
[image: Image Missing]



 


[image: Image Missing]


 


 


[image: Image Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Andrew Flintoff 2015


The right of Andrew Flintoff to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 473 61656 1


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




This book is dedicated to three people, none, sadly, still with us:


My amazing Nan


Jim Kenyon, my coach


Pete Marron, Lancashire legend and my first landlord
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TWO PEOPLE


THERE have always been two people jostling for control of my life, two totally opposite characters. The first one is super-confident, bulletproof, a showman and an extrovert. He tries to make people laugh, messes about, gets into trouble, shrugs it off. Then he jumps in at the deep end again, wondering if he’ll be able to swim to safety.


The other character is withdrawn and reflective. He is certainly more complex and uncertain, often unsure why he puts himself into such weird and demanding situations.


Trouble is: they’re both me.


There’s ‘Fred’, the man who everyone knows, or at least they think they know him. Fred is the all-rounder who charged in and whacked a few sixes. It is Fred who fell off a pedalo after a night out in the Caribbean and got banned from the England team. It is Fred who became a professional boxer. It is Fred who has always found it hard to say no – to a new challenge, to another drink, to pushing the limits, to finding out how far he can go.


Then there is Andrew. The kid who never quite fitted in. At school he was picked on because he played cricket – a bit cissy, cricket, when you’re growing up in a rough corner of Preston. Andrew has always been on the outside of groups, wondering how he is perceived, what people think of him. He is an introvert who dislikes competitiveness – especially his own. He hates hearing anyone tell him he’s great at anything. There are long spells when the world’s praise and prizes mean nothing to him – less than nothing, actually. He just wishes no one was looking at him. Some people would find Andrew pretty boring. Fred certainly would!


For a while, Fred really took over. But it got tiring – the pretence, the hard-man act, the whole extrovert persona. I guess the mask became the man. It was exhausting being that person. It was like being in a soap opera and gradually turning into the character you’re acting. A lot of sportsmen are actors in a way. But it’s a strange kind of acting. Because everyone knows that Rita from Coronation Street doesn’t really work in that shop; she’s got a proper name and a real job. But with sportsmen it’s more complicated, and the lines between what’s real and what’s not get blurred.


I very rarely watch recordings of things from my past, whether it’s playing cricket or fooling around on a TV programme. It’s too uncomfortable. But a couple of years ago I was in a hospitality box and there was a video playing of the 2009 Ashes Test at Lord’s. It was like watching somebody else bowling. At no stage did I think, ‘That’s me.’ I felt no emotional attachment to the man on the screen, nothing.


I always had a connection with fans. I think a lot of them identified with me the cricketer, especially when I was doing well, because that’s the person they wanted to be – not taking it too seriously but pulling it off on the day. That’s the person I wanted to be, too. But in reality, I was just like the man in the stands who has his problems and his worries and insecurities. Fred on the outside, Andrew on the inside. Underneath it all, I’m much closer to the normal fan than I was to my own persona.


Life is more balanced now. I don’t feel I have to put up those defences, to put on such a big show. And because I’m more confident inside, I don’t feel the need to act so confident in public all the time. I can actually do what I want to do, not what I’m expected to want to do. I don’t drink; I’m happy living day by day and taking life as it comes.


But I also know, if I’m really honest, that there will always be Fred. He’s part of me, he’s there. There is something inside me that is never satisfied – that’s the nature of a performer. It’s also true that though Fred got me into a lot of trouble, he also got me where I am today. And I won’t lie: I’ve had a lot of fun.


So I guess this is the story of one life but two people. I’ll be just as upfront about the lows as the highs. Here’s the really strange thing: I don’t find it hard to be totally honest, to let down my guard, to own up to massive mistakes. I’ll tell you why. Because however critical some people might be, they’ll never be as critical as I am of myself.


In professional sport everyone says you’ve got to find this balance, a happy medium – don’t get too high, and never allow yourself to get too down. Emotional management – I think that’s the trendy psychobabble phrase for it. Well, I could never find it, that elusive balance. I just couldn’t. As a cricketer, I was always all over the place. Even as a kid, I’d be brilliant for a spell, then absolutely rubbish.


In some ways, I’m glad I didn’t find that happy medium. Because it would have been dull. I was always at my best after I’d hit rock bottom. And I hit rock bottom plenty of times as a cricketer.


Looking back, though I never knew it at the time, subconsciously I must have engineered some of those crises, like I wanted to find the very bottom of the scale. Like I wanted to walk along the edge. Perhaps it’s because I struggled with discipline in a conventional sense of the word. If, to my mind, something doesn’t matter much either way, if I can’t see the point, then often I can’t be bothered to do what I ought to do.


But if I haven’t got a choice, if I absolutely have to pull something out of the fire, then life feels simple again, my mind becomes clear.


I know I’ve always pushed my luck. But there is a strange kind of logic to the chances I’ve taken. I’ve always enjoyed the rebuilding phase, working my way back from being as low as I could sink. I’ve thrived on people writing me off. Because if you write me off, I’ll shut you up.


As a cricketer, I played on bravado and character. My personality was bound up with how I played the game. When I bowled I tried to play on my size a bit and on the fact that I apparently never got tired, even though I usually was. Even when I batted, taking on the hook shot when there were two men back for the hook – yes, that was all bravado too. I wanted to project this carefree persona, to give the impression that I didn’t care. All very Fred.


The reality was different. I was a secret trainer. Until my knees went, I used to do hill running up in Bolton, totally away from the team environment. But I never told anybody. I guess I was the opposite of a teacher’s pet. I wanted everyone to think I was more of a maverick than I actually was.


And that includes my own mates. I wanted them to think I was different as well. I’d get changed at the last minute before it was my turn to bat. At Lord’s, rather than watching play, I’d sit out the back and have a cigarette when I was next in. At the close of play I’d smoke in the ice bath as a way of measuring time. When I’d finished my fag, it was time to get out. (I can pull hard on a fag when I need to.)


I was bluffing myself as well as other people. It was all part of moving from one personality to the other. I’d have my breakfast in the team hotel with my wife and family. Then I’d kiss my daughter Holly goodbye, walk out of the hotel and start being Fred.


Fred, Andrew, Fred, Andrew.


It was tiring and it took its toll. But there may have been some method to the madness.
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THE BILLY ELLIOT OF CRICKET


MY young life was a bit like Billy Elliot’s, only I didn’t dance, I played cricket. I certainly wasn’t destined to be a cricketer. The odds were stacked against.


We lived on the edge of four tough council estates. The two schools I went to were on those estates. I never played cricket at school. It was football all year round – football is easy, you just put two jumpers out as goals and get on with it.


Cricket was seen as the posh sport, and it was something that pushed me to the outside of groups. It was a health risk, being known to play cricket. Just getting through the day at school with my teeth intact was a challenge.


I think that’s why sledging was usually wasted on me. Say what you like, Shane Warne, or whoever. Chirp up about my batting technique or my character. You’re wasting your time. It’s not going to make any difference. I’d been in so many situations that were a lot more threatening than listening to some nonsense on a nice cricket pitch. If you knew what I’d been through to get on to this field, you wouldn’t bother with the verbals.


Outside school, cricket toughened me up quickly in other ways. My dad was captain of the second team at the local club. My older brother Chris and I were pushed around the boundary as babies. I played in an Under-14s match when I was six. No cricket whites back then, just a Manchester United tracksuit from the family across the road. It wasn’t long before I was playing cricket against men.


The downside was a sense of apartness. I never really felt I belonged. At school I was the cricketer. Among cricketers, I was the only child in the room. I was always unsure what people thought of me, what people would say about me when I wasn’t around. That bothered me for a long time.


At school, there was no cricket, but there was chess. I still love chess. Mr Minter ran the school chess club and you’d be surprised by the kids who turned up to play. We had all sorts in there, the least likely chess players ever. But we had one of the best chess teams in the country. The hardest one, too.


I played chess for Lancashire, my brother played for England. At the age of eleven, there was already a glimpse of something in me, a will to win. Once, in a match against Staffordshire, I was playing this poor kid and I noticed that after a move he didn’t press his clock as he was supposed to. The done thing would have been for me to say, ‘Mate, you haven’t pressed your clock.’ But I was so keen to win that I just sat there for forty-five minutes scratching my head, pretending it was my move. Then his little flag dropped. Time up. He’d lost. So I stuck my hand out to thank him for the game, at which point he broke down into hysterical crying. I was hauled up before the chess federation for my ungentlemanly behaviour.


Competitiveness can bring out the best and the worst in me. Still does today. I sometimes play chess against my brother, but that ends up being frustrating because I can never beat him. I taught my boy Corey and we play together. I find it hard to let him win. I do every now and then. But I think you have to earn things. Victory has to mean something.


My mum worked at a school, doing lots of different things. Sometimes I’d help her mop the classroom floor after school. She ended up having her own class, the reception year. She’s very protective of her immediate family, perhaps a little too much at times.


The area around us gradually changed for the worse. Much later, after I’d left home, my parents were out walking the dog once and they were followed by a gang of aggressive lads – high as kites – hassling them and trying to encourage a dog-fight. That was the prompt to move away.


My dad was a plumber by trade but he worked on the factory floor for British Aerospace. Cricket equipment isn’t cheap, and Dad worked hard for every penny, twelve-hour shifts, days, nights. But we never went without, me and my brother.


Dad is a gentle giant. There’s an edge to him, but you very rarely see it. He’s got big working hands with marks all over them. When he came back from work, his hands would be a mess. He’d have a gaping wound and just stick a little plaster on it and shrug it off. At home, if he cut himself or hit his thumb with a hammer, you’d never hear a word. When he hurt his back once he was in traction for six weeks. We’d visit him in hospital in Preston and he’d be the same, making light of it. He just got on with it. That rubbed off on me. And he sticks to his principles, Dad. I looked up to him massively.


My brother was always very bright. I’ve got nine GCSEs. For much of my schooling I was an ‘A’ student. But Chris was a different level altogether academically. He was also a very talented cricketer, seriously good. That is always useful for a younger brother. You have to learn quickly to keep up. But we were different. He shied away from competition. I don’t know if it was fear of failure or disliking competitiveness. I had my own issues with competitiveness – needed it, hated it.


We played cricket on the local path, even though my mum didn’t like it. We’d slick up the path with a hosepipe to make the pitch play faster. We’d play over about fifteen yards, so it was pretty lively.


I broke my brother’s nose once. Chris had got me out, bowled me. I threw the bat. I didn’t mean to throw it at him, but he turned round and it hit him flush on the nose. My mum and dad were out, so we went round my mate’s house, Chris’s nose gushing blood. He needed an operation. I was definitely in the bad books at home that time. Chris still reminds me about it to this day.


Word got around that I was a talented cricketer and I was offered sports scholarships at some of the best private schools in England. Mum would go and have a look on my behalf. I just said straight no – no chance. My school started at twenty to nine and I could be back home watching Dallas on UK Gold at 3 p.m. It was perfect.


Anyway, I enjoyed beating those schools too much when I played for Lancashire Schools or the North of England representative sides. The private-school lads would have brilliant, expensive kit, whereas I’d have a pair of fifteen-quid pads that my aunty got in a sale at Hamley’s.


It’s not a criticism of my family at all, but it still isn’t obvious to me where my ambition came from. With a lot of working-class northern families, I think it comes down to ‘This is what I do, this is my life,’ and they’re happy with it. They’re not always searching for the next job or promotion. They can appreciate what they have. I respect that. But I am wired a bit differently. Only now am I starting to enjoy the important things.


Someone asked me a good but difficult question the other day. If a professional gambler had been told to bet on whether Andrew Flintoff would make it as an international cricketer – with a view just to making money, totally cold, no emotional connection at all – how would he have placed his bet?


The answer? It depends when he’d looked at me.


At eleven, put your house on it.


At thirteen, don’t even waste a penny.


At fifteen, again, it’s looking a good bet.


At seventeen, it’s fifty–fifty.


At twenty, oh no. That’s a bad bet.


At twenty-one, all bets are off. The bookies are paying out to people who had gambled on ‘No, Flintoff ain’t making it.’


I was like a kid in a candy store at that point. Couldn’t resist the goodies. I’d celebrate anything. And I’d celebrate it with anyone. I look back at myself then and think, ‘What a dick.’ But at the time, I was having the time of my life, a fat lad having a laugh.


One thing that did annoy me during that period was the freeloaders who hung around but never chipped in with the bill. So many times, people would rock up after a game and enjoy the night out. But it was often me who stood the bill. I’m not talking about my mates in Preston. They always stood their round, even though they didn’t have much money. It was the people who could actually afford it who milked it for all it was worth.


Looking back at those early days when I started earning a bit of cash, there’s something I feel really bad about. My dad worked so hard for every penny he earned, yet there I was just chucking it away, playing Jack the Lad, paying God knows what for a bottle of vodka or a crappy car. He must have thought, ‘What on earth are you doing?’
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BLUE CAP, RED ROSE


IF someone doesn’t know me – if I’m in a taxi, say – chances are that within thirty seconds they’ll bring up the open-top bus ride after the Ashes or the ‘Fredalo’. That’s all they want to talk about. Two escapades, both fuelled by drink, one in celebration, the other a form of escape from bad times.


But there’s another post-match story, away from public view, that would actually tell them a lot more about me. Picture five lads sitting in a groundsman’s hut at midnight, everyone still in working clothes – I’m in whites and cricket boots – drinking beer and talking about the old days. It was at Old Trafford after the great Test match in 2005. For me, that was far better than any open-top bus trip. Everyone in that hut had known me since the beginning; they’d seen me all the way through. No acting, no persona, no showing off, no revelations.


I’ve played for five professional cricket teams, all told: Lancashire, England, the ICC World XI, Chennai Super Kings and Brisbane Heat. I played at my best for only two of them, the first two. There is a reason for that. I couldn’t just turn it on at will. There had to be a personal connection, a sense of meaning.


In my early teens, I went to Old Trafford to see a Rest of the World match. The ground looked so big. When someone hit a six, it was like, ‘Wow, he’s cleared the ropes at Old Trafford.’ Then, aged fifteen, I went to one day of a Test match. We watched Pakistan play England. Wasim Akram, who was also Lancashire’s overseas pro, was leading the attack for Pakistan. I never imagined that in a year’s time I’d be in the same side as the man I was watching from my position of total anonymity in the stands. I was closer than I thought.


Lancashire cricket had got into my blood when I was nine. My dad was captain of the Second XI at the local club. He looked after the ground, painted the sightscreens, did everything, along with Uncle Ted and my grandpa. When I was eight or nine, a Lancashire coach came to the club and told my dad to put me in for a Lancashire trial. I was on the road.


So we went to a trial match just outside Liverpool, at a primary school. I can’t really remember how it went, but I had a phone call asking me to go to another one. After that second trial, the team’s two managers got all the kids who’d played to sit on the grass. If your name was called out, you were discarded, you had to walk off. 


Not great child psychology.


It was like being evicted from a reality TV show, only you were a little kid. I remember thinking, ‘I’d love to get picked, but it’s not happening.’ When they had read the last name out and I was still sat there, it sank in. I’d been picked to represent Lancashire. I was given my first jumper and shirt, and I played for three years in the Under-11s.


The Under-11s played in the ESCA festival at Dartford in Kent. Again, I didn’t expect to make the squad. At the end of the season, there was a presentation at Lancashire and Ronnie Irani, who was a young pro then, handed out special caps to all those who’d been picked, including me. It was the first time I’d had a real county cap, a Lancashire cap. It’s sky blue, not navy like the full Lancashire XI cap. But it’s got the same red rose.


I didn’t take it off my head for weeks. I wore it in the house, wore it everywhere. I think it was then that I realised how much I had craved a Lancashire cap. There’s not much cricket memorabilia in my house these days. But I can always put my hand on that cap in seconds.


It’s funny, how I feel about my caps. I don’t get a buzz out of just looking at them now. But when I put one on my head something inside me kicks in. A signal, a wake-up to the cricketer. When I walked out to play cricket wearing a cap – either the Lancashire rose or the three England lions – I became somebody else. It’s like Clark Kent. He takes off his glasses in a phone box and comes out in his cape and underpants. That’s what the caps and jumpers did for me. On England duty, I liked to wear the navy cloth cap, the real thing, during team warm-ups, just running and stretching on the outfield. That sent Duncan Fletcher mad, because we were supposed to wear the sponsor’s baseball cap.


Even now, I’ll take any excuse to wear the England jumper with the three lions, the proper old-school knitted one. Two years ago, long after I’d finished with England, I wore it when my brother organised a game for the people who used to play at my first club. Some might say it’s embarrassing, really, to wear your England jumper to a get-together for old friends. The kind of thing you’d tease other people for doing. But I just love wearing it. I think the modern England jumpers are disgraceful, terrible things – they look like they’re made of polyester. I wouldn’t fancy a career in one of those. We all have moments when we imagine being in charge of English cricket. My first decision: bring back proper jumpers.


I played for Lancashire juniors all the way through. I wasn’t the best player. Phil Neville was. He was an all-rounder and a year older than me. Phil used to open the batting and then open the bowling, and he was so good that often I’d resign myself to the fact that I’d probably only field that game.


Phil got offered a £2,500-a-year contract with Lancashire. Or £5,000 a week to play football for Manchester United. He took his money at United and I took his £2,500 contract at Lancashire. I sometimes wonder if the Lancashire chief executive just tippexed out ‘Neville’ and wrote ‘Flintoff’ in biro at the top of the contract. So I was pleased Phil went to play football!


It was David Lloyd, or ‘Bumble’, who came round to my house to sign me. We sat in the front room. There’s my mum and dad, there’s me on a chair and David on the sofa with the Lancashire cricket chairman, Geoff Ogden. My mum brought out all the best teacups and the special teapot and handed round the custard creams.


David told my mum and dad about Lancashire’s wage structure: ‘Ian Austin, he’s got a second-team cap, so he gets £16,500 a year.’ And you could see my mum and dad’s faces: ‘£16,500 – amazing!’ They had no idea you could get that much playing cricket. 


David went on: ‘Michael Atherton, he gets £28,000 a year.’ And everyone was thinking, £28,000? How good is this!’ 


Then he said, ‘And we’re going to start Andrew on £2,500 a year.’


£2,500? Yes! I’d be getting paid!


David carried on with this big speech about Lancashire and its traditions and its history. I was going to be part of all that, he explained, this greater family.


I’d done my GCSEs by then, though I was still waiting on my results. My mum wanted me to go to college, but I didn’t want to go. So I said, ‘Look, it’s a three-year contract. I’ll be nineteen at the end. If this cricket thing falls apart, I’ll go back to school.’


The next day I saw Bumble again. ‘You’ve decided, haven’t you?’ he said. I said I had. ‘One last thing,’ David added in his mischievous way. ‘All that stuff I told your mum and dad yesterday. Absolute rubbish. The truth? It’s hard here. And it’s going to be hard for you.’


Bumble was all over me from the beginning. But in a good way. I didn’t want to do anything to upset him. It was almost like having a second dad. I didn’t drink, I didn’t go out with the lads, I didn’t do much at all – because I didn’t want to let Bumble down.


I made my First XI debut at Portsmouth when I was sixteen. It was an embarrassing start. Bumble told the captain that I had to field in the slips: ‘He catches everything, he’s brilliant, he catches pigeons.’ Of course, the slips were usually for the old pros, not some sixteen-year-old upstart. Neil Fairbrother was moved out to third slip so I could slot in at second. First over from Wasim Akram, I dropped one. No, I didn’t even drop it. I didn’t get my hands to it. Hit me in the chest, it was going so fast. Then I dropped two more. Wasim was going crazy. He eventually boomed, ‘Get that boy out of the slips. Or I’ll throw him a ------- pigeon.’


Early in my career I didn’t always control my temper. After getting out once, I punched the wall and broke my hand. It had to be pinned. By then, Bumble had moved on to be the England coach. But he soon found out and told me straight off that I had to tell the new Lancashire coach, Dav Whatmore. When I told Dav, he wasn’t that bothered. In fact, I think he was pleased I was out of the side.


When I next saw Bumble he said, ‘That wasn’t very clever, was it, punching a wall?’ He just looked at me. He didn’t have to say anything else. My heart sank, telling him I’d done something wrong. That summed up our relationship. He was an amazing supporter and influence. I hated letting him down.


When I walked into the Lancashire dressing room as a sixteen-year-old, I was really quiet. I didn’t say anything. I spoke when I was spoken to. A few players seemed to be suspicious of any promising young player, always thinking about their own jobs. But lads like Fairbrother, Mike Watkinson and Wasim, they backed me, they wanted me to do well. And I sensed that. Although I didn’t feel like one of them for a long time, it wasn’t because of their behaviour or any coolness. It was just that I looked up to them and thought they were so much better than me. The sense of distance came from that alone. I aspired to be one of them.


In my early days at Lancashire, it was actually the Second XI where you didn’t get treated so well. The atmosphere at that time was an absolute disgrace. For some reason, my closest friend Paddy McKeown and I had played against Lancashire Second XI when we were fifteen. They just abused us in that match. It was awful. And then all of a sudden I went to play for them and they thought everything would be just fine. It doesn’t work like that. I played well in one game and I remember one of the old hands reassuring me that I was OK now: I’d been ‘accepted’ by him. I felt like saying, ‘Mate, you’re a thirty-year-old man. You still play in the second team. And you’re asking me to seek your “acceptance”?’


One thing that deepened my relationship with Lancashire was working in the club offices in the winter. Aged sixteen I had a back problem. The only way I could have earned a living in the winter was doing manual labour or playing cricket in Australia or South Africa. Understandably, Lancashire didn’t want me to do either in case my back got worse. So they gave me a job working on accounts. That didn’t last long. If you did a careers profile for my character, I don’t think ‘accountant’ would come very high up the list. I was moved down to the ticket office. It was brilliant. There was a lady called Connie, and she was like gold. 


Peter Marron, the head groundsman, was asked if he would put up this sixteen-year-old lad who couldn’t drive. Pete’s house was on the ground. Pete just said, ‘You’ll be good?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ And he nodded.


To start with, I was a bit scared of Pete. And I wasn’t sure if he really wanted me in his house, so I didn’t feel comfortable sitting downstairs or watching the telly. But one Sunday, he said, ‘Right, we’re going to the pub. Get your coat.’ 


It was a pretty rough pub. When he asked me what I was going to drink, I said I’d just have a Coke. Pete shook his head at that idea. ‘It’s bitter or lager. You can’t have Coke.’ So he got me a lager. I didn’t like it and I nursed it as long as possible.


The social world in the pub was so removed from what I’d experienced. One fella had been beaten up by a rival gang. Then there was some kind of love triangle going on between the barmaid, her lesbian lover and the lad who owned the pub. To me, a sixteen-year-old, it was all totally bizarre.


The following Sunday, Pete wasn’t at home, so I assumed he was round the pub and I went to find him. But Pete wasn’t there and I ended up sitting in the bar for about two and a half hours. I had five or six pints before Pete found out where I was. After that we got on really well, he looked after me. I think the fact his mates at the pub reckoned I was all right made all the difference.


In the office, Connie and Val and Kath, they’d mother me, make me food every evening. But then I managed to get sacked from the ticket office and they packed me off to the club shop. I loved that job. Nobody ever came in. We’d just chat all day.
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