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About the Author

Andrew Strauss was born in 1977 and spent his early years in South Africa, Australia and England. He learned his game at Radley College and Durham University, and made his first-class debut for Middlesex in 1998 before becoming captain in 2002.

Strauss wrote his name into the record books when he became only the second England batsman to score a century at Lord’s on his Test debut, in 2004. He played in the 2005 Ashes victory and was appointed England captain in 2009. Under his captaincy, England regained the Ashes in 2009 and held on to them in 2010–11, the first series win on Australian soil for 24 years. In 2011, he led his country to the No. 1 spot in the ICC Test world rankings for the first time. After captaining England in 50 of his 100 Tests, he retired from all forms of cricket in 2012. He was awarded an OBE in 2011. Andrew Strauss is married with two children.
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OPENING UP

On an isolated farm in the rugged, bleak highlands of the Orange Free State, a young midwife is tenderly looking after her baby when she hears a knock on the door. She is immediately nervous. Her country is at war with the British, her husband has been captured and sent to Ceylon as a POW, and there are reports of women and children being rounded up by British soldiers to be taken into holding camps. Their farms are usually then scorched to the ground to ensure that the guerrilla forces combating the British are unable to replenish supplies.

She hesitantly opens the door. Immediately her worst fears are confirmed. A young British officer stands in front of her. He announces curtly that she is to pack up any belongings that she can carry and prepare to be moved out of her farm the next morning. She has until then to get things in order.

As soon as she closes the door, a feeling of panic rises within her. What should she do? There have been rumours that the conditions in the camps are harsh and that food is in short supply. The alternative, though, seems just as unappealing. She could load up her horse and cart, take her young baby and attempt to make the journey to a town thirty miles away, where there are friendly faces. However, it is getting dark and, in the high altitude of the veldt, temperatures can easily drop to minus 5 degrees centigrade. It is a long shot, to say the least.

She looks at her young son, barely two months old, and shudders at the thought of him in a camp, completely at the mercy of his captors. She makes her decision. She is going to risk the night-time journey.

She rushes to gather as much clothing as possible and proceeds to strap the young boy to her body. She goes to the stables to ready the horse and pack the cart, and within an hour she sets off from her farm in the middle of nowhere. She will have to navigate by the stars, hoping all the time not to be disturbed by British patrols. She is risking her life, and that of her young son, in the hope of remaining free.

I often wonder what would have happened if that young woman had decided against making such a difficult journey. She was my great-grandmother and the young son in her arms was my grandfather on my father’s side. Over the course of the next two years, more than 26,000 women and children were to perish in those holding camps, as malnutrition and disease swept through them. It is very likely that neither she nor my grandfather would have survived. It would have spelled the end for this particular line of the Strauss family.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, after such a bitter conflict, the relationship between the British settlers in South Africa and the Afrikaners has never been an easy one. There has been too much blood, too much conflict. I find it very surprising, therefore, that my grandfather, who was brought up for long periods solely by his mother while her husband was in exile in Sri Lanka and St Helena, would choose to marry an Englishwoman. I am certainly not sure what his father, who had spent the majority of his life fighting the British, would have made of it. Nevertheless, that is what my grandfather did. My grandmother’s family had come from Kent to manage a sugar estate in South Africa and she met my grandfather when she started working for the bank in Durban of which he was the manager.

Somewhat bizarrely, as it was really quite rare, my mother’s family was also a mixture of English and Afrikaner. Her mother’s family was of Scottish and German descent, an interesting combination, to say the least, and they had decided to bring up their children at English schools and with English customs. Her father’s family, however, had sailed to South Africa in the mid-seventeenth century, probably from France, and had become as Afrikaans as you could get. The surname Botha, somewhat akin to the English name Smith, gives you an appreciation of his lineage.

I suppose my family were mongrels at a time when tensions between the English and Afrikaners remained high. Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, political debates in South Africa centred on two main parties. The Nationalists, who were to introduce apartheid to South Africa, represented the interests of the Afrikaans speakers, whereas the United Party espoused more moderate, Anglophile politics. There were great debates in parliament and on the streets about where the country was heading, but for the majority of white South Africans, that was where their political lives ended. The plight of the majority native black population was not a subject for serious discussion.

My parents met, as I suppose many couples did in those times, through an introduction by mutual friends. My mother was training as a teacher, whereas my father, being a few years older, was already making his way in the insurance industry. It might seem strange nowadays, but my father had to buy my mother out of her teacher-training contract in order to get married. Married women were not allowed to work full-time and so choices needed to be made.

They were both keen on their sport. The climate and the physical South African culture meant that sport was encouraged by the family and in schools. Rugby, football and cricket were the games of choice for my father, while my mother concentrated on tennis. I get the impression that neither thought of taking their sport more seriously than playing for club teams and socially, but nonetheless it was very much part of their lives and, by osmosis, the lives of their children.

I came into the world on 2 March 1977 in Johannesburg. Being the youngest of four children, I was almost guaranteed plenty of attention. My three sisters, Gillian, Sandra and Colleen, were eight, six and five respectively, and they were no doubt delighted to have a little baby brother to play with. The novelty soon wore off, but by and large we all got on well. It was, it has to be said, a comfortable upbringing. The house we moved into when I was aged two was spacious and came complete with tennis court and swimming pool. It probably sounds like a privileged existence, but it was not all that uncommon for white South Africans, who tended to spend most of their time outdoors, to have facilities of that nature.

A South African childhood revolved around three things: school, outdoor activities and holidays within the country. The television channels only came on air at 6 p.m., and the lack of programmes for children, and the fact that the language alternated between English and Afrikaans, meant that television played little part in our lives. Most of the time was spent swimming in the pool, hitting balls on the tennis court and running around in the garden.

The annual trips to the Kruger National Park, the largest wildlife reserve in South Africa, and down the coast in Natal were always highlights. Every time I go back to South Africa and visit the wildlife parks, I have a strange sense of déjà vu. My childhood visits must have indented my soul in some way, and as a result I have developed a real passion for the vast wilderness of the African bush.

My father and mother were both fairly strict. South Africans have a straightforward attitude to most things and they call people out on bad behaviour. Although none of us children could be considered to be truly rebellious, there were plenty of scoldings from my father, in particular, who fulfilled the main role of family disciplinarian.

I remember my first school very well, not least because it was a girls’ school. My sisters all attended the junior school of St Andrew’s in Johannesburg and for some unknown reason they allowed boys for the first year of preschool. I was one of a handful, all of whom had sisters at the school. My report from that year highlighted the fact that I was good with balls, but that my concentration tended to wane when it came to handwriting. When you combine that with a report from my swimming teacher that I ‘seemed to prefer winning to adopting the correct technique’, I think it is quite easy to see that my character was pretty well developed by the age of four.

All in all they were happy days: a comfortable lifestyle, a great climate and plenty of innocent fun, especially when I finally joined a boys’ school, St John’s, at the age of five. I tended to concentrate on sport when I could, playing football for a local club and doing plenty of swimming at school and at home. We were settled, my father was doing well at his insurance company and we seemed to have the world at our feet.

* * *

On the surface, at least, it seems a somewhat strange decision on the part of my parents to leave the country when I was seven years old. Perhaps they were influenced by their own nomadic childhoods, when they both moved around the country frequently. They no doubt also saw it as the last opportunity to take the family abroad while all the children were relatively young.

While the decision was not driven by the political situation in South Africa, it is true that by the mid-1980s the world’s attention was increasingly turning to the policy of apartheid and the minority white population’s treatment of the other, majority, ethnicities. Things were getting fraught, with international sanctions as well as frequent demonstrations putting more pressure on the government to address the concerns of the black population. As is so often the case, though, if you weren’t directly involved in it, your life continued pretty much as normal.

My father’s job was the practical reason we left South Africa and made the long journey to Melbourne. His company were looking to branch out into the Australian market and my dad was given the opportunity to set things up over there, with the option of coming back to South Africa two years later. For young South Africans, who in those days didn’t get the opportunity to travel the world in the way it is possible today, it must have seemed like an opportunity too good to miss.

For most people, the idea of living in Australia sounds like a dream come true: blue skies, barbecues, a relaxed lifestyle and a carefree existence. For us, having come from a way of life that was very similar, Melbourne didn’t seem quite as exotic. For starters, the weather was not all it was cracked up to be. Johannesburg surely has one of the best climates in the world: hot, but not unbearably so in the summer, with frequent thunderstorms in the afternoon to freshen things up. The winter is one long stretch of blue skies and no rain, with the temperature remaining at a comfortable 20 degrees centigrade. Melbourne, however, more than lived up to its reputation for having four seasons in one day – with temperatures sometimes swinging between 45 and 10 degrees centigrade. For the first time in our lives, we also had to deal with unpleasant, rainy weather in the winter. I think we all found it quite hard to adjust to. God only knows what it would have been like if we had gone straight to the UK from South Africa.

Adjust we did, though, and in many ways living in Australia was an adventure. My parents, who were clearly keen to experience as much of the country as possible, took us on trips as far north as the Queensland rainforest, as well as dragging us up the mountains in Northern Victoria for some surprisingly good skiing. I found the transition from South African to Australian school an easy one to make, and even my sisters, who were at a much more awkward phase in their development, approaching teenagehood, seemed to adapt well to the new surroundings.

Our house was not nearly as grand as the one we had left in South Africa, and there were no maids and gardeners to maintain it, but it was nice enough, in a Melbourne suburb called Balwyn North, and there were plenty of sports facilities nearby. By then, as I approached eight, sport was taking up more and more of my life. Being decidedly small relative to my peers, in South Africa I really hadn’t had the size or strength to hit cricket or tennis balls with any real consistency, but over in Australia all that began to change.

At school Aussie Rules football was the sport to play. Victoria was the hotbed of the sport and it was every boy’s duty to make sure they kept the game alive and flourishing. The game was a little bizarre to me, with its high tackles and punching the ball to pass it being in complete contrast to the rugby that I had watched endlessly in South Africa. My father, who no doubt saw the game as sacrilege to the holy game of rugby, signed me up to one of the only rugby union clubs in Melbourne and ended up doing the coaching for the team as well. He always took an active interest in my sporting exploits, and it is in Australia that I have my first memories of kicking the ball with him in the garden and practising my cricket shots, trying to emulate Dean Jones or one of the other Aussie cricketers.

Cricket, in truth, played a relatively small part in this sporting paradise. I played for the team at school, but at that age games were few and far between. I have one vague memory of us winning a game with one of my team-mates taking a hat-trick, but I can’t remember anything of my own contribution. My strongest memories of the sport came from playing Test Match Cricket, the board game with a little ball-bearing rolling down a chute, to be hit by a batsman controlled by a player flicking a lever. Hours were spent playing Test matches at my house or that of my mate, Christopher. Scoring a fifty or taking a wicket was always accompanied by a wild celebration, copied directly from those we watched on TV from the likes of Allan Border or Bruce Reid.

The time we lived there was neither long enough for us to feel completely at home, nor short enough for it to seem like one big holiday. I think my parents had a much harder time adjusting than the kids did. The change of lifestyle definitely had something to do with it, but another factor was that South Africans were viewed with some suspicion by the Australians. The daily news reports of violent oppression definitely seemed to make an impression on them, and to some extent anyone from South Africa was guilty by association.

* * *

As the end of our time in Melbourne neared, my parents had difficult decisions to make. The straightforward option was to return to the easy lifestyle we had left behind in South Africa. I think by then, though, they had started to become a little concerned about what was happening back there. There were signs that the country might combust as the black majority increasingly flexed their muscles against their white oppressors. The future was far from certain at that time and it would have been a significant risk to go back to South Africa expecting everything to be the same as when we had left. The other option was to sit tight and make Australia our new home.

As my parents were mulling things over, my father was offered another business opportunity. Some of his former colleagues from South Africa were trying to expand their business in the UK and wanted him to come over to help them in their endeavours. Facing a tough choice between staying in a country where they felt like outsiders and going back to a country on the brink of political turmoil, my parents had suddenly been presented with the perfect way out.

There were some logistical difficulties to overcome. My eldest sister, Gillian, was nearing her final school exams and would have to stay in Melbourne for three months longer than the rest of us to complete them, before heading to England to pursue her dream of becoming a vet. My father stayed with her, which left my mother, myself and the two middle sisters, Sandra and Colleen, to forge a path ahead in the UK. We arrived at the end of August 1986, jetlagged and disorientated, and headed out to leafy Buckinghamshire, where we were to start our new life.

My school had already been selected by my parents on a reconnaissance visit several months previously. The headmaster, who was mad about rugby, had been persuaded by my South African lineage and the fact that I had played in Australia to find a place for me, despite having no room on the waiting list. The school was called Caldicott Preparatory School and it sat in forty acres of grounds on the edge of the historic woods of Burnham Beeches.

As its name suggests, it was a genuine prep school. Uniforms had to be smart and hair needed to be cut. Work had to be done diligently and on time. In many ways, it was like going back in time to a bygone age. It was one big institution, full of rules and regulations, but I loved it. For a boy who was becoming increasingly fanatical about sport, the school had everything. A beautifully manicured array of rugby pitches and facilities for basketball, swimming, hockey, athletics, tennis, squash and, of course, cricket. I immersed myself in it all with great gusto.

It was around the time of my ninth birthday that my competitive side really started to reveal itself. I simply had to win at everything. I remember as if it was yesterday the tears of despair that I struggled to hold back if I lost a game of tennis to my sister, Colleen, who was a very accomplished player (and five years older than me). It hurt, and I did not like it. The same went for my new school. I desperately wanted to be the best at everything, even going as far as to demand to be given another chance to audition for the choir when my initial tone-deaf attempt wasn’t deemed up to scratch. Fortunately, the school encouraged that competitive attitude. In academic studies, we were all given a finishing position in each subject at the end of term. I always wanted to be number one and was prepared to go through hours of revising Latin verbs or geographical locations in order to get there.

I am sure that my attitude probably grated on a few people, but I was enthusiastic and tried my hardest at everything. On the sporting field, in particular, I was beginning to show some promise. Despite remaining frustratingly small – one competition I could not win – I quickly established myself in all the teams in my age group. I don’t think I was significantly better than anyone else at any sport, but I was pretty good at all of them, including cricket.

In my second year, I was captaining the colts side, combining a bit of dodgy left-arm chinaman bowling with my left-handed batting. By the end of my third year, I had made the school’s 1st XI, where I stayed till I left the school three years later. When I look back over the end-of-year reports, I am not entirely sure what I did to merit getting into the 1st XI at such a young age. I certainly never scored all that many runs. Perhaps it was my ability to catch the ball and the lack of a wicketkeeper in the years above, because in my first year I set a record for the most stumpings ever (27), thanks to an excellent leg-spin bowler called Richard Toothill.

The cricket coach was my geography teacher, a man by the name of Philip Spray. He had been a decent cricketer himself and was very passionate about the game, while never one to suffer fools gladly. He obviously saw something in me and persisted in making sure that I practised proper shots, rather than just trying to whack the ball around everywhere. I followed his advice, perhaps through fear of disobeying him, and although I could never hit the ball off the square, a solid cricketing technique was eventually developed.

Caldicott, though, was mainly a rugby school. It held the distinction of winning the national prep school sevens tournament, played at Rosslyn Park, more than any other school, and everyone was proud of this record. The headmaster, Peter Wright, was particularly keen to make sure that we kept that record in place and even arranged an exchange scheme with a school in Cape Town called Bishops, in which Caldicott’s best rugby players were swapped with the best from Bishops, ostensibly to broaden their education, but in fact to strengthen the rugby team.

Despite my size, I developed into a pretty good fly-half and captained the side in my last year. Unfortunately, we were unable to keep up the tradition of winning the national sevens tournament, coming unstuck in the final against Millfield. I still remember the kick from our full back that was snaffled up by their tearaway winger, who ran in the try to break all our hearts. So near yet so far.

My father, who had rugby running through his veins, loved coming to watch the games at the weekend alongside my mother. He was a passionate supporter and would dissect the whole game afterwards, discussing with me where it had been won and lost, the poor kicks, missed tackles and so on. When it came to cricket, however, he was a less comfortable spectator. Throughout my time at Caldicott, and more so at Radley College later, he would find a private place to watch me batting, such as a clump of trees or somewhere on the far side of the ground. I am not sure if he just got nervous or simply didn’t want to be disturbed by the incessant chatter of other parents, but that habit remained with him throughout my career. God knows how he dealt with it during a Test match.

Two incidents stick firmly in my mind about my time at Caldicott. First, when I was eleven I failed to make the Caldicott team for an athletics multi-event tournament because I no-jumped three times in the trial. Though I was far better than my replacement, the athletics coach ignored my pleas to give me one more chance and named the team without me in it. It was a serious blow to my ego, as I wasn’t used to being left out of teams. (Perhaps the athletics coach was trying to teach me a lesson.) I then turned up to watch my team-mates in the competition, which was being held in London, only to find that one of the senior team had not shown up. I was hurriedly put in the Under-13s team and managed to come stone last in every event. It was humiliating beyond compare, and although the parents all congratulated me for ‘giving it a go’, I had experienced my worst nightmare. Losing and me didn’t go together very well.

The other, far worse, moment, had to do with boarding. The rules of the school stipulated that at the age of eleven, boarding became compulsory. This was meant to prepare the pupils for life at the senior public school, to which the majority of boys graduated. I was fully aware of the fact and was even looking forward to the ‘freedom’. When the moment came, however, I found it extremely hard. My parents lived less than three miles away from the school and I saw them at the end of each week, but they might as well have been on the other side of the world. Plenty of tears were shed in the dormitory over those first few months as I came to terms with living away from home for the first time.

It is quite surprising that I reacted in this way, as two of my sisters had been boarding for a few years and my eldest sister was away at university. Our house had gone from being a very vibrant place, full of energy, fun and sibling rivalry, to somewhere much quieter. In effect, I was an only child during the school term, with just my mum and dad and our faithful dog Zoe for company. I am sure this was one of the reasons that boarding school made sense for my parents – it would allow me to be with friends – but it still took some getting used to.

That is not to say that I didn’t enjoy my time at Caldicott immensely. It was a closeted world, but it suited me down to the ground. I loved the sport, I loved the close friendships I made there, and many of life’s important lessons concerning respect, treating others fairly, operating as a team and having manners were drilled into me there on a daily basis.

My holidays around this time consisted of either a trip back to South Africa to visit relatives or whatever my exasperated mother could come up with to get me out of the house. For the most part, my sisters were away, supplementing their student loans with holiday jobs, usually involving working in pubs. My father, as always, was working hard, commuting from Beaconsfield to Croydon, where his business was based. He was gone by seven in the morning and was rarely home before the corresponding time in the evening. Great swathes of time, therefore, were spent at home with my mother.

I have never been at my best with nothing to do. Inactivity usually led to lethargy and by the time I reached teenagehood, sleeping until noon was not out of the question. My mum, therefore, went out of her way to make sure I was as occupied as possible. Occasionally, she took me with her into work, teaching disabled adults in Maidenhead, but mainly she arranged for me to play sport. That meant days spent at the tennis club with other kids who had similarly been dumped by their parents, and the pro, a guy called Peter Willetts, became our surrogate guardian for the day. I also gained membership of Burnham Beeches golf club, and with Rob Easton, who had joined the club at the same time as me, I would spend countless hours on the course or on the driving range trying to emulate the swing of Nick Faldo, who was world number one at that stage.

There were plenty of other activities too, such as trips to Alton Towers. What there was little of at that stage was cricket. Until I was fifteen, cricket largely finished at the end of the summer term, in early July. Two and a half months of holiday were spent doing just about every other sport apart from cricket. I am not entirely sure why that was the case – perhaps it was because I was never really a part of a county set-up, or maybe it was because my parents concentrated on club tennis – but, apart from the odd colts tournament for Gerrards Cross CC, my cricketing education stopped on prize-giving day. Not that it really mattered, though, as the cricketing education I received at my new senior school, Radley College, was first rate.

I arrived at Radley as a young, naive and rather small thirteen-year-old and was immediately intimidated by the place. For starters, the boys around me (there were no girls apart from one, who was the daughter of one of the teachers and unsurprisingly popular) were more young men than boys. They seemed enormous, with broken voices and tree trunks for legs.

The facilities were at once impressive and overwhelming. The school was set in 800 acres of Oxfordshire countryside. Sports pitches extended as far as the eye could see. There was even a nine-hole golf course, as well as some of the best drama and music facilities you could possibly imagine. The school had its own rowing club, young anglers could practise their fly-fishing on ‘college pond’ and there was even a pack of beagles for those who fancied country sports. All of this was in addition to the extensive main facilities, which were not surprisingly based around academic work and housing for the pupils and teachers.

It was, in short, a huge institution and it had a whole host of rules and regulations. For instance, there were sections of the grass you were not permitted to walk on; there were jobs, or fags, that the first-years had to do on behalf of their boarding houses; and there were academic gowns that had to be worn all day long. We thought nothing of playing cricket in our break times without even bothering to take off our gowns and we never once worried about how absurd we must have looked to a casual passer-by.

In fact, it seems bizarre now how quickly I came to think of all that as normal. I never really considered how fortunate I was to be at a school adorned with such incredible facilities and opportunities. It was just how it was. That was my school, and that was my life. It was only much later, having spent some time at Middlesex with cricketers from far less affluent backgrounds, that I really started to appreciate my good fortune.

And I genuinely was fortunate. Every hobby or passion was catered for, from opera singing to hovercrafting, with schoolmasters ready to spend endless evenings and weekends running extracurricular activities. At the same time, the boys were all being primed to get the requisite GCSEs and A levels to go to university.

On the rugby field, our coach was Steve Bates, who was scrum-half for Wasps at the time and, in the days before rugby union turned professional, made his living from being a schoolmaster/rugby coach. On the cricketing side, Andy Wagner, who had played cricket for MCC young pros and Somerset, forged an outstanding combination with Bert Robinson, who had been the school cricket pro for over fifty years, since his days of playing for Northamptonshire.

Under their tutelage, my cricket really started to develop. By the time I was in the second year, I was bolstered up to the colts team (in effect, playing for the age group above mine), and by the summer of my third year I found myself in the school 1st XI. That is not to say, however, that I was the real star performer in the school. That label belonged to Robin Martin-Jenkins, son of the late Christopher, who was in the year above me and was already being talked about as a future England all-rounder. His contributions to the team, with both bat and ball, were often the difference between winning and losing. In fact, I even had some pretty good competition in my own year, with Ben Hutton, who later went on to be my best man and colleague at Middlesex, showing that cricketing talent can indeed run in the genes, from grandfather to grandson.

Although I was not a stand-out like Martin-Jenkins, I made improvements every year, and once I’d managed to get the particularly unpleasant monkey off my back of never having scored a century – against an Australian touring side, at the age of fifteen – I started to come into my own as a cricketer. By this time, with a couple of others from the school, I was starting to represent Oxfordshire Under-19s in the summer holidays, thus extending my cricket season from two months to four months.

When I look back at the cricket I played at school, what surprises me is that I never really dominated. Surely a future England captain should have been head and shoulders above his peers at that level? Certainly the likes of Alastair Cook and Marcus Trescothick were making significant waves before they reached the age of fifteen. I can’t really put my finger on why that wasn’t the case. Perhaps it was because I was still playing all those other sports, from rugby to golf and everything in between. More likely, though, it came down to motivation. I think that I was always motivated to prove to everyone that I was good enough to deserve to be playing at the level I was selected for, but not beyond that. I wanted to show people that I was at least as good as my team-mates, but I never looked towards the real stars of my generation, who were donning their county tracksuits, because I didn’t really come up against them. In short, I was quite content being a big fish in what was a very small pond, the Radley 1st XI. Maybe I wasn’t confident enough in my ability or even bothered enough to push myself harder, but at that stage cricket for me was a recreation, not a future career.

If I have one criticism about my time at Radley, it is that everything was geared to getting good A levels and proceeding along the well-worn path from school to university and then, in many cases, to the City. Pupils who headed into other careers, from music to drama and of course sport, seemed thin on the ground. Also, I was definitely influenced by my parents, who placed great emphasis on attaining the necessary grades to follow in the footsteps of my sisters, who were making their way in their chosen fields of veterinary science, medicine and accountancy. Cricket as a living did not seem to be on the agenda.

At the end of 1995, I left Radley College, after five incredible years, armed with some lifelong friends, many memories and the more than adequate three As and a B at A level. Those qualifications hide the fact that I really didn’t work very hard at school. There were too many other things to do, and my attitude was always to do as little as possible, and leave things as late as possible, before attempting my schoolwork.

I am a little embarrassed about it now, as at times both my teachers and my father were forced to rack their brains to find ways of getting me motivated enough to do my work. Academic ability was never the problem; diligence and application, on the other hand, were more of an issue. At one stage, during the year before my A levels, I was forced to hand a sheet of paper, devised by my father, to the teacher at the end of the lesson, who would in turn attest to the level of my attention over the preceding forty minutes. My friends thought the whole thing hilarious. I definitely did not.

Fortunately, however, I managed to pull it off in the end, and my next destination was independence in the form of an economics degree at Durham University.
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ALL THE GEAR, NO IDEA

I step onto the train at Beaconsfield Station. This is the heart of the commuter belt and it is obvious to everyone that I am hopelessly out of place. Everywhere are suits and laptops; serious City types are preparing for a long day of meetings and deal-making. I manage to find a seat in the corner and, although I am in a jacket and tie, my cricket bag takes up the majority of the corridor, making it very difficult for the overweight stockbroker to get past, holding his newly acquired Chiltern Lines cup of coffee. Trains, rush hour and large sports bags don’t seem to go together too well.

As I watch the Buckinghamshire countryside transform into a more urban landscape, with semi-detached houses and industrial estates appearing alongside the track, I allow myself to think about what might lie in store for me today.

It was August 1996 and a few days before I’d had a call from Andy Wagner, my coach from school, telling me that he had put my name forward to someone called Ian Gould at Middlesex, who had invited me down to Lord’s for a net session to have a look at me. The message was pretty short and to the point. I was to get down to the ground for an 11.30 a.m. net session, and because the 1st XI were playing a County Championship game that day, I was to wear a jacket and tie. That was it. My introduction to the world of professional sport awaited.

It wasn’t as though I felt completely out of my comfort zone. I had been at Durham for a year and in my first season for the university I had played against enough county 2nd XI players to know that on my day I could match any of them. All my team-mates from the Durham University side were either contracted to or trialling with county sides, and the idea of playing professional cricket was becoming more and more appealing.

My problem, though, was that I was essentially unknown. I had never been part of any of the age-group sides for a first-class county, and although I had managed to play for Oxfordshire Under-19s for a couple of years, with reasonable success, I hadn’t been impressive enough to send county scouts scurrying back to report that they had found the next great hope.

The good players in my age group, the likes of David Sales or Owais Shah, were already sampling the delights of first-class cricket. They were being talked about as part of the next golden generation of English batting. They had contracts firmly in place. They looked good in their county tracksuits. They belonged.

I was, in contrast, an outsider. No real pedigree, no real contacts in the county game. My route into the professional ranks depended on nothing other than scoring runs when it mattered. There would be no one to report on a glorious hundred I scored a couple of years back, or the incredible pull shot I managed to hit against an England bowler. My stats up to that point were modest and I was a public school-educated student. In short, I was just the sort of person to put off the rank-and-file county coaches and players. The years of privilege and opportunity that had been afforded to me up to that point were about to be rendered useless.

If I thought the train journey was uncomfortable, getting through Marylebone Station was infinitely worse. In my deep concern not to be late, I had set off too early and was now jostling with the experienced station campaigners. They had been taking this route for years and knew how to find a way past an inept Marylebone first-timer, who had shown enough bad judgement to bring an enormous cricket bag with him.

By the time I emerged from the throng and walked out of the station, I felt completely flustered. I had managed to get the bag stuck in the automatic ticket barrier and the rest of the commuters were less than impressed by my antics. The day was not going well.

Any hopes that things might get a little easier in the slightly more familiar surroundings of a cricket ground were soon dashed. The security team at the Grace Gates were not sufficiently impressed with my jacket and tie and cricket bag to let me in, and a hurried phone call had to be made to Ian Gould to check that I was, indeed, kosher. I could just about hear Ian’s Cockney tones on the other end of the phone telling them that ‘The bloke is OK. He is just a triallist. Send him up to the dressing room.’

I made my way past the more friendly stewards at the front of the pavilion with a little more ease and was even given some remarkably accurate directions on how to get to the dressing room. I was to ‘go through the Long Room, but be careful with your bag; there are plenty of members about. Then, go up one flight of stairs, veer to the right, go through the door marked “players and officials only” and the door to the dressing room will be in front of you.’

In hindsight, I probably should have thought about the timing of my entrance into the dressing room. It was 10.45, and any cricketer would know that interrupting players in the crucial fifteen minutes before the start of a game is not a great idea. The idea is worse still if the side is batting and the openers are going through their elaborate preparation routines, shadow-batting, skipping and the like.

As I opened the door, the extent of my mistake became abundantly clear. The eyes of all the players instantly focused on the anonymous outsider who had the gall and arrogance to interrupt them at such a crucial time. The first face I recognised was that of Mark Ramprakash, Middlesex’s most famous player, who had once again found himself out of the England team and was, I subsequently learnt, ‘not in a good place’. He showed a fair amount of restraint in doing nothing more than scowl in my direction. The other players, including Angus Fraser and Phil Tufnell, just looked at me, eager to see what I had to say about my intrusion.

‘I am really sorry to bother you guys, but I’m here for a trial and was told to report to the dressing room. I think I’m meant to see Ian Gould,’ I just about managed to mumble, conscious that my heart felt as if it was going to explode and that my face had turned bright crimson.

‘Well, if that is the case, I suggest you ---- off to the second-team dressing room down the corridor and leave us in peace,’ came the less-than-friendly response from Angus Fraser, hero of Bridgetown and all-round England stalwart.

It was far from the ideal opening to my long and extremely happy association with Middlesex County Cricket Club.

The trial went well enough, despite a couple of my future team-mates thinking that I showed more promise with my left-arm seamers than my nervy batting. Well enough, in fact, for ‘Gunner’, the appropriate nickname for Ian Gould, the second-team coach who had once played in goal for Arsenal, to promise that he and Don Bennett, the club’s first-team coach, would come and watch me play for Oxfordshire Under-19s against Middlesex Under-19s the following week.

‘Then,’ he said, ‘we will take things from there …’

It was hardly a ringing endorsement of my play in the nets, but he hadn’t dismissed me out of hand.

Amazingly, little more than three weeks later I found myself in conversation with Ian Gould at Harrow CC. I had just completed my 2nd XI Championship debut, scoring 98 in the second innings, before succumbing to nerves and running myself out. In addition, I had blazed the Middlesex Under-19s attack all over the park for a run-a-ball 84 for Oxfordshire Under-19s and had also impressed in my limited-overs 2nd XI debut, scoring 64 against a strong Warwickshire team that included Paul Smith, one of the important cogs in their successful Championship-winning team, as well as Darren Altree, who was generally regarded as the quickest second-team bowler around.

‘Straussy,’ he said with a rare smile on his face, ‘I have just spoken to Don Bennett and we have decided to offer you a two-year summer contract. If I was you, I would go down the rub-a-dub-dub and get completely rat-arsed!’

I followed his advice, and despite waking up the next morning with a thumping head to go along with tired muscles that were unused to fielding for a full day, I felt on top of the world. I was now a professional sportsman. It was something that I had always dreamed of being. I was going to get the opportunity to test my skills against the best cricketers in the country. I was going to travel around and play on the country’s most hallowed grounds. And more importantly, I was going to get paid for doing it. In addition, I now qualified for those shiny white tracksuits that all my new team-mates were wearing, emblazoned with Hill Samuel Asset Management, the Middlesex sponsors. I could also help myself to brand-new Nike cricket boots and trainers. I was no longer the outsider. I belonged.

Unfortunately, there was one small problem with this potential sportsman’s paradise. In short, I had all the gear and no idea. The end of the summer meant a return to Durham University for my second year, and as lovely as it was to be able to tell my team-mates that I was now a professional cricketer, I didn’t have the first idea about what that actually meant. As far as I was concerned, all I had to do was turn up and play, and my natural ability and cool temperament would see that I was successful. After all, it had worked in my trial matches.

Anyway, there was so much other stuff to do at university. I was still playing rugby and looked as if I might make the 1st XV that year, and I was still jumping headlong into the obvious student pitfall of sampling the delights of north-eastern nightlife. For some unknown reason, I had also managed to get sucked into smoking excessively, and it was only a massive asthma attack towards the end of my time at university that prompted me to kick my twenty-a-day habit. Somewhere near the back of my priorities lay my economics degree, with its ludicrously lax demands on my time of eight hours a week in lectures. There didn’t seem to be any time left for training and over the long, cold winter, as my mental discipline drained away, my waistline expanded accordingly.

‘---- me, you look like the Michelin man,’ said Ian Gould as I returned to Middlesex, in July 1997, after a disappointing second season with Durham University. ‘Seems to me you’ve been enjoying that student lifestyle a bit too much. Well, we are about to find out if you have been doing any work. Go and join the lads. We’re doing a sprint session.’

Suddenly I felt very nervous, in the same way as someone who turns up at an exam knowing that they haven’t revised for it. How was I going to hide the fact that I was incredibly unfit? Would my natural athleticism somehow get me through?

I got the answer to that question at the end of the third set of shuttles. Straining to make sure I wasn’t lagging too far behind my team-mates, I pushed myself too hard and, snap, I felt my hamstring go. It is to this day the only time I have had a muscle injury. As I was writhing around on the floor in pain, Gould’s face appeared in my blurred vision.

‘Just what I thought, you lazy -------.’

I spent five weeks recuperating, but for the rest of the season I was public enemy number one at Middlesex. Everyone seemed to have made up their mind that I was a waste of time. I could do nothing right. My only source of solace came from Ben Hutton, my best mate from school, who Middlesex had picked up on a summer contract earlier in the year. Unfortunately for him, he was tainted by the association and both of us were seen as outcasts: public school-educated softies in a world operated by hard, working-class cricket professionals.

Cricketers have an amazing ability to forgive character flaws (or fitness flaws, for that matter) as long as you go out there and perform. Unfortunately for me, my confidence had taken such a dent from being vilified by my coach and team-mates that scoring runs became next to impossible. I didn’t know how to play decent spin bowling, having never really had to face it before, and even my normally strong back-foot game was starting to let me down.

My nadir came in the last game of the season, against Somerset. Among their ranks was a Dutch cricketer by the name of Andre van Troost. He was commonly thought of as the quickest bowler in county cricket, but his pace was in no way matched by accuracy. He was famed for bowling beamers, bouncers, no-balls and wides. Normally you would get a combination of all the above in every over he bowled.

Gunner, in an attempt to, on the one hand, give us the benefit of his considerable experience and, on the other, frighten the life out of us, brought us all together before the toss.

‘Van Troost is playing, lads. I have one bit of advice for you. Don’t try and hook him. He is too quick, and you will either end up in Taunton infirmary or back in the hut. Leave him well and see him off.’

You can imagine the look on Gunner’s face as I trudged back to the pavilion after yet another single-figure score. You guessed it, I had hooked Van Troost with all my might, only to see the ball balloon pathetically to the square-leg fielder. I sat in my corner of the dressing room, hiding my head in my hands. Over the season I had averaged an embarrassingly disappointing 13 with the bat. I had no confidence in myself. I was a broken man.

Barely twelve months on from the joy and exhilaration of becoming a professional sportsman, I was suddenly at a crossroads. I had one year to go on my contract, but if the next twelve months resembled the last in any way, I was toast. For the first time in my life the prospect of failure stared me straight between the eyes, and I didn’t like it. There was only one way to go. Somehow I had to become a professional sportsman.

When I look back, I was actually very lucky that the MCC had finally given the go-ahead for six university centres of excellence to be established in order to encourage ambitious young cricketers to finish their studies before committing to the game. Graeme Fowler, the ex Lancashire and England opening batsman, was appointed director of the Durham UCCE. Paul Winsper (who went on to become fitness coach for Newcastle United) was brought in to give us conditioning advice and we were also given access to psychologists and physios.

Overnight, the Durham University CC had gone from a ramshackle organisation of talented students – one of whom had the unenviable task of captaining, coordinating practices and getting people to turn up to matches on time – to a highly professional set-up. It was just what I needed and, after my repeated failures the previous season, I didn’t have to be asked twice about my commitment.

I gave up rugby, got a gym membership and, for the first time in my life, started to put in some serious work. It was all a bit of a struggle, given that I had my final exams to prepare for, but I soon realised that there were actually a lot more hours in the day if I could break the habit of setting my alarm to wake me just in time for the lunchtime edition of Neighbours.

I became something of a sponge, listening to Graeme Fowler recounting his days of fending off the mighty West Indians and playing alongside Wasim Akram, and I also started practising properly. Rather than just having a hit and a giggle in the nets, I started treating them as opportunities to hone my game and make progress. Much of this change of focus was probably lost on my team-mates at Durham, who had long since come to the opinion that I was a bit of a joke, more a figure of fun than a potential England cricketer. More importantly, though, I was beginning to look in the mirror and see more mental steel to go with a stronger and healthier body.

* * *

My return to Middlesex in the summer of 1998 was not accompanied by any of the doubt that had consumed me the previous year. I knew that I was well prepared, I knew that I had improved immeasurably as a player and I had also now completed my studies. My 2.1 in economics was in many ways a gold-plated invitation to join one of the financial powerhouses in the City, but for me it was nothing more than a safety net that I had no intention of using.

I was determined – more determined than ever – that I was going to make a success of being a professional cricketer.

Needless to say, with that sort of attitude and confidence, things changed dramatically. I seemed to get runs every time I played for the second team (although getting hundreds was proving a little difficult), and I was enjoying just as much showing off my new-found physical prowess to the rest of the lads. Amazingly, I had gone from being surprised and intimidated by the fitness of county cricketers, to being surprised and disappointed by how unfit they all were in the space of twelve months. I was now one of the fit ones, and as such I was a little frowned upon by those who were likely to be shown up in the communal sessions.
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