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About the Author


Phil Tufnell, aka “Tuffers”, played 42 Test matches and 20 One-Day Internationals for England between 1990 and 1997. Following retirement in 2002, Tufnell became a hugely popular TV personality. He was the winner of ITV1’s I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here in 2003, and enjoyed a long run in BBC1’s Strictly Come Dancing in 2009. Current broadcasting commitments include being team captain on BBC1’s A Question of Sport and regular features on BBC1’s The One Show. He remains a star turn on Radio 4’s iconic Test Match Special show.




About the Book


Phil Tufnell, cricket legend and national treasure, has populated his very own Cricket Hall of Fame with a deliciously eclectic collection of cricket legends and offbeat characters, with joyful results.


From boyhood heroes, to legendary team-mates, to fearsome opponents, to idiosyncratic umpires and broadcasters, Tuffers has gathered together the most enchanting cast of cricketing figures ever assembled.


And it wouldn’t be a Tuffers tome if there weren’t a number of captivating appearances from some unexpected quarters, including some genuinely off-the-wall, non-cricketing inductees to keep life interesting in this very personal Hall of Fame.
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As a sporty young kid in the mid-Seventies, it was football in the winter and cricket in the summer – watching and playing. During the school summer holidays, my mum would often drop me round at my mate’s house in the morning and we’d spend the day watching the Test match on telly. We’d get orange squash and biscuits and settle down in the living room to watch Geoff Boycott blocking the arse out of it against the Aussie quicks or West Indies’ battery of fast bowlers for hours on end. At lunchtime, we’d eat a sandwich, go out in the back garden to try to imitate what we’d seen, then it was back to the living room ready for the afternoon session. We might get the old cricket dice game of Owzthat! going on the carpet, but always keeping half an eye on the screen. More practice in the garden at the tea interval, watch some more Test match and about half five, mum would come and me pick me up and take me home for my tea.


Other days, my mate might come over to ours instead, but the routine was much the same and this happened most days through the summer when a Test match was on telly. It’s funny looking back, because we were enthralled by it and yet, compared to today’s Test cricket, there were so few attacking shots played. Boycs stroking a technically perfect off drive past mid-off for four might be as good as it got in some sessions.


Televised cricket was free childcare for our parents and Geoff Boycott was basically my babysitter. Halcyon days.


That’s how my love of the game began to grow, and all these years later, having played cricket and gone on to talk about it for a living, it’s fun to be asked to select my all-time cricket heroes. But with so many wonderful players to choose from, where do I start? Childhood heroes, perhaps? Hmm. Who did I have posters of on my bedroom wall? Well, I always had Arsenal pictures growing up – they were my team. Charlie George, Liam Brady and the annual team photo from Shoot! magazine. Then there was Scooby Doo. Debbie Harry. The Sex Pistols, when I got into punk. Linda Lusardi, when I got a bit older. I also had a poster of a Lamborghini Countach – that was my first dream car. Then again, I remember watching James May drive it on Top Gear years later. It had been his childhood ambition to drive it, too, but he discovered it was a heap of junk. The brakes were rubbish, the windows didn’t open, you couldn’t see out of the back window, the gearbox was crap, no air conditioning . . . Both our dreams were shattered. Never meet your heroes, even if it is a car.


I also loved motorbikes and had posters of Evel Knievel and Barry Sheene. To me, Barry Sheene was glamour. He broke just about every bone in his body, but he always seemed to have the pretty girls around him. I started getting into riding bikes myself when I was 12 or 13. I had all sorts – a Yamaha ‘Fizzy’ (FS1E), granddad bikes, the ones you see cabbies doing ‘The Knowledge’ on . . . anything cheap. My mate Ian Chambers down the road would soup them up and me and my mates would go riding them in the woods.


But, no, I don’t recall having any posters of cricketers. I loved playing and watching the game, I supported Middlesex and England, but, for some reason, I must have preferred looking at a photo of Linda Lusardi to Graham Gooch and his gorgeous handlebar ’tache.


Oh well, in the course of my playing career and then working as a commentator, I have played against, watched and talked to many potential Hall of Famers. And along the way I’ve heard lots of tales about players who’ve made a memorable contribution to cricket – sometimes not in the way they planned, but often all the better and/or funnier for that. This book also gives me the chance to seek out lesser-known cricketers, characters from county, club, village and schools cricket, who have done extraordinary things. Or failed heroically – to me, heroic failure can be as entertaining as a match-winning century or eight-fer, so why not celebrate that, too? I might even show some love for umpires, not something I was prone to do in my playing days.


So what are the exact criteria for earning a place in the Tuffers HoF? Don’t know yet, but I can figure it out as I go along. That’s how I approached my cricket career and life in general, and – apart from the odd catastrophe – that seems to have worked out alright.


A polite warning, though: I’m the gatekeeper here and if a player’s name is not on the list, they’re not coming in. You’ll probably (definitely) scream about some great players I omit, but it’s only my personal choice. Some players might be brilliant, but their story doesn’t move me, excite me or tug at the heartstrings like others do. Even if you disagree with some of my selections, hopefully together we’ll enjoy reliving historic cricket moments together, learn a few little-known nuggets about even the best-known superstars, and dig up plenty of amusing anecdotes along the way. Let’s get stuck in . . .
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Lillian Marsh


Strange to say it considering he was an Aussie, but Dennis Lillee was my first cricket hero; the first bloke who really captured my imagination for cricket. He had that long run-up, open shirt, necklace bobbing around as he ran in, big handlebar moustache. He bowled fast and aggressively, drank beer and had an attitude that excited me. He looked like someone you’d fancy on your side in a punch-up in a pub. As a kid trying to bowl fast in the garden, I didn’t want to bowl like Mike Hendrick; I wanted to be Dennis Lillee.


His attitude was a bit more me than buttoned-up English cricketers, like this is war rather than a jolly old game of cricket on the playing fields of Eton. Famously, when Dennis visited Buckingham Palace in 1972, he greeted the Queen with a ‘G’day’. And when he met her again at the Centenary Test in Melbourne in 1977, he asked Her Maj for her autograph. I liked that. I later got to meet him a couple of times myself, which was a great thrill.


Lillee could walk into any cricket hall of fame on his own, but over his career he became closely linked to two team-mates – Jeff Thomson and Rodney Marsh – so much so that people mashed their names together to become ‘Lillian Thomson’ and ‘Lillian Marsh’. They were both lovely girls.


His fast-bowling affair with Thomson was terrifying for batsmen, but I want to pay tribute to his cricketing marriage with his moustachioed mate Marsh. Both retired from Test cricket in the same game (along with Greg Chappell) and Lillee ended up with 355 Test wickets, Marsh with 355 Test dismissals – both world records at the time.


Of those 355 wickets, 95 were ‘c Marsh b Lillee’ which appeared so often in the scorebook, it became a cliché. As they both played for Western Australia together from the late Sixties, they jointly achieved 200-plus ‘c Marsh b Lillee’ dismissals during their whole careers.


‘It is Dennis who deserves most credit,’ Marsh said about their partnership. ‘It is he, after all, who deceives the bat. I’m the “straight man” of the duo, if you like. I merely accept what comes my way.’


In contrast to the image I had of Lillee as a tinny-swilling Aussie, he was actually the straight man off the pitch in his younger days, and they didn’t really hit it off. Marsh was 19, a couple of years older, and, as Lillee puts it, ‘a scruffy, overweight, beer-swilling intellectual, a pianist and a good singer. He wasn’t my sort of person. He probably thought I was a bit of a nerd while he was a typical cricketer of that era, enjoying a drink and having a great time.’


They only really started to bond when Lillee made his Test debut against England in the Sixth Ashes Test at Adelaide in 1971. Marsh was the only other Western Australian player in the side and they went out for a few drinks after the match. Before then, Marsh (and Aussie captain Ian Chappell) had thought it was weird for a fast bowler not to drink, so their night out helped to break down some barriers. I’m sure the five-fer Lillee took in the first innings helped too.


Unlike Lillee, Marsh, who’d made his own Test debut in the First Test, had not got off to a flyer. Indeed, considering the amount of byes he leaked during the series, it could well have been bye-bye Rodney from the Australia team, if it hadn’t been for his powerful lower-order batting. Unimpressed Aussie fans had nicknamed him ‘Iron Gloves’, but the catcalls only spurred him on to improve, by watching and learning from his opposite number, the great Alan Knott (more on him later . . .). And learn he did. Eleven years later, Marsh passed Knotty’s world record of 269 Test dismissals (and in 22 fewer Tests than it took Knott), showing how far he had come from his tin-pan-hands days. The victim of Marsh’s record-breaking dismissal, at Headingley in 1981, was Ian Botham and the bowler was Dennis Lillee, of course.


Knott sent Marshy a bottle of champagne to mark his achievement, along with a note: ‘Congratulations. Well deserved. I hope you don’t drop this one.’


On the 1972 England tour, when Lillee was bowling at his fastest, Marsh recalls times when he was quicker than anyone he’d ever seen and the ball actually hurt when it hit his gloves. A serious stress fracture of the back stopped Lillee bowling for almost a whole season in 1973/74. On his return after rehab, he had to slow down a little bit, but Marsh reckoned the injury ultimately benefited him. From just relying on sheer pace and more pace, Lillee developed greater control of swing and seam, and the ability to bowl a fantastic leg-cutter that would earn him many more Test wickets. Batsmen rarely had a clue what he was going to bowl, but Marsh played with him for so long that they had an almost telepathic understanding.


‘I know from the way he runs up – the angle, the speed, where he hits the crease – where the ball is going to be,’ he said. ‘I can see the way his mind is working and I can virtually bowl his over for him, ball by ball.’


They might have been in sync on the pitch, but Lillee never got near Marsh’s epic capacity for boozing. Famously, before an Ashes tour, Marsh decided he was going to try and beat Doug Walters’ record of drinking 44 cans of beer on the flight over. Many different versions of the events that followed have been told over the years – Lillee himself has told a couple of different ones, and people have variously claimed this happened in 1977 (when Lillee was injured and unavailable for selection) or in 1983 (which would have been difficult as the Ashes series was in Australia that year!).


Anyway, never let the facts get in the way of a good drinking story; and as Graeme Wood plays a minor role in it, and he was in the Aussie squad in 1981, let’s go with that year. From what I can gather, Lillee didn’t want his mate Marshy to get into trouble with the team management, so he took him on a drinking binge the night before with the idea that he would then be too hungover to go ahead with his record attempt. They each had eight rums on their flight from Perth to Melbourne to meet up with the team, then Marsh got straight on the beer at the hotel. He was still going when Lillee went to bed at 2am.


When Dennis rang Rod’s room the next morning, he expected him to be in a right state, but Rod said he was fine, and actually he was just going to have lunch and a few beers with the local boys who’d turned up ready for the afternoon flight to England. Good work.


By the time Dennis arrived at the restaurant, beer was flowing and Marshy was getting stuck in again.


They flew to Sydney first, where Marsh met up with current record holder Doug Walters and had a couple more beers, and then some more with various dignitaries. By the time they got on the plane bound for England, Dennis was certain that Marsh, with the amount he’d drunk already, had given up on the whole record attempt idea, but he was very wrong.


Marsh had tinnies lined up, scorers to keep an official tally, pace-setters to help him on his way and all the air stewards primed to maintain a constant supply of beer. They were doing the flight in three legs – Sydney to Singapore, Singapore to Bahrain, Bahrain to London – so Marsh had worked out that he ‘only’ needed to drink 15 cans a leg.


All in all, Marsh had an impressively professional approach to the task in hand, with the sort of attention to detail you see from analysts with laptops before Test matches these days. The drinks the previous night and morning had just been a warm-up jog around the boundary for Marsh, and as the plane took off, he went about it with great gusto.


While Lillee slept the whole way between Singapore and Bahrain, Marsh kept up a strong pace and was still going when Lillee woke up. By the time, the plane was making its approach to London, Marsh had consumed his 43rd tinny (we’re talking Aussie ‘stubbies’ here, so each can was about two-thirds of a pint). As he slowly drained the 44th, he suddenly faltered.


‘I can’t make it,’ he told his team-mates.


‘Bullshit’, they replied helpfully and tipped his head back to force-feed him the record-breaking 45th can as they landed at Heathrow.


Marsh was paralytic – it was the only time anyone had ever seen him drunk, and it had taken approximately 30 pints (plus all those warm-ups) to get him there. That is some engine he had.


A relatively sober Lillee and team-mate Graeme Wood helped him stagger off the plane, only to be snapped by the waiting press photographers. The next day’s papers ran the picture with stories about ‘their’ drinking session, which left Lillee a bit miffed as he hadn’t touched a drop since Singapore.


Lillee and Marsh would spend a lot of time together on tours and they had plenty of jolly japes along the way. One of Lillee’s favourite wheezes was to offer local drivers of taxis or the team bus advice on how to manoeuvre out of tight situations on the road.


‘You’re all-clear this side, driver,’ he’d say before banging his hand loudly on the side of the vehicle and giving it a big ‘Oooh’ and then stepping out to inspect the ‘damage’.


One night, when a taxi driver was driving Lillee, Marsh and co through the gates of the residence of the governor of Barbados to drop them off at a function, Lillee yelled, ‘Look out for the dog!’ then banged on the side of the car.


The driver screeched to a halt, and Lillee leapt out, making whimpering noises as he picked up the imaginary dog and carried it into a neighbouring garden. The taxi driver stayed behind the wheel in shock, and when Lillee returned he passed on the sad news that the dog had expired. As the taxi set off up the drive, Lillee continued the wind-up – ‘It was a beautiful little dog, too. The governor will be furious . . .’


The poor driver dropped them off and didn’t wait for the fare.


The pair of them fell victim to pranks themselves, like the time when Rod and him were roomies at a dodgy hotel called Hottel (yes, double ‘t’) Ripple in Faisalabad in 1977. The en-suite toilet consisted of a hole in the concrete floor. As both boys were nursing dodgy knees, they didn’t fancy squatting over that, so they asked the hotel to sort out an alternative, which they did . . . a big box with a hole in it to put over the hole in the floor.


Three days later, they noticed there was a terrible stink in the room (over and above the normal smell of the Hottel, which wasn’t the most hygienic place in the world). Turned out one of their team-mates had moved the box slightly which meant Dennis and Rod’s number two’s hadn’t been hitting the target and were still teetering on the edge . . .


Touring isn’t all shits and giggles though, especially when you lose and opposition fans are giving you gyp, and neither Lillee nor Marsh were ones to back down from a confrontation. For instance, feelings were running high after the Fourth Test at Edgbaston in the 1981 Ashes series. Australia had collapsed when needing just 151 to win in their second innings, thanks, of course, to a remarkable spell of bowling by Ian Botham when he took five for one in 28 balls, including Marsh’s own wicket. The grizzly Aussie called it ‘one of the most shameful batting collapses in cricket history’ and admitted that he cried in the pavilion afterwards.


To make matters worse, the Aussie players then had to run the gauntlet of hundreds of jeering England fans to reach the team coach which was a couple of hundred metres from the pavilion. When Marsh made it to the coach, he realised he’d left something in the dressing room, so he had to go back which meant another dose of abuse going there and back.


So by the time he took his seat on the coach and opened a tinny, he was not in the best of moods. Then the team physio pointed out of the window, ‘Hey, have a look at this guy.’


There was an England supporter leaning over a high fence, gesturing and making some uncomplimentary comments. After a very bad day, Marshy had had enough. He abandoned his beer, slipped past the Australian management, off the coach and marched up to the bloke who was shouting, ‘You Australians are a load of rubbish – the whole lot of you . . .’, then looking at Marsh, ‘Yes, and you’re one of them, Lillee – you’re nothing but a load of rubbish.’


Lillee? The man was obviously no cricket expert, mistaking the six-foot-tall Lillee with Marsh who’s no more than five foot eight. Marsh’s lack of height saved the guy though, because the Aussie keeper tried but couldn’t jump high enough to grab him.


Marsh proceeded to call him a lot worse things than ‘rubbish’.


‘I’ll sue you, Lillee,’ yelled the bloke in response.


‘You’ll get your chance to sue me if you jump the fence and come over here,’ said Marshy, enjoying the idea that if he did thump the England fan, his mate Dennis might get the blame.


It turned out that the England fan was called Peter Jennings and when he wasn’t busy abusing Aussies, his day job was working as the Bishop of Birmingham’s press advisor.


Even though he was the one who started it, Jennings kicked up a fuss about Marsh’s behaviour (he must have realised afterwards that he’d mixed up the two moustachioed men) and it made a juicy front-page headline for the Sun the next day: BISHOP’S AIDE CLAIM: ‘TEST STAR HIT ME.’


‘It was disgusting. I was attacked and faced a barrage of four-letter words,’ Jennings was quoted as saying, while the Australian tour manager denied that Marsh ever threw a punch.


Marsh got loads of mail about it and, apparently, most England fans who wrote to him were on his side, seeing that Jennings had behaved like a bit of a tit. Someone did write challenging him to a fight outside the Oval after the final Test though. Marsh didn’t read that letter until two weeks after he got back to Oz. ‘I’m no great pugilist, and my hands are much too valuable to risk in a punch-up anyway,’ he said later. If he had read it in time, he could always have sent his big mate Dennis out to fight for him instead, and hope his opponent was as clueless as the Bishop’s press guy.


The item which Marsh had gone back for in the Edgbaston dressing room was an envelope of photos a press photographer had given him of his world record-breaking catch off Lillee to dismiss Botham in the first innings at Headingley. While that new landmark made the sports news, it was bets struck by Lillee and Marsh during England’s second innings there that made tabloid headlines.


On the fourth day, with England in deep trouble, the latest betting odds flashed up on the scoreboard: 500–1 for an England win. Dennis couldn’t believe such long odds were available for a two-horse race, and spent the lunch break trying to persuade his team-mates to lump on with him. He wanted to put £50 on himself just in case England did the unthinkable, but everyone, including his mate Marshy, thought it was a daft bet because England were running out of wickets in their second innings and still needed quite a few runs to even make Australia bat again.


In the end, Lillee decided to just stick a tenner on and sent the team bus driver to place the bet. As they walked out for the afternoon session, Marsh caved in and called out to the driver to put a fiver on for him too. The bus driver thought it was such a ridiculous waste of money that he nearly didn’t put the bets on, but in the end thought he’d better do what he’d been asked.


Then, of course, Beefy scored that brilliant 149 not out, England set a target of 130, and Bob Willis scorched through the Aussie batting line-up to earn a famous victory – and an infamous betting win for Lillee and Marsh.


Their bets were controversial then and would get you banned these days, but Lillee claims he ‘forgot all about the bet and got on with the game’ and it’s unthinkable that fierce competitors like him and Marsh would ever ease up just to nick a few quid. The drinks were on them as the Aussies drowned their sorrows after the match, too.


The Fabulous Bajan Boys


When I think of opening batting partnerships, the first one that comes to my mind is Desmond Haynes and Gordon Greenidge, aka ‘the Fabulous Bajan Boys’. Of course, there have been some other great opening pairs, but I just loved their Caribbean style and flair. As a kid watching Test matches on telly when the great West Indies sides toured England, Desi and Gordon would often be the ones who got the party started for the West Indian fans in the crowd. A few flashes of the blade, balls hit on the up racing to the boundary, the sound of tin cans bashed together and conch shells being blown by the Windies faithful, fans dancing around then leaping over the advertising boards to throw the balls back . . . all that appealed to me. In a different way to the Aussies, I found the Caribbean style of cricket more inspiring than the traditional English ways, and the West Indies team that Haynes and Greenidge played for was Caribbean cricket at its best.


If he hadn’t become a destructive opening batsman, Greenidge might have been a preacher. Having moved from sunny Barbados to England as a 14-year-old, he was going to church three times a week and was thinking about it. He didn’t really want to become a cricketer and reckoned he wasn’t good enough to be any more than a ‘reasonable weekend club player’.


As a West Indian immigrant in the Sixties, he endured a lot of racism and, ironically, racial stereotyping may have kickstarted his cricket career. He reckoned that he only got selected for Berkshire Schools because ‘I was from Barbados and had to be good at cricket’.


He started to enjoy his cricket more, but he still didn’t have any plans to become a pro. ‘I had a good eye for the ball and liked hitting it hard and often, yet I cannot honestly remember getting many runs.’


Come on, Gordon – have a bit of belief, son!


The story goes that John Arlott spotted his potential, though, and recommended him to Hampshire (Greenidge never knew if that was true), and it was there that he learnt how to build big innings.


He formed an awesome opening partnership with South African legend Barry Richards, and Ray Illingworth tried to persuade 21-year-old Gordon to make himself available for selection for the England team. Unluckily for us, he decided to go back to the Windies and soon got in their side to begin another fine partnership, with Roy Fredericks.


During their 1976 tour of England, the one before which England skipper Tony Greig promised to make the Windies ‘grovel’ (oops), he scored over 2,000 runs at an average of 55 in conditions he was so familiar with.


West Indian fans back home didn’t warm to him, though, thinking of him as ‘an English player’ who just happened to be born in Barbados. It took a long time for him to earn their affection, whereas Desi had it instantly when he made the Test team in 1978 (four years after Gordon) because he was Barbados born and bred.


Like a lot of good sporting duos, the two boys were quite different characters. Greenidge was more serious, a bit of loner in the corner of the dressing room with his kit meticulously laid out. Desi, as I discovered when I had the pleasure of playing with him at Middlesex, was a sunny sort of person who’d brighten up your day – he wore a necklace with the words ‘Live, Love, Laugh’ and that was how he lived.


Mind you, when it came to cricket, both of them were perfectionists and could kill you with a stare. Desi may have seemed less intense, but Gordon claimed that Desi was the more likely of the two of them to have a tantrum back in the West Indies dressing room after getting out. At Middlesex I don’t remember him having tantrums as such over his batting, but if the team wasn’t performing, he would speak up and everyone listened because we respected him so much.


They were not particularly close friends away from cricket – Gordon was more of a family man, Desi more sociable – but communication was key to their success out in the middle.


‘We’d talk about how each of us felt he was playing,’ said Greenidge. ‘Was I coming out far enough? Was he going back enough? At times you do get distracted during an innings, so it was good to have someone there to remind you of the job in hand, to get you back in line . . . The understanding was so good that we had no need to call for singles, merely a more or less perfected understanding of when either of us wanted to run – and we always got in with plenty of time to spare.’


I saw that with Desi and Mike Roseberry, his opening partner at Middlesex in my time. They’d sneak singles because there was no call. Usually a fielder hears the call of ‘yes’ and that helps you react quicker. On the first morning of a county cricket match, Desi and Mike could rack up 20-odd runs while the oppo were rubbing the sleep out of their eyes. Obviously, that would never have happened on my watch – when I was fielding, I was like a coiled spring . . .


West Indies skipper Clive Lloyd rated Roy Fredericks highly, but as a partnership he said there was no comparison between him and Greenidge and Greenidge – Haynes; the latter duo was the best. They laid the foundations for West Indies to make a good total that set up their battery of fast bowlers to rip into the opposition. For example, over a five-match Test series against Australia in 1984, they averaged 136 runs per opening stand. And in their most productive run, the Greenidge – Haynes opening combo helped West Indies to 21 wins and just one defeat.


If one or other of them lost their wicket early, that would only inspire the other to go on and make a score – of 16 Test centuries scored by Desi with Greenidge as his opening partner, seven arrived after his mate was dismissed for single figures, and Desi scored less than 10 runs for six of Greenidge’s 14 hundreds when they opened together.


Indeed, Greenidge’s most iconic innings, against England in the Second Test at Lord’s in 1984, was compiled mostly without his mate at the other end. For once, England were on top against the Windies, declared on the fifth day and set what they thought was an unreachable target of 342 to give their bowlers a chance to go for the win. Desi was out early, run out for 17, but Gordon boshed 214 not out in partnership with Larry Gomes to get the required runs in just 66 overs. That sort of run rate in Test cricket was so rare back then.


That day, Graeme Fowler was fielding at backward point for England while Allan Lamb was at cover. ‘Greenidge was giving himself room and smacking it past us for four,’ Graeme recalled. ‘The closer we got, the harder he would hit it to one side or the other – he was playing games with us.’


Greenidge was a fearsome cutter and also puller of the ball, while Desi was particularly strong off his legs and a powerful driver. They were both aggressive players – Greenidge more so – but they both also knew how to judge the pace of an innings. One of the things that struck me watching Desi bat for Middlesex was that he left the ball as well as anyone. He knew where his off-stump was and didn’t flash away outside off early on. He’d grind down the opening bowlers, then he’d marmalise them.


Haynes always looked up to Greenidge as the senior partner. ‘Gordon was a marvellous influence,’ he said. ‘I learnt so much from the way he built an innings, and from our conversations about bowlers. Just watching him from the other end was a lesson. You looked across at Gordon and said, “Man, that’s a true pro.” I was perfectly happy, and proud, to be second fiddle to him.’


The respect cut both ways though. Their old team-mate Courtney Walsh observed how they played for each other: ‘If Desi saw Gordon was going well he would give him the strike, and vice versa. They had a great understanding, as could be seen in their running between the wickets and in their instinctive summing up of opposing bowling, each taking the bowling they preferred. They were the ideal partnership.’


Session bowlers


As for Courtney Walsh and his partner in bowling terrorism, Curtly Ambrose (now, Sir Curtly, I should say), what a pair they were. As well as being quick and intimidating, they just seem to bowl for ever. Our quick bowlers were off for a rest after five or six overs, whereas they just seemed to bowl for sessions. When we played West Indies, it often seemed like it was our batters against those two.


Ask Mark Ramprakash. When he first came on the Test scene in England’s 1991 series against West Indies, all I can remember him doing was batting against Ambrose and Walsh. He kept on making starts, 20 or 30 runs, battling away out there for an hour or two, but couldn’t see them off.


These boys kept on charging in and hardly ever got injured. Walsh in particular just kept going and going. Once he started bowling, it seemed like he never took his jumper from the umpire.


As a kid, Courtney used to switch between bowling leg-spin and fast. When he was 16, he actually took all ten wickets in an innings of a school match, five bowling pace and five bowling spin, so he was obviously a decent leggie. People told him he could make better use of his height if he bowled quick, but even when he started playing for Jamaica at 18 he still wanted to bowl spin. It was only when he realised another guy was ahead of him in the pecking order for Jamaica that he focused on pace. I wish he hadn’t.


As a fast bowler, Walsh earned his stripes in the West Indies team down the pecking order behind Michael Holding, Malcolm Marshall and Joel Garner, so he’d often be the one bowling into the wind. He did that without complaining and never lost that work ethic when he became one of the top dogs.


The most amazing example of that was against the Aussies in Perth 1997, when he tore a hamstring and the team doctor thought his game was over. Instead, he went out the next day, staggered in off a shorter run and bowled 20 overs in a row to help his team win the match. He couldn’t walk for the next fortnight, but that shows how strong he was mentally.


Curtly made the Windies squad soon after Walsh, but with little first-class experience behind him. He dreamt of being an NBA basketball player as a kid and even in his early twenties he didn’t really like cricket. His mum was a cricket fan, though, hence his full name, Curtly Elconn Lynwall Ambrose, with ‘Lynwall’ a tribute to legendary Australian fast bowler Ray Lindwall.


In 1986, aged 23, he got sent over to England to play in the Liverpool & District League, as part of the Viv Richards Scholarship scheme, to get experience. Leaving the Caribbean to live in cold England wasn’t much fun for Curtly, and when he wasn’t playing he didn’t want to leave the house. But I doubt playing against Curtly was much fun for the amateur batsmen around Liverpool either. Imagine rolling up at the ground for a nice game of cricket, probably with no helmet and a skinful on board from the night before, only to find yourself spending your leisure time fending off life-threatening deliveries from Curtly Ambrose on a lively track in Bootle.


‘Alright, Curtly, calm down, calm down . . .’


He took 84 wickets that year, then took over a hundred wickets the following season playing in the Lancashire League.


By the time Ambrose and Walsh were established as the team’s opening bowlers, the Windies no longer had that battery of four fast bowlers, so more depended on them. There were other quick bowlers around like Patrick Patterson, who was also very scary, but they seemed like a relief in comparison because they tended to bowl a few more loose ones.


‘I watched what happened when the Marshall – Garner – Holding trio ran the show,’ recalled Walsh. ‘In the course of time we were able to run our own show.’


Walsh and Ambrose’s bowling never seemed to leave a good area – always a nasty just-short-of-a-length delivery rearing up at you, unless they were deliberately dropping in a bouncer or a yorker. I seriously can’t remember Ambrose getting driven through mid-off – he must have been once or twice, but I can’t remember it.


At Sabina Park in 1994, Courtney bowled an over to Michael Atherton that Athers reckons was ‘one of the quickest and most hostile’ he’d ever faced. Courtney bowled 14 overs on the bounce and effectively won the Test match for the Windies.


That was my first tour of the Caribbean, and I wasn’t picked for the first three Tests, which on the plus side was six less times I’d potentially have to face those two. It really was Ambrose and Walsh who were the difference between the two teams in that series.


They liked to team up and put everything into getting the opposition’s star batsman and skipper out early, in the hope that it would trigger a collapse. Against us that worked a treat a few times. A classic example was Graeme Hick, who came into the England team after scoring a mountain of runs in Zimbabwe and was being hailed by the English media as ‘the new Bradman’. The Windies reckoned they had better batsmen than Hicky, and Ambrose and Walsh made it their personal missions to prove it. They saw his vulnerability to the short ball and just peppered him.


Neither Ambrose nor Walsh sledged batsmen; they simply gave you the death stare and let their evil bowling do the talking for them. Ambrose’s silence was particularly intimidating. Unlike Courtney, who captained the team and was more demonstrative and talkative on the pitch, Curtly would just glare down at you from a great height. He never seemed to say much off the pitch either. He now claims he never actually said the legendary phrase ‘Curtly talks to no man’ when asked for an interview, but it’s true that he rarely said anything to the media in his career and that added to his mysterious, menacing persona. Personally, I never even attempted to socialise with Curtly after a game – I was too scared.


‘Courtney is different from me: he can tolerate a lot more nonsense,’ said Ambrose. ‘It doesn’t take me long to explode if something bothers me.


‘We were (and still are) like brothers – really close. There was never any rivalry between us – ever. If it was his day to take wickets, then my job was to just keep the pressure on at the other end. If it was my day, he would do the same thing.’


It was Courtney who convinced Curtly to carry on to do a final tour of England, when he was ready to quit, so he’d join him in the 400 wickets club (only Kapil Dev, Richard Hadlee, Wasim Akram and Walsh were in it at the time).


‘There are few people in this world who are able to convince me to do something that I don’t want to do, but Courtney did it, and I’m pleased he did.’


Apart from his bowling, Walsh fancied himself as a good batsman. He wasn’t. Mind you, he did once smash me all over the place. I’d actually forgotten that until I mentioned in a Test Match Special commentary that no one had ever hit me for two sixes in an over. Our ace stats man Andy Samson, who seems able to access every random statistic on his database in seconds, tapped away on his laptop and piped up that in fact Courtney had hit me for three sixes in five balls at Bridgetown in 1994. That was slightly embarrassing.


I played against Courtney a couple of years ago in a six-a-side benefit game in Shenley. He’s in his fifties now and was bowling off a five- or six-pace run-up. And he was suffering really badly with hayfever that day. The conditions were ideal, therefore, for me to attempt a lifetime first. When I went out to bat, I thought to myself, ‘Right, this is it, I’m actually going to try and hit Courtney Walsh on the legside.’


I was desperate to do it, so at least I could say I’d done it once in my career. Now, finally, this was my time to shine. Of course, it took a huge mental adjustment after all those years of stepping away to leg to get out of the way of his missiles. As Courtney lolloped in and gently rolled his arm over, I leapt across to the offside and managed to connect, sending the ball to a spot never previously marked on a Tufnell ‘wagon wheel’ against his bowling.


Courtney immediately realised the epic significance of this moment. ‘My God, Tuffers, man – for the first time in 30 years, you’ve got behind the line and hit me to leg,’ he laughed, giving me a high-five as I ran past.


The toe-breakers


Walsh and Ambrose were awesome, top-notch Tuffers HoF material. Imagine, then, another bowler that Sir Curtly thought was ‘possibly the greatest’, saying, ‘He could swing the ball, he could seam the ball off the pitch, he could bowl at high pace when he wanted to. He had it all . . . I’ve seen him do things with a cricket ball that mere mortals like myself couldn’t do.’


He was talking about Pakistan’s Wasim Akram, one half of my next duo with Waqar Younis. Having faced Wasim’s bowling – usually, not for very long – I can vouch for Curtly’s opinion of him. And Waqar? He was quite good, too.


Wasim came into the Pakistan side in 1985 and Waqar followed in 1989, just as the great Imran Khan, who’d been Pakistan’s only real strike bowler for many years, was exiting the scene.


In Pakistan, there was no first-class cricket structure, so it wasn’t as if they could play the equivalent of county cricket and get noticed. It was pure luck that Imran saw them playing in regional cricket, spotted their potential and gave them a chance to play at international level. He helped them both develop, giving them advice on everything from fitness, to their run-up and how to win the psychological battle with batsmen.


On the tour of Sri Lanka in 1986, after Wasim had been hacked around the ground in a one-day game in Kandy, Imran took him aside and gave him a lesson in how to bowl the yorker. He got him to put one stump in the ground, aim at the top of it and bowl the ball at top pace – he told him it had to be an ‘effort ball’ to get the ball under the bat. The next one-dayer in Colombo, Wasim took four wickets, including three with yorkers. He was a quick learner.


Imran advised Wasim on how to smooth out his run-up, which was too long and stuttering, and also how to bowl reverse swing. When Wasim was selected to join the Pakistan Under-19s in 1984, the great batsman Javed Miandad happened to have a net when he was bowling and couldn’t believe how naturally talented Wasim was – ‘he had wonderful command of line and length and he was very sharp to go with it.’ Javed was captaining the full Pakistan team while Imran was injured, and picked Wasim for their next tour of New Zealand and he soon became a key player.


Waqar made his debut for Pakistan in the Sharjah Champions Trophy in October 1989, aged 17, but people questioned his age because he had the powerful physique of someone at least half a dozen years older.


Wasim had first seen Waqar bowl when he joined the United Bank squad, which Waqar was a part of, for some bowling practice: ‘I saw this guy sprinting in and bowling very quick on a green wicket; I didn’t immediately realise he was Waqar, as I didn’t know him by sight. I had heard of his reputation for being erratic, but on this day he was bowling really well, and I was very impressed.’


The next day, Wasim was round at Imran’s house watching a local cup game on TV that Waqar was playing in. Wasim told Imran to look out for this kid he’d seen. Imran was so impressed after watching three overs on telly, he dashed down to the ground in Lahore to watch the rest of his spell. Imran spoke to the selectors and the next day Waqar was called up to the senior Pakistan squad for Sharjah.


In his first match on a lifeless pitch, he only managed four overs before getting cramp in the sweltering heat, but in that short time he bowled even faster than Curtly Ambrose and Ian Bishop and had the Windies batsmen hopping about.


‘Like me, Waqar seemed to come from nowhere,’ recalled Wasim, ‘but he was a much more rounded bowler than I was when he came into the Pakistan side. He had it all – reverse swing, great pace, the yorker, and a strong physique.’


Imran knew that if he nurtured Waqar’s talent, he’d found a strike partner for Wasim. So it was that a terrifying fast-bowling double act was born.


Sure enough, Waqar soon harnessed his ridiculous pace and late swing with control. When he joined Surrey, he was a danger to all county batsmen’s feet with his vicious late-inswinging yorker. It was either somehow get your bat down on the ball, see your stumps splattered or get your toe crushed and be given out lbw. In my case, the first scenario was unlikely; the lbw part of the third option was impossible because my feet were about a yard outside leg stump by the time he bowled (although Waqar would sometimes chase you with the yorker and try to squelch your toes anyway); and option two was inevitable sooner rather than later. A lot better batsmen than me got ‘Waqared’.


Where Younis and Akram differed from the great West Indian fast bowlers of the 1980s and ’90s was their mastery of reverse swing that made them lethal even on slow wickets. Both preferred to bowl with the older ball when it started reversing, and they’d pitch the ball up much further, bowling mostly at the stumps, using the bouncer as a shock tactic. That put a different kind of pressure on the batsmen because they had to play at so many deliveries. They got lots more wickets clean bowled or lbw. You needed to go out there with steel-capped Doc Martens boots as well as a helmet.


Waqar came in off this long run-up and delivered the ball with a big leap in the air and a slinging action that made the ball skid – his stock ball was an outswinger and then he bowled the occasional inswinger which he learnt by watching videos of Imran in slow motion.


Wasim had a more relaxed-looking, short run-up, then this amazing whipping arm and wrist action that generated incredible pace when he wanted it, and the ability to move the ball both ways. He said that Imran also taught him how to recognise when batsmen were afraid of him, but I doubt he would have needed Imran to tell him I was bricking it whenever I had to face him.


Wasim might have had more natural cricketing talent, but Waqar was naturally the stronger and more athletic of the pair and his competitive fire pushed him on to be as good as Wasim. ‘If Wasim takes a wicket, then I think I’m going to get one as well; if he takes two, then I think I’ll take two,’ he said.


For all the help and guidance he’d given them, Wasim and Waqar didn’t appreciate it when in a book in 1993, the retired Imran admitted using a bottle top to scuff up a ball to make it swing while playing for Sussex. Immediately, the finger of suspicion pointed at Wasim and Waqar who were busy ploughing through batting line-ups with their lethal reverse swing, but they furiously denied ball-tampering allegations.


English bowlers were, literally, behind the curve on this new technique of reverse swing. In the 1992 England v Pakistan series, Wasim and Waqar destroyed England on mostly dry, flat pitches – Wasim reckoned England hadn’t done their homework because preparing pitches like that was playing to Pakistan’s strength. Prepping pitches that benefited the opposition was a recurring problem when I was playing; thankfully, we seem to have stopped doing that now.


At the end of the series, there were veiled accusations of cheating from England team manager Mickey Stewart. But neither match referees saw that Waqar and Wasim had done anything wrong. Wasim, for his part, said that he’d shown his Lancashire team-mates how to bowl reverse swing years before but no one had bothered to practise and learn how to do it. Hmm, they might have missed a trick there.


Anyhow, this new style of bowling made for exciting cricket – because the ball was being pitched up rather than jagged in short at the their ribs, batsmen had the chance to drive the ball if Wasim and Waqar veered off line or length. The problem for England was that too often they got it absolutely right and sent stumps cartwheeling out of the ground or the batsman hobbling back to the pavilion, out lbw and with a broken toe.


Wasim took 82 wickets on that tour in total (and that was after missing some early games and the First Test with a stress fracture of the shin), and he and Waqar shared 43 wickets out of 71 taken by Pakistan in the Test series.


They preferred the Readers ball for reverse swing because there is too much lacquer on a Duke’s and it doesn’t scuff up. In that series, Pakistan won the toss for choice of balls in Tests and ODIs so often that the Readers ball was used eight times and the Duke just two. So that helped them, but Geoff Boycott summed it up best when he said, ‘Wasim and Waqar could bowl out our lot with an orange, because they are great bowlers.’


c Jayawardene b Muralitharan


Now to the most successful bowler–fielder combo in cricket history – Muttiah Muralitharan and Mahela Jayawardene.


Statistics show the incredible effect ‘Murali’ had on the Sri Lankan international team. Before him, their Test wickets cost just under 40 runs apiece on average. In 132 Tests with Murali in the team, when he averaged 22.67 per wicket, with a strike rate of a wicket every nine overs, the team’s average runs per wicket fell to approximately 31 runs. That meant the opposition were averaging 100 runs less per innings. That is the definition of ‘influential’.


Funny to think then that on his first tour to England with Sri Lanka in 1991, Murali didn’t take a single wicket in three first-class matches and didn’t get selected to play in the one Test of the tour at Lord’s (he ended up having to wait until his 103rd Test match for his maiden Test appearance at the Home of Cricket). After that barren tour he got the hang of international cricket, bagging 800 Test wickets and another 534 in ODIs. Not jealous. Much.
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