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For Jess and Dylan, and the family and friends who continue to support me through this incredible journey




On Cricket


I absolutely love cricket. Not as much as I love my family and my friends, but after that it’s the best thing in the world and a constant in my life. That’s why I’ll do anything, forgive anything and put up with anything to play. I absolutely love cricket.


I’ve been obsessed with the game from a very young age. I was one of those kids who couldn’t keep still, always fidgeting, and I’m still like that now – it annoys Jess, my wife, no end when I’m sitting at the dinner table. But when it came to cricket, I could actually sit and watch an entire Test match.


This probably had a bit of a wow factor for my mum and dad, so they encouraged me, and then when I started playing I found that I just loved everything about the game. I loved bowling, I loved fielding, I loved hitting the ball, and I loved practising, so I started going to summer camp clinics that the KwaZulu-Natal players put on, where I got to learn a lot and ask a lot of questions.


In South Africa, you live an outdoorsy life, so spend most of the year playing sport. Winters are rugby and summers are cricket, which was always my focus.


To begin with, and for most of my teenage years, I wasn’t especially good. I had some sort of a talent, I guess, and thought that I was okay, but mainly it was just what I enjoyed doing.


In the meantime, I grew a fascination for sportsmen. Because of the 1995 Rugby World Cup I really liked Francois Pineda, James Small, André Joubert, Os du Randt and Joost van der Westhuizen, but with cricket being my passion, Hansie Cronje and Allan Donald were proper, proper heroes to me.


With Hansie, I loved how aggressive he was when he batted, and I loved how he was with me when we met. I was seventeen or eighteen, and he called me over, saying, come and bowl to me – I’ve heard you can bowl a bit. He was just such a nice guy.


Allan Donald was obviously White Lightning, and wore that sunscreen across his face like warpaint. So as kids, when we played in the garden and stuff, we used to do the same. And like Hansie, he was just so aggressive, which made me think about the way I wanted to play and how the game should be played.


The more I played cricket the more I became fascinated by it, and the more I knew how hard it is, the more I wanted to get better. Every six deliveries, the ball comes down from a different person, from a different end, and the higher you go, the faster it gets – but you still only get one chance. As a bowler, if you don’t bowl well you’re out of the attack, but most likely, you’ll get brought back later in the innings. If you’re a batter, that’s not the case, and the knowledge that once it’s gone it’s gone can be very hard to handle.


People like to say that cricket is a team game, but that’s nonsense. Cricket is not a team game; cricket is a collection of individuals playing for a team. My numbers are my numbers, the fast bowler has his own numbers, and so does the spinner.


And cricket’s not like other sports. In football, for example, a striker can not score but still have a good game, or a player can do nothing for eighty-five minutes, give the ball away, miss a penalty, whatever, then bang in a goal or make a crucial assist and end up Man of the Match. But if you’re a batter and you nick off first ball or go on a bad streak, there’s nowhere to hide. Obviously you can take a catch, but my role in the England team wasn’t to take catches, it was to win games by making lots of runs. If I wasn’t doing that, I was failing.


The mental application demanded by the game, how much of yourself you have to commit and engage, is definitely something that drew me to it. Cricket, although it’s a sport, is not just a sport. Every day of a Test match poses a different challenge, and because there are five of them it’s incredibly gruelling. If you’re fielding, just hearing that bell before every session saps you mentally; it gets on your nerves.


And the more you fatigue, the more you’ve got to put in, the fitter you have to be to make something count at the end. Setting up a Test match is one thing, finishing off a Test match is another. The intensity, variety and complexity of it all means that you can never relax. You’re constantly thinking about the game, whether it’s playing or training, when you go to bed, when you wake up in the morning. It keeps you going.


You’ve also got to be pretty intelligent to understand the situations you find yourself in, to navigate your way through them then react quickly and spontaneously to whatever’s thrown your way. When I scored 149 against South Africa in 2012, I was whacking it about, and then at the end of the day Vernon Philander got the ball to swing. So I had to go right back into my bubble and knuckle down to start playing straight again, from fourth gear back to first, and then when it stopped swinging I thought, right, I can start attacking again. You just go through these little phases, especially in England, where overhead conditions change the pace of play, and that tests your ability to predict and adapt.


The best players are the ones who can do that, who can hold their nerve when it counts, and that’s one thing I’m incredibly proud of. Throughout my career I’ve been able to absorb pressure and then put it back onto an opposition. In highly strung situations, I delivered a lot of the time.


For that to be possible, you have to respect the game and respect the beauty of the game. Strengths can be weaknesses – you might get out playing a favourite shot; the new ball seams and swings but also disappears quickly – and techniques are constantly evolving. Even if you’re comfortable in yourself, your opponents will be working out new ways of challenging you, and you’re also constantly dealing with your game; you’re always mastering the art of batting.


Look at Kumar Sangakkara and Jacques Kallis. In the last eighteen months of their international careers, Sangakkara was Man of the Match in the World Twenty20 final, scored a Test triple century, two doubles, and proved he could succeed in English conditions; Kallis scored hundreds against England, Australia and India. Both of them kept developing, and like them I know I’m seeing and playing the ball as well as I’ve ever done.


The key to this is practice, because talent isn’t enough. Practising, for me, is everything, and the only thing that can get you to where you want to be; you can’t just coast on talent. I’m lucky that I have an obsessive nature – I’m a perfectionist, and determined to nail everything that I do. But what people often don’t understand is that discipline and focus are skills, so need to be worked on too.


The only way to go from a net where you can get out twenty times into a game where you can get out zero times is to take it seriously every single time; there’s no point trying different things and being reckless, thinking, tomorrow I can go out and play differently. It’s just not going to happen. If you want to succeed in the middle, taking your practice into your performance is something that you’re going to have to do. You’ve got to train your brain to know what you need to do and how you need to do it: that’s the only way to survive in international cricket. I do everything possible to protect my wicket, and I always go hard.


That’s how I got to where I am. I developed very late, and must have missed out on five or six years of absolute fun times because I wasn’t particularly good between the ages of twelve and eighteen. But I worked incredibly hard at my game and my talent just grew and grew. The success I had once I came to Nottinghamshire in 2000 I’d wanted and earned over a long period of time.


I don’t know what I’d be doing if I wasn’t a cricketer, and the sacrifices I’ve made are why I’m so proud of being one. It was because I wanted so desperately to be a professional that I pushed on to the UK, where I knew that if I played well I’d have the opportunity to get the best out of myself.


Even now I’ll do anything to play the game. I don’t care what people say about me or do to me, because playing for England means more to me than any of that, and because playing for England is bigger than any individual. That’s why I can’t understand how people pick teams according to who they like. Ideally, I’d play in a team where everyone’s a mate, but the reality is that it’s almost never like that, and that’s fine – people are different. Selection should be about one question: is he the best available for the position? That’s it. I love and respect the game much too much and want to win much too much to demand anything from my teammates except ability and desire.


For similar reasons, I’m incredibly protective of the game; cricket’s my baby. I guess I realised that for the first time when Hansie Cronje was caught match-fixing. The night before the story appeared in the papers, South Africa were warming up for a one-day series with a match against Natal, and I was playing. We all wondered why he ran off the field during the game, and then, the following morning, realised that he must have been told what was happening. It was unbelievably shocking and disappointing.


I’m not a person who has lived a perfect life. I don’t think that anybody has the right to judge anybody else: if you make mistakes, you make mistakes. We all do, because nobody’s perfect, and I was raised to recognise that. Hansie didn’t murder anyone, and actually, he was always the same gentleman that I’d met those few years earlier. He obviously just loved money and got into the wrong scenario. So once he’d apologised and been punished, I was proud of how the country forgave him and happy that he could stay a hero.


But that doesn’t mean I disagreed with his life ban. Match-fixing, spot-fixing – I’m fierce about anything like that. If you’re caught you should never play again, because we have an amazing game. There are so many honest blokes out there, trying their hardest and committing to everything to make a living, and if you’re cheating that then sorry, I’m afraid that’s got to be it.


I know Mohammad Amir was only eighteen when he got into trouble, and that he was a special talent. I also know that he and Mohammad Asif, the best pace bowler I’ve ever faced, come from poor backgrounds and were offered a hell of a lot of money for a few seconds’ work. But I don’t care; they should not be coming back. I don’t feel badly towards them and I wish them well in their lives, but the game is bigger than us, the game will be around a lot longer than us, and we don’t have the right to steal from it. We play fairly, we play tough, we play positively, we play negatively, people play the way that they want to play. But there’s no space in the game for corruption, and if you get caught you have to be given a life ban.


When the spot-fixing story broke in the News of the World we were playing Pakistan in a Test match at Lord’s, and that day was the worst I’ve experienced in cricket. The guys didn’t even want to bowl to them, we didn’t celebrate the wickets that we took; everything about it was horrendous. We just felt so much anger towards them. We could not believe what they’d done.


But in general, the spirit between players is fantastic, and another amazing aspect of the game. Mainly, everyone competes and conducts themselves in the right way.


People talk about sledging quite a lot, and though it’s not something I’ve always appreciated, these days I see it as part of the game, and a brilliant part of the game. When a bowler’s in a batsman’s face and he’s having a go at him, it creates theatre, it creates entertainment. And I think that the authorities get involved too much these days – think back to Wahab Riaz and Shane Watson at Adelaide, during the 2015 World Cup. Incredible bowling and half an hour of the best cricket of the competition, which the umpires should have just left to carry on, because the whole of the planet was watching that battle, gripped and fascinated by it.


Mental pressure is part of the game. If a bowler can get into you that way, good for him. He might just need to stare at you, but he might also say ‘I’m coming for you’, ‘You didn’t play that too well, see if you can play the next one’, or ‘I’m going to knock your head off’ – just those kinds of things, to start a bit of mental disintegration. It’s completely unacceptable to abuse somebody for their personal life, but other than that, anything goes.


When it comes to walking, however, my thoughts are that if you know you’re out, you walk.


Jimmy Anderson once asked me why I walk, and my response was simple: if I’m out, I’m out, and I’ve got no interest in pretending I’m not – I’ll bat again another day. So if I’m sure, I leave as quickly as possible.


Yes, sometimes you can get away with it, but I’ve scored enough runs and I’ve had enough time at the crease. I enjoy my batting and I’m proud of it, so I want people to know that I play fair. It might not technically be cheating to stand your ground, but in my mind it is, and I’ve got no interest in that tag. I’d rather win the right way than the wrong way.


Maybe that’s because, even though it’s my job and I do refer to it as work, I still think of cricket as a hobby. A hobby that has given me the most amazing life and the most unbelievable opportunities to travel the world, see different cultures and make lots of friends. I do something that I love, something that I grew up as a kid loving, and I’ve done it for more than ten years. I’ve played 104 Test matches, and what do I do now? I travel the world playing T20 tournaments. If I can’t love that and enjoy that, then I’m a fool.




On Batting


Like lots of complicated things, batting is really quite straightforward. Challenging, but straightforward. Greg Blewett, the first overseas professional that I played with at Notts, always used to say, you want to keep your batting simple: just watch the ball, and it’s ridiculous how accurate that is, how something that seems so technical is hardly technical at all.


We’re not clever enough to do much more than watch the ball – we can’t be thinking about form and about the field at the same time. And anyway, you identify your scoring areas and your dangerous areas when you walk out to bat or pre-delivery. Subconsciously, you know where the fielders are, and they’re not moving.


That happens because you’ve trained your brain for exactly that purpose – but what you can’t do is train it to know where the ball is. So once the bowler’s at the top of his mark, just focus on that and nothing else.


That’s what I did facing my first delivery in my first big international game, playing for England in South Africa, and with the volume of the Johannesburg crowd just insane. All I did was fixate on the ball. I can actually see André Nel running in right now, me watching and watching, before I played and missed. It was a bit of a nervous shot, but then I thought, there’s nothing wrong here, and off I went in that series.


When I arrive at the wicket I mark my usual leg-stump guard and put my back foot on it square – though if I’m facing a spinner I open up my stance a little by bringing my right shoulder round towards the bowler. That’s because I’m looking to be a bit more free-flowing, with a more natural swing through extra cover.


In the early part of my career I batted on the popping crease, but before the 2006/7 Ashes decided to move back ten inches and straddle the line. On the faster, bouncier Australian wickets I wanted a bit more time to position myself to play, and though we’re talking about split-seconds, when you’ve only got split-seconds to start with anything extra makes a difference.


Once I’m set in my stance I get ready to face, starting with a knee-bend. I do that so that I’m loose, and also so I’m sure that I can move, because I know my legs aren’t heavy. When the body is put under pressure muscles start to twitch, and that’s why Ernie Els breaks his shoulders just before he plays a shot. What you then get is the Big Easy, one of the most natural, fluid swings in golf.


At the start of my career I was a really front-foot dominant player, because I wasn’t playing against bowlers who could force me backwards with short-pitched deliveries. But once I started playing first-class cricket that needed to change, which it did when I got to Nottinghamshire and worked with the wonderful Clive Rice. He helped me develop a trigger movement, which gets me ready to go either forwards or backwards depending on the length of the ball that’s sent down, and I’ve stuck with it ever since.


Basically, right as the bowler’s loading up I go across my stumps with my back foot – the reason I start on leg is so I end up on middle, with my right eye on off. That way, I know anything outside it is outside the line, and anything in line or inside it is on the stumps.


At the same time, I’m concentrating hard on the ball and going at it with my head. That gets me into a kind of crouch, which I call the pouncing position, and from there I’m ready to strike, like an animal tracking its prey. It’s something that a lot of batters do these days because you don’t have time to do it all once the bowler’s bowled – especially if he’s really getting into you with short stuff.


Through release, I do everything I can to keep watching the ball and keep moving towards it with my head. The reasoning is simple: the closer your eyes are to something, they better they’ll see it.


But your head’s important, not just because it’s where your eyes are, but because it’s the heaviest part of your body. Where it goes, everything else will naturally follow and flow, so if you get it into a good position your feet and bat will also find themselves in a good position. That’s why, whenever I coach, whether it’s kids or professionals, I just talk about eyes and heads. I’m not interested in foot movement, not interested at all.


What I’m not saying, though, is that everybody has to bat the same way. We’re all different, and though most successful batters use a version of this method there’s plenty of room for manoeuvre. You don’t, for example, ever see me play the perfect cover drive with my elbow up like Ian Bell. But can I hit a cover drive? Yes I can. Why? Because, like him, my head is in the right position.


When it comes to actually playing the ball, my top and bottom hands do similar jobs. I grip the bat pretty softly because I’m a very wristy player. I know that’s usually a description people associate with touch players and the cut shot, whereas I’m a power player who never plays the cut shot, but I use my wrists to help guide the ball to where I want it to go, by snapping them on contact.


The reason I don’t cut is that I’m quick on the pull, and there aren’t as many fielders on the leg side as the off side, where you’ve got a backward point, you’ve got slips, you’ve got gully. So if I get a ball that’s short and wide, I’m either going through midwicket, where there might be one catcher, or over midwicket, where there’s definitely no catcher.


Even so, more than a conscious decision, it’s something that came naturally. Because I’m lucky to have long arms and a long reach, I don’t need to move my feet that much, and I’ve always had the ability to get forward and drive on the up, at the top of the bounce. On the other hand, a lot of other players will have to wait for those balls, which is when they’ll cut.


And, obviously, there’s also an aptitude thing. For a long time, Steve Waugh didn’t pull a ball or hook a ball – he really had lots of issues with that – but goodness could he cut! I can’t, so I don’t.


Ultimately, though, we can say whatever we like about physical and technical attributes, but it won’t change the reality that the way you bat is a reflection of your personality. It’s who you are. I guess that’s one of the reasons I’m so protective of my approach.


I’ve got an incredibly upbeat attitude to life. I love it when the sun shines and people are happy; I love the buzz it creates. And that’s what I’m thinking when I bat: be positive, have fun, entertain.


I’m also a pretty impatient person – I’m impulsive, and want things now. I just can’t help it. I’ll say to Jess, aw, I’d love to have that pair of shoes, and she’ll tell me, if you still want them next week, get them. What do you mean, if I want them? What do you mean, next week?


It’s the same in business. There are loads of things where I just think, why can’t I have this when I’ve asked for it? Why can’t I have it now? And obviously I understand that there’s a process that you’ve got to go through, but it doesn’t mean I can change how I am.


That part of my nature explains why I’ve done some of the most ridiculous things in my career, and why, even though I’ve learnt to hold back as I’ve got older, some of my dismissals have been pretty pathetic. But these same traits have also helped me do some pretty special things as well.


The funny thing is – and I can almost hear people sniggering as I write this – I’m actually an introvert. Whenever I’ve done the Myers–Briggs test, the results have always said I’m so introverted it’s frightening.


I’m fascinated by how we categorise introverts and extroverts, because people so often assume that I must be an extrovert. But actually, extroverts are those who need others around in order to get their feelings out and express themselves, whereas I’m happy in my own skin and happy to be on my own. Throughout my career people have said, oh, he doesn’t partake in team stuff – well no I don’t, but that’s because of my personality type. I’d rather be doing bits and pieces by myself than surrounded by lots of people and having to put on a show, or having to talk.


I guess it’s possible that playing as I do is my outlet, but I think it’s simpler than that. I just love batting, and the way I bat is the way I have to bat to be successful. I know myself very well.


Growing up, I wanted to be like Hansie, whacking spinners, playing his slog sweep. The problem was, I was far too skinny, so ended up an off-spinner instead. People ask me how I went from that to being an international batsman, and one of England’s best ever in terms of numbers. There must have been a transition. I can only put it down to hard work, passion and – eventually – belief.


Basically, I knew I wasn’t going to succeed as an offspinner because, to get good, you need to bowl overs and overs and overs, and then to build pressure with maiden after maiden after maiden. I really didn’t have the patience for that.


So I thought, right, how the hell am I going to improve my prospects as a cricketer, as a first-class cricketer, let alone an international cricketer? The only way was to add another string to my bow: batting. And the more I practised it, the easier it got.


When we were eighteen, Grant Rowley – my best buddy in South Africa – and I decided to spend the winter growing ourselves some muscles. We worked really hard in the gym in the morning and trained in the afternoon, five days a week for six months. So I got stronger, and then that summer, goodness, was I whacking balls: I started hitting sixes and feeling much more confident in the way I went about my business.


Nowadays, because I know I can clear the boundary, I train differently, and specifically for how I play. As soon as I feel heavy at the crease, I’m nowhere; I want to feel light and balanced, not like in 2005 when I was fat! So I look after myself – I eat well and don’t drink much – and don’t do any weights. I used to love running, but I can’t do it any more because of the knee issues I’ve had, so I do a lot of work on the bike and in the pool, as well as on core stability, stuff like sit-ups and planks. But back in 1998 it was all about building power.


The following season I started to gain some momentum in my game, and in December 1999 played for Natal against the England touring side. I took four wickets in 55.5 overs, but more importantly, batting at number nine, I hit 61 not out with four fours and four sixes. I was starting to develop a style, and when I arrived at Trent Bridge, Clive Rice promoted me to number six and said, right, I want you to score runs for me.


Even in those early days, I operated according to the numbers 4, 3, 2, 1. When the ball’s coming down, first of all, I’m looking to score four, then three, then two, then one. If it’s in my area I’m smashing it; if it’s not, I’m getting off strike, and only as a last resort am I defending.


That approach gets me into good positions, helps me feel comfortable at the wicket and puts pressure on the bowler. He knows that I’m coming at him, and I know that I’m looking to be positive in everything I do. In particular, I try to control the area within a metre of me: anything that lands there, I really get my head and hands into and my bodyweight through, because those are the deliveries that are hitting my stumps. The rest I can either leave or play with a lot less worry, because the only way I’m getting out is caught.


Again, I’m not saying that this is the best way to bat; it’s just the best way for me to bat. If I’m being assertive I’ve got momentum, and if I’ve got momentum I can score quickly and heavily, which is why I’m in the team.


So when the bowler’s running in he’s not thinking to himself, great, I can just get on with my day job here and settle onto a length. Not against me. I’ll be looking to knock him off it, which means, because of my reach, he’s got to be pretty special to maintain his areas – there’s only a very small square he can hit where I won’t try to score.


As technique and personality are unique, individual things, I’ve never really tried to imitate how other players bat. Lots of people have compared me to Sir Viv Richards, and obviously I’m flattered – he’s a superstar, an amazing legend and one of the greatest ever. But I’ve always wanted to be my own person, partly because people who don’t do that wind up very unhappy, partly because I’ve got no choice. You’ve got to live your life the way you want to live your life, accept the differences in other people and just focus on doing your best.


The thing I do look at in other people is how they go about their business. If I’m at a sporting event, if I’m at Chelsea, say, many people will stand at the bar or wait until the last moment to take their seats, but I’ll be outside watching the players. I have this fascination for watching people practise – I love it. When I was rehabbing my Achilles injury in 2009, I went to Chelsea’s training ground in Cobham and found I was more interested in watching the guys prepare than I was in watching them play. I like to see how blokes operate when they’re not on television, because that’s what gives you the edge – that’s what makes great sportsmen.


What I learnt was how focused they are. They turn up, train hard for a short period of time on specific things and then leave. That’s something we got pretty good at as an England team when we were at the top.


Essentially, I’m fascinated by successful people and I love being around them. I love listening to people like Roger Federer, Cristiano Ronaldo and Rory McIlroy, to learn from their approach. They know how good they are, which is why their standards are so high, and they perform with such freedom.


Confidence can be mistaken for arrogance and that can rub people up the wrong way; I understand that.


But that’s how I have to be. Batting is hard, and for me to produce the results that I want and need to produce, I have to have a certain demeanour. Call it ego if you like – call it whatever you like – the fact is, you don’t walk down the wicket to Mitchell Johnson without it. It was the only way I could survive, let alone control Test matches for England, win Test matches for England and get the best out of myself.


Sure, I’ve got things wrong along the way, but how I am is the only way that I know how to be; it’s the way I was brought up. I wasn’t brought up thinking second is cool. I wasn’t brought up thinking just taking part is cool. I was brought up to think, you turn up today and you win. That’s what you do: you win, and whatever you have to do to win, you do.


You’re there to win, but if you do badly and lose it’s just part of life. You’re not going to win everything. You’re not. My mum and dad raised me to enjoy sport and to take pride in it, no matter which team I was playing for, because they wanted me to be happy knowing I’d done all I could, and that I’d demanded the highest standards of myself.


Those fundamentals I was raised with are still fundamental to me now. Going hard to win helps you develop the mindset that lets you bat aggressively, and the guys who do that are the guys who people want to watch. I’m no different: I love the whacking of the ball.


So if Jos Buttler, AB de Villiers, Joe Root, Hashim Amla or Virat Kohli are in, I’m there, because they’re free spirits who look to get after it, whatever the situation. I don’t mean that they never alter their game – sometimes you’re forced to defend more. It’s just the way that they do it, not by going into their shells and leaving a lot of balls, but by being as upbeat as they are in everyday life.


Kohli and Amla are two international opposition guys I know very well, different and similar at the same time. Virat’s just an absolute pleasure; I just love his confidence and his attitude, which, of course, is exactly how he bats. Obviously he hits the bad ball, but he can do the same to good ones because his wrists are excellent, letting him whack lengths through midwicket from outside off stump. And now, as captain of his country, he’s showing the same dedication to attacking options: he backed Rohit Sharma, found a way to get five bowlers into the team, and led India to a series win in Sri Lanka.


I grew up with Hashim, so I’ve seen him through his whole career. When he started in international cricket he had a real weak spot for short bowling, but he stayed positive and worked incredibly hard, and now he’s a world-beater. Maybe not the kind of guy you’re scared will murder you, but he still will – he’s the quiet destroyer, who does it really cleverly, respecting good deliveries, punishing bad ones, manipulating the field and tiring you out. There’s a fine art to his batting.


Kohli and Amla both defend straight. They don’t defend to gully, they don’t defend to backward point. When they play a defensive shot they’re in line, head in position and bat close to the body, whacking to mid-off or extra cover. If the bowler bowls and the ball comes right back at him, it sends him a message. It tells him you’re hitting the right way, you’re dictating, and he starts thinking, shit, I can’t get past this guy.


On the other hand, when you start defending to behind the wicket and you hear the keeper and the slips constantly chirping ‘Well bowled, half a bat, that’s our half of the bat,’ that gives bowlers the confidence and impetus to perform.


Very different from Virat and Hashim, but similarly talented, is Ian Bell. He’s naturally a shy, reserved sort; a perfectionist – maybe that’s why he always preferred batting at number five, a lovely position, to batting at number three, the hardest position, even though his technique is perfectly suited to the role.


When he’s relaxed and on song you get the Ian Bell who starts on you, abuses you and takes the piss out of you the whole time. He’s just a great, fun guy, and that’s what you see in his batting: patches of absolute brilliance and intent. When he’s playing really well he’s like a little bull terrier nipping at your heels, and the more confident he is, the more his personality overcomes his insecurity. But then, all of a sudden, a couple of bad knocks and it’s gone – sometimes for a long time because of who he is. Batting is simple, but people are complicated.


So it’s not as straightforward as saying what we’ve all said to him: mate, just score runs – you’re that good! He’s doing his best with what he’s got, and the essence of what he’s got can’t change, however many Tests he plays. People like to say that he could have done better with his talent, but they’re missing the point. His personality contributes to his good form as well his bad form, and one is clearly worth the other.


But in any case, the capacity for confidence is also a talent. Ian Bell could have done better if he were Brian Lara, but he isn’t, he’s Ian Bell, and Ian Bell has done as well as Ian Bell possibly could, which is magnificently well.


Confidence is important in all sports, but even more so in cricket, because it’s so mentally and emotionally demanding. That’s why, if you look at all the best players, the one thing you’ll find they have in common is the ability to make things simple. It takes a lot of confidence to do that, to say that you’re happy with how things are, but it means you can let your technique take care of itself and work on getting your mind right.


Getting your mind right is something that you learn. You’ve got to understand how it works, and how to switch certain parts of it on and off. Sometimes the emotional part looks out for you, saying, you don’t want to get out here, because of this, because of that, and the trick is getting the logical part to reply: well, I’ve faced enough deliveries in these circumstances and I’ve conquered them before, so I should be able to conquer them today too.


Someone who is excellent at this is Alastair Cook. He at times is a worrier, but to his credit is able to say everything’s fine even when it’s not. As I know to my benefit – playing for England – and my cost – not playing for England – Cook is a phenomenally stubborn man. It’s this, as much as anything, that makes him such a brilliant batsman, and also the type of batsman that he is: loads of character, not so much flamboyance. He has an amazing faith in himself, which is why he was so convinced he should be in England’s one-day team, for example.


But, great player that he is, I have a frustration. Cook’s a tall, strong guy – he loves his muscles. And yet he doesn’t play a cover drive. Maybe he thinks it’s a high-risk shot, but it’d be nice to see him have a go. He should be whacking the ball off the front foot, banging it down the ground like Matthew Hayden. But that’s just not his personality, whereas with Haydos, it is.


Hayden and Cook also have the advantage – and it is an advantage – of being left-handed. Because the vast majority of bowlers are right-arm, over-the-wicket seamers, anything outside off stump they can leave, while anything that pitches on their hips they can tuck away. And they get plenty of those, because that’s the line that gets sent down to righthanders.


I’ve spoken to Kumar Sangakkara about this a lot, and as a lefty he agrees that if you line up really well and play in straight lines towards the bowler or towards mid-on, you don’t have to drive much early in your innings, because you can get your runs elsewhere. Basically, not many deliveries are hitting your wicket, so you defend the ones that are and the rest you can either leave or score from.


In the meantime, bowlers are getting a whole lot more impatient, which makes them go searching for things and sends even more balls towards the pads. Given how strong lefties are in that area, these often end up as boundaries, but a bad defensive shot does the job as well – midwicket, single, fine leg, single, not a problem.


A right-hander has to play at far more because far more balls – almost all of them – are starting on the stumps, or at least threatening them, so the lbw, the nick off and the bowled are all possibilities. On the other hand, if I’ve got a left-armer running in I know that, if I line myself up right, anything outside my eyeline I can just leave, unless it’s really full, in which case I’ll drive at it.


But even that isn’t the same. Though they’re a bit more fashionable now, there still aren’t that many left-armers around, and you’ve generally not grown up playing against them – your brain isn’t trained in the same way and the angle’s always tough. You’ve got to change your set-up, your stance, and you’ve got to think about totally different things, whereas for left-handers, facing right-armers is totally normal.


And that delivery slanting across them towards off stump is a big part of the reason why lefties look so elegant when they bat; it naturally falls right into the slot for them to cover drive – for the purist, the most beautiful shot there is. The timing and precision of David Gower was something special, the way he caressed the ball, though the two most elegant players of my time are righties: Ian Bell and Damien Martyn. Just to watch them flow through the off side or flick through the leg side, and those late cuts as well – gorgeous! Just so much time, so much grace, the kind of thing you could hang in a gallery.


But within batting, within the art of batting, there’s beauty beyond the shot. Beautiful batting is also not being over-dominant and not being over-confident, just manoeuvring balls to score freely while taking minimal risk. Kumar Sangakkara and Mahela Jayawardene are outstanding at this, master craftsmen able to impose their expertise on every form of the game.


Then there’s Jacques Kallis, another beautiful batsman, but in a completely different way. Because he’s so technically correct, he’s got so much time to play, and he also has the mental capacity to bat for long periods of time and be strong, assertive and clever in the way that he builds his innings.


I know that my batting isn’t like theirs. I’m fun to watch because I whack the ball, but I’m certainly not artistic in my method – it’s more structured, more physical and more brutal.


But people are into different things, and again, when it comes to sport what really does it for me is how people conduct themselves in certain situations. Could they get through the toughest periods? In terms of my career, the 151 I got at Colombo in 2012 is the best example, because I never thought I could bat that long in that heat.


That’s because, in the end, beauty isn’t about what you see, but how what you see makes you feel. I know some people find that in stats, and as cricketers we’re conditioned to obsess about them – they’re what keep you in a job. So I can tell you how many Test runs I’ve got (8181), how many tons (twentythree) and how many Man of the Match awards (twenty-six).


Obviously, I’m proud of them, but the reality is that they’re only part of the story. Four fifties are better for your average than one 158, but it might just be that the 158 is more useful to your team.


And certainly more memorable. No one ever wants to talk to me about my numbers, they want to talk to me about how I played the game. They say things like ‘Man, you whacked the Australians,’ and ‘Jeez, how did you play that innings in Mumbai?’ and the knowledge that, in whatever small way, I made them happy is the most beautiful thing of all.
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