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PREFACE


I don’t think any of us realised what regaining the Ashes meant to everybody until we got to Trafalgar Square the day after we won the series at the Oval. Straight after the Test match we started celebrating, but I don’t believe we really understood what we were celebrating until that next day. When the open-top bus turned the corner into Trafalgar Square and we saw the thousands upon thousands of people who had all come to welcome us, I think that scene, more than anything, let us know the magnitude of what we had achieved. It was such a massive achievement, not just for us as cricketers, but for the country as a whole. None of us appreciated at the start of the summer quite how much the country was behind us as we tried to win the Ashes.


At the beginning of the summer we had told ourselves that if we won the Ashes it would be a life-changing moment, but I don’t think any of us had any perception of what the words meant. It was only in those first few days after the Oval it became clear. People who were not that interested in cricket before the summer were coming up to shake my hand. It has been quite extraordinary how much this Ashes summer has affected everyone.


It has been a dream of mine to play for England in the Ashes ever since I was growing up and playing cricket with my brother Chris as a little kid in Preston. My first real memory of seeing Test cricket was watching Terry Alderman bowling to Graham Gooch in 1989 when he kept getting him out lbw. I remember watching it in the St George’s shopping centre in Preston, looking through the window of Martin Dawes while out shopping with my mum on a Saturday afternoon and, like all kids, I wished I was out there playing myself. Now to be involved in a side that has won the Ashes back after such a long time is the stuff of dreams come true.


I still have to pinch myself at times to believe I have been involved in a series like that, played against great players like Ricky Ponting, Shane Warne and Brett Lee and beaten them – it’s incredible really. Every so often, even days after all the celebrations had died down, I found myself clenching my fist and punching the air. It all seems a long journey from those early days in Preston.
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My early Lancashire cap was my pride and joy – I never wanted to take it off.
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A TOE IN OLD TRAFFORD


I was a late replacement for my first ever game of representative cricket, which was why I didn’t have the proper kit and fielded in one of those old black and red Man U tracksuits. I don’t know where it came from because I supported Liverpool at the time. I was all of six years old. I’d been recruited into my big brother Chris’s Under-14s side as an act of sheer desperation and sent to field somewhere out of the way. When I batted I got one not out, which was a solid start to my cricketing career.


Not that cricket was a great mystery to me until then. My earliest memories are of being wheeled in my pushchair to the boundary every weekend to watch my dad play for the local Dutton Forshaw club. Saturday afternoon spelt cricket in the Flintoff household for as long as I can remember. My dad played and, in the time-honoured way, my mum helped make the teas. I suppose such a set up could have put me right off the game for life, but fortunately it did the opposite and I ended up falling in love with cricket, eventually following Dad into his team.


Unlike a lot of current players whose interest in cricket developed by watching the big stars and going to big matches, I never went along to watch Lancashire when I was a schoolboy in Preston. I don’t even remember talking much about cricket, but it was always there in the house. If it was on the television I would always watch it, but like most kids the big enjoyment I got from cricket was running around and actually playing the game. Every night of the week from the age of eight or nine I was playing cricket.


I think I was quite a natural player. I certainly got used to playing with boys bigger and older than myself. Cricket was not something that was difficult for me in those early years. Even bowling didn’t seem to cause me any difficulties. I didn’t have much coaching until I was slightly older. My dad helped me out with the basics and I just got on with it from there. Catching was very similar – I was so used to messing around with a ball that catching came easily to me. Because I always had big hands I used to field at slip and extra cover, an important position at that age. There’s a lot more running involved fielding there, though, and you won’t see me volunteering for it now!


I was nine when I was given my first proper representative honours and chosen for Lancashire after my dad brought a coach down to the club. The coach looked at me and suggested I was taken down for trials with Lancashire Under-11s. So off we went to St Helens where they held the trial. Afterwards we all had to sit down on the grass and if your name was read out you were out of it and had to walk off. I was waiting for my name to be called out – it was like one of those I’m A Celebrity programmes when they read out who has been voted off – and I was amazed when my name wasn’t called out. I was younger than the rest of them, but the same size. I was very skinny but tall and quite strong and I could certainly hit the ball a long way and throw it. My dad is quite a big bloke, so I suppose my strength came from him, although I don’t think all my shots are just down to that; a lot of it is timing.


If you look at cricket down the years there have been some little guys around like Brian Lara, Sachin Tendulkar or Neil Fairbrother who have hit the ball a long way and most of that is down to timing and getting yourself in the right position. From a young age I think I had good timing. I was, of course, quite uncultured in the way I played. I held the bat wrong, my bottom hand was dominant and turned me around, so most of my shots were on the legside. All that probably didn’t get corrected until I was about 12, but all I ever tried to do when I was young was to hit the ball and I was never discouraged from doing that by my dad or whoever else was coaching me.


Most of my early cricket memories revolve around playing club cricket or for various representative sides, although I remember playing for my school one year when we won the local cup in Preston. A lot of school matches can be very one-sided and I can recall we bowled one side out for 69 and I got most of the runs in reply to win the game very quickly. We also played a few rough schools who weren’t beyond trying to intimidate you. I can still remember now being on the boundary under a skier and all these lads started threatening me if I caught it. I was under a lot of pressure but I did catch it, and reminded them that all my mates were around the other side of the field.


Cricket was by no means the only sport I was interested in when I was younger, because I was decent at most sports when I was at school. I played mini-rugby and every year our school had a festival with Preston Grasshoppers, when again I would find myself marking much bigger boys because I was quite big and fast in those days – I don’t know where the speed went! I didn’t progress to playing fifteen-a-side rugby because opponents suddenly started getting much bigger and the tackles started to hurt. I was better at rugby than I was at football, but I still ended up playing centre-half for the Greenlands school team and played a couple of matches for Preston Boys. My heart was never really in it, though. I only went along with football because everybody else played.


As I’ve already mentioned, I was a big Liverpool fan in those days and I remember getting that kit with the Crown Paints emblem on the front for one of my birthdays. I used to enjoy watching skilful players like John Barnes, so it was a bit of a culture shock when I was about 15 or 16 and went along with my mates to watch Preston North End. They were terrible then. They had a manager called John Beck who loved them to kick long balls forward all the time on their plastic pitch – is it any wonder my interest in football has faded over the years? I’ve got little or no interest in it now, although my brother is still a big Liverpool fan. The only time I really go and watch football is at Manchester City because Paul Beck, Lancashire’s main sponsor, has a box there and I enjoy the social side of going to the match.


My brother Chris is three and a half years older than me and, although there wasn’t that much of a rivalry between us when we grew up, it definitely helped me because I was always trying to keep up with him and compete. From the age of seven or so I played in my brother’s side quite a bit, although he was obviously a better cricketer then than I was. He was an allrounder as well, so it must run in the family, with the exception of our dad, who is a bit of a nudger and nurdler as a batsman. I developed enough to be playing men’s cricket from the age of 10 and so did Chris. Eventually we both played in the same team as Dad at Dutton Forshaw and he was really made up that all three of us were in the same side. The three of us playing together continued until I moved to St Anne’s, another local club, when I was about 13 and my brother followed me there.


St Anne’s was a much bigger club with far better facilities and even had a bar. The first game I played for them was for the fourth team and they got me and Chris mixed up. They thought he was the bowler and I was the batter, even though I was doing all right with the ball in those days. My brother opened the bowling and got five wickets and I opened the batting and got 70-odd when it was meant to be the other way around. Moving there certainly helped my development because they were more professional in the way they practised. They had coaches who came along to the club on a regular basis and they also had a professional helping out. There were some decent players there too. I got fast-tracked, moving up into the second team and then, at the age of 14, I began playing for the first team.


My dad was a big encouragement to me when I was younger, but not in a pushy way. If I needed to go anywhere or get any equipment he helped me out. I wasn’t spoilt, but he always made sure I had what I needed. He even took me to the Dartford festival with the Lancashire Under-11s, which is a long way from Preston. I remember in my first game for Lancashire, when I was 12th man at Derby, he drove me down there in the pouring rain. Some of the other fathers were really pushy with their lads and I think the way Dad was with me helped me to express myself as a player with no fear of failure because there was nobody on the boundary waiting to give me a right roasting. It certainly helped me develop as a person because I was quite shy as a kid and I probably still am in situations I am not comfortable with.


Cricket was something that enabled me to express myself when I was younger. It is something that has given me a lot of confidence, but has taken it away as well. It can make you feel great when you’re doing well, but also make you feel terrible if you’re struggling and my career has been like that, very up and down. I’ve always been searching for a constant rather than all the peaks and troughs and this is what has happened for me over the last couple of years. It’s not always been like that but I try to make things as simple as I can so when things do go wrong, which inevitably they will, it is easier to find your form again.


The one time my dad did have a bit of a go at me was the first time I ever played at Old Trafford for Lancashire Under-11s against Northants. They had Alec Swann playing for them, who later became a team-mate of mine at Lancashire. I got bowled off a full toss – my eyes must have lit up at the opportunity to hit it and instead I missed it. That was the only time I can ever remember my dad tearing a strip off me, probably because it was at Old Trafford. Playing there was important to me and my dad even then. That first time the ground seemed a lot bigger to me than anywhere else and I remember going up to Graeme Fowler and getting his autograph on the back of my bat because he’d come in to have an indoor net. Playing there was such a massive occasion because we only got to play one game a year at Old Trafford. It always rained and we never played in the centre because Pete Marron, the groundsman, used to cut a wicket on the outfield. He’s still doing it and I pulled him up about it once because when you are kids you want to play in the middle where the Lancashire players play. Playing on the outfield meant we had tiny boundaries on one side, but it was still special for everyone involved.


In 1987 I was given what is still my most prized cricketing possession – my very first Lancashire cap. My light blue Lancashire Under-11s cap is something I’m really proud of. You had to take five wickets or score a 50 to get one and I hadn’t done either of those things, though I had got some three-wicket hauls and a few 30s. But at prize night, which they held every year at Old Trafford, I was awarded my cap in front of all the different age groups. I didn’t take it off for weeks; I wore it in the house and everything. Mum and Dad have it now, along with all the rest of the stuff you get given as an international cricketer. I’m not one of those people who displays memorabilia around the house. If Lloyd Grossman were to come around he would struggle to guess a cricketer lived there! I don’t want anything like that in the house, I’m not into trophy cabinets. My wife, Rachael, has a go at me every now and then because I won’t put anything on show. The only thing we’ve got on display is a decanter which holds whisky, so that’s pretty useful. It was given to me by St Anne’s Cricket Club, so that meant a lot.


My last year with the Under-11s was the first time I sensed that I was better than most of the other lads around me, but I was quickly brought down to earth when I moved up to the Under-13s and suffered my first dip in form. By then I was playing in the same side as Phil Neville, who was such a natural sportsman he chose to sign for Manchester United rather than Lancashire, and Mark Chilton, who went on to become a team-mate of mine at the other Old Trafford. They were so good I didn’t get much of an opportunity because Phil would bowl teams out and Mark would knock the runs off and batting at number 5 I never got in. Those two just scored run after run after run and it was very frustrating not to be able to contribute more. I remember getting very uptight about it at the time, but I still had another year left in that age group and things worked out much better for me the following year.


Watching those two play gave you an idea of what a good player looked like, especially Phil. He opened the batting and the bowling and was a sound left-handed batsman. I didn’t get to know him particularly well, but I was knocking around with lads a year older than me and at that age a year can make a big difference. I think he went on to play for Lancashire’s second team as well and I know Lancashire wanted to sign him, but he was also a passionate Manchester United supporter, so as soon as they expressed an interest he was always going to be lost to cricket – I don’t suppose he looks back now very often and regrets his decision!


It was while I was playing for St Anne’s in 1992 that I enjoyed one of my most memorable days of cricket. It was a cup game against Fulwood and Broughton on a small ground and a good wicket, which made it easier to play your shots. I batted with a lad called Dave Fielding, who was a decent player, and we had an amazing partnership to reach 319 without loss at the end of our 20 overs. The club records say I finished unbeaten on 234, having hit 20 fours and 20 sixes, and Dave reached an unbeaten 66. It was a pretty comprehensive win with the opposition restricted to 43 for four in reply. Hitting that sort of score is memorable, no matter what stage of your career you’re at and I can recall a few of the shots to this day. I was very proud of that innings.


It was not until I progressed to reach the Under-15s later that year that I really started to improve under a coach called Derek Day. He’d been doing the job for years by the time I met him and had a bit of a reputation for being hard. He was certainly strong on discipline, but was always there to encourage you if you’d done well and I really responded to that. He was also manager when I went on an England Under-15s tour to South Africa, which was a tour I wasn’t supposed to go on. I had already played for the Under-14s but my back went the first time I played for them. I remember myself and another young player called Ben Hollioake being taken to see the physio for our injuries by my grandad and I got onto the tour because Millfield School wouldn’t let Ben go, so I got in through the back door. It was a big surprise to be called onto that tour and I got a couple of hundreds while I was out there and came back a far better player. Mind you, my first game for the Under-15s could easily have been my last had events worked out differently. I got a hundred, but I remember standing on my wicket when I was on nought. However, nobody saw, so I tapped the stumps back down and carried on to get my century. If I’d have walked off I might not have played again and God knows what I’d have been doing now if that had happened.
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Practising a forward defensive stroke during my early days at Old Trafford.




 


2


[image: images]


MAKING PROGRESS


I look back on my time with England’s Under-15s with mixed feelings because, although it brought me to Lancashire’s notice, it was also the start of the back problems which would plague the early part of my career. Because I was quite tall and grew so fast my body needed to catch up and bowling is a totally unnatural action. I also have a slight curvature of the spine, which is not that unusual, but when you combine it with bowling and growing quickly it causes big problems. The coaching I began to receive with England Schools did not help the situation.


Believe it or not, at the age of 13 I had a classical front-on action which I can only dream about now. I was happy bowling, but one of the staff coaches used by England told me I’d never swing the ball away with that type of action. I am sure it would not happen now because kids seem to be given more opportunity to develop naturally, but it certainly didn’t help me. I’m not known even now for swinging the ball away at will, but attempting to change my action to a more side-on approach didn’t help my development, resulting as it did in a mixture of the two styles, and that was when my back started to trouble me, probably because of the strain it was under. Those back problems were really something that frustrated me because I like being involved in the game and being an allrounder enables you to do that. But after a year or so of being unable to bowl I just started to accept I could only be a batsman.


It was not until I came into contact a couple of years later with a bloke called Jim Kenyon, who was one of the coaches at Lancashire, that I began to make progress. Jim helped me no end with my batting and enabled me to come to terms with playing off the front and back foot. By now I was all right playing off the front foot, but I wasn’t very clever off the back, so I used to come forward to everything. He taught me a back-foot game and now it’s come to the situation that the more I have played, the more comfortable I am on the back foot; I prefer playing that way to coming forward now.


Despite my problems with my back, I had been selected for Lancashire Under-15s and had been doing well when my career, such that it was, began to gain momentum. I was playing in a match against Yorkshire in the summer of 1993 when I was approached by Jon Savage, a well known scout with Lancashire, who asked if I would like to play for the second team. I was only 15 at the time and I didn’t know who Jon was and didn’t know if he was asking me to play for Lancashire or Yorkshire and told him to go and speak to my dad. Before I knew what was happening to me, I was at Old Trafford playing against Glamorgan in a second-team game. Our side included players like Peter Martin, Ronnie Irani and Nick Derbyshire, who went on to play a few games for the first team, and a young Robert Croft got me out in the second innings. Dad was as proud as could be for me, but I was bricking it, to be honest. I’d played against some sharp bowlers in the league, but the step up in pace I wasn’t really prepared for when I went out to bat against Glamorgan.


Old Trafford was fast and bouncy in those days and unlike any wicket I had played on before. I remember sitting waiting to go out and bat and wondering what I was doing there. The wicket-keeper was standing back so far it looked like he was almost on the boundary and it dawned on me I didn’t even have a helmet, so I quickly borrowed one. When I walked out to bat, my England Schools kit attracted quite a few comments, but after a few minutes or so I gained in confidence and that is when I started thinking I could do this. That match was when it really hit home to me that I needed to learn how to play off the back foot.


I was batting with Digger Martin and I had got to 20-odd when I drove one for four. I don’t suppose the Glamorgan bowlers took kindly to this teenager hitting them for four so they decided to pepper me with a few short ones. After the first one whistled past my nose, Digger came down the pitch and told me to expect a few more of those and he was right! I was punching them off my nose and getting hit all over my body.


I played one game for the Seconds and then I went on an away trip with them to Middlesex and that was a real eye opener. I turned up in a blazer to find Ian Austin and Ronnie Irani heaving a huge barrel full of ice and beer onto the coach – refreshments for the journey south, courtesy of Bass the brewers who were Lancashire’s sponsors in those days. The actual game was rained off for three days, but I had a big reality check about what professional cricket on the road was all about. During the day I was taken down the bookie’s and in the evening we all went out to dinner. Ian Austin, or Bully as he was known because of his similarity to the cartoon figure off the TV programme Bullseye, gave me glasses of wine. I had hardly drunk at all by this point, apart from a beer with Dad once, which I didn’t really like – that was something that would change when I got older! It was also the first time I was properly paid for playing cricket with Lancashire. I got £55 in my hand for that trip, which seemed like a fortune to me then, but by the time I had chipped in my contribution for all that dining out and wine sampling there didn’t seem to be much of it left by the time I got home to Preston.


It was during this time I first acquired my nickname, Freddie. It was a name my brother had been called through school but I had avoided until John Stanworth, the second team coach at Lancashire, christened me with it and it has stuck ever since.


It was a great learning curve for me on and off the pitch, talking and playing with seasoned professionals like Martin and Austin who knew what they were doing. That was the positive side of my time with the Seconds, but what I didn’t like was a lot of the young lads coming through who thought they were the bee’s knees because they had a contract. The dressing-room could be an awkward place. There were cliques and massive insecurity because there were a lot of lads in there trying to get into the first team. We were a team, but we were also competing against one another and that made for a nasty atmosphere. There was one lad who didn’t speak to me until I had scored a 100. Things started to look up for me when Paddy McKeown, who also went on to play for Lancashire, came into the side and ever since then we’ve been as thick as thieves. Neither of us liked the atmosphere and memory of it has definitely influenced the way I behave to youngsters or anybody new who enters the dressing-room. If anybody joins the first team, whether they’re a young lad or not, I make an effort to get to know them and try and make them welcome.


It was also during those early days at Lancashire that I was able to show what I could do on a chess board. Chess was a game I’d played since primary school. We had a teacher there who was mad keen. There were some tough kids at our school and it was a pretty hard place. But during their lunch hours these tough kids would go and play chess like baddies seeing the light at the end of a B movie. In fact, we were one of the best chess schools in Lancashire and quite a few lads, including myself and my brother, went on to play for the county. I was on one of the lower boards, so if we played anybody good I would be the sacrificial lamb who got moved up the order to get beaten. I wasn’t really one for plotting many moves ahead or anything like that, I played more on my instincts. However, my proudest moment was winning the Preston Schools tournament. To this day I’m not sure how I managed it.


I had enough gumption not to start bragging about my chess-playing prowess in the Lancashire dressing-room, however, and this stood me in good stead on one pre-season tour with Lancashire to the West Indies in 1996 when we were travelling from one venue to another by coach. A chess board appeared from nowhere and Gary Yates challenged me to a game, thinking he could get one over the youngster. He took my Queen early in the game and got quite confident, but I turned him over, much to his amazement. I also made myself popular in the dressing-room by beating Michael Atherton on that trip. I’m sure Athers thought he had the beating of this young lad from Preston but, despite the bus racing around tight bends at speeds which caused me to throw up out of the window, I beat him. Athers was not too pleased and I don’t think he’s asked me for a return match since.


The competitive atmosphere eased off when I went on a first team end of season trip to Jersey. We played one game against a team which included Cardigan Connor, the former Hampshire fast bowler. I had gone out there playing a few shots, mistimed one and got an inside edge into a very delicate area of my groin. I limped off to the dressing-room, trying to think the agony away. But a more practical David Lloyd gave me a glass of iced water with instructions to stick my afflicted privates into it. He told me it would ease the pain. I thought I was being sent up but the pain was so bad I was willing to try anything. After ten minutes or so Dr Bumble’s remedy did ease the discomfort and I got dressed, leaving the glass by my bag. Later Gary Yates walked in after having a lengthy net. Why he was doing that after the end of the season is anybody’s guess, but it summed up what a good professional he was. He had been working hard, he eyed my glass of water, asked if it was mine and didn’t wait for a reply before necking it. The rest of the dressing-room, who had witnessed my experiment with refrigeration with keen interest, fell apart laughing, at which point I had to explain what had been in the glass before!


I was playing for St Anne’s at Leyland in the summer of 1994 when I heard that David ‘Bumble’ Lloyd, the Lancashire coach, had come to watch me. I was facing the legendary Malcolm Marshall, who was their professional that year, and felt really nervous, knowing that Bumble was at the ground. I remember quite vividly facing Marshall. His first delivery I thought I had covered but it swung away late and beat me. To the next ball I got into what I considered a good position to leave and it swung back in viciously and bowled me. If Bumble had come to the match that day just to see me he had wasted his petrol money. It wasn’t long after that, though, that he came around to our house to ask me if I would sign forms for Lancashire.


He brought with him Geoff Ogden, a member of Lancashire’s committee. Originally I was only going to get a two-year contract but luckily I had just scored a 100 for the Seconds against Somerset at Crosby, so they upped it to three years. Bumble sat down with my mum and dad and told them what happens when you’re a professional cricketer and what you get paid and said you could make a nice living out of it. I always thought you got into cricket by going to college or university and I think my mum and dad thought the same, but Bumble and Geoff explained how other people had come through the ranks at Lancashire without going to college. They told us about Ian Austin coming through the leagues to play for the first team and explained what I could earn as a cricketer. I thought, That’ll do for me! They didn’t have to persuade either me or my parents much – it was what I wanted to do. I was already getting paid on a scholarship by Lancashire, but for some reason they were paying me the wrong amount. I was supposed to get around £80 a week but instead I was getting paid for a summer contract of around £800 a month for three months. I was scared they might ask for it back at some stage so I just kept my head down! I think my first wage as a professional was £5,500 and I thought it was millions.


I had not realised until just a few years before that that you could actually get paid to play cricket. Once I found out you could do it for a living my schoolwork started to suffer and went downhill fast. I still got nine GCSEs with three or four B’s and five C’s, which some people may find quite surprising. I was reasonably bright up until I started playing second-team cricket, getting A’s on all my reports, then I lost all interest and cricket just took over. But if you asked some of my mates, they would all say I’m just thick, full stop.







[image: images]


Playing at Old Trafford has been special to me through my career.
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LEARNING WITH LANCASHIRE


That meeting with David Lloyd at our house in Preston was to be the beginning of a long association with him, spanning Lancashire, England Under-19s and England. He was a massive influence on me during the early part of my career and almost everything I did was an attempt to impress him; I didn’t drink when I was younger, for instance, and one of the main reasons for that was Bumble. He was always there to help me out and give me encouragement and, looking back now, you can see that when he left Lancashire to become England coach things started to go wrong for me. Throughout my time at Lancs he supported me, encouraged me and defended me and if you have a coach doing that, you don’t want to let him down.


He was also coach when I went on my first tour with England Under-19s to the West Indies before the start of the 1995 season. I was sent out there as a replacement for Owais Shah, who couldn’t get a passport in time. I jumped at the chance because I was working on Woolworths’ record counter and going to the West Indies seemed a better prospect to me. I had already been working with the Under-19 team, bowling at them down at Lilleshall and batting with them, so I was on stand-by anyway. I was sent out presumably as a front-line batting replacement for Owais, but when I got there I ended up batting at number 8 or 9 and being used mainly as a bowler. I think that trip was the first time I was ever asked to take the new ball, probably because Bumble was coach and knew what I could do. Having him around helped me settle.


He was as fired up on those tours as he would later be as the full England coach and got into all sorts of rows with officials and umpires about dodgy decisions. Anybody who has met Bumble will know he is not the type of person to just sit there and take things like that in his stride, so he got the hump. He got so much stick in one of the matches he went and sat in the crowd to get away from it all.


Bumble wasn’t the only one who got frustrated by various things going on during that tour and I’m afraid I let my termperament get the better of me as well. I had a few verbals with a batsman called Adrian Murphy in Trinidad and I think I encouraged him to get back to the dressing-room when he got out. I must have done this a bit too enthusiastically, because he told me he’d meet me down the beach later. Rather stupidly I suggested he bring his mates along as well. I was only full of it because I was standing alongside Dean Conway, our rugby-playing Welsh physio. Dean’s quite a big bloke, the sort you could rely on in a crisis, and he managed to dissuade Murphy from taking the issue any further.


It was a very good squad we had out there with quite a few players who went on to forge bright careers. In addition to myself and Marcus Trescothick, we had Anthony McGrath, David Sales and Usman Afzaal. We were also playing against some good opposition. They had Reon King who was already bowling as fast as he does now when he was only 18 or 19, so he was getting them down fairly quickly. We also faced Marlon Black and the reason I ended up batting so low in the order on that tour was because I just wasn’t scoring runs.


I was getting beaten for pace out there and I’m not that sure why. I’d played a bit of League cricket against some fairly quick bowlers like Kenny Benjamin and South African fast bowler Steven Jack in the Seconds. Whether I wasn’t watching the ball properly or what, I was not playing well by any means on that tour and really struggled against the quick bowlers. Despite the disappointments with the bat, I was beginning to make progress and impressed even myself with the ball by claiming a five-wicket haul in the First Test at Port-of-Spain. Sadly, my development as a bowler halted after that because my back went on my return to England, probably because of the number of overs I had bowled in the Caribbean, close to 100 in one week. We played a match in Guyana and I had just finished my spell and was wandering towards mid-off as Matthew Dimond, who played for Somerset, prepared to start his over. He went back to his mark, then just blacked out, so I had to carry on bowling – I swear I carried on right through to tea in one match. I just kept going and going and going; it’s little wonder my back nearly snapped in half after that. I blame Marcus Trescothick, our captain in the West Indies, for bowling me into the ground. He thinks I’m joking because he always laughs!


My struggles with the bat during that tour did not prevent Bumble promoting me to the first team later that summer. I was given my championship debut mid-way through the 1995 season against Hampshire after Michael Atherton and Mike Watkinson had been called up by England to face the West Indies. My only previous experience of playing a first-team match for Lancashire was a Benson & Hedges Cup game against the Minor Counties and that went all right, even though I was disappointed to be batting at number 10. All the same, I was still extremely nervous playing my first championship match, although going out with the first team the night before was an even more nerve-wracking experience. I remember Warren Hegg was great to me because I was just a nervous 17-year-old drinking milk-shakes while the rest of them were on pints of bitter or lager. You can imagine how I became a target for their mickey-taking! I think I drank about six or seven chocolate milk-shakes and the rest of them had a couple of pints and it was a case of speak when you’re spoken to. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Bumble talked me up to all these big players in the dressing-room and persuaded the captain, Wasim Akram, to let me field at second slip after telling them I was so good I could catch pigeons. It was a great vote of confidence, but it certainly put the pressure on me.


When we went out to field, Graham Lloyd had been moved out of the slips to make way for me and I’d never seen bowling as fast in my life. Wasim was racing in on this lively pitch at Portsmouth and it was flying through and I ended up dropping three catches. The first one I can laugh about now because there was a left-hander batting, who nicked the ball and it just thudded into my chest before I could react and that was the way it continued. When I came off the pitch and took my shirt off there were three ugly marks on my chest, painful evidence of my three misses!


That was a shaky start and unusual for me because throughout my career I’ve always found catching quite natural, particularly high catches. There was a period when I kept dropping catches at slip, which wasn’t down to technique or not being able to catch, that was all about concentration. When things aren’t happening is often when a lot of slip catches get dropped because fielders aren’t tuned in all the time – it’s very hard to keep totally focused over the course of a long day. It certainly was a quick pitch at Portsmouth because even I put the ball through at a decent pace, even if I didn’t have any idea where it was going. When I batted I was dismissed twice by Zimbabwe’s Heath Streak, which at least showed I was getting out to very good players.


I can’t have done too badly down there, though, because I was next selected to play in a Sunday League game against Yorkshire in front of a really big crowd at Old Trafford. It was easily the biggest match I had played in at that point of my career. I opened the batting with Jason Gallian and walked out full of nerves, with my eyes as big as saucers. We both got a huge round of applause as we walked to the crease. I’d reached about ten when I got a short ball from Peter Hartley, which brushed my gloves and looped to slip. It was harder to drop than catch but David Byas, who was one of the safest pair of hands around, dropped it. To this day I’m convinced he missed it on purpose because there were some really good players coming in after me like Neil Fairbrother, Mike Watkinson, John Crawley, Graham Lloyd and Wasim Akram. Even I was thinking I was probably better off out of the way because the crowd had come to watch them and not me! Bingo, as he is universally known on the cricket circuit, probably thought the same and was happy to let this young lad continue batting.


Later he made the controversial switch across the Pennines to join us at Old Trafford and was a major influence on everybody at the club. His love of the game is infectious and it was no surprise to anybody that he ended up returning to Yorkshire as coach. I’ve asked him since about his dropped catch in that Sunday League match and he never answers, he just laughs at me.


It wasn’t too costly for Yorkshire that day because I only got 12 and began a run of disappointing debuts. Looking back on my career, I’m terrible on debuts. It’s always taken me a while in almost every form of cricket to get going, come to terms with it and get my head around what I am doing. I don’t know what that’s down to, but it’s something that has afflicted me over the years. Luckily now, I don’t have another level to go to, so I shouldn’t have to worry about making a debut again.


I was very shy when I first went into the first-team dressing-room. I never said anything and spoke only when I was spoken to. I didn’t really know what to say to people. There were all these players I had seen on television like Atherton, Wasim Akram and Neil Fairbrother and I was just in awe of them. They did their best to make me feel comfortable but until you have played alongside them regularly I don’t think you ever relax in that situation. I remember my first pre-season net session and in those days Old Trafford had very lively nets. Bumble, always looking out for me, marched up and said: ‘Right, you’ve got to get yourself an arm-guard, and get yourself a chest-pad while you’re at it because they’re going to come after you.’ I was absolutely bricking it about facing the likes of Wasim and thinking to myself, I don’t need this. Peter Martin bowled first at me and I was all kitted out, expecting the worst, but after a while, when I found I was still in one piece, I began to think I could handle it and just got on with the job. I’ve hardly worn a chest-pad since. The only other time was on my first senior tour to South Africa when I was due to face legendary fast bowler Allan Donald.


Young players got treated well in the first team, possibly because the rest of the team had no insecurities about someone coming in and taking their place. They would always help you out, whereas the second team was full of insecure cricketers who had not really played at any great standard, so everybody was a threat. Fairbrother, or Harv as he was widely known because of his middle name, was particularly good to me. He took me under his wing from an early stage, helping me get my first bat contract and generally settle into the dressing-room. He worked me really hard on a bowling machine during a pre-season trip one year and I suppose that was really when we struck up a relationship because he realised I was keen to learn, I felt comfortable asking him for his advice. I was eager to improve and that was probably more evident in me at the time than in some of the other lads in the second team who thought it was only a matter of time before they got picked for the first team instead of concentrating on getting better.


I combined my few experiences of playing for the first team with my first home series for the Under-19s against South Africa, when I experienced one of the fastest bowlers I have ever faced even to this day. We were warming up at Taunton ready for the first Under-19 Test when we were approached by Somerset to ask if Andre van Troost, their Dutch fast bowler, could bowl at us in the nets and prove his fitness for their next championship match. I remember watching Anurag Singh face up to him, thinking I didn’t want to be the next man in. The first ball I faced he pitched up and I stupidly hit him back over his head. It was an instinctive reaction on my part and it was one I lived to regret. The next ball hit me on my glove in front of my face, then I got a beamer and managed to duck under his next delivery. After that I thanked him for the net and walked out. He was seriously quick and I just didn’t know where the ball was going.


I met up with him again later that summer playing for Lancashire Seconds against Somerset at Preston and we bowled them out for a low score on quite a dangerous wicket. When we went out to bat, Paddy McKeown was opening and hitting van Troost back over his head, just trying to make some runs before he got killed or got out, whichever came first, because the wicket was bouncing all over the place. I was batting at five, but I made sure I was dressed in all the protective equipment I could get my hands on. I was wearing a chest-guard, arm-guard, helmet and lots of equipment I wouldn’t normally bother with. I kept telling Peter Sleep, Lancashire’s second-team coach, that we couldn’t possibly bat in those conditions and, fortunately, the match was stopped in the end because people were getting hit, so I didn’t get in.


Paddy obviously didn’t learn from this experience because not long afterwards we faced Somerset Seconds again, only this time it was at Old Trafford. Paddy clearly thought he was still batting on that Preston wicket and hit van Troost back over his head for six early in the innings, which wound him up again to bowl short and fast at the rest of us. Thanks, Paddy!


My little experience of first-team cricket ensured I was selected for that winter’s Under-19s tour to Zimbabwe, which was one of the best tours I’ve ever been on, despite the fact that for some reason it had been scheduled right in the middle of their rainy season so was destroyed by the weather. It rained virtually every day and we had very little cricket to speak of, just enough to win the Test series comfortably. You can imagine how 15 lads, ranging from age 17 to 19, coped with the almost constant rain – we went out nearly every night. We would see the rain coming down in the evening and we knew that would be it for that night and most of the following day, so we would all be off out. That tour was a bit like a holiday. We’d do some training, have some lunch at the hotel and then have a kip in the afternoon to build up stamina for the next night out – it was a great trip for a young cricketer.


One of the rare times we did get onto the field on that trip, I once again got a bit too involved and into another dispute with a member of the opposition. We were facing a bloke called Craig Evans, a medium-paced bowler who had played Test cricket for Zimbabwe. He obviously had more experience than any of us and made it known that he thought he was too good for us. His performances didn’t back up his opinion, however, even though he kept moaning in an exaggerated fashion every time we got a bat on him, as if to emphasise he’d been really unlucky. His attitude got my back up and when they batted he stood close to the boundary talking to his mates waiting to bat and having a cigarette. When he finally came out to the middle, he was dismissed first ball and I gave him a bit of a send off by shouting after him, ‘If you hurry, you might catch the end of that fag.’


I returned from that tour hopeful I could kick on again and get into the first team at Lancashire that summer. Things didn’t work out as I’d planned, though, because competition for places was fierce at Old Trafford and I didn’t feature again in the championship until the 1997 season. So I spent another year playing for the second team, but it was a hard school at Lancashire in those days and I had no complaints about that.
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