Extracts from Tom Brown’s Schooldays. The Football Match, Swimming and Fishing, The Fight, The Cricket Match.
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The football match

‘Hold the punt-about!’ ‘To the goals!’ are the cries; and all stray balls are

impounded by the authorities, and the whole mass of boys moves up towards the

two goals, dividing as they go into three bodies. That little band on the left,

consisting of from fifteen to twenty boys, Tom amongst them, who are making for

the goal under the School-house wall, are the School-house boys who are not to

play up, and have to stay in goal. The larger body moving to the island goal are

the School boys in a like predicament. The great mass in the middle are the

players-up, both sides mingled together; they are hanging their jackets (and all

who mean real work), their hats, waistcoats, neck-handkerchiefs, and braces, on

the railings round the small trees; and there they go by twos and threes up to

their respective grounds. There is none of the colour and tastiness of get-up, you

will perceive, which lends such a life to the present game at Rugby, making the

dullest and worst-fought match a pretty sight. Now each house has its own

uniform of cap and jersey, of some lively colour; but at the time we are speaking

of plush caps have not yet come in, or uniforms of any sort, except the Schoolhouse

white trousers, which are abominably cold today. Let us get to work bareheaded,

and girded with our plain leather straps. But we mean business,

gentlemen.

And now that the two sides have fairly sundered, and each occupies its

own ground, and we get a good look at them, what absurdity is this? You don’t

mean to say that those fifty or sixty boys in white trousers, many of them quite

small, are going to play that huge mass opposite? Indeed I do, gentlemen.

They’re going to try, at any rate, and won’t make such a bad fight of it either,

mark my word; for hasn’t old Brooke won the toss, with his lucky halfpenny, and

got choice of goals, and kick-off? The new ball you may see lie there quite by

itself, in the middle, pointing towards the School or island goal; in another minute

it will be well on its way there. Use that minute in remarking how the Schoolhouse

side is drilled. You will see, in the first place, that the sixth-form boy, who

has the charge of goal, has spread his force (the goalkeepers) so as to occupy

the whole space behind the goal-posts at distances of about five yards apart. A

safe and well-kept goal is the foundation of all good play. Old Brooke is talking to

the captain of quarters; and now he moves away. See how that youngster

spreads his men (the light brigade) carefully over the ground, half-way between

their own goal and the body of their own players-up (the heavy brigade). These

again play in several bodies. There is young Brooke and the bull-dogs. Mark

them well. They are the ‘fighting brigade’, the ‘die-hards’, larking about at leapfrog

to keep themselves warm, and playing tricks on one another. And on each

side of old Brooke, who is now standing in the middle of the ground and just

going to kick off, you see a separate wing of players-up, each with a boy of

acknowledged prowess to look to – here Warner and there Hedge; but over all is

old Brooke, absolute as he of Russia, but wisely and bravely ruling over willing

and worshipping subjects, a true football king. His face is earnest and careful as

he glances a last time over his array, but full of pluck and hope – the sort of look I

hope to see in my general when I go out to fight.
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The School side is not organized in the same way. The goal-keepers are

all in lumps, anyhow and nohow; you can’t distinguish between the players-up

and the boys in quarters, and there is divided leadership. But with such odds in

strength and weight it must take more than that to hinder them from winning; and

so their leaders seem to think, for they let the players-up manage themselves.

But now look! There is a slight move forward of the School-house wings, a

shout of ‘Are you ready?’ and loud affirmative reply. Old Brooke takes half a

dozen quick steps, and away goes the ball spinning towards the School goal,

seventy yards before it touches ground, and at no point above twelve or fifteen

feet high, a model kick-off; and the School-house cheer and rush on. The ball is

returned, and they meet it and drive it back amongst the masses of the School

already in motion. Then the two sides close, and you can see nothing for minutes

but a swaying crowd of boys, at one point violently agitated. That is where the

ball is, and there are the keen players to be met, and the glory and the hard

knocks to be got. You hear the dull thud, thud of the ball, and the shouts of ‘Off

your side’, ‘Down with him’, ‘Put him over’, ‘Bravo’. This is what we call ‘a

scrummage’, gentlemen, and the first scrummage in a School-house match was

no joke in the consulship of Plancus.

But see! It has broken; the ball is driven out on the School-house side, and

a rush of the School carries it past the School-house players-up. ‘Look out in

quarters,’ Brooke’s and twenty other voices ring out. No need to call, though; the

School-house captain of quarters has caught it on the bound, dodges the

foremost School boys, who are heading the rush, and sends it back with a good

drop-kick well into the enemy’s country. And then follows rush upon rush, and

scrummage upon scrummage, the ball now driven through into the School-house

quarters, and now into the School goal; for the School-house have not lost the

advantage which the kick-off and a slight wind gave them at the outset, and are

slightly ‘penning’ their adversaries. You say you don’t see much in it all – nothing

but a struggling mass of boys, and a leather ball which seems to excite them all

to great fury, as a red rag does a bull. My dear sir, a battle would look much the

same to you, except that the boys would be men, and the balls iron; but a battle

would be worth your looking at for all that, and so is a football match. You can’t

be expected to appreciate the delicate strokes of play, the turns by which a game

is lost and won – it takes an old player to do that; but the broad philosophy of

football you can understand if you will. Come along with me a little nearer, and let

us consider it together.

The ball has just fallen again where the two sides are thickest, and they

close rapidly around it in a scrummage. It must be driven through now by force or

skill, till it flies out on one side or the other. Look how differently the boys face it!

Here come two of the bull-dogs, bursting through the outsiders; in they go,

straight to the heart of the scrummage, bent on driving that ball out on the

opposite side. That is what they mean to do. My sons, my sons! You are too hot;

you have gone past the ball, and must struggle now right through the

scrummage, and get round and back again to your own side, before you can be

of any further use. Here comes young Brooke; he goes in as straight as you, but

keeps his head, and backs and bends, holding himself still behind the ball, and
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driving it furiously when he gets the chance. Take a leaf out of his book, you

young chargers. Here comes Speedicut, and Flashman the School-house bully,

with shouts and great action. Won’t you two come up to young Brooke, after

locking-up, by the School-house fire, with ‘Old fellow, wasn’t that just a splendid

scrummage by the three trees?’ But he knows you, and so do we. You don’t

really want to drive that ball through that scrummage, chancing all hurt for the

glory of the School-house, but to make us think that’s what you want – a vastly

different thing; and fellows of your kidney will never go through more than the

skirts of a scrummage, where it’s all push and no kicking. We respect boys who

keep out of it, and don’t sham going in; but you – we had rather not say what we

think of you.

Then the boys who are bending and watching on the outside, mark them:

they are most useful players, the dodgers, who seize on the ball the moment it

rolls out from amongst the charges, and away with it across to the opposite goal.

They seldom go into the scrummage, but must have more coolness than the

chargers. As endless as are boys’ characters, so are their ways of facing or not

facing a scrummage at football.

Three-quarters of an hour are gone; first winds are failing, and weight and

numbers beginning to tell. Yard by yard the School-house have been driven

back, contesting every inch of the ground. The bull-dogs are the colour of mother

earth from shoulder to ankle, except young Brooke, who has a marvellous knack

of keeping his legs. The School-house are being penned in their turn, and now

the ball is behind their goal, under the Doctor’s wall. The Doctor and some of his

family are there looking on, and seem as anxious as any boy for the success of

the School-house. We get a minute’s breathing-time before old Brooke kicks out,

and he gives the word to play strongly for touch, by the three trees. Away goes

the ball, and the bull-dogs after it, and in another minute there is shout of ‘In

touch!’ ‘Our ball!’ Now’s your time, old Brooke, while your men are still fresh. He

stands with the ball in his hand, while the two sides form in deep lines opposite

one another; he must strike it straight out between them. The lines are thickest

close to him, but young Brooke and two or three of his men are shifting up

farther, where the opposite line is weak. Old Brooke strikes it out straight and

strong, and it falls opposite his brother. Hurrah! That rush has taken it right

through the School line, and away past the three trees, far into their quarters and

young Brooke and the bull-dogs are close up on it. The School leaders rush

back, shouting, ‘Look out in goal!’ and strain every nerve to catch him, but they

are after the fleetest foot in Rugby. There they go straight for the School goalposts,

quarters scattering before them. One after another the bull-dogs go down,

but young Brooke holds on. ‘He is down.’ No! A long stagger, but the danger is

past. That was the shock of Crew, the most dangerous of dodgers. And now he

is close to the School goal, the ball not three yards before him. There is a hurried

rush of the School fags to the spot, but no one throws himself on the ball, the

only chance, and young Brooke has touched it right under the School goal-posts.

The School leaders come up furious, and administer toco to the wretched

fags nearest at hand. They may well be angry, for it is all Lombard Street to a

china orange that the School-house kick a goal with the ball touched in such a
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good place. Old Brooke, of course, will kick it out, but who shall catch and place

it? Call Crab Jones. Here he comes, sauntering along with a straw in his mouth,

the queerest, coolest fish in Rugby. If he were tumbled into the moon this minute,

he would just pick himself up without taking his hands out of his pockets or

turning a hair. But it is a moment when the boldest charger’s heart beats quick.

Old Brooke stands with the ball under his arm motioning the School back; he will

not kick out till they are all in goal, behind the posts. They are all edging

forwards, inch by inch, to get nearer for the rush at Crab Jones, who stands there

in front of Old Brooke to catch the ball. If they can reach and destroy him before

he catches, the danger is over; and with one and the same rush they will carry it

right away to the School-house goal. Fond hope! It is kicked out and caught

beautifully. Crab strikes his heel into the ground, to mark the spot where the ball

was caught, beyond which the school line may not advance; but there they stand,

five deep, ready to rush the moment the ball touches the ground. Take plenty of

room. Don’t give the rush a chance of reaching you. Place it true and steady.

Trust Crab Jones. He has made a small hole with his heel for the ball to lie on, by

which he is resting on one knee, with his eye on old Brooke. ‘Now!’ Crab places

the ball at the word, old Brooke kicks, and it rises slowly and truly as the School

rush forward.

Then a moment’s pause, while both sides look up at the spinning ball.

There it flies, straight between the two posts, some five feet above the cross-bar,

an unquestioned goal; and a shout of real, genuine joy rings out from the Schoolhouse

players-up, and a faint echo of it comes over the close from the goalkeepers

under the Doctor’s wall. A goal in the first hour – such a thing hasn’t

been done in the School-house match these five years.

‘Over!’ is the cry. The two sides change goals, and the School-house goalkeepers

come threading their way across through the masses of the School, the

most openly triumphant of them – amongst whom is Tom, a School-house boy of

two hours’ standing – getting their ears boxed in the transit. Tom indeed is

excited beyond measure, and it is all the sixth-form boy, kindest and safest of

goal-keepers, has been able to do, to keep him from rushing out whenever the

ball has been near their goal. So he holds him by his side, and instructs him in

the science of touching.

At this moment Griffith, the itinerant vender of oranges from Hill Morton,

enters the close with his heavy baskets. There is a rush of small boys upon the

little pale-faced man, the two sides mingling together, subdued by the great

goddess Thirst, like the English and French by the streams in the Pyrenees. The

leaders are past oranges and apples, but some of them visit their coats, and

apply innocent–looking ginger beer bottles to their mouths. It is no ginger-beer

though, I fear, and will do you no good. One short mad rush, and then a stitch in

the side, and no more honest play. That’s what comes of those bottles.

But now Griffith’s baskets are empty, the ball is placed again midway, and

the School are going to kick off. Their leaders have sent their lumber into goal,

and rated the rest soundly, and one hundred and twenty picked players-up are

there, bent on retrieving the game. They are to keep the ball in front of the

School-house goal, and then to drive it in by sheer strength and weight. They
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mean heavy play and no mistake, and so old Brooke sees, and places Crab

Jones in quarters just before the goal, with four or five picked players who are to

keep the ball away to the sides, where a try at goal, if obtained, will be less

dangerous than in front. He himself, and Warner and Hedge, who have saved

themselves till now, will lead the charges.

‘Are you ready?’ ‘Yes.’ And away comes the ball, kicked high in the air, to

give the School time to rush on and catch it as it falls. And here they are amongst

us. Meet them like Englishmen, you School-house boys, and charge them home.

Now is the time to show what mettle is in you; and there shall be a warm seat by

the hall fire, and honour, and lots of bottled beer tonight for him who does his

duty in the next half-hour. And they are well met. Again and again the cloud of

their players-up gathers before our goal, and comes threatening on, and Warner

or Hedge, with young Brooke and the relics of the bull-dogs break through and

carry the ball back; and old Brooke ranges the field like Job’s war-horse. The

thickest scrummage parts asunder before his rush, like the waves before a

clipper’s bows; his cheery voice rings out over the field, and his eye is

everywhere. And if these miss the ball, and it rolls dangerously in front of our

goal, Crab Jones and his men have seized it and sent it away towards the sides

with the unerring drop-kick. This is worth living for – the whole sum of schoolboy

existence gathered up into one straining, struggling half-hour, a half-hour worth a

year of common life.

The quarter to five has struck, and the play slackens for a minute before

goal; but there is Crew, the artful dodger, driving the ball in behind our goal, on

the island side, where our quarters are weakest. Is there no one to meet him?

Yes; look at little East! The ball is just at equal distances between the two, and

they rush together, the young man of seventeen and the boy of twelve, and kick it

at the same moment. Crew passes on without a stagger; East is hurled forward

by the shock, and plunges on his shoulder, as if he would bury himself in the

ground; but the ball rises straight into the air, and falls behind Crew’s back, while

the ‘bravoes’ of the School-house attest the pluckiest charge of all that hardfought

day. Warner picks East up lame and half stunned, and he hobbles back

into goal, conscious of having played the man.

And now the last minutes are come, and the School gather for their last

rush, every boy of the hundred and twenty who has a run left in him. Reckless of

the defence of their own goal, on they come across the level big-side ground, the

ball well down amongst them, straight for our goal, like the column of the Old

Guard up the slope at Waterloo. All former charges have been child’s play to this.

Warner and Hedge have met them, but still on they come. The bull-dogs rush in

for the last time; they are hurled over or carried back, striving hand, foot, and

eyelids. Old Brooke comes sweeping round the skirts of the play, and turning

short round, picks out the very heart of the scrummage, and plunges in. It wavers

for a moment; he has the ball. No, it has passed him, and his voice rings out

clear over the advancing tide, ‘Look out in goal!’ Crab Jones catches it for a

moment; but before he can kick, the rush is upon him and passes over him; and

he picks himself up behind them with his straw in his mouth, a little dirtier, but as

cool as ever.
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The ball rolls slowly in behind the School-house goal, not three yards in

front of a dozen of the biggest School players-up.

There stands the School-house praepostor, safest of goal-keepers and

Tom Brown by his side, who has learned his trade by this time. Now is your time,

Tom. The blood of all the Browns is up, and the two rush in together, and throw

themselves on the ball, under the very feet of the advancing column – the

praepostor on his hands and knees, arching his back, and Tom all along on his

face. Over them topple the leaders of the rush, shooting over the back of the

praepostor, but falling flat on Tom, and knocking all the wind out of his small

carcass. ‘Our ball,’ says the praepostor, rising with his prize; ‘but get up there;

there’s a little fellow under you.’ They are hauled and roll off him, and Tom is

discovered, a motionless body.

Old Brooke picks him up. ‘Stand back, give him air,’ he says; and then

feeling his limbs, adds, ‘No bones broken. – How do you feel, young un?’

‘Hah-hah!’ gasps Tom, as his wind comes back; ‘pretty well, thank you –

all right.’

‘Who is he?’ says Brooke.

‘Oh, it’s Brown; he’s a new boy; I know him,’ says East, coming up.

‘Well, he is a plucky youngster, and will make a player,’ says Brooke.

And five o’clock strikes. ‘No side’ is called, and the first day of the Schoolhouse

match is over.
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Swimming and fishing

The river Avon at Rugby is a slow and not very clear stream, in which

chub, dace, roach, and other coarse fish are (or were) plentiful enough, together

with a fair sprinkling of small jack, but no fish worth sixpence either for sport or

food. It is, however, a capital river for bathing, as it has many nice small pools

and several good reaches for swimming, all within about a mile of one another,

and at an easy twenty minutes’ walk from the school. This mile of water is rented,

or used to be rented, for bathing purposes by the trustees of the School, for the

boys. The foot-path to Brownsover crosses the river by ‘the Planks’, a curious old

single-plank bridge running for fifty or sixty yards into the flat meadows on each

side of the river – for in the winter there are frequent floods. Above the Planks

were the bathing-places for the smaller boys – Sleath’s, the first bathing-place,

where all new boys had to begin, until they had proved to the bathing men (three

steady individuals, who were paid to attend daily through the summer to prevent

accidents) that they could swim pretty decently, when they were allowed to go on

to Anstey’s, about one hundred and fifty yards below. Here there was a hole

about six feet deep and twelve feet across, over which the puffing urchins

struggled to the opposite side, and thought no small beer of themselves for

having been out of their depths. Below the Planks came larger and deeper holes,

the first of which was Wratislaw’s, and the last Swift’s, a famous hole, ten or

twelve feet deep in parts, and thirty yards across, from which there was a fine

swimming reach right down to the mill. Swift’s was reserved for the sixth and fifth

forms, and had a spring board and two sets of steps; the others had one set of

steps each, and were used indifferently by all the lower boys, though each house

addicted itself more to one hole than to another. The School-house at this time

affected Wratislaw’s hole, and Tom and East, who had learnt to swim like fishes,

were to be found there as regular as the cock through the summer, always twice,

and often three times a day.

Now the boys either had, or fancied they had, a right also to fish at their

pleasure over the whole of this part of the river, and would not understand that

the right (if any) only extended to the Rugby side. As ill-luck would have it, the

gentleman who owned the opposite bank, after allowing it for some time without

interference, had ordered his keepers not to let the boys fish on his side – the

consequence of which had been that there had been first wranglings and then

fights between the keepers and boys; and so keen had the quarrel become that

the landlord and his keepers, after a ducking had been inflicted on one of the

latter, and a fierce fight ensued thereon, had been up to the great school at

calling-over to identify the delinquents, and it was all the Doctor himself and five

or six masters could do to keep the peace. Not even his authority could prevent

the hissing, and so strong was the feeling that the four praepostors of the week

walked up the school with their canes, shouting ‘S-s-s-s-i-lenc-c-c-e’ at the top of

their voices. However, the chief offenders for the time were flogged and kept in

bounds; but the victorious party had brought a nice hornet’s nest about their ears.

The landlord was hissed at the School-gates as he rode past, and when he

charged his horse at the mob of boys, and tried to thrash them with his whip, was
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driven back by cricket-bats and wickets, and pursued with pebbles and fives

balls; while the wretched keepers’ lives were a burden to them, from having to

watch the waters so closely.

The School-house boys of Tom’s standing, one and all, as a protest

against this tyranny and cutting short of their lawful amusements, took to fishing

in all ways, and especially by means of night-lines. The little tackle-maker at the

bottom of the town would soon have made his fortune had the rage lasted, and

several of the barbers began to lay in fishing-tackle. The boys had this great

advantage over their enemies, that they spent a large portion of the day in

nature’s garb by the river-side, so, when tired of swimming, would get out on the

other side and fish, or set night lines, till the keepers hove in sight, and then

plunge in and swim back and mix with the other bathers, and the keepers were

too wise to follow across the stream.

While things were in this state, one day Tom and three or four others were

bathing at Wratislaw’s, and had, as a matter of course, been taking up and resetting

night-lines. They had all left the water, and were sitting or standing about

at their toilets, in all costumes, from a shirt upwards, when they were aware of a

man in a velveteen shooting-coat approaching from the other side. He was a new

keeper, so they didn’t recognize or notice him, till he pulled up right opposite, and

began:

‘I see’d some of you young gentlemen over this side a-fishing just now.’

‘Hullo! Who are you? What business is that of yours, old Velveteens?’

‘I’m the new under-keeper, and master’s told me to keep a sharp look-out

on all o’you young chaps. And I tells ’ee I means business, and you’d better keep

on your own side, or we shall fall out.’

‘Well, that’s right, Velveteens; speak out, and let’s know your mind at

once.’

‘Look here, old boy,’ cried East, holding up a miserable, coarse fish or two

and small jack; ‘would you like to smell ’em and see which bank they lived

under?’

‘I’ll give you a bit of advice, keeper,’ shouted Tom, who was sitting in his

shirt paddling with his feet in the river: ‘you’d better go down there to Swift’s,

where the big boys are; they’re beggars at setting lines, and I’ll put you up to a

wrinkle or two for catching the five-pounders.’ Tom was nearest to the keeper,

and that officer, who was getting angry at the chaff, fixed his eyes on our hero, as

if to take a note of him for future use. Tom returned his gaze with a steady stare,

and then broke into a laugh, and struck into the middle of a favourite Schoolhouse

song, -

‘As I and my companions

Were setting of a snare,

The gamekeeper was watching us;

For him we did not care;

For we can wrestle and fight, my boys,

And jump out anywhere.

For it’s my delight of a likely night,

In the season of the year.’
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The chorus was taken up by the other boys with shouts of laughter, and

the keeper turned away with a grunt, but evidently bent on mischief. The boys

thought no more of the matter.

But now came on the May-fly season; the soft, hazy summer weather lay

sleepily along the rich meadows by Avon side, and the green and gray flies

flickered with their graceful, lazy up-and-down flight over the reeds and the water

and the meadows, in myriads upon myriads. The May-flies must surely be the

lotus-eaters of the ephemerae – the happiest, laziest, carelessest fly that dances

and dreams out his few hours of sunshiny life by English rivers.

Every little pitiful, coarse fish in the Avon was on the alert for the flies, and

gorging his wretched carcass with hundreds daily, the gluttonous rogues! And

every lover of the gentle craft was out to avenge the poor May-flies.

So one fine Thursday afternoon, Tom, having borrowed East’s new rod,

started by himself to the river. He fished for some time with small success – not a

fish would rise at him; but as he prowled along the bank, he was presently aware

of mighty ones feeding in a pool on the opposite side, under the shade of a huge

willow-tree. The stream was deep here, but some fifty yards below was a

shallow, for which he made off hot-foot; and forgetting landlords, keepers,

solemn prohibitions of the Doctor, and everything else – pulled up his trousers,

plunged across, and in three minutes was creeping along on all fours towards the

clump of willows.

It isn’t often that great chub, or any other coarse fish, are in earnest about

anything; but just then they were thoroughly bent on feeding, and in half an hour

Master Tom had deposited three thumping fellows at the foot of the giant willow.

As he was baiting for a fourth pounder, and just going to throw in again, he

became aware of a man coming up the bank not one hundred yards off. Another

look told him that it was the under-keeper. Could he reach the shallow before

him? No, not carrying his rod. Nothing for it but the tree. So Tom laid his bones to

it, shinning up as fast as he could, and dragging up his rod after him. He had just

time to reach and crouch along upon a huge branch some ten feet up, which

stretched out over the river, when the under-keeper arrived at the clump. Tom’s

heart beat fast as he came under the tree; two steps more and he would have

passed, when, as ill-luck would have it, the gleam on the scales of the dead fish

caught his eye, and he made a dead point at the foot of the tree. He picked up

the fish one by one; his eye and touch told him that they had been alive and

feeding within the hour. Tom crouched lower along the branch, and heard the

keeper beating the clump. ‘If I could only get the rod hidden,’ thought he, and

began gently shifting it to get it alongside of him; ‘willow trees don’t throw out

straight hickory shoots twelve feet long, with no leaves, worse luck.’ Alas! the

keeper catches the rustle, and then a sight of the rod, and then of Tom’s hand

and arm.

‘Oh, be up ther’, be ’ee?’ says he, running under the tree. ‘Now, you come

down this minute.’

‘Tree’d at last,’ thinks Tom, making no answer, and keeping as close as

possible, but working away at the rod, which he takes to pieces. ‘I’m in for it,
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unless I can starve him out.’ And then he begins to meditate getting along the

branch for a plunge, and scramble to the other side; but the small branches are

so thick, and the opposite bank so difficult, that the keeper will have lots of time

to get round by the ford before he can get out, so he gives that up. And now he

hears the keeper beginning to scramble up the trunk. That will never do; so he

scrambles himself back to where his branch joins the trunk, and stands with lifted

rod.

‘Hullo, Velveteens; mind your fingers if you come any higher.’

The keeper stops and looks up, and then with a grin says, ‘Oh! be you, be

it, young master? Well, here’s luck. Now I tells ’ee to come down at once, and ’t’ll

be best for ’ee.’

‘Thank ’ee, Velveteens; I’m very comfortable,’ said Tom, shortening the

rod in his hand, and preparing for battle.

‘Werry well; please yourself,’ says the keeper, descending, however, to

the ground again, and taking his seat on the bank.

‘I bea’nt in no hurry, so you may take your time. I’ll l’arn ’ee to gee honest

folk names afore I’ve done with ’ee.’

‘My luck as usual,’ thinks Tom; ‘what a fool I was to give him a black! If I’d

called him “keeper”, now, I might get off. The return match is all his way.’

The keeper quietly proceeded to take out his pipe, fill, and light it, keeping

an eye on Tom, who now sat disconsolately across the branch, looking at keeper

– a pitiful sight for men and fishes. The more he thought of it the less he liked it.

‘It must be getting near second calling-over,’ thinks he. Keeper smokes on

stolidly. ‘If he takes me up, I shall be flogged safe enough. I can’t sit here all

night. Wonder if he’ll rise at silver.’

‘I say, keeper,’ said he meekly, ‘let me go for two bob?’

‘Not for twenty neither,’ grunts his persecutor.

And so they sat on till long past second calling-over, and the sun came

slanting in through the willow-branches, and telling of locking-up near at hand.

‘I’m coming down, keeper,’ said Tom at last, with a sigh, fairly tired out.

‘Now what are you going to do?’

‘Walk ’ee up to School, and give ’ee over to the Doctor; them’s my orders,’

says Velveteens, knocking the ashes out of his fourth pipe, and standing up and

shaking himself.

‘Very good,’ said Tom; ‘but hands off, you know. I’ll go with you quietly, so

no collaring or that sort of thing.’

Keeper looked at him a minute, ‘Werry good,’ said he at last. And so Tom

descended, and wended his way drearily by the side of the keeper, up to the

School-house, where they arrived just at locking-up. As they passed the Schoolgates,

the Tadpole and several others who were standing there caught the state

of things, and rushed out crying, ‘Rescue!’ But Tom shook his head; so they only

followed to the Doctor’s gate, and went back sorely puzzled.

How changed and stern the Doctor seemed from the last time that Tom

was up there, as the keeper told the story, not omitting to state how Tom had

called him blackguard names. ‘Indeed, sir,’ broke in the culprit, ‘it was only

Velveteens.’ The Doctor only asked one question.
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‘You know the rule about the banks, Brown?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then wait for me tomorrow, after first lesson.’

‘I thought so,’ muttered Tom.

‘And about the rod, sir?’ went on the keeper. ‘Master’s told we as we might

have all the rods –‘

‘Oh, please, sir,’ broke in Tom’, ‘the rod isn’t mine.’

The Doctor looked puzzled; but the keeper who was a good-hearted fellow, and

melted at Tom’s evident distress, gave up his claim. Tom was flogged next

morning, and a few days afterwards met Velveteens, and presented him with

half-a-crown for giving up the rod claim, and they became sworn friends; and I

regret to say that Tom had many more fish from under the willow that May-fly

season, and was never caught again by Velveteens.
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The fight

It was not at all usual in those days for two School-house boys to have a

fight. Of course there were exceptions, when some cross-grained, hard-headed

fellow came up who would never be happy unless he was quarrelling with his

nearest neighbours, or when there was some class-dispute, between the fifth

form and the fags, for instance, which required blood-letting; and a champion

was picked out on each side tacitly, who settled the matter by a good hearty mill.

But, for the most part, the constant use of those surest keepers of the peace, the

boxing-gloves, kept the School-house boys from fighting one another. Two or

three nights in every week the gloves were brought out, either in the hall or fifthform

room; and every boy who was ever likely to fight at all knew all his

neighbours’ prowess perfectly well, and could tell to a nicety what chance he

would have in a stand-up fight with any other boy in the house. But, of course, no

such experience could be gotten as regarded boys in other houses; and as most

of the other houses were more or less jealous of the School-house, collisions

were frequent.

After all, what would life be without fighting, I should like to know? From the

cradle to the grave, fighting, rightly understood, is the business, the real highest,

honestest business of every sort of man.

[Slogger Williams (the form bully) has it in for young Arthur. Tom stands

up for the youngster and agrees to fight Slogger on Arthur’s behalf.]

‘Huzza! There’s going to be fight between Slogger Williams and Tom

Brown!’

The news ran like wildfire about, and many boys who were on their way to

tea at their several houses turned back, and sought the back of the chapel,

where the fights come off.

‘Just run and tell East to come and back me,’ said Tom to a small Schoolhouse

boy, who was off like a rocket to Harrowell’s, just stopping for a moment to

poke his head into the School-house hall, where the lower boys were already at

tea, and sing out, ‘Fight! Tom Brown and Slogger Williams.’

Up start half the boys at once, leaving bread, eggs, butter, sprats, and all

the rest to take care of themselves. The greater part of the remainder follow in a

minute, after swallowing their tea, carrying their food in their hands to consume

as they go. Three or four only remain to steal the butter of the more impetuous,

and make to themselves an unctuous feast.

In another minute East and Martin tear through the quadrangle, carrying a

sponge, and arrive at the scene of action just as the combatants are beginning to

strip.

Tom felt he had got his work cut out for him, as he stripped off his jacket,

waistcoat, and braces. East tied his handkerchief round his waist, and rolled up

his shirt-sleeves for him. ‘Now, old boy, don’t you open your mouth to say a word,

or try to help yourself a bit – we’ll do all that; you keep all your breath and

strength for the Slogger.’ Martin meanwhile folded the clothes and put them
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under the chapel rails; and now Tom, with East to handle him, and Martin to give

him a knee, steps out on the turf, and is ready for all that may come; and here is

the Slogger too, all stripped and thirsting for the fray.

It doesn’t look a fair match at first glance: Williams is nearly two inches

taller, and probably a long year older than his opponent, and is very strongly

made about the arms and shoulders – ‘peels well’, as the little knot of big fifthform

boys, the amateurs say, who stand outside the ring of little boys, looking

complacently on, but taking no active part in the proceedings. But down below he

is not so good by any means – no spring from the loins, and feeblish, not to say

shipwrecky, about the knees. Tom, on the contrary, though not half so strong in

the arms, is good all over, straight, hard, and springy, from neck to ankle, better

perhaps in his legs than anywhere. Besides, you can see by the clear white of his

eye, and fresh bright look of his skin, that he is in tip-top training, able to do all he

knows; while the Slogger looks rather sodden, as if he didn’t take much exercise

and ate too much tuck. The timekeeper is chosen, a large ring made, and the two

stand up opposite one another for a moment, giving us time just to make our little

observations.

‘If Tom’ll only condescend to fight with his head and heels,’ as East

mutters to Martin, ‘we shall do.’

But seemingly he won’t, for there he goes in, making play with both hands.

Hard all is the word; the two stand to one another like men; rally follows rally in

quick succession, each fighting as if he thought to finish the whole thing out of

hand. ‘Can’t last at this rate,’ say the knowing ones, while the partisans of each

make the air ring with their shouts and counter-shouts of encouragement,

approval, and defiance.

‘Take it easy, take it easy; keep away; let him come after you,’ implores

East, as he wipes Tom’s face after the first round with a wet sponge, while he sits

back on Martin’s knee, supported by the Madman’s long arms, which tremble a

little from excitement.

‘Time’s up,’ calls the timekeeper.

‘There he goes again, hang it all!’ growls East, as his man is at it again, as

hard as ever. A very severe round follows, in which Tom gets out and out the

worst of it, and is at last hit clean off his legs, and deposited on the grass by a

right-hander from the Slogger.

Loud shouts rise from the boys of Slogger’s house, and the School-house

are silent and vicious, ready to pick quarrels anywhere.

‘Two to one in half-crowns on the big un,’ says Rattle, one of the

amateurs, a tall fellow, in thunder-and lightning waistcoat, and puffy, goodnatured

face.

‘Done!’ says Groove, another amateur of quieter look, taking out his

notebook to enter it, for our friend Rattle sometimes forgets these little things.

Meantime East is freshening up Tom with the sponges for next round, and

has set two boys to rub his hands.

‘Tom, old boy,’ whispers he, ‘this may be fun for you, but it’s death to me.

He’ll hit all the fight out of you in another five minutes, and then I shall go and

drown myself in the island ditch. Feint him; use your legs; draw him about. He’ll
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lose his wind then in no time, and you can go into him. Hit at his body too; we’ll

take care of his frontispiece by-and-by.’

Tom felt the wisdom of the counsel, and saw already that he couldn’t go in

and finish the Slogger off at mere hammer and tongs, so changed his tactics

completely in the third round. He now fights cautiously, getting away from and

parrying the Slogger’s lunging hits, instead of trying to counter, and leading his

enemy a dance all round the ring after him. ‘He’s funking; go in, Williams,’ ‘Catch

him up,’ ‘Finish him off,’ scream the small boys of the Slogger party.

‘Just what we want,’ thinks East, chuckling to himself, as he sees

Williams, excited by these shouts, and thinking the game is in his own hands,

blowing himself in his exertions to get to close quarters again, while Tom is

keeping away with perfect ease.

They quarter over the ground again and again, Tom always on the

defensive.

The Slogger pulls up at last for a moment, fairly blown.

‘Now, then, Tom,’ sings out East, dancing with delight. Tom goes in in a

twinkling, and hits two heavy body blows, and gets away again before the

Slogger can catch his wind, which when he does he rushes with blind fury at

Tom, and being skilfully parried and avoided, overreaches himself and falls on

his face, amidst terrific cheers from the School-house boys.

‘Double your two to one?’ says Groove to Rattle, notebook in hand.

‘Stop a bit,’ says that hero, looking uncomfortably at Williams, who is

puffing away on his second’s knee, winded enough, but little the worse in any

other way.

After another round the Slogger too seems to see that he can’t go in and

win right off, and has met his match or thereabouts. So he too begins to use his

head, and tries to make Tom lose his patience, and come in before his time. And

so the fight sways on, now one and now the other getting a trifling pull.

Tom’s face begins to look very one-sided – there are little queer bumps on

his forehead, and his mouth is bleeding; but East keeps the wet sponge going so

scientifically that he comes up looking as fresh and bright as ever. Williams is

only slightly marked in the face, but by the nervous movement of his elbows you

can see that Tom’s body blows are telling. In fact, half the vice of the Slogger’s

hitting is neutralized, for he daren’t lunge out freely for fear of exposing his sides.

It is too interesting by this time for much shouting, and the whole ring is very

quiet.

‘All right, Tommy,’ whispers East; ‘hold on’s the horse that’s to win. We’ve

got the last. Keep your head, old boy.’

But where is Arthur all this time? Words cannot paint the poor little fellow’s

distress. He couldn’t muster courage to come up to the ring, but wandered up

and down from the great fives court to the corner of the chapel rails, now trying to

make up his mind to throw himself between them, and try to stop them; then

thinking of running in and telling his friend Mary, who, he knew, would instantly

report to the Doctor. The stories he had heard of men being killed in prize-fights

rose up horribly before him.
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Once only when the shouts of ‘Well done, Brown!’ ‘Huzza for the Schoolhouse!’

rose higher than ever, he ventured up to the ring, thinking the victory was

won. Catching sight of Tom’s face in the state I have described, all fear of

consequences vanishing out of his mind; he rushed straight off to the matron’s

room, beseeching her to get the fight stopped, or he should die.

But it’s time for us to get back to the close. What is this fierce tumult and

confusion? The ring is broken, and high and angry words are being bandied

about. ‘It’s all fair’ – ‘It isn’t’ – ‘No hugging!’ The fight is stopped. The combatants,

however, sit there quietly, tended by their seconds, while their adherents wrangle

in the middle. East can’t help shouting challenges to two or three of the other

side, though he never leaves Tom for a moment, and plies the sponges as fast

as ever.

The fact is, that at the end of the last round, Tom, seeing a good opening,

had closed with his opponent, and after a moment’s struggle, had thrown him

heavily, by help of the fall he had learnt from his village rival in the Vale of White

Horse. Williams hadn’t the ghost of a chance with Tom at wrestling; and the

conviction broke at once on the Slogger faction that if this were allowed their man

must be licked. There was a strong feeling in the School against catching hold

and throwing, though it was generally ruled all fair within limits; so the ring was

broken and the fight stopped.

The School-house are overruled – the fight is on again, but there is to be

no throwing; and East, in high wrath, threatens to take his man away after next

round (which he don’t mean to do, by the way), when suddenly young Brooke

comes through the small gate at the end of the chapel. The School-house faction

rush to him. ‘Oh, hurrah! Now we shall get fair play.’

‘Please, Brooke, come up. They won’t let Tom Brown throw him.’

‘Throw whom?’ says Brooke, coming up to the ring. ‘Oh! Williams, I see.

Nonsense! Of course he may throw him, if he catches him fairly above the waist.’

Now, young Brooke, you’re in the sixth, you know, and you ought to stop

all fights. He looks hard at both boys. ‘Anything wrong?’ says he to East, nodding

at Tom.

‘Not a bit.’

‘Not beat at all?’

‘Bless you, no! Heaps of fight in him. – Ain’t there, Tom?’

Tom looks at Brooke and grins.

‘How’s he?’ nodding at Williams.

‘So so; rather done, I think, since his last fall. He won’t stand above two

more.’

‘Time’s up!’ The boys rise again and face one another. Brooke can’t find it

in his heart to stop them just yet, so the round goes on, the Slogger waiting for

Tom, and reserving all his strength to hit him out should he come in for the

wrestling dodge again, for he feels that that must be stopped, or his sponge will

soon go up in the air.

And now another newcomer appears on the field, to wit, the under-porter,

with his long brush and great wooden receptacle for dust under his arm. He has

been sweeping out the schools.
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‘You’d better stop, gentlemen,’ he says; ‘the Doctor knows that Brown’s

fighting – he’ll be out in a minute.’

‘You go to Bath, Bill,’ is all that that excellent servitor gets by his advice;

and being a man of his hands, and a stanch upholder of the School-house, can’t

help stopping to look on for a bit, and see Tom Brown, their pet craftsman, fight a

round.

It is grim earnest now, and no mistake. Both boys feel this, and summon

every power of head, hand, and eye to their aid. A piece of luck on either side, a

foot slipping, a blow getting well home, or another fall, may decide it. Tom works

slowly round for an opening; he has all the legs, and can choose his own time.

The Slogger waits for the attack, and hopes to finish it by some heavy righthanded

blow. As they quarter slowly over the ground, the evening sun comes out

from behind a cloud and falls full on William’s face. Tom darts in; the heavy right

hand is delivered, but only grazes his head. A short rally at close quarters, and

they close; in another moment the Slogger is thrown again heavily for the third

time.

‘I’ll give you three to two on the little one in half-crowns,’ says Groove to

Rattle.

‘No thank ’ee,’ answers the other, diving his hands farther into his coattails.

Just at this stage of the proceedings, the door of the turret which leads to

the Doctor’s library suddenly opens, and he steps into the close, and makes

straight for the ring, in which Brown and the Slogger are both seated on their

seconds’ knees for the last time.

‘The Doctor! The Doctor!’ shouts some small boy who catches sight of

him, and the ring melts away in a few seconds, the small boys tearing off, Tom

collaring his jacket and waistcoat, and slipping through the little gate by the

chapel, and round the corner to Harrowell’s with his backers making off not quite

so fast across the close; Groove, Rattle, and the other bigger fellows trying to

combine dignity and prudence in a comical manner, and walking off fast enough,

they hope, not be recognized, and not fast enough to look like running away.

Young Brooke alone remains on the ground by the time the Doctor gets

there, and touches his hat, not without a slight inward qualm.

‘Hah! Brooke. I am surprised to see you here. Don’t you know that I expect

the sixth to stop fighting?’

Brooke felt much more uncomfortable than he had expected, but he was

rather a favourite with the Doctor for his openness and plainness of speech, so

blurted out, as he walked by the Doctor’s side, who had already turned back, -

‘Yes, sir, generally. But I thought you wished us to exercise a discretion in

the matter too – not to interfere too soon.’

‘But they have been fighting this half-hour and more,’ said the Doctor.

‘Yes, sir; but neither was hurt. And they’re the sort of boys who’ll be all the

better friends now, which they wouldn’t have been if they had been stopped any

earlier – before it was so equal.’

‘Who was fighting with Brown?’ said the Doctor.
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‘Williams, sir, of Thompson’s. He is bigger than Brown, and had the best

of it at first, but not when you came up, sir. There’s a good deal of jealousy

between our house and Thompson’s, and there would have been more fights if

this hadn’t been let go on, or if either of them had much the worst of it.’

‘Well but, Brooke,’ said the Doctor, ‘doesn’t this look a little as if you

exercised your discretion by only stopping a fight when the School-house boy is

getting the worst of it?’

Brooke, it must be confessed, felt rather gravelled.

‘Now remember,’ added the Doctor, as he stopped at the turret-door, ‘this

fight is not to go on; you’ll see to that. And I expect you stop all fights in future at

once.’

‘Very well, sir,’ said the young Brooke, touching his hat, and not sorry to

see the turret-door close behind the Doctor’s back.
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The cricket match

Another two years have passed, and it is again the end of the summer

half-year at Rugby; in fact, the School has broken up. The fifth-form examinations

were over last week, and upon them have followed the speeches, and the sixthform

examinations for exhibitions; and they too are over now. The boys have

gone to the winds of heaven, except the town boys and the eleven, and the few

enthusiasts besides who have asked leave to stay in their houses to see the

result of the cricket matches. For this year, the Wellesburn return match and the

Marylebone match are played at Rugby, to the great delight of the town and

neighbourhood, and the sorrow of those aspiring young cricketers who have

been reckoning for the last three months on showing off at Lord’s ground.

The Doctor started for the Lakes yesterday morning, after an interview

with the captain of the eleven, in the presence of Thomas, at which he arranged

in what school the cricket dinners were to be, and all other matters necessary for

the satisfactory carrying out of the festivities, and warned them as to keeping all

spirituous liquors out of the close, and having the gates closed by nine o’clock.

The Wellesburn match was played out with great success yesterday, the

School winning by three wickets; and today the great event of the cricketing year,

the Marylebone match, is being played. What a match it has been! The London

eleven came down by an afternoon train yesterday, in time to see the end of the

Wellesburn match; and as soon as it was over, their leading men and umpire

inspected the ground, criticizing it rather unmercifully. The captain of the School

eleven, and one or two others who had played the Lord’s match before, and

knew old Mr. Aislabie and several of the Lord’s men, accompanied them; while

the rest of the eleven looked on from under the Three Trees with admiring eyes,

and asked one another the names of the illustrious strangers, and recounted how

many runs each of them had made in the late matches in Bell’s Life. They looked

such hard-bitten, wiry, whiskered fellows that their young adversaries felt rather

desponding as to the result of the morrow’s match. The ground was at last

chosen, and two men set to work upon it to water and roll; and then, there being

yet some half-hour of daylight, someone had suggested a dance on the turf. The

close was half full of citizens and their families, and the idea was hailed with

enthusiasm. The cornopean player was still on the ground. In five minutes the

eleven and half a dozen of the Wellesburn and Marylebone men got partners

somehow or another, and a merry country-dance was going on, to which every

one flocked, and new couples joined in every minute, till there were a hundred of

them going down the middle and up again; and the long line of school buildings

looked gravely down on them, every window glowing with the last rays of the

western sun; and the rooks clanged about in the tops of the old elms, greatly

excited, and resolved on having their country-dance too; and the great flag

flapped lazily in the gentle western breeze. Altogether it was a sight which would

have made glad the heart of our brave old founder, Lawrence Sheriff, if he were

half as good a fellow as I take him to have been. It was a cheerful sight to see.

But what made it so valuable in the sight of the captain of the School eleven was

that he there saw his young hands shaking off their shyness and awe of the

19

Lord’s men, as they crossed hands and capered about on the grass together; for

the strangers entered into it all, and threw away their cigars, and danced and

shouted like boys; while old Mr. Aislabie stood by looking on in his white hat,

leaning on a bat, in benevolent enjoyment. ‘This hop will be worth thirty runs to

us tomorrow, and will be the making of Raggles and Johnson,’ thinks the young

leader, as he revolves many things in his mind, standing by the side of Mr.

Aislabie, whom he will not leave for a minute, for he feels that the character of

the School for courtesy is resting on his shoulders.

But when a quarter to nine struck, and he saw old Thomas beginning to

fidget about with the keys in his hand, he thought of the Doctor’s parting

monition, and stopped the cornopean at once, notwithstanding the loud-voiced

remonstrances from all sides; and the crowd scattered away from the close, the

eleven all going into the School-house, where supper and beds were provided for

them by the Doctor’s orders.

Deep had been the consultations at supper as to the order of going in,

who should bowl the first over, whether it would be best to play steady or freely;

and the youngest hands declared that they shouldn’t be a bit nervous, and

praised their opponents as the jolliest fellows in the world, except perhaps their

old friends the Wellesburn men. How far a little good-nature from their elders will

go with the right sort of boys!

The morning had dawned bright and warm, to the intense relief of many

an anxious youngster, up betimes to mark the signs of the weather. The eleven

went down in a body before breakfast, for a plunge in the cold bath in a corner of

the close. The ground was in splendid order, and soon after ten o’clock, before

spectators had arrived, all was ready, and two of the Lord’s men took their places

at the wickets – the School, with the usual liberality of young hands, having put

their adversaries in first. Old Bailey stepped up to the wicket, and called play, and

the match has begun.

* * * * * * * * *

‘Oh, well bowled! Well bowled, Johnson!’ cries the captain, catching up the

ball and sending it high above the rook trees, while the third Marylebone man

walks away from the wicket, and old Bailey gravely sets up the middle stump

again and puts the bails on.

‘How many runs? Away scamper three boys to the scoring-table, and are

back again in a minute amongst the rest of the eleven, who are collected

together in a knot between wicket. ‘Only eighteen runs, and three wickets down!’

‘Huzza for old Rugby!’ sings out Jack Raggles, the long-stop, toughest and

burliest of boys, commonly called ‘Swiper Jack’, and forthwith stands on his

head, and brandishes his legs in the air in triumph, till the next boy catches hold

of his heels, and throws him over on to his back.

‘Steady there; don’t be such as ass, Jack,’ says the captain; ‘we haven’t

got the best wicket yet. Ah, look out now at cover-point,’ adds he, as he sees a

long-armed, bare-headed, slashing-looking player coming to the wicket. ‘And

Jack, mind your hits. He steals more runs than any man in England.’
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And they all find that they have got their work to do now. The newcomer’s

off-hitting is tremendous, and his running like a flash of lightning. He is never in

his ground except when his wicket is down. Nothing in the whole game so trying

to boys. He has stolen three byes in the first ten minutes, and Jack Raggles is

furious, and begins throwing over savagely to the farther wicket, until he is sternly

stopped by the captain. It is all that young gentleman can do to keep his team

steady, but knows that everything depends on it, and faces his work bravely. The

score creeps up to fifty; the boys begin to look blank; and the spectators, who are

now mustering strong, are very silent. The ball flies off his bat to all parts of the

field, and he gives no rest and no catches to any one. But cricket is full of

glorious chances, and the goddess who presides over it loves to bring down the

most skilful players. Johnson, the young bowler, is getting wild, and bowls a ball

almost wide to the off; the batter steps out and cuts it beautifully to where coverpoint

is standing very deep – in fact almost off the ground. The ball comes

skimming and twisting along about three feet from the ground; he rushes at it,

and it sticks somehow or other in the fingers of his left hand, to the utter

astonishment of himself and the whole field. Such a catch hasn’t been made in

the close for years, and the cheering is maddening. ‘Pretty cricket,’ says the

captain, throwing himself on the ground by the deserted wicket with a long

breath. He feels that a crisis has passed.

I wish I had space to describe the match – how the captain stumped the

next man off a leg-shooter, and bowled small cobs to old Mr. Aislabie, who came

in for the last wicket; how the Lord’s men were out by half-past twelve o’clock for

ninety-eight runs; how the captain of the School eleven went in first to give his

men pluck, and scored twenty-five in beautiful style; how Rugby was only four

behind in the first innings; what a glorious dinner they had in the fourth-form

school; and how the cover-point hitter sang the most topping comic songs, and

old Mr. Aislabie made the best speeches that ever were heard, afterwards. But I

haven’t space – that’s the fact; and so you must fancy it all, and carry yourselves

on to half-past seven o’clock, when the School are again in, with five wickets

down, and only thirty-two runs to make to win. The Marylebone men played

carelessly in their second innings, but they are working like horses now to save

the match.

There is much healthy, hearty, happy life scattered up and down the close;

but the group to which I beg to call your special attention is there, on the slope of

the island, which looks towards the cricket-ground. It consists of three figures;

two are seated on a bench, and one on the ground at their feet. The first, a tall,

slight and rather gaunt man, with a bushy eyebrow and a dry, humorous smile, is

evidently a clergyman. He is carelessly dressed, and looks rather used up, which

isn’t much to be wondered at, seeing that he has just finished six weeks of

examination work; but there he basks, and spreads himself out in the evening

sun, bent on enjoying life, though he doesn’t quite know what to do with his arms

and legs. Surely it is our friend the young master, whom we have had glimpses of

before, but his face has gained a great deal since we last came across him.

And by his side, in white flannel shirt and trousers, straw hat, the captain’s

belt, and the untanned yellow cricket shoes which all the eleven wear, sits a
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strapping figure, near six feet high, with ruddy, tanned face and whiskers, curly

brown hair, and a laughing, dancing eye. He is leaning forward with his elbows

resting on his knees, and dandling his favourite bat, with which he has made

thirty or forty runs today, in his strong brown hands. It is Tom Brown, grown into a

young man nineteen years old, a praepostor and captain of the eleven, spending

his last day as a Rugby boy, and, let us hope, as much wiser as he is bigger,

since we last had the pleasure of coming across him.

And at their feet on the warm, dry ground, similarly dressed, sits Arthur,

Turkish fashion, with his bat across his knees. He too is no longer a boy – less of

a boy, in fact, than Tom, if one may judge from the thoughtfulness of his face,

which is somewhat paler, too, than one could wish; but his figure, though slight,

is well knit and active, and all his old timidity has disappeared, and is replaced by

silent, quaint fun, with which his face twinkles all over, as he listens to the broken

talk between the other two, in which he joins every now and then.

All three are watching the game eagerly, and joining in the cheering which

follows every good hit. It is pleasing to see the easy, friendly footing which the

pupils are on with their master, perfectly respectful, yet with no reserve and

nothing forced in their intercourse. Tom has clearly abandoned the old theory of

‘natural enemies’ in this case at any rate.

But it is time to listen to what they are saying, and see what we can gather

out of it.

‘I don’t object to your theory,’ says the master, ‘and I allow you have made

a fair case for yourself. But now, in such books as Aristophanes, for instance,

you’ve been reading a play this half with the Doctor, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, the Knights,’ answered Tom.

‘Well, I’m sure you would have enjoyed the wonderful humour of it twice

as much if you had taken more pains with your scholarship.’

‘Well, sir, I don’t believe any boy in the form enjoyed the sets-to between

Cleon and the Sausage-seller more than I did – eh, Arthur?’ said Tom, giving him

a stir with his foot.

‘Yes. I must say he did,’ said Arthur. ‘I think, sir, you’ve hit upon the wrong

book there.’

‘Not a bit of it,’ said the master. ‘Why, in those very passages of arms,

how can you thoroughly appreciate them unless you are master of the weapons?

And the weapons are the language, which you, Brown, have never half worked

at; and so, as I say, you must have lost all the delicate shades of meaning which

make the best part of the fun.’

‘Oh, well played! Bravo, Johnson!’ shouted Arthur, dropping his bat and

clapping furiously; and Tom joined in with a ‘Bravo, Johnson!’ which might have

been heard at the chapel.

‘Eh! what was it? I didn’t see,’ inquired the master. ‘They only got one run,

I thought?’

‘No, but such a ball, three-quarters length, and coming straight for his leg

bail. Nothing but that turn of the wrist could have saved him, and he drew it away

to leg for a safe one – bravo, Johnson!’
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‘How well they are bowling, though,’ said Arthur; ‘they don’t mean to be

beat, I can see.’

‘There now,’ struck in the master; ‘you see that’s just what I have been

preaching this half-hour. The delicate play is the true thing. I don’t understand

cricket, so I don’t enjoy those fine draws which you tell me are the best play,

though when you or Raggles hit a ball hard away for six I am as delighted as any

one. Don’t you see the analogy?’

‘Yes, sir,’ answered Tom, looking up roguishly, ‘I see; only the question

remains whether I should have got most good by understanding Greek particles

or cricket thoroughly. I’m such a thick, I never should have had time for both.’

‘I see you are an incorrigible,’ said the master, with a chuckle; ‘but I refute

you by an example. Arthur there has taken in Greek and cricket too.’

‘Yes, but no thanks to him; Greek came natural to him. Why, when he first

came I remember he used to read Herodotus for pleasure as I did Don Quixote,

and couldn’t have made a false concord if he’d tried ever so hard; and then I

looked after his cricket.’

‘Out! Bailey has given him out. Do you see, Tom?’ cries Arthur. ‘How

foolish of them to run so hard.’

‘Well, it can’t be helped; he has played very well. Whose turn is it to go

in?’

‘I don’t know; they’ve got your list in the tent.’

‘Let’s go and see,’ said Tom, rising; but at this moment Jack Raggles and

two or three more came running to the island moat.

‘O Brown, mayn’t I go in next?’ shouts the Swiper.

‘Whose name is next on the list?’ says the captain.

‘Winter’s, and then Arthur’s’ answers the boy who carries it; ‘but there are

only twenty-six runs to get, and not time to lose. I heard Mr. Aislabie say that the

stumps must be drawn at a quarter past eight exactly.’

‘Oh do let the Swiper go in,’ chorus the boys; so Tom yields against his

better judgment.

‘I dare say now I’ve lost the match by this nonsense,’ he says, as he sits

down again; ‘they’ll be sure to get Jack’s wicket in three or four minutes;

however, you’ll have the chance, sir, of seeing a hard hit or two,’ adds he,

smiling, and turning to the master.

‘Come, none of your irony, Brown,’ answers the master. ‘I’m beginning to

understand the game scientifically. What a noble game it is, too!’

‘Isn’t it? But it’s more than a game. It’s an institution,’ said Tom.

‘Yes,’ said Arthur – ‘the birthright of British boys old and young as habeas

corpus and trial by jury are of British men.’

‘The discipline and reliance on one another which it teaches is so

valuable, I think,’ went on the master, ‘it ought to be such an unselfish game. It

merges the individual in the eleven; he doesn’t play that he may win, but that his

side may.’

‘That’s very true,’ said Tom, ‘and that’s why football and cricket, now one

comes to think of it, are such much better games than fives or hare-and-hounds,
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or any others where the object is to come in first or to win for oneself, and not

that one’s side may win.’

‘And then the captain of the eleven!’ said the master, ‘what a post is his in

our School-world! Almost as hard as the Doctor’s – requiring skill and gentleness

and firmness, and I know not what other rare qualities.’

‘Which don’t he may wish he may get!’ said Tom, laughing; ‘at any rate he

hasn’t got them yet, or he wouldn’t have been such a flat tonight as to let Jack

Raggles go in out of his turn.’

‘Ah, the Doctor never would have done that,’ said Arthur demurely. ‘Tom,

you’ve a great deal to learn yet in the art of ruling.’

‘Well, I wish you’d tell the Doctor so then, and get him to let me stop till I’m

twenty. I don’t want to leave, I’m sure.’

‘What a sight it is,’ broke in the master, ‘the Doctor as a ruler! Perhaps

ours is the only little corner of the British Empire which is thoroughly, wisely, and

strongly ruled just now. I’m more and more thankful every day of my life that I

came here to be under him.’

‘So am I, I’m sure,’ said Tom, ‘and more and more sorry that I’ve got to

leave.’

‘Every place and thing one sees here reminds one of some wise act of

his,’ went on the master, ‘This island now – you remember the time, Brown, when

it was laid out in small gardens, and cultivated by frost-bitten fags in February

and March?’

‘Of course I do,’ said Tom; ‘didn’t I hate spending two hours in the

afternoon grubbing in the tough dirt with the stump of a fives bat? But turf-cart

was good fun enough.’

‘I dare say it was, but it was always leading to fights with the townspeople;

and then the stealing flowers out of all the gardens in Rugby for Easter show was

abominable.’

‘Well, so it was,’ said Tom, looking down, ‘but we fags couldn’t help

ourselves. But what has that to do with the Doctor’s ruling?’

‘A great deal, I think,’ said the master; ‘What brought island-fagging to an

end?’

‘Why, the Easter speeches were put off till midsummer,’ said Tom, ‘and

the sixth had the gymnastic poles put up here.’

‘Well, and who changed the time of the speeches, and put the idea of

gymnastic poles into the heads of their worships the sixth form?’ said the master.

‘The Doctor, I suppose,’ said Tom. ‘I never thought of that.’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ said the master, ‘or else, fag as you were, you

would have shouted with the whole school against putting down old customs.

And that’s the way that all the Doctor’s reforms have been carried out when he

has been left to himself – quietly and naturally, putting a good thing in the place

of a bad, and letting the bad die out; no wavering, and no hurry – the best thing

that could be done for the time being, and patience for the rest.’

‘Just Tom’s own way,’ chimed in Arthur, nudging Tom with his elbow –

‘driving a nail where it will go;’ to which allusion Tom answered by a sly kick.

‘Exactly so,’ said the master, innocent of the illusion and by-play.
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Meantime Jack Raggles, with his sleeves tucked up above his great brown

elbows, scorning pads and gloves, has presented himself at the wicket; and

having run one for a forward drive of Johnson’s is about to receive his first ball.

There are only twenty-four runs to make, and four wickets to go down – a

winning match if they play decently steady. The ball is a very swift one, and rises

fast, catching Jack on the outside of the thigh, and bounding away as if from

India-rubber, while they run two for a leg-bye amidst great applause and shouts

from Jack’s many admirers. The next ball is a beautifully pitched ball for the outer

stump, which the reckless and unfeeling Jack catches hold of, and hits right

round to leg for five, while the applause becomes deafening. Only seventeen

runs to get with four wickets! The game is all but ours!

It is over now, and Jack walks swaggering about his wicket, with his bat

over his shoulder, while Mr. Aislabie holds a short parley with his men. Then the

cover-point hitter, that cunning man, goes on to bowl slow twisters. Jack waves

his hand triumphantly towards the tent, as much as to say, ‘See if I don’t finish it

all off now in three hits.’

Alas, my son Jack, the enemy is too old for thee. The first ball of the over

Jack steps out and meets swiping with all his force. If he had only allowed for the

twist! But he hasn’t, and so the ball goes spinning up straight in the air, as if it

would never come down again. Away runs Jack, shouting and trusting to the

chapter of accidents; butt he bowler runs steadily under it, judging every spin,

and calling out, ‘I have it,’ catches it, and playfully pitches it on to the back of the

stalwart Jack, who is departing with a rueful countenance.

‘I knew how it would be,’ says Tom, rising. ‘Come along; the game’s

getting very serious.’

So they leave the island and go to the tent; and after deep consultation,

Arthur is sent in, and goes off to the wicket with a last exhortation from Tom to

play steady and keep his bat straight. To the suggestions that Winter is the best

bat left, Tom only replies, ‘Arthur is the steadiest, and Johnson will make the runs

if the wicket is only kept up.’

‘I am surprised to see Arthur in the eleven,’ said the master as they stood

together in front of the dense crowd, which was now closing in round the ground.

‘Well, I’m not quite sure that he ought to be in for his play,’ said Tom, ‘but I

couldn’t help putting him in. It will do him so much good, and you can’t think what

I owe him.’

The master smiled. The clock strikes eight, and the whole field becomes

fevered with excitement. Arthur, after two narrow escapes, scores one, and

Johnson gets the ball. The bowling and fielding are superb, and Johnson’s

batting worthy the occasion. He makes here a two, and there a one, managing to

keep the ball to himself, and Arthur backs up and runs perfectly. Only eleven

runs to make now, and the crowd scarcely breathe. At last Arthur gets the ball

again, and actually drives it forward for two, and feels prouder than when he got

the three best prizes, at hearing Tom’s shout of joy, ‘Well played, well played,

young un!’

But the next ball is too much for the young hand, and his bails fly different

ways. Nine runs to make, and two wickets to go down; it is too much for human

nerves.

Before Winter can get in, the omnibus which is to take the Lord’s men to

the train pulls up at the side of the close, and Mr. Aislabie and Tom consult, and

give out that the stumps will be drawn after the next over. And so ends the great

match. Winter and Johnson carry out their bats, and, it being a one day’s match,

the Lord’s men are declared the winners, they having scored the most in the first

innings.

But such a defeat is a victory: so think Tom and all the School eleven, as

they accompany their conquerors to the omnibus, and send them off with three

ringing cheers, after Mr. Aislabie has shaken hands all round, saying to Tom, ‘I

must compliment you sir, on your eleven, and I hope we shall have you for a

member if you come up to town.’

