to a raid on ‘a town in the west’.

The evidence of Tom’s own eyes told a different story as he 
made his way daily to and from school in those dark days. He 
remembers one intense night of bombing and being appalled at 
the scenes of destruction and devastation the next morning. He 
has a recollection of exploding bombs getting louder and nearer, 
one dropping on a property not far up the road from where they 
lived. An Anderson shelter took a direct hit and all those inside 
were pulverised. The fuel tanks down in the docks exploded and lit 
up the night sky. He remembers being on fire-watching duties at 
school and a visit by Queen mary just before Christmas in 1940, 
when he was dressed in his best bib and tucker as a sergeant in the 
Combined Cadet Corps.

Into the New Year and still Bristol suffered. On 3 January, during 
a 12-hour raid, a 4,000lb bomb was dropped, the largest in the 
Luftwaffe’s armoury. It did not explode. After being made safe it was 
dug out (it had penetrated to a depth of 30 feet) and was eventually 
used in the victory parade in London in 1945. Bristolians gave it the 
name of ‘Satan’.

In march, following yet another heavy raid, a report from the 
mass Observation unit noted, ‘People are getting worn out with 
the continual bombardment in a place where every bomb is a bomb 
somewhere quite near you and at you. The irregular, sporadic sudden 
switching of heavy raids here has a strongly disturbing effect.’

The infamous and so-called Good Friday raid was one of the 
worst, though thankfully also one of the last. The suburbs of the 
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city were hit, probably by mistake, as it was believed that nearby 
Filton was the target. In all, Bristol was bombed 77 times, 1,300 
people lost their lives and the damage to buildings and dwellings was 
incalculable.

I make these observations – shocking though they undoubtedly 
are – for no other purpose than to try to gauge the effect of relentless 
bombardment in a time of war on a 13-year-old boy.

How were you affected, Tom? He shrugged his shoulders. ‘You just 
got on with it, I suppose.’ And that was all he said. Or was prepared 
to say.

most young boys, no matter how straitened their circumstances, 
usually find casual opportunity for fun and games. Ken used to 
collect the most extraordinary and hazardous paraphernalia and 
hide it all under the house. A city that is being bombed provides rich 
pastures for the accumulation of the detritus of war, especially for 
kids with recklessness in their veins and not an ounce of fear in their 
hearts.

Tom used to follow his brother home on these occasions, trailing 
the obligatory ten yards behind, not at all sure of the wisdom of some 
of Ken’s additions to his collection. One such was a canister that had 
been dropped by the Luftwaffe, one of thousands of parachute flares. 
He had watched it come down and knowing the terrain round about, 
he knew exactly where it had landed. Careful searching located its 
whereabouts and, proudly, he bore it home, to take pride of place in 
the secret stash under the house.

Tom shuddered at the memory. ‘God knows what we had under 
there. must have been a fire risk. But Ken was like that – fearless.’ 
Ken remembers the occasion well. Apparently he used to collect a lot 
of these flares that had for one reason or another failed to ignite. He 
would sell them to the fire brigade at 6d a time. This one was special. 
The silk parachute was still intact.

Who did you sell that to, Ken? He replied that he had absolutely no 
intention of telling me. ‘But let’s just say,’ he finally revealed, ‘that I 
was of an age that knew the birds from the bees!’

They remembered rationing. What healthy teenager with a 
bottomless stomach wouldn’t? Although Tom believes that in some 
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ways they were able to avoid the worst of it. A uS naval commander 
was billeted at their house and frequently bore gifts and presents 
from uncle Sam. This American liked his golf and many were the 
times when Tom would creep into his room and look admiringly 
at the set of new golf balls in his bag. In wartime, you see, you 
couldn’t afford to lose many balls. ‘But I never took any,’ said Tom 
with an innocent look on his face that suggested he had been sorely 
tempted.

mention of golf set him off on one of his stories. As we have seen, 
he loved his golf and had played ever since he was old enough to stand 
up. A member at the club where he used to hack around watched a 
few strokes and was clearly impressed. He asked him to play with 
him in the Easter Handicap. They went to see the club secretary 
who wanted to know Tom’s handicap. Of course, he didn’t have 
one. ‘What do you usually go round in?’ he was asked. Tom airily 
replied, ‘Oh, about 80.’ ‘right then – your handicap will be eight.’ At 
which point in the story, Tom started off on one of his uncontrollable 
giggles. ‘We thrashed them,’ he chortled. ‘my handicap was soon 
reduced to five, as you can imagine.’

What was your handicap when you were playing at your best? ‘One,’ 
he replied without a trace of conceit. ‘Could have been scratch if I’d 
been able to play more regularly.’ To anyone ignorant of the game, it 
need only be said that a scratch golfer is a seriously good player.

The gods apportion sporting prowess with occasional 
unreasonable inequality. Knowing that a contemporary of his, Ted 
Dexter, was a golfer who could just as easily have made his name on 
the fairway as at the crease, I asked him if he had ever played the great 
man. many times apparently. After retirement, both men worked for 
the BBC commentating on Test matches and they frequently went 
for a round of golf before broadcasting began. ‘Beat him six and four 
once,’ Tom announced proudly. Though he did acknowledge that 
Dexter was the better player. 

School life came to an end when he was 17. ‘Seventeen and a 
half, to be precise,’ said the mathematician. This is no mere quip. 
He was good at maths and it was expected that he would end up in 
accountancy, like his stepfather. But a few days’ work experience in 
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an office put paid to that. A nine-to-five job in a suit and tie certainly 
didn’t appeal.

‘So I joined up on the very day that I was old enough.’ This was in 
January 1945 and the war was far from over. His brother had gone 
into the royal marines, becoming a lieutenant in 42 Commando and 
had seen 128 consecutive days of active service on the front line at the 
D-Day landings and thereafter through the killing fields of northern 
France. He had been invalided home with battle exhaustion, just 
before the Battle of Walcheren.

In the breakout from Normandy, the supply lines of the Allied 
forces had become stretched further and further. The capture of 
Antwerp, a deep-water port, was crucial. Walcheren Island stood 
at the mouth of the estuary and it was heavily fortified by German 
troops. It was a bloody battle to secure it. Ken was lucky to have 
missed it. His platoon was wiped out. So his younger brother could 
not possibly be joining up in a spirit of naive jingoism.

So why did you volunteer? He pursed his lips. ‘I don’t know,’ he 
said. ‘I’d been in the CCF at school and it seemed the logical thing to 
do, to join the Army. I just wanted to get involved. What I was sure 
about was that I didn’t want to be an accountant!’

So he did not put away his school uniform and don a suit and 
a white collar. No, it was to be a uniform of an altogether rougher 
cloth.


