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			To Lis, Riley, Maya and Evie


			Thanks for being my inspiration. I can’t wrap it in a few simple words what you guys mean to me.


			Lis, you have seen my faults and accepted them. You have loved me when I didn’t love myself. You encouraged me to keep going when selfishly you must have wanted me to quit. You have been the reason, I feel, that after 14 years of international cricket I walk away a far better person than I ever felt I could be. I thank you.


			We will never get back some of those lost memories of you kids growing up so fast while I was away chasing my dreams. But I hope in some small way you are all proud of the person you have allowed me to become.


			I look forward to spending the rest of our lives together, forging the next chapter as a family.


			I owe you guys everything, but you all already know that because you know me better than I know myself!


			 


			Thank you


			Lots of love


			Brendon
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Writer’s Note

			After the rout in Cape Town in Brendon’s first test as captain in early 2013, the media became an important litmus test in determining whether the Black Caps were attaining their twin goals of changing the way they conducted themselves as New Zealanders on and off the field, and, more particularly, changing the way they were perceived by New Zealanders. That second aspiration — how they were perceived by Kiwis — was always going to be mediated in large part by cricket writers, so it’s not surprising they figure prominently in this book.

			Sir David Hare in his autobiography The Blue Touch Paper describes journalism as ‘dangerously easy to do badly’. Given that, hats off to almost all the cricket writers quoted in this book, for their eloquence and fairness — and to the rest for providing grist to the mill. There’s too many to name here, but I’m grateful for the context and objectivity they — or most of them — have provided, particularly Dylan Cleaver, whose book Brendon McCullum: Inside Twenty20, about the T20 part of Brendon’s career, was a very useful resource. 

			Thanks also to Heath Mills for his article ‘Getting Started’, published in Between Wickets, which described the baptism of fire for the New Zealand Cricket Players Association back in the dark days of 2002, and to Lis McCullum for her unceasing attention to detail as the drafts rolled in.

			* * *

			Getting to know Brendon was a treat. Very different in personality and temperament from my only other biographical subject, Richie McCaw, he nevertheless shares at least a couple of attributes with Richie. The obvious one is indefatigable courage, but the other one might be a surprise to someone who doesn’t know them. Their smiles. When either of them walks into a room and smiles, the room lights up.

			However, Brendon’s natural effervescence was all but gone when I met him in Adelaide, a few days before the historic pink ball test. He looked absolutely buggered, worn down not just by the kinds of pitches that forced the retirement of Mitchell Johnson, but also by the Cairns shadow which had hung over him for years. The Cairns trial in London, the build-up to giving evidence, the white heat of the media lights, had drained him.

			That night over a bottle or two of red wine in a Vietnamese restaurant just down the street from his hotel, he kept telling Lis and me that he believed he still had a couple of fights left in him. He said it more than once, as if trying to convince himself. 

			I watched the first day of the pink ball test, flew home, then watched luck make a punch-bag of him and his team, as Nigel Llong cocked up a decision that had an enormous bearing on the result. Brendon came home with a 2–0 series loss that deserved to be an honourable draw.

			Being home didn’t help his luck in the two return tests. Nor did blowing out his back again. By the time he got to the last test in Christchurch, he was on a regime of anti-inflams, painkillers and steroid injections just to keep him upright. At dinner at Garth Gallaway’s home, he couldn’t sit in the chair for more than five minutes, had to keep getting up, prostrating himself over the table to try to stretch the sciatic nerve off the bulging discs. By that time, his mantra was down to one more fight, one more fight in me. 

			I had my doubts as I turned up at Hagley Oval for the first day of his final test. I thought it might be a bridge too far, that the flame might already be extinguished. When he came out of the dressing room way too early and walked through an Australian guard of honour to the crease, most of his friends and family in the McCullum marquee would have been fearing the worst. The ball was hooping all over the place, to the extent that Kane Williamson, recently ranked #1 test batsman in the world, had made something like seven runs off 66 balls. 

			I wouldn’t have been alone in that marquee in feeling a glum acceptance that Brendon would shortly be retracing his steps through a politely clapping, gleeful bunch of Aussies. All the old tropes came to mind: fairytales don’t happen; sport is cruel. The crowd held its breath and expected the worst.

			But Brendon was right. One more fight. To hit the fastest test century ever was something. To do it under those circumstances on that pitch was something else. One of the men whose record he obliterated, the mighty Viv Richards, had hit his runs for a dominant West Indies in a second innings blast with a declaration in sight. 

			Putting aside for the moment the cool savvy he showed that day in changing his guard, and the amazing hand–eye that allowed him to see and hit a wildly swinging ball, what stays with me from having seen him staggered and almost felled by the accumulated punches he’d taken over the past couple of months, and from the debilitating effects of the back injury that had damn near crippled him, what stays with me and will always stay with me, is the sheer guts of what he did that day. That when the crunch came, he stepped towards it one last time.

			Greg McGee July, 2016

		

	

		

			 


			It’s no time for cameo sound bites. How affected was he by alleged match-fixing approaches? How did he find the strength to drag New Zealand out of the mire after the Ross Taylor captaincy saga and the Cape Town 45? How did he come up with the captaincy innovations and build the joie de vivre which made New Zealand one of cricket’s most popular touring teams?


			President John F Kennedy once said ‘to whom much is given, much shall be required’.


			Please, Brendon, unleash any shackles of stoicism and lay it all out there.


             


			— Andrew Alderson, New Zealand Herald, on the announcement that Brendon was to give the 2016 MCC Spirit of Cricket Lecture at Lord’s


		


	

		

			 


			1 
A Pie, a Pint and a Punt


			I just love his confidence. The world was there to be taken and that was the way he saw it. He saw every day as an opportunity to do something special . . . It wasn’t always successful . . . Cricket is an awful game because you fail so regularly compared to your successes. Even the greats do it. To have that attitude is fantastic. 


			— Craig Cumming, quoted in the New Zealand Herald


			I’m not into memorabilia; I don’t keep scrapbooks. I love sharing memories over a beer or wine, reliving old glories and embarrassments, stories and characters, but stuff that other people might find precious, I’ve just given away. My friends know that about me. When I scored 302 at the Basin Reserve against India in 2014, a good friend grabbed the bat off me, made me sign it for my son Riley and told me he’d keep it safe, because he knew that otherwise it would sit in my garage and I’d end up giving it away on a whim to whoever showed an interest.


			Maybe one day the sight of that abused piece of willow will help rekindle memories of an extraordinary couple of days. Maybe one day I’ll thank my friend for his foresight, or maybe Riley will. But I doubt that I’ll need it to conjure up memories of those or any other days of the life I’ve spent playing cricket, because cricket has been my life, pretty much.


			I was the kid in South Dunedin who lived for Saturday mornings, when I’d pull back the curtains and hope it wasn’t raining. The bedroom I shared with my older brother Nathan faced south-east, so once I’d drawn back the curtains, then the net curtains, I could see over the top of the fence, the curving pylons at Forbury Park Raceway that held the lights for the night trots, and above them the sky over St Kilda beach. I was often disappointed. ‘Scottish mist’, the locals call it. I grew up not taking summer for granted. A day of sunshine was precious, because a day of sunshine was a day of cricket.


			Since I was four years old, until very recently, summer meant cricket. Thirty years of opening the curtains and hoping for sunshine. In Dunedin, if you were a cricketer, you had to be an optimist. I love that cartoon in which a psychologist half fills a glass of wine and asks the patient whether it’s half full or half empty. And the patient grabs the glass and drains it — problem solved!


			My father Stuart played for the Albion club and Otago. He lived for cricket too, played for the love of the game. Everyone did then, because there was no other reason. You couldn’t get rich playing cricket. Otago paid an allowance which, according to lore, paid for a pie, a pint and a punt. Stu loved all three.


			Saturdays, Mum would pack the chilly bin and we’d play our own cricket in the morning, mostly at Logan Park down by the University Oval, then go to the old man’s cricket in the afternoon, Mum lugging the chilly bin and deck chairs from ground to ground. We’d be away from 7.30 in the morning till 9.30 at night, dressed in our whites the whole day.


			From the age of four or five, I began to know my town by its cricket grounds, as Mum and me and Nathan traipsed after Stu. The Albion home pitch was Culling Park, a few blocks away in St Kilda. But every other weekend, we’d go west, over the big hill to Bishopscourt in Kaikorai Valley, or to the North East Valley ground at the bottom of the motorway, or south, way south, over Flagstaff to Brooklands in Taieri. To the east, not far from home, was the coldest ground on earth, Ocean Grove, sitting up on the cliffs behind Tomahawk, looking out over the sandhills of St Kilda to a sea which, Mum said, went all the way to Chile. Of course it did, where else would those freezing winds be coming from?


			Mum would set out the blanket and the deck chairs, and Nathan and I would go and play with the other cricket kids on whatever grassy margin we could find. That would be our day. Go and play, come back for a sandwich or a ham and cheese roll out of the chilly bin, watch a bit of Dad, go and play, come back for more food. Until close of play, when Mum would pack up and go home, leaving us to play on in the twilight. Dad would be having a beer in the clubhouse and occasionally he’d bring out a packet of chips and some fizzy drinks to keep us going while he had another pint. Paradise.


			My appetite for cricket was huge. I was part of the eternal arguments between kids the world over about who got to bat first, but I was keen to field too. I loved to keep wicket. Always, even when I wasn’t much taller than the makeshift stumps, that was me, crouched down, trying to get the bowler to lure the batsman out of his crease so I could swoop in and stump him.


			I had an almost suicidal urge to be close to the action: when I was about eight, I must have been fielding at very silly mid-off because I got clocked above the eye with the bat as the guy was completing a cover drive. I remember waking up on the grass, with Dad and some of his mates looking down anxiously at me. I can’t have been too bad, as we didn’t go home any earlier.


			Apart from the occasional bumps and bruises, the cricket was idyllic. The rest of my life, a bit patchier. Nathan and I were protected from the worst of the economic hard-scrabble of my parents. Dad always had a job, but his career aspirations revolved around cricket. Some people have told me he could have played for New Zealand. But he’d never let his ego get in the way of his joy in the game, the camaraderie. He was a team man, must have been: he was twelfth man for Otago almost as often as he played for them, more than 70 times, so clearly he liked being around that environment with the guys even when he didn’t make the team.


			Stu could bat. One of Dad’s contemporaries told me recently that he’d fancied himself as a tyro fast bowler, until he bowled to Stu, who hooked and pulled him for a boundary off every ball.


			Stu was a sales rep and was on the road a lot. Between that and cricket he was away six months of the year, and the burden of bringing us up mostly fell on Mum. She had RSI in her forearms and couldn’t work, so there was just Dad’s income. Somehow, between them, even when they weren’t happy with each other, which was quite a lot of the time, they made sure we had most things. Mum was emotional, but not in an ‘I love you’ kind of way. She was just there for us, but particularly for Nathan. She had to be.


			Nathan, aka Mattress, had it tough when we were young. He had really bad asthma so he was on a nebuliser the whole time. They said he would never play sport, because he also had Perthes disease, which affects the head of the thigh bones, and he spent the years between about four and six with his hips in plaster, so he got around with a sort of waddle. On top of that, he seemed to be allergic to almost everything. Not surprisingly, he needed a lot of Mum’s attention. And that’d sometimes really piss me off, because when we got into those brotherly fights — when he said the sky was green and I was certain it was red — Mum would always side with him. The sky was always bloody green because ‘he’s been really sick’. So I may not have been the most understanding younger brother, but I kept telling him, ‘Keep your pecker up, Mattress, you’ll be all right, mate.’ And sure enough, he was, though it was a hell of a battle for him. Still waddles, though.


			Our home was in Waterloo Street, down on the South Dunedin flats, between the hills and the sea. Ordinary little house, corrugated iron roof, weatherboard walls. It had a postage-stamp backyard, a perfect rectangle, just big enough for a short run-up and a swing of the bat. You had to play straight, whereas out on the street, you had a big leg and off side. Waterloo was a backstreet, so there was never much traffic.


			It was a great neighbourhood to grow up in. Everything was three minutes away. In one direction, Forbury Park was between us and the wild dunes of St Kilda beach. When the night trots were on, the glow of the big lights from the park would look like a spaceship. A couple of blocks south was St Clair Primary, where we could sit on the roof of a shed by the cricket pitch and watch the horses come up the home straight. And a couple of blocks north, King’s High School.


			When I got to King’s as a third former, I was knee-high to a grasshopper but John Cushen, the geography teacher and deputy principal and former fast bowler for Otago, saw something in me and selected me for the 1st XI. I was so young that he had to ask Stu and Mum’s permission. Stu was never going to say no, so I got used to playing with older kids, and socialising with them. Maybe, as a result of those early years, I’ve always had good friends who are older than me, and my socialising habits were pretty precocious too. The potential problems, from my parents’ and teachers’ points of view, definitely came from some of the off-field activities.


			After every game, for instance, the 1st XI boys would go and have a few beers at someone’s house, usually a seventh former, so I would get invited. Stu and the old lady would give me three beers to take along and that was all I was allowed.


			I started batting at 11 in the order as a third former, and worked my way up to four, but I was never really a batting star, even when I became captain of the 1st XI in the sixth form. Wicketkeeping was my passion but being captain meant I could take the gloves off and have a bowl too, medium pacer.


			I played age-group for Otago and met the boys from the poncey schools up the hill, Otago Boys’ and John McGlashan. Most of their top players got coaching from Dunedin cricket guru Billy Ibadulla.


			Billy ran a cricketing school at an indoor facility in one corner of Kensington Oval, and some of the kids from up the hill would go to him several times a week. We couldn’t afford him, but somehow Nathan and I got the occasional lesson from Billy. I’m still not sure how that happened, whether Billy said to Dad, ‘What the hell, bring them in, Stu,’ or whether Dad found some cash or pulled a favour.


			It was an indication that I was taking my batting more seriously, but even with Billy’s occasional help, I never scored a century in schoolboy cricket, and I didn’t really think about having a future in the game, just immersed myself in the moments.


			And it wasn’t all cricket: my appetite for sport was huge, and in winter I would play for the soccer 1st XI on a Wednesday, then 1st XV rugby on a Saturday. The training for each team was on alternate days, so that was the week.


			I loved competing, but it was being with the guys that I loved the most. I wasn’t a great fan of spending time by myself; I wanted to be around mates, laughing and joking. Soccer and rugby gave me different groups of mates, because there wasn’t that much crossover. I liked that — the rugby guys were kinda tough and rough and egotistical, whereas the soccer guys prided themselves on their skills and probably thought of themselves as a bit more educated.


			I also had my old mates, like Thyson and Joe. Joe’s father, Eion Willis, Big Willow, played hooker for Otago and used to run the tent village at the Southern club ground, Bathgate Park, before All Black tests at Carisbrook. From the age of about 13, we’d be able to sneak in there and have a few beers.


			By the time I was 14 — Mattress was 15 — my parents thought it was safe to go away on a trip to Hong Kong and England for six weeks. Home alone! A woman, Patricia, would come in and cook us a meal a couple of times a week. Mattress had his learner’s licence, so before Stu and the old lady left they got him a dispensation from the police so he could drive me to sport in the old lady’s car. They also left us enough money to last the six weeks. Within the first three days, I persuaded Mattress to drive us down to Sammy’s bar and we blew the lot on the pokies.


			The last thing Stu said before he left was that his company car was not to be touched. One day I had to go up the hill to Corstorphine and Mattress didn’t seem to be around, so I thought, bugger it, and grabbed the keys to Stu’s company car. I’d never driven anything before, but it had an automatic gearbox and seemed pretty straightforward. So I’m doing well, stopped at the lights at a major intersection, when I see Mattress pull in behind me in Mum’s car. He’s frantically waving his hands at me, tooting his horn, flashing his lights, so I stick the company car into reverse, to back it up a bit, give him a bit of a fright. That worked: he looked like he was shitting himself. So the light turns green and I plant hoof. Unfortunately, it’s still in reverse, and I ride up on the old lady’s bonnet and damage both cars in the one manoeuvre. I’m not sure how I got out of that one.


			It won’t be a surprise that I wasn’t a top student, but I did my best and was pretty much a model student until the sixth form, when Thyson and I got suspended for holding parties. They were bloody good parties — we’d hire out halls, a band, a DJ, security, and sell tickets through different kids at different schools. We even put on the after party for the seventh-form formal, a big event on the Dunedin social calendar. We were going great guns until it all came undone at the first ever Highlanders night game, when Thys and I and a couple of others had rung in sick, taken the afternoon off, and were way past our best by the time a couple of teachers saw us at the game.


			But we couldn’t have been too bad, because Thys and I were co-head prefects the following year, as first-year seventh formers. I failed Bursary, but was captain of the 1st XI cricket team, captain of the 1st XV rugby team and also played for the soccer 1st XI.


			By that time, I was getting around a bit, having played age-group cricket for Dunedin Metro, Town and Country, up in Oamaru at King George Park against North Otago, and Central at Alexandra, and South Otago down at Balclutha, and then in the South Island regional tournaments for Otago in Nelson and Ashburton. I was about 16 when I first made the New Zealand Development team, not as a batsman but as a keeper, and it was as a keeper that I went to the Under-19 World Cup in Sri Lanka in 2000. The following year, I was actually captain of the Under 19s that played South Africa here in the Youth Test Series, and I got three tons in three tests. That was the first time I realised that, hey, maybe I can actually bat.


			After that, I did my big OE — I left home and travelled all the way to North East Valley, which was about as far as you could get from Waterloo Street without leaving Dunedin. I was 18 and shared a scungy flat with some mates. For some reason, I wasn’t getting on with the old man. It wasn’t that bad, maybe just a rebellious stage I was going through. Mattress was still happy at home, but I wanted to get out and do my own thing.


			I thought initially that I’d left school, having hit the heights at King’s the year before, but my first job, stacking shelves at the Foodstuffs warehouse, was a bit of a reality check and I lasted a week. I looked back at the pleasures of school and thought to myself: ‘You know what? I reckon I’m not quite done with that.’


			King’s hadn’t named the head boy by the time I got back, and they asked me if I wanted to be co-head boy again with another good mate, Luke, but I didn’t really want the responsibility. I was happy to go from captain of the 1st XV to vice-captain too, just stepping away from any real responsibility — very good decisions, as it turned out, because it was a big year socially in that squalid flat.


			I was doing a catering course at school, but really didn’t get to class much. Most of my sporting downtime that year was devoted to Flatting 101 and, funnily enough, there seemed to be hundreds of kids, mates and students from the uni who seemed to be taking exactly the same course!


			Mum and Dad weren’t so happy with my shifting out, but I think they knew I always had that streak, that once I got something in my head and wanted to go and do something, I needed the freedom to do it.


			The drinking age had just been lowered to 18, so I was finally legal. That flat was the coldest dump I’ve been in in my life and I reckon the four of us took up smoking partly to keep warm. That’s an addiction that’s stayed with me ever since. I’ve tried to kick it, but never quite succeeded.


			Another thing that kept me warm was rugby. Despite a feeling that I was on a bit of a downward trend because of my extracurricular activities, I got selected for the South Island Secondary Schools side. I was playing first-five and Dan Carter was on the bench — talk about a late developer!


			Dan replaced me in the second half of the first game. The second and third games he started at wing and I started at first-five. That game, against Northern A or B, was my last game of rugby. I got Man of the Match, but all I can remember is getting sidestepped in the last minute on a wet track by Ben Atiga, who ran on to score under the posts to win the game.


			They spoke to me about the New Zealand Secondary Schools side, but I was too old for that team — they were going to a world cup where the age limit was different. Maybe if I’d been eligible for that team, things would have turned out differently.


			So I carried on living the life at the flat, trying everything. I think someone spoke to me about the Highlanders Colts or development squad, but by that time the New Zealand Cricket Academy was put in front of me, and that was a four-month commitment over the following winter. I had to make a decision one way or the other. If I went to the Academy I could no longer play rugby, and if I went to rugby it probably wouldn’t have been a great look for the Academy, and I would have missed out on the professional development stuff as well.


			That was really different for me, looking at sport, whether cricket or rugby, as a profession, because I really had no idea, I just played the game. I would go out and throw the ball around, buy into a team and have a bloody good time. So being introduced to the possibility of a professional career was quite a pivotal moment.


			In retrospect, I probably should have gone somewhere else for my OE. Left town, buggered off overseas, instead of making all my mistakes in front of people I knew. Some of them still look sideways at me from that time, thinking I’m that rebellious 18-year-old. I should have gone away, got that out of my system and come back with my reputation intact as the model student they used to know.


			One thing that stayed the same, no matter what I did, was the sport. It was the biggest, most constant and stable part of my life. I loved every minute of every game, whether it was cricket or rugby or soccer. I just played, caught up in the moment where none of the other stuff mattered. It wasn’t about the results — you hoped you had a good day, but it didn’t really matter. I just looked forward to playing. Playing was enough.


			I guess I’ve inherited that love of playing cricket from Stu, along with his love of being around the environment, the boys, the camaraderie. I’ve got to be careful of the pies, and I’m also fond of a pint — and wine that he could never have afforded — not to mention the punt.


			I’m privileged to be able to earn a brilliant living from cricket, where he couldn’t. But that level of professionalism also makes the game and everything around it so much more complicated than when he played. There’ve been some hard lessons along the way and I suppose it was inevitable that the kid I was lost his innocence and made mistakes. But I also learnt that if I lost that kid inside me, his simple joy in being out there, his sense of fun and sheer delight in playing the game, his love of being able to have a crack, the feeling of sun on his back, the smell of grass . . . if I lost that kid inside me, I was lost too.


		


	

		

			 


			2 
Flat Track Bully


			The bowling attack that this West Indies team has brought to the country is laughable . . . Should New Zealand beat the West Indies, should Brendon McCullum continue to score runs on the sort of meek tracks where he can hit through the ball, then slap the man on the back, say thank-you for everything and move on.


			McCullum is a cheeky chappie, he can be most engaging, but he can no longer put his back into test cricket.


			— Mark Reason, Dominion Post


			Some of the significant turning points in your career, in your life, you see coming. This one blind-sides me.


			It’s 4 December 2013, the day after I’d scored a century in the first test of a home series against the West Indies at the University Oval in my home town of Dunedin. It has been a long time, three years, since my last test ton. I’m not a great man for stats, but it’s easier to ignore the numbers when they’re stacking up in your favour. I’d scored a double ton against India in late 2010, but in recent times, as I was being reminded fairly constantly by the media, I’d scored 2, 8, 20 and 1 against England over there, followed by a hardly inspiring 21, 22 and 11 against lowly Bangladesh. And this was after I’d made the decision to abandon the wicketkeeping gloves and live or die as a specialist batsman.


			It isn’t just my batting under the gun. That run of low scores arcs back into 2012, when I took over as New Zealand captain in circumstances that caused a lot of anguish. According to more than one report, I have former captain Ross Taylor’s blood on my hands.


			The ton against the Windies may not have been the flashest innings in the world against the best bowlers, but given my personal travails, it’s bloody significant and I’m hopeful that it’ll give me some respite from the incessant pressure I’ve been under for what seems like an age.


			Close of play, outside the dressing room, I kissed my wife Ellissa and hugged my children Maya and Riley. I was just exhausted. Sky Sport wanted an interview but mentally I was cooked, and I had to say no.


			I sat in the corner of the changing room under the old grandstand, as the beers were brought in to celebrate. It was actually Ross who spoke for the team, about how I’d been under a bit of pressure and to see me come through and get a ton and perform and be able to put the detractors back in their box was a really gutsy thing for us as a group. I’d shared a big partnership with Ross, almost 200 runs, so that moment in the dressing room felt like the two of us had turned a corner too.


			I went back to the hotel and to Lis and the kids and slept well, thinking, ‘Okay, I can wake up tomorrow and I can actually have a bit of a win in the column. I can have a day where I’m not going to cop shit, everything will be sweet for at least a day.’


			The ton is doubly satisfying because I’ve worked so hard for it. I’d come back from Bangladesh at a low ebb, after my back had blown out again. Two bulging discs were pushing on the spinal cord and giving me intense sciatic pain. I was on painkillers for that, then found out that I had arthritis in my back as well. I’d worried that the back might be a career ender this time, but good rehab had got me fit and strong and it seemed to be manageable.


			I’d then spent weeks out at Lincoln, just about every day, with Craig McMillan. Craig wasn’t the New Zealand batting coach at that time, just a mate who was happy to help me get ready. We spent hours and hours out there working on my defensive game, because I knew that I needed a better defence if I was going to cut it as a specialist batsman at test level. Stephen Fleming helped out as well.


			I’ve always been one for not running past the principal’s office. I like to work away behind the scenes, put in my hard yakker away from everyone else. People talk about how long and hard Kane Williamson works in the nets. It’s true, but he doesn’t pip me by much.


			So I’d done the work and went into the Windies series really hopeful about how I’d perform: I felt like I was actually ready now to become a test batsman.


			The week before the test I’d turned out for my old club Albion and that had lifted my spirits, even though I’d been cleaned out by a 17-year-old fast bowler on a rough track out at Brooklands on the Taieri Plain.


			When we turned up it was raining and we ran the covers out in the downpour. When the rain held off we batted. We were using the regulation ball, the club version with the bigger seam, and it was doing a bit, particularly in the hands of this kid who was steaming in and really letting it go. He was all over me. I ended up getting about seven runs and then I chopped one on. That was the only downside — otherwise, that afternoon was magic.


			Upstairs in the pavilion at halftime, we all had a pie or a savoury and a laugh together. Then we bowled and won the game. Afterwards both teams sat around out on the field in the late afternoon sun and had a beer. Just that: out in front of the Brooklands Oval pavilion, lazing on the grass with a beer in hand, shooting the breeze. I remember thinking that was really cool. It reminded me of the innocence and purity of my joy in the game as a kid.


			I was fortunate that experience was so fresh in me. I was soon going to need it to keep me in the game.


			That night after the Windies ton, when I slept the sleep of the exhausted, I thought I’d at least get a little bit of breathing space, had maybe broken free of the constant criticism. Across the previous couple of years, I’d spent so much time and energy thinking about how we were going to turn the team around and what was required to do so. I got on that treadmill, where everything I thought about was tuned to that. I probably neglected to think that one of the most important aspects of turning a team around is leading from the front. So to be able to make a ton when the team needed it, and help put us in a commanding position in the first test of the series, felt so good. I’d been leading without performance. Now I’d got one on the board, maybe that would enable us to take another step up, win a test, the first under my captaincy, put us in the frame to win a series, safe in the knowledge that the captain could actually play.


			Next morning, after breakfast I’m sitting downstairs in the foyer of the Southern Cross and David White, CEO of New Zealand Cricket, comes over to congratulate me on the ton. While Whitey’s speaking to me, Chris Cairns walks past, suave in his Sky commentator’s dark suit. He looks at me, puts his hand on my shoulder and says, ‘I’m really proud of you’, and keeps on walking.


			I look at White. ‘You’ve gotta be joking.’


			White just shakes his head disbelievingly.


			I know that allegations have been made about Cairns’ role in match fixing. Almost two years before, in March 2012, he’d won a high-profile libel case in London against Lalit Modi, the mover and shaker who set up the Indian Premier League. Despite the trial win, the mud seems to be sticking to Cairns, with rumours that the ICC Anti-Corruption and Security Unit, the ACSU, has been talking to New Zealand players about Cairns’ and others’ involvement in match fixing.


			I know they’re more than rumours: I’m one of the players who has spoken about Cairns to the ACSU. None of that has been made public — yet — but rumour is running rampant, with journos circling like rabid dogs. I’m pretty sure White knows what I’ve said to the ACSU. Clearly Cairns has no idea. Or does he?


			I’m worried about Cairns’ reaction when he finds out I’ve testified against him. I originally talked to the ACSU back in February 2011. I was hoping that might be the end of it, but the ACSU came back just the previous week and asked me to expand on my original statement.


			Between making those two statements, I’d been a bit stunned as I watched the progress of that defamation action in London. Cairns was suing because Modi had tweeted that Cairns had been involved in match fixing.


			Modi’s tweet about Cairns might have been seen by only around 15 people, if Cairns himself hadn’t drawn everyone’s attention to it. Lis and I had sat there utterly gobsmacked as we watched Cairns take on Modi. Still, it was none of my business and I’d kept my head down, until the ACSU came calling again.


			It’s a strange feeling, testifying against a former teammate, and I’m not quite sure why the ACSU have come back to me. Where’s this all heading? Whatever, I’ve done what I need to do under the rules that govern me as a professional cricketer and the rest is up to the ICC. I’m hoping they keep my name out of it for as long as possible — Cairns seems to be ready to wield the long handle against anyone who opposes him, and I’ve got enough problems without that.


			But as Cairns walks out of the foyer of the Southern Cross, I keep turning his words over in my head, looking for some hidden meaning or irony. Was he just playing me?


			A bit thrown by Cairns, I let White go and dive into the nearest newspaper. Some players maintain they don’t read what’s being said about them. I find that hard to believe. I read everything I can. I want to know what people are saying and what fans are reading, to keep my finger on the pulse, particularly in these volatile times. A big part of what the Black Caps are trying to change is how we’re viewed by our countrymen, and the media are naturally a major element of that.


			I wish I hadn’t picked up that paper, though. The headline kicks me right in the guts: ‘McCullum Has No Business Leading New Zealand’.


			It gets worse from there. It’s Mark Reason, whom I’ve never met as far as I’m aware, writing for the Sunday Star-Times. Mark seems to write from an elevated position, looking down on the rest of us — or maybe just me:


			[McCullum] . . . can no longer put his back into test cricket. His average on overseas tours as captain, against South Africa, England and Bangladesh, is 15. This is unlikely to get better because he has irreversible technical deficiencies. He is a hitter, and when McCullum can biff through the line on New Zealand’s lifeless pitches, he is a champion. But against some pace, swing and seam, he is second rate.


			So, a flat track bully, that’s me. Not good enough to play test cricket, let alone captain a test side.


			I’ve had to live with a lot of that. For what seems like a long time, I’ve tried to regard it as water off a duck’s back. But my feathers are wearing thin. The drip, drip, drip is getting through. Mark Reason is particularly nasty. It seems like every second Sunday, he’s describing me as a fraud, or intimating that Ross was dropped from the captaincy due to ‘unconscious prejudice’ relating to his ethnicity, or because I conspired against him behind the scenes, or whatever.


			It’s not what I want to read after scoring a ton, even on a ‘lifeless’ New Zealand pitch. I wonder if Reason has ever talked to batsmen from overseas, from the subcontinent for instance, about our ‘lifeless’ pitches?


			More seriously, he purports to have other reasons for wanting a change. One of which is that I’m a shareholder, with my mate Stephen Fleming, in a company called Quality NZ, which sells high-end New Zealand goods to India (among other places). The principal shareholder is former test swing bowler Geoff Allott, who’s now on the Board of Cricket New Zealand, but wasn’t when he set up the company, or when I became a shareholder.


			‘Cricket is used to promote the brand,’ writes Reason. ‘It matters not that there has been no wrongdoing, the obvious conflicts of interest do not allow for objectivity on any side. Of course McCullum wants to play against India at any cost and continue his profile in the IPL. He effectively has a stake in Indian cricket.’


			So, basically, I’m hanging on playing test cricket for New Zealand so that I can get on the tour to India and use my profile to market goods for a company I hold some shares in.


			‘It is unacceptable,’ he continues, ‘and just one more compelling reason why McCullum can no longer captain his country before the eyes of the world.’ His suggestion is: ‘Let him depart with the grace that was not afforded to Ross Taylor. And then let’s move on . . . Time for a fresh start. Time for the future. Time for some decency.’


			Some decency, mate?


			I should be able to dismiss these patronising gibes from Reason. It isn’t so different in kind or degree from what I’ve been getting for the past couple of years. It’s the timing that makes it the straw that threatens to break this cheeky chappie’s back.


			I’m not a quitter. I buy into the whole deal of being a professional cricketer, with all the public accountability that entails, taking the brickbats on the chin. I’ve always tried to keep my eye on the big picture: I’ve always loved the game. But this morning, I’ve finally had a gutsful. The kid who used to pull open the curtains on Saturday morning, praying it wasn’t raining, seems to have got lost along the way.


			This Sunday morning, as I stare round the foyer at the Southern Cross, I wish it would pour, so I can pull the curtains on the game I used to love.


			The rain does come. Three days later. It costs us my first test win in 10 tests as captain, in December 2013, a year to the day after I’d taken over from Ross.


			He went on to score 217 not out, his maiden double ton: at that stage it looked like Rosco and I had set the game up together. We racked up 609 in our first innings, then bowled the Windies out for 213 in their first innings. At 396 ahead with three days to play, it’s my call: enforce the follow-on, and put them back in, or bat ourselves, consolidate our lead, then declare.


			If I enforce the follow-on, the risk is that our bowlers will be too tired to make inroads again. On the other hand, if we bat again, our bowlers will have time to recover, but the risk is that we’ll run out of time at the end — it’s Dunedin, there’s always a good chance of rain.


			There’s certainly heavy weather brewing off the field. Hours after our conversation in the foyer of the Southern Cross, Chris Cairns suddenly takes ‘gardening leave’ from his position as part of the Sky commentary team and becomes the focus of the cameras as he exits University Oval. Someone in the know must have said something to Sky. Maybe New Zealand Cricket were worried about Cairns being in the same hotel as us, the contamination factor.


			That doesn’t help the rumours. Decent journalists like Dylan Cleaver of the New Zealand Herald are zeroing in on the names of the New Zealand cricketers involved. My name isn’t being mentioned yet, for which I’m grateful. But David White is forced to make a public statement before play starts on the third day. He confirms that New Zealand Cricket is aware that the ICC is investigating some former New Zealand cricketers, but he’s not in a position to give any names. But somehow the journalists are putting names out there. Lou Vincent and Daryl Tuffey are mentioned. Lou immediately confirms that he is involved.


			I try to keep my head down and focus on the cricket.


			I make the call to enforce the follow-on. The West Indies’ Darren Bravo makes 218, but when we finally dispose of them for 507 early on Day 5, we still have the winning of the game: the equation is 112 runs in two sessions.


			The Windies have nothing to lose and open the bowling with a spinner. It works. Shane Shillingford has Peter Fulton, Hamish Rutherford and Aaron Redmond back in the dressing room in no time at all. I can feel the rats of doubt beginning to gnaw, so I try to impose myself, kill the rats, take the game away from the Windies.


			I off-drive Shillingford for four, but shortly after get caught from a slog-sweep for nine. We’re four wickets down for 44 runs and the Windies are beginning to believe that the light at the end of the tunnel is no longer a train, but a glorious victory against the odds.


			Rosco and Corey Anderson steady the ship, and we’re back in cruise control at 79 for four, half an hour before tea. We need just 33 runs from 33 overs when a curtain of rain closes the game down.


			‘Test Slipped Through Fingers’ is one headline, with a photo of me out in the field with my head in my hands.


			Afterwards I make all the right noises, say that sooner or later the wins will come. I have to defend my decision to enforce the follow-on without dissing the team. I do my best to put a brave face on it, and lament our bad luck with the weather.


			The truth is, we shouldn’t have needed any luck. The Windies’ second innings wasn’t about our tired bowlers; it was about shoddy fielding. Four catches were shelled, including Darren Bravo on 82. Behind the brave face, I’m despondent that we’ve burnt our chance to put a win on the board.


			Lis has been a sounding board for my ups and downs across the years, and there have been plenty of them, but what she hears when I get back to the hotel must concern her. I tell her I’ve had enough. After what we’ve been through, it must be tempting for her to agree with me, but she just hears me out.


			I can’t walk out on the team mid-series, so I pack my bag with a heavy heart and head off to Wellington for the second test.


			Lis waves me goodbye from Dunedin. When she gets back to Christchurch she gives a heads-up to the people closest to me: Garth Gallaway, my solicitor, friend, mentor, and Stephen Fleming, my former captain, friend and advisor, and our close friend, Mitch MacDonald.


			Shortly after I reach Wellington, Mitch turns up, ‘just happened to be in town’. I have a calming beer with him.


			I tell him some of what he already knows: that since I’d taken over the captaincy of New Zealand from Ross two years ago, despite the best of intentions and working harder at my cricket than I’ve ever done before, everything has somehow turned to custard. And no matter how I try, I just can’t seem to be able to get past it. I tell him I’ve reached the end of whatever it is that’s been sustaining me.


			Mitch is a sympathetic listener and, in the end, gives me the message I’m to hear from Garth and Flem over the next couple of days: give up. Walk away, if that’s what you really want to do.


			There’s no doubt giving up the Black Caps would make my life easier. The IPL has taken money out of the equation. That’s what the Mark Reasons of this world don’t get. It’s purely about playing test cricket as New Zealand captain. Do I have the desire for it any more, the stomach for all the crap that seems to go with it?


			I’ve got a theory that in New Zealand sport the longer you’ve been around the bigger the target you become. I think once we lost Fleming and Astle and McMillan and those guys, I became the next target because I’ve been around longest.


			Fair enough, I thought at the time. I’d had a pretty good run with the media and the public in the early days, and, to be honest, since I’d become a senior member of the team my performances probably haven’t been where they should have been. But the level of personal abuse I’ve copped since taking over as captain from Ross is on a whole different plane from anything else I’ve seen in New Zealand sport.


			Mitch and Garth and Flem must have put their heads together. Psychologically, their message is pretty astute. It takes all the pressure off and makes me really look at that option.


			When Lis arrives from Christchurch, she suggests I find a quiet place on my own and write down a list of the pros and cons. She’s conflicted: on the one hand, she’d love to have me home more, but knows I’ve got to be really sure in my own mind that it’s the right decision, made at the right time and for the right reasons.


			So I sit in a café in Wellington and write down the pros and cons on the back of a napkin. What if I walk away?


		


	
		
			 

			3 
Musical Chairs

			Brendon hasn’t had the best season. Not that he has been playing badly either, but we want to get the best out of him and feel that not having the burden of vice-captaincy should help that.

			— Dan Vettori

			The captaincy scrap between Ross and me was seeded four years before, in October 2009, when coach Andy Moles was sacked. Andy was a nice guy and might have been a good coach for a better team, but we weren’t that team and needed more than he could give.

			I’d been vice-captain to Dan Vettori for a couple of years by then, since he took over from Stephen Fleming, but when Moles was sacked, Dan and fellow selectors Mark Greatbatch and Glenn Turner decided to strip me of the vice-captaincy too.

			The timing of the announcement wasn’t great for me, coming just days after Moles had been sacked. Running up to that, there’d been rumours about player dissatisfaction with Moles, mutiny in the camp, player power running rampant, and my demotion looked like I’d been the ringleader and was being punished.

			Not true. I did have problems with Andy’s input to the team, felt that we needed a new direction, and as usual I wasn’t backwards in coming forward with my thoughts to other players, but I wasn’t alone, and I never made approaches to New Zealand Cricket about Moles or was present at secret meetings.

			The problem with Andy was epitomised by the ICC World Twenty20 tournament earlier that year. We’d had a great build-up, using an aggressive game plan that catered to the explosive batting power we had and the smart, resourceful bowlers. But we’d got beaten up by Australia in a warm-up match and we suddenly lost our nerve, threw out our plans and reverted to timid type.

			I’d felt at the time that we needed a coach who had more confidence in us, who could have kept us on track. Before the advent of specialist bowling and batting coaches within the team environment, we’d get that sort of technical help when we needed it from wherever: what we needed from our team coach was a game plan that we could all buy into, that best suited our talents, and the confidence to execute it. That’s what John Bracewell, the previous coach, had given us. As off the wall as some of his ideas were, Braces had the ability to instil confidence in individuals and integrate their talents into a coherent game plan. We didn’t get that from Andy Moles when we needed it.

			I should have seen my sacking as vice-captain coming.

			On the tour to Sri Lanka in August of 2009, I was still notionally vice-captain, but excluded from all the discussions that mattered, no longer invited to management meetings and told I was no longer a tour selector. Suddenly, no one wanted my input into how things were run.

			I admit that I was pissed off that no one, coach, captain or manager, had raised any issues with me. I reacted badly. That wasn’t a great tour for me. I decided I’d go out and bat the way I believed we should be playing and bugger the team plan. I’m not proud of that; it wasn’t my finest moment.

			Whatever, I could live with the decision: you don’t necessarily need a vice-captain in a team — having a viable leadership group is more important, so that there’s always a couple of players who are capable of stepping up if needed. So I bought the rationale behind not having a vice-captain, even though I wasn’t that happy about the timing and the way the reasons for the decision were presented publicly.

			‘We have talked about it,’ said captain Dan Vettori, ‘and he is comfortable about what we are trying to do to improve his game.’

			When it was pointed out to Dan that I had previously talked of my desire to lead New Zealand, and of that aspiration being a motivating factor keeping me in the game, Dan said that losing the vice-captaincy didn’t change anything, that I was still a senior player in the side and would be the captain if he got injured. ‘We rely on Brendon heavily, wicketkeeping and opening the batting, so it’s just to ease his load.’

			Right, so it was all for my benefit — and there were those close to me, like Flem, who thought it would be good for my game.

			Until then, I’d thought Dan and I had worked well together, though results had been pretty scratchy. He was a lead-from-the-front guy and his performances were outstanding, but he’d had to take on way too much as a captain because of Moles’ weakness. That was also partly a product of his personality. If he was in the job, he was going to do it to the best of his ability, and if that meant he risked running himself into the ground, then so be it. He had an enormous weight on his shoulders because he was such a better player than everyone around him. As his workload increased, he began pushing people away a bit, and I had a sense that some people weren’t reaching the best of their own abilities because they relied on Dan to take care of it.

			As an on-field strategist, he was quite conservative and methodical in his thinking. I thought we worked nicely together because of the difference in our approaches — I would generally chip in with the more aggressive options, and he would always give my suggestions a fair hearing.

			It helped that I admired him as a man and valued him as a friend, and it doesn’t surprise me that now he is doing well as a coach, because he was that kind of captain. But, back then, I believe Dan felt he had to go along with the other members of the selection panel, Greatbatch and Turner, whether or not he trusted them or liked them.

			After the ditching of Andy Moles and my relegation from the vice-captaincy, we went to Dubai for an ODI series and Twenty20 series against Pakistan, where Dan was temporary coach, so his workload went up another notch. It might have been a streamlined leadership team, but it wasn’t a particularly functional one. Our manager at that time was Dave Currie, who I found egotistical and not always helpful in the team environment, so that loaded even more onto Dan.

			However, I accepted my demotion from vice-captain with good grace, knuckled down and got on with it. And Flem’s advice about the demotion being good for my game looked like being on the button, as I played well in that series.

			But if there was one constant at New Zealand Cricket at that time, it was that nothing would stay the same for long.

			About five weeks after demoting me with the rationale that we didn’t need a vice-captain, they named Ross vice-captain.

			I was still coming to terms with that when Mark Greatbatch was appointed coach, in January 2010.

			When I looked at it objectively, I could see there was a consistency to what Greatbatch and Glenn Turner were doing. They seemed to share a point of view, a mentality if you like, about the type of game we should be playing, a view that gelled with what we’d done historically.
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