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PREFACE


There had been little in my Test career prior to the start of the Sri Lanka series in 2002 to suggest that I would have a year in the sun quite like the one it turned out to be. Indeed, I returned from New Zealand before our summer programme realising that my apprenticeship in the international arena was now over and it was about time I started improving an average that was unlikely to keep me in the England side for much longer.


What followed was almost unbelievable. The sun and the runs arrived in a never-to-be-forgotten year. My confidence grew and twelve months later I had amassed a record number of runs, scored three Ashes centuries and been voted Man of the Series Down Under, become the first cricketer to appear on the front cover of Wisden, deposed Australia’s Matthew Hayden as the world’s number one batsman and been appointed England’s one-day captain. And something I will treasure forever – I had possession of the ball with which I clean bowled the Master, Sachin Tendulkar, at Trent Bridge.


Going back over the year has refreshed many wonderful memories and I have thoroughly enjoyed being able to put down my thoughts and feelings about a time in my career that will live with me long into retirement. I hope there will be plenty more Test runs to come.





CHAPTER 1


HANDS OFF


Touring India was nothing new to me after first having visited as an eighteen-year-old playing for England Under 19s. Two years later, in 1995, I was there again with the A team, so in 2001 the views, exotic aromas, vivid colours, enchantment and passion of this cricket-mad nation were more than familiar. I am told that Spanish golfer Seve Ballesteros when once asked what it took to become a top player replied: ‘The ability to eat at any table, sleep in any bed and perform on any course.’ The same could easily be said about cricketers and especially those touring the subcontinent.


The learning curve of the teenage trip was an extensive one as we had four weeks on the road and three in the major cities. We did not stay at the best hotels in the world, we saw a lot of rats, there was very little air-conditioning and the food was, at best, average. I took as many tins of beans and Spam as I could and ate a lot of Snickers bars, but as an eighteen-year-old it was an experience that helped me mature more quickly as a cricketer than I might otherwise have done.


Indians do seem to establish themselves as players at a faster rate than we do and, like the Australians and South Africans, they are lobbed into the game during their teenage years to see if they can stand their ground against the best in the world. Perhaps the quick maturing of their cricketing skills has something to do with the way they are brought up on the subcontinent. I do know it is a fantastic place to tour because the love of cricket is unbelievable.


One thing I discovered early on, the curries bear very little resemblance to the ones served in Bradford. I will never forget staying at the beautiful Raj hotel in Bombay in 2001, straight opposite the Gates of India, and they did have a magnificent curry house. We sat on our knees on a cushion and ate the local way, although I wondered at first whether we were going to eat at all because when we sat down there was no cutlery. I had never eaten just with a chapatti before.


I have always thought it important to embrace the local culture wherever you travel because the last thing you want when you are away from home for any length of time is to stay in every night eating cheese and onion toasties. I had heard that it would be a boring tour with a lot of four-wall and television gazing, but that was not the case.


However, India is definitely the place to bring a touring party together. There are fewer distractions or attractions than in other places, and no bars outside the hotels, so a lot of time is spent in the team room taking the mickey out of one another. Unlike Australia, where everybody seems to have family or friends and there is always lots to do, India offers a greater bonding experience because you tend to stay as a unit more and create your own entertainment and banter, whether it is in the team room, dressing room or on the coach. No other tour generates that type of atmosphere.


So I knew exactly what to expect, although the 2001–02 tour was different in more than one respect. There was a stack of controversy before we left due to security concerns following the September 11 catastrophe in America. Television and the media kept everybody informed about what was happening in the subcontinent on a daily basis, while meetings went on for weeks leading up to the tour. Two of our players, Andrew Caddick and Robert Croft, decided, for family reasons, that the risks outweighed the advantages and stayed at home. They had the full backing of the players who did make the trip. Each individual has to make his own decision and these two concluded it was not in their interests to travel.


My decision to go was not taken lightly. Unless I have to make an instant assessment, I always like to hear the views of a number of people, not least my parents Graham and Dee, and my girlfriend Nichola. There were other considerations. A knee injury had kept me out of the Ashes series the previous summer and this was my opportunity to force my way back into the team. It would also be a great honour to play against the talents of Sachin Tendulkar, Sourav Ganguly and Rahul Dravid in their own backyard. I determined that whatever fate had in store for me, it could deal its hand in India and not at home in Sheffield.


With Caddick and Croft missing, two youngsters were handed the opportunity of some invaluable experience that would not otherwise have been available to them. Richard Dawson, my Yorkshire county colleague, took the spinner’s position and performed admirably in all the Tests, while the vacant fast bowler’s slot went to Richard Johnson, who did not get a great deal of opportunity to turn his arm over, but still picked up a helpful insight into the international game.


My experience of India convinced me that the public there would open their arms and hearts to an England touring side, especially after there had been doubt about whether or not one would arrive. The public’s support was unbelievable. Any excursion out of the team hotel would prompt a friendly and enthusiastic crowd to gather around, while we knew every stadium would be jam-packed. It is just a fantastic country to play cricket in.


Having missed out against Australia, I was chomping at the bit to play international cricket again, but the first Test did not provide the opportunity. I was not selected, which left me wondering when and where the opportunity would arrive to strap on my pads and improve on a less-than-desired average of about 30.


The answer came at 11 p.m. on the eve of the second Test in Ahmedabad. There was a knock on the door of my room and I opened it to find Nasser Hussain standing outside, waiting to tell me that I was back in the team. Graham Thorpe had decided to return home because of things that were happening in his personal life.


Graham’s misfortune was my good luck. I knew Graham was having problems. I’m pretty close to the Surrey left-hander and the two of us, along with another good friend, Ashley Giles, played a lot of PlayStation in India. We had our own football league – I was Manchester United, Graham was Chelsea and Ash was Arsenal. We had been playing that night and I felt from the way he was acting that he was struggling with his situation. I thought he might take the option of going home to try to sort it out and so it was not really a surprise when Nasser came knocking on my door.


‘You’re playing and coming in at four,’ he said.


I have played every Test since then, up to the time of writing.


I am a great believer in fate and also that things happen for a reason – one day you will be caught one-handed by somebody flying through the air on the boundary edge and the next you will dolly one straight to slip and see it put down. At the same time I can’t help agreeing with golfer Gary Player when he said that the harder you practise, the luckier you get.


I was aiming to get a lot of runs on my Test comeback and I was not disappointed. Unfortunately, at the start, many of them were of the wrong variety. During the match in Ahmedabad I was forced to take up a position in the smallest room in the pavilion for long periods of the game. I do not think I have ever felt so ill in all my life.


There had been little warning of the discomfort ahead during our first innings when I was given out off Anil Kumble for 11 without ever getting near the ball. There was particular joy for Craig White as he hit a big hundred, for I knew very well how badly he wanted that innings. I remembered him getting 90-odd in Pakistan in 2000 and coming out saying: ‘That might be the last chance I get to hit a century.’ I had reassured him by saying: ‘No, no, you’ll get another chance.’ And now he had proved me right. We all learned from the way he played that fantastic Ahmedabad innings and it helped set us up for the rest of the series against India. White had spotted something in Kumble’s action during certain balls and he told us all about it and that was a tremendous benefit.


As for me, I spent all the second day in the dressing room with a towel over my head and needing to go to the bathroom every half hour. I was desperate to get out into the field and during one drinks break when the players were in a huddle, I walked out to join them. Halfway there Nasser saw me and yelled out: ‘Get back, you’re not coming out here like that,’ so I turned round and went to bed again.


The suffering eased sufficiently the following day to allow me to bat and I remember getting 31 not out on a wicket where the ball was turning square. That positive knock gave me the confidence to go out and play that way on a more regular basis.


By the time we reached Bangalore for the third Test I was fit and ready for anything. We were 1–0 down in the series, but the nets went well and I sensed that things were about to change. The pitch was a little green, but it was a good one and I was playing for England as well as I had ever done.


I reached 64 with ease and was striking the ball beautifully, finding the gaps and dealing comfortably with the spinners. But just as I thought I was on the verge of a really big innings, my mind was sent into a spin when given out in the most bizarre of circumstances. I went to sweep Sarandeep, but the ball clipped my pads and rolled towards short leg. I don’t know why I then did what I did because the ball was going nowhere near the stumps; I just flicked at it and then picked it up. It was an act of stupidity, but even when they appealed I was bemused because I did not know why they were appealing. I just did not understand why I had been given out. I was in a state of shock as I walked off, but then realisation kicked in that I’d been daft enough to handle the ball.


I compounded my misdemeanour by being a little naïve in that night’s press conference. I said I was disappointed in the Indians’ action, since the ball was not rolling back on to the stumps, but of course they were totally within their rights to appeal. I should have just held up my hands and said: ‘I got it all wrong, I’m an idiot.’ At least I learnt from the situation and particularly the press conference. I should never have let my heart do my thinking and talking, but I was simply pissed off because I was playing so well and I had passed up the perfect opportunity to get my first Test hundred outside England.


We had been in a good position and looking strong and then my stupidity undid all the good. Mark Ramprakash went in the next over and Andrew ‘Freddie’ Flintoff did not stay long. We were in the doghouse again, but then Craig White had another fine knock.


Freddie and Ashley Giles bowled us into a good position, but at the end of the second day clouds were beginning to gather and I remember saying to Nasser: ‘These clouds have come to this part of the world for a reason.’


He just looked at me and said: ‘It never rains in Bangalore.’


I knew he was going to be proven wrong.


Sure enough, we never bowled a ball on the last day because it bucketed down non-stop. It was so very frustrating because I felt we would have won the match and that would have meant a drawn series, never a bad result in India.





CHAPTER 2


SONG FOR BEN


The Christmas presents were barely out of their wrapping paper and New Year hangovers scarcely medicated before we were packing our whites and blues again. This time it was for New Zealand and a familiar face was among the party, of which he was always the life and soul.


Darren Gough is not only the dressing-room joker, but also the butt of quite a few jokes and he had been missed on the trip to India. It had been decreed by the powers that be that anybody who did not go to the subcontinent would not be considered for the Kiwi Tests of the winter, but my Yorkshire colleague was called in for the one-day series and was a very welcome addition to the squad.


It was good to have Gough back, not least for the confidence and spirit he brings to the dressing room. He is a lively character, who keeps everybody bubbling. He also comes out with some of the most extraordinary comments you have ever heard. They might not necessarily be the brightest thoughts, but at least they keep everybody entertained. To have his ability as a cricketer was also a big help. It cannot be over-estimated just how good a bowler he has been and one hopes will continue to be as long as his knees and legs can take the strain. In cricket’s abbreviated version, Gough can be counted on to get at the top-order batsmen and then come back later to cool any advance when the willow is being heaved in every direction.


I was still learning about one-day cricket because my previous excursions in this particular department of the game had been limited. The approach to the one-day and five-day games is very similar, although experience in the shorter discipline is a massive thing, particularly if you bat in the middle of the innings. Every situation is different from the one you have faced just before and the one you will next encounter. You have no idea if the side will be a hundred for none after twenty-five overs when you go in, or 2 for 2 in the first over.


A decent cricket brain is essential because you have to adapt to whatever the situation is and this was one of my initial shortcomings. Early in my career, my cricket thinking was not as clever as it should have been, but now I have my head round most situations and I know the value of building partnerships or re-grouping to get the team back on track. The middle of the innings may be the hardest time to bat, but it is also the most fascinating.


I have always been my own harshest critic, but the reason I am hard on myself is because I want to be the best. Whatever standard you are playing at, you can always be better. The day when I start being too easy on myself will be the one when it is time to stop because I will have reached the stage where I do not want to progress any further.


I am tough on myself, but I am that way because it pushes me towards constant improvement – something I chase not purely for personal enhancement, but because I want the team to win as many games as it can. To be successful either individually or collectively you have to be honest with yourself and I am always that because it helps me and the team improve.


Ranting and raving and shouting at people is not my style, but I cannot sit back and say ‘It’s just a game of cricket’ if I play a bad shot or do something wrong. Whether I am playing or practising or even just thinking about the game, I do like to do things well.


If I have a bad day or hit a bad shot, I’ll think about what has happened, analyse everything and then work on eradicating the flaw or problem. Once I wake up the following morning I am ready to move on to the next issue.


The best sportsmen in the world are pretty harsh on themselves, although they do not get too dejected when things are not working out or too involved or over-excited when they are. They get through the good or bad times by staying on an even keel, not allowing themselves to soar up in the clouds or be sucked deep down in the mud. Those who prosper stay on a level playing field all the time. That way you can cope with excitement and disappointment much better than if you are bouncing off the walls or ready to dial the Samaritans.


Ever since I was about eighteen, I have always looked, listened and learned from the way people act in certain situations. I watch when players are scoring runs to see how they act with others, how they talk to the media and how it changes them. On the reverse side, I look at the way people deal with failure to the extent that now I believe I can judge a player by the way he reacts when he is playing badly. I like those characters who still get involved, continue laughing and take the game exactly the same when the ball is not finding the middle of the bat or the proper line and length. They seem to have the best perspective on life as a cricketer.


When life gets tough the media and even friends jump on your back and you get the occasional comment in the street. The next time a Yorkshire voice tells me to ‘Bugger off back to Lancashire’ will not be the first. The strong characters are those who can laugh off the bad times, not only knowing they will come through them, but also realising there are good times around the corner.


I quickly discovered that Yorkshire is a fantastic place in which to be schooled as a cricketer. Discipline both on and off the field – lifestyle, fitness, punctuality and dress code – has always been a major issue. Looking smart and shaving every day have been driven into me since I was a kid and I must say it has stood me in good stead. The most disciplined teams on and off the pitch are always the most victorious. It is no surprise that Manchester United and Arsenal are as successful as they are.


Steve Oldham, a great disciplinarian, who never accepted an excuse for anybody being late, knocked the virtue of punctuality into me at Yorkshire. Lateness was unacceptable because it meant you were letting your team-mates down. It sounds a bit old-fashioned in today’s world and I have sometimes wondered if it really does matter that much, but the more I play and the more I think about it, the players who are successful and the ones who stay at the top longest are the ones who are the most disciplined.


The number one example is Alec Stewart. At the time of writing, he is thirty-nine, has played top-class cricket since he was eighteen and been in the England team for the last fourteen years, and he is the most disciplined man I have ever met, a great role model. If you want to get to the top in any sport, be it cricket, golf, rugby, football or tiddlywinks, then do no more than look at the way Stewart looks, acts and behaves. He is immaculate on and off the pitch. He possesses genuine star quality, and because of it gets plenty of stick from his colleagues – as well as the utmost respect.


I remember first coming into the Yorkshire dressing room and Martyn Moxon was exactly the same. He was so disciplined he would set out his kit and would know if anybody had moved one of his things just half an inch. Unfortunately, I am not like that. I have a big Nike bag and everything just gets lobbed out in a pile.


Stewart just could not be like that. He has his shoes on a ledge; caps, gloves, sweaters and bats are all in place. He is nearly teetotal, has a great diet and is one of our fittest players. We call him the Governor because he governs everything and it seems that whatever he wants he gets – quite rightly so when you consider what he has done and the number of matches he has played. He knows how to go about it. At the 2003 World Cup’s opening ceremony in Cape Town he was quite hungry and asked if I fancied some food. ‘Follow me,’ he said and within minutes he had found a chef who served up chicken and mash for us just as quickly.


I dread to think what it is going to be like when he goes because he is going to be one hell of a cog in our machine to replace. He drills discipline into the team, although he is not a guy who says you must do this or follow that ideal – he just gets on with his own job and leads by example. Men of that calibre are a rarity and one thing is definite, there will never be another like him.


After India and its very limited nightlife, we arrived in New Zealand for three Tests and five one-day internationals and we were faced with a week between games. Time for a bit of r & r. It is essential, not least for your sanity, to let your hair down now and again, but nobody had told Paul Collingwood that to enter on such an excursion with Freddie Flintoff could seriously damage your health, particularly in the region of the liver. Freddie is world ranked number one when it comes to letting your hair down.


I saw the two of them leaving the team hotel and just thought to myself, are you sure you know what you are doing, Paul? I turned up an hour later, looked at Collingwood’s eyes and knew instantly that he had been what is commonly called Flintoffed. Collingwood discovered the hard way how trying to keep pace with Freddie can result in a monumental hangover.


My services were not required for the first three one-day games, but I netted very well indeed and was called up for the fourth in Auckland. Going in at five I scored a quick 64, but, not for the first time that winter, I was out in controversial circumstances.


Going for a quick run, I managed to drop my bat and the decision on whether I had made my ground was referred to the third umpire. As we awaited the verdict, the umpire indicated to me that he had heard from the third official that I was out, so I just walked off. I was actually getting vibes that I was not out and when I got into the dressing room my suspicions were confirmed. I was officially ‘not out’, but I had walked off and it was a bit too late to do anything about it. The words ‘complete’ and ‘idiot’ spring to mind. It was so frustrating because I had been desperate to get my place back for three weeks and, having been recalled to the side, I had been playing beautifully, hitting the ball to all parts. Now I looked nothing less than stupid at a time when I was trying to establish myself in both forms of the game.


It gets asked of any new player in a team, is he a Test player, a one-dayer or can he play both? There were those who thought at the time that maybe I was just a five-day specialist and perhaps they had a point. In those more tentative days, I was more concerned about occupying the crease than scoring runs. Mentally, I believed that if I stayed out there, the runs would come eventually. What a difference a year makes! Now I have a completely different mindset. When I am at the crease I am thinking, positively, that I will score runs rather than waiting for them to come to me. Before, I had been trying to accumulate them and my first 50 would take two to three hours. Now I try to hit every bad ball, wanting to score every time, and the runs come faster. Because I was an accumulator, people said I was not suited to the one-day game, but I always knew I had the shots that would serve me well. I just had to be more confident and positive about my ability to play shots, and try to dictate to the bowlers rather than worry too much about survival.


It can be hard to adapt at first, especially with the pressure imposed by, the media and expectation levels. You must have that inner belief that you can adapt. The first few games are extremely difficult because you are feeling your way and there are so many ups and downs. The mental game is important, building yourself up and getting yourself right for the event.


At least I had 64 on the board before my mental aberration and then we went out to field. I had been dropping catches of late – indeed my catching had been embarrassingly bad for a couple of years – but my confidence rose when I caught two early in their innings. Then, in the fiftieth over, I went for a diving catch on the boundary and my shoulder popped out. It was the worst feeling I had ever had. It clicked straight back in, but there was damage, which kept me out of the final and deciding game, and it seemed that I might miss the first Test.


Our physiotherapist and medical staff did much manipulation and work, but the shoulder was very tender for three weeks. If there was frustration for me, there was agony for Darren Gough in the deciding game, which we lost. He came off the pitch and said: ‘My knee’s gone, that’s it.’ He has played very little since. Gough was going home injured and it dented the spirit of the tour. His absence has always left the England dressing room with a big void.


The tour was damaged, but not irreparably. Michael Atherton, Nasser Hussain and Alec Stewart had always told me that the New Zealand trip was the best of the lot because of the climate, similar to England’s, hospitable people, great golf and wine and usually competitive cricket. You could let your hair down a bit more there and the golf was certainly good for practising wind shots.


If the golf was excellent, the wine Andy Caddick recommended was of similar calibre. He is a connoisseur, or thinks he is, and the vintages he chose were always spot on, particularly those that he served when the entire party went for a barbecue to the house he has in what is, after all, his homeland.


The girlfriends and wives were with us for a lot of the trip, although the weather was such that they did not do a great deal more than shop. One of the highlights for me was meeting Britain’s Admiral’s Cup yacht team. We watched them train and went on the boat. Flintoff and Caddick actually went out with them to get a taste of life on the ocean waves. It was very interesting to watch professionals from another sport and I had no idea just how much money and effort are put into the project. They earned everybody’s respect.


The New Zealand Test team earned everybody’s approbation, as well. Under Stephen Fleming the Kiwis are a good, decent and competitive side who play the game as it should be played and respect opponents.


The first National Bank Test in Christchurch was a landmark in my career because I opened for England for the first time at this level – resurrecting the partnership I had had at Under 19 level with Marcus Trescothick. I had played with Trescothick for years and our understanding was there straightaway.


I remember having one reservation when Nasser said I would open in Christchurch. It was nothing to do with my opening partner, but the pitch we would bat on – one of those drop-in wickets they put in place four or five days in advance. When we went to the ground to practise a couple of days before the game, I remember thinking that it was strange that the wicket had not arrived – but it had. Close inspection showed that it was a strip of mud, and soft to boot. I just knew it would not have dried out before the game and here I was preparing to open for the first time. This would be tough, particularly for the side batting first.


Everybody knew the toss was crucial because the wicket was still damp and the silver lining in the clouds overhead was for the side bowling first. Win the toss and bowl … and that is exactly what New Zealand did. Walking out to bat was a quiet journey. Trescothick and I decided we would run as hard as we could between the wickets to try to put them under pressure.


They were the last few words we said to one another during that partnership because within two balls of Chris Cairns’ first over Trescothick was walking back to the pavilion, followed by Mark Butcher a couple of balls later. This was my first Test as an opener and I had already had two partners without having had the chance to say a word to either of them at the end of an over.
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